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SUMMARY

This thesis documents the historical and
contemporary practice of appointing special constables,
civilian volunteers with full police powers. In doing
so it addresses four main issues: their identities;
their deployment; their effectiveness; and their
relationships with other law enforcement agents and
with the wider public. The historical data is mainly
derived from from a survey of archive material held at
the Public Record Office and at local record offices.
The contemporary section is based on the findings of a
national survey of police forces, and on interviews,
questionnaires,	and observational fieldwork with
regular officers and special constables.

The thesis charts how the office originated as a
separate office from that of constable during the
eighteenth century. It goes on to examine the location
of special constables within the debates on police
reform in the early nineteenth century, and traces why
their continuing deployment was still necessary after
the introduction of paid full-time police. It explores
their role in wartime, and how the nature of their role
changed during the twentieth century from being
emergency supplements to a being a permanent policing
resource. It examines in detail the current composition
of special constabularies and analyses the identities,
motivations and qualifications of volunteers to special
constabularies; the motives behind their decision to
volunteer; the range of duties on which they are
deployed; and the effectiveness of volunteer police
compared with regular officers. The thesis discusses
the economics and politics behind current government
initiaitives	to	expand and strengthen special
constabularies, and examines questions of their
acccountability to the police and the local community.
Within this concluding section, a redefinition of the
role of special constables is argued for, and
blueprints for the future directions of special

constabularies are discussed.
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1

INTRODUCTION

"In the year 1779, the appointment of a large
number of special constables for the support of
the civil power, and the preservation of the
peace and good order, first took place in these
towns; and from the experience of its great
utility, it has been regularly continued ...
The numerous attendance of respectable towns
men on this day, encourages our hopes that you
will in no respect be wanting, to restore to
its fullest extent of credit and success, an
institution so well calculated to produce the
happiest effects. 1

" ... 1831 is rather a sinister period, because
the special constables were then organised to
prevent people getting their freedom ... the
people were fighting for the first time for the
right of franchise, and special constables were
brought in to beat their fellow subjects into
subjection ... We will trust ourselves in the
hands of the ordinary police, because we know
them; but we are not prepared to trust these
people, who are always looking for something to
turn up - militaristic Micawbers."2

"What must be exploded ... is the assumption
that the fully-trained, fully-paid policeman is
the only member of the community capable of
making a contribution to law and order ... At
a time when police manpower is absorbed on a
huge scale by the need to guard against
terrorism, the specials are well able to take
over most of the routine duties which consume
the bulk of police time."3

These three quotes, taken from a period spanning

nearly two centuries, encapsulate the shifting strands of

the discourse concerning the practice of appointing

ordinary citizens to act as police officers on a

1	Chairman of the Justices' address to the special
constables of Manchester and Salford, 16th November 1797.
Held at Lancashire Constabulary Archives.

2	Mr. J. Jones, M.P. speaking during the report to the
Commons on the Special Constables Bill 1923, Hansard
Parliamentary Debates (Commons) 7th May 1923, col 1990-2.

3	The Times, leader, 21st January 1991.
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temporary or-part-time basis. The symmetrical nature of

the arguments reveal a need to explore both the

historical and contemporary context of the debate.

The implications and contradictions thrown up by the

use of special constables are manifold: What was the

novelty and impact of the new police if both before and

after their inception special constables were relied on?

If the citizens are in uniform, where does that leave

orthodox views of the police, whose traditional

legitimation has been as 'citizens in uniform'? Are

special constables the 'missing link', the 'jam in the

sandwich', of police community relations, or are they a

select and elitist barrier thrown up by the conservative

State between the working classes and their accountable

local bobbies?

The discourse surrounding the use of special

constables is polarised by left and right views of social

order. Thus it involves the conflicting demands of

professionalism against amateurism; the accountability of

the public employee against the private volunteer; the

responsibility of the paternalistic state to ensure the

well-being of all citizens, against the responsibility of

the community for its own well-being. The current

'innovatory' rediscovery of special constables challenges

modernity in the form of the professional state-sponsored

'technocop', and harks back to a halcyon past where law

abiding citizens were responsible for the creation and

maintenance of local order.
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JUSTIFICATION

Despite their ancient pedigree, special constables

are the hidden feature of the British policing landscape.

Although their shadowy presence has been recorded and

reflected in English popular culture from the nineteenth

century on12 , mainstream literature on both the

historical development and contemporary practice of

policing has discussed them only cursorily, if at al113.

This lacuna in the historical literature is perhaps

not surprising given orthodox historians' concern to draw

a clear line between policing arrangements before and

after the passing of the 1829 Metropolitan Police Act14.

Even so, many have explicitly recognised that the

involvement of members of the public in the policing of

their communities predated the creation of organised

police forces; for example Critchley traces the principle

of social obligation to maintain the peace to the reign

of King Alfred, and argues that it may be older than

this 15	while Reiner notes that orthodox historians

12	See, eg: Dickens, C. Pickwick Papers, Kipling, R.
Mary Postgate, Auden, W.H. Letter to a Wound. Specials
were also immortalised in the Edwardian Music Hall, and
are currently the subject of a BBC drama series to be
screened this autumn.

13	For example; Critchley, T.A. A History of Police in
England and Wales, Stedman, C. Policing the Victorian
Community, Whittaker, B. The Police in Society, Holdaway,
S. Inside the British Police, Reiner, R. The Blue Coated
Worker, The Politics of the Police.

14	See Reiner, R. The Politics of the Police,
henceforth referred to as Politics.

15	Critchley, T.A. A History of Police in England and
Wales.
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typically describe the novelty of the new police in terms

of their efficiency and integrity, whilst recognising

that their roots lay in ancient traditions of communal

self-policing16.

Although two books have been written in the last

thirty years which focus on specials 17 , neither provide

an in-depth historical analysis of their development.

Seth's work is not a piece of academic research and

contains neither references nor bibliography. In some

areas it is positively misleading, claiming that the

office of special constable was created by statute in the

seventeenth century. 18 Gill and Mawby's study does not

question this assumption, and deals with the historical

development of special constabularies in six pages19.

Palmer, in his definitive work on the policing of protest

in England and Ireland, comments that 'a scholarly

monograph on the institution is much needed'20.

The paucity of research on specials in the

contemporary policing literature can be ascribed to the

relatively recent nature of the academic policing

discourse, and its concern to build up a body of

16
	

Reiner, Politics, op cit 14.

17	Seth, R. The Specials. Gill, M. and Mawby, R. A
Special Constable: A Study of the Police Reserve 
henceforth referred to as A special.

18	For a full discussion of this point, see post p--.

19
	

Gill and Mawby, A Special op cit 17-24.

20	Palmer, S. Police and Protest in England and Ireland
1780-1850 148 n138.



7

knowledge on mainstream police phenomena. However, a

knowledge of special constables is highly pertinent, as

their recruitment and deployment raises issues -in a

number of areas concerning the use of volunteers in

policing,	the	privatisation	of	police	and	the

public/private/voluntary	boundaries,	issues	of

professionalism	and	amateurism,	accountability,

relationships with regular officers and the transmission

of cop culture. At the same time, the Conservative

Government elected in 1979 has over recent years placed

increasing emphasis on the responsibility of citizens for

the policing of their communities. In January 1991 it

initiated a recruitment campaign designed to increase the

numbers of special constables nationwide to 26,000 by

1994.

Although Gill and Mawby's book, published in 1990,

purports to evaluate the special constabulary, it is

superficial; as the authors admit, commenting on their

collaborative research 'It's been good, but we can think

of more enjoyable ways of spending our time' 21 . Their

comparative technique is limited by their lack of

detailed or representative data, or of any theoretical

overview22.

By adopting an historical perspective, and

concentrating solely on special constabularies in England

and Wales, rather than a diverse approach which seeks to

21	Gill and Mawby, A Special, op cit vii.

22	For a full critique, see my review in the British
Journal of Criminology, forthcoming.
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synthesize special constables with all other global forms

of community involvement in the criminal justice system,

this thesis challenges many assumptions made by Gill and

Mawby about the motivations, deployment and role of

special constables.

This thesis also takes issue with their assertion

that special constables are immersed in the police

subculture 23 , by fully analysing special constables'

working relationships with regular officers. It explores

the differences in the patrolling styles of regulars and

specials, and the implications these have for discussions

about effectiveness.

The thesis also addresses issues ignored by Gill and

Mawby, for example racism and sexism within special

constabularies, and develops a separate typology

special constables. It scrutinises the political and

policy implications of the Government's calls for an

increased recruitment and deployment of special

constables.

THE IMPORTANCE OF AN AETIOLOGY OF SPECIALS FOR THE STUDY
OF POLICING IN GENERAL 

Reiner has identified key questions about the

emergence of the paid professional police, which demand a

reassessment of many of the assumptions made by both

orthodox and revisionist policing histories 24 . This

23
	

Gill and Mawby, A Special, op cit 145-8.
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thesis takes issue with and further explores these

questions, using the example of the parallel development

of special constabularies to illustrate the limitations

of conventional thinking about police.

For example, in introducing his argument for a 'neo-

Reithian' synthesis of orthodox and revisionist views,

Reiner asks why it is that the UK is comparatively unique

in not having a specialised 'third force' for the

suppression of riots. Yet special constabularies

historically developed as a public order fact. They were

specifically enrolled to deal with large-scale

disturbances in the nineteenth century, for example at

Peterloo in 1819, Bristol in 1831, Kennington Common in

1848, and Trafalgar Square in 1887. Although much

valuable work has recently been done on the use of police

and military in strikes and the creation of third forces,

the ways in which special constabularies were perceived

as fundamental to the mechanisms of control available

during both national and international crises in the

twentieth century has not been fully explored25.

For example, experiments with UK special

constabularies may have provided the blueprint for the

armed special constabularies set up in Northern Ireland

in the period 1919-1921, which subsequently became the

24	Reiner Politics, op cit Ch 1 esp 32 - 47.

25	See eg Bunyan, T. The History and Practice of the 
Political Police in Britain, Jeffrey, K. & Hennessy, P.
States of Emergency, Morgan, J. Conflict and Order,
Geary, R. Policing Industrial Disputes 1893-1985, Peak,
S. Troops in Strikes.
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notorious 'A' and 'B' specials, disbanded in the late 60s

and replaced by the RUC Reserve26.

In the inter-war years, plans for the creation of a

national Citizen Guard and a Civil Constabulary Reserve,

administered under the joint auspices of the Home Office

and the War Office, were shelved in favour of a continued

deployment of special constables, and after the Second

World War were finally laid to rest. In contrast to

Reiner, Bunyan highlights the part which has been

allocated for special constables to play in future

widespread civil disturbances27.

A study of special constables can therefore cast

light on why no national paramilitary police force

developed comparable with, for example the French CRS,

and challenge the notion that h ici- n -r.in = ll y no 'riot

squads' existed.

Similarly, charting the shifting role of special

constabularies can act as a mirror to changes occurring

in the regular police. In his critique, Reiner argues

that the source of the need for a new police in the

nineteenth century needs to be further examined and

challenged; orthodox histories neglect 'the implication

26	See Farrell, M. Arming The Protestants: The 
Formation of the Ulster Special Constabulary and the 
Royal Ulster Constabulary 1920 - 27. Although the link
between English and Welsh special constabularies and
those created in Scotland and Northern Ireland is a
fruitful area of study in its own right, it is beyond the
ambit of this thesis.

27	Bunyan, T. The History and Practice of the Political 
Police in Britain 283 et seq.
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of. the police in structural conflicts associated with

particular relationships of class and privilege', while

revisionists dismiss the aspects of policing which are

concerned with universal order, cohesion and

protection28. A study of special constables can help fill

this void by examining questions to do with the class

nature of special constabularies, the reasons for the

continued reliance on their services, and the shift in

emphasis of their role away from the suppression of

popular protest, toward the facilitation of links between

the police and the community.

Reiner asks:	'What was wrong with the old

police?' 29 .	Styles argues that rather than being

inefficient, the reluctance of eighteenth century

justices to support proposals for a new police was more

to do with a concern to ensure that policing was

appropriate for local circumstances 30 , whilst Reiner

notes that both army and local magistrates 'seemed to be

quite adept' at cooling down potential disorder. Thus:

"If the fear of riot and the 'dangerous
classes' was as acute as both orthodox and
revisionist historians suggest, then the long
delay in police reform remains a baffling
mystery ... Whatever motivated the
establishment of the new police it was not the
patent break-down or inadequacy of the old."31

28
	

Reiner, Politics, op cit.
29
	Ibid.

30	Styles, J. "Sir John Fielding and the Problem of
Criminal Investigation in 18th-century England", in
Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 33, cited
in Reiner op cit 35.
31	Reiner ibid 35-37.
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An examination of the functions of special

constables during this transitional period can fit a few

more pieces into this particular jigsaw puzzle.

Reiner questions the motivations behind the calls

for police reform, noting that the County and Borough

Police Bill introduced in 1856 only succeeded after 'much

parliamentary shenanigans and wheeler-dealing'. He argues

that there was no obvious link between counties which had

experienced Chartist disorders and those which had not in

their readiness to institute a new police, while

influential sections of the elite experienced no panic

which precipitated them into reforming the old police 32 .

•However, because none of the histories on which Reiner

draws attempt a documentation of special constables, a

cr, -- 4=1 m^ f- i va l-^r in the development o f the

consciousness of a need for police reform has been

ignored. As this study shows, recruitment problems

experienced during Chartist disorders may have been one

of the prime factors behind the realisation by local

police authorities and watch committees of the value of a

local, permanently available and compelable police force.

Asking 'who opposed the new police?', Reiner argues

that sections of both the working class and the

propertied classes resisted police reform, because of

'fears about threats to liberty, concern about fiscal

prudence, anxieties about local democratic accountability

t the use of special constables, part of the

32	Ibid 38-9.

Ye

33	Ibid 40.
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'old' policing network, raised equal resentment among the

working class when they were sworn in en masse during

popular protests. Although there is evidence to suggest

that their deployment on a paid 'piecework' basis may

have satisfied the fiscal prudence of some watch

committees,	anxieties about	the	local	democratic

accountability of specials must have been as strong, if

not stronger than those concerning the 'new police', as

special constabularies could consist of ad hoc recruits

who did not necessarily have a local connection34.

Indeed, these fears influenced recruitment policies in

the twentieth century which excluded lorry drivers from

special constabularies as being potentially too unruly,

and jews and blacks as being 'too alien'.

An examination of special constabularies can also

cast light on the question of opposition to the new

police 35 . The growing acquiescence of the working class

may have resulted from a realisation that an impartial

force consisting of their peers was preferable to being

policed by an untrained force consisting of the local

gentry or of conservative sympathisers.

Crucially, Reiner asks what was new about the new

police 36 . Styles suggests that in fact the old police

were also often salaried and professional - attributes

34	S.1 of the Special Constables Act 1835 abolished the
"local resident" qualification contained in earlier
legislation, and enabled justices to swear in any person
prepared to act as a special constable regardless.

35	Reiner, Politics, op cit 40.

36
	

Ibid 42.
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usually described by traditional histories as forming

part of the novelty of the new police. Further, they

often consisted of the same personnel, with watchmen

under the old system transferring to jobs in the new

forces. Their preventative or proactive function, seen by

Chadwick as an essential distinguishing feature, in fact

imitated the traditional patrolling style of the old

watch. In London, the old police may have been more

effective than the new Metropolitan police because they

were more efficiently targeted, concentrating on

notorious trouble spots rather than having blanket

patrols. Styles concludes that the only thing new about

the new police was the visible homogeneity imposed by the

police uniform, and that it may not have been until after

the Second World War that bureaucratic uniformity and the

acceptance of national standards were imposed37.

Thus there was considerable continuity between the

old and new systems of policing, and special constables

were part of the sequential merger of the two. A study of

their development, from their early use as the organisers

of and participants in local watch patrols and the ad hoc

swearing in any person fit and willing to serve in times

of crisis, to the imposition by the Home Office of

national standards for their recruitment and deployment

as permanent organised forces following the Second World

War38 , can usefully contribute to this discourse. The

37	Styles, J. "Crime and Policing in England 1660 -
1820". Unpublished paper given at Lancaster University
History Seminar, 17th January 1991.
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parallels in the development of their bureaucracy with

the regular force can also assist the debate concerning

the rise in influence -of the Home Office in local

policing requirements.

The answer to Reiner's question concerning the

social impact of the police 39 may also be elaborated by

looking at the effectiveness of special constables acting

in conjunction with the police and military in

controlling nineteenth century disorder, and has spin-

offs for questions of the control of public space in the

1990s. Reiner suggests that the presence of the police on

the Victorian streets contributed to a decline in public

incivilities and riots. The social impact of a visibly

numerous	special	constabulary	(over	170,000	were

reportedly deployed during 1-114. Kennington Common riots in......

1848 40 ), may also have inhibited disorderly public

meetings. In the 1990s, the importance of a visible

police presence in public spaces is not in dispute.

However, increasing constraints in the financing of

regular forces and changed operational priorities have

led to a decline in the numbers of officers available for

this type of patrol: 'cardboard cut-out' policing is

increasingly left to special constables.

Reiner also asks who gained from the new police,

noting that the working class 'were the targets of the

38	See Home Office and Scottish Home Department Fourth
Report of the Police Post War Committee.

39	Reiner, Politics op cit 43.
40	Seth op cit 60.
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routine public order policing which the middle classes

supported enthusiastically' and also suffered 'from

police actions during periods of heightened industrial

conflict ,41

But special constables were routinely enrolled to

police public order and industrial disputes until the

late 1920s. Consequently, their complicity in the lack of

respect accorded to working class subjects of police

attention needs to be explored, as does the question

whether and how they contributed to the enhanced sense of

security felt by the new bourgeoisie, which Reiner argues

was created by the new police.

Reiner suggests that initially working class

recruits to the new police joined, 'not to gain from the

job in terms of social mobility and a career . . [but

merely to take] ... advantage of it for short spells

,while unable to obtain other work. 42 This may also have

been true for special constables, and the reasons for

working class involvement in special constabularies in

the 1830s - 1850s needs to be explored.

By the third quarter of the nineteenth century,

career structures within the police were established,

giving opportunities of social mobility to working class

recruits43 . This may have impacted on the working class

catchment area for special constabulary recruits.

41	Reiner, Politics, op cit 45.
42	Ibid.
43
	Ibid.
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Consequently the establishment of the police may have led

to the gradual transformation of special constabularies -

as forces for bourgeois order. Although the middle class

may have gained by this process, the benefits for the

working class are not at first sight obvious. According

to Bunyan:

"Over the last one-hundred-and-fifty years the
Specials have changed from a volunteer force
drawn from the whole community for limited
periods to a smaller, permanent and loyal body
recruited largely from the petit-bourgeoisie.
If and when major civil disorder threatens ...
the Specials ... will provide a rallying point
for those committed to perpetuating the
prevailing order."44

Reiner also . asks who controlled the new police,

noting that middle and working-class influence on parish

constables and local forces was greater before the

introduction of the new police. Thus:

"The new police signified a move away from a
degree of popular control which had existed in
some places over parish constables. They also
emerged after the 1870s as increasingly
autonomous of local government and magistracy.
The police were on the route to becoming that
autonomous body of professionals, the
accountability of which had become a major
source of controversy."45

However, the extent to which the use of specials as

an emergency reserve was successful was highly dependent

on the degree to which the working-class was prepared to

participate by being enrolled, and to intimidate

44	Bunyan op cit 98.
45	Reiner, Politics, op cit 46.
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potential middle-class recruits". Consequently the

working classes may have exercised a greater degree of

control over the policing of their communities for longer

than Reiner suggests.

In tracing the growth of police legitimacy, Reiner
praises the accomplishment of the policein winning over

working-class opposition47. However, after their

establishment the Home Office, reluctant to incur

additional	costs,	encouraged	the	recruitment	of

individuals with private means into special

constabularies. Consequently, the rise of regular police

legitimacy may have coincided with a decline in the

legitimacy afforded to special constables by the working

classes: The politically oppressive role first attributed

to the new police may have been neutralised by the

extensive deployment of partisan special constables, and

ultimately the new police may have come to be seen as

having more in common with the workers whom they policed,

and of being more accountable, than their volunteer

counterparts. Ironically, current attempts to re-

legitimise the police involve emphasising community

links, and in particular the role of the special

constabulary.

As well as the importance of a study of special

constables in helping to put the introduction of the new

police, and the development of police forces and

46	See Mather, F.C. Public Order in the Age of the 
Chartists.

47	Reiner, Politics, op cit. See esp p.61.
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practices	in context,	special	constabularies	are

important for the contribution that a full discussion can

make to other discourses; for example the issues

surrounding the use of volunteers, and of citizen

involvement in policing. Related to this are issues

concerning police professionalism, and the desirability

of increasing the professionalism of a force

traditionally celebrated for its amateur nature. The

obverse side to the celebration of amateurism is the

issue of accountability which, in the case of special

constabularies, involves not only formal legal

accountability to the public, but also occupational

accountability to the regular officers with whom they are

deployed.

METHODOLOGY

a) historical data

The historical material used in this thesis comes

from a number of sources:

First, a preliminary survey of material held at

county record offices in England and Wales was made by

way of circular letter. This requested information about

general constabulary records; records specifically

relating to special constables; personnel records; watch

committee minutes; chief constables' and justices'

reports. Approximately 85 county record offices replied.

Those which held large amounts of material _either -on



20

special constables or on the early police were visited. A

selection of others were visited as part of the

contemporary research on special constables. In all, the

material at 13 county record offices was inspected, while

Stockport kindly sent photocopies of relevant material.

Second, some police forces held archives which were

of relevance. Such material is now very rare; much was

pulped during the Second World War, while the force

amalgamations of the 1970s led to the mass destruction of

special constabulary records whose value was not, at that

stage, appreciated by the regular police. However, some

valuable material remains and I am indebted to the

individuals and forces who put me on the track of it48.

The collections held at Thames Valley Police Museum,

Surrey Police Museum, and the City of London Police

Museum were inspected by kind permission of the Chief

Officers of Police in those forces.

Third, the Public Record Office at Kew was a

fruitful source of historical material. Because of time

constraints, only the extensive material in the H045

files on 'disturbances' was examined. More material may

be available in the H036, H043; MEPO and CAB files.

Fourth, the libraries at the Institute of Historical

Research and the Institute of Advanced Legal Studies at

48 Material from the Lancashire Constabulary archives
was kindly supplied by Chief Superintendent Cowie of the
Merseyside Police. John Maff in, of the Humberside Special
Constabulary, kindly allowed me to inspect material on
the First and Second World Wars from the records,
recently discovered mouldering in a police garage, which
he is now cataloguing. Suffolk Constabulary allowed me to
inspect their special constabulary personnel records for
1919-1970.	-
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London University, and the Brotherton and Law libraries

at Leeds University, proved invaluable as sources for

early legal material.

Thus three types of historical data are used: first,

particular and essentially local and anecdotal material

which is illustrative of more general trends and

developments; second, general material drawn from

official reports and circulars; third, law reports and

statutes which indicate the legal problems and their

solutions which accompanied the development of special

constabularies.

Because of the fragmented nature of the archive

material, care needs to be taken in drawing general

conclusions from local data; a problem or trend specific

in one geographical area may not have been experienced

elsewhere. Where possible, they are used to supplement

more general data sources which summarise and identify

key developments.

It is tempting to see legal material as conclusive

of actual developments, but early legal data must be

treated with caution. The decisions of the courts,

although reported, may not have been communicated or

acted upon throughout the country. The apparent

innovation of some Acts of Parliament is diluted by the

fact that they may have legitimated existing practices,

or alternatively have been neither understood nor

followed by justices.

Although the data cannot be relied on to provide a

holographic image of special constables over time, it can
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usefully fill in some of the outlines of that image.

Consequently this thesis does not purport to be a blow by

blow history of special constables, but a structured

account which draws heavily on historical sources.

b) contemporary data

The material for chapters eight to ten was obtained

through a contemporary survey of special constabularies

conducted over the period 1986-1988. This consisted of

interviews, fieldwork and observations with both regulars

and specials, a general questionnaire on force policy and

practice, _a questionnaire to special constables and

graded officers in thirteen forces, to which over 900

responded (33 per cent of the sample), and a

questionnaire to regular officers in eight forces, to

which over 600 responded (46 per cent of the sample)49.

In all, 37 out of the 43 police force in England and

Wales participated to a greater or lesser extent in the

survey.

Problems with the data again relate to their

fragmentary nature, due to an unavoidable halt in data

collection in the middle of the research period50.

49 The timescale and methodology for the contemporary
survey are more fully considered in appendix 3, which
also contains copies of questionnaires and coding books.

50	The problems with data collection are more fully
discussed in appendix 3.
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Material in the contemporary section was

supplemented by the use of official reports, and

unpublished 'in-house' research projects.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The thesis adopts an historical approach to explain

the development of contemporary special constabularies.

In trying to make a space for special constables, the

polarised historical schools of orthodoxy and

revisionism, and the 'neo-Reithian' bridge constructed by

Reiner,	are looked to.- The thesis also examines

conservative, left realist and left idealist notions and

critiques of community involvement in policing. It

supports the view that open policing and accountability

are enhanced by amateur citizen participation. In

proposing	future	developments,	it	considers	the

contribution special constabularies can make to

Jefferson's manifesto for social justice by police

reform51.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

The thesis tries to colour in the shadowy outlines

of special constables, by raising and addressing four

51	Jefferson, T. The Case Against Paramilitary
Policing. See esp. chapter seven. Theoretical issues are
more fully discussed in chapter nine of this thesis.
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major questions. First, who are or were special

constables, and related to this, why did they join and

what were their conditions of service. In examining the

historical profile of special constables, recruitment

problems and questions of partiality are addressed.

Second, how were special constables deployed and how has

deployment changed and developed over time. Third, how

effective was their deployment, and how can their

efficiency be measured given current concerns over

regular policing effectiveness. Finally, what was and is

the nature of their relationship with other law

enforcement agents, and with the general public. This

last theme throws up a number of separate issues; for

example, the development of policy in relation to the use

of the military during riots; whether public attitudes to

specials varied according to the nature of the cause

being policed; and the increasingly hostile relationships

between the regular police force and volunteers.

An account of special constables raises specific

themes in each historical period. For example, how did

they originate and how were they used prior to the

nineteenth century? Thus the first chapter chronicles the

social and legal development of the office of special

constable up to the passing of the 1831 Special

Constables Act, traditionally, but erroneously seen as

the first time that the office was put on a statutory

basis 52 . Due to the limited material available, this

52	See Leon, C. "The Mythical History of the Specials"
in Liverpool Law Review X/(2).
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chapter does not specifically consider the four general

questions which underpin the rest of the thesis.

Chapters two and three look at the reasons for the

continuing deployment of specials after the introduction

of the new police. Chapter four charts the practical and

policy reasons behind the moves to create permanent

peacetime reserves of special constables, while chapter

five examines how those reserves were deployed following

the passing of the 1923 Special Constables Act to the

present day, as well as the continuing moves to

'professionalise' special constabularies.

Chapters six to eight consider in depth the

contemporary situation regarding specials. Chapter six

explores who they are, why they apply, selection

procedures and expectations. It also addresses the issues

of sexism and racism in special constabularies, their

occupational profile, and the moves away from

militarisation. Because these last four issues have

contemporary, rather than historical relevance, the

historical background is considered alongside the current

position. Chapter seven considers the deployment and

effectiveness of specials, and contrasts this with that

of the regular police. Chapter eight describes the

interactions of special constables with the public,

examining special constables' perceptions of public

attitudes to them. It also fully explores the attitudes

of regular police officers to special constables and vice
versa. Chapter nine addresses general issues thrown up

- by the changing role of specials and the politics and
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policy behind reform, and highlights possible future

directions for special constabularies. Chapter ten

summaries and draws conclusions from the historical and

contemporary material.



PART I

THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF SPECIAL
CONSTABULARIES
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CHAPTER ONE: THE ORIGINS OF THE OFFICE OF SPECIAL
CONSTABLE

The tradition of citizen involvement in policing

activity dates back to at least the thirteenth century

with the Statute of Winchester, in 1285, providing that

every sizeable town was to set up a night watch, and that

every man was to have in his house 'Harness for to keep

the Peace after the ancient Assize ll . The reference to

the duty as being in keeping with the 'ancient Assize'

suggests that the tradition was well-established even

then.

. The use of the unpaid amateur to maintain order and

assist in law-enforcement was stressed 45 years later in

a statute of 1330 which provided that 'Good and discrete

Persons' were to be assigned to take assizes and juries,

and that '... there shall be assigned good and lawful Men

in every County to keep the Peace' 2 . At this early

stage, justices of the peace were also actively involved

in policing duties. Thus, a statute of 1360 stated that

one Lord and three or four 'most worthy members' in each

county were to be JPs, and that their powers were to

include the restraint and pursuit of offenders, as well

as punitive powers3.

1	13 El c4 and c6.

2	4 EIII c2.

34 EIII cl.
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POWERS AND DUTIES OF JUSTICES AND CITIZENS DURING RIOTS 

The duty of ordinary citizens to assist in the

keeping of the peace under the Statute of Winchester was

further extended to include a compulsion to act in aid of

the sheriff and the justices during 'Assemblies, Riot or

Rumour against the Peace', by three further statutes

which provided the legal basis for the posse comitatus4.

While these empowered justices to raise the power of the

county to assist them in suppressing riots which happened

in their own view or hearing, Burn states that they could

also safely summon the county

"upon a credible information given them of a
notorious riot happening at a distance, whether
there were any such riot in truth or not."5

Justices also had the power, if, on riding to quell a

riot they anticipated that it could flare up again after

they had gone, to deliver a special warrant into the

hands of any person, giving a general power of arrest.

They could also deliver specific warrants for felonies6.

Citizens' peacekeeping duties were further enhanced by

4	17 Rh I c8 (1393) and 13 HIV c7 (1411). These Acts
placed an obligation on the county during riots. They
were followed by 2 HV c8 s2 which compelled the King's
liege people (lay men aged over 15 in good health), upon
reasonable warning, to ride with the sheriffs to resist
riots, routs and assemblies. From this originated the
posse comitatus, a group of men who could be called out
to assist the sheriff in times of emergency.

5	Burn, R The Justice of the Peace and Parish Officer
(1793) Vol 2 111.

6
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the development of a common law power of arrest without

warrant in cases of felony.7

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE OFFICE OF CONSTABLE

As well as the duty on citizens to keep the peace, a

separate office of constable developed which originally

had its roots in the old position of village headman or

spokesman - an official who had a dual duty both to the

state and to the local community in terms of law-

enforcement: Kent, in her detailed study of the office of

village constable between 1580 and 1642, suggests that

the term 'petty constable' first came into usage during

Edward III's reign, but that the legislation which

referred to it was merely a recital and confirmation of

existing common-law powers:

"Although some local headmen did receive a new
title, the government does not seem to have
created a new office. Rather it took over an
existing official and gave him royal duties,
while leaving him with his original powers and
functions as the leader and representative of
the township

u
* 8

Legislation and policing practice developed ad hoc,

but by the sixteenth century the offices •of parish or

petty, and head constable, were well established. These

officers operated in tandem with similar officials with

7	Yearbook of Henry VII; 14 H7 c9. Hale, History of 
the Pleas of the Crown Part I, 114-116.

8	Kent, J.R. The English Village Constable 1580-1642: 
A Social and Administrative Study.
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an older, Anglo-Saxon nomenclature such as tything-men

and borsholders 9 . Public policing functionaries continued

to operate on a voluntary, elected basis, although

private law-enforcement officers (gamekeepers, informers,

etc.) were often appointed by the wealthy to protect

their specific interests10.

THE CONTROL OF PUBLIC ORDER CRISES IN THE SEVENTEENTH

CENTURY

From the late sixteenth century to the early

eighteenth century, a number of strategies were adopted

by both the civil and the military authorities to deal

with public order and law-enforcement crises. London

experienced increasingly serious public-order problems in

the first half of the seventeenth century until the

beginning of the civil war, when the King was finally

forced to leave the capital in 1642. Ultimate

responsibility for policing the City rested with the Lord

Mayor , who could issue precepts to aldermen in their

respective wards demanding action when riots threatened,

and could also summons the trained bands when military

help was needed. The King and Privy Council could also

intervene and call the municipal authorities to account

9
	

Kent, Critchley op cit.

10	See South, N. "Law, Profit and 'Private Persons':
Private and Public Policing in English History" in
Shearing, C., and Stenning, D. (eds) Private Policing 72
-109.
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for reported negligence or inefficiency. In the suburbs,

civil responsibility rested with the justices, whilst

military responsibility was in the hands of the Lords

Lieutenant. The civil means at the disposal of the Lord

Mayor included the constable who was generally the first

officer to come into contact with rioters. He in turn had

a duty to supervise the local watch who, by this period,

no longer consisted of delegated amateurs but had been

replaced by paid men. Even so, it appears to have been

barely effective as a law-enforcement agency:

"The original obligation of householders to
serve their turn at the duty of watch and ward
had been largely replaced, in London at least,
by the payment of assessments to hire men to
perform these duties. In theory, watchmen and
warders served at set hours, protected by
corselets and armed with halberds, and could be
summonsed at the double, or, in rare instances,
treble strength during periods of actual or
anticipated disorder. But in practice these
duties were all too often carried out by
unsuitable persons, the correct hours of the
watches in particular were not observed and
they did not always possess halberds."11

In addition to the front-line force of constables

and the local watch, every London householder was under a

special duty to render assistance in maintaining order

and to exercise control over members of the household and

servants, and could be required to specially equip

himself and remain ready for action, although Lindley

argues that these directives were not widely obeyed12.

11	Lindley, K.J. "Riot Prevention and Control in Early
Stuart England" in Transactions of the Royal Historical 
Society (1983) 109-126, at page 119.

12	Ibid 120-1
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More effective in the fight against disorder were the

military forces, which included both the regular trained

bands, and the special mobilising of companies for

specific occasions. The military were increasingly relied

on to put down disorder from the 1620's until the end of

1641, when the political situation had deteriorated to

such an extent that Charles I could not longer rely on

their support13.

The mechanisms of control in rural areas during this

period were broadly similar; constables again were

responsible under common-law for, inter alia, suppressing

breaches of the peace such as affrays and riots,

apprehending felons, and for setting the watch and

ward14 . Kent notes that constables often paid men to

watch prisoners and to assist them in conveying offenders

to gaol. However, petty constables were highly dependant

on the good-will of the village in order to function

efficiently, and this was on occasions denied by the

inhabitants. Further, even if paid, helpers could be

reluctant to come forward because of the danger of

assault 15

The duty on all citizens to keep the peace by

providing a watch, which was first set out in the Statute

of Winchester, provided the basis for watch and ward

13	Ibid p124. See also Pulling, A A Practical Treatise 
on the Laws, Customs and Regulations of the City and Port 
of London, and Rumbelow, D. I Spy Blue - The Police and
Crime in the City of London from Elizabeth to Victoria 

14	Kent op cit 24-56

15
	Ibid 208, 265.
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schemes which existed throughout the country. In the City

of London, the schemes were administered by marshals.

Problems with enforcing the rotas, and with appointment

of unsuitable or corrupt deputies by reluctant citizens,

were routinely experienced from the sixteenth century

on16 .

Outside London, petty constables were responsible

for the appointment of the watch in accordance with local

custom's duties included the apprehension of rioters and

robbers17. Little evidence is available as to how

effective a means of riot-control this was 18 . Apparently

obsolete in London by the mid-seventeenth century, the

posse comitatus was also still being used as a first-

resort method of riot control in rural areas at the turn

of the seventeenth century. Beloff, citing a series of

instructions to the sheriff and justices in the Fen

country concerning riots between 1699-1701, comments:

"It is ... probable that the posse comitatus
was still recognised as the force upon which
lay, in the first instance, the obligation of
preserving the public peace. Its actual utility
for this purpose may, however, be doubted,
though there is little direct evidence of its
conduct in the face of disorder. Where the
rioters had popular sympathy on their side the
posse could not be relied upon for more than
nominal obedience. ,,19

16	Rumbelow op cit 47 - 58
17	Palmer, S. op cit 74.
18	See Beloff, M. Public Order and Popular Disturbances 
1660 - 1714 132-3

19	Ibid 139.
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PARAMILITARY POLICE IN THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

Widespread popular resistance to Cromwell's

revolutionary puritanism led him to fashion his New Model

Army into a domestic police which operated between 1655

and 1657, financed by a tax on royalists' estates.

England was divided into 12 military districts, each

under the control of a "Major-General". The 6,200 cavalry

police were used not only for crime prevention, but on a

wide range of additional duties including tax collecting,

administering poor relief, and enforcing protestant

morality20 . Despite its unpopularity - the experiment

only lasted for two years - Cromwell's police created a

precedent which was followed by Charles II.

One of the major developments in riot control which

occurred in the fifty years after the restoration of the

monarchy, was the building up of the regular army and the

militia by Charles II. When serious trouble was expected

in London in the autumn of 1662, the Venetian ambassador

reported that the King's troops consisted of 10,000 horse

and foot soldiers in addition to the London trained bands

who, in 1661, consisted of 20,000 men21 . In rural areas,

militia regiments consisting of the local nobility and

gentry were also being set up and it would appear that

from this period onwards the military, and particularly

20	Palmer op cit 73.
21	Beloff op cit 144 - 6
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the militia,	were relied on as the front-line for

suppressing disorder. They were called on numerous

occasions by the end of Charles II's reign, and this

pattern of order maintenance continued into the early

eighteenth century22.

Because of constant friction between regular troops

and the local population, coupled with the difficulty of

troops providing a fast response, the militia came to be

the preferred means of riot control:

"This latter force, which had the advantage
from the government's point of view of being
less suspect to that section of public opinion
which could be voiced in parliament, was the
real key to the problem of order ... In the
country districts, where there were probably no
regular troops within reach, the importance of
the militia as a means of preventing possible
LuLbulence among the poorer classes must have
been even greater .... " 23

Problems with recruitment to the posse comitatus

were also experienced:

"Where, as was often the case, the mass of the
population was in sympathy with the rioters,
[the posse comitatus] was unlikely to be
effective. As soon as the mob had passed out of
the control of the constables, there remained
only the militia. Officered by men of the same
type as the civil administrators of the county,
and including the stable and propertied men of
the county, it had a real interest in
preventing the extension of disorder .... "24

22	Ibid.
23	Ibid 149 - 150.
24	Ibid 153. There is a dearth of research on the
effectiveness or otherwise of the posse comitatus, or on
the ways in which justices exercised their powers to
issue special warrants to prevent riots.
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Thus, no recognisable police force or regular army

was in existence during the mid-seventeenth and early

eighteenth centuries, and order was maintained in a

variety of ways; minor crimes and disorder were the

prerogative of the civil authorities whose agencies

included the constable and on occasions his paid

assistants, the posse comitatus, and paid and amateur

watch and ward. Public disorder was dealt with by a

miscellany of military agencies such as the Royal Troops

and embryonic regular army, and in particular the London

trained bands and the rural militias. Citizens could be

given special powers to arrest rioters, or be recruited

to the posse comitatus.

THE ACT OF 1673 - FACT OR FANTASY? 

Seth argues that it was during this period that the

office of special constable was created:

"King Charles II, faced with a threat of
disturbance arising out of the attempt to
enforce conformity in religion, by the same Act
of 1673 which instituted the parish watchmen
... also laid it down that any citizen might be
sworn in as a peace-officer temporarily for a
specific occasion, particularly when there was
a threat of great disorder. In instituting
these Special Constables, he was, of course,
reiterating the old Anglo-Saxon principle of
mutual responsibility for the preservation of
the peace. Any citizen could be summoned before
the magistrates and sworn in as a Special
Constable, and if he refused to obey the
summons he was liable to a heavy fine."25

25
	

Seth op cit 38.
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Seth gives details of the 1673 Act thus:

" [It] authorised the Justices of the Peace,
borough reeves, Parish Constables, and other
law officers to nominate certain citizens to be
sworn in as Special Constables. This was
normally done around Michaelmas. The Specials
served for one year, during which, if the
Constables needed assistance, they could be
called on at any time, and without delay. The
number nominated and sworn was left to the
discretion of the authorities, but if a
situation ever arose in which even more
Specials were needed, they could be enrolled ad
hoc. "26

This description of the origins of special

constables passed into their popular mythology. For

example, according to the Metropolitan Special

Constabulary Illustrated History commemorating the years

from 1831-1981:

"Policing before 1673 was a somewhat hit and
miss affair - thanks to the indifference of the
Justices of the Peace and the Lords of the
Manor who were supposed to appoint law officers
and frequently didn't. Such an inadequate
system led to hundreds of complaints and so, in
1673, during the reign of Charles II, an act
was passed which empowered two Justices of the
Peace in each district to fill vacancies and
appoint special constables.
... This then was the regime until 1831 when
the principal Act by which we reco9nise today's
Special Constabulary was passed."21

As 1673 was the date given for the statute, it was

to that year that subsequent researchers turned in order

to verify the origins of the office of special constable.

26	Ibid 41.
27	

Metropolitan Special Constabulary An Illustrated
History from 1831 to Today.
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The course of research rarely runs smooth, and I for one

spent several hours alternately poring over old statute-

books and pinching myself when I discovered that not only

had no statute concerning policing matters been passed in

1673, but that no statutes at all had been passed that

year as parliament had been prorogued.

Seth gives no references or bibliography. However

one of the principal works on the history of policing

available when did his research in 1961 was Melville-

Lee's 'A History of Police in England'. Melville-Lee does

refer to an act of 1673, stating that:

[it] ... complains of the lack of
constables, and authorises two Justices of the
Peace in each district to fill up the vacancies
immediately. This was the first occasion on
which the power of appointing petty constables
had been by Act of Parliament conferred on the
magistrates ... "28

In a footnote, he goes on to give a specific

citation, 14 CII c12 sXV, and to state that 'the statute

also provides for the appointment of special constables

in times of emergency'29.

No statute exists with the citation 14 CII c12.

However, Melville-Lee referred to another statute on the

same page, 13 & 14 CII c12, which he claimed was passed

in 1672 and ordered candles to be displayed at night in

the winter. A further search of the statute books

28	Melville-Lee, W.L., A History of Police in England
134.

29	/bid.
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revealed that 13 & 14 CII c12	did exist, but it was

enacted not in 1673, but in 1662.

In a letter to Police Review in 1982, the late

Maurice Kershaw, then County Staff Officer and

subsequently Force Commandant of the Sussex Special

Constabulary, provided an explanation for the eleven year

referencing error:

" ... historians all counted Charles II's reign
from the Restoration in 1660, whereas everyone
knows that he succeeded his unfortunate father
in 1649."30

More support for the theory that the '1673 Act' was

in fact 13 and 14 CII c12 was provided by both

•Radzinowicz who gives a full and accurate citation for

it, and Critchley, who gives an accurate citation but

himself as
	

the year of its

enactment 31 .

It seemed then that the problem was solved, but in

fact it was only just beginning. The actual provisions

of s.XV of 13 & 14 CII c12, which is entitled 'An Act for

the better Relief of the Poor of this Kingdom 132 , enabled

any two justices to swear in a new constable, headborough

or tything-man where his predecessor had died or left the

parish. The appointment was to last provisionally until

the lord of the manor next held a court, or until the

30	Police Review, 3 September 1982, 1696-7.
31	Radzinowicz, L. A History of English Criminal Law
and its Administration from 1750 Vol 2 215, (henceforth
referred to as Radzinowicz, Vol. 2,) Critchley op cit 60,
19

32	13 & 14 CII c12 will henceforth be referred to as
the 1662 Poor Relief Act.
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next quarter-sessions, when the appointment was to be

approved or other persons sworn-in. In any case, the

appointment was not to continue for longer than a year.

Special constables are not mentioned anywhere in the Act.

Although there has recently been an awareness of the

misleading nature of Seth's reference, and both Kershaw

and, subsequently, Gi11 33 , have also done the basic

detective-work involved to track down the 1662 Poor

Relief Act, nobody has actually questioned whether it

was possible that the limited provisions of sXV are

actually the relevant provisions, and it has become

accepted fact that this is where the office originated.

Radzinowicz states that:

"A statute passed in the reign of Charles II
[11	la r=1,- .	S. 15 (pol Art- for
better Relief of the Poor of this Kingdom,
1662)] is the foundation of the subsequent
legislation for the appointment of special
constables, that is of 'constables appointed
not, as in the ordinary course, for a specified
term, but for a special emergency'34.

According to Kershaw, 'The special constable began

with the temporary constable of Charles II's Poor Relief

Act (section 15) of 1662.' recently, Gill has

restated this theory as conclusive:

... Seth (1961), the only writer to have
evaluated the history of the Specials, was
mistaken. All subsequent researchers have
followed his error. The real origins of the

33	Gill, M.L. "Voluntarism and the Criminal Justice
System; A Comparative Analysis" Doctoral thesis.
Plymouth Polytechnic 1986.

34	Radzinowicz op cit.

35
	

Kershaw 2p cit.
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Specials are to be found in section 15 of the
Poor Law Act 1662 which permitted two Justices
of the Peace to swear in a temporary constable
('temporary' became 'special' in the first
Special Constables Act in 1820)."36

'Whether Kershaw and Gill are correct, and the search

for the origins of the office stops here, is debatable:

Melville-Lee did not actually refer to the 1662 Poor

Relief Act, he got the year wrong and he implies that it

was not s.15 itself which created the office of special

constable; Seth was very specific about a provision in an

Act which created the office, but did not identify the

Act other than to state that it was passed in 1673 and

had instituted parish watchmen; Radzinowicz does not

attempt to trace how the appointment of emergency

constables developed from sXV, nor does he detail any

instances of their deployment before the late eighteenth

century37.

Section 15 of the Poor Relief Act 1662 has commonly

been taken to be significant by historians in that it

formed the legal basis for the development of the role of

36
	Ibid., 74.

37	Radzinowicz op.cit., pp.202-225. Radzinowicz
cites Simpson, H.L. "The Office of Constable" in The
English Historical Review X:XL 639 as the authority
for the theory that the 1662 Poor Relief Act was the
originating statute for the office of special
constable. Simpson himself only mentions special
constables in passing as part of a wider discussion
on the effect of this Act, and describes the office,
rather than the provision of the statute from which
he claims it originated. He gives no reference in
support of his statement, and neither Blackstone, W.
Commentaries on the Laws of England. (1773) nor
Burn, R., The Justice of the Peace and Parish
Officer (1773)(1837), the two major legal sources of
the period, mention the Act as having any
significance in relation either to special
constables or to riot prevention and control._
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the judiciary in the appointment of constables. Kent

comments that in the early seventeenth century,

magistrates were increasingly involved in the selection

and appointment of constables, but that this gradual

take-over of the traditional power of the village and the

court leet to appoint their own officers was often

challenged in the courts, who reached a series of

conflicting decisions over the justices' authority in the

period between 1612 and 1640:

"While the government in the 1630's seems to
have encouraged the justices to take a more
active role in the selection of constables, it
was not until 1662 that their powers in the
appointment of constables were clarified by an
act of Parliament."38

Beloff also notes that in the latter half of the

seventeenth century, s.15 was useful as it enabled

justices, particularly in urbanised areas, to appoint

constables where the court leet no longer acted 39 . But

although the section clarified the legal confusion

surrounding the powers of magistrates to appoint ordinary

constables, it does not appear to have given them any

extra power to create a constableship where none had

existed before.

Consequently there is a question-mark over whether

the 1662 Poor Relief Act was the Act which created the

office of special constable and, apart from the

reiteration of Melville-Lee's incorrect reference by

subsequent writers, there is little supporting evidence.

38	Kent, op.cit., p.65.

39	Beloff op.cit., p.130. -
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If the office had developed from legislation in 1662, it

could be expected that there would be some references to

the appointment of temporary or emergency constables to

assist during riots and felonies, dating from around this

period. They are conspicuous by their absence: it is not

until a hundred years later, during the hunger riots of

the mid-eighteenth century, that there is any record of

special or "extra" constables being appointed.

SEVENTEENTH CENTURY SPECIALS - A SOLUTION AHEAD OF THEIR
TIME? 

In the 1660s the country was in a state of upheaval:

between 1662-1664, there were continuous rumours of

assassination plots and threatened uprisings against the

king, and general discontent was fuelled by the scarcity

of money and food. The chief hardship was caused by the

enforcement of the settlement laws, and although the 1662

Poor Relief Act provided 'a humaner way of achieving the

same ends ... nothing can minimize the terrible hardships

inflicted' 40

Kent makes no mention of any need for extra constables

to be appointed and concludes that, in the years leading

up to the Civil War, petty constables functioned

effectively and efficiently. They were occasionally using

paid assistants, and other civil means of control

included the posse comitatus, the paid watch and ward,

and the empowerment of citizens to act in riots41.

40	Beloff, op.cit., 45.

41	Yearbook of Henry VII op.cit.
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Legislation, rather than being innovatory, was often

used simply to legitimate what was already common

practice or to clarify conflicting judicial opinion. It

would not have been impossible that an Act passed at that

time could have legitimated an existing practice of

swearing in temporary assistants, watchmen or warders, as

constables. But there is no evidence that temporary

constables qua constables were being sworn-in to deal

with emergencies in the years leading up to 1662.

Although existing enforcement mechanisms were

arguably inefficient, the empowerment of citizens as

constables would not have been an obvious solution to the

policing of public disorder in the seventeenth century.

According to Kent:

"Although constables were royal officials, and
held accountable by their superiors for an
increasing number of law enforcement duties,
they had not entirely absorbed the police
functions which had once been the collective
responsibility of the township; and their
fellow villagers were obliged to assist them in
many of their tasks." 42

Beloff notes that in the late seventeenth century

the public order powers of the constable were based on

those of the citizen:

"Each citizen was personally responsible for
assisting in the preservation of the peace, and
was liable to penalties if he neglected this
duty.	The special statutory powers and
responsibilities of justice, sheriff and
constables rested in the last resort upon this
fundamental principle of common law."43

42	Kent, op.cit., p.39.

43	Beloff, op.cit., p.129.
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Consequently, there would have been little point in

creating special constables per se in 1662 to assist in

times of disturbance, because the duty to assist already

existed and was proving to be hard to enforce as far as

ordinary citizens were concerned. The development of the

law to the point whereby constables had extra powers of

search, seizure and arrest did not occur until the early

eighteenth century.

However, if there were no circumstances justifying

the creation of the office of special constable in 1662,

why has this year been accorded so much significance by

earlier writers on the history of specials? Two pieces

of legislation passed in this period dealt with policing

reform and public order enforcement, and it is possible

that somewhere along the line their provisions may have

become conflated into the mysterious Act of 1673 cited by

Seth.

CITY OF LONDON WATCH - SETTING A PRECEDENT? 

The police of the City were originally established

on a watch or hundred system. Every inhabitant was

obliged to perform duty in the name of watch and ward, or

provide a substitute. This duty involved keeping a roll

of the details of all residents, giving notice of

newcomers, and keeping watch on suspected persons44.

However, supervision of the watch by the City marshals

lapsed during the Civil War, and by the 1660s it was

44	Pulling op.cit. 138.
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badly in need of reorganisation 45 . In 1663 the Common

Council, the City's governing body, passed an Act

reforming the night watches 46 . Previously, watches had

been organised by precinct, a system which necessitated

the almost continuous presence of large numbers of

constables to supervise it. The Act reorganised the watch

into twenty six ward-watches with only one constable on

duty on each ward each night. The number of watchmen was

fixed in proportion to the number of persons living on

the ward, and a rota was drawn up from the ward

registers. These rotas were fixed on posts in public

places so that the inhabitants could see when they were

to watch, and who the constable in charge was. Beadles

and constables were given similar lists and told to warn

watchmen either by word of mouth or by leaving a copy of

the list at their house. Watchmen who failed to turn up

or neglected their duty were sent before the mayor and

fined twenty shillings, while the constable was liable

for a fine of £547 . Women were explicitly included as

liable for the watch, but Rumbelow assumes that, on the

occasions when they were liable, they hired deputies48.

Previously, constables and beadles had received

"dead pay", the balance of monies given them to pay their

45	Rumbelow op.cit. 51.

46	An Act of Common Council for the better ordering of
the Night Watches within ye City of London and liberties
thereof', 10 October 1663, cited in Rumbelow ibid.
47	Ibid 52.
48	Ibid 53.
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quota of watchmen, which they had kept by not hiring the

full number. The Act tried to do away with this practice,

and the wards had agreed to pay salaries instead. However

the inhabitants preferred not to pay the extra money and

continued to condone "dead pay", so that the beadles

never hired the full quota of watchmen and pocketed the

difference. Thus, although the Act fixed the number of

watchmen in 21 of the City's wards at 747, in practice

only 353 were hired49.

The significance of this Act is that it may have

created a precedent for the keeping of rotas, routine

hiring, and payment of local residents for watch and ward

duties which was subsequently translated into the

organisation of watches by special constables, and the

annual appointment of householders to assist the police

in boroughs50.

At some stage over the next hundred years, the term

"constable" began to be applied to watchmen in the City,

and a practice developed of hiring "extra constables".

Describing the inadequacies of the policing system in the

mid-eighteenth century, Rumbelow notes:

"The citizens formed associations to protect
themselves and to stamp out particular evils.
The merchants formed a river-watch force named
'Merchant's Constables' to stop the river
pirates from plundering their vessels ...
Parishes hired their own watchmen, traders had
themselves sworn in as extra constables, and

49
	

Ibid 54-5.
50	See 52 GIII c17 discussed post p.52 (Ch.2), and s.83
of the Municipal Corporations Act 1835 discussed post
p.73.
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the Marshals hired men to act as constables."
(my italics)51

These "extra constables" seem to have been the City

of London's equivalent of the "special constables" being

sworn in elsewhere in the country52 . In 1779, regulations

were made by the Common Council governing the conduct of

marshals, marshalmen and constables in the City.

Regulation 19 governed the appointment of extra

constables:

... when there shall be Occasion for the
Attendance of extra Constables, or . extra Men to
attend at the ... Elections, or on other urgent
Occasions, the Lord Mayor or Sheriffs ... be
desired to give Directions to the Marshals to
provide a sufficient Number of Assistants ...
each person employed on Lord Mayor's Day to
receive five Shillings for his Attendance ...
and each person employed on other Days ... to
receive three Shillings for his Attendance."53

However, by 1792 the practice of appointing extra

constables was becoming very expensive, and the Common

Council set up a select committee to look into the

possibility of limiting their numbers. It reported that

the numbers employed on public occasions had greatly

increased over the last seven years, while many of the

persons employed and paid as constables were never

actually sworn in. The committee recommended that only

51 Rumbelow op cit 83. Unfortunately Rumbelow does not
give any details as to when and how the practice of
tradespeople having themselves sworn in developed.
Research into early watch and ward societies, and the
links between them and early special constables, is
sorely needed.

52	See post p.59 (Ch.1).
53	Orders and Regulations of the Common Council of 30th
March 1779, reprinted by order of the Common Council of
12th February 1789 CoR0 A110.
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persons admitted and sworn as constables should be

employed as such, and set limits on the numbers to be

appointed for any specific occasion, ranging from 110 on

Lord Mayor's Day, 70 at Bartholomew Fair, to 18 when the

Lord Mayor went to Saint Paul's for particular occasions,

such as Guy Fawkes' day54.

The limits set down by the Select Committee were

ignored in subsequent years, and the cost of employing

extra constables increased from £234/4s/2d in 1792, to a

staggering £2,581/16s/6d in 1812. A special finance

committee was set up to examine the increase. It reported

that corruption was endemic. Over £1,000 had been spent

in 1812 on double paying regular constables in the day

and night patrols, who got themselves called out and

employed as extra constables. Ward constables were also

claiming expenses as extra constables when they attended

public executions and pillories55.

The committee made various proposals for reform,

including the discontinuing of the appointment of extra

constables at executions, and the strict application of

the limits on numbers recommended by the 1792 order 56 . In

cases of emergency, when the Lord Mayor thought it

necessary to direct that extra constables should be

54	
Report of the Select Committee "for limitting (sic)

the Number of Constables to be employed on Processions
... " presented to Common Council, 29th November 1792.
CoR0 A110.

55	
Report of the Special Finance Committee to the

Common Council, 9th July 1813. CoR0 A110.

56 29th November 1792 op cit.
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employed to preserve the peace, the marshals were to be

given written directions specifying the numbers to be

employed and the occasion, while the Mayor was to be

given a list of those employed so that the employment of

extra constables "should not in future be left to the

Marshals, so that they shall employ what Number they

please"57.

A further committee was set up in November 1813, to

enquire into policing in the City. In its report in

1815, it detailed the employment of regular ward

constables, and examined the role of extra constables.

These were paid three shillings for each attendance. The

committee noted that in addition to the occasions

documented by the 1792 committee 58 , "upon almost every

Occasion of a Public Nature, extra Constables are

employed, in Addition to the Marshalmen and the regular

Patrole"59

The committee reported that their employment had

been "carried to an Extent by no Means warranted", and

complained of the profligacy of the marshals who "had

taken just as many as they pleased, and at Times have

employed almost every one that chose to offer themselves

for the purpose".	Again, regular police and City

57	9th July 1813 op cit.

58	29th November 1792 op cit

59	Report of the Committee "to enquire into the
Expences (sic) attending the Employment of Day and Night
Patrole, and extra Constables ..." 25th July 1815 4. CoR0
A110.
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officials seem to have seen the position of extra

constable as a personal goldmine:

" ... it appears in the Lists delivered to the
Hallkeeper by the Marshals, that the
Marshalmen, whose Duty it is to attend upon
every public Occasion without any extra Pay,
the Gate Porters at the Mansion House, and the
Constable appointed to attend the Justice Room,
who cannot or ought not to leave their several
Stations, the Person employed by the Marshals
as their Clerk, who never does the Duty of a
Constable, as well as some who are not able to
do the Duty from Infirmity, have been included
and paid; and on a late Occasion some of the
Constables employed in Smithfield Market were
included and paid, although the Duty was
performed during the Time they were or ought to
have been attending in that Market."6°

The practice of paying officials to act as extra

constables was so long standing that many "now consider

it as a Perquisite belonging to them".

The committee proposed that in future no person was

to be employed as an extra Constable on any permanent

duty unless he had been previously nominated by the Lord

Mayor, approved by the Court of Common Council, and sworn

in the same manner as the day and night patrol. In

emergencies extra constables were to be sworn before the

Mayor for that immediate duty, and as soon as it was

performed they were to cease acting as constab1es61.

The City of London was excluded from the

Metropolitan Police Act 1829, but in 1839 the City Police

Act 62 "placed [it] upon a nearly uniform plan with that

60	Ibid 5.
61	Ibid 7.
62	2 and 3 Vict. c96
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established in the rest of the metropolis" 63 . However

some idiosyncrasies remained, including the fact that the

term "special constable" was not officially used to

describe supplementary officers until the twentieth

century64 .

The City of London was often in the vanguard of

police reform", and measures adopted there were imitated

elsewhere. Despite the terminological differences, the

City practice of, and regulations for, making rotas and

paying the local ward and subsequently for the

appointment of extra constables may have influenced the

basis on which special constables nationally were

deployed".

THE BORDER PATROLS - A NORTHERN SOLUTION? 

63	Pulling op.cit. 140

64	Rumbelow op cit 110 refers to special constables
being sworn in to police a riot on 2nd December 1816,
however officially they seem to have been described as
extra constables. See also: Return of the Names of all
Persons sworn in as Constables not being Police Officers
... 1853. Report to the Police Committee on Extra
Constables, 30 January 1867. Both at C0R0 B/12 VV. In the
years up to, and during, the First World War, "extra
constables" seem to have become the "police reserve". It
was not until after the 1923 Special Constables Act was
passed that the City adopted the term "special
constable".

65	Critchley op.cit. 31

66	See Special Constables Act 1820, Municipal
Corporations Act 1835, discussed post at pp.53 Ch.2 and
73 .
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Apart from the City Police Reform Act of 1663 there

is another possible solution to the mystery of the 1662

Act. Melville-Lee's citation was incorrect as to both the

calender and the regnal year; he may also have got the

chapter number slightly wrong. Aside from the Poor Relief

Act, another Act passed in 1662, but chapter-number

twenty-two rather than twelve, contains provisions which

resemble far more closely those contained in subsequent

statutes dealing with special constables 67 . As it was not

enacted on a national basis until the beginning of the

eighteenth century, this may also provide an explanation

for the absence of references to emergency constables in

the seventeenth.

The statute was enacted for the purpose of

preventing Theft and Rapine upon the Northern Borders of

England', and was passed in response to problems created

by Moss-troopers. These were marauding bands who operated

in Northumberland, Cumberland and the Scottish Borders,

committing thefts and other felonies, and then escaping

over the border to evade the jurisdiction of the English

Courts. As a result, the inhabitants of the counties

appear to have set up vigilante forces on their own

initiative by establishing and paying for parties of

horse for their security and for the defence of their

67 Henceforth referred to as the "Theft and Rapine Act
1662". Melville Lee cites two statutes: 14 CII c12 (1673)
and 13 & 14 CII c12 (1672). The correct citation for the
Poor Law Relief Act is 13 & 14 CII c12 (1662). The
citation for the Theft and Rapine Act is 13 & 14 CII c22
(1662).



54

families, goods and property". The Act was a temporary

measure, to legitimate this practice.

Passed initially for five years, the Act enabled the

justices in those counties at general sessions to make

orders charging all the inhabitants for the safeguarding

and securing of the county and its inhabitants". It

also empowered the justices to employ, from time to time

and as the occasion required, a person or persons to have

command of a limited number of men, to search out,

pursue, apprehend, and bring malefactors to tria1. 70 In

addition, the justices were also authorised to give 'full

Power to the several Constables and other Officers' to

raise and levy the rate ordered for safeguarding the

county71 ; to examine any complaints made against the

collectors or constables 72 ; and to fine, imprison, and

bar from future office any person employed in the border

service who wilfully neglected their duty 73 . Although

the statute only applied to a limited geographical area,

was initially a temporary measure, and does not refer

specifically to the officers appointed under it as

'special constables', it contains all the other criteria

which were subsequently applied to the appointment of

68	Preamble, 1662 Theft and Rapine Act.
69	Ibid., s.I.
70	Ibid., s.II.
71	Ibid., s.III.
72	Ibid., s.IV.
73	Ibid., s.V.



55

special constables. Thus, these officers were only to be

appointed in times of emergency; their appointment was to

be made by the justices at general sessions (rather than

by the lord at the court leet); they were to have

positions of command; and could be reimbursed from the

county rate74.

The 1662 Theft and Rapine Act was continually re-

enacted for the next hundred-odd years 75 , over which time

it was amended so that officers had to be appointed

annually or at least every two years 76 , and was extended

to apply nationwide in 1700 77 . By the time that it

lapsed in 1751 78 , the power of the justices to appoint

paid extra officers in times of emergency would have been

firmly established.

Very little information is available either about

the reasons for the initial passing of the Act, or about

its eventual extension on a national basis. Beloff

explains that:

"In ... the counties of the Scottish border,
the activities of the moss-troopers had long
been a nuisance to private property and public
order alike. In 1662 the magistrates of
Northumberland and Carlisle were authorized to
levy a rate for the maintenance of bands of

74	
See 52 GIII c17; 1 GIV c23; 1 GIV c37; 1 &2 WIV c41,

discussed post pp --.
75	The 1662 Theft and Rapine Act was re-enacted in 1666
by 18 CII c3; in 1676 by 29 & 30 CII c2; in 1685 by I JII
c14; in 1700 by 12 & 13 W3 c6; in 1733 by 6 GII c38, and
in 1744 by 17 GII c40.

76	29 & 30 CII c2 s.III.

77	
12 & 13 WIII c6 s.II.

78	See 17 GII c40.
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armed men to deal with their activities, and
parishes were required to keep bloodhounds for
the purpose of hunting them down. Successive
statutes prol9nged this enactment throughout
this period. "7Y

Although he does not discuss its Baskerville

aspects, Kirby describes the office of County Keeper in

Cumberland which developed from the provisions of s.II of

the 1662 Theft and Rapine Act, in the following terms:

"Such an appointment, at a time when police
duties were normally performed by unpaid
amateur constables, proves that the moss-
troopers were a real problem. Unfortunately no
record of the activities of the County-Keepers
has been found, so that we do not know how they
performed their duties or how successful they
were. We can only imagine them riding the
borders with their troop of twelve like the
American sheriff of the wild west."8°

Apart from his brief article, in which he seems

unaware that the Act was re-enacted on a national basis

in 1700, no other research appears to have been done into

its operation81.

Seth inadvertently provides reinforcement for the

theory that he was referring to the Theft and Rapine Act

rather than the Poor Relief Act. Thus he states that 'The

1673 Act' was hardly ever invoked in the South of

England, but was used more frequently in the North, and

that a consolidating Act of 1820 was used only

reluctantly by Southern, as opposed to Northern,

justices 82 . If this was indeed the case, it lends weight

79	Beloff op.cit., p.24.

80	Kirkby J.L. "Border Service 1662-1757" ion
Transactions of the Cumberland and Westmorland
Antiquarian and Archaeological Society Vol. XLVIII 125.

81	Ibid. , 129
82
	

Seth op.cit., pp.31;45.
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to the theory that the Act which initially created the

conditions for the appointment of special constables was,

in fact, an Act which only applied in the North, and that

the appointment of special constables was an expedient

with which Northern justices were familiar but which,

once legislation was passed to enable their enrolment

throughout the country, was viewed with initial caution

by their Southern counterparts.

Further, the 1662 Theft and Rapine Act and its

subsequent re-enactments may have created a useful

precedent by enabling justices to pay officers' in times

of crisis, thus mitigating the recruitment problems which

surrounded the common-law obligation to volunteer.

THE CONTROL OF PUBLIC DISORDER IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY: 
CREATING A SPACE FOR SPECIAL CONSTABLES? 

Throughout the eighteenth century the poor

experienced severe hardship, and price-fixing riots and

popular protest against the corn laws resulted in serious

disorders across the country, sporadic turbulence which

lasted until well into the nineteenth century83.

In the early part of the eighteenth century, the

military were often called out to put down price-fixing

83	Beloff op.cit. See also Rose, R.B. "Eighteenth
Century Price Riots and Public Policy in England" in
International Review of Social History vol 6; Thompson,
E.P. "The Moral Economy of the English Crowd" in Past and
Present vol 50; Wells, R. "The revolt of the south-west:
a study in English popular protests" in Social History no
6.
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riots.	Thompson	asserts	that	their	use	was

unsatisfactory for a number of reasons. There was an

overwhelming popular consensus in favour of forcing

traders to lower the price of commodities, and the

actions of the crowd often had the support of the local

authorities to the extent that on occasions the parish

constable or other figure of authority was enlisted to

preside over the 'taxation populaire'. Meanwhile the

authorities adopted a level-headed approach to handling

disturbances despite the fact that a riot was often a

local calamity. This was because the provincial

magistracy were often in extreme isolation and troops, if

they were sent for, might take upwards of two days to

arrive, a fact of which the crowd was also well aware84.

Consequently:

"The question of order was by no means simple.
The inadequacy of the civil forces was combined
with a reluctance to employ military force. The
officers themselves had sufficient humanity,
and were surrounded by sufficient ambiguity as
to their powers in civil aftrys, to show a
marked lack of enthusiasm .... 8'

Palmer notes how, when the military were used as a

last resort in riots, bloodshed inevitably resulted and

as a result they were used only rarely".

By the end of the eighteenth century, volunteer

militias consisting of civilians who were armed and

organised into local corps to be called out in

84	Thompson op.cit., pp.112-120.
85	Ibid., 121.
86	Palmer op.cit. 64
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emergencies, resented being used to police the poor

during food riots, and often refused to do so87•

Stevenson describes how they actually instigated riots

over food prices on 1795 88 . The use of the Yeomanry

(cavalry), was equally problematic: although on some

occasions they refused to act against rioters, Emsley

notes that the gentlemen farmers who made up their

numbers were the very men that the food rioters accused

of profiteering:

"It is probable that even before Peterloo the
appearance of Yeomanry on the scene of a riot
... led to an initial exacerbation of violence
and deepened the anger and resentment of the
crowds. ,89

As far as the police were concerned, the period saw

an increase in thc number and complexity of their powers

and duties". However, regular policing officials were

not numerous enough to be able to put down riots

unassisted.

The use of special constables in eighteenth century riots

Consequently, the office of special constable may

have been introduced as a response to food riots, because

of the problems inherent in the use of the military and

87	Emsley, C. "The Military and Popular Disorder in
England 1790 - 1801." in Army Historical Research vols?
105-6.
88	Stevenson, J., "Food Riots in England, 1792-1818".
In Quinault, R and Stevenson, J., Popular Protest and
Public Order, 47-8.
89	

Emsley, op cit 107.
90	Kent op cit 310 - 311.
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R v Pinney (1832) AllER (reprint) [1824-34].
See Emsley loq cit 1-15, Palmer op cit 68. See also

60

the existing civil mechanisms adequately to control these

crowds. By empowering civilians to act as constables, the

office would have served several purposes. First, the

confusion about when magistrates could and should order

the military to act, and about the powers of the military

to act in cases of internal disorder, could be dispelled

if officers were sworn in as constables under the direct

jurisdiction of the magistrates91. Second, the

authorities may have used the 1662 Theft and Rapine Act

as a means of providing a civil alternative on a better

organised and funded level than the posse comitatus.
Third, as an unarmed force, the deployment of special

constables may have had a less inflammatory effect on

crowds than the deployment of Volunteers or the Yeomanry.

Ten years after the lapse of the Theft and Rapine

Act, references to special constables start to appear in

the Midlands and the North. Rose details a food-riot in

Birmingham in September 1766 which occurred during a

national outbreak of popular protest, where he claims

that 'a local magistrate eventually managed to restore

order with the aid of 80 special constables armed with

staves' 92 .

The Gordon Riots in London in 1780, where the

protestant populace went on an anti-Catholic looting

spree for two weeks which resulted in 700 deaths and

£100,000 worth of property damage, provided "the first

92	Rose op.cit., 287.
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shock to the old system of policing" 93 . Palmer describes

how, in Westminster on the night of the 2nd June, a group

six constables had to face a crowd of 14,000; "wisely

they did nothing" 94 . Neither Palmer, Rumbelow, nor

Hibbert, expressly refer to the deployment of special

constables during the riots, and this absence is

surprising if the office was being commonly used in times

of emergency95 . However, this may be because contemporary

reports of the riots did not specifically distinguish

special from ordinary constables, civilian volunteers or

vigilante squads. For example, both Palmer and Rumbelow

describe how, on the 6th June, one hundred constables

went to the aid of the Keeper of Newgate gaol when he

refused to surrender the prisoners to the mob and his

house came under attack. Their intervention was

ineffective as they were surrounded and assaulted by the

crowd96 . However, such a relatively large body of police

must have included special or extra constables 97 . Hibbert

documents how, on the 3rd June, having received

information that riots were expected later in the evening

93	Palmer op cit 30

94	Ibid 86
95	Palmer op cit 85-87; Rumbelow op cit 91-94; Hibbert,
C. King Mob.

96	Palmer ibid 86; Rumbelow ibid 93
97	

Figures are not available for the strength of the
permanent City of London police in 1780, however by 1813
it only consisted of 11 men on day patrol, 17 on night
patrol, and another 21 on specific beats in Smithfield
Market, Fleet Street and the Bank area. See Report of the
Special Finance Committee, 16th November 1813 loc.cit.
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in Moorfields, the alderman of the ward called out "all

the constables in the district". They seem to have

attended in large numbers, as although the crowd shouted

and jeered at them, it was deterred from actively

rioting98.

Hibbert also describes how, in order to protect

their property, citizens formed informal armed private

associations to patrol their neighbourhoods which were

eventually approved by the Government: one upholsterer

mustered his one hundred employees to defend a friend's

house; a young nobleman organised a patrol of nearly four

hundred gentlemen and their servants to patrol Lincoln's

Inn Fields 99 . Palmer notes how other citizens and parish

authorities formed similar groups "as more formal

organisations" 100 . Given the use of the office that was

occurring contemporaneously elsewhere in the country, it

is possible that these organisations were headed by

persons sworn in as special or 'extra' constables-0l.

The Gordon Riots were eventually suppressed by the

military and the imposition of martial law on the City.

The office of special constable did not come under

scrutiny in their aftermath, but continued to be widely

used as a mechanism for enlisting additional police

98	Hibbert op cit 58. Hibbert ibid 93 also refers to
the subsequent calling out of the posse comitatus but
gives no further details.

99	Hibbert ibid 106.

100 Palmer op.cit. 87.

101 See post, p	
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For	,example in Birminghamsupport during riots.	 in

October 1782, 140 special constables were sworn in to

prevent disorder during price riots 102 . 200 were

enrolled in Manchester in 1792, and others in Birmingham

in 1795, during 'Church & King' riots; 50 were sworn in

Oldham to assist the military during bread riots in

1795. 103 According to Radzinowicz, from the end of the

eighteenth century special constables were routinely

enlisted whenever there was a serious threat to public

orderl".

The use of special constables in eighteenth century watch
and ward societies

As well as the appearance of references to the

appointment of special constables during riots in the mid

eighteenth century, the term starts to be used in

connection with watch and ward societies.

Records exist for a scheme in Manchester and

Salford, started in 1779, to appoint special constables

"for the support of the civil power, and the preservation

of peace and good order". An address by the chairman of

the Salford magistrates in 1797 describes the scheme and

notes that "from the experience of its great utility, it

has been regularly continued"105. However, it appears

that the inhabitants had become less enthusiastic about

102 Rose op.cit. 289.

103 Seth op.cit. 42.

104 Radzinowicz op.cit. 215.

County Palatine of Lancaster Quarter Sessions Records
Nov 16th 1797, held at Lancashire Constabulary Archives.

105
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turning out for duty as time passed, so there was an

attempt to regenerate it in 1797, but organised so that

"by a judicious rotation of attendances and duties,

individual labour or inconvenience will be rendered

comparatively light and easy"106.

The chairman of the magistrates, in justifying the

need for the scheme to continue, referred to Colquhoun's

account of the police of the metropolis:107

" ... shocking as is his narrative, I am sorry
to observe, that most of the villainies he
enumerates, are committed in these towns, and
to an extent of mischief and danger not
generally apprehended. The coiners, the forgers
of bills, the house-breakers, the shop-lifters,
the croft-breakers, the swindlers, the
receivers of stolen goods, all carry on their
trade of plunder, in a connected system of
barter and exchange;	and multitudes of
children, of •tender age, are •regularly trained
amongst us, in the practices of fraud and
robbery."

He concluded that:

"The plain and obvious inference from all this,
is the necessity of frequent and general
nightly patrols, conducted as they were with
much advantage at the origin of this scheme,
with a regular entry of all their proceedings
in a book; of an active and vigilant inspection
of public-houses, lodging-houses for vagrants,
&c. In short, of the utmost exertion of
prudence and fortitude, in the exercise of the
powers with which you are invested, and in the
discharge of the duties you are called upon to
perform." (Italics in the original)

106	Note the parallels with the reorganisation of City
of London wards in 1663, ante p--

107 Colquhoun, P. Treatise on the Police of the 
Metropolis.

_
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The duties of these early specials were very

wide 108 . Not only were they to apprehend felons under the

Riot Act, but they were to enter public houses if

necessary to restore good order, suppress or prevent

breaches of the peace and if it was necessary to arrest

someone, to bring them immediately before magistrates or

if it was too late or far to do so, keep them in safe

custody until the morning. They were to keep an eye on

strangers to the area, and detain them if late at night

so that "By your vigilance and attention . house-

breaking, felonies, and many other evil practices may be

prevented"109.

The special constables were also to search and

detect people who sold short measures or used unwholesome

provisions, and to keep an eye on pubs and on 'houses of

bad fame' where unlawful games were played, which sold

ale without a licence, or gave lodgings to vagrants. In

addition, they had to make sure that the Sabbath was not

profaned, that games were not played on Sundays and that

the shops stayed shut. The specials could also be made to

forfeit 40 shillings if they did not report to the

magistrates anybody who was drunk or who was swearing.

108 "Instructions to the Special Constables of
Manchester and Salford" 16th November 1797, County
Palatine of Lancaster loc.cit.

109 NB: the similarity with current neighbourhood watch
initiatives.
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Finally, they were expected to attend at fires to keep

the peace and prevent looting 110.

A similar scheme was set up in Bolton in 1795. The

early meetings of the Great Bolton Watch and Ward Society

do not appear to have been minuted, and records begin in

1797 when it was resolved in October to hold monthly

meetings of constables and special constables 'to take

into consideration the most effectual means of preserving

and improving the Police of the town'. As well as being

possibly the earliest police-community consultative

committee on record, members were subject to a fine of

one shilling for non-attendance, or for attending

meetings while drunk. It was also resolved that the

special constable on duty for the week was to attend the

constables on their Sunday patrols, to preserve good

order during divine service 111 . The minutes detail that

in 1799 drinking on duty was to be subject to a forfeit

of two shillings, but in 1802 a discriminatory resolution

was passed, reducing the fine for special constables to

one shilling but increasing that for regular constables

to five shillings. This would imply that the special

constables had a higher status than the ordinary

officers112.

110 "Instructions to the Special Constables of
Manchester and Salford" 16th November 1797, County
Palatine of Lancaster loci cit.

111 Records of the Great Bolton Watch and Ward 1795-
1832. BRO FP/2/1

112 See Foster, D "The East Riding Constabulary in the
Nineteenth Century' in Northern History, vol. 21, in
which he remarks on the fact that police superintendants
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The adoption of the office of special constable as a
cure-all for the policing malaise

In the aftermath of the Gordon Riots, police reform

was widely debated. Palmer notes that "Traditional

solutions were found to be more comfortable than radical

reforms", while the suggestions most frequently offered

were "for private associations of men of property,

'gentlemen and tradesmen', who would assist the local

authorities in times of emergency". The government's

response was also tentative and traditional; resistant to

the notion of police reform, it argued that the Gordon

riots were exceptional and that the existing constable

and watch system was adequate113 .	The use of special

constables	thus met with the approval of the

traditionalists.

The deployment of special constables also met with

approval from proponents of police reform. Colquhoun,

founder of the Glasgow Chamber of Commerce and one of the

first stipendiary justices in London, was a vocal and

highly active critic of the existing systems of

police 114 .	However in the years following the Gordon

Riots, he too relied heavily on special constables to

were less harshly penalised than constables for
misdemeanours.

113 Palmer, op cit 88.

114 See Avery, M.E., Patrick Colquhoun (1745-1820) 'A
Being Clothed with Divinity' in Journal of the Police 
History Society No. 3 24-34, for a Foucauldian analysis
of his career and achievements.
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maintain order. In his campaign against the London

Corresponding Society, an organization he viewed as

seditious and responsible for stirring up trouble which

led to riots, he mustered some three hundred special

constables to assist:

"He pursued the members of the society
relentlessly, building up a spy network amongst
the Spitalfields weavers (and) infiltrating his
constables into meetings of the society and
instructing them to be constantly on the alert

.for signs of 'traitorous conspiracies,115

Writing to the London Magistrates in August 1794,

Colquhoun described his efforts:

"In this quarter of the Metropolis ... we have
sworn in the chief part of the principal
inhabitants as Special Constables who have
enaged to patrole the streets in their
respective Liberties, and from them we expect
great assistance in detecting the authors and
publishers of these inflammatory Hand Bills and

H116in stopping the circulation ...

One of the difficulties with the orthodox approach is in

its clear distinction between "old" and "new" police,

while revisionists tend to play down the importance of

policing innovations. However, as this account shows, it

is not always easy to distinguish between what was viewed

as traditional practice and what was seen as a novel

application grafted onto ancient roots, and increasingly

use of the office of special constable in the late

eighteenth century reflects the fact that it came to be

seen as all things to all men'.

115 Avery, ibid., 29-30.

116 HO 42/33 cited in Radzinowicz, op.cit., p.215.
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On the one hand, opponents of police reform could

view the deployment of special constables as an innocuous

development of the traditional watch and ward system.

For example, justices themselves could be special

constables, and could ride with, direct and control the

"respectable citizens" they appointed. The fact that in

some cases special constables were in positions of

command and were afforded a higher status in watch and

ward schemes than the petty and parish constables, meant

that the office did not threaten the traditional power of

the gentry. Similarly, because the appointment of

specials was in accordance with local custom and

tradition, the office could not easily be viewed as an

incursion of the detested French system, with its

perceived evils of centralisation and consequent

encroachment on individual civil liberties 117 . On the

other hand, the office of special constable, by the very

flexibility of its nature, may have been expeditial to

the plans of police reformers. Colquhoun's use of

special constables in London, along the lines of the

dread Parisian police informers, demonstrates that they

could fit within a 'total institution' of police.

Recruited and organised countrywide their potential as a

novel form of social control may have seemed limitless.

117 Palmer op.cit. 71-3.
-
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CHAPTER TWO: SPECIAL CONSTABLES BETWEEN 1800 - 1856 - A
PERIOD OF TRANSITION

Orthodox histories assume that no effective form of

policing existed before the passing of the Metropolitan

Police Act in 1829, or before the tentative introduction

of paid full-time police forces in some counties and

boroughs between 1836 and 1856 1 . What these histories

cannot explain is the time lag between Pitt's first

unsuccessful London Police Reform Bill in 1785, and the

wholesale adoption of police forces following the 1856

County and Borough Police Act. Recent studies have shown

that policing before the 'new police' was more effective

and locally appropriate than has previously been

accepted2 . However, no work has been done on how special

constables fitted in to either the old or the new models

of police.

The period 1800-1856 is typically seen as

fundamental in providing the statutory framework for the

new police. Significantly the first time that the office

of special constable is mentioned in legislation is in

1801 3 , and in the years between 1801 and 1839, eight

further Acts were passed dealing with the position of

special constables 4 . These included the Municipal

1	See esp Critchley op cit.

2	See for example Reiner, Styles, Palmer op cit.

3	41 GIII c78 sl, extending 27 GII c3 which concerned
the payment of constables' expenses, makes specific
provision for the reimbursement of special constables'
expenses on executing warrants for felonies.

4	These were the Watching and Warding Acts of 1812,
1818, and 1820; the Special Constables Acts of 1820,
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Corporations Act of 1835, usually seen as significant for

its provisions enabling the creation of watch committees

in boroughs, which also made provision for the annual

appointment of a semi-permanent force of special

constables 5 . In addition the Rural (or County) Police Act

of 1839 6 , whose fundamental importance is typically

ascribed to the way in which it facilitated the creation

of county police forces, was in fact modelled not on the

1829 Metropolitan Police Act but on the 1831 Special

Constables Act.

By the turn of the eighteenth century the use of

special constables was gaining widespread acceptance, and

the office was instrumental to both opponents and

proponents of the concept of a new, professional police.

By the nineteenth century, both local justices and

central government had come to appreciate its utility as

a means of retaining or extending control. Thus in the

French invasion scares of 1803-04, during the 'Captain

Swing' disorders of 1830-31, and in response to fears of

internal revolution in 1848, special constables were

organised on a national basis by the Home Office. At the

same time, the office was heavily relied on in numerous

local emergencies, most notoriously at Peterloo in 1819

and during the Bristol riots of 1831. That the tactic was

often seen as effective is demonstrated by the way

1831, and 1838; the 1835 Municipal Corporations Act, and
the 1839 Rural Police Act.
5	5 & 6 WIV c76 s83.
6	2 & 3 Vict. c93.
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justices and watch committees used it to resist moves to

impose new police forces on their traditional patch. The

role that special constables played during this period

was of crucial importance in influencing both central and

local decisions on police reform, and this chapter

demonstrates how the office of special constable was

inextricably interwoven within the discourse of reform.

1. THE RECRUITMENT OF SPECIALS 1800-1856 

The historical transience of the office makes it

likely that on many occasions what were described as

police were in fact special constables 7 ; alternatively

reports of citizens assisting the police, or of watch and

ward societies, may not document how those involved had

actually been given the office of special constable.

Although much work has been done on the identities

of full-time constables in the nineteenth century 8 , and

of local justices 9 , researching the identity of special

constables poses singular problems. This is because while

full-time police and magistrates saw their office as

7	As well as simply being referred to as "constable"
or "other peace officer", specials may also have been
described as "extra", "supernumerary", "additional", or
some other local variant. The term "special constable"
does not appear to have been consistently used on a
national basis until after the end of the First World
War.

8	See eg: Steedman, C. Policing the Victorian
Community; the Journals of the Police History Society.

9	See eg: Avery /oc. cit; Vogler, R. Reading the Riot 
Act, Quinault, R. "The Warwickshire County Magistracy and
Public Order, c1830 - 1870" in Stevenson and Quinault

- (eds) Popular Protest and Public Order.
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their primary identifier, the office of special constable

never achieved a master status. Consequently there are

very few biographical accounts of special constables, and

where information exists it focuses on the extraordinary

rather than the commonplace10.

Historically the duty to assist in preserving the

peace was incumbent on all persons, and at common law

there were few exclusions on who could serve as a

special ll . Exclusions would in any event have been self-

defeating when the office was used to quickly enlist

large numbers of the local populace to assist during

crises. However some accounts emphasise the

respectability of those sworn in. For example, Wells

notes that it was the 'principle inhabitants' of the

towns and counties in the South West who were sworn in Lu

assist during the price fixing riots of 1800-1801, and

that these included both local justices and gentry12.

10	There is a tendency in the literature on specials to
list famous or notorious individuals who served on
specific occasions. Included in this "Hall of Fame" are
Ismabard Kingdom Brunel, who served during the 1831
Bristol Riots (information supplied by Dr. R. Vogler);
Palmerston, Peel, Gladstone and Louis Napoleon at
Kennington Common in 1848 (Palmer op cit 482); the
notorious murderer Christie during the First World War
(this snippet was communicated to me by several
specials); and Lord Denning who was enrolled during the
General Strike (information supplied by Mr. A. Hammond,
retired Commandant of the MSC). The only biographical
account of a special which I have been able to unearth is
Jones, J.E. "Superhuman Special" in JPHS 6, which
describes the first police recipient of a George Cross,
Brandon Moss, a building contractor in Coventry, who was
honoured for his work in the 1940 bombing raids.

11	The same applies to the office of constable per se.
12	Wells op.cit. 730-3.
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During	the	Napoleonic	Wars,	civil	defence

preparations were made by the Government to repel a

potential French invasion. In East Sussex, the

Lieutenancy was authorised to raise 4818 military

volunteers, and the response was so great that an

application was made to double this number. Problems were

encountered in finding enough men capable of serving as

officers, and the Minute Book for 10th August 1803

relates that:

"There are several Places where the Lower Orders of
the People are ready and willing to form Volunteer
Corps or to learn the use of arms but are in want of
Gentlemen or Substantial Yeomen for officers."13

With such a heavy demand for recruits from among the

gentry, and given the enthusiasm of the working-classes

to enlist as volunteers, few men were available to become
special constables and in Lewes only 48 were sworn in.

They were organised on military lines, and divided into

three divisions under one 'commandant' and two

'captains', but it is unclear what their duties were, or

for how long they were enrolled14.

However as the year progressed, the Home Office

wanted more recruits and on 8th November 1803 issued a

circular calling on magistrates to:

"... enquire in their several Districts what
trustworthy Housekeepers or others, who are not
enrolled in any Volunteer Corps, or liable to
Military Service ... engage to come forward, and to
act as Special Constables ..."

13	ESRO LCG/3/EW4.

14	ESRO LLD/7/E3.
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In London, the numbers sworn in response to the

circular varied from 11 in the Precinct of Wallclose to

504 at Bow Street 15 . In Maidenhead, 104 of the 'leading

inhabitants' were sworn in-6.

Despite the fact that the circular referred to

'Housekeepers or others', an advertisement which appeared

in a local Sussex newspaper merely asked for

'Housekeepers' and on 21st January 1804, 54 were

appointed17 . 'Constables and other Peace Officers' were

exempt from the Militia ballot 18 . According to the Lewes

justices' clerk, special constables had to be exempt from

the First and Second Classes of the General Defence Acts,

ie: they had to be married men over 17 years old with

children under the age of ten 18 . Such persons may have

been more likely to be householders, so the stipulation

in the advertisement for 'Housekeepers' may simply have

been a convenient way of ensuring that those who did

apply were eligible. Further the conditions of their

appointment, which allowed them to bear arms but expected

them to provide their own weapons, accoutrements and

rations, may have militated against the less affluent20.

15	Radzinowicz Vol 2 216.

16	
Thames Valley Police Museum B278 BA-28.

17	
ESRO LLD/7/E3.

18	
General Defence Acts 44 GIII c54; 56 GIII c39.

19	
Circular from magistrates' clerk, Lewes (Upper

Division) ESRO LLD/7/E3.

20	Schedule to 1803 circular, cited in Cramer, J. A
History of the Police of Portsmouth 10.
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Generally, such conditions may not have applied. For

example Palmer notes that during this period, the only

recruitment rule for one London parish was 'to avoid

Irishmen, except of very good character' 21 . Radzinowicz

implies that recruitment policies varied according to the

nature of occasion for which special constables were

sworn in, and the authority responsible for their

enlistment. Thus:

"An incipient unrest, or a disturbance confined to a
relatively narrow locality, usually had the effect
of prompting the magistrates of the district to call
out on their own initiative ... the most respectable
inhabitants to strengthen the hands of the civil
power. .22

During widespread disorder, the initiative passed

from the magistrates to the Home Office who were less

A4c,,,,..-4,-.141.n.m+-esr,, in their rne,,,u41-m=oni- .r,r-slinic,S	For example-------------/ --	 .--

in 1810, riots were feared in London when Sir Francis

Burdett, a Radical MP, was committed to the Tower.

Radzinowicz describes how the Hatton Garden magistrates

collected the names of a number of persons 'fit and

proper' to discharge the duties, but only swore in twenty

five because they were worried about causing the

Government expense, while nine hundred constables,

including firemen, were sworn in the City 23 . Various

suggestions were made to increase the numbers of

specials, including inviting the inhabitants as well as

housekeepers of each house to enrol. In a variation of

21	Palmer op cit 148
22	Radzinowicz Vol 2 218.
23	Ibid 218 - 9. See also Palmer op.cit. 148.
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the principle that 'it takes a thief to catch one', it

was also proposed that persons known or suspected of

supporting the disturbances should be summonsed by

magistrates and 'forced' to take the oath as 'this would

make them less dangerous, or would expose their

subversive principles should they refuse to offer their

services' 24

In 1812, in response to rioting in Nottinghamshire,

Parliament passed 'An Act for the more effectual

Preservation of the Peace, by enforcing the Duties of

Watching and Warding ... in Places where Disturbances

prevail or are apprehended' 25 . This Act consolidated

existing practice, and formed the basis for subsequent

legislation affecting specials, making detailed provision

for when and how they were to be sworn in and

organised26.

The Act gave great flexibility to justices as to

whom they could appoint as special constables, to the

extent of not even requiring a local connection on the

part of the recruit 27 . However the dichotomy in

appointment practices, dependent on local circumstance,

continued.

24	Ibid 219. Although Radzinowicz does not say whether
this suggestion was acted upon, a similar policy seems to
have been adopted during the Swing disorders, and at
Whitby in 1864. See post pp 61-71 and 179.
25	52 GIII c17

26	See appendix two.

27	
However, persons from outside the area could not be_

compelled to serve - 52 GIII c17 s.12.
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For example in Bolton, the title of supervisors of

the watch and ward was changed to 'conductor', perhaps in

order to distinguish these special constables from those

sworn in specifically during a crisis 28 . During the

London Corn Bill riots in 1815, it was suggested to the

Home Secretary that five hundred customs officers, who

had been out of work 'in great distress' for the past two

months, should be sworn as specials, 'thus giving bread

to the starving and neutralising their feelings of

hostility' 29 . At potato riots in Bideford in 1816, only

'the most respectable inhabitants' were sworn in".

However, at Peterloo when there was a mass enrolment of

special constables, recruits came from all classes and

occupations. A list of those killed and injured during

the disturbances details the identities of some special

constables. One, who was killed, was a publican. The

injured specials included a confectioner; a carter; a

surveyor; an employee of the Bridgewater estate sworn in

at the request of his employers; and a master mason31.

By 1820 there was confusion over when precisely

special constables could lawfully be appointed. An Act

was passed '... to increase the Power of Magistrates in

28	
Magistrate's occurrence book 1812-20, BRO FP/2/1.

29	
Radzinowicz Vol 2 op cit 221.

30	
Muskett, P. "The Bideford Potato Riots, 1816" in

JPHS 2.

31	
"A List of those Killed and Injured at Peterloo"

held at MLHL 924.73.P88. The events at Peterloo are more
fully discussed post p.115.
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the Appointment of Special Constables' 32 . As well as

easing the conditions for the appointment of special

constables by enabling two justices to swear them in on

actual or anticipated tumults, riots, or felonies,

without prior Home Office approval 33 , the Act was more

specific about who could be enrolled than its 1812

predecessor. Justices could nominate and appoint by

precept in writing:

" ... any Householders or Other Persons (not legally
exempt from serving the Office of Constable)
residing within their respective Divisions, or in
the Neighbourhood thereof, for such Time and in such
Manner as to the said Justices shall seem fit and
necessary for the Preservation of the Public Peace"34

Again no . specific criteria were laid down for the

selection of special constables, and the preference for

'respectable inhabitants' seems to have been relaxed in

some cases, perhaps because special constables could now

officially be used for duties other than supervisory

ones. Thus in London in the 1820s in a district 'where

depredations had assumed such proportions that people

could not go along the streets', over a hundred local

people were sworn in to detect and prevent crimes, under

the direction of a local potato salesman 35 . On another

occasion in response to a growth in the number of street

32	1 GIV c37
33	See Radzinowicz Vol 2 op cit 223.
34	1 GIV c 37 s.l.
35	Radzinowicz Vol 2 op cit 217.
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robberies, it was proposed to select and swear in men

'from among our poor inhabitants'36.

At the same time, parties with a direct interest in

putting down a disorder could be sworn in: in August

1825, the Union Club of Seamen was in dispute with the

shipowners of Durham. On seeing a vessel going to sea

which was manned with men not belonging to the port, they

decided to attack it. The principle shipowners had

themselves sworn as special constables, but were thrown

overboard by the 400 seamen who managed to board the

vessel. The military were called and fired on the

rioters, killing five37.

The Captain Swing Disorders

The Captain Swing riots swept across rural areas in

the winter of 1830-31. Landholders, clergy, poor law

guardians, justices and other 'local rulers' were sent

anonymous letters threatening violence and the firing of

their properties. Protesters' demands included an

increase in labourers' wages or a reduction of tithes;

the destruction of all threshing machines, seen as

36	Letter from the chairman of the St. Giles watch
committee to Lord Sidmouth, 5th December 1820, cited in
Radzinowicz ibid. There is an ambiguity about the
expression "poor inhabitants"; the writer may simply be
referring to the unfortunate people subject to increased
crime, alternatively he may be referring to those living
in poverty

37	Mackenzie, E. and Ross, M. An Historical, 
Topographical, and Descriptive View of the County
Palatine of Durham.
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responsible for increasing agricultural unemployment; and

universal suffrage38.

The Army was not deployed", and during a debate in

the House of Lords on 16th November the use of the

Yeomanry was rejected as still too politically sensitive

following the Peterloo disaster". Instead, special

constables sworn in under the 1820 Special Constables Act

were widely used as a preventative measure41.

The organisation of special constables 1830-1831

In West Sussex, the Duke of Richmond formed a

special	constabulary of	shopkeepers,	yeomen,	and

'respectable labourers', divided into sections and

districts under local commanders, and despatched them as

mobile units to disaffected villages42 . On the 25th

November the Home Office sent out a circular calling for

'measures to strengthen the Civil Force of the Country'.

Citing the West Sussex plan as a model for organising

38	For a full analysis of the social and economic
causes and effects of these disturbances, see Hobsbawm,
E.J. and Rude, G. Captain Swing. Detailed local accounts
are contained in Cirket, A.F. "The 1830 Riots in
Bedfordshire - Background and Events" in Publications of 
the Bedfordshire Historical Record Society 57; Greenhill,
L.J. "Captain 'Swing' and the West Sussex Disturbances"
in JPHS 2. Jones, D.J.V. Crime, Protest, Community and
Police in Nineteenth Century Britain describes
incendiarism in East Anglia at pp31-61.

39	Palmer op.cit. 393

40	Cobbett, W. Weekly Political Register 20th November
1830.

41	Circular from the Cumberland Justices, 12th November
1830, at CaR0 Ca/2/472.

42	Palmer op.cit. 394.
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recruits, the circular stressed that it was not necessary

to wait for the arrival of the magistrates before

proceeding to suppress the disorder 43 . This plan was

adopted across the country. In Cumbria, heads of

sections were instructed to collect the inhabitants of

the area to be sworn in as special constables, and list

them. They were then to appoint deputies to act in their

absence, divide the constables into parties of eight or

ten, and appoint one person to act as leader of each

party. If riots were anticipated, the head was to send

for assistance to heads of neighbouring sections as 'by

this means a very considerable force may be collected at

one point in a very short time'. Heads were also

instructed to organise mounted sections who could be used

44
as messengers--.

In Hertfordshire the county was divided into two

divisions; Hertford and St. Albans. Hertford was sub-

divided into seven sub-divisions, to be headed by

'Gentlemen' who were to select 'the most active and

trust-worthy Men' to be sworn in. These special

constables were to be divided into companies of 8-12,

with 'the most efficient Men' carefully selected to head

them. Each special was to be provided with a staff of

office, and those specials who required remuneration were

to be paid two shillings and sixpence daily, and an extra

43	Held at CaR0 /oc cit.

44	Ibid.
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shilling if kept out at night. Costs were to be borne by

the county45 .

In Essex the Lord Lieutenant, the Grand Jury of

Special Gaol Delivery, and the Essex magistrates met on

8th December 1830 'in consequence of the tumults and

outrages which have taken place in some parts of this

county'. They resolved that the magistrates were to call

upon 'all Occupiers of Land, Tradesmen, and well-disposed

Inhabitants' to co-operate with them in putting down the

riots. Clerks to the parishes were to procure returns of

existing special constables and of those willing to

become special constables, including mounted officers.

The meeting further resolved that 'the Gentlemen,

Yeomanry and other substantial Householders . be

requested to do what lies in their power to promote such

a plan', and that special constables who were called upon

to act would be remunerated if they so required, the

amount to be settled by the magistrates in their Division

having regard to the extent of their services".

Recruitment 1830-31

The Swing disorders started in Kent, when a farmer's

rick was destroyed in June and this incident was followed

by an increase in arson attacks. Attacks on threshing

machines began in August, and late in October wages

meetings started to be held47 . However, attempts to swear

45
	

HRO 52865.

46 __ERO Q/APp1.
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in special constables to protect the farms and deter

incendiarists were not always successful. Workers on the

wereKent/Sussex borders unwilling to attend meetings

called by the magistracy", while in October Kent farmers

refused to be sworn in49.

By mid-November the disturbances had spread to

Sussex, but again recruitment problems were experienced.

Reporting on tithe disturbances in Horsham, the High

Sheriff informed the Home Office that:

" ... I should have found it quite impossible to
have prevailed upon any person to serve as a special
constable ... most of the tradespeople and many of
the farmers considering the demands of the people
but just and equitable ... indeed many of them
advocated (them)."5°

The following day, the magistrates ordered the local

constable to find between 60 and 100 special constables,

but when the men appeared before the bench to be sworn

all but two refused, although they promised to help

protect local property51 . In Chichester, the recruitment

of specials was more successful. On 17th November it was

reported to the magistrates that 400 men were assembling

in the Goodwood area. They immediately swore in 50

'gentlemen and farmers', and the mob dispersed

peacefully52.

47	Hobsbawm and Rude op cit 71.

48	Cobbett op cit 789.
49	Hobsbawm and Rude op cit 80.
50	Cited in Greenhill, L.J loc cit 57.
51
	Ibid 58.

52
	

lipid 59.
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Similar problems were experienced in Bedfordshire,

where Swing disorders had spread by the Autumn of 183053.

Although attempts to swear in 60 special constables in

Ampthill were successful, the residents of Toddington

refused. According to the justices' clerk:

... not one person would attend for the purpose, a
Vestry was holding at the Church at which the
Magistrates attended & explained the proposal of the
Government but it was of no avail ... it was in vain
they were told their own property would be first
destroyed ... "54

It is tempting to see recruitment problems as

symptomatic of class divisions within areas where Swing

disorders occurred. Palmer argues that in towns, special

constables were at first difficult to enrol while in

rural areas there were not enough 'respectable

inhabitants'. However, 'The resident English nobiliLy

stepped in with great gusto', and organised forces on a

'feudal' basis 55 . According to Wellington,	... it is

astonishing how soon the country was tranquillised, and

that in the best way, by the activity and spirit of the

gentlemen' 56

However, an equal weight of evidence shows that

while recruitment problems were neither universal, nor

was the solution always to leave policing in the hands of

the gentry and their retainers. The Lewes Town Book

documents how in the Autumn of 1830:

53	Cirket loc cit.
54	Cited ibid 94-5.
55	Palmer op cit 393.
56	Cited ibid 394.
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044 an Incendiary Spirit, originating in the want
of Employment for, and the low rate of Wages given
to Agricultural Labourers first shewed itself..."57

On 18th November, a barn near Southover Church was

fired and at a town meeting the following day it was

resolved to establish a system of police and watch

through the winter by enrolling inhabitants as special

constables. They were sworn in large numbers throughout

East Sussex in the winter of 1830-31, and returns giving

their occupations are available for many of the

Divisions. Large numbers of labourers and artisans appear

to have been appointed, as well as the local gentry58.

In the Lewes and Pevensey Rapes, nearly 2,000

special constables were sworn in between November and

January 1830-31 for an average period of 6 months each.

The occupations are given for 674 of them, 245 of whoca

are described as 'Labourers'. This term is of itself

ambiguous as it could mean agricultural, industrial or

building labourer59 . It is likely that in this instance

it was agricultural labourers who were enrolled, as all

except one appointed in Lewes, were sworn in outlying

parishes rather than in towns. The second largest

occupational category was farmers of whom there were 55,

which indicates that they were the major employers of

unskilled labour in the area. A breakdown of the

57	ESRO; Lewes Catalogue.

58	ESRO QAC/5/E6.

59	Philips, D. Crime and Authority in Victorian England
(henceforth referred to as "Crime and Authority"), 78 -
87.
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occupational profiles of the East Sussex special

constables is given in Table 2:1 below:

TABLE 2:1 OCCUPATIONS OF SPECIAL CONSTABLES 1830 - 31* 
* FOR AN EXPLANATION OF THE CODING METHOD ADOPTED, SEE
APPENDIX 1
** percentages are shown in bold type

Sheffield
Divn

East
Grinstd Withyham Hartfield Lewes

Outlying
Parishes

A 6 11 11 26 3	18 1 8 25 29 47 9
B 00 0 0 0 0 0 0 00 2 .5
C 12 0 0 0 0 0 0 56 1 .2
ES 1 2 1 2 3 18 0 0 1 1 26 5
EU 00 0 .0 0 0 0 0 1121 4
F 59 1 .2 1 6 1 8 0047 9
G 0 0 .819 0 0 2 15 6 7 17 3
L 31 58 1 2 1 6 2 15 1 1 205 41
M 36 1 2 1 6 0 0 33 6 1
P 1 2 3 7 0 0 2 15 2 2 8 2
Pen 36 0 0 0 0 0 0 56 1 .2
Rev 00 1 2 0 0 0 0 00 0 .0
SB 1 2 12 28 1 6 3 23 24 28 32 6
SK 12 0 0 0 0 0 0 6711 2
Y 00 1 2 2 12 2 15 0033 7
U 00 2 5 0 0 0 0 11 4 1
NK 00 i 2 5 29 0 0 6725 5

TOT 53 100 43 99 17 101 13 101 86 98 500 97

The phenomenon of labourer recruitment was also

experienced in Bedfordshire, outwith the parish of

Toddington. In Shillington, 200 agricultural and 12 other

labourers were sworn in, representing 40 per cent of the

special constables, while the rest of the force consisted

of 13 farmers; 4 gentlemen; 3 butchers; 2 pensioners; 2

tailors; a miller; a coachman; a footman; a blacksmith; a

carpenter; a wheelwright; a bricklayer and a glazier. In

Northill and the surrounding hamlets 35.5 per cent of

specials were labourers, while only 10 of the force of

109 were local gentry or farmers who received no payment

for their services. The percentage of labourers increased
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to 48 per cent in Meppershall, and 100 per cent in the

tiny parish of Upper Stondon60.

Mather61 suggests that in 1848, working-class

special constables were enrolled at the instigation of

their employers on pain of dismissal, but were generally

used only to protect the workplace as a tactic to ensure

their good behaviour, rather than as a way of creating a

public order force against the Chartists. This theory may

provide an explanation why so many labourers were

enrolled in 1830. Under the existing legislation,

enrolment was compulsory once a person had been nominated

by the magistrates, and refusal to take the oath was

penalised by a heavy fine 62 . Coupled with the fact that

such a refusal may also have resulted in his dismissal,

once summonsed to be sworn a labourer would have had

little option but to comply.

An explanation of the use of labourers as coerced

special constables fits within explanations of the Swing

disorders being based on class solidarity and common

grievances. According to Jones:

60	Cirket loc cit 95, 105.

61	Mather Public Order op cit 80 - 95.

62	By s15 of 52 GIII c17, persons refusing to
participate in the watch and ward could be fined between
40/- and £10. The 1820 Special Constables Act (1 GIV c37
s3) made persons who refused to take the oath liable to
the same fines and penalties as persons refusing to take
office as constables. The 1831 Special Constables Act (1
& 2 WIV c41 s7), discussed post p.71, made refusal to
take office as a special constable subject to a maximum
fine of £5.
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"Arson ... had peculiar advantages ... at least
while policemen, watchmen and firemen were still
thin on the ground. Isolation, which in one sense
worked against an organised labour force, became a
useful aid here; labourers could commit crimes with
a certain impunity, atd farmers could be
intimidated. Some of the latter informed the
parliamentary committees and commissions of the
1830s that it was the threat of arson which made
them keep up their workforce, pay decent wages, and
hold back on mechanisation and reductions in poor-
relief payments. ,,63

Both labourer special constables and their unsworn

peers must have resided in the same or neighbouring

communities, and have shared grievances relating to low

wages and fears of unemployment through the introduction

of mechanisation on farms. For example, the Toddington

residents' refusal to be sworn was based on the fact that

they were in dispute with the landowner. According to the

justices' clerk:

"they admitted Lhe propriety of the measure & stated
that they were ready to come forward as special
Constables in case Mr Cooper the principal
Landholder of Toddington would lower his Rents & do
something for the Parish but they would not be sworn...H64... to protect Mr Coopers Property

Motivations for enrolment 1830-31

a) Cash rewards 

The extensive empowerment of agricultural labourers

as constables to prevent outbreaks of incendiarism by

other agricultural labourers casts doubt on theories of

class cohesion. A cash incentive for labourers to enrol

was provided by the large rewards payable by King's

Proclamation for apprehending the rioters; £50 in the

63
	

Jones, D. op cit 33.
64
	

Cirket /oc cit 95.
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case	of • 'Offenders',	and £500	in the case of

'Incendiaries' 65 .	Further, offers of remuneration for

services rendered facilitated recruitment".

For example, the events at Toddington were not

typical of Bedfordshire as a- whole. One hundred special

constables aere sworn at Woburn, after it was decided to

give each labourer a shilling. According to the justices'

clerk:

" ... in fact many are now special Constables who I
have no doubt would rather destroy property than
protect it and it is the opinion of many respectable
Persons that there should have been discrimination
in the selection. In the evening there was much
drunkenness amongst the Special Constables, fighting
&c. & many of them said they knew nothing about the
matter but that they had received a shilling, that
their Services were wanted through fear & that they
would be on the side which was strongest." 67

The strength of the financial inducement to enrol,

at a time of low wages and high unemployment, should not

be underestimated. Ten . shillings a week was seen as a

fair remuneration for a labourer in Bedfordshire in 1830

and in the Black Countries by the 1840s 65 . Although wages

fluctuated wildly from decade to decade and county to

icounty69 , it is unlikely that labourers generally in the

65	King's Proclamation dated 23rd November 1830. ERO;
QSCb 43/3.

66	Cash incentives to sway the principles of reluctant
volunteers had been used as early as 1815 during Corn
Bill riots in London. Although most Londoners favoured
cheap bread, an offer of payment at 7/- per night
resulted in the successful mobilization of specials
(Palmer op cit 167).

67	Ibid.
68	Cirket loc cit 86; Philips "Crime and Authority" op
cit 71.
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late 1820s to 1830s received much more. an some cases

they were paid far less, for example. in Bedfordshire

wages could be as low as between 3/ = and 6/- per week70 .

Meanwhile a special constable could earn as much for as

little as two nights' service.

In Essex, recruitment was not a problem. In the

Chelmsford division, 745 special constables sworn in 1831

received 1/6d each. In the Tendring Hundreds, 200 - 300

enrolled between the 7th - 13th December 1830, and bills

show they could be paid as much as 5/- per day for 'loss

of time'. In Belchamp St. Paul, the parishioners were

billed for the attendance of 32 special constables on the

10th - 12th December 1830 at 10/- per constable, and

those at Great Dunmow were charged a total of £34/15/-

for the cost of 12 special constables used as a night

watch to deal with an outbreak of incendiarism from the

10th December 1830 to the 9th January 1831, at the rate

of 2/6d each per night71.

The going rate for special constables in

Bedfordshire was slightly lower than in Essex, at an

average shilling to two shillings per man 72 . However, as

well as receiving a cash payment sustenance was also

69	Jones, D. op cit notes that income for labouring
families in East Anglia in the 1840s ranged from between
6/- to 14/6d per week, with an additional £2/15s to
£4/15s for harvest work.

70	Cirket loc cit 102. One of the demands of
Bedfordshire wages meetings was that pay should be raised
to 2/- - 2/6d daily (ibid 96).
71	ERO; Q/APpl.

72
	

Ibid 101, 105.
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provided -. For example, 47 Henlow and Langford special

constables were provided with a pub meal of cheese and

beer at a cost of £1/15/9d, while gratuities totalling

E712/6d were distributed to 57 of them 73 . Another claim

to the Bedford Quarter Sessions consisted of gratuities

of E3/5/- and beer at £117/6d for 65 men, although the

beer was disallowed. Bardford parish claimed for the cost

31 constables, paid 2/6d each, but only payment of one

shilling per head was allowed. That the remuneration

received by specials was generally higher than the

average wage is shown by a bill for the parish of Wilden,

where fifty men 'taken out of their imployment' only

received 1/4d each74.

1,) Enrolment as m means of alrnirling the 	

When a new ballot was to be held in the Spring of

1831, the Hitchen magistrates' clerk wrote to the clerk

at St. Albans on the 25th January:

"... it is expected that persons who have hitherto
refused to be sworn in as Special Constables will
now offer themselves in order to claim exemption
from the Militia about to be fitted up •.. I have
therefore to request that you will immediately
suggest to the Magistrates acting in your Division
the expediency of declining to swear any person who
is liable to be drawn for or to serve as a Militia
Man."75

A circular from the clerk at Chelmsford dated 7th

February 1831 urged magistrates not to appoint any more

Cirket loc cit 99.

74	Ibid 105.
75	HRO misc. papers 52880.
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special constables unless there was a continued or

renewed apprehension of riot or tumult, for the same

reason76 .

The East Sussex records indicate how the numbers of

those liable for the ballot could be affected by persons

claiming to be special constables, and how difficult it

was to successfully claim exemption on these grounds,

because by an Act passed in 1803 the County could be

fined £10 for each man deficient in the Militia77 . In

March 1831, the clerks were instructed to make returns to

the Military of persons liable to the ballot, and the

Chichester Town Clerk reported that 3112 were. In a

letter dated 31st March, he commented that he knew of no

instance when an exemption on the basis of being a

special constable was allowed, despite many being

claimed, and adds that they were all disallowed either

because the time for which they were sworn in had

elapsed, or because they had been sworn in for an

indefinite period78.

The return for the Rape of Hastings on the same date

shows that 2712 inhabitants were liable for the ballot,

and that 860 were or had been special constables, all of

whom were liable unless they were over age or had another

reason to be exempt. The clerk breaks this figure down

76
	

ERO Q/APpl.

77	ESRO LCM/4/EW3.

78	No explanation is given why an indefinite period of
appointment should invalidate a claim under the General
Defence Acts.
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further to show that of these 860, the time for which 758

had been sworn-in had elapsed, and of the remaining 102,

their time of service was due to elapse within the next

two months. Meanwhile there were 45 inhabitants in four

parishes who could validly claim the exemption. Another

return to the Militia Clerk at Lewes shows that a total

of 2705 were liable to serve, with 1579 exemptions, and

57 special constables 'but none exempted in either

division'79.

c) Enrolment and settlement riahts 

The prohibition contained in the 1812 Act against

special constables gaining settlement rights entitling

the holder to poor relief", appears not to have been

enforced in some areas. During the late 1820s - early

1830s, there was a massive displacement of agricultural

labour. In the migration in search of work, local rights

were lost. As the work was seasonal, the migrants were

unable to claim poor relief in the winter81.

Essex, subject to waves of incendiarism in the

1830s, had high populations of agricultural labourers and

vagrant poor. A letter from a justices' clerk dated 14th

December 1830, implies that some recruits were enroling

on the off-chance of gaining eligibility for poor relief.

The names of 14 men who were sworn-in as special

79	ESRO LCM/4/EW3.

80	52 GIII c17 s32.

81	Thompson, E.P The Making of the English Working
Class 233 - 258.
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-constables are listed with the comment 'these do not

belong to the parish'. Nearly a year later, the South

Hinckford Justices held a Special Petty Session on the

16th November 1831 where they issued a circular letter

ordering that all special constables who had been sworn

for, or resided in any place where they had not gained a

legal settlement, were forthwith discharged. To ensure

that this was strictly complied with, they further

ordered that:

Petty Constables ... are hereby required to
give Notice to every such Special Constable that he
is so discharged, and to return to an adjournment of
the Session ... the names of all the Special
Constables to whom they shall have given such
Notice, with the Times of their giving the same, in
order that a Minute of the same may be made against
the Name of each such Special Constable in the Lists
of Special Constables remaining with the ...
Clerks."82

The labouring poor consequently had three powerful

incentives to enrol as special constables: direct

financial remuneration; the avoidance of the militia

ballot; and the possibility of qualifying for poor

relief.

Recruitment 1831-1856

Following the suppression of the Swing disorders,

both Government and borough justices in the Swing

counties returned to narrow recruitment policies. In some

four dozen towns, from as far West as Exeter and Bristol

to as far North as Leicester, 'largely middle-class,

82
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part-time constabularies' consisting of 'respectable

householders' were set up to provide a semi-permanent

police83.

One of the consequences of the Swing disorders and

the growing agitation for parliamentary reform was that

the Tory government resigned and was replaced by a more

liberal Whig administration. However, following the

defeat of their Reform Bill in the Lords on 7th October

1831, riots flared up across the country. As a result,

there were fears that an armed revolution was imminent,

and a week after the Government's defeat, the Special

Constables Act 1831 was passed which relaxed the

conditions for their appointment 84 . Under the 1820

Special Constables Act, special constables could only be

appointed on the sworn information of five respectable

householders 85 . By the new Act they could be appointed on

the oath of any 'credible witness' 88 . Although the Act

did not alter the criteria for appointment, in an early

form of mutual aid provision it extended the jurisdiction

of special constables from contiguous parishes to

adjoining counties, so that they could be drafted in to

trouble spots away from their home areas87.

83
	

Palmer op cit 394.
84	1 & 2 WIV c41.

85	1 GIV c37 s.l.

86 1 & 2 WIV c41 s.1. For a full discussion of the
significance of this Act, see Leon, C. "The Mythical
History of the Specials" in Liverpool Law Review XI(2).

87	Special Constables Act 1831 s6.
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The Act dealt with potential manpower shortages by

providing that once the justices had appointed and sworn

special constables, they could make representations to

the Secretary of State to order legally exempt persons to

serve for a two month period. In any event the Secretary

of State could direct the Lord Lieutenant to swear in

special constables for a three month period, with no

exemptions allowable88.

The Act also removed two powerful incentives for

being sworn by expressly stating that special constables

would no longer be exempt from the militia ballot nor

entitled to settlement rights 89 . However it reiterated

the justices' discretion in the payment of expenses to

special constables90.

A week after the Act was passed, serious reform

riots occurred in Bristol when a notorious anti-reform

member of parliament, Sir Charles Wetherill, was invited

to open the Assizes. Difficulties were experienced in

persuading existing special constables to act

immediately, and in swearing in corporation employees who

sympathised with the rioters 91 . Vogler notes that the

failure of the 'respectable classes' to assist was one of

the most striking features of the riot, and that the

sheriff was obliged to hire 119 'bludgeon men' to act for

88
	Ibid ss. 2 and 3.

89
	Ibid s.12.

90
	Ibid s.13.

91	For a full discussion of the Bristol riots, see post
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the corporation. However, after the riots had continued

for some days, and the Dragoon guards were unleashed,

'there was no outcry form the Liberals and Radicals who

flocked to tie on the white linen armband of the special

constabulary'. The Political Unions provided at least 300

out of the total 2,819 men who joined the specials92.

With the passing of the Reform Act in 1832,

immediate fears of revolution subsided. The Whig

administration was also concerned to reform corrupt

local government as well as the franchise, and in June

1835 introduced a bill making all office-holders

accountable to local taxpayers 93 . The Municipal

Corporations Act included provisions for the setting up

of watch committees in boroughs for the appointment of

paid constables 94 , and for the annual appointmenL of

special constables95.

Although it is not until the mid-nineteenth century

that it becomes possible to separate out special

constables appointed under these two legislative

provisions 96 , the effect of two further Acts passed in

92 Vogler, R. Reading the Riot Act publisher's draft
64, 66. I am indebted to Dr. Vogler sending me advance
extracts of his forthcoming book.

93	For a full discussion, see Palmer op cit 398.
94	Municipal Corporations Act 1835 (5 & 6 WIV c43) s76

95 Ibid s.83. There was practically no popular debate
on the bill, and the police aspects were not debated in
parliament. see Palmer ibid 399.
96
	

See chapter 3.
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the . 1830s	concerning	recruitment	to	special

constabularies can be described.

The first, the 1835 Special Constables Act97,

extended the powers of the justices so that they could

appoint as special constables, persons who were not

resident in the affected area or its neighbourhood.

Palmer argues that the measure was passed because of

demands from the provinces for London policemen to assist

in keeping the peace 98 . It is significant in that the

office of special constable could now be used to empower

individuals, regardless of whether they had a local

connection, and may have been the means by which Louis

Napoleon was sworn as a special at Kennington Common in

1848.

polpHipri	 theThe Special Constables Act of 1838

appointment of officers during railway or canal

construction works, with the cost to be borne by the

constractors. The appointments were made on a full-time

semi-permanent basis, and in an attempt to reduce costs,

some contractors tried to swear in their own employees.

Not all employees welcomed the additional responsibility

involved: for example, overlookers on the London and

Birmingham Railway refused to be enrolled to police the

navvies on the basis that this would place them in an

'obnoxious position' 99 . In Crewe, three employees refused

97	Municipal Corporations Act 1835.

98
	

Palmer op cit 410.

99
	

Brooke, D. The Railway Navvy 110.
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• to be sworn in 1848 to deal with threatened Chartist

riots. They were dismissed, but reinstated once they had

agreed to be sworn 100 .

The Chartist movement and Northern recruitment problems

"Chartism was more than the expression of
disappointment with the Reform Act embodied in the
demand for manhood suffrage and the three mammoth
petitions addressed to the Commons in 1839, 1842 and
1848. It focused and brought together under a single
banner a variety of long standing grievances.
Political reform was seen as the means of remedying
social ills. Not only had the Reform Bill agitation,
but the fears of Jacobinism that had dogged the
government for so many years after the French
Revolution, the machine-breaking of the Luddites,
the riots against the New Poor Law, all seemed to
-find their echoes here.”101

During the Chartist disorders, a pattern of

recruitment difficulties according to local sympathy

again emerges. Palmer has noted how the middle classes

were often the preferred recruits 102 . However, the office

was not automatically viewed with hostility, or as an

instrument of ruling class oppression, as the enrolment

of Radicals at Bristol indicates. Searby, describing the

impact of Chartism on Coventry, notes that turbulent

incidents were rare in the early 1830s and when a mill

was burned down in the Winter of 1831, this was

100 PRO 1008/10 R289/7 17th June 1848. Reference kindly
supplied by Dr. Di Drummond.

101 Radzinowicz, L. A History of English Criminal Law
and its Administration from 1750 Vol 4: Grappling for 
Control (henceforth referred to as Radzinowicz Vol 4)

232.

102 Palmer op cit 394.
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exceptional and 'utterly repudiated by the weavers'

leaders [who] enrolled as special constables1103.

By the late 1830s, the Chartist movement was growing

in strength. In areas where it was popularly supported,

the office of special constable could be viewed as a

means of political domination. For example, in Bilston,

Staffordshire, a riot occurred when a dinner was held by

the Bilston Operative Conservative Association in 1840. A

leading article in the Staffordshire Examiner, published

a week before the dinner, warned its readers to have 'due

regard to the fact that the Tories are very apt at

swearing in special constables ...

Mather has documented generally how the middle

classes in Chartist areas in the 1840s were often too

intimidated to come forward to enrol 105 . However,

recruitment was sometimes possible, even if the methods

adopted were somewhat random. Quinault describes how a

Warwickshire J.P. and mine owner, Newdegate, organised

special constables in Bedworth during a Chartist-led coal

strike in 1842 106 • In his memoirs, Newdegate recorded the

event:

"I remember being in command of eight hundred
special constables, and anything more like a mob I

103 Searby, P. "Chartists and freemen in Coventry, 1838
- 1860" in Social History 6 765.

104 Philips, D. "Riots and Public Order in the Black
Country, 1835 - 1860" in Stevenson and Quinault op cit
153.

105 Mather Public Order op cit.

106 Quinault loc cit 205 - 7.
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never had to do with. Before I could do anything
With them I had to break them into tens. After I got
the tens under the command of their own parish
neighbours A I was ready to fight ... I said [to Lord
Aylesford1u7] "I do not know who to swear in as
Special constables, but we will take every man who
comes out of evening Church, and we shall probably
make these men captains of tens." Lord Aylesford
consented, for he thought these men would, in all
probability, be ... persons who might be trusted at
a pinch, and fit to lead their own parish
neighbours; and I was pretty sure that if they had
the inclination to run away, they would be ashamed
to do so. u108

Potential recruits may also have been deterred by

the conflict of loyalties which becoming a special could

entail. For example, Taunton, a leader of the reform

movement in Coventry in 1842, refused to become a special

constable because he wanted to be able to address public

meetings. Once they had been banned by the magistrates,

he agreed to be sworn inl".

Th ^
	

movement culminated in a meeting at

Kennington Common in London and the presentation of a

petition, containing between 2 and 3 million signatures,

to Parliament on the 10th April 1848. The Government

responded with 'massive overkill', garrisoning two

regiments of troops near the capital and placing nearly

.the whole force of Metropolitan police on riot duty110

On the day, the crowd at the common was far smaller than

anticipated, with estimates varying from 20,000 to

107 Lord Aylesford was another local magistrate,
responsible for directing the precautionary measures
(Quinault ibid 103-4).

108 Cited ibid 208.

109 Searby loc cit 772.

110 Palmer op cit 484-487
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250,000. The procession was called off, and the meeting

dispersed peacefully. According to Palmer:

"The most remarkable aspect of the affair at
Kennington Common was not the meeting itself, or
even the 12,000 police and military placed on alert,
but rather the overwhelming turnout of special
constables ... The Chartists themselves were clearly
impressed, [one musing on] 'a million special
constables ... out staff in hand

The special constables in London were rapidly

mobilised in the weeks before the Kennington Common

meeting. For example; 227 were persons enrolled at

Marylebone Police Court between the 11th and 23rd March;

303 Coalwhippers were sworn in at Thames Police Court on

the 13th March, which Court, in the period between March

and April, saw the enrolment of a total of 5,636 special

constables112 . On the 7th and 8th April, recruitment

appears to have been stepped up: Worship Street Police

Court swore in 750 specials on the 7th, and 691 on the

8th, while throughout London 36,857 specials and 2,057

'Reserves' were enrolled on these two days

With such huge numbers of specials being sworn in,

it would be surprising if recruitment was restricted to

the middle classes. Palmer notes that most belonged to

'the propertied classes,	the clerks,	shopkeepers,

111 Palmer ibid 488. Palmer (ibid) notes that estimates
of numbers vary from 120,000 to 250,000 but that in fact
probably only about 85,000 were on duty. Even so, this is
a staggering figure given that the Metropolitan police in
total numbered only 4,000, and were thus bolstered 20 to
one by special constables.

112 HO 45 2410/f1-264.

113 Ibid.

113.
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professionals and businessmen [but] it was the diversity

of social background ... that struck contemporaries'114.

Lord Palmerston remarked that 'men of all classes and

ranks blended together in defence of law and

property' 115

Edwin Chadwick,	a fervent campaigner for a

nationalised police force, who had given evidence at the

1839 Royal Commission on the Police116 , submitted a

scheme to Charles Rowan, the Metropolitan Police

Commissioner. He suggested that 300 sewer workers should

be conscripted to form a subterranean army of specials:

"Should any barricade be formed across any main line
of street ... these constables might pass [under] it
and emerge at any of the man holes behind it with
which they are acquainted, and of which they have

"117keys ...

The Home Office also received suggestions and offers

of help, for example three Rugby schoolboys wrote on the

11th April offering to serve, stating that they could 'at

ten minutes notice . . assemble a body of 60 of our

number of the age of 17 and upwards ... willing to be

sworn in as Special Constables and to act under the

command either of their own masters' or anyone else Home

Office saw fit to appoint118.

114 Palmer op cit 488 - 9.

115 Ibid 489.
116 See Chadwick, E. "On the Consolidation of the Police
Force, and the Prevention of Crime" in Fraser's Magazine 
1868. See also Palmer op cit 422 for a brief biography.

117 Cited in Palmer op cit 485.

118 Ibid.
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In some areas, emphasis was placed on the

'respectability' of recruits: a Shoreditch magistrate

wrote to the Home Office in January 1848 asking for

authorisation to issue a circular 'to convey to Special

Constables the acknowledgement of the Government ... in

order that the large and highly respectable body of men

who do enthusiastically respond to my request should feel

that their exertions have been appreciated'' while in

April Thames Police Court offered 'every facility' for

swearing in special constables who must be 'respectable

individuals' 119

Members of Workers Guilds were sworn in en bloc. In

April, a request was received that members of the

'Servant's Protection Society' be enrolled. The

Coalwhippers seem to have been particularly active, with

303 being sworn in. Their willingness to serve may, as

with labourers in 1830 - 31, have been to do more with

the remuneration offered than from any desire to save the

country from internal revolution. Following their

deployment one John Day, a registered coalwhipper,

complained to the Home Office of the pittance received

by, and unequal distribution of, the sum awarded by the

Government to the Coalwhippers who tendered their

services as Special Constables. The Home Office responded

that the money was distributed under the discretion of

the Commissioners of Coalwhippers 120.

119 Ibid.
120 Ibid.
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Employees of large corporations were also enrolled,

and may have been coerced. For example, the return from

the Marylebone Police Court notes -that 'with the

exception of those who are servants of the London and

North Western Railway Co (LNWRC), these persons have

voluntarily Offered their Services'. It may be however

that 'volunteers' were those who offered their services

without requesting financial recompense, rather than

those who enrolled freely instead of being compelled121.

In other parts of London, workers were reluctant to

do duty other than at their workplaces. For example, an

undated return notes that in Battersea 88 special

constables had enrolled, and remarks that there were an

additional 407 of 'Mr Cubitts men for their own premises

only'; in Bermondsey, 828 special constables were sworn

in while Mr Halton and Mr Hepburn of Barrington Tanners

thought 'that a large portion of their men should serve

in the neighbourhood but the men would only take charge

of their masters' premises '• Difficulties were also

experienced at both the Geological Museum in Piccadilly,

and at 'Lord Ellismere's'. 122.

Records for the occupations of the special

constables nominated and appointed between 11th and 23rd

March at Marylebone Police Court 'to serve for 2 months

within the parishes in which they reside and elsewhere

within the Metropolitan Police District' show that,

121 Ibid.
122 Ibid.
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despite the problems in getting some workers to act on

the streets, the majority of the specials recruited in

1848 were probably employees. Thus 151 were members of

the LNWRC, while half as many were described as

'volunteers', including Charles Southey R.A., and six

titled individuals.

The fact that so many of the working classes were

enlisted inevitably led to complaints about the quality

of the recruits. On the 6th April, the magistrate at the

Clerkenwell Police Court wrote to the Home Office

expressing doubts about the propriety of swearing in

large numbers of ordinary workers, for example from the

gas-works, 'though at the Instance of their Masters

without reference to such workmen being Householders or

to their Characters as individuals'. Ocher correspondents

saw any instances of misbehaviour as attributable to the

youth of the recruits, and urged a greater recruitment of

respectable working men. Thus on the 4th April, 'a

shopkeeper' suggested that all employees of large

companies be sworn in, with managers acting as heads. He

went on to complain that if this arrangement was not

made, disorderly young men recruited as specials would

contribute to the disturbance 'as was very much the case

at Trafalgar Square'123.

123 Ibid. The writer is probably referring to disorders
in Trafalgar Square on the nights of the 6th - 8th March
1848, following Lord Russell's proposal to double income
taxes. See Palmer op cit 484.
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Recruitment in the 1850s

The parallel appointment of workers and the middle

classes, punctuated by recruitment problems in Northern

areas, continued into the 1850s. For example, despite

Newdegate's role in the 1842 disturbances in Bedworth, by

1852 he was offering the services of the miners in his

employ as special constables to preserve the peace during

polling at Nuneaton124•

However,	where a	strong paternalistic local

connection did not exist, or public sympathy was with the

cause being policed, recruitment problems were

experienced. In December 1853 -the Glossop magistrates

requested advice from the Home Office as they were

concerned about the possibility of riots in support of

Preston strikers, and could not recruit enough members

from the middle classes. Stating that the population of

Glossop and its environs were mainly engaged in the

cotton manufacturing industry, they continued:

" [they] ... are so strongly inclined to mischievous
views adopted by the manufacturing population of
Preston that they contribute regularly and heavily
to the support of the Preston Strike and exercise so
powerful and dangerous an influence over the more
respectable inhabitants that scarcely any Shopkeeper
Publican or other Tradesman or even persons of a
higher class dare refuse to contribute to that
destructive object. The operatives are now in the
habit of holding public meetings (chiefly open air
night meetings) where they are addressed and
inflamed by their leaders against their employers so
that no master manufacturer can prudently venture
out of his own house on occasion of such meetings
being held and we find ourselves destitute of any
means of preventing or efficiently repressing the
disorder and danger resulting therefrom. Already
there have been serious disturbances in which the

124 Quinault /oc cit 207.
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Superintending Constable and another Constable have
been beaten and very much injured ... we cannot but
foresee the most imminent danger to property and
personal safety'.

However,

"The appt of Special Constables must be confessed to
be a vain alternative when we advise you that out of
the class from which Special Constables must
necessarily be selected and whose interest and duty
it would seem to be to render every aid in
preserving law and order (we mean the middle class
consisting of Shopkeepers, Publicans &c) almost all
compulsorily contribute to the support of the
workpeople out on strike and declare that they dare
not do otherwise for that any refusal to contribute
or the doing of any act hostile to the will of the
workpeople would immediately brand them as marked
men and draw down on them the hostility of the
operatives. In fact few of them could be trusted to
act if apptd and it wld be impossible to put the law
in force and compel them to do so. The paid
Constables of the parish of Glossop (four in number)
have only been appointed this year and we are quite
sure that the evil influence of the operatives is so
great on the Ratepayers in Vestry that there will be
no possibility of their reappt next year... We have
to state that in Glossop and the neighbourhood there
is no class of Inhabitants beside the Master
Manufacturers their workpeople and the Tradesmen and
Shopkeepers (the latter of whom are mainly dependant
on the operatives for their gains and livelihoods)
and therefore we have no persons upon whom we can
rely for assistance and support in any outbreak'125 (abbreviations in original).

Recruitment problems were not universal. During

bread riots in Dorchester in January 1854, 62 special

constables were enrolled. These individuals were a mix of

social classes and occupations. Labourers and carpenters

were the largest groups, and there were eight of each,

although this is a far smaller representation of

labourers than in the 1830 disorders. The next most

numerous were yeomen, of whom there were seven. Of the

rest, three were agricultural workers (one cowkeeper and

125 HO 45 5128/350. The Home Office's response to this
letter is discussed more fully post pp.95-97.
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two grooms), probably sworn in at the behest of their

employers. Two gardeners and a gamekeeper were also

sworn. Artisans and small businessmen were the most

numerous group, with 31 being sworn in. Only one miller,

one gentleman and one farmer enrolled, as well as the

schoolmaster and the parish clerk126.

Thus in Dorchester the bulk of those enrolled were

self employed traders, and recruitment was mainly from

the middle class. It is perhaps surprising that not more

of the gentry were involved, but the recruitment here

tends to reflect the fact that self interest and a desire

for self preservation were the major factors which

influenced individual decisions to enrol or to decline

the justices' summons.

In conclusion it is too crude to allege that special
constabularies were the blunt instruments of class

domination, or consisted only of the country elite127.

The 'voluntary' tradition only affected the small numbers

who could afford to enrol without pay. For the bulk of

recruits, serving as a special constable was a useful way

of supplementing their income. However, following the

introduction of paid police forces, the class make up of

special constabularies began to change as watch

committees and local police authorities shifted their

fiscal priorities. This shift in recruitment patterns is

considered in chapter three.

126 HO 45 5244K.

127 See Bunyan, Mather Public Order pp cit.
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2. THE DEPLOYMENT OF SPECIAL CONSTABLES 1800 - 1856 

The flexibility of the office of special constable

meant that specials were used to perform a miscellany of

tasks on numerous occasions. The ways in which they were

deployed can be broken down into three broad categories.

First, the type of deployment most commonly associated

with special constables in the nineteenth century; that

of the ad hoc swearing in of citizens in times of riots,

tumult and felony, either as an extension of the common

law powers of the justices or under the 1820 and 1831

Special Constables Acts. This type of deployment can be

sub-divided into the use of special constables in

national and local disturbances. Second, semi-permanent

appointments, for example under the 1812 Watch and Ward

Act and the 1835 Municipal Corporations Act, or under the

1831 Act where one or two individuals were appointed for

a specific period to deal with felonies. Third, the

permanent or semi-permanent appointment of employees as

special constables in order to give them police powers

necessary for the performance of their work, either under

the legislation outlined above, or under specific Acts

such as the 1835 and 1838 Special Constables Acts.

A) the ad hoc deployment of special constables

a) National crises 

There were several occasions before the concept of a

permanent preventative policing system was generally



112

accepted, when special constables were enrolled in both

urban and rural areas to deal with large-scale

emergencies. Indeed, the support provided to Governments

by the use of specials in these circumstances is a major

factor in the relative lateness of the introduction of

new police forces128.

The first documented occasion was in 1803-04, during

the Napoleonic Wars129 . Compared with subsequent

mobilisations, the numbers of specials sworn was small,

as the majority of the male population was already liable

to serve in the militia or had enlisted in Volunteer

Corps. However the circular to justices sent out by the

Home Office was widely received, for example in

Hertfordshire- 30 ; Farlington, near Portsmouth131 ; in

1
London and in Maidenhead-0/ . The second occasion when the

Home Office appealed for the mass enrolment of special

constables was during the Captain Swing disorders, when

they were used to prevent attacks on the farms of the

local gentry183.

Chartist agitation in England came in three waves:

1839-40, 1842, and 1848 134 , and special constables were

128 See Palmer op cit 148.

129 See discussion ante pp99-50 (Ch.2).

130 HRO Hertford County Record Sessions Books 1799 -
1833. Vol IX 52. Unfortunately the returns have not
survived.

131 Cramer, J. A History of the Police of Portsmouth 10.

132 See ante p.50 (Ch.2).

133 See ante p.61, and post for a discussion of the
effectiveness of this tactic..	_
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heavily relied on during these outbreaks. For example,

1,500 special constables were sworn in the Bolton area in

1839 because 'many people of Great and Little Bolton

opposed the incorporation of these towns and were

commonly known as the "Chartists"' 135 . In Birmingham,

'several hundred' special constables were sworn in the

aftermath of a riot which resulted in over £50,000 worth

of damage138.

In 1840, Colne in Lancashire was subject to Chartist

disturbances and in August 70 special constables were

sworn in to assist the 27 regular police. All were armed

with truncheons against a crowd of 200 - 300. In a

skirmish, one special was clubbed to death137.

The second and 'most violent spasm' of disturbances

between mid-July and September 1842138.occurred These

were known as the 'Plug Plot' disturbances, and focused

around a 'semi-revolutionary strike movement' which

engulfed the manufacturing districts. Mather describes

them as:

" ... the most intense of any that occurred in
Britain from the time of the French Revolution to
that of the Chartist detente of 1848. They covered a
wider geographical area than Luddism, embraced more
trades than the Agricultural Labourers' Rising of

134 Ibid 455.
135 Goslin, R.J. Duty Bound: A History of the Bolton
Borough Police Force 140.

136 Seth op cit 60.
137 Dobson, B. Policing in Lancashire 1839 - 1989 25.
The culprit was later identified, tried, and transported
to Van Diemen's Land (Dobson ibid).

- 138 Palmer op cit 455.
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1830, and broke with more concentrateol, force than
the Chartist unrest of 1839 and 1848."13'

Seth gives a detailed account of how, during a week

of tension in Manchester starting on the 7th in August

1842, the 'respectable inhabitants' were sworn in. At

first, 400 were deemed sufficient, but five days later

the numbers sworn had reached 2,500. By the time they

were stood down, 8,830 had enrolled, including 2,423

employees sworn in to protect their workplaces, and a

reserve of 2,018 specials kept at the Town Hal1140.

In Leicester, the Chief Constable of the county

constabulary swore an information on the 18th August that

the police were insufficient to preserve the peace during

riots anticipated at Sheepshead and other parishes. The

justices at General Sessions ordered 50 special

constables to be appointed, although only 27 were

actually sworn in141. At the same time specials were

enrolled in other trouble spots throughout the Midlands

and North West, for example at Stafford, Stockport, Leek,

Bolton, Preston and Nuneato

Economic depression and revolutions swept Europe in

1848, and influenced the resurgence of Chartism in

England143 . Meetings to discuss the petition before its

139 Mather, F.C. "The General Strike of 1842" in
Stevenson and Quinault /oc cit 115.

140 Seth op cit 55 - 60.

141 Minutes of the Leicester County Police Committee

1842 . I am indebted to Dr. D. Jones for supplying this
information.

142 Seth ibid 59; Quinault loc cit 206, Philips in
Stevenson and Quinault /oc cit 155 et seq.

n142.
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presentation to Parliament on 10th April were held across

the country.

For example, in London in the weeks leading up to

and following the 10th April, many thousands of special

constables were sworn in 144 . In Coventry, 350 special

constables were sworn in as a precaution, but were not

deployed145.

In Cambridge, in anticipation of disturbances at a

meeting to be held later in the week on Parkers Piece,

the Justices issued a notice on the 3rd April 1848

cautioning 'well-disposed persons' to abstain from

attending, and urging them to attend at the Town Hall to

be sworn in as special constables. There is no record as

to how many actually did attend and were appointed, but

the precautions were superfluous as the Chartist speaker,

McGrath, did not turn up and the meeting was

cancelled146.

Popular disorders did not die with Chartism, and in

January 1854 Somerset and Devon experienced a wave of

bread riots. Like the price-fixing riots of the previous

century, these involved attacks on the producers and

retailers of essential foods, in order to get them to

lower their prices.

The riots started in Devon. At Crediton, 45

inhabitants were sworn on the 9th January to restore

143 Palmer op cit 482-3.

144 See ante p..

145 Searby op cit 775.

146 CRO; Cambridge Borough Petty Sessions 1848.
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order, following a break in at a baker's shop, and the

gathering of a crowd at the market who threatened to make

stallholders sell butter below market prices 147 . In

Tiverton, magistrates used the 1831 Act to appoint 60

special constables who acted with the regular police to

suppress a riot:

"The Special Constables were kept in attendance in
readiness to assist the police constables on the
night of the 10th, and also on the 11th Inst, as the
High price and Scarcity of Corn in the Market here
was asserted to be the Cause of the Disturbance the
Special Constables were again called out on Tuesday
the 17th Inst being Market Day. Their active
services were however not then required."148

On the 13th and 14th, 46 householders at Uffculure

and 52 at Cullompton were sworn 'on the apprehension of

riot and tumult' 149 . At Newton Abbot, 94 were 'appointed

as a precautionary measure150. At Taunton a corn dealer

was forced by the crowd to sell part of his stock at

reduced rates, but after special constables were sworn in

order was restored151 . Similarly at Marchand Bishop 18

special constables were sworn after an attempt to break

in to a baker's shop 152 . In Torquay, riots broke out and

147 Crediton justices' clerk to Home Office, 9th January
1854 at HO 45 5244D.

148 Tiverton justices to Home Office, 20th January 1854

ibid.
149 Cullumpton justices to Home Office, 24th July 1854

ibid.
150 Newton Abbot justices to Home Office, 14th January

1854 ibid.
151 Taunton justices' clerk to Home Office, 14th January

1854 ibid.
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the justices swore in 126 specials until August, and

called out the military, following which there were no

further breaches of153the peace 153 . In Bideford, 50

specials were sworn in154•

In the next few days the riots spread to Somerset.

Bread was forcibly removed from a baker's cart, and a

baker's house and shop windows broken, in the parish of

Kingsbury Episcopi. As the justices were satisfied that

the ordinary constables were insufficient, they nominated

and appointed 50 'Householders and other persons' to act

as Special Constables until the 1st May155 . In
Wellington, 46 specials were enrolled after the police

sergeant had laid an information that riots were

anticipated156.

b) Local disorders

As well as being used as a national or county-wide

force in response to widespread crises, special

constables were heavily relied on to police more

geographically	specific disorders.	Some of these

disturbances were extremely serious, notably Peterloo in

152 Return of specials sworn
14th January 1854 ibid.
153 Torquay justices to Home
21st August 1854 ibid.
154 Return of specials sworn
1854 ibid.

at Marchand Bishop, Devon,

Office, 16th January and

at Bideford, 17th January

155 Ilminster justices' clerk to Home Office, 19th
January 1854 ibid.
156 Somerset justices to Home Office, 20th January 1854
ibid.
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1819 and the Bristol Riots in 1831. Although the meetings

at which these riots occurred were part of the wider

reform movements, the use of special constables is

discussed here because they do not appear to have been

sworn in on anything other than a specific local basis.

Less notorious local occasions which were also part of a

wider political movement include some early bread riots

and strikes. Specials were deployed throughout the

nineteenth century at one-off or event specific actual or

potential disorders, for example at fairs, local

festivals, election meetings, and religious feuds.

i) Local political disturbances
Bread riots continued into the early nineteenth

century; 120 special constables were sworn in at Portsea
in 1800 157 ; they were heavily relied on during the Corn

Bill riots in London in 1815 158 ; at Ely in 1816 when an

angry mob raided food and drink stores demanding 'the

price of a stone of flour a day' in wages 159 ; and in

Sunderland after a market trader was mugged for a bushel

of wheat160.

They were again used in London at reform meetings

held in 1816 and 1819 at which the Radical, Henry Hunt,

157 Cramer op cit 10.
158 Palmer op cit 167.
159 puott, R.B. A History of the County of Cambridge and
the Isle of Ely.

160 Mackenzie and Ross op cit 269.
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was to speak 161, at Peterloo in Manchester 1819162, and

at Bristol in 18 31 163 . In 1834, 5,000 were sworn in to

police a meeting attended by 30,000 demonstrators, held

in Coldbath Fields, London, to protest against the

transportation of the Tolpuddle Martyrs-64.

Special constables were also used during local

strikes, for example during the Sunderland seamen's

strike in 1825165, in 1854 in the parish of Piddletown,

Dorchester when 100 men 'armed with bludgeons' rioted in

support of a strike l ", and in 1855 during a coal strike

in Bilston in the Black Country167.

ii) Election riots
Nineteenth century elections were regularly

accompanied by local riots as supporters of the opposing

candidates clashed. In Nuneaton, Warwickshire, popular

feeling against the successful candidate in the 1820

county election ran so high that supporters' shops were

boycotted168 .	Special	constables	were	sworn	in

161 Palmer op cit 169. Radzinowicz Vol 2 222. Hunt was
also the speaker at Peterloo.

162 the events at Peterloo are more fully discussed post
pp.115-122.

163 The Bristol riots are more fully discussed post
pp. 122-126.

164 Radzinowicz Vol 4 op cit 183 - 4; Palmer op cit 312.
165 Mackenzie and Ross op cit 270.

166 Dorchester justices to Home Office, 21st January

185 4, HO 45 5244K.

167 philips in Stevenson and Quinault loc cit 158.



120

Warwickshire anticipation of disturbances during

elections in NUneaton in 1832, 1835, 1837, and in

Bedworth in 1842169

In Frome in October 1854, Nicholl, the defeated

election candidate, complained to the Home Office that

his opponent, Lord Dungarvon, had got his yeomanry to

ride into town and dismount by hustings in order to deter

his supporters. Three days later 50 special constables

were appointed as riots were apprehended. The mayor was

accused of originating the riot, and four days later a

barrister wrote asking for Yeomanry protection at Frome

Courthouse where the mayor was to be charged170 .

the	Blackburn policeOn	14th	March	1853,

superintendent made a deposition to the local justices

that a riot was feared at the forthcoming election171 . As

a result, the mayor wrote to the Home Office explaining

that the justices were concerned 'that in a case like

this the majority of men that might be sworn in as

Special Constables would be party men who in the case of

a disturbance would be more likely to increase than

diminish it 172 . Despite their reservations, the Home

Office advised on the 19th that the proper measure was to

swear in Special Constables as if any should violate

thei r duty 'they would, I presume, be punishable

168 See Quinault op cit 193.

169 ibid 194 - 200.
170 HO 45 5244D.

171 HO 45 5128N/347.

172 ibid 340.
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therefore' 173 . The justices were also advised that 'the

Borough might well place itself under the County Police

arrangements and would then be entitled to demand any

necessary assistance' 174 . This advice seems to have

allayed the justices' fears of partiality, as on the

22nd, they appointed 210 special constables for 2

days 175 , although the Military were subsequently called

out 176 . The Home Office were unenthusiastic about this

measure, commenting: 'In these Lancashire towns the

Police is generally very weak, as the Nags rely entirely

on the Military if anything happens out of the common

way'.177.

The justices took the Home Office hint: in April the

Mayor wrote that 250 Special Constables had been

appointed since the recent disturbances, and 'nightly

patrol the streets', further, a permanent increase in the

numbers of regulars was under consideration 178 . This does

not appear to have been implemented as in November 1853

the chief constable reported to the Home Office on

riotous proceedings at the Bull Inn, Blackburn, and was

informed that 'special constables etc' should be

appointed to suppress the beginning of the riot179.

173 ibid 329.
174 ibid 334.
175 ibid 343.
176 Mayor of Blackburn to Home Office ibid 324.
177 ibid.
178 ibid.
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iii) Religious feuds
In the following decades, religious feuds would

replace reform meetings as the occasions when large-scale

mobilisations of specials took place 180 . However in the

early 1850s such occasions were rare, except in Otley,

near Leeds, when in February 1854, 25 special constables

were appointed for 6 months due to tumults, riots,

felonies and breaches of the peace. These concerned

reformed Methodists who had been breaking the windows of,

and firing arms at, the Wesleyan Methodist Chapel, so

endangering the congregatiori 181.

179 ibid 316.
180 For example, the Murphy, anti-Fenian, and Salvation
Army riots discussed in chapter 3.

181 HO 45 5244F.
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iv) Guy Fawkes' Night

The 5th November typically was an occasion when

special constables were sworn in, as the flames of

religious and political intolerance were fanned by the

heat of the bonfires commemorating the Gunpowder plot and

the execution of Guy Fawkes.

In Lewes, where traditional celebrations involved

the rolling of blazing tar-barrels down the main street,

the magistrates summonsed 120 'able-bodied citizens' to

attend on the 2nd November 1847 to be sworn as special

constables in anticipation of disturbances on Guy Fawkes'

Night182.

In 1853, Gravesend magistrates were concerned to

prevent similar disturbances, and were advised by the

Home Office to swear in 'as many qualified persons as

they can get, as Special Constables and if, having done

this, the force at their disposal is not sufficient to

preserve the Public Peace they must apply for assistance

from the nearest place where Troops are stationed' As a

result, 100 special constables were sworn on the 3rd

November to supplement the 17 regular police officers183.

An unusual approach was adopted by Guildford

justices who wanted to swear in legally exempt persons.

In this case the Home Office responded that if the

ordinary police were not sufficient, the authorities

182 Kyrke, R.V. History of the East Sussex Police 1840 -

1967 29.

183 Gravesend justices to Home Office, 22nd October 1853

HO 45 5128.
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should apply to the nearest military force for

assistance. However, the barracks were 20 miles away.

There were only 3 men in the ordinary police, 'and the

Mags find from the Chief of Constabulary in this County

that he can afford the town no extra aid in consequence

of his men being required in other towns of the County

not under Municipal control'. The magistrates

consequently wanted to swear in 300 Special Constables...

'but without these are organised and placed under the

direction of some experienced Officers' were concerned

that they would not be efficient at quelling the

disturbance. As a result they requested permission to

have 50 of the 'A' division of the Metropolitan police to

marshal the Special Constables on the 5th, the borough to

pay their expenses. The Home Office did not object, and a

minute states: 'Ask Sir R Mayne if he can send 10 of the

A Div on their expenses being paid'184.

v) Mi scellaneous disturbances
During the Queen Caroline riots in London in 1820,

'an	extraordinary	number'	of	special	constables

enrolled155 . They were also deployed in Durham County in

1822
186 .

184 Guildford justices to Home Office, 25th October 1853,
HO 45 5128.

185 Palmer op cit 172.

186 Certificate for the appointment of John Buddle, ;
Special Constable, 19th October 1822 at DRO NO31/JB/2657.
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Local fairs could lead to public order problems as

large crowds of drunken revellers mingled together. For

example, in August 1854 the Somerset Licensed Victuallers

held their annual two-day fair. Because of fears of

robberies, felonies and disturbances, 18 persons

'householders and others residing both in this said

parish and elsewhere' were nominated to act as special

constables187.

B) The deployment of special constables on a semi-
permanent basis.

i) Watching and warding duties 

In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, parish

and petty constables provided a reactive rather than a

preventative form of police188 , consequently many towns

set up night-watches and 'Watch and Ward' societies in

order to prevent crime and preserve the peace. The ways

in which special constables were used in these societies

in the eighteenth century has already been documented189.

The societies themselves continued into the nineteenth

century, headed by special constables who were given a

supervisory role under the 1812 Watching and Warding Act.

Thus the Bolton Watch and Ward Society survived until the

1830s, possibly until 1839 when the Bolton Borough Police

187 Return of special constables sworn in Somerset, 9th
August 1854, HO 45 5244D.

188 Philips pp cit "Crime and Authority".

189 See chapter 1.
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Force was established, although there are no records for

the society after 1836 190 . The creation of watch and ward

societies caught on across the country. In Hertfordshire,

'Residents' Associations' employing 'constables' were set

up in Great Berkhamsted and Northchurch in 1794, in

Stevenage in 1807, and in Rickmansworth in 1818. Created

by the propertied middle classes and employing mainly ex-

soldiers, they were used to .protect property and provide

town patro1s191.

In 1812 a group of householders in the Liberty of

the Rolls in London established a 'force' consisting of

three patrols, one inspector and one watchhouse keeper.

The patrols were hired as 'weekly servants'. They were

sworn as constables by two magistrates and paid by

voluntary subscription192.

Records for another force in the Collyhurst and St.

George's division of London show that by 1826, 38

inhabitants constituted a standing reserve of special

constables. They were under the orders of a conductor and

deputy conductor, and were expected to attend at public

disturbances with their staves of authority. Failure to

observe this and other rules was fined, and the proceeds

went to providing the society's annual dinner193.

190 BRO; FP/2/1, and see p.65 Ch.1 ante.

191 Osborn, N. The Story of the

192 Radzinowicz Vol 2 206.

193 Ibid 216 - 7.
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The 'constables' in the societies were probably in

fact special constables, sworn in order that they would

have police powers of arrest. This was not however always

the case. In 1814, the Secretary of State for the Home

Department advised a group of Islington inhabitants that,

although it was lawful for them to subscribe to employ

two men as patrols without magisterial sanction, both

they and their employers would be held responsible for

any misconduct, assault or false imprisonment.

Consequently they were advised to have the patrols sworn

in as special constables 'for the prevention and

detection of felonies'. Once this had been done they

could take into custody persons charged with felony or

suspicion thereof, as well as those committing assaults

and other breaches of the peace194.

Watch and ward societies and 'protection

associations' continued into the 1830s, but started to

disappear following the introduction of the new police

forces created in London in 1829, and in other boroughs

by private Acts throughout this period195 . In rural areas

and unincorporated towns they may have been superceded by

forces set up under the 1833 Lighting and Watching Act,

which permitted parishes to institute paid forces, SO

that the burden fell generally on the ratepayers rather

than on the individual members of the societies196.

According to Radzinowicz, by 1839:

194 Ibid 206 - 7.
195 See eg: Cheshire Police Act, 1829. -



128

"Few of the associations for self-protection that
had been formed in earlier times had survived ...

. Those that remained tended to irresponsibility wid
hindered the recruitment of special constables."19'

There is very little information about the

distinctions between watch and ward societies which used

special constables and those that did not, and

Radzinowicz's cryptic comment that they had an adverse

effect on recruitment must be left unelaborated.

The Municipal Corporations Act of 1835 required the

annual appointment of special constables in boroughs

every October, whose appointment was activated once they

were required by warrant to serve. There is a paucity of

evidence surrounding the effect of this provision,

perhaps because it was so successful and non-contentious

that no problems were documented. Alternatively it may

simply have been ignored in boroughs, but the provision

which implies that it was awas re-enacted in 1882'

useful measure198 . More likely, these special constables

were mainly used in riots, although the legislation

resembles the Watch and Warding Acts (and the City of

London Police Act of 1663), rather than the Special

Constables Acts. In this case it may be that justices in

boroughs did not bother in their returns to separate out

196 For a full discussion, see Davey, B.J. Lawless and 
Immoral: Policing a Country Town 1838 - 1857 esp 47.

197 Radzinowicz, L. A History of English Criminal Law .. 
4: Grappling For Control (henceforth referred to asVol

Radz inowicz Vol 4) 234.

198-municipal Corporations Act 1882 596.
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which special constables were sworn in under each

provision.

ii) The deployment of special constables during felonies 

Special constables could be appointed where felonies

occurred or were anticipated199 . This was part of a

logical extension of the duties of watch and ward, and of

the justices' traditional special empowerment of citizens

to arrest in cases of felony.

For example a shopkeeper, William Oliver of Baldock,

was sworn-in as a special constable for the Stevenage

Division of the Broadwater Hundred in 1827, but the

records do not mention why or for how long he was

appointed200 . However, by the 1840s the provision was

being used to swear in small numbers on semi-permanent

patrols to prevent and detect offences.

In Leicestershire in 1840, three travellers were

shot at on separate occasions on the turnpike roads,

which prompted the Chief Constable to have 24 specials

sworn in to patrol the roads leading into the borough.201

In December 1852, eight special constables were

appointed in the parish of Nimney for three months, after

an outbreak of lawlessness. The incidents included a

break-in at a farmyard and the theft of fowl; a burglary

199 Special Constables Acts 1820 and 1831 Si. NB: The
1820 Act was repealed but substantially re-enacted by the

1831 Act.

200 HRO; Hertfordshire County Records Sessions Books 1799
- 1833 Vol IX, 366.

201 Information kindly supplied by Dr. D. Jones.
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at a stable and an attempted break-in at a house; a

'tumult and riot with destruction of property' in the

adjoining parish of Marston Bigott; two further

burglaries in Nimney; the theft of harness from a stable

in the adjoining parish of Great Elm; another burglary

from a stable and an attempted highway robbery in Nimney;

a further riot and tumult, and another attempted highway

robbery. According to the local vicar, the 'inhabitants

of the said parish labour under great fear in that

account, that the ordinary parish Constables (2 in

number) appointed are not efficient or

sufficient'202•

The Nimney account is unusually detailed. For

example, in January 1854 the Sevenoaks justices merely

reported that felonies were apprehended at Seal in Kent,

and the ordinary officers were insufficient. One John

Tyler was therefore appointed as a Special Constable

under both the 1831 and the 1835 Special Constables Acts,

which would imply that he was a metropolitan police

officer203.

However, it was not only existing police who were

sworn as specials to deal with felonies. In January 1854

in Spilsby, Lincoln, Benjamin Robinson Jnr, a Corn

Chandler, was appointed for three months under the 1831

Act because lamp-posts and irons belonging to the Spilsby

202 Nimney justices' clerk to Home Office, 6th December
1852, HO 45 4085X.

203 Sevenoaks justices to Home Office, 19th January 1854,
HO 45 5244G. For a discussion of the 1835 Act see post

pp.108-9.
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Gas Works had been vandalised and taps on gas lamps

willfully turned on, while crowds using obscene language

assembled in the street 'to the scandal and good order of

the peace of the parish' 204.

In November 1854 the justices of Harton and Shipton

in the North Riding reported that two special constables

had been appointed on the apprehension of felonies,

including John Hick of Harton, Constable, to act as

Special Constables for township of Harton 205 . In the same

month felonies were reported in the parish of

Pocklington, Yorkshire. According to the justices, the

illness of the superintendent constable meant he was

unable to attend to his duties, while the ordinary

constables 'are not efficient for the detection and

discovery of the offender...'. Consequently one George

Cordukes was nominated and appointed as a special

constable206.

204 Spilsby justices to Home Office, HO 45 5244H.

205 Harton and Shipton justices to Home Office, 27th
November 1854, HO 45 4085X. No reason is given why the
local constable should need to be sworn as a special. It
may be that the justices could pay him extra by this
means. NB: There was no national pay structure for
police, and wage rates were locally decided. Steedman
notes that in Manchester in 1853, constables were only
receiving 16/8d per week (op cit 133). Justices had
powers to pay special constables at their discretion
under the 1831 Act and, as has been noted earlier, could
award remuneration as high as 7/- per night. Under the
Municipal Corporations Act rates were fixed at 3/6d per
duty, and this may have been taken as the norm. Six day's
duty at this rate would have amounted to more than a
Manchester regular's weekly pay.

206 Wilton Beacon justices to Home Office, 15th November
1854 ibid. Cordukes may have been a metropolitan police
officer sworn under the 1835 Special Constables Acts. See
post p.108.
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iii) The deployment of employees as special constables 

As early as 1803 the Home Office was encouraging

public departments to have their private security guards

sworn in as special constables 207 , while by 1814 the

Secretary of State was happy to sanction requests from

merchants in the dock companies to have selected watchmen

formally appointed by magistrates 208 .

Certain individuals might also be given constabulary

powers where their occupations required them to exercise

powers of arrest or detention, as in the case of John

Haddocks, nominated by the magistrates as keeper of the

bridewell at Berkhamsted St Peter in 1831, and sworn-in

as a special constable in consequence209.

In January 1846, the Waltham magistrates were

petitioned by the Royal Ordinance Department to appoint

security guards:

"We the undersigned, the Respective Officers of the
Royal Gun Powder Manufactory stationed in Waltham
... do hereby request on behalf of the Honourable
Board of Ordinance that the undermentioned Persons
namely Wm Clayden, Wm Simpson, Patrick Hayes, Wm
Hilton and Richard Adams, may be appointed and sworn
duly to exercise the office of Special Constable ...
within the works of the ... Board of
Ordinance... ,210

207 Radzinowicz Vol 2 203.

208 Ibid.
209 HRO; Hertfordshire County Records Sessions Books 1799
- 1833 Vol IX, 457.

210 ERO; D/Djg B14.
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The magistrates complied with this request and

requisitioned William Clayden to serve for a year as a

special constable, extending the appointment for a

further twelve months the following January. As Clayden

was appointed for two years at the Gunpowder Factory, his

constabulary jurisdiction was probably limited to the

works boundaries, so that he would not have been expected

to act as a special constable during general public

disturbances211.

It is likely that other occupational groups who came

into contact with actual and potential offenders, such as

prison warders, gamekeepers, and cemetery workers were

also sworn in as special constables to enable them to

make effective arrests when necessary. For example, the

watchmen appointed in Portsmouth in 1826 to guard a local

cemetery from body-snatchers212.

Such appointments may have served a dual function by

creating a pool of 'qualified' persons familiar with

police organisation and discipline and the use of police

powers, who could be called on to act in emergencies

either under the Municipal Corporations Act or in

counties, as recommended by the 1839 Police Commission.

iv) Regular police as special constables 

211 For an excellent description of the limits on
jurisdiction of employees sworn as special constables,
and the creation of departmental police forces, see
Miller, J.E and Luke, D.E. Law enforcement by public 
officials and special police forces.

212 Cramer op cit 10.
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In 1835, the Special Constables Act had enabled the

appointment of special constables with no local

connection, while the 1831 Act gave them powers to act in

contiguous counties. These provisions were widely used to

swear in Metropolitan police officers in the provinces,

as their jurisdiction was limited by s.4 of the 1829

Police Act to the Metropolitan area and five neighbouring

counties.

They were deployed in two ways. First, they were

sent out singly or in pairs to help establish local

forces, including special constabularies, and 221 were

deployed in 26 counties and 34 boroughs between 1830 -

1838 213 .

Second, they were sent in groups of anything from

two to 50 to 'keep the peace'. In the period between 1830

- 1838, over 3,000 were temporarily loaned out to the

counties. Their duties generally did not involve

suppressing disturbances, but were more to do with

watching crowds at public gatherings, and sometimes

investigating serious crimes214.

v) The early British Transport Police 

The 1838 Special Constables Act enabled the

appointment of special constables at railway construction

sites, with costs to be met by the contractors. This

measure was seen as necessary as, not only was the

213 Palmer op cit 409 - 10.

214 Ibid 409.
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railway network expanding rapidly, but the navvies who

worked on the lines had fearsome, if not always

justified, reputations 215 . For example at Bath in 1853,

18 special constables were appointed for six months after

complaints that the navvies working on the railway were

breaking windows216.

3. THE EFFECTIVENESS OF SPECIAL CONSTABLES 1800 - 1856 

The issue of the effectiveness of special constables

in the first half of the nineteenth century has two

aspects: first, if they and the old system of parish and

petty constables provided an effective form of policing,

why was it necessary to introduce professional police

forces on a national basis, and second, if they were

ineffective why did the use of the office of special

constables become an institutionalised and almost

automatic response to a range of problems, particularly

those involving public order policing?

Orthodox historians have argued that a new form of

police became necessary because of the demographic shifts

caused by the agricultural and industrial revolutions,

which resulted in an influx of labour from rural areas to

the new urban centres. The rapidly increasing populations

of the cities, and the transient nature of those

215 See Brooke, op cit 108.

216 Bath justices to Home Office, 3rd March 1853, 1-1045

5244D.
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populations, meant that the old system of social control

through community ties became inappropriate217.

Increases in the official statistics for indictable

offences were taken to indicate that there was an

explosion of crime in urban areas in the late eighteenth

to early nineteenth centuries. As a result professional

police forces were introduced into the cities, causing

criminals to flee from towns into rural areas and thus

necessitating the introduction of police forces in the

counties as well as in the boroughs218.

Subsequent writers have highlighted the dangers

inherent in interpreting the official statistics as

indicating an increase in the real crime rate, arguing

that the rise in indictable committals in the first half

of the nineteenth century can be explained by a number of

other factors, including legal changes to facilitate the

prosecution of offenders and more efficient methods of

policing and detection including the setting-up of night

watches 219 . The teleological, apolitical, and overly

simplistic nature of the orthodox explanation has also

been criticised220 .

217 See Critchley, Seth op cit.

218 For an exposition and critique of the orthodox view
see Reiner Politics op cit 10 - 20.

219 See, e.g: Gattrell, V.A.C. "The Decline of Theft and
Violence in Victorian England" in Gattrell et al The
Social History of Crime op cit, Philips, D. Crime and
Authority op cit.

220 See Reiner Politics op cit esp 37 - 39.
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Agitation for police reform began in London in the

1740s, and came to a head in the 1780s with the Gordon

Riots, although there were no immediate results221 .

However in 1792 the Middlesex Justices Act was passed

which enabled paid constables to be employed on a limited

basis throughout the metropolitan area and:

... represented a decision by an important
section of the governing class that the old system
of unpaid JP and parish constable would no longer
serve the purpose of keeping the peace in the
metropolis. And as other towns grew, with the growth
of industry and commerce, and experienced similar
problems to London's, so the principle would be
extended to them. n222

Revisionists argue that opposition to the

introduction of full-time paid police forces remained

until the 1830s. The organised working-class expected:

" ... that the New Police would be another
instrument of crowd repression to add to the
constables, special constables, Yeomanry and troops
already used against political demonstrations."223

Liberal Whigs and radicals were concerned about the

infringement of individual liberties and constitutional

rights, while special interest groups were concerned that

the police scheme might infringe their privileges. Parish

vestries in the metropolis did not want to incur the

expense of the New Police, and there was strong

opposition from the country gentry who feared that

centralization and an over-strong executive could

221.Philips, D in Gattrell op cit 162 - 172. See also
Palmer op cit 83 - 92.

222 Philips ibid 170 - 171.
223 Ibid 172.
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undermine the position of unpaid JPs. The new bourgeoisie

in urban areas favoured reform as, because they had no

strong authority over the populace, they experienced

greater difficulty than their country cousins in

prosecuting and securing convictions against

offenders 224.

Philips contends that opposition to the introduction

of paid police withered away in the 1820s due to three

factors: first, fears of a crime wave which were played

on by those in favour of police reform; second, increased

concern among the rural gentry about internal revolution,

and the dangers inherent in using troops and Yeomanry to

contain disorders; third, the findings of Peel's select

committee of 1828 that there was collusion between police

officers and criminals in the recovery of stolen

property, and which discredited the old 'Thief taker' type

of police at the moment when a new police was being

proposed225 . Consequently, by 1829 there was little

dissent over Peel's Metropolitan Police Bill which was

passed virtually unopposed, and which set a precedent for

the introduction of paid police throughout the country.

Police historians generally accept that special

constables were an inefficient and inadequate means of

maintaining public order, and that the police reformers

placed little reliance on their ability to control

224 Ibid. See also Palmer op cit. For a critique of the
revisionist view, see Reiner Politics 20 - 32.

225 Philips Crime and Authority op cit. See also Palmer
op cit 277 - 294.
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disturbances. For example, Philips cites a letter from

Peel to his under-secretary, Hobhouse, during the

Lancashire machine-breaking riots in July 1826:

"I should not be surprised if it shall become
necessary to organise some kind of local force in
the manufacturing districts for the Protection of
Property. Something less cumbrous and expensive than
Yeomanry, but of a more permanent and efficient
Character than Special Constables.u226

As a result Philips assumes that there was no

rational reason for deploying specials:

"Being without any special training, and being armed
only with truncheons, special constables were not
effective forces to use against disorders, but they
were always sworn in for such emergencies."227

However, as I argued in chapter 1, special

constables were utilised by police reformers, and they

did not have as jaundiced a view of their deployment as

Philips implies. For example, during the Corn Bill Riots

in 1815, Peel wrote that the mobilization of specials

'has done more to secure us from tumult than any other

demonstration of power'' and was himself sworn in as a

special in 1848228.

In the 1839 Royal Commission on Police, Chadwick

cited the evidence of the Sheriff of Glasgow:

"I had not a single policeman at my disposal to
send, and I had no resource but either to arm the
constables [special], which was just putting one mob

226 Philips in Gattrell op cit 183.

227 Philips Crime and Authority op cit 55.

228 Palmer ibid 167, 489.
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to fight another, or to call out the military
u225

---

However, in the Report he was arguing that the

military were inappropriate to send to trades union

disturbances, and consequently a national police should

be set up230 . As a result, one of the Commission's

recommendations was for a better organised special

constabulary, not for the discontinuance of the practice

of sending specials to police riots 231 . That he had no

personal axe to grind is evidenced by his suggestions to

Rowan concerning the use of sewes workers as specials in

1848 232 .

However, the view that the deployment of special

constables was an unsuccessful means of controlling

disorder has been widely taken on board. In his history

of specials, Seth describes two notorious occasions where

he asserts that the use of special constables did more

harm than good, Peterloo in 1819, and Bristol in 1831233.

These events are deconstructed below.

a) Peterloo - a disaster for specials? 

In August 1819, special constables from Manchester,

Salford and neighbouring areas, were deployed to help

police at a reform rally held on the 16th in St.

229 Chadwick op cit 9.

230 'bid 10.

231 Radzinowicz Vol 4 227 - 230. See also the Rural
police Act 1839 Si.
232 Palmer op cit 485.

233 Seth op cit 42 - 50.
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Petersfield, which was attended by between 50,000 and

120,000 people 234 . As well as specials, the yeomanry

consisting of armed volunteers who received some military

training, were also used to preserve order. Tragedy

struck when the yeomanry charged the crowd. According to

an eyewitness account reported by the Manchester Gazette

on 21st August 1819:

"The Magistrates, the Boroughreeves and Constables,
of Manchester and Salford, an immense body of
Special Constables, many of them men of the first
consideration, and the various forces of military
and artillery, were in motion for their appointed
duties ...

"At eleven o'clock in the forenoon, the ...
Magistrates -assembled at a gentleman's house in
Mount Street ... The Special Constables assembled on
the ground soon after: the Military were halted in
various suitable stations, retired from the public
ground.

At about a quarter past one the speaker, Henry Hunt,

arrived at the hustings and started to give his speech.

At this point, accounts differ as to exactly what

happened235 but according to the Manchester Gazette:

" A considerable disturbance was now observed on the
south side of the area which the meeting occupied.
It was caused by the arrival of the Manchester and
Salford Yeomanry Cavalry, at full gallop ... the
persons on the outside of the compact crowd which
formed the body of the meeting, had fled ... on the
first arrival of the military; several indeed were
knocked down and trampled on by the horses as they
went to their stations ... A double cordon of
special constables was ranged from Mr. Buxton's
house down to the hustings; the orders to whom were,

234 Manchester Chronicle; Manchester Gazette; anonymous
Impartial Narrative of the late Melancholy Occurences in
Manchester (henceforth referred to as An Impartial 
Narrative); list of persons killed at St. Petersfield,
all at MLHL 942.73 P88.

235 An Impartial Narrative op cit 38.
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to leave room between them for two persons to pass
abreast ..."

Seth alleges that it was the special constables who

were responsible for provoking the crowd and causing the

subsequent riot, by hissing at and striking the speakers

when they were arrested, and that ill-feeling was

subsequently directed more against specials than the

yeomanry. In consequence he surmises that there was a

reluctance to use specials on subsequent occasions236.

These allegations are hard to substantiate. The

Manchester Gazette reported that Hunt was assaulted after

he was arrested, 'As he was led along the files of

constables and soldiers to the magistrates', and that 'a

half-pay major-general ... with a thick stick, and the

united force of both hands, gave him a blow which almost

levelled him to the ground' 237 . However, the report is

consistent in distinguishing between 'constables' and

'special constables', later describing how after being

taken before the magistrates, Hunt and the rest of his

party were marched to the New Dailey, 'guarded by several

special constables and a double file of soldiers'238.

The Manchester Chronicle gave a different version of

these events, alleging that the reformers and their

supporters were armed with bludgeons, and that when the

crowd became unruly the magistrate took the warrant

'accompanied by a host of Special Constables', and they

236 Seth op cit 42 - 43.

237 Cited in An Impartial Narrative op cit 35.

238 Ibid.
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and the yeomanry advanced 'in a steady and masterly

style' in the face of enormous provocation from the crowd

who assailed them 'with heavy vollies of stones, shouts

of defiance, and the most coarse and insulting

language' 239•

At his trial for high treason following Peterloo,

Hunt only referred to the incident in passing, stating

that 'I suffered much bodily pain from the blows of the

batons of the constables, and the sabres of the

Yeomanry' 24 °. Thus, although there is little doubt that

the speakers were assaulted by the police, it is unclear

whether those police were special constables sworn in for

the occasion or permanent borough constables.

Seth suggests that the crowd turned against the

specials rather than the yeomanry, in consequence of

their behaviour241 , but again this is not borne out by

contemporary accounts. The Imnartial Narrative describes

the	special	constables	as	'men	of	the	first

consideration' 242 , while according to the Manchester

Gazette:

" ... a strong detachment of infantry had taken post
in Dickenson-street, and the alarm created in the
meeting by the first appearance of the military had
a little subsided, when the word of command was
given, and the corps instantly charged up to the
hustings. Numbers of men, women, and children, were
trodden under foot or sabred. The peace-officers had
	n •••••••

239 Ibid 38.

240 Ibid 53.

241 Seth op cit.

242 An Impartial Narrative op cit 32.
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no protection, and probably have 	in at
least an equal proportion with any other class."243

The account also quotes the Manchester Chronicle

which gave a version of the events which laid the blame

for the trouble squarely on the shoulders of the

Reformers, whilst praising the behaviour of the police,

including the special constables, and the military244.

Both papers agreed that a special constable was killed at

Peterloo when the infantry charged, although they

disputed the cause of his death, the Chronicle stating

that he was trampled by the mob, and the Gazette claiming

he was sabred by the military. Although the Gazette

supported the Reformers and conducted an inquiry to try

to discover when and if the Riot Act was read, it saw

special constables as impartial witnesses to the events,

commenting that:

"We have made the most diligent and general
inquiries, both among special constables and
spectators, and we have not met with a single
individual who knows either when or where it was
read, or, in point of fact, who believes that it was
read at all."245

The Impartial Narrative ends by printing all the

letters received by the publisher from eye-witnesses.

These blame either the military, the Yeomanry, or the

crowd, but none comment on the behaviour of the special

constables246.

243 Cited ibid 34.
244 Ibid 36.
245 Ibid 39.
246 'bid 55 - 58. Although the Impartial Narrative may
not be as objective as its title implies, there-is no
reason why, if special constables were alleged to have
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A list of those killed and injured at Peterloo

contains little evidence that the special constables

behaved with brutality* In most cases, the victims'

injuries are listed as being caused either by being

trampled by the mob, sabred by yeomen or the military, or

beaten by constables' truncheons. Only in one case did

the victim specifically attribute her injuries to the

behaviour of a special constable: Sarah Jones, the mother

of 7 children, was awarded £4 relief for being severely

beaten on the head and badly bruised. She was able to

identify her assailant as 'Wordsworth, a special

constable'247.

Seth's allegation that the crowd were so hostile

that they deliberately set upon anyone who they thought

is also not supported by the list248.was a special The

dead special, Mr. Ashworth of the Bull's Head, was killed

by being sabred and trampled on 249 . Despite this the

inquest recorded a verdict of accidental death, much to

the indignation of the Manchester Gazette250.
Of the injured specials, John Chesworth, a

confectioner, received £2 relief after receiving a sabre-

cut to the head and being crushed by the crowd; William

caused the trouble and incurred the wrath of the crowd,
these allegations should have been excluded.

247 List of persons killed at St. Petersfield, at MLHL
942.73 P88.

248 Seth op cit 44.

249 List of persons killed at St. Petersfield, op cit.

250 Cited in An Impartial Narrative op cit 36.
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Evans, a carter, suffered severe internal injuries when

Yeomanry horses trampled on him; William Harrison, a 66

year-old surveyor, was knocked down and trampled, and

suffered severe leg injures which left him disabled, and

for which he was awarded El in relief; Samuel McFadden

had his left collar-bone broken and his shoulder

dislocated by the cavalry charge, and was awarded El

relief. He testified that he had become a special at the

request of his employers, and that all was peaceful when

the cavalry charged. John Routledge, a master mason, was

trampled unconscious and had his shoulder dislocated for

6 weeks before the injury was discovered 251 . These

injuries are more consistent with being caught up in a

panic-striken stampede, than being deliberately set upon.

The morning following Peterloo the crowd rioted near

the New Cross area of the city. A second special

constable was killed , this time apparently by the mob;

one of the crowd was killed, and five or six injured,

when the military opened fire252. The causes of this riot

are not documented but it may be that the crowd were so

incensed by the events of the previous day that they

attacked any symbol of authority253.

251 Ibid.

252 Manchester Gazette cited ibid 36. Seth op cit alleges
that two special constables were subsequently attacked
and killed.

253 There are modern parallels with this kind of 'mob
revenge', for example the killing of the community
constable, P.C. Blackelock during the Tottenham riots
sparked by the shooting of Mrs. Cherry Groce.
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Seth's conclusion that the behaviour of specials at

Peterloo made the authorities reluctant to deploy them

subsequently is, like his allegations that their

behaviour sparked the tragedy, not borne out by

subsequent events. For example, the following year not

only was the 1812 Watching and Warding Act extended,

which governed the appointment of special constables to

supervise watch and ward schemes, but the first Special

Constables Act was passed which made it easier, not more

difficult, to deploy specials during public order

crises 254 . Seth may have reached his conclusion simply

because he came across no evidence to show that they were

used in the 1820s, as the next occasion where he details

the deployment of specials is during the Bristol Reform

Riots of 1831255.

b) The Bristol Riots 1831

The Bristol riots occurred when an anti-reform M.P

was invited to open the Bristol assizes just after the

House of Lords had rejected the Whig government's reform

bill:

"In scenes of fiery chaos reminiscent of the Gordon
Riots, angry mobs burned to the ground the Lord
Mayor's Mansion House, the Bishop's Palace, the
Custom House, three prisons and a numbr of houses
belonging to prominent anti-Reformers. "2„2 6

254 The reluctance of the authorities to deploy the
eory____t_lariry following Peterloo is, however well documented.

255 Seth op cit 45 - 46. See ante pp.95, 99,104 for
occasions when special constables were deployed in the

1820s.

256 Palmer op cit 389.	_
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The deployment of specials during the Bristol riots

came in three waves; the first was the advance

appointment and organisation of 2,800 'respectable

householders' most of whom, on the first day of the

riots, refused to go to their posts 257 . The second was

the hiring on the day of up to 300 men255 . Of these only

a third stayed until nightfall, and only 70 turned up the

following day 'poorly organized and ill-informed, and ...

refused to act without the help of the military'259. The

third wave was after the military had fired on the crowds

three days later, when a mass enrolment of the citizenry

occurred, and the semi-permanent specials turned up260.

It is tempting to see the riots in Bristol as

hinging on the inefficiency of the specials, and Palmer

analyses the basic problem as being the lack of

police 261 . Seth argues that it was not the lack of

specials, but the behaviour of those present, which was

to blame:

... 'gentlemen and tradesmen' were loath to obey
the summons ... at last •.. 200 Specials were
enrolled ... mostly young men, zealous anti-
reformers, who, in the words of a contemporary
historian 'viewed the lower classes with contempt as
a troublesome rabble, and rather relished the
occasion for defying them and humbling them' ... it

257 Palmer op cit 395.

258 Ibid. See also Vogler op cit 64.
259 Ibid.

260 Vogler op cit 66, Palmer op cit 395.

261 Palmer ibid.
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is evident that the attacks made by the Specials on
the mob were responsible for the outbreak of
rioting. ,,262

Vogler describes how 'bludgeon men' were sworn in

when existing special constables refused to become

involved263 , while a contemporary account describes how

tradesmen, clerks and others were hired for the day 264.

It alleges that while they were escorting Wetherill into

the city, they indiscriminately lashed out at the crowd

who responded by rioting, and that the trouble was caused

'by the display of force on the part of the Magistracy'

and the 'imprudent conduct' of the special constables265.

However, while accounts agree that the behaviour of

the hired men was provocative, the 'display of force'

made little impression subsequently, and the mayor,

Charles Pinney, was tried for neglecting his duties by

not fully using his powers as a magistrate to suppress

the riot
266 . Littledale, J. examined the allegation that

the mayor had not provided sufficient force before the

riot started, and that he had not personally headed the

special constables. Littledale stated that riding with

the specials was not part of his duty, and they had been

262 Seth op cit 50.

263 Vogler op cit, and see ante p.73

264 Three volumed scrapbook of miscellaneous pamphlets
and newspaper cuttings catalogued as "The Bristol Riots
1831" at the British Library, LR 271. e 3/1.

265 Somerton, W.H.(editor of the Bristol Mercury) A
Narrative of the Bristol Riots on the 29th, 30th and 31st 
October, 1831 ibid 40 - 46.

266 R v Pinney (1832) [1824-34] All ER (reprints) 126.
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headed by the chief constables of the wards '... who were

more fitted for it ...

"The defendant gave directions for them to act, and,
after having harangued the people (in doing which
his life was exposed to danger), he remained in the
Mansion House, where communication might be had with
him ... "267

Littledale also found that the duty to organise the

specials lay, not with the mayor, but with the chief

constables, and that in fact they were marshalled by a

military officer, Major Mackworth, who was 'most

competent to this kind of duty' 268.

The court found that Pinney had not breached his

statutory duty under the 1820 and 1831 Special Constables

Acts to call out specials and compel their attendance, as

no sworn information had been submitted to him269, and

had also fulfilled his common law obligations to

restrain, pursue and arrest rioters 270 .
The 'bludgeon men' were not therefore a random and

disorganised mob, but were acting under a clearly defined

organisational structure and were headed by experienced

professionals. Further, according to Vogler, the mayor

and his constables were the chief targets of the crowds,

who were deliberately acting against corporation persons

and property, encouraged by bourgeois Bristolians. The

3rd Dragoon Guards, quartered in Bristol at the time,

267 Ibid 127.
268 Ibid.

269 Ibid 128.
270	•Ibld 128 - 9.



151

were also on the side of the crowd, 'waving their gloves

and shouting with the mob 'the King and Reform!'271.

Evidence was given at Pinney's trial that the Guards also

released prisoners and attacked the special constables.

Meanwhile, 'The magistrates suspected that their power

was being subverted by the government in collusion with

the Bristol Liberals' 272 . It was only when the mob turned

its attention away from corporation property to that of

private citizens, and the class composition of the crowd

began to change, that people came forward to be sworn in

as special constables273.

If, as Vogler suggests, the riots were initially

supported by the bourgeoisie, the role of the specials is

put in an entirely different light. Many of the pre-

existing officers may have deliberately refused to serve

because of a conflict of sympathies, rather than

cowardice, while after the riots had started recruits

would have to have been persons of outstanding bravery

(or foolhardiness) to police a mob supported by the

Dragoon Guards. Once the rioters lost popular support,

problems recruiting special constables evaporated.

c) The effect of Bristol 

In the Bristol riots, the 'bludgeon squad' may have

played a part in creating disorder by inflaming an

271 vogler op cit 64.

272 'bid 65.
273 'bid 65 - 66.



152

already volatile crowd. However, riots which escalated

were chaotic occasions, and in both Peterloo and Bristol,

other agencies were equally blameworthy. At Peterloo, the

main culprits were the yeomanry. At Bristol, official

versions blamed the military, and the Commander was

subsequently court-martialled for refusing initially to

take decisive action against the crowd274. The new

Metropolitan police also had their teething problems;

during riots in Cold Bath Fields in 1832, one policeman

was killed and two others stabbed, while 20 of the crowd

were injured. The trouble was blamed on the police who

were alleged to have been 'brutal and provocative, many

of them drunk', and the inquest jury returned a verdict

on the dead officer, subsequently quashed, of

'justifiable homicide', which met with widespread popular

appr0val275.

The tactic of swearing in special constables was

often effective of its own right. Although there were

some recruitment problems during the Swing disorders,

there are many documented occasions when they

successfully restored order. For example, the Lewes Night

Patrol Papers for 1830-1831 record that when the

inhabitants of the town were sworn in following arson

attacks, 'the peace of the Town and Neighbourhood was

prevented from any further Outrage' 276 . In Dunmow, Essex,

274 Palmer op cit 395, HO 45 ...

275 Radzinowicz Vol 4 181-2. cf: the Peterloo jury
verdict on Mr Ashworth of "accidental death" with
outraged the local papers.

_
276 ESRO c7 - catalogue.
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the justices' clerk justified the appointment of specials

because there had been 'A malicious destruction of

property in the parish of Dunmow on the Evening on which

the Order was made, but before the Special Constables had

been called out, not in consequence of it' 277 . Cirket

also gives examples of how specials in Bedfordshire were

an effective force against Swing disorders. In one

instance, the magistrates having received warning of an

affray, one hundred special constables were sent to

assist, and within half an hour ten of the ringleaders

were arrested and committed to the county goa1278.

Specials continued to be deployed in the 1830s, and

further legislation was passed making the office more

readily available 279 . In 1838 the government recommended

that one of the best means of establishing a police force

was to suggest that local magistrates swear in special

constables280

d) The Royal Commission on Police 1839

In October 1836, during Poor Law Riots, the

government appointed a commission on the county police,

consisting of 'a somewhat obscure Whig MP'; Charles Rowan

277 ERO Q/APp1.

279 Cirket op cit 97. See also ibid 94.
279 See eg: Municipal Corporations Act 1835, Special
Constables Act 1835, Special Constables Act 1838.

280 Palmer op cit 421.
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the Metropolitan Police Commissioner; and, having the

greatest influence on the commission, Edwin Chadwic k281.

The commission reported in March 1839, as Chartism

was gaining momentum282 . It rejected contemporary

policing experiments except the Metropolitan Police, and

concluded that a unified force for the entire country

should be introduced, consisting of 8,000 trained men,

and established on the same principles of appointment,

training and organisation as the Metropolitan Police.

However, because of the political impossibility of having

a centrally controlled force, the Commissioners suggested

that the initiative should lie with the justices in

Quarter Sessions who would have the right to make

representations that the new constables were needed in

their area283.

Two suggestions were made to meet special

emergencies. First, there should be a 'disposable body of

three hundred or four hundred additional men ... employed

ordinarily in different counties as	.. [a] removable

force for the repression of obstinate malpractices, or

more numerous habitual depredators' 284 . Second,

special constables should be appointed on a more regular

basis. Here the Commission adopted the procedure set out

281 Palmer op cit 421 - 2.

282 First Report from the Commissioners appointed to 
inquire as to the best Means of Establishing an efficient 
Cons tabularv Force in the Counties of England and Wales

(169) 1839.

283 Radzinowicz Vol 4 227 - 230.

284 -Cited ibid 230.
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in the 1835 Municipal Corporations Act, recommending that

superintendents of constabulary, in collaboration with

the magistrates, should be empowered to compile lists of

persons qualified to act in cases of emergency.

Magistrates were to annually appoint special constables

for the next twelve months from these. Consequently:

"Those appointed would thus be people in whom the
magistrates had confidence, would know the regular
police, and be prepared to be called upon should any
emergencies arise. ,285

Chadwick's recommendations were seen by the

Government as too extreme. Instead, the Rural Police Act

of 1839 enabled justices to appoint full-time officers

paid from the county rate when they feared that existing

mechanisms of control, including special constables, were

insufficient286.

e) Government policy on police 1839-44

During the 1839 disorders, problems were experienced

in recruiting special constables in sufficient numbers.

However, as with the Bristol riots, potential recruits

had cogent reasons for their reluctance to come forward.

The Chartists were heavily armed and, as Lord Russell

conceded:

... it was no wonder that special constables
should shew some reluctance in the discharge of

285 Ibid.
286 See Palmer op cit 423 - 7, for a full discussion of
the passage of the bill through Parliament and the
provisions of the Act.



156

their duties, they being armed only with the weapon
provided for by law for a constable. "287

At the same time, the government leaned heavily on

areas dependent on importing aid to create new police

forces, and was reluctant to allow requests for

assistance from the Metropolitan police:

"Their introduction could exacerbate local feelings
just when it was most necessary to calm them and
they themselves, hampered by ignorance of the
district and its inhabitants, might react with less
consideration and restraint than on their home
ground. "288

Lord Napier screeched 'like a gate on rusty hinges'

at irresponsible demands from local magistrates for

troops, and commented:

"The Tory magistrates are bold, violent, irritating
and uncompromising; the Whig magistrates sneaking
and base, always ready Co call for troops, and yet
truckling to the mob ... the putting down of one
riot by constables has more good effect than putting
down by ten soldiers: it also gives the civil powers
confidence in themselves, which is very
desirable. ,,289

Thus the Lancashire force was created after Lord

Russell, the Home Secretary, wrote to Lord Derby, the

Lord Lieutenant, on 11th January 1839, complaining that

the magistrates were too reliant on special constables

and the military:

"The former method is often inefficacious, the
Special Constables having no method or discipline
and being often either unwilling to understand their
duties or timid in the performance of them. The

287 Russell to Commons, July 1839, cited in Radzinowicz
Vol 4 op cit 233.
288 Ibid 234.

289 Ibid 236.
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latter expedient is one which is objectionable on
many accounts. It has the appearance of governing by
military force; it harasses the troops and often
puts the discretion both of officers and men to the
severest trials ... "290

On 31st January the county magistrates met to

discuss the letter. It was submitted that all that could

be said of the existing system was that it was cheap, and

a motion to create a new police force was carried

unanimously291.

In Manchester in August 1842, following its invasion

five days earlier by 5,000 east Lancashire millhands

after the refusal of local justices to deploy either the

local military or the 2,000 special constables who had

been sworn in, the Government intervened by sending in

troops and mobilizing the special constables to staff the

turnpike gates 292 . However, the government was only

prepared to intervene in exceptional circumstances. In

Staffordshire, the Rural Police Act was adopted in the

Potteries after the Home Office warned that 'unless an

adequate police force be provided ... the military must

be withdrawn since they cannot be allowed to supply the

place of constables'293.

This policy of local self-sufficiency was further

developed by the government in the 1840s. During the

290 
Cited in Dobson op cit 14.

291 Ibid 14 - 15. The new force consisted of 347
constables and senior officers. However, it did not end
Lancashire's reliance on either the military or special
constables, and in August 1939, both were called out
during a chartist riot in Leigh. Ibid 19, 22.
292 Palmer op cit 457 - 8.

293 Radzinowicz Vol 4 op cit 281.
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Rebecca riots in 1843, the Carmarthenshire magistrates

were told that a civil force would not be provided at

public expense to put down local disturbances, and:

"It is the duty of the magistrates either by the
adoption of the Rural Police Act or by swearing in
special constables to preserve the tranquility of
the County and to put down outrages."294

A request from the Vice Lieutenant of

Carmarthenshire for military assistance was met with the

response that if a rural police was established, two

officers would be sent to help organise it 295 . Ultimately

troops were sent to the disturbed districts in Wales

because the local police were too few, and 'special

constables were not forthcoming', but the concession was

made under threat that the military would be withdrawn if

rural police were not established296.

In 1844, a circular was sent to 38 boroughs in

England with populations of 20,000 or more which had not

provided police in the ratio of one per 1,000

inhabitants, that the small military detachments

stationed about the country were to be withdrawn. Stating

that the army was not a substitute for police, it advised

that there should be a sufficient civil force in all

large towns not only to protect life and property in

ordinary circumstances but, with the aid of special

constables, to repress sudden disturbances297.

294 Ibid 280.
295 Ibid.
296 Ibid 281.
297 Ibid 283.
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f) The new police - a patchy response

By the early 1840s, the legislative framework existed for

both urban and rural areas to set up permanent police,

either under the 1833 Lighting and Watching Act 298 , the

Municipal Corporations Act, or the Rural Police Act.

Despite the government's efforts their provisions were

not taken up with much enthusiasm, and by 1842 existing

experiments with new police forces were being curtailed.

Seven years after the Municipal Corporations Act,

only the largest incorporated boroughs had efficient

forces, while Manchester, Birmingham and Bolton were

about to end experiments involving London-directed

police. Magistrates in 26 counties did not take up the

option to set up rural police forces, and the new rural

police numbered fewer than 2,000 in 14 separate county

forces. Lancashire, the largest of these, reduced its

size by a third in 1842 299 . Meanwhile, the Home Office

circular of 1844 warning of the withdrawal of the

military, was responded to by only 14 boroughs 300 .

The reasons for the unpopularity of the new police

schemes were several. Aside from civil liberties

implications, local magistrates and landowners,

particularly in rural areas, were reluctant to relinquish

their powers of control over the maintenance of public

298 See Davey op cit.

299 palmer op cit 454.

300 Radzinowicz Vol 4 op cit 283.
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order to a professional police. Both boroughs and

counties were reluctant to incur the extra costs which a

professional force necessitated301.

For example, when a motion to increase the size of

the force was debated at the Staffordshire Quarter

Sessions in 1842:

"Relatively little was said about the need for a
force to repress more mundane and everyday crime,
such as property offences; everyone seemed agreed
that this was a desirable thing in the abstract, but
the real debate was about whether the inconvenience
of adding to the burden of the rates outweighed the
fear of potential riot and destruction. ”302

In the West Riding, following an application from

local magistrates to the Home Office for reimbursement of

the cost of providing barracks for troops during

disturbances in Huddersfield in 1842, the military

commander to reported on the state of the police:

" ... nowhere did they rely so exclusively on the
troops for protection, expressing at the same time
their total want of confidence in the special
constabulary force and consequently bringing the
troops out at once into contact with the mob without
any previous attempt to disperse it by the special
constables or the constables ... "303

Even so, the magistrates refused to adopt the 1839

Act, probably on the basis of cost 304 . According to

Radzinowicz:

301 Philips op cit "Crime and Authority"; Radzinowicz Vol
4 op cit 282; Steedman op cit 18.

302 philips op cit "Crime and Authority" 58.

303 Radzinowicz Vol 4 op cit 282.

304 Ibid 281 - 2.
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"The local magistrates and Watch Committees, having
to face the responsibility for the whole expense of
such police as they appointed, tended to appoint as
few as possible ... Yet, as [the Home Office] made
no contribution to the cost of local forces, it had
no means of obliging local authorities to provide
forces which were either adequate in numbers or
efficient in organisation and operation."305

Thus even where policing arrangements had been

revised, specials acted in tandem with, rather than being •

replaced by the new police An indication of the size and

complex composition of these forces, and of the small

numbers of professional police who were initially

appointed in relation to the numbers of special and other

constables, is given by a list of borough constables for

Cambridge in 1849-1850. These comprised 20 'Police

constables'; five 'Constables ... appointed by the Watch

Committee ' (the Keeper of the Borough Gaol, the

Sheriff's Officer, and the High Bailiff and his two

assistants); two chief constables; 53 petty constables

(including the governor and porters of the workhouse, the

town crier, and the fire brigade); and 34 special

constables306.

Cambridge only had 20 regular constables, compared

with 92 non-professional constables by the turn of the

1840s, and this was not atypical' For example, the

Walsall borough police consisted of eight full time

officers in 1842, and in 1856 only had 19 constables and

four sergeants 307 . At the same time, the costs of both

305 /bid 282.
306 

CRO; City/bundle 137, p28/19/13.

307 See Woods, D.C. "The Origin of Walsall Borough Police
- Force" in JPHS 2, 84 - 6.
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regular and special policing were almost equal: in

Leicestershire in 1842, the expenses of police constables

for duty during a fortnight of rioting came to E53/6/0d,

while the cost of specials was £49/8/8d308.

In areas where the new police had been established

and were strengthened in numbers, gained experience, and

increased in efficiency in their preventative role, the

use of special constables as an auxiliary force began to

diminish. Thus the Bolton Police Superintendent, James

Harris, reported in 1850 that:

" ••• disturbances occurred in the latter part of
the year in the Newtown which rendered it necessary,
on the part of the Mayor and Magistrates, to take
prompt steps for restoring order in that part of the
borough. But since the addition of two constables to
the force the neighbourhood in question has
generally been tranquil, officers having been
stationed at or near the spot, who could in a short
time quell such outbreaks as arose."3"

In 1854 a Police Bill, modelled by Chadwick and

Palmerston, failed in Parliament after intense lobbying

by the boroughs who feared its proposals would erode

their autonomy310 . Two years later the County and Borough

Police Act was passed 311 . In the interim, following riots

308 Leicester County Police Committee Minutes, 27th June
1842. For further details of the cost of special
constables compared with the regular police, and of their
deployment in tandem with them, see eg: Emsley "The
Bedfordshire Police" op cit 85 - 86, Fordyce, W. The
History and Antiquities of the County Palatine of Durham
158 - 160.

309 Bolton Library; Police Superintendent's Report 1850.

310 Palmer op cit 504 - 6.

311 See Palmer ibid 506 - 510 for an explanation of the
vol te face in thinking about police.
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in Wolverhampton in 1855, the Home Office wrote to the

Watch Committee stressing the importance of having a

sufficient police force in all large towns for, with the

assistance of special constables, repressing sudden

disturbances of the peace312.

The office of special constable was thus a very

effective means of riot control, even if the deployment

of individuals as special constables could sometimes be

problematic. The result of the riots in Peterloo and

Bristol was a shift away from reliance on the military to

control disorder towards an emphasis on the public order

role of the police. Reliance on specials however,

remained as heavy. By the 1850s, many areas were still

heavily dependant on auxiliaries to police disturbances,

both as a deliberate policy on the part of the Home

Office, and because of the justices' concerns not to

antagonise ratepayers by authorising high policing costs,

so keeping the numbers of professional police

deliberately low.

The old system of police, although effective for

routine local policing, could not cope with widespread

disorder. The use of the military was politically

contentious and an over-reaction. Professional police

were seen as a partial solution because of their

reliability and discipline, but were too expensive to

deploy in large numbers.

312 Philips op cit "Crime and Authority" 58.
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Special constables bridged the gap between the old

and new forms of police, by providing in theory a large

civil force which could be used anywhere in the country

in times of disorder to support existing mechanisms of

control. They also provided a testing ground for the

ideas of the police reformers and a means for putting

those ideas into practice, for example by their wide

jurisdiction compared with parish and petty constables,

their paid status, and their deterrent, rather than

reactive, function.

4. THE RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN SPECIAL CONSTABLES, THE
MILITARY, THE POLICE AND THE PUBLIC. 

a) The Military

i) The army and armed volunteers. 

During the Napoleonic Wars, only those who were not

already in the military or in volunteer corps, and who

were exempt from so being under the General Defence Acts,

were called on to become special constables. The

distinction between the volunteers and the special

constables was based mainly on the age and social

responsibility of those appointed. Although

organisationally there was probably little difference,

the volunteers corps were more numerous; this may have

been because military volunteers could avoid the draft,

while special constables could not. Thus an entry in the

East Sussex Lieutenancy Minute Book for the 22nd August

1803 relates that there was such a good response to the
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call for volunteers that an application was being made to

double the authorised number, but that the younger men

were concerned that:

"if the Farmers and Elderly Men are excepted they
may be turned over or made to join the Regular
Forces. But if the whole or nearly the whole are
admitted they will be ready to be trained."313

Emsley has fully explored the role of the military

in policing disturbances from 1790-1801 314 , and suggests

that there was considerable confusion over whether

magistrates had powers to co-opt them to serve as

constables in times of riot and tumult. Examining the

interaction between different regiments, between the

military and the police, and between the military and the

yeomanry, he documents the frequent rivalries and

physical conflicts between 4-1,n,n
L.1.1,.....D,.... groups, with public

sympathies shifting from one side to the other depending

on the circumstances. He concludes that:

"The threat to public order from soldiers was hardly
surprising. Many of the regulars had been crimped or
tricked by recruiters; others, together with many
militia substitutes, had enlisted because of
economic hardship. Once in uniform the men found
themselves subjected to a harsh discipline enforced
by the lash; they also found themselves regarded by
many civilians as social outcasts ... Yet the
troops,	with	very	few	exceptions,	remained
politically	reliable	and	in	spite	of	the
unpopularity of police action, regulars and
militiamen never mutinied and refused to act against
rioters. ,,3l5

313 ESRO LGC/3/EW4.

31 4 Emsley, C. "The Military and Popular Disorder in
Engl and 1790 - 1801" in Army Historical Research 1982 10
_ 21; 96 - 112.

315 'bid 112.
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As Emsley has stated316 , it is possible that the

military were on occasions given constabulary powers but

that this was proving unpopular with the military

authorities by the nineteenth century because it usurped

clear lines of command. Thus at Peterloo in 1819 and

Bristol in 1831, special constables were clearly a

separate and distinct organisational group.

Specials reacted to the military as a disparate

group, and may have perceived themselves, and been

perceived, as part of the general civilian populace. For

example, at Peterloo, the special constables were in just

as much danger as the crowd of being sabred by the

military or trampled by the yeomanry cavalry317.

Conversely, during election riots in Nuneaton in 1832,

the military were called but ordered to leave the town

after being ill-treated by the populace, including some

of the specials318.

One of the longest running themes in the interaction

between specials and the military is the policy debate

over the use of the army against the use of civilians

during internal disorder. Shifts in policy during the

seventeenth and eighteenth century have already been

documented, and the debate continued throughout the first

half of the nineteenth. There was no clear principle over

which method was to be preferred, and swung between the

316 /bid 12 - 15.

317 According to Emsley, the yeomanry were 'the pinnacle
of county society' ibid 106.
318 Quinault /oc cit 196.
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two extremes depending on which method had been least

successful, or most controversial, during the immediately

preceding disorder.

Following Peterloo, an armed volunteer corps was

formed in Leeds in 1820, despite strong opposition from

the local Liberals who deplored 'the idea of raising

soldiers, not to encounter a foreign enemy, but to war

against their own countrymen' 319 . However, during the

Swing disorders reliance on local armed associations and

the military was used as a policy of last resort 320 .

The use of armed civilians was preferred to the use

of the military during the first wave of Chartism in

1839. Mather documents how the government determined to

arm special constables with more lethal weapons than

staves 321 Meanwhile Lord Russell encouraged the

formation of armed associations for self-protection,

under the control of the Lords-Lieutenant. This plan did

not meet with the enthusiasm of local authorities:

" ... nothing could be worse than for bodies of men
to enrol, and to arm themselves in this manner,
without being placed under any regular military
control. ,,322

Consequently the scheme for the formation of self-

protection associations was not extended after 1839,

319 The Leeds Mercury cited in Hargrave, E. "The Leeds
volunteers" Publications of the Thoresby Society XXIV 451

320 For a full discussion, see Palmer op cit 385, 433 -
438-

321 Mather Public Order op cit 80 - 95.

322 Duke of Beaufort cited in Radzinowicz Vol 4 op cit
234..



168

although the yeomanry were called out. In 1842, they were

deployed in the north to supplement regular troops, but

their use was more unpopular than that of the regular

army323 . When they were deployed in Coventry in 1842, the

Warwick and Warwickshire Advertiser reported that:

"Their appearance has been the signal for agitation.
As they passed along the street they were shouted,
groaned and hissed at in the most violent manner.
Whoever have advised their appearance have acted
most unwisely. The main street is now crowded with
persons anxiously enquiring what this means."324

Because of the danger inherent in the policy of

using armed volunteers of being accused of arming class

against class, Mather argues that there was a shift back

to calling in troops in the case of disturbances 325 . As a

result, Chartists petitioned the Home Office to allow the

working-classes to arm themselves in self-defence326.

However, one of the key reasons for government

anxiety to force justices and watch committees to

introduce police forces was to avoid the escalation of

conflicts sparked by the importation of the military.

Whether the troops were used or not, special constables

were generally deployed either under the command of the

military authorities, the local justices, Or,

increasingly, the chief constables.

323 Ibid 125.

324 Quinault loc cit 204.

325 Mather op cit 80 - 95.

326 Ibid.
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ii) Army Pensioners 

Ex-servicemen had been enrolled in separate 'Veteran

Battalions', but these were disbanded in 1821 327 . As they

had already experienced military discipline, they were an

obvious choice to deploy as special constables, and on

the 29th November 1830 a notice was issued to all Chelsea

Pensioners 'residing within the several Excise

Collections in Great Britain' to present themselves

before the justices:

"[to] follow such Orders and Directions as they may
then receive, and to render their Services as
Special Constables, or in such other manner as may
be considered expedient by the said Magistrates, for
the purpose of aiding in the preservation of the
Public Peace wherever they may be required.H328

The Pensioners would have had no option but to

comply with this summons, for fear o f otherwise losing

their pensions. However, they did not form a numerically

significant group; in East Sussex, only 26 persons were

identified as pensioners out of a total of 1927 person

appointed as special constables in the Lewes and Pevensey

Rapes329.

During the Chartist disorders, manufacturing

districts experienced problems with civilian recruitment,

and an army of pensioners was created in response' They

were sworn as specials and paid an allowance over and

above their pensions330 . They were first used in

327 Horton op cit 29.

328 HRO QSCb 43/2.

329 ESRO QAC/5/E6.
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Manchester in 1839, and then forced on the rest of the

country by the Government as an alternative to the

and were extensively deployed between 1839 -military,

1842331 .

This policy was however not without its problems; as

pensioners were usually home-owners within working-class

areas, they had strong ties with the local community.

Additionally, as they were not subjected to military

discipline whilst acting as special constables, they

proved scarcely more efficient than the ordinary special

constables, and allegedly fled from the mob during the

Plug Plot disturbances in Manchester 332 . Dissatisfaction

was also caused by the difficulties they experienced in

gaining remuneration from parsimonious magistrates333,

and there was a danger that, 1---au .e o f their military
training, they could be used as a force by the Chartists

rather than against them334.

Whether it was because their inefficiency as special

constables made it preferable to keep them in separate

units, or because it was felt that they could be

distanced from the local community by making them subject

to military authority, an Act was passed in 1847 which

compelled pensioners to be formed into a permanent,

-

330 Mather Public Order op cit 87 - 93.
331 Ibid.
332 Ibid.
333 Ibid.
334 Horton op cit 29.
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uniformed, armed reserve force335. Thus in 1847, the

Secretary of State, Sir George Grey, sent a warrant to

the Lord Lieutenant of Sussex authorising him under s3 of

the Act to call out pensioners336:

"in case of emergency, or anticipated emergency,
within the County under your charge, whereby the
Public Peace may be endangered, or in case of any
representations being made to • You, by any Officer
Commanding Her Majesty's Forces within any of the
Towns or Districts within such County, that the
Force under his Orders is insufficient for the
performance of the duties required of it... "337

During the Chartist meetings of 1848, pensioners

were deployed in the north, but were a small force

compared with other public order mechanisms. For example,

in Liverpool, the 800-man police force was supplemented

by 2,000 troops, 800 yeomen, 700 pensioners and 20,000

special const-l-les338.

By the 1850s, pensioners were no longer being

enrolled as special constables, and control over their

organisation had been re-transferred from the civil to

the military authorities. There is little evidence about

how they were deployed after 1848, but in 1867 were

consolidated into a general reserve force, along with

other auxiliary forces such as the militias, yeomen, and

volunteers339.

335 10 & 11 Vict c54.

336 ESRO LCM/4/EW4.

337 Ibid. Note the similarity between this warrant and
the conditions required for the swearing in of specials
under the 1831 Special Constables Act.

338 Palmer 2p cit 490.
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b) The Police

In the first half of the nineteenth century there

was a close interaction between the full-time police and

special constables. In terms of both their duties and

their occupational profiles the two institutions were

almost interchangeable.

For example, there were many similarities between

the office of special, and parish or petty constable.

Both involved the use of untrained amateurs; both were

unsalaried and received payment solely on the basis of

services rendered, in the case of ordinary constables for

process-serving or for bringing prosecutions, in the case

of special constables for the times they were actively on

duty; both appointments were technically temporary

parish constables being appointed on an annual basis,

whilst special constables were appointed on either an

annual or an ad hoc basis; both may have been drawn from

the same social class.

There was however a distinction in function between

the two types of police officer - the role of parish or

petty constables tended to be reactive in that it was

mainly concerned with the detection and prosecution of

offenders after the event 340 . The role of special

constables was more usually preventative, even where they

were annually appointed, as their duties were either to

act as watchmen or to prevent anticipated disturbances.

339 See Reserve Forces Act 1867, and post chapter 3.

340 Philips Crime and Authority op cit 60.
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They were not tied by the local jurisdiction of parish

constables, and could be drafted in to neighbouring

trouble spots as a supplementary force.

Police reformers may have seen this type of

deployment as a blueprint for the new police. The 1839

Rural Police Act enabled justices to appoint paid

constables where they deemed that the "ordinary officers"

were insufficient to preserve the peace and protect

inhabitants and property341 , and stated that these

constables were to have the authority of special

constables appointed under the 1831 Act 342 . The only

distinction, according to the Act, was that the new

police were not to exercise any other employment or

resign without leave343.

the 1850s, some dnces in	were

beginning to emerge. For example, the 1854 Durham County

Constabulary:

" ... besides the ordinary duties of parochial and
special constables, in serving summonses, the
apprehension of offenders, warning coroners and
summoning the jurors, conveying prisoners to gaol,
and acting as peace officers generally, have also
lately undertaken the inspection of weights and
measures ... " 344

The difficulties in drawing distinctions between

regular and special constables are compounded by the fact

that the permanent police utilised the office themselves.

341 Rural Police Act 1839 (2 & 3 Vict. c93) Si.
342 Ibid s8.
343 Ibid s10 and s13.
344 Fordyce op_cit 159.
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For example, in the City of London, the practice of

appointing additional constables was a lucrative source

of additional finance for the regular police officers at

the turn of the eighteenth century 345 , while by the 1850s

it may have been used to boost the wages of local

constables 346 . Further, after 1835, Metropolitan police

officers were sworn as special constables when they were

deployed in the provinces347.

Mather	asserts	that	special	constables were

predominantly drawn from the middle-classes unless they

were compelled by their employers to enrol on pain of

dismissa1348. Were this the case, then the relations

between specials and regular police might have been

affected by class differences 349	However, Mather's
evidence relates to manufacturing districts during

Chartist disturbances and not to the general enrolment of

specials.

Although those at the top of the organisational

hierarchy may have been of high social status, this

phenomenon was also true of the new police 350 . Like the

early regulars,	the majority of ordinary special

constables were in fact recruited from the lower classes,

345 C0R0 A110, and see discussion ante in chapter 1.
346 See n.94 ante.
347 See discussion ante pp.108-9.
348 Mather Public Order 80 - 95.

349 see post chapters 3, 4, and 5.
350 See post chapter 6.
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and there are strong similarities in their occupational

profiles. For example, the Portsmouth police, set up in

1836, included " . victuallers, shopkeepers, a carver

and gilder, butchers, wheelwrights, seamen and labourers

" 351• 

Philips contends that many of the persons who had

held previous office as a parish constable joined the new

police 352 . Of 210 constables appointed in the

Staffordshire force between December 1842-April 1843, the

commonest previous occupations were listed as 'labourer',

'farmer' or various types of artisan, while of the 202

constables and sergeants appointed between 1843 and 1860,

75 were labourers, 13 were farmers, and the rest were

artisans353 . Philips also notes that initially, the wages

of the new police at 15/- per week were low compared with

skilled occupational groups such as industrial and

building workers and miners, but were higher than those

of labourers who provided the basic catchment area for

recruitment354.

There are strong similarities between Philips'

figures concerning the previous occupations of parish and

new police constables in the 1840s-1860s 355 , the East

351 Cramer op cit 11.

352 Philips Crime and Authority op cit 60.

353 Ibid 71 - 72. Similar occupational profiles for the
new police are given by Steedman op cit 97 - 101, and
Dobson op cit 17.

354 Philips Crime and Authority op cit 72.

355 Ibid.
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Sussex records concerning the occupations of special

constables appointed between 1830-31, and those appointed

in Dorchester in 1854: although a substantial number of

yeomen, gentlemen, esquires and pensioners were enrolled,

the most numerous occupational group were labourers, then

farmers, and the rest were predominantly various types of

artisan356 . This would indicate that there was not,

therefore, a great deal of difference in type between

those who enrolled as special constables, and those who

later became police constables.

This raises the possibility that some of the persons

sworn in as special constables in the early part of the

nineteenth century may have become regular officers when

the opportunity arose. For example, under the old system

some watchmen derived their constabulary powers from

being sworn as special constables. Many then went on to

join the new forces; a third of the men in the new

Portsmouth	police	belonged	to	the	old	town

constabulary357 , while the men from the Lewes town watch

joined the new force set up in 1840358. Further, Philips

suggests that many of the recruits to the new police were

appointed on the basis of their 'previous public

service' 359 . It is possible that such service may have

included a period as a special constable and that holders

356 See Table 3:1 post p.163.

357 Cramer op cit 11.

358 Lewes Police Station Centenary Commemorative Brochure
(1984) held at ESRO.

359 Philips Crime and Authority op cit 72.
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of the office of special constable were seen as suitable

recruits to the new police. Thus, many recruits to the

Sheffield new police in the 1870s had previously worked

for railway companies or railway carriers, and may have

been sworn under the 1838 Act360.

If some of the new police had previously been

special constables, it is unlikely that relations between

the two would, initially, have been strained. However

because the two groups were recruiting from the same

catchment area, and because joining the new police would

have been a more attractive prospect as it offered job-

security and a steady wage, this could have resulted in a

dearth of working-class recruits to the special

constables. Consequently, this may partly explain why

after the new police were established in various areas,

the class composition of voluntarily enrolled special

constables changed to being drawn predominantly from the

middle-class, with the numbers being swelled by workers

who were conscripted at the behest of their employers.

If, after the setting-up of new police forces, special

constables came to be predominantly drawn from the middle

classes, this may account for subsequent friction between

the two groups and for perceptions of special constables

as a tool for repressing political protest over working-

class grievances361.

360 Steedman op cit 85.

361 See discussion post pp.210-121
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c) The Public

The relationship between special constables and the

general public varied according to the nature of the

occasion, and the type of recruit.

Men would refuse to volunteer to act as specials if

they sympathised with the cause being policed, as in

Bristol in 1831, and during some Chartist disturbances.

Further, the reaction of the crowd varied according to

their perceptions of the political loyalties of the

special constables. For example, where they were

perceived as being in sympathy with the workers or the

cause being policed, as at Peterloo, in Coventry in

1831362 , election riots in Nuneaton in 1832 363 , and in

1852 364 , there was no hostility towards them. However,

where they were seen as part of the forces of repression,

the crowd could react as violently against them as it did

to the new police and the military.

Thus the Commander of the Northern District, writing

to the Home Office in 1833, argued against setting up a

powerful Northern police:

"When Mobs are now met in the most populous parts of
this district, it is by the very trifling regular
Police, augmented by regular special constables, and
wherever it can be done, by Pensioners sworn in as
special constables, headed by the Magistrates, and
supported within Sight, by the Troops. This mode of
acting I consider to possess advantages ... over a
large regular Police Force; the special constables

362 searby loc cit 765.
363 Quinault loc cit 194 - 6.
364 Ibid 207.
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have not- arrayed against them that Feeling which is
so hostile to a regularly organised Police, and
[they] carry with them more of the Public Voice and
opinion ... it is not found that either they or the
Troops get into popular disfavour by acting against
Mobs ... "365

Where new police forces were set up, specials could

get caught up in violence directed against them. For

example, during anti-police riots in Colne in July 1840,

a constable was beaten and left for dead by the mob. The

disturbances continued and in August 70 special

constables were sworn in to assist the 27 regular police.

One was killed by the mob, who also "thrashed the

police" 366 . Anti-police riots associated with Chartism,

also occured in 1842 in Preston, Bolton, and Manchester.

In Birmingham a Chartist leader was alleged to have

boasted that his bodyguard threw a 'raw lobster' (a

policeman), into the canal. Military, pensioners and

special constables were called out in response367.

When not actively hostile to the civil authorities,

the public could refuse to co-operate with them. During a

wave of incendiarism in East Anglia in the 1840s, the

local populace followed a policy of passive resistance:

" ... many labourers approved of the destruction of
property, some stubbornly refusing to help the
farmers in spite of threats and financial
inducements. On a good number of occasions workmen
came to jeer, cut hoses, pour fuel on fire, and,
increasingly in Suffolk, to steal dead animals and
property. Soldiers and special constables were
sometimes sent with engines in order to protect the
firemen. As they raced through the countryside

365 Cited in Palmer op cit 408.

366 Dobson op cit 24 - 25.

367 Radzinowicz Vol 4 op cit 278.
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groups of smiling people shouted: 'it's no use',
'too late, too late' ,,3o8

By the late 1840s, new standards of public order

were becoming accepted, and 'the police presence and

interference became less new and unusual, and more

accepted	and	commonplace.	Hence	resistance

diminished' 369 . However, even where the occasion for

which special constables were deployed was not part of a

wider political movement or anti-police protest, their

presence could be viewed unfavourably. For example, the

organisers of festivals, may have resented meeting extra

policing costs.

Thus in 1847 the Lewes magistrates summonsed 120

'able-bodied citizens' to be sworn-in as special

constables on the 2nd November in anticipation of the Guy

Fawkes Night celebrations. Because of intimidation by the

festival organisers, the intended special constables met

on 1st November and signed a petition against being co-

opted. After being warned by the Chairman of the Bench

against refusal to serve, five opted to pay a £5 fine,

eight produced medical exemption certificates, and the

rest agreed to be appointed 370 . Although the County force

and 50 Metropolitan police were drafted in they were

engaged on duties elsewhere in the town, and the specials

were left to patrol the streets in three bodies of 30 -

366 Jones, D. op cit 48.

369 Philips in Stevenson and Quinault loc cit 168.

370 Kyrke op cit 29.
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40 strong. No threats were made against them, and the

town was reported clear by 11.00 p.m371.

In summary, during the early nineteenth century

specials were not automatically perceived as overt

enemies of the crowds which they policed, and many had

strong local connections and community ties. It is

possible that where they were drafted in to surrounding

parishes under early forms of mutual aid agreement' their

presence, like that of imported military and Metropolitan

Police officers, was less accepted372. Where the use of

police generally was unpopular, so was the use of

specials. Where specials were perceived as politically

motivated, they were received with hostility. Conversely,

where the crowd approved of special constables, they

could be seen as preferable to both the military and the

new police.

371 Ibid.
372 See eg: Cirket loc cit 102.
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CHAPTER THREE: SPECIAL CONSTABLES AND THE NEW POLICE,
1856 - 1900.

The County and Borough Police Act was passed in

1856. A compromise measure between advocates of a

national police, and those who wished to see control

retained in the hands of local authorities, it merely

insisted that the heads of county and borough forces

reported annually to the Home Secretary. Although it was

a permissive measure, its major attraction was that it

enabled twenty five per cent of the cost of an

"efficient" force to be met from the Consolidated Fund,

where previously borough and county police had been

funded entirely from the rates'. According to Palmer, the

Act 'represented the acceptance, at last, of the police

as a legitimate institution in modern English society'2.

The period 1856-1900 is thus when it could be

expected that the practice of appointing special

constables became obsolete. Apart from the gradual

establishment of regular police forces which were gaining

in strength and efficiency 2 , the economic decline of the

1830s and 1840s was replaced by a period of more general

prosperity. The conditions of agricultural labourers had

begun to improve, while the mass migration to the

colonies improved the employment prospects of those who

1 Palmer op cit 515.
2	.Ibad 516.

3 For a discussion of the implementation of the County
and Borough Police Act, see post chapter three -
deployment.
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remained4 . The rise of trades unionism led to more

organised and less violent forms of working-class

protest5.

Despite these factors, special constables continued

to be routinely recruited and deployed, although the

inception of new police forces had an impact both on the

type of person who was enrolled, and the duties on which

they were used.

1. Who were they? 

Comparing the differential development of police in

England and Ireland, Palmer comments:

"Most significantly, as evidence of the contrasting
degrees of community support, the system of special
constables flourished 41 England but was impossible
to implant in Ireland."-

This community support for, and participation in,

the special constabulary institution is evidenced by the

continued enrolment of the skilled working classes. For

example, in the Reform disorders of 1866, London traders

organised a 10,000 strong workers' special constabulary7.

Elsewhere, members of the local community were prepared

to give their support on specific occasions. For example

in 1868, the electors of Coleshill, Warwickshire, came

forward in large numbers to be sworn in order to counter

4 See, eg: Philips in Stevenson and Quinault loc cit 22;
Jones op cit, Cirket loc cit 108.
5	.Philips ibid 172 - 3.

6 Palmer op cit 520.
7 Ibid 535.
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the violence that had marred elections three years

previously8.

During the Fenian scares of 1867-8, an estimated

115,000 specials served throughout England. In London,

50,000 enrolled after the Clerkenwell explosion, 7,000

were sworn on the eve of the "Bloody Sunday" riots in

Trafalgar Square in 1887, and 30,000 in their aftermath9.

However, despite the fact that the institution was

still popularly supported, the creation of permanent full

time police affected the character of recruits. As

documented in chapter two, both new police and special

constabularies shared the same catchment group; the poor,

respectable working class.

During the Swing disorders, large numbers of

agricultural labourers were sworn as special constables.

During the latter half of the nineteenth century, the

bulk of recruits to the new police were agricultural

labourers who travelled from depressed areas to joinn.

In the case of these recruits, the motivation for

joining was financial. During the 1830s, special

constables could be paid a rate per duty which exceeded

the pay of the average labourern . In 1859, a Sheffield

fork-grinder joined the new police to better his

condition because 'trade was very bad and prices very low

8 Quinault op cit 210.

9 Palmer op cit 535.
10 Steedman op cit 81, 85.

11 See chapter two ante.
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,12 and, according to the chairman of the Bristol

watch committee in 1875, all recruits to the new police

came 'from districts where work is bad and wages

light ,13

The skilled and self-employed working-classes, the

group least likely to be ruled out as disreputable, had

little incentive on the grounds of financial reward to

join the police. The pay of regular officers was

deliberately kept as low as possible. Accusing the

Lancashire and West Riding police committees of

opportunism in their appointment practices in the years

between 1868 and 1872, Steedman notes that they made

'nice calculations that the degree of poverty [of an

applicant] would prolong the time until he was tempted by

an industrial wage114.

However,	permanent police posts offered job

security, whereas remuneration as a special was

unpredictable and dependent on actually being called out

for duty. Paid special constableships were becoming more

difficult to obtain. During the 1840s the Home Office had

been anxious to encourage the upper middle classes, who

would serve without remuneration, to enro1 15 , and after

1856, police authorities in areas which had set up police

forces may have preferred to recruit from the classes who

12	•Cited in Steedman op cit 68.
13 Ibid 81.
14 Ibid 85.
15 Mather Public Order op cit 90.
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could afford to give their services free, so as not to

increase the burden on the rates.

Thus those most anxious to apply for the new police

may have come from the same groups who in the 1830s were

willing to serve as special constables, and after police

forces were set up, there was a gradual diminution in the

numbers of the poor in special constabularies. Thus

Palmer notes that in the latter half of the nineteenth

century, the police were mainly assisted 'by members of

the great and growing shopkeeping and professional

classes 16

This change in the occupational profile of special

constables is demonstrated by a comparison between those

enrolled in East Sussex during the Captain Swing

disorders, in Dorchester during bread riots in 1854, and

in Eastbourne during Salvation Army disturbances in

1891 17 .

As the table below demonstrates, 44 per cent of

those sworn in 1831 were farmers or labourers, with

artisans, small businesses and shopkeepers consisting of

27 per cent18. By 1854, just over half of those sworn

were artisans or in business, although farmers and

labourers still consisted of 15 per cent of those sworn,

a figure perhaps explicable by the fact that not all

16 Palmer op cit 535.

17 See ante chapter two. A list of the occupations of
special constables in Eastbourne is held at HO 45
9613/100478.

18 Percentages varied according to whether the parish was
in a small town or an outlying area. See Appendix 1.
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recruits came from the town of Dorchester, but were

brought in from outlying parishes19. By the 1890s, the

majority of those sworn in Eastbourne were tradespeople,

although the numbers of unskilled employees (other than

labourers) had increased from three per cent in 1831, to

nearly 20 per cent in 1891, while the numbers of

labourers had fallen from 36 per cent to seven per cent

of those sworn in September 1891.

Self interest as a motivating factor

The table also shows how groups with a specific

interest in the policing of an occasion came forward to

be sworn. Thus farmers and labourers, the group most

affected by the Swing disturbances, formed the largest

single occupational category in lnni10.31. 111 Litc

bread riots, shopkeepers and the owners of small

businesses were the most numerous group.

In the second half of the nineteenth century the

motivations of recruits may have shifted so that the

preservation of specific interests, rather than a

straight cash consideration, increasingly became the

reason behind an individual's decision to enrol.

19 HO 45 5244K /oc cit.
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- SHIFTS IN OCCUPATIONAL PROFILES OF SPECIAL CONSTABLES 

BETWEEN 1831 - 1891 
* FOR AN EXPLANATION OF THE CODING METHOD ADOPTED, SEE
APPENDIX 1
** percentages are shown in bold type

E.	Sussex
1830-31

Dorchester
1854

Eastbourne
July

1891
September

Artisans 96 14 17 27 22 22 19 19

Brewers 2 0.3 0 0 21 21 3 3
Clerical/
Skilled 43 6 7 12 1 1 15 15
Unskilled
Employees 20 3 0 0 16 16 18 18

Farmers 55 8 1 2 0 0 0 0

Gentry 33 5 1 2 4 4 3 3

Labourers 245 36 8 13 1 1 7 7
Managerial
/Prof'nal 29 4 4 7 4 4 7 7

Pensioners 26 4 0 0 0 0 0 0

Reverends 1 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0
Shop/small
Businesses 82 13 18 29 28 28 39 39

Yeomen 38 6 7 11 0 0 0 0

Unclass'ed 6 0.1 0 0 1 1 5 5

Not known 1231* 0* 0 0 3 3 0 0

TOTAL: 676 99.5 63 103 101 101 98 98

* Unknown occupations have been excluded from
calculations for E.Sussex.

For example, large numbers of brewers were sworn to

police Salvation Army disturbances in Eastbourne in July

1891. Their enrolment is significant for two reasons.

First, some watch committees were initially

controlled by local interest groups who resisted the

consolidation of county and small independent borough

forces in order to retain local control over the police.
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Brewing interests were heavily involved in the system,

and in Norwich the chief constable was dismissed at the

end of the 1860s for prosecuting publicans without the

prior consent and approval of the watch committee20. The

fact that brewing interests were heavily involved in the

Eastbourne special constabulary indicates that this

system of patronage may still have existed by as late as

the 1890s.

Second, the fact that a large number of those who

enrolled on this occasion were connected with the

manufacture of alcohol can be explained by the Salvation

Army's temperance philosophy. This philosophy was

unpopular with local tradesmen, and organised resistance

in the form of a "Skeleton Army" was set up to disrupt

marches.

The Salvation Army complained bitterly of police

partisanship21 , and there is evidence that members of the

"Skeleton Army" enrolled as special constables. For

example, in 1881 in Basingstoke, 100 of the 'principal

tradesmen and inhabitants of the town' were summonsed to

be sworn in to police a Salvation Army parade on the 27th

March, and the 16 annually appointed special constables

were also called out 22 . When the Salvation Army had

reached their place of worship, three quarters of the

20 Parris, H. "The Home Office and the provincial Police
in England and Wales, 1856 - 1870" in Public Law 1961 230
- 255. See esp 254.

21 See Booth, C. In Darkest England and the Way Out
appendix page 4, and H045 9613/100478.

22 1-1045 ibid.
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special constables protested to the mayor against being

required to escort and protect them, with some actually

refusing to do so. The mayor, fearing a riot and

believing that the majority of the special constables

would sympathise with the crowd, called in the military.

The clerk to the justices was under no doubt and that

1 [the disruption] is being conducted under the guidance

and direction of some few persons of good average

position in the town'23.

Thus as with the Chartist disturbances of the 1840s,

police calls for assistance during some types of

disturbance may have generated a strong response from

middle-class commercial interests, who enrolled because

of their opposition to the cause being policed24.

The coercion of employees as recruits 

The employees of large concerns had traditionally

been heavily relied on to make up the numbers of special

constables during large-scale disturbances, and this

practice continued in the latter half of the nineteenth

century. For example, nearly 1,000 special constables

were enrolled to counter potential Fenian disturbances in

Dolton in the Winter of 1867, following a circular from

the magistrates to local mill-owners and other large

employers to get their servants to present themselves.

According to the Bolton Chronicle:

23 Ibid.
24 Mather Public Order op cit 91 - 93.
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"The volunteers yesterday consisted for the most
part of working men, and the fact that but few
trades unionists presented themselves for enrolment
was a subject of much comment."25

In the following week more recruits were enrolled,

including a number of Railway employees, all the Bolton

Borough lamplighters, and the employees of the Bolton Gas

Company26 .

This pattern of recruitment was not atypical. During

Fenian scares in 1868 in Portsmouth, the employees of the

dockyard, gunwharf, post office, gas-works, and railway

companies were sworn in27.

Smaller employers may also have insisted on their

workforce enroling during local crises. For example, in

Eastbourne in September 1891, special constables were

sworn in for a three-week period to help police three

Sunday processions by the Salvation Army but this time

were predominantly recruited from the employed working-

classes; thus 12 porters, seven labourers, six hawkers,

five blacksmiths, five boatmen, and four assistants

enrolled, while only three brewers were sworn in two of

whom, Wm Ashdown and Chas Andrews, had acted as special

constables for the previous July procession28.

Consequently, the introduction of paid police forces

led to an increased emphasis on recruits to the special

25 Bolton Chronicle 28th December 1867 (held at BLHL).
26 Ibid 4th January 1868.
27 P0R0 123 A/6 and 123 A/3/1/1.

28 See Appendix 1.
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constabularies coming from or being the employees of

those in financially secure occupations. This may have

led to special constabularies having an inherent right-

wing bias; the petit bourgeoisie were politically

conservative, and had an added political incentive to

become special constables in cases of disturbances

arising from working-class grievances.

At the same time that patronage and class interests

were influencing appointments to special constabularies,

the increasing legitimacy of the new police was based on

its non-partisan nature 29 . Rowan and Mayne declared that

the police 'should not only be, in fact, but believed to

be impartial in action' 30 , and insulated the police from

direct political control to the extent that officers were

denied the vote until 1887 31 . Thus while the regular

police gained the respect of the working class, special

constables began to be seen as instruments of state

oppression not only by Chartists32 but by trades

unionists in general from the mid-nineteenth century

on33.

29 Reiner Politics op cit 54.

Cited ibid.

31 Ibid 56 - 57.

32 Mather Public Order op cit 87 - 93.

33 See eg: Bunyan op cit, and post chapter five.
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2. THE DEPLOYMENT OF SPECIALS 1856 - 1900. 

The County and Borough Police Act was not

immediately adopted throughout the country, although 19

counties set up forces in 1857, bringing the total of

county forces to 37  in the year immediately following the

Act34. It was less readily implemented in boroughs, where

chief constables were under the strict control of watch

committees who were less likely than the magistrates to

respond to pressures for an increase in the numbers of

police' Those with medium to small populations in

particular resisted suggestions of consolidating with

county forces35.

The County and Borough Police Act created an

Inspectorate which was responsible for the certification

of forces as 'efficient' so that they could qualify for

the treasury grant. Under the Act, 'efficiency' was

determined by two factors, operational strength and

disciplinary contro1 36 . In counties, operationally

efficient forces had a maximum strength of one police

officer per 1000 of the local population. No fixed ratio

was set for boroughs, the strength of the force being

based on the density of the population. Approved ratios

ranged between wide limits: for example in Liverpool the

34	Palmer op cit 517. There were forty five
administrative counties in the nineteenth century. See
Wade, H.W.R. Administrative Law 109.

35	Parris loc cit 231.
36	

County and Borough Police Act 1856 ss6 and 7. See
also Parris ibid.
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ratio was set at 1:558, in Rutland the ratio was
1:2,733 37 . Disciplinary efficiency was judged as a rule

of thumb by whether the force had enough superior

officers to supervise the constables on duty continuously

and regularly38 . Consequently there were wide variations

in the size of early police forces, with only three of

the	county forces	set	up in 1857,	Devonshire,

Somersetshire and Yorkshire, having more than 250

while Rutland had only five39.officers'

Although by 1870 there were no inefficient county

forces, 18 of the boroughs had still not been certified

efficient. Parris speculates that these boroughs may have

had lower than average 'normal' crime rates, and thus the

population were more willing to tolerate an inefficient

police force. Despite there being no distinct correlation

between public order and the state of the police in

chronically inefficient boroughs:

" ... Nevertheless, there seems to have come a point
in several of these towns when a riot led the
authorities to conclude that an efficient police
force was a lesser evil than periodical anarchy. H40

An earlier example of this phenomenon is the case of

the Bolton Borough Police when, after an outbreak of

Chartist riots in 1848, the watch committee resolved to

37
	

Parris ibid.
38
	Ibid.

39
	

Palmer op cit 517.

40
	

Parris op cit 247.
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increase force by appointing five additional permanent

constables41.

Although concluding that there might have been some

connection between outbreaks of disorder and the

introduction of police forces in inefficient boroughs,

and that this would be 'a fruitful line for further

enquiry', Parris does not consider the role of special

constables in hastening or delaying the implementation of

the County and Borough Police Act. Thus it is not

possible to prove that there was a causal relation

between the towns which delayed the implementation of the

1856 Act, and the deployment of special constables in

cases of disorder from 1856 on.

However, some towns may have preferred to rely

solely on parish and special constables until serious

disorders which were beyond the powers of special

constables to cope with occurred, or until the

recruitment of special constables became difficult

because of their political affiliations with the

community42.

As well as possibly remaining the main form of

police in some exceptional cases until the 1870s, in the

majority of areas special constables were still relied on

to supplement the force in times of crisis. Thus despite

the widespread introduction of permanent forces in the

41	BRO WCMs 27th July 1848 AB/24/1.

42	It would be interesting to test this thesis by
looking specifically at records for towns which did not
set up permanent police forces until some time after the
passing of the 1856 Act.
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period 1856 - 1900 the office of special constable was

still being broadly used in the ways outlined in chapter

two, on both an ad hoc and on a semi-permanent basis.

I) Special constables appointed on an ad hoc basis:

Because of local pressure on watch committees and

magistrates to avoid adding to the burden of the rates,

new police forces were generally kept to the minimum

number necessary to qualify for a certificate of

efficiency, and it is hard to comprehend now how tiny

those forces could be. The 1856 Act enabled any borough

with a population of 5,000 or more to apply for a grant,

and the Inspectors considered that five full-time police

were the bare minimum for efficiency in these cases 43 .

There were, therefore a number of very small forces in

existence which were created after the 1856 Act, and even

those which were medium or large by nineteenth century

standards rarely had sufficient officers to deal with

large-scale disturbances.

a) The use of special constables in regional or national 
disturbances: 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, there

were fewer national emergencies. There were no more

invasion scares after the Napoleonic wars, nor, after

1848 and the virtual disappearance of the Chartists, were

there any more fears of internal revolution. However

43	Parris op cit 253.



197

widespread regional and national disturbances during this

period were also caused by religious and ethnic

intolerance, and there were a series of anti-Irish and

anti-Catholic riots in the late 1850s - 1860s, as well as

disturbances at Salvation Army marches in the 1880s and

1890s. At the same time, trades unionism was gaining in

strength and mass rallies were held in support,

particularly in London in the 1880s.

Anti -Fenianism

During the 1860s, the Fenian Society was set up to

advance the cause of Irish Nationalism. In 1867, three of

their members were executed for the murder of a police

officer, and they blew up part of Clerkenwell prison in

retaliation. Consequently:

"In various parts of the country, at the slightest
sign of Fenian activity, or of a suspected threat,
Special Constables were enrolled and held in
readiness. 1144

In December 1867 the Home Office issued a circular

stating that the government had received information

which made it desirable for the authorities to be ready

for winter disturbances, and recommending that special

constables be sworn in". Local justices responded by

mass enrolment policies. For example, . staves were

provided for 1,000 special constables in Dover".

44	Seth op cit 66.
45	Ibid 28th December 1867.
46	

Harman, J.G. "The Dover Borough Police Force 1836
1943" in JPHS 2 81.
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In November 1867 500 police and 2,000 special

constables were drafted in to Bolton to defend the local

prison where some condemned Fenians were being held. They

were organised into squads of 100 each, under the command

of a military officer, to 'keep clear the space between

the barriers in New Bailey-street' 47 . Following the

December circular, the Bolton borough magistrates sent a

circular to local mill-owners and other large employers

to get their servants to present themselves 48 and

between November and the end of December nearly 2,000

recruits were enrolled49.

In December a meeting was called to elect sergeants.

According to the Chronicle:

"The body of the hall was crowded, and the utmost
enthusiasm prevailed, his Worship the Mayor ...
receiving a most hearty reception. In opening the
proceedings, the Mayor complimented those present
upon the hearty manner in which they had responded
to his appeal to enrol as Special Constables. The
large numbers that had come forward, he said, showed
that the inhabitants of the borough were earnest in
their determination to preserve the peace, should
necessity require their interference, but he trusted
that their services would never be needed. He had no
doubt himself that the fact of their enrolling
themselves in such large numbers would have a
deterrent effect upon the evil-disposed, and
possibly prevent a breach of the peace." 110

In January 1868, additional special constables were

sworn in, including the members of the 18th Lancashire

Artillery Volunteers50.

47	Bolton Chronicle 23rd November 1867 (held at BRO).
48	Ibid and see p.165 ante.
49	Ibid 4th January 1868.
50	Ibid 11th January 1868.
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The circular was also acted on in the Portsmouth

area, where it was feared that the Fenians intended to

attack the Naval • dockyards at Gosport. 700 special

constables were sworn in Gosport by the beginning of

January 1868, 400 of whom were connected with the

dockyards. Portsmouth also began to swear in special

constables in December 1867, initially recruiting from

the Third Hampshire Artillery Volunteers, dockyard and

corporation employees. By the end of December, 1150 had

enrolled, and at the beginning of January in response to

a general public appeal by the mayor, 2,200 recruits

enrolled including 'gentlemen, members of the

professions, tradesmen, artisans and labourers'51.

A handbook of instructions issued to the Portsmouth

special constables shows that they were organised on

quasi-military lines. Superintendents were to arrange for

them to be instructed in military drill, including:

"Facing about; forming fours and moving in that
direction to Right or Left, or forming up to the
front, so as to form across the street they are
marching along. They should also be practised in
opening out, so as to line the Streets."'2

In the event of an alarm the superintendents were to

communicate with the police, and if satisfied that there

was danger at a distance they were to dispatch part of

their force in that direction. Otherwise the party was to

51	Seth op cit 66.
52	PoR0 123A/3/1/1 Instructions for Special Constables
1868.
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be kept in hand and not made use of unless required by

the authorities at the place of disturbance53.

There are no reports on the deployment of specials

in the 1868 Fenian scares after their mass enrolment that

winter, and the saturation policing tactics adopted by

the justices may have been enough to ensure no outrages

were attempted54 . Home Office policy to encourage their

advance recruitment as a preventative measure was

successful.

Murphy riots

Between 1866 and 1871 a protestant preacher, William

Murphy, toured the Midlands stirring up anti-Catholic

feeling. Special constables were sworn in on eleven

separate occasions to deal with disturbances which

resulted55 . For example, 500 were enrolled in Birmingham

in June 1867 to deal with stone-throwing mobs, to little

effect, and order was eventually restored by the

military56.

Liverpool was also the focus of general anti-

Catholic feeling, which may have been caused by a

combination of both Murphy and the general anti-Fenianism

of the time. However, the presence of a strong Orange

lodge was countered by the large immigrant Irish Catholic

population. Orange processions posed serious threats to

53	Ibid.
54	See also Seth op cit 67.
55	Steedman op cit 32 - 33.

56
	

Seth op cit 63 - 66.



201

public order, and one to be held on the 17th December

1867 was banned by the Mayor57 . On the 13th, county

magistrates telegrammed details to the Home Secretary of

a planned demonstration and counter demonstration, and

asked what steps would be taken as despite the meeting

being banned in the borough, steps were being taken to

hold it outside 58 . The Home Office sent a telegram to the

county magistrates clerks, urging them to 'Do everything

in your power to prevent a collision and breach of the

peace'. To that end they were to issue proclamations,

collect the county police, send for assistance from the

borough police, give notice to military auxiliaries, and

swear in special constables. The clerks were also advised

to apply to the Orange leaders to stop their meeting and

procession, and to the Roman Catholic Clergy to 'dissuade

their people' from attending 58 . The swearing in of

special constables was seen by the Home Office as a first

line of defence against serious disorder".

Trades unionism

57	
Mayor of Liverpool to Home Office 10th December 1867

HO 45 9427/A19903.

58	
County magistrates to Home Office 13th December 1867

HO 45 ibid.
59	Home Office to Liverpool County Magistrates Clerks
13th December 1867 ibid.
60	Joseph Murphy to Home Office 2nd July 1869 HO 45
ibid, and see post p.210 (relations with police).
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Palmer notes that, just as crime was on the decline

after 1850, so protest assumed new forms and collective

violence declined. Thus:

"the 'transition to order' ... saw riot evolve into
'demonstration', a development that represented the
legitimation of the pre-1848 radical tactic of the
orderly protest meeting ... Just as Peterloo was
notorious for its exceptional levels of violence, so
late-Victorian incidents are well known because only
a few rioters actually got killed. "6161

As a result, unlike with Chartism, the growing

trades union movement did not pose enough of a threat to

merit the mobilisation of special constables on a

national basis by the Home Office. However, one of the

exceptionally violent occasions referred to by Palmer was

at a demonstration at Trafalgar Square in 1887, where two

people died62 . The Metropolitan Commissioner had advance

.warning of the meeting, and instituted a mass enrolment

of specials. On the 20th November, "Bloody Sunday",

20,000 specials supported 5,000 regular officers on duty

in the Square63.

Special constables were also deployed during the

London Dockers' Strike of 1889' although no details of

their deployment are available64.

61	Palmer op cit 526 - 7.
62	Ibid.
63	Vogler op cit 128.
64
	

Seth op cit 68 - 70.
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Salvation Army marches

The other major source of disturbance in the latter

half of the nineteenth century was caused by the

Salvation Army processions in the 1890s, which provoked

hostility from local traders. As detailed earlier,

special constables were enrolled in Eastbourne and in

Basingstoke in order to prevent trouble from breaking out

during the marches, but as those who enrolled tended to

be antagonistic to the Salvation Army, the employment of

special constables on these occasions was rarely

effective in preventing disorder, particularly when

opposition to the processions was well-organised and the

organisers included local pillars of society65.

b) The use of snecial constables in local disturbances: 

i) Local political disturbances.

This was one of the areas where special constables

were less heavily relied on, once regular police forces

were set up. For example, the American Civil War caused a

'Cotton Famine' in the Lancashire cotton industry, and in

1863 unemployed workers threatened to riot. The local

police were used to restore order, but were supported by

the military and special constables". Another example of

65	See ante p.165.
66	Dobson op cit 31.
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their use in localised political disturbances was in

Durham in 1879, when special constables were sworn in

during a collieristrike67.

ii) Election riots
More typically, special constables continued to be

used during election riots, which Palmer notes were

occasions for the display of boisterous high spirits and

the breaking of windows rather than for the breaking of

heads 68 . Quinault details election riots in Warwickshire

for the period 1830 - 1870, and describes how specials

were still being deployed at these events in 1868 69 . Seth

details an unusual deployment of special constables on

one such occasion at Whitby, Yorks, in 1864 70 . The local

police superintendent anticipated trouble at the

elections, and enrolled those whom he deemed to be

trouble-makers as special constables. He then kept them

occupied in the station-house all day until polling was

over and the streets were quiet again, and in the

meantime persuaded them all to form up for a group

photograph71.

Usually, however, the office of special constable

was used to empower people during elections rather than

67	DRO D/Sa/X 17.

68	Palmer op cit 527.

69	Quinault op cit 192, 200.
70	Seth op cit 62.
71	Ibid. The photograph is still extant - copies can be
obtained from the Curator of the Rippon Police Museum.
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to keep them out of harm's way. The Bolton Chronicle

reported on 14th November 1868 that an application had

been made for 40 regulars from the county force to be

drafted in to prevent a disturbance at the borough

election, but that this had been refused and the

magistrates accordingly resolved to swear-in 500 special

constables. Despite an enthusiastic response with well

over 500 of the local inhabitants presenting themselves,

the magistrates refused to swear-in more than the

allotted number72.

iii) Miscellaneous disturbances

Special constables were no longer deployed on small

scale local events where disturbances could be

anticipated, for example Guy Fawkes' night. However, they

were relied on during spontaneous disturbances. For

example, disturbances broke out in Cambridge on the visit

in December 189873.of the Sirdar	 Undergraduates were

involved, and the University authorities considered the

propriety of issuing an edict against the lighting of

bonfires in public places, whilst the Chief Constable

recommended that on similar occasions parish and special

constables should be called out 74 . In November the

following year it was discovered that the watch committee

72
	

Bolton Chronicle held at BLHL.
73	According to Collins' English Dictionary, the Sirdar
was the British commander in chief of the Egyptian Army,
or a general or military leader in Pakistan or India.

74	CRO WCMs Vol II 9th December 1898.
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no longer had the power to appoint parish constables, but

no further steps were taken to recruit specials 75 . On 1st

March 1900, a bonfire was lit in Market Place to

celebrate the relief of Ladysmith, and a disturbance

ensued which resulted in the arrest of 15 undergraduates

and two townspeople. The University complained to the

watch committee on the grounds that the policing was

inadequate, the proctors had been assaulted by the crowd,

and that the undergraduates had been unfairly arrested

given that the bulk of the mob were townspeople. The

watch committee replied that due to the short notice of

the disturbance, the Chief Constable had not had time to

make adequate arrangements.

On the 20th March, the Chief Constable reported on

the disturbances to the watch committee and recommended

inter alia that the proctors should be requested to call

out their staff, including the University constables who

had the same powers as the borough constables, to

separate the undergraduates from the townspeople so that

neither arrested the wrong groups. In the aftermath of

the Ladysmith disturbances, the Cambridge watch committee

resolved on the 20th April to enrol a 'select number of

corporation workmen' to be 'supernumerary constables',

and that on future occasions the 'special constables of

the Borough and of the University' should be called upon

to act with the permanent force under the direction of

the Chief Constable76.

75	Ibid 2nd November 1899.
76	Ibid 20th March 1900; 20th April 1900.
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Compared with the first half of the nineteenth

century, there are fewer documented accounts of special

constables being deployed during small-scale local

emergencies. Two factors account for this: first, the

more stable economic climate meant that there were fewer

disturbances generally. Second, where larger boroughs may

have been more susceptible to disturbances at meetings

and rallies, they also had increasingly efficient police

forces who relied less on the assistance of volunteers.

Rowdyism at local fairs and festivals appears to have

become less of a problem, perhaps because it was now

possible to police these effectively with the presence of

a few regular officers. On the occasions when large-scale

local disturbances could be anticipated, such as at

elections, special constables were still sworn in to

supplement the regular force. Consequently during this

period the deployment of special constables during

disturbances of the peace became less a routine and more

an exceptional solution to the policing of these events.

II) The semi-permanent appointment of special constables

From the mid eighteenth to the mid nineteenth

century, the office of special constable was used to

empower the supervisors of watch and ward schemes, and to

provide extra manpower during local crime waves. With the

exception of the swearing in of imported Metropolitan



208

police officers, this use of the office was abandoned

once permanent local forces were set up. However, the

provisions of the 1835 Municipal Corporations Act

governing the annual appointment of special constables in

boroughs were re-enacted by s196 of the 1882 Municipal

Corporations Act, and employees continued to be empowered

by being sworn in as special constables.

a) SPecial constables appointed under the Municipal 
Corporations Acts 1835 and 1882: 

The provisions of the 1835 Act, which enabled

borough justices annually to appoint special constables,

whose powers could only be activated by a warrant stating

that the ordinary police were insufficient to maintain

the peace, were re-enacted by s196 of the Municipal

Corporations Act 1882. Thus, throughout the nineteenth

century, borough justices had the power to organise semi-

permanent special constabularies who could have been

vetted before the need to deploy them arose.

Seth argues that by 1882 boroughs preferred to

appoint special constables on an ad hoc basis only, and

that the volunteers were consequently undisciplined and

organisationally inefficient:

"There had grown up ... during the latter half of
the (nineteenth) century a tradition of leaving
these powers in abeyance in favour of calling for
volunteers in times of emergency. It is clear ...
that while there was no lack of volunteers, those
who came forward were ignorant both of their powers
and how they should tackle their duties."77

77	Seth op cit 73.
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However, although there was a great- deal of

confusion in the minds of some justices about how and

when these provisions could be used 78 , these may have

been the exception rather than the rule. Evidence is

nevertheless fragmented. For example, Cambridge borough

justices annually appointed special constables in 185079

and may have continued to do so throughout the nineteenth

century. The watch committee minutes only refer

specifically to the annual appointment of parish

constables and to authorised increases in the regular

force between the 1860s - 1890s, but from 1900 the annual

appointments of special constables are included. Despite

their silence, the minutes for 1898 imply that special

constables had continuously been appointed, the Chief

Constable suggesting after a disturbance that on similar

occasions 'the Parish Constables and Special Constables

should be called out' 80 . In Basingstoke during the

Salvation Army disturbances in 1881, the 16 annually

appointed special constables were called out to act

alongside the 100 special constables who were sworn-in

for that occasion 81 . In Hertford the justices appointed

31 special constables in the borough on 22nd October 1885

'for the year ensuing'82.

78
	

See post chapter four pp.271, 306.

79
	

CRO: city/bundle 137, p28/19/13.

80	CRO: WCMs Vol II 9th December 1898.

81	HO 45 9613/100478.

82	HRO; Hertford Borough Vol 35 245.
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Consequently, rather than the boroughs omitting to

annually appoint special constables or the practice

falling into desuetude, it may have been such a long-

standing and common tradition that it was not deemed

remarkable enough to merit documenting, and was only

mentioned on the rare occasions when the special

constables so appointed were actually deployed.

Parish constables and special constables

Until 1873, boroughs could operate a dual system of

reserve policing by annually appointing both parish and

special constables. Parish constables differed from

special constables in that they were involved in day to

day policing, but could not be compelled to act outside

their parish 83 . Whether boroughs did so, or whether in

some areas one type of constable was appointed in

preference to the other, or that both were appointed in

preference to instituting a full-time force, is unclear.

In 1873, however, the office of parish constable was

abolished84 . Despite Philips' contention that this was

because the office had by now become obsolete 85 , some

areas were still relying on them. For example, Cambridge

had annually appointed parish constables throughout the

83	Parish Constables Act 1873 ss 4,6,7,10.

84	This provision only applied to boroughs - see s4 of
the Parish Constables Act 1873. Rural areas, although
they could still appoint parish constables annually, had
no jurisdiction to appoint special constables other than
under the 1831 Special Constables Act.

85	Philips Crime and Authority 59.
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nineteenth century despite having become incorporated and

setting up a borough force in 1836, and did not cease to

do so until 1899, when the watch committee finally

realised that they had lost their powers of

appointment86.

The Parish Constables Act did not prohibit the

appointment of parish constables in rural areas. In

November 1894 the Kent police asked the Home Office

whether special constables or an extra constable could be

appointed to deal with drunken excursionists from Bromley

in the Summer months, and if the cost of such a constable

could be forced on the publicans, as they were to blame

for the inebriated state of the tourists. 87 An internal

memo suggested that this request be turned down on the

basis that it would be more appropriate to appoint a

parish constable 88 . Kent Police were ultimately advised

that special constables could only be appointed during

riots, tumults etc. and had to be paid for from borough

or company funds. Additional constables could only be

appointed on the application of those who were to bear

the costs89.

86	CRO WCMs Vol 1. See entries for mid-October each
year between 1869 - 1899.

87	
Kent Police to Home Office, 8th November 1894 HO 45

9700/A50160.

88	HO 45 9605/A60610.

89	HO 45 9700/A50160.
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b) Special constables appointed for specific tasks 

The office of special constable appears to have been

losing some of its flexibility, while at the same time

the Home Office was prepared to advocate the continued

use of parish constables for semi-permanent rural posts.

Yet there appears to have been no consistent policy

concerning semi-permanent appointments, and one-off posts

continued to be created under legislative provisions for

special constables.

i) Fixed appointments

In 1877 a new bridge was being constructed at

Fulibridge in the borough of New Maldon, Essex. Charles

Saville wrote offering himself as a candidate for the

office of assistant in the traffic management of the

temporary bridge, stating that he was 30 years old,

healthy, living on the spot, and able to provide

references. Accordingly he and another man, James Metham,

were appointed special constables 'in connection with the

temporary and permanent new bridge' at a salary of 18/-

per week commencing on the 9th July 1877. The appointment

lasted until the following February, when both were given

one week's notice90.

No details are given concerning who authorised the

appointments, who was liable to pay their salaries, and

90
	

ERO: DIE 3/3/613/10.
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under what authority they were appointed. It is possible

that the 1831 Act was the governing statute and that they

were appointed 'on the apprehension of felonies' as

throughout the nineteenth century, construction sites

were notorious for large-scale losses through theft91.

ii) Appointments under the 1838 Special Constables Act

Special constables could be appointed under the 1838

Act on the construction of railways or canal, as the

sites were renowned as riot flashpoints. Brooke contends

that the lawless reputation of the railway workers was

grossly exaggerated by the newspapers of the day, and was

largely undeserved. However trouble could flare up with a

combination of factors such as excessive drinking,

insensitive policing, and the presence of a large number

of Irishmen92 . At the same time, railway companies

resented having to bear the cost of the appointment of

special constables as this cut into their profits93.

In Ardingly, East Sussex, Daniel Tawney and William

Waters were initially appointed as special constables in

May 1880 for six months. Their appointment was in

consequence of the large number of navvies employed by

the Lewes and East Grinstead railway who were working in

91	Brooke op cit 83 - 92.
92	Ibid 108. For example, in a West Riding village in
1839, 53 special constables were appointed after five
threatening-looking navvies walked down the main street.
Ibid 110.

93	Ibid 109 - 110.
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the area, and of allegations that they were involved in

attempted housebreakings 94 . Tawney and Waters were

reappointed from the 19th November to the 25th December

1880 under the 1838 Act, because of local landowners' and

farmers' fears that the peace would continue to be

disrupted by the further importation of between 800-1000

workers 95 . Witnesses on behalf of the farmers described

these workers a s 'navvies', and were adamant that at

least two special constables were needed to patrol the

area.

The railway company hotly disputed this, stating

that the workers were 'mostly artisans' and that only one

special constable would be required96 . The magistrates

ignored their objections, perhaps because of Waters'

testimony that the,-,-, wc.,-,-.
	1 =mei- 1000 men employed by

the railway and that there was between 12 - 13 miles of

railway line to look after. Waters resigned after this

appointment, but in April 1881 Tawney was again

reappointed with one Frederick Constable for a further

six months, at a salary of 28/- weekly 97 . In December

1881 they were again reappointed for three months, one

local farmer testifying that;

"There are a great number of navvies still employed
on portions of the line in the parishes of Lindfield
Ardingly and Horsted Keynes and I am constantly

94	ESRO LCX EW/2.

95
	Ibid.

96	Ibid.
97	Ibid.
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being annoyed with them and they are constantly
committing depredations..."88

Frederick Constable testified that there were

approximately 275 navvies still remaining, but this was

disputed by a railway company witness who claimed there

were only 244 men, 23 of whom had been paid off the

previous Saturday; that approximately a third of the men

were 'artisans' rather than 'navvies'; that the number of

employees was diminishing daily as the work was nearly

finished; and that the special constables appointed for

the East Grinstead district had already been

discharged 89 . Despite the railway company's efforts to

persuade the magistrates that reappointment was

unnecessary, Tawney and Constable continued to be

reappointed until December 1881.

No indication is given in the records as to what the

previous occupations of Waters, Tawney and Constable

were, although the documents do show that all three were

local men from Ardingly or Lindfield. It is possible that

they had previous police experience as parish constables,

or even that they were regular officers who could boost

their earnings by taking on an extra appointment as a

special constable. It is hard to see who else would have

found the insecurity of the position of railway constable

an attractive prospect - there was no indication as to

how long the post would last, with the appointment being

renewed every three or six months, nor was there any

98
	Ibid.

99
	Ibid.
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certainty that it would actually be remunerated if, as

happened at Westerham in Kent in 1881, the railway

company successfully contested the rate of pay ordered by

the magistratesl".

iii) The empowering of employees

The traditional practice of swearing in employees to

act as watchmen or security guards on their employers'

premises continued. This was particularly the case with

corporation employees who were employed to maintain local

authority property to which the public had access, for

example parks and cemeteries, as the regular police did

not have enough manpower to provide protection for them.

A sequence of events at Portsmouth illustrate how

this type of deployment operated. In September 1879, the

Pprtsea burial board wrote to the Chief Constable asking

him to allow the Sunday duty-constable to remain until

sunset 'in consequence of there being numerous complaints

of damage being done to the graves'. Then in March 1881

the Chief Constable wrote to the board informing them

that the watch committee had sanctioned the appointment

of a caretaker at Kingston Church Yard, and had resolved

to swear-in the parish church-yard caretaker as a special

constable.

In January 1883, the board wrote to the watch

committee requesting the appointment of an extra

constable for Sunday duty. However it appears that this

request was refused, as in March 1883 the board resolved

100 PRO HO 45 9605/A2234.
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to employ an extra man as caretaker and gravedigger, to

be sworn-in as a special constable-n . Thus, early local

forces were reluctant to become involved with watching

specific property, or to hire out constables too

frequently. As with railway construction sites, the

preferred practice was for the company requesting

protection to appoint an employee as special constable.

As forces increased in strength, however, this type

of function may have been increasingly been taken over by

notethe regular police: Miller and Luke	it was fairly

common practice in the early twentieth century for

'additional constables' to be appointed as private

security guards. These 'additional constables' were not

special constables but were members of a general police

force who were in excess of the effective strength of

their constabulary because they had been hired out to

guard private property, their services being paid for by

the owner of that property rather than from out of the

police ratel°2.

3. THE EFFECTIVENESS OF SPECIAL CONSTABLES 1856 - 1900 

In the early nineteenth century, because there was

such a widespread and well documented deployment of

special constables, their effectiveness can quite easily

101 P0R0 G/BBK/1.

102 Miller and Luke op cit 77. In 1921 there were more
than 1,700 'additional constables', but by 1956 the
number had declined to less than 600 due to the shortage
of police officers in the post-war years and to the
concomitant reluctance of Chief Constables to hire out
officers except in exceptional circumstances (ibid).
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be gauged according to whether or not they were solely

responsible for ameliorating or exacerbating potential

riots.

But this measure becomes too crude in the latter

half in the nineteenth century and is problematic for two

reasons. First, it becomes more difficult to disentangle

their role in conflict situations and their effect on

crowds because during this period they were deployed in

conjunction with regular police officers and sometimes

with the military. Second, there is a real lack of

detailed evidence about the success with which they were

deployed. Files held at the Public Record Office do not

give an accurate indication of effectiveness as they only

detail problem cases. Records at County Record Offices

tend only to note when special constables wore sworn in,

but not whether the tactic was successful.

i) The efficacy of special constables in emergencies

As Philips has noted:

"Riots ... require more than simply a crowd
temporarily united for some action which infringes
the law; their progress will be crucially affected
by the reaction or lack of reaction Of the
authorities. "103

He argues that the regular police were	more

efficient means of controlling crowds than the mi litary

because they were able to operate in small group104 . A

similar line is adopted by Quinault, who argue

103 Philips in Quinault and Stevenson loq cit 171.

104 Ibid.

that



219

preservation of the peace largely depended on the number

and quality of policing agents the justices could call

105upon	He concludes that the regular police were the

best means available because:

"In most cases of serious disorder special
constables - however numerous - were insufficiently
trained and equipped to quell a riot although they
might retard its growth. The military ... were far
more effective ... But their relative ruthlessness
made many magistrates reluctant to call upon their
services. "106

However, not enough detailed evidence of special

constables' actual deployment in public order situations

is available to reach this type of categorical assessment

of their effectiveness. For example, Philips implies that

special constables operated in large uncontrollable

groups compared with regular officers 107 , yet there is

evidence that they were organised in groups of less than

a dozen with a hierarchical command structure during the

Swing disorders, and that they received military drill

during the Fenian scare in Portsmouth in 1868. Further,

there is very little evidence about how special

constables were intended to be used. For example,

Chadwick was very keen on the advance deployment of small

parties of regular officers backed up by the local

populace's knowledge that large numbers were standing by,

as "A force known to be immediately available of itself

operates as a preventive • ". During the Poor Law

riots, Chadwick had sent small parties of metropolitan

105 Quinault log cit 202.

106 Ibid.
107 philips in Stevenson and Quinault log cit 170 - 1.
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police officers to the provinces and sent them out into

the crowds:

" [they] imprisoned ringleaders and put an end to
disturbances, which, allowed to proceed, or dealt
with in the ordinary way by the military, might have
occasioned bloodshed and widespread conflagration.
The agitators could measure the small local force,
and count upon matching it. But they knew that the
small force of metropolitan officers might, if
resisted, bring upon them a large distant force
which would be sure to over-match them, and they
yielded. ,,108

Chadwick is ambiguous about what the 'large distant

force' consisted of, and may have been referring to the

whole of the metropolitan police. Alternately he may have

been referring to the large numbers of specials recruited

during these disturbances. If this was the case, then the

mere fact of mass enrolment rendered the appointment of

special constables an effective preventative tactic.

For example, in Taunton in 1858, the tactic of

swearing-in 48 special constables in response to bread

riots was sufficient per se, the magistrates' clerk

reporting that once this had been done, 'no further

interruption of the public peace took place, and the

special constables were not called upon to act'-°9.

The issue of whether or not the enrolment of special

constables was effective as a tactic to contain disorder,

is complicated by the fact that the military and special

constables were not two distinct groups. Throughout the

nineteenth century it was fairly common practice to swear

108 Chadwick loq cit 13.

109 Ho 45 5244D.
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in militia-members as special constables on occasions

when they were called out to act in support of the local

police, to bring them under the control of the civil,

rather than the military authorities.

Where the troops were called out, special constables

were often sworn in to act in conjunction with, rather

than independently of them. The combined effect of

enrolling special constables and having the military

standing by was enough to prevent anticipated Fenian

disturbances in Portsmouth and Bolton in the winter of

1867 - 68 110 , and election disturbances in Bolton in

1868 111 .

Where the use of special constables was not seen as

an effective tactic was dependent on local circumstance,

either because of prejudice on the part of the regular

force, or because of the calibre of the recruits or their

lack of neutrality.

In 1869 Joseph Murphy, an officer from the Royal

Irish Constabulary stationed in Liverpool, wrote to the

Home Office warning of an intended demonstration by

Orangemen on the 12th July112. The Home Office were of

the opinion that the procession should be banned, but if

it could not be stopped special constables should be

sworn in and, if necessary, military assistance should be

110 See ante pp.172-175.
111 See ante p.179.
112 Joseph Murphy to Home Office, 2nd July 1869 HO 45
9472/A19903.
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applied for113 . The Head Constable replied that these

processions had been successfully banned since 1852, and

that the existing police force was sufficient to ward off

trouble. Further he had 'always objected to the

employment of Special Constables, who, instead of being

an assistance, are a drag and a hindrance' 114 . However,

rather than accepting this assessment of the efficacy of

special constables as a preventative measure, the Home

Office concluded that the Chief Constable's 'nose [was]

out of joint' because Murphy had written to them115 The

Chief Constable's prejudice against specials was so great

that he and the Mayor applied to have troops stationed

permanently in Liverpool as a precautionary measure, and

continued to do so throughout the 1870s despite

resistance from both the Home Office and the War

office116. According to the Mayor, in one of his numerous

attempts to persuade the government of the wisdom of this

policy 'there is a salutary effect produced in the minds

of the people by the knowledge that Cavalry are quartered

in or near the town'117.

The Home Office responded by getting a Law Officer's

Opinion on precautions which could lawfully be taken

113 Minutes ibid.
114 Liverpool Police Office to Home Office, 8th July 1869
HO 45 9472/A19903.

115 minutes ibid.
116 Ho 45 9339/21762.

117 mayor of Liverpool to Home Office 20th February 1878

ibid.



223

against Orange demonstrations. This affirmed that where

there was reason to believe that a procession would lead

to a breach of the peace, justices should get such

information laid on oath and issue a proclamation banning

it. If the procession them continued, the justices were

to swear in special constables and only if necessary

apply for military assistance118.

Thus even when local police authorities resisted the

enrolment of special constables, the Home Office was

prepared to insist on their deployment as an effective

deterrent to breaches of the peace.

The effective use of special constables was

dependant upon a number of variables including the

location and nature of the occasion and the sympathies or

allegiances of participants. For example, election riots

in Nuneaton in 1865 were not repeated three years later,

when the electors were sworn in in large numbers118

Disturbances at Salvation Army marches may have occurred

with the collusion of the special constables. The

fundamental defect in their deployment - that of

susceptibility to local influences, was by now accepted.

In February 1875 G. Clark, the chairman of the Board

of Guardians, wrote to the Home Secretary stating that a

riot was anticipated at Dowlias, South Wales, where the

118 Law Officer's Opinion 280, 8th July 1873 ibid.
119 Quinault op cit 201. NB: Quinault ibid speculates
that the provisions of the 1867 Electoral Reform Act,
which created a much larger franchise whom it was too
expensive for the candidates to ply with drink, directly
contributed to the fact that elections were more peaceful
after 1868.
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miners had been locked out. He asked that 150 police

constables be sent to the town, or the military held in

readiness, and justified the need for extra forces on the

basis that 'I have thought of special constables, but

after due consideration have come to the conclusion that,

for local reasons, they would not be a useful body' 120.

This excuse was accepted by the Home Office, who went on

to consider in detail the powers of the Lord Lieutenant

in the case of civil disturbance121.

The effectiveness of specials could also be impaired

by the poor calibre of recruits. Seth, Mather and Philips

criticise the use of specials because of their lack of

training and discipline 122 , but as the legislation only

allowed the appointment of specials as a temporary

emergency measure, it is difficult to see how training

opportunities could have arisen. Even so, the problem had

been recognised by some local authorities by the late

1860s who tried to solve it by instituting rudimentary

training programmes123.

The use of special constables could be problematic

in other ways. Apart from being ill-disciplined, recruits

could be both snobbish and rebellious when thwarted.

Mather illustrates the rise of civilian voluntary

120 Chairman of the Board of Guardians to Home Office,
21st March 1875 HO 45 9377/41103

121 HO 45 ibid. For a discussion of these powers see post
P.207.

122 See loq et seq ante.

123 See eg: Instruction Book for Special Constables 1868,

ID ORO 123/A/3/1/1/.
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associations in the late 1830s and shows how the movement

failed due to the conflicting expectations of the

landowners who formed the associations, thinking that

they were to be a type of influential and prestigious

armed Yeomanry, and the Government who wanted to create a

civil force of upper middle-class special constables,

serving without financial reward and armed only on the

express orders of the justices124.

This conflict of expectations appears to have

survived the failure of the voluntary associations and

continued into the 1860s. In Birmingham during the Fenian

troubles in 1867, the special constables did not want to

be associated with the regular police and preferred to

walk about the streets in the town-centre unattended,

displaying their armlets and staves. Furthermore some

felt that, like the regulars they should have been armed

with cutlasses, and resigned when this request was

refused by the authorities. A regular officer who was

active during this period described them as 'nothing

better than ... "swankers"'

ii) The effectiveness of annually-appointed special
constables

Defining efficacy as far as annually-appointed

special constables are concerned is also problematic: the

124 Mather Public Order op cit 90.

125 Hull Special Constables Gazette, 15th October 1915,
cited in-Special Edition Summer 1986 15.

125.
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mere fact of annual appointment cannot be taken as a

measure, as so few boroughs consistently recorded it. For

example, although the Hertford records show that specials

were appointed under the Municipal Corporations Act in

1885, there is no indication whether they had been

previously, or were subsequently. During the Basingstoke

disturbances in 1881, annually-appointed special

constables were deployed, but whether their appointment

was routine or exceptional is not stated.

The effective deployment of annually-appointed

special constables was however marred by the deficiencies

of the legislation. Because they could not be mobilized

unless the lengthy procedure had been followed of

obtaining a warrant, having it sworn before the justices,

and served on each individual constable, they were

practically useless during spontaneous disorders. Where

disturbances or felonies were anticipated and the

authorities had time to call out the specials, their

deployment may have been subject to fewer of the problems

encountered with ad hoc specials as their reliability was
already known. It is possible that some boroughs may have

instituted some form of continuing training for these

officers, although no evidence remains on this point.

iii) The effectiveness of special constables appointed
for specific tasks

As these individuals were given special constables'

powers to facilitate the better performance of their
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duties, the question as to whether they exercised those

powers correctly depends on the competence of the

individual qua employee, rather than the defects of the

legislation which conferred their constabulary powers.

There are no indications that railway special constables

or cemetery special constables were anything other than

effective, presumably because their primary concern was

to keep their job, and their constabulary powers although

fundamental the way in which they operated, were

ancillary to this main purpose.

Further, the utility of the practice of giving

certain employees constabulary powers by swearing them in

as special constables can be judged by the fact that it

still continues and has recently experienced a

renaissance 126 . For example railway constables could be

appointed either to protect railway property, premises

and passengers, deriving restricted powers from the Act

of Parliament which created that particular railway

company -27 , others were sworn in under the 1838 Special

Constables Act in order to protect the local population

from the depredations of the railway company's employees

and had unlimited jurisdiction. The former type of

railway constable existed until abolished by the

Transport Act 1947 which established the British

Transport Commission Police (abolished by the 1962
126 See ante p.4 (intro) and post p	(ch ?6)

127 For example the London and Birmingham Railway Act
1833. This gave jurisdiction to constables on railway
premises or the portion of the railway that was in one
county. See Miller and Luke op cit 201.
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Transport Act), whilst the latter type continued until

the 1838 Act was finally repealed by the 1964 Police

Act 128 .

The Liverpool Airport Police derive their powers

historically from special constables legislation: park

police in Liverpool were sworn in as special constables

into the Liverpool and Bootle Special Constabulary until

1961. Some were then seconded to the airport and renamed

the Liverpool Airport Police, as their powers under the

1921 Liverpool Corporation Act did not give them

jurisdiction beyond park boundaries. Although the

Liverpool City Security Force was set up in 1972 under

separate statutory authority, in 1977 six members still

retained the powers of constable which they had acquired

when sworn in as special constab1es129.

Under the 1964 Police Act, park employees and

wardens can still technically be sworn in as special

constables, but then become responsible to the chief

constable, rather than to their local authority employer,

who can deploy them on general police duties anywhere in

that area. Because of this difficulty, which was raised

by the Home Office at the Central Conference of Chief

Constables in 1966, it is now rare that park employees

are sworn-in as special constables, but are more usually

attested under s77 of the Public Health (Amendment) Act

1907 130 .

128 Ibid.
129 Ibid 214.
130 Ibid.
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Yeomen Warders at the Tower of London have also been

sworn in as special constables since the 1923 Special

Constables Act led to the withdrawal of the Metropolitan

Police from the Tower, while those University Constables

who have police powers derive them from being sworn-in as

special constables under the 1964 Police Act131.

4. THE RELATIONSHIPS OF SPECIAL CONSTABLES WITH THE
MILITARY, THE POLICE AND THE PUBLIC 

The Military

a) The use of troops 

There were several shifts of Home Office policy in

relation to using the military in public order

situations during the nineteenth century. In the late

1830s the Home Office initially felt that it was

preferable to call in the troops rather than arm special

constables, but then decided it was preferable to enrol

Chelsea Pensioners as special constables rather than

calling in the military132 . Government aversion to

calling in the military concretized in the mid 1840s133;

for example the Home Office raised objections to the

131 Oxford and Cambridge University Constables are the
exception and derive their powers from the 1825
Universities Act. Miller and Luke op cit 231 - 234.

132 Mather Public Order op cit 80 - 95.

133 See ante chapter two.
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employment of the military to preserve the peace in riots

respecting railway surveys, stating that the enrolment of

special
	

constables	was	preferable	in	these

circumstances 134 . In the mid 1850s, the Crimean War led

to the withdrawal of military detachments in the north of

England135, and during the war a third of the army

died136 . In March 1856 the Government announced that

soldiers would no longer be available for detached police

duties137.

One of the governments' ulterior motives in reducing

the military detachments available to the civil

authorities was to force them to adopt the 1856 County

and Borough Police Act 138 , and this tactic was successful

so that in the latter part of the nineteenth century the

regular police, rather than the military, were the force

normally used to restore order.

However, troops were still used as a measure of last

resort for example in the 1859 Worcester riots 138 ; at

election disturbances in Lincoln in 1862140; during bread

riots in Devon and Dorset in	1867141, in Liverpool	in

1878 when	cavalry	were deployed during	a	Fenian

134 HO 45 967.

135 Palmer op cit 509.

136 Ibid.
137 Ibid.
138 Palmer op cit 527.

139 HO 45 6750.

140 HO 45 7319.

141 HO 45 7992.
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distdrbance142-, at the South Wales Miners' lockout in

1879 143 ; and at Featherstone Colliery in West Yorkshire

in 1893, where two miners were killed and 14 injured when

the troops opened fire144.

The military could only act in cases of civil

disorder if requisitioned by the justices, until new

Regulations drawn up in the aftermath of the Featherstone

riots effectively transferred the power of control to the

mayor in boroughs, and the chief constable in

counties145.

b) the use of military volunteers 

In 1867 the Reserve Forces Act consolidated previous

legislation relating to auxiliary forces such as Militia,

Enrolled Pensioners, Yeomanry, Volunteers, and set up

these disparate groups as a general reserve force.

Special constables were specifically excluded from the

reserve, but members of the reserve force could act as

special constables if the civil authority required146.

Volunteer Regulations of the 6th May 1867 laid down that

142 HO 45 9339/21762.

143 HO 45 9377/41103.

144 Geary, R. Policing Industrial Disputes 6.

145 Peak, S. Troops in Strikes 23.

146 A discussion of the provisions of the Act is to be
found in HO-45 8060.
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although the civil authority could not unilaterally call

upon or order Volunteers to act as a military body, they

could be required to act as special constables 147 . The

regulations went on to deal with the question of whether

and when special constables should be armed: when

appointed to act in cases of riots which did not amount

to insurrections, felonies, or attempts to overthrow the

Government, special constables, whether Volunteers or

not, were not to be armed with any weapon other than a

staff. Where riots amounted to insurrections all citizens

were to arm themselves, but firearms were only to be used

as a last resort148.

The 1871 Regulation of Forces Act withdrew the Lord

Lieutenant's power to call out the Yeomanry or Militia in

aid of the civil power. The Lord Lieutenant of

Glamorganshire subsequently wrote to the Home Office

during the 1875 lock-outs, asking for a clarification of

his powers, stating that 'as an unprecedented number of

men will be thrown out of employment by the combined

strike and lock-out which is in prospect, I am anxious to

know to what extent the powers of the Lord Lieutenant are

available in case of civil disturbance' 149 . He

illustrated the uncertainty about which was the relevant

authority to apply to in the event of a disturbance by

referring to an incident the previous year:

147 Contained ibid.
148 Ibid.
149 Lord Lieutenant of Glamorganshire to Home Office
26th January 1875, H045 9377/41103.
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" ... in February last, a Company of Infantry
arrived from Newport Barracks at Pontypridd in this
County, to quell a riot, (which had not extended
beyond breaking the windows of a public house). The
officer commanding the troops reported himself to
the Stipendiary Magistrate residing near, and was by
him informed that he knew of no riot, and
recommended to return to Newport. It afterward
transpired that no magistrate and no authorised
person had sent for the troops, and that the riot
had been put down by the ordinary police.

"This could not happen if there were a known
functionary, to whom appeals for assistance could be
made in cases of emergency." 150

In response, the War Office outlined the complex

Position then prevailing in relation to the Lord

Lieutenant's
	

powers over the various volunteer

groups 151: the yeomanry could only be called out by the

sheriff; enrolled pensioners could be called out in aid

of tho civil power by any off 4 ^ ,=, - --, anA4rig HM Forces in

any town or district, on the written requisition of a JP;

power to call out the militia was vested in the Secretary

of State, but the permanent staff could be called out on

a JP's requisition to the General Officer commanding the

Forces in the district. As far as regular troops were

concerned, the Lord Lieutenant's powers had not been

affected by the Regulation of Forces Act, so that any

requisition by him in his capacity as a magistrate, to

the relevant commanding officer, would be complied with

immediately152.

150 Ibid.
151 war Office to Home Office 1st February 1875 at H045

ibid.
152 Ibid.
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c) The deployment of the military with special constables 

The system of authorisation governing the use of the

military was complex, and time-consuming. Even so, they

were still only to be used after the cumbersome mechanism

of swearing in special constables had first been

tried153.

In Portsmouth the groups were deployed together in

1874, when local anger was generated by the erection of a

barrier by the Southsea Pier Company, which cut off

access to part of the town and meant that the public had

to take a longer route 154 . At a meeting on the 5th

August, the townspeople decided that it should be

demolished, and it was ceremonially burnt down by the

crowd. On the 8th August both civilians and service

personnel marched on the pier. A double line of police

and special constables was there to meet them, and the

Riot Act was read. The situation became violent when

stones were thrown at the police, who retaliated by

charging the crowd. They were reinforced by the arrival

of the military, and gradually the crowd dispersed155.

153 See ante p.192.

154 Cramer op cit 14 - 17.

155 In the aftermath, many complaints were lodged about
the behaviour of the police and an inquiry was held by
the Watch Committee. It reached the ambiguous conclusion
that they had acted with forebearance, but criticised
their unreasonable pursuit of the crowd and their
indiscriminate use of staves (ibid).
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The interaction between special constables and the

military in the second half of the nineteenth century was

similar to that in the earlier part of the century in

that in many cases, there was no distinction between the

two as the military could be and-were sworn-in as special

constables to bring them under the jurisdiction of the

civil authorities. The main change was in the unification

of the disparate armed volunteer groups under the Reserve

Forces Act, and the gradual removal of control from the

magistrates and the Lords Lieutenant.
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d) Relationships between police and military

There is no evidence that during the latter part of

the nineteenth century police and military were in open

conflict during riots. However although the military

could be enrolled as special constables and called out in

support of the regular police, their relationships were

not always harmonious.

In 1873, some members of the Lifeguards regiment

were charged with disorderly conduct and brought before

the Marlboro Street magistrates. The police evidence

consisted of allegations of drunkenness and assault,

including the charge that one officer had bitten the hand

of a constable. The Lifeguards denied the charges

claiming instead that they had been perfectly quiet, and

that they had been roughly handled by the police. The

magistrates sympathised, telling one member of the

regiment that there was no need for him to give evidence

on oath, as they would accept the word of 'an Officer and

a Gentleman'. The police were accused of perjury and

threatened with prosecution by the Lifeguards. An

inconclusive internal enquiry into police conduct was

held by the Home Office156.

This incident demonstrates the hostility which

existed between the police and the armed forces, and the

suspicion with which the magistrates treated police

evidence when the accused was of a higher caste than the

156 H045 9353/28541._
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arresting officer. During the hearing before the

magistrates, neither the police nor the army had any

legal advice, so that according to the Home Office

counsel, nearly all the evidence was invalid because it

was 'too vague and general'- 57 . This indicates that even

the Met, which by then had nearly 50 years experience of

bringing cases to trial, operated on a basis which today

would be considered amateur in the extreme.

The Police.

Increases in numerical strength among the regular

force, brought a corresponding reluctance on the part of

police authorities to appoint paid special constables.

This may have led to inter-class hostility between

regulars and specials, as the amateur petit-bourgeoisie

were increasingly deployed in the place of the paid poor.

In 1890 - 91 a police strike in London was threatened

over pay and conditions. Grievances included the

difficulty in obtaining pensions for longserving regulars

and the system of nepotism whereby to get promotion a

constable had to be 'well in' with the superintendent.

Demands were made for a pay rise of 3/- per week; one

day's leave per week; time off in full for court time and

extra duties; a minimum entitlement to 10 days annual

leave and automatic entitlement to advancement after

three and five years service158 . Although the strike was

157 Ibid.
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ultimately averted, it is possible that the availability

of special constables to step in in the event of police
action caused resentment among the regulars, although

there are no records on this point159, and that during

the latter part of the nineteenth century, relations

between regular police officers and amateur special

constables may have gradually begun to deteriorate.

The Public

Public reaction to the deployment of special

constables was largely dependent on the reason for which

they had been enrolled. There is no evidence to indicate

that the use of special constables to police railway

construction works was unpopular with the local

population, for example by being seen as the state

protecting the interests of venture capital. The use of

annually-appointed special constables, or the practice of

swearing-in employees as special constables to give them

police powers also provoked little public comment.

What was contentious was the ad hoc appointment of

large numbers of special constables. Although there was

little public concern over the use of special constables

during the Fenian disturbances, their role during the

Salvation Army marches did them little credit. The most

158 Daily Chronicle, 16th and 28th May 1891 at H045
9718/A51585.

159 For regular reaction to the use of specials in the
1918 and 1919 police strikes, see post p.330.
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contentious use of special constables and the use for

which they became increasingly unpopular, was in the

policing of political reform and trades union rallies,

and industrial disputes. This had been one of their major

functions throughout the nineteenth century, and it

became the focus of political and popular concern over

specials in the early twentieth century160.

160 See post chapter five.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE GROWTH OF POLICE RESERVES 1900-1923

The period from 1900-1923 was fundamental to the

development of special constabularies as we understand

them today, as it was during this period that the need

for a permanent reserve force became generally accepted.

Once professional police forces had been introduced on a

country-wide basis, no reassessment was made of the need

for special constabularies. However, two factors changed

this. First, at the turn of the century the Boer War

resulted in a manpower shortage among the regular force

as full-time police officers enlisted for the armed

forces, and some local police authorities began to

consider setting up police reserves. Second, the labour

disputes of 1910-11 led to a dawning realisation that

some type of organised civil reserve force might also be

necessary, to supplement the paid police in the event of

national strikes.

The experience gained from these two events was

utilised at the outbreak of the First World War, when

the first civilian police reserves were set up on a

national basis, and by the subsequent trades disputes

from 1918 on, including the Metropolitan and Liverpool

Police Strikes. The labour unrest after the First World

War persuaded the authorities of the necessity for

putting the temporary Police War Reserves, created by the

Special Constables Act 1914, onto a permanent statutory

basis, and resulted in the passing of the 1923 Special

Constables Act.
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1.	THE RECRUITMENT OF SPECIAL CONSTABLES 1900 - 1923 

1900 - 1914 

The traditional two-tier deployment of specials

continued. Thus temporary specials could be sworn-in in

large numbers under the 1831 Special Constables Act,

while most boroughs also held lists of special constables

annually appointed under the Municipal Corporations Acts.

The practice of swearing-in employees to give them

additional police powers also continued.

As with the latter part of the nineteenth century,

special constables sworn in on an ad hoc basis in the

early twentieth century tended to be drawn from the

middle-classes. Where difficulties were experienced in

obtaining sufficient numbers, compulsion could be used,

and employees of large concerns could be co-opted.

Experimental schemes involving the enrolment of retired

regular officers also began to be initiated.

For example, the Cambrid ge Borough Watch Committee

continued erroneously to appoint parish constables until

1900 1 , when disturbances over the relief of Mafeking

persuaded them to set up a special constabulary reserve. 2

On the 22nd October a list of 'suitable persons' was

produced, and it was agreed that members of the fire-

brigade should be omitted and the rest forwarded to the

magistrates for approval. No details were given about who

1	The appointment of parish constables in boroughs was
abolished by the Parish Constables Act 1872, although
under s2 they could still be appointed in county parishes
on the resolution of the Court of General or Quarter
Sessions.

2	
CRO WCMs (Cambs) Vol II 20th April 1900)
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was considered 'suitable' for appointment, but some

indication can be gained by looking at the type of person

who had been appointed parish constable. They were men of

some local standing, and included the manager of the

cattle market, and an RSPCA inspector 3 . The watch

committee also tried to have corporation employees

appointed as 'supernumerary' constables on the grounds

that the procedure for swearing them in as special

constables was too cumbersome in times of emergency, but

were instructed by the Home Office that a better tactic

would simply be to make it a condition of service for the

employees to assist the police when required4.

Other areas also tried to set up organised reserves,

but preferred to appoint ex regular officers. In Bolton a

paid police reserve was created in 1901, consisting of

police pensioners who had been appointed on annually

renewable terms on the recommendation of the Chief

Constable. In 1906 the scheme was amended, so that these

officers were now called the "Retention Class".

Constables were to receive 10/-, and sergeants 12/-,

weekly5 . In 1908 the Metropolitan Police followed suit,

creating a "special reserve" of mature first class

sergeants and constables to attend at state and

ceremonial occasions. They were paid extra, and were

3	CRO WCM Vol II.

4	HO 45 9989/X79030.

5	BRO ABCF/23/11
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identifiable by a letter "R" on their collars, but were

disbanded in 19136.

By 1909, the Home Office had approved this policy

and, in a circular on the 15th April, cited as good

practice a scheme adopted by the Chief Constable of

Nottinghamshire, who had got authority from his watch

committee to temporarily add forty men in times of

emergency. If the need to use them arose, they would be

uniformed and paid like regular officers. Their

deployment was to be limited to routine duties at police

stations and on simple and less technical parts of police

duty, in order to free trained constables for more

important tasks7.

Concomitant with the development of paid police

reserves, the Home Office encouraged the recruitment of

civilians as special constables to supplement police

forces in times of crisis. During the national railway

strike in August 1911, the Home Office sent out a

circular to Chief Constables reminding them of their duty

to give effective protection to life, property, and all

railwaymen who wished to continue workine. The circular

stated that if the local police force was inadequate for

this task, special constables should be sworn-in:

"Men of trustworthy character and good physique
should be chosen, and in the first instance you

6	See Dixon, M.V Constabulary Duties: A History of 
Policing in Picture Postcards 38.

7	HO Circular 15th April 1909, 163.219/10, held at
BRO.

8	HO 45 10659/212856.
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should if possible obtain the services of
public spirited citizens whose position enables
them to serve without pay."9

However, the fact that not enough monied volunteers

might come forward was also recognised:

"...Where necessary the Government will
contribute one half of the pay of a certain
number of paid special constables up to a
maximum of 5/- or, if necessary, 6/- for each
day of actual duty, provided that the
constables be men of good character and
thoroughly suited for the work ( eg. police
pensioners, ex-soldiers, and others accustomed
to discipline) ... ."10

At the end of the strike the Home Office urged

forces to continue with their schemes for deploying

specials. Circular 214312, of the 15th September 1911,

stressed the importance of continuing with measures for

the registration of suitable persons as special

constables, and that every police district should keep a

classified register of persons who would be available to

assist in the event of an emergency. The circular went on

to outline categories of special constable, dependent on

their qualifications and opportunities for performing

duties.

The "First Police Reserve" was to consist of 'men of

the most useful class, viz., men who are accustomed to

discipline and have been trained in the Police or the

Army, or are otherwise specially qualified for Police

work' ll . Recruits into this class were to be taken into

9	Ibid.
10	Ibid
11	HO Circular 214312, of the 15th September 1911.
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service on a limited engagement as County or Borough

Constables, and provided with a uniform where this was

thought desirable. In addition, they would be paid, and

the pension and gratuity clauses of the 1890 Police Act

would apply to them. They were to be regularly employed

on police work, taking the place of Army Reservists

recalled to the Colours, or the place of constables who

were withdrawn from their ordinary work for special duty

or to guard points exposed to special risk of attack12.

The "Second Police Reserve" was to consist of all

those registered as willing to be sworn-in under the 1831

Special Constables Act or under the 1882 Municipal

Corporations Act. These were to be classified according

to whether they were to be paid or unpaid, and whether

they were prepared to undertake regular duties, or merely

to assist in an emergency. The circular does not mention

whether, like the First Police Reserve, these were to be

uniformed or had any entitlements under the 1890 Police

Act.

The circular went on to warn that 'the greatest care

should be taken only to register men of suitable age,

physically fit for the work, and of steady habits and

trustworthy character' and that any future Government

contribution to the pay of special constables would only

be given 'in respect of men who can be shown to possess

these necessary qualifications' 13 .	It stressed that an

12 HO Circular 217671, of the 22nd December 1911, went
on to give highly detailed rules for the setting up of
First Police Reserves.

13	HO Circular 214312, op cit.
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insistence on good character and physical fitness was

also necessary in the case of those willing to serve

without pay. Perhaps surprisingly, given the potentially

explosive nature of a police presence on picket-lines,

there was no prohibition against enrolling strikers

during strikes. This was because:

"The disturbances which accompany strikes are
usually caused in whole or part by hooligans
who have no connection with the strike, and
when this is fully realised strikers are likely
to be more and more anxious to assist in
suppressing disturbances which can only bring
discredit to their cause"14.

In war-time, special constables could be recruited

from the "semi-employed" because the effect of the war on

their occupation was to 'curtail production and restrict

employment 15•

The First Police Reserve were to be paid in the same

way as regulars for the period of their actual service,

plus a retainer once they had signed an agreement to

serve when called upon. Special constables sworn-in under

s196 of the 1882 Municipal Corporations Act could be paid

at the rate of 3/6d per day, "but as this rate is not

generally sufficient to secure good men of the paid

class, that section should not be used unless the

statutory rate of pay can be supplemented from some other

source" 16 . Special constables appointed under the 1831

14	Ibid.
15	Ibid.
16	Ibid.
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Act could be paid reasonable allowances for loss of time,

trouble and expense by the local authority, under s13.

The circular continued that although there was no

statutory provision for compensation in the case of death

or injury, if the local authorities made reasonable

allowances in such cases, the Secretary of State thought

that it would be possible 'to remove any legal difficulty

that may arise in giving effect to their decision'17.

The Home Office reminded Chief Constables that

during the railway strike, the Government had undertaken

to meet 501 of the pay of special constables, up to a

maximum of 6/- per day, provided that they had been 'of

good character and ... suited for the work', for example

police pensioners or ex-soldiers, and provided that the

paid specials did not exceed 50 56 of the authorised

strength of the regular force, unless there was special

sanction from the Home Secretary. This grant had been

intended to cover all three types of reserve police

outlined above. This procedure could be applied in any

future emergency 'involving widespread disturbances and

interference with food supplies or communications or

other essentials of life'18.

The circular concluded that police authorities

should be strongly urged to take immediate steps to build

up adequate police reserves to enable them to cope with

future troubles without recourse to military aid, and

warned chief constables that Inspectors of Constabulary

17	Ibid.
18	Ibid.
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would be instructed to take into consideration the number

and quality of the reserves when assessing the efficiency

and strength of forces19.

This circular was of vital importance as it set out

the pattern of organisation which was adopted three years

later at the onset of the First World War, and which

remained substantially unchanged until the end of the

Second World War. There is even evidence to indicate that

the model was still in use in some forces at the end of

the 1960s20.

Initially, the circular met with a cool reception,

possibly because of doubts about the legal validity of

appointing large numbers of special constables on a semi-

permanent basis 21 . However, it prompted the Commissioner

of the City of London Police, J.W. Nott-Bower, to report

on the viability of the Home Office's proposals to the

City of London Police Committee on the 17th November

1911 22 . He had recent experience of organising special

19	Ibid.
20 For example, the City of London Special Constabulary
Reserve maintained a two-tier special constabulary until
1971.

21 By Si of the Special Constables Act 1831, special
constables could only be appointed where a riot, tumult
or felony had taken place or was reasonably apprehended.
Similarly, special constables appointed under s196 of the
Municipal Corporations Act 1882 could only act when
required to do so by justices' warrant, which could only
be issued when the justices were of the opinion that the
ordinary borough police force was insufficient to
maintain the peace.

22 Report of the Commissioner of the City of London
Police: Special Constables. 17th November 1911. Held at
City of London Police Museum, Wood Street Police Station,
London EC1.
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constables, as 1,648 had been enrolled during the Dock

Strike that August. They were never deployed and were

demobilised after the strike was settled23 . Despite the

fact that the City had a long tradition of organising

police reserves, Nott-Bower disagreed that police

reservists could obviate the need for military assistance

in grave emergencies 24 ; the knowledge that such aid was

available was:

"the most valuable reserve of strength, and the
greatest moral support, available ... the best
means of preventing bloodshed, safeguarding
property, and securing communities from riot,
pillage and terror."25

Although he agreed in principle with the need to

form two-tier reserves, Nott-Bower felt that it was only

feasible to enrol police pensioners in the First Reserve,

because of the difficulty in ensuring that the services

of ex Army or Navy men would be available in emergencies.

Nott-Bower also considered it inadvisable to create a

paid class of second police reservist, because few

suitable men would be tempted by the meagre remuneration

23 City of London Police Reserve - A Record, 1914 -
1920 Anon. Published at Headquarters, Guildhall, London,
E.C., March 1921 p27

24	During the Chartist riots in 1848, 22,653 persons
were enrolled and sworn-in as special constables in the
City under the 1831 Special Constables Act. Of these,
the numbers allocated from each Ward were formed into
Parties or Divisions paraded at three main stations, and
the remainder were retained to act under the Aldermen in
their several Wards. CLPR- A Record op cit 26.
25	Report of the Commissioner of the City of London
Police op cit.
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offered, and even if they were, their inclusion would

discourage those recruits who were willing to serve

without pay26 . Consequently he requested permission to

form a register of second reservists subdivided into

those who would be prepared to undertake regular 8-hour

tours of duty, and those who would only be prepared to

undertake tours of duty at their own convenience27.

The circular was also acted on by the Northumberland

Court of Quarter Sessions, who appointed a committee to

prepare a set of rules and regulations to be adopted by

justices when circumstances arose which called for the

appointment of special constables. The Home Office model

of two separate reserves was apparently not adopted, but

the Chief Constable undertook to keep a register of

suitable persons who were willing to be sworn as special

constables, to be revised each January, and to issue each

person on the register with an identity card. In a

throwback to the nineteenth century, each special was to

be equipped with an armlet and a staff, but "shall not

under any circumstances carry any other weapon, and

unless in case of active disorder, shall not exhibit or

use his staff"28.

In Luton, the	Special Constabulary was 'first

introduced' by the Chief Constable, D.Teale, in October

26	•	•Mid This argument is still used by opponents of
bounty-schemes for specials

27	•	•ibid.
28 Circular: Clerk of the Peace of Northumberland to
Justices, 19th February 1912. Draft Quarter Sessions
Rules, 5th February 1912. Both at Northumberland Record
Office, QAP.
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1911, on the authority of the watch committee 29 . Teale

recommended that 50 special constables be appointed under

the 1882 Municipal Corporations Act for duty in times of

emergency, and in submitted the names of 33 persons that

he had personally selected. In addition, the Watch

Committee decided to enrol a further 17 'from the working

classes'. A list of additional names was submitted to

fill vacancies which might arise. In Grimsby and Bolton,

following the 1911 circulars, Inspectors were given

permission by the watch committee and the chief constable

to recruit and train a corps of specials. As with Luton,

the 1882 Muicipal Corporations Act was again used as the

legal basis for swearing them in30.

Seth suggests that the circulars did not meet with a

favourable response from all police authorities; in the

North Riding, the standing joint committee protested at

having to set up a special constabulary on the basis that

the preservation of order should ultimately rest with the

Executive. Despite this, they still allowed the chief

constable to swear-in as many specials as he considered

necessary to be paid 6/- per day of actual duty. Numbers

were limited to 300 in cases of emergency, a figure which

'was considerably in advance of the 40 previously

authorised' 31

29	Seth op cit 74.
30
	ibid

31	op cit 75
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Other local police authorities, in an attempt to

implement the circular, tried to co-opt volunteers 32 . As

a result of complaints over this policy, the Home Office

obtained a Law Officer's Opinion on the types of person

who could be appointed to act as special constables. In a

letter dated 3rd December 1912, the Treasury Solicitor

noted that under s7 of the Parish Constables Act 1842,

certain persons including licensed victuallers,

gamekeepers, and persons convicted of treason, felony or

infamous crimes, were disqualified from holding office.

He went on to state that:

"The reasons for the disqualification are
obvious in each case, and would not apply to
the case of a Special Constable. Where a man is
called on to act in the suppression of riot
neither unblemished character nor the nature of
his means of livelihood is of so much
importance as in the case of a constable
appointed to act for his parish throughout the
year. 1133

This statement is interesting as it indicates that

special constables appointed on an annual basis under the

Municipal Corporations Act 1882 were selected on

different criteria than those appointed under the Special

Constables Act 1831. This was presumably because both

economic factors as well as the exigencies of public

order crises mitigated in favour of the temporary

appointment of anyone who was willing to be sworn-in

under the 1831 Act, whereas the potential necessity of

32	The issue of compulsion will be more fully dealt
with post p---

33	H045 10694/231071
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payment on a semi-permanent basis, • as well as the fact

that there was a degree of status attached to being an

annually appointed special constable meant that the

authorities selected volunteers with private means and

some social standing to be special constables under the

1882 Act.

1914-1919 

With the onset of the First World War, the forces

which had not previously set up police reserves began

trying to organise them. The first response was from

the Metropolitan Police, where on the 5th August, the day

after hostilities had been declared, the Home Secretary

appointed a chief staff officer to "prepare a scheme for

raising and working 20,000 Special Constables in the

Metropolitan Police District", and by the 15th August

these numbers had been enrolled under the 1831 Act34.

Because of doubts over legality of appointing

specials in this way, the Special Constables Act 1914 was

passed on the 28th August 35 . The Act itself was very

brief, its major provision being that for the duration of

the war special constables could be appointed under the

1831 Act even though no riot, felony or tumult was

apprehended or had occurred 36 . During its second reading

34	Seth op cit 75

35	Ibid 76
Special Constables Act 1914 sl(1)(a). By sl(1)c

s2, the Act also extended the provisions of the Police
Acts 1839 - 1910 concerning compensation for death or
injury on duty to special constables, and enabled further
regulations to be made by Order in Council.

36 and
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on the 26th August, various points were raised about how

it was intended that the Act should operate 37 ; concern

that special constables injured on duty would not receive

an allowance was assuaged, as were fears that the bill

could extend beyond the length of the war. Mr McKenna,

the Home Secretary, went on to assure the House that

uniformity of appointment and status would be ensured by

a clause in the bill which stated that regulations by way

of Orders in Council would be made concerning special

constables as necessary. These would be governed by the

relevant provisions of the Police Acts 1839-1910, to

bring specials under the control of police authorities.

Mr Mckenna noted that rather than extending the power of

the police authorities, the purpose of the arrangements

was simply to enable them to raise organised bodies of

specials. Otherwise there was a danger of vigilante

groups being formed38 . The bill was given a third reading

immediately and then passed unopposed.

Perhaps because of fears of a public outcry if

coercion was used, the people who initially came forward

to enrol as special constables after the outbreak of the

war were all volunteers. The unemployed were not

encouraged to enro139.

37	Hansard, Parliamentary Debates, 26th August 1914
cols 82-89.

38	Ibid cols 86-7.
39
	

McKenna, Hansard ibid col 971.
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In his report to the Home Secretary on the service

of the Metropolitan Special Constabulary 40 , Colonel Ward,

its Chief Staff Officer, stated that it was decided to

base appeals for volunteers 'upon the public spirit of

the community', and this was so successful that there was

a surfeit of volunteers. Recruitment was restricted to

British-born citizens, who were deemed unsuitable for the

Forces, but little detail survives as to their socio-

economic status 41 . A separate appeal was made to 'Clubs

and like institutions' which resulted in 700 men

enrolling to form a Headquarters' Central Detachment in

January 1915 42 with a sub-section of men who owned their

own automobiles being recruited in September 1915 to

ensure its mobility. In addition, 9,233 employees of

various public departments and private firms were

enrolled by their employers, not for general public

duties, but to provide police protection for their work-

places 42 . A separate detachment of 450 'officers, garage

employees and others' from the London General Omnibus

Company was also formed, for both public and private

duties44 . In addition to the use of co-opted employees,

numbers were further swelled by the fact that appeals

tribunals from the call-up often made it a condition of

40 Report to the Home Secretary on the service of the
Metropolitian Special Constabulary in 1914 (Cmd 536).
41	Ibid para 3
42	Ibid para 15.
43	Ibid para 18.
44	Ibid para 20.
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exemption that applicants join the volunteers or the

Special Constabulary, and Ward notes that these men were

the subject of complaints from some Commanders but in

general performed duty satisfactorily45.

By 1915, the total number of men enrolled for all

purposes was 67,185; of these recruits, 21,285 were

general service men, and approximately 5,000 were

described as departmental and firm's men. By

demobilisation, the combined total still serving of these

two groups was 23,811, and although Ward does not give

any definition of the third and largest category (the

40,000 odd recruits who fell into neither of the above

two categories), nor any figures for the size of this

group on demobilisation, he does give a general

explanation of the factors affecting turnover;

"The mutations in personnel - apart from those
caused by the exigencies of the fighting
services - seem to have been almost confined to
those who joined later than the first year, and
may be regarded as a natural consequence of
replacements being made by older men of
progressively less physical fitness. These men
served from one to three years. u46

Of the total number of special constables who

enrolled throughout the war (no overall figure is given),

55,424 of retirements were due to ill-health - not

perhaps surprising given the fact that most of the

recruits were too physically unfit to qualify for service

in the armed forces, coupled with the appalling physical

conditions which special constables were expected

45	Ibid para 26.
46	Ibid para 22.
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initially to contend with 47 . The second greatest cause

for retirement is given as owing to 'business or other

affairs', and 18,564 left for this reason. Finally,

16,701 left in order to join the forces, as the

enlistment age for the forces was progressively raised

throughout the war". There were also a large number of

fatalities within the Metropolitan police war reserve; a

total of 5,424 died in service.

Resignations were dealt with by a disciplinary board

which, inter alia, heard 5,419 cases of resignation for

medical reasons. The board also dealt with a further

2,123 resignations of which 95 were due to irregular

registration, 186 for a criminal conviction either pre-

existing and later discovered, or obtained after

enrolment, 491 deaths, and 1,351 cases where the recruit

had left their known address and was untraceable49.

Approximately 650 other resignations were approved

on the on recommendation of the Home Secretary, the

Commissioner of the Board, or the Commanders of the

Police. The Commissioner dealt with 21 cases in 1914, and

5 between 1915 1918. All involved an original

disqualification not known at time of attestation, for

example; that the recruit was an alien, had a previous

conviction, or was in a prohibited occupation. In its

judicial role, the Board held a total of 184 formal

47	See post p

48	Ibid paras 21-23.

49	Ibid para 12.
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enquiries into complaints from Commanders that a special

constable in his Division had been guilty of a breach of

discipline, as well as enquiries into grievances referred

by special constables themselves, of which 131 resulted

in resignations. Of these, 125 were dealt with before the

end of December 1914, and 6 between 1915-1918 (no reasons

given).

The Home Secretary dealt with 75 cases as the

outcome of formal enquiries after August 1915, but Ward

gives no details about these cases. A total of 394

resignations were made on the recommendation of a

Commander. These consisted mainly of cases of men who

were unable to bring themselves within a recognised

category when they wanted to resign, or whose services

were no longer required50.

Ward's breakdown of wastage from the First War MSC

indicates that the initial mass enrolment at the onset of

the war was of dubious benefit, - the high numbers who

were dismissed or resigned in the first year of its

existence must have resulted in a subsequent

administrative burden as a consequence of the need to

sort out the undesirable types who had been so

precipitately enrolled. Ward's report also gives some

indication of the socio-economic status of persons who

did enrol although he does not specify who 'the right

classes of men' were deemed to be. We do know however

that the Headquarter's division was formed almost

50
	/bid para 13.
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-
exclusively from recruits from clubs - presumably then,

as now, institutions with a predominantly middle-to-

upper-class membership, and that security of municipal

workplaces was carried out by their employees, such

divisions being quasi-autonomous as the direction of the

police work was left to the discretion of local

management, rather than to the division commande rs51.

These units did not perform general beat duties. Ward

also provides a list of the special constabulary

hierarchy; all 9 commandants had some form of either

military or civil title 52 . Of the other administrative

ranks - commanders and assistant commanders - 32 were

untitled, 25 held civil or military rank 53 and 2 were not

known.

The Metropolitan Special Constabulary, from the

establishment viewpoint at least, was remarkable for both

its social mix and cross-class cohesion:

"Peers of the Realm, members of the House of
Commons, municipal councillors, men of all
grades in the professions, business magnates,
shopkeepers of all kinds, artisans, labourers,
costermongers. The inherent democracy of our
race asserted itself in a practical field of
action. And when duke's son and cook's son met
on the airy heights of the embankment of the

51	Ibid para 18.
52	The nine commandants consisted of one Major, five
Lt. Colonels, 2 Colonels and one peer of the realm.

53 Other administrative ranks included seven Captains;
six Majors; six Colonels; two Lt. Colonels; one General;
and three civil titles.



260

reservoir they were sent to guard they chummed
up at once."5'

From the reports, it does appear that large numbers

of men from the working class were enrolled in the

Metropolitan Special Constabulary. This is not, however,

to accept Reay's assertion that the organisation itself

was consequently inherently democratic. On a closer

examination, it seems that there was a class bias: the

recruits from working class occupations were more likely

to have been compulsorily enrolled; those from the upper

and middle classes were more likely to be enrolled as

officers	and used	in	the	administrative	ranks,

consequently the working class special constable was more

likely to be the special constable who had to perform

arduous routine beat duties, and was at greater risk of

illness or even death while on duty.

Once war was declared in 1914, the speed at which

forces found special constables depended on the number of

important undertakings in their area, eg power stations,

bridges, viaducts, reservoirs and coastal areas 55 . This

may also have affected recruitment policies. For example,

in Birmingham, all the employees of the Elan Valley

Waterworks were enrolled as specials to guard the dams at

Elan Valley and the water supply at Bewdley. As there

were insufficient numbers of employees to do so

adequately, outsiders were also recruited56.

54	Reay, Col W.T. "The Metropolitan Special
Constabulary: The War Force - The Reserve" in The Police
Journal 322.

55	Seth op cit 78.
56	Seth ibid.
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Further evidence of the middle-class nature of the

volunteers (as opposed to the co-opted employees) who

served as special constables during the first world war,

is provided by the Bolton records. Between 1914-1918, 878

were appointed, the bulk being sworn-in in October 1914.

Of the first 150 to enrol, the bulk were either self-

employed business persons, or were in the professions.

Hence, 24 were artisans, 8 were engineers of some sort or

another, 17 were 'managers', another 5 had other

managerial roles (company directors etc.), 19 were

merchants or wholesale suppliers, 9 were shopkeepers,

presumably self-employed in their own businesses, 27 were

in the professions (architects, solicitors, surgeons

etc.), 40 were in white collar occupations such as clerks

and cashiers, company representatives, and 2 were in

occupations not covered by the above groups.

What is interesting about this sample, is the lack

of blue-collar or unskilled recruits. Whereas in the

early nineteenth century it was fairly common for

labourers to be appointed special constables, none appear

to have been recruited in Bolton at a time when there was

a massive demand for volunteers. This is possibly due to

the fact that any young, fit male would have been called-

up for the forces, but the majority of those in the

sample joined at the beginning of the war before

conscription was introduced, so the dearth cannot be

explained merely by this fact.
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More probably, the Home Office prefered chief

constables to recruit men with independent means, who

would not need to claim a hardship allowance, to save on

policing costs 57 . Even so, poorer men were sworn-in, and

the lack of provision for remuneration, equipment or

expenses caused a great deal of hardship58.

At the end of the war, there was some confusion as

to what should be done with the wartime special

constabularies. The 1914 Special Constables Act only

enabled them to be appointed 'during the present war'

while the peacetime situation was still governed by the

1831 Special Constables Act and the 1882 Municipal

Corporations Act.

However because of initial post-war shortages in the

regulars, and subsequent industrial unrest, many areas

did not disband them entirely, but kept on a nucleus of

trained recruits as a reserve force.

In December 1918 the Home Office sent a circular to

chief constables thanking specials for their help and

stating the need for emergency schemes was now over 58 . In

Hertfordshire the chief constable wrote that he hoped

57	Trades unionists were also apparently enrolled in
large numbers; during the parliamentary debate on an
amendment to the 1923 Special Constables Bill to the
effect that they should never be required to act during
trades disputes, an MP, Mr. Bridgeman, claimed that the
special constables who were enrolled under the 1914 Act
'consisted, I am told of the very class of men against
whom it is said that these special constables are going
to be used'.

58	See post p.249.
59	

Surrey Record Office (Kingston-Upon-Thames)
cc98/23/2. See also post p--
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that even if the official specials were disbanded, a

voluntary organisation on the same lines could be set up

60, while in the City of London a standing reserve,

consisting of men sworn-in for three years and supplied

with uniform, was kept on "due to the spirit of unrest" .

They could be called on for duty as the Commissioner

deemed necessary, but their attendance at parades and

ceremonial occasions was optional. Ward Companies of

reserves were also formed, consisting of men sworn-in

as special constables for one year, on the understanding

that they were only called on during emergencies61.

Post World War One 

Although the ending of the First World War may have

resulted in peace in Europe, during its final year and

immediately after, internal strife again began to

develop. 1918 saw strikes by workers in the Midlands, and

by the police in London 62 . As a result, the 1918 circular

was quickly followed by a circular to chief constables in

January 1919, which recommended the maintenance and

expansion of the Second Police Reserves. Special

Constables were to be retained during demobilisation, but

their workload was to be reduced as quickly as the return

of regulars from the Army, and the filling of full-time

vacancies permitted. Active duty was to cease once peace

60	Hertford Record Office D/Ech 2(0)1. See also post p-

CLPR - A Record op cit.

62	Geary op cit 49.
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was concluded, but the most capable specials who were not

too old for future service were encouraged to register as

part of an emergency reserve. Army returnees were also to

be induced to register as special constables53.

Dissatisfaction with prevailing conditions of

employment, and fears of mass unemployment among

returning war veterans created a climate of industrial

discontent, and 1919 was probably 'the most critical year

for the government'64.

Because of fears of further police and trades union

action, Lloyd George organised the creation of the

Industrial Unrest Committee in February 1919. A general

strike in Glasgow, was followed by threats of strike

action from the newly formed Triple Alliance of transport

workers, railwaymen and miners. In July, miners went on

strike in some areas, followed in August by the police in

Liverpool and London. By the late summer, a national rail

strike seemed inevitable and the name of the Industrial

Unrest Committee was changed to the 'Strike Committee' to

reflect these concerns. Eric Geddes, the wartime Minister

of Transport, was chosen to head it and one of his first

actions was to arrange for the transport of vital

supplies by road, and for the recruitment of volunteers

to drive the lorries 65 . At the end of September a

national railway strike was called, which lasted for a

63	
Secretary of State to Chief Constables, 24th January

1919, circular 375227 at HO 45 11200/375227.

64	Geary, R. Policing Industrial Disputes 49.

65
	Ibid 50 -54
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week. It was during this period of industrial unrest in

1919 that the Honorable Artillery Company were asked to

set up their own special constabulary. In the colourful

words of their historian:

"...soon after the Armistice dangerous
undercurrents and influences at work under our
social edifice became apparent...The cessation
of war contracts caused disorganisation in the
labour world, which was exploited to the full
by many aliens and others whose interest lay in
arousing trouble...General Sir Nevil Macready,
Commissioner of Police, decided to keep the
Metropolitan Special Constabulary Reserve in
being...A great number of recruits would be
needed and his thought turned to the thousands
of men returning to civilian employment.. .and
in particular the members of the HAC...It was
all done quietly, as is the major part of
police work; no press or other publicity.
Rumours however got about and the mere thought
of increasing the Special Constabulary was
unwelcome to a certain section of the community
who dubbed them 'Strike Breakers' which
certainly they were not. Perhaps this was
unfortunately encouraged by the unrest in the
regular force itself... "66

Another of Geddes' actions was to arrange for the

recruitment of a 'Citizen Guard' to meet all

contingencies and relieve the military. The force was to

be recruited locally by military and naval personnel but

would be sworn-in as special constables, and be under the

control of chief constables No thought was apparently

given to what the actual difference between the Citizen

Guard and the special constables was, but the new title

was chosen in the belief that it would stimulate

recruitment67.

66
	

"Flat 'at" The HAC MSC 1919-1969 5 - 6.

67	Morgan,J. Conflict and Order 91.
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General	Macready,	the	Metropolitan	Police

Commissioner, described the plan as an 'idiotic

proposal' 68 . Despite his reservations, the Home Office

issued a circular on the 3rd October 1919, appealing for

the formation of a national citizen guard to help the

police protect people wishing to work 69 . The circular

received widespread publicity, with local newspapers

reporting its contents along with appeals for volunteers

to join up as special constables 70 . Although about 70,000

had enrolled by the 5th October, the railway dispute was

settled the same day71 . The Home Office then telegrammed

chief officers of police telling them to await further

instructions in relation to forming permanent Citizen

Guards, but meanwhle to proceed with the enrolment of men

willing to serve as special constables in an emergency72.

Citizen Guard volunteers were probably used to drive

vehicles in the railway strike, but, perhaps because they

were in effect indistinguishable as an organisation from

special constabularies, were disbanded soon afterwards73.

Once the railway strike had ended, the strategy of

using volunteers to combat industrial disorder was firmly

established74 . In December 1919 the Home Secretary,

68	Geary op cit.
69	Cited in Home Office circular 390739/18.

70	See eg: The Manchester Examiner 4th October 1919.
71	Morgan,J. op cit 91.
72	

Bolton Record Office ABCF/23/23.

73	
Morgan,J. op cit.

74	Geary, op cit 50-55.
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Edward Troup, again wrote to chief constables concerning

the future use of specials. 75 It had been decided not to

continue with the Citizen Guard, but:

"every possible endeavour should be made to
reconstitute and strengthen the Special
Constabulary organisation which was established
during the war and maintain it in being as a
permanent Police reserve ..."76

No public appeal was recommended because 'it is hardly to

be expected that large numbers will offer themselves as

Special Constables except when there is some imminent

danger to public order', but chief constables were

advised to review, 'complete and perfect' their

organisations so that, in the event of a public crisis,

new recruits could be efficiently deployed. Some

experienced specials from the war-time reserves were to

be retained as a nucleus, to facilitate this aim. Troup

noted that older men who had served during the war were

not ideal, as were those who no longer wished to continue

as volunteers. The retained specials would preferably be

young ex-servicemen who could either be attested

immediately, or enrolled with a view to being attested

once an emergency arose. Further:

"It should be made clear that men who join will
not be required to undertake duty except in an
emergency and that only so long as the
emergency lasts. There will be no more of the
continuous routine duty which was necessarily

75	HO Circular 390739/18.

76	Ibid.
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demanded of the Special Constabulary during the
war. 11 77

Troup went on to stress the importance of enrolling

men capable of acting as officers, and of enrolling

recruits who owned their own motor transport. Although

the principle of unpaid service was emphasised,

arrangements could be made to reimburse loss of earnings

on the basis of an ordinary constable's pay of 10/- per

day of actual duty. A lodgings allowance would also be

available if the volunteers were detained away from home.

Such payments were only to be made to 'men of good

character with previous training in the Army or

elsewhere, on whose efficiency and steadiness you can

depend'. These paid specials would be expected to do

duty away from their home areas, and could be provided

with a unifrom, but it was anticipated that the majority

would be recruited on the basis they would perform duty

in their home areas.

The civil, locally accountable, and non-political

nature of the organisation was to be stressed during

recruitment drives, to counter public fears that the new

reserves would be right-wing strikebreaking forces78.

The circular concluded with the news that the 1914

Special Constables Act was being extended for a further

year, so that special consables could continue to be

appointed, and it was hoped to make it permanent.

Meanwhile nothing in the circular was to interfere with

77	Ibid.
78	Ibid.
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the maintenance of the First Police Reserve where such a

reserve had been formed on the lines of the September

1911 circular.

The political situation continued to deteriorate,

and on the 2nd February 1920 a conference of ministers

was called to discuss the threat of industrial action and

the likelihood of revolution. The meeting was at first

concerned with the availability of the Army, and

concluded that the country was practically defenceless. A

Labour MP warned of sabotage during industrial action,

and that there were groups preparing for Soviet

government. He suggested that legislation should be

passed licensing people to bear arms, as experience in

Ireland had shown that this was a practical way of

keeping track of those in possession of them. Sir Robert

Horne, the Minister of Labour, suggested instead that

secret lists of reliable supporters should be prepared

by Chief Constables79.

The Desborough Committee, which had been set up

following the 1919 Police Strike, endorsed the principle

of Police Reserves in its final report. It highlighted

the community-relations role which could be played by the

reserves, commenting that "the duties of the police would

be materially lightened, their relations whith the law-

abiding portion of the community would be improved" by

citizen involvement". It concluded that there should be

79	In Bunyan, T. op cit 259.
80	

Report of the Committee on the Police service in
England, Wales and Scotland, 1920 para 190.
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a proper organisation for enabling citizens to assist the

police in times of emergency, and that this should be an

integral part of the Police system81.

The Home Office saw this as one of the most

important of the Desborough recommendations, and one

which needed to be acted on urgently 82 . They noted that

in September 1919 there were 8 counties, including

Glamorgan, Monmouth, Cheshire, West Suffolk and Wiltshire

and 18 boroughs, including Hull, Bradford, Southampton

and Portsmouth, who had no reserve at all, while three

counties and seven boroughs only had police pensioners

(or First Police Reservists). The total numbers enrolled

nationally were 5,395 First Reservists and 74,060 special

constables (Second Reservists). However, recruitment

problems were being experienced because of the reluctance

of many to be compelled. The memorandum goes on to argue

that voluntary recruiting could be encouraged if specials

were given statutory compensation for injuries incurred

on duty, and the amount of duty was defined. Thus:

"Part of the reluctance of men of the middle
class (who are specially interested in the
maintenance of good order and ought to be the
mainstay of the Police reserve) to offer their
services ... arises from their being quite
uncertain what liability they incur by
accepting appointment; part from accepting a
liability which others of their class refuse to
share, and part from not knowing what
compensation would be given if they were
unfortunate enough to be disabled on duty"83.

81	Ibid para 192.
82	HO 45 11200/14138.

83	Ibid.
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Although the 1914 Special Constables Order had set

up regulations for an organised force, the police

reserves created under it were not tested by a general

strike or any other such emergency; they did not cover

the whole country; they were only possible owing to the

wave of public spirit engendered by the war; and without

further legislation specials could not become an integral

part of the permanent Police system.

This report was followed by a secret circular to

chief constables, incorporating Home's suggestion. In

it, the Home Office warned that the military would be

unable to give much assistance in the protection of

vulnerable points or persons wishing to continue working,

in the event of a widely extended strike. The whole

responsibility would fall onto the police, with the

assistance of a properly organised special constabulary.

Military aid could only be applied for if riots

threatened. Meanwhile, there was to be no public appeal

for specials yet, but arrangements should be made for

their employment in large numbers84.

The Strike Committee had by now been renamed the

Supply and Transport Committee and was responsible for

the co-ordination of military, police and emergency

services, as well as for the recruitment of specials88.

On the 26th March 1920, Troup reported to it that full-

time police numbers had reached 54,000 in England and

84	Home Office to Chief Constables 3rd March 1920 HO 45
11200/375227/64.

85	Geary op cit.



272

Wales while, in case of emergency, about 91,000 specials

were available for immediate service and it was thought

that an additional 60,000 might be recruited in a few

days".

Arrangements for the police reserves continued to be

refined. A conference of chief constables from industrial

and mining areas, held in August 1920, agreed that chief

constables should have greater discretion in deciding

which special constables should be paid. In response the

Home Office issued a circular permitting the grant of an

allowance of up to 10/- per day to men whom the chief

constable was satisfied were otherwise losing wages which

they could not afford, and that no other suitable men

were available 87 . However it was not until the 1926

General Strike that these reserves were fully

mobilised88.

Recruitment problems 1900 - 1923 

The preference of the authorities for middle class

appointees may have been affected by the many problems

which were experienced during this period with the

enrolment of working class, or militant, recruits.

Recruitment problems at the beginning of the war

86	Jeffery, K. and Hennessy, P. States of Emergency 49.

87	Conference to Chief Constables from Industrial and
Mining Areas held at the Home Office on 24th August 1920.
Circular 375,227/92 of 20.10.20 HO 45 11200/375227/92.

88	See chapter five.
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Public reaction to the call to volunteer for the

police was not universally enthusiastic; in Denbighshire,

300 Specials were called for but only 97 people

volunteered, while in Ramsgate no one volunteered, so the

authorities used the 1882 Municipal Corporations Act to

compel 500 householders to serve, on penalty of £5 fine

if they refused to obey the summons. In Leeds in November

1914, the authorities called for 2,000 recruits, but by

the following June had still only managed to swear-in

1,08689.

In contrast, in Manchester, where the use of special

constables was well established, a call was made for

volunteers to come forward to form 100 companies of 50

men. By the end of 1914, double the required number had

applied". Essex had enrolled 6,000 by the 12th March

1915, while in Bristol, where the authorities had

stipulated that all volunteers must be above military

age, 350 out of the 450 recruits required had come

forward within a week of the call for volunteers being

announced91 .

Seth goes into no demographic detail as to the

possible reasons for the markedly different responses

throughout the country. Unlike in the 1840s, when

recruitment problems were confined mainly to working-

class and pro Chartist areas, there do not seem to have

89
	

Seth op cit 84-5.

90	Op cit 80.

91	Op cit 85.
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been	any	correlations	between socio-economic	or

geographical factors at the beginning of the War.

Instead, Seth contends that the differences in

recruitment patterns may have been because in some areas

the authorities were initially reluctant to form police

reserves due to confusion over the legislation. However,

he argues that these problems were solved following an

Order in Council on the 9th September 1914, which amended

the Oath to widen the jurisdication of specials and also

enabled the premature resignation or dismissal of

recruits 92 , and a further Order in Council on the 3rd

February 1915 which authorised the extension of service

without time limit, provided that those previously sworn-

in for a fixed period signed a declaration of willingness

to so serve93.

That there was initial confusion over who was to

organise the new reserves is evidenced by the chaotic

situation in Kent. One of the organisers, a Mr. Lang, an

unsuccessful Liberal Parliamentary candidate, who was

also the JP for Whitstable, wrote to the Home Office on

the 9th November 1914, alleging that 'political

sentiments are being put before patriotism ... the policy

92 Previously specials had to remain in office for
period for which they were sworn, or until they were
released by the justices (Seth op cit 77).
93	This was apparently necessary because many justices
initially the fixed period of service for 6 months, while
others had fixed no limit. Seth ibid.
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which was so long pursued over tariff reform is now being

pursued in the hour of the country's danger'94.

He continued that Kent had long been a hotbed of

Toryism, as a matter of 'county caste' rather than

politics. Liberals were seen as 'without the pale'. Soon

after the declaration of war, he had helped organise the

special constabulary. Having discovered that recruits

could only be sworn in under the 1831 Act, a town meeting

was called to call for volunteers. Although this meeting

was attended by over a thousand people, and despite

making many personal appeals, after three days he had

only managed to swear in 73 volunteers. The police had

asked them to guard vulnerable points, which required 21

men on duty at any one time, so initially the volunteers

had to work eight-hour shifts daily.

Reluctantly it was decided to use compulsion, and

Lang and his colleagues drew up lists of men who could

spare the time. They excluded all working men and small

traders, and all 'to whom the time required might mean

loss of money.' In no case did they proceed beyond

'peaceful persuasion', and as a result were able to

reduce hours to a total of seven per week. However, after

the force was handed over to the Chief Constable, Lang

alleged that it degenerated into chaos and, as a result,

the men were blaming the Home Secretary.

Lang alleged that the motivation behind all these

problems was political, that the Conservative Association

94	Lang to Home Office 9th November 1914 HO 45
1095/301628.
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had refused to help with recruitment, that he was being

isolated because he was a Liberal, and that Conservative

policy was now to 'attack liberalism by underhand methods

while openly professing friendship.'

The Home Office declined to discuss these

allegations, instead informing Lang that the Chief

Constable was the proper person to co-ordinate special

constables, and to decide on the levels of duty

necessary95 .

Conditions of service: policy and problems

Although initial attempts to set up wartime special

constabularies may well have been affected by political

considerations as well as confusion over the legality of

such moves on the part of the organisers, dissatisfaction

with the conditions of service was a factor which

mitigated against individuals volunteering.

At the onset of war, the preference of the

authorities was to enrol recruits to the unpaid second

reserve who had sufficient income not to need to claim a

hardship allowance, and intially volunteers were expected

to go on duty with no uniform and no pay96.

In Bolton, dissatisfaction with conditions first surfaced

among men of the paid second reserve. In December 1914

95	HO 45 1095/301628/136737.

96	A random sample of 142 volunteers who enrolled in
the Bolton Reserve in October - December 1914 contains no
blue-collar or unskilled recruits. Appointment Book 1914
- 1919, BRO ABJ/14. See also the Report of the
Commissioner of the City of London Police op cit.
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the United Trades Council wrote to the Chief Constable

requesting that the 3/6d daily allowance be raised to

5/-. The Chief Constable responded by dispensing with the

services of the men who had complained97.

As the war progressed and both regulars and specials

were enlisted, more men from poorer backgrounds were

enrolled into the specials. The policy not to pay

allowances resulted in severe hardship for many.

Meanwhile, there was growing discontent amongst the

unpaid reserves about the lack of provision of uniforms.

J.E. Chatfield, a special constable in Manchester during

the First World War, described the unpopularity of the

Restricted Lighting Order, and commenting on the lengths

to which people made excuses for its infringements

remarked:

" ... even 'Specials' are human beings, and if, as
not infrequently happened, it was a wet night and
water from the copings of back yard walls had been
trickling down our necks, or, we had been up to the
knees in open soughs, while searching for offenders
down back passages, we were not always in a
condition of mind to accept more or less lame
excuses! ,,98

Poorer recruits particularly suffered from the lack

of uniform. The Officer in Charge of the Special

Constabulary in Hersham wrote complaining of conditions

to the Surrey Commandant:

"Your attention is called not only to those Specials
who have give up their leisure evenings after a hard
day's work in town or business locally, but also to
those of the Force whose livelihood is obtained by

97	
ERO AECF/23/17.

98	
Chatfield, J.E. "The Reflections of a Special

Constable" in Odds and Ends 129.
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manual labour, many of whom after a patrol in the
pouring rain, had to turn out early the next morning
in soaked overcoats and boots, as no suitable
equipment was provided for police duty, and their
slender means prevented them from purchasing a
duplicate outfit."99

In some areas, particularly in the City of London,

specials were expected to patrol away from home, and

might have to spend the night on duty, but still got no

allowances to help them buy food.

Seth notes that initially not only were Metropolitan

specials not paid allowances, but that they were also

expected to provide their own warm clothing for night

duty, as well as coke for their braziers 100 . Although

provision existed under s8 of the 1831 Special Constables

Act to reimburse specials, by s28 of the Police Act 1890

such expenses were to be met from the Police Rate.

Specials were consequently put under pressure to forgo

claiming expenses or had to undergo a humiliating

procedure before being recompensedln . Ten days after the

Metropolitan Special Constabulary was set up, the Home

Office decreed that administrative expenses for the

20,000 strong force should not exceed £50 per week. This

proved inadequate, and in November 1914 the Home Office

authorised	the	reimbursement	of	out-of-pocket

expenses 102 . In February 1915, local police authorities

were authorised to issue caps, leggings and overcoats to

99	HO 45 11200/375227/28.

100 Seth op cit 108.
101 Ibid.
102 Ibid 111.
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those specials who could pay for them. A 'special need'

grant of £3 was made available to those who could not-°3.

Dissatisfaction with these arrangements culminated

in a call for a mass strike made by a rector in a letter

to the Globe in October 1915, as being 'the only action

which will have an effect on our puerile and vacillating

Government '104 . The Home Office responded to the pressure

by granting allowances for sustenance to specials on

emergency duty, rail warrants and bicycle allowances.

Special constables were also authorised to buy their own

uniform caps, and could be reimbursed the purchase price.

In November, every Metropolitan special who had completed

60 hours duty was issued with a uniform coat and boots.

In May 1916, the uniform was completed by the issue of

tunic and trousers, and the qualifying period lowered to

20 hours105.

Other forces followed suit, although the regulations were

implemented differentially. Specials in Manchester were

issued with trilbys, while Metropolitan specials were

allowed a full uniform with a peaked cap, rather than the

regular officers' helmets 106 . City specials were provided

with a uniform in September 1916 107 , while specials in

Cambridge, after lobbying the watch committee from May to

103 Ibid 88.
104 The Globe 8th October 1915, cited in Seth ibid 110.

105 Seth ibid 111.
106 Ibid 88.
107 CLPR - A Record op cit 8.
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July 1916, were eventually provided with a summer tunic

although approval for full uniform was refused108.

Cambridge specials continued to protest, and in September

1916 were allowed provision for refreshments on long

tours of duty. It was however not until March 1917,

nearly three years after they had commenced weekly

duties, that the Chief Constable was authorised to

provide them with overcoats. Even then, this was to be a

discretionary, rather than a general provisionl".

Lack of pay, uniform and allowances were major

issues during the war, and adversely affected the ways in

which specials performed their duties, as well as the

drop-out rate. Seth contends that these grievances may

have affected recruitment and caused resignations 110 . By

1916, the Metropolitan specials were experiencing a

recruitment crisis, which prompted an appeal from a

Member of Parliament, William Bull, for volunteers, which

was published in the Referee in May 1916111.

Seth's speculations are reinforced by Ward's report

which notes that of the 40,500 odd resignations from the

Metropolitan Special Constabulary during the War years

nearly 18,500 were for 'private reasons 1112 . Further,

during the war period, over 55,000 Metropolitan specials

108 CRO WCMs (Cambs) Vol IV 19 - 28.
109 Ibid 166.

110 Seth op cit 111.

111 Letter in The Referee cited in Seth op cit 111.

112 Ward, Col E.W. Report on the Service of the MSC op
ci t para 42.
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retired because of ill-health. Over 5,000 died while in

service, 27 from exposure, and Ward ascribes many other

deaths to illness brought on by the weather, especially

where their period of service included five winters113.

Post-War recruitment problems

Poor wartime conditions of service affected post-war

recruitment. For example, in Sunderland the special

constables had not been demobilised by as late as 1919,

but did not want to join the reserve unless the

conditions of service were made clear114.

In Essex, the Chief Constable reported that,

following industrial disorders in 1917, he had been given

permission by the standing joint committee to set up a

First Police Reserve to augment police strength. He had

hoped to raise the First Reserve from existing special

constables, and to bring them into being as soon as the

specials were disbanded, but had failed completely.

Senior specials informed him that the pay was seen as

inadequate and that a minimum of 10/- per day plus food

and quarters was required. In addition, in the event of

industrial disturbance, the specials would consider it

their duty to be at their place of business. They also

felt that their services during the war had not been

properly appreciated, and in any event the men in the

specials were too old for active service.

113 Ibid paras 21 - 3.
114 Chief Constable of Sunderland to Home Office,
undated 1919. HO 45 11200/375227/40.
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"I pointed out that powers existed to call men up

for police - duty in the event of industrial
disturbances and that as a citizen it was their duty
to take their share in the preservation of order.

"In reply I was led to believe that if any question
of compulsion was introduced the men would not be
likely to respond. The Force of Special Constables
in this County is now 'standing by' and although not
actually disbanded, they are doing no police duty."

The Chief Constable concluded that the maintenance of a

reserve was not practicable, although he had retained 50

sets of uniform in the hopes that, if an emergency arose,

some men would come forward115.

A different approach was adopted in Birmingham,

where specials joined forces with the regulars in open

revolt over their autocratic treatment by the Chief

Constable. The Head Special Constable, a Police

Prosecuting Solicitor named Hill, was dismissed in April

1919, allegedly because he had failed to organise a

reserve; only 170 of the 3,500 serving specials had put

their names forward to join it. The specials' hierarchy

resigned in protest, and this sparked a wave of

resignations from non-ranked specials 116 . On the 14th

April, the Police and Prison Officers' Union Executive

Committee called a meeting to express their thanks and

gratitude to special constables, and their solidarity

with Hill. The Birmingham Gazette reported that over 900
specials had joined the union: cordial relations between

regulars and specials had resulted in the specials

115 Chief Constable of Essex to Home Office 27th January
1919 HO 45 11200/375227/3.

116 Chief Constable of Birmingham to Home Office, 19th
April 1919 HO 45 11200/375227/28.
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gaining experience of police conditions, and sympathising

with regular grievances117.

In a letter to the Birmingham Mail on the 17th

April, one of the specials who had refused to enrol in

the police reserve complained that the watch committee

and the Chief Constable

"looked upon specials as a necessary evil; they
would have preferred to do without them, but just
tolerated them on sufferance ... The Watch
Committee's treatment towards the 'specials' - as it
has been towards the 'regulars' - has been uniformly
parsimonious ... The Chief Constable's attitude has
always been one of supercilious aloofness." 118

On the 22nd April, the Chief Constable wrote to the

Home Office, reinforcing the charge of aloofness by

admitting that 'I do not know what is going on in the

Special Constabulary Office as I am not in touch with the

working of that Department ... ,119 .

The Watch Committee seem to have decided that the only

solution was to dissolve the special constabulary. In May

the Home Office responded, stressing the importance of

creating a permanent police reserve under the control of

the Chief Constable 120 . In June, the Mayor visited the

Home Office to express his concern that it would prove

impossible to appoint a new reserve. The Home Office

117	.	.Birmingham Mail, 10th and 11th April 1919,
Birmingham Post 12th April 1919, Birmingham Gazette 14th
April 1919 at HO 45 11200/375227/28.

118 HO 45 ibid.
119 Ibid.
120 Home Office to Birmingham Watch Committee 3rd May
1919 HO 45 ibid.
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assured him that appointment was unnecessary, and all

that was needed was to enrol men ready to act when

called on. The meeting concluded with the Mayor agreeing

to use his discretion, and the Home Office noting that

the situation was entirely the fault of the watch

committee for losing control of the specials to the Head

Constable to start with-21.

Problems surfaced subsequently in Birmingham because

of the specials' affinity with the regular police.

Although he had succeeded in attracting new recruits to

the reserve by October 1919, and was continuing to enrol

more, the Chief Constable informed the Home Office that

they had complained that the uniform was distinctive and

'led to certain disabilities'. Consequently	he was

providing the new Special Constabulary Reserve

Organisation with exactly the same uniform as the

regulars wore. Meanwhile he wanted the Home Office's

opinion on whether they should also be provided with

identical collars122.

The notion that special constables could wish to be

so closely associated with the full-time police caused

consternation at the Home Office, and fears were

expressed that too close an integration would act as a

deterrent to potential recruits. Thus:

... a Special Constable in police uniform is
scarcely recognisable as the 'ordinary citizen'

121 Minutes of a meeting between the Mayor of Birmingham
and the Home Office HO 45 ibid.
122 Correspondence, Chief Constable to Home Office
October - December 1919 HO 45 ibid.
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discharging a duty incumbent on all loyal citizens
by law - there are a good many citizens who are
perfectly ready to do their duty as such but would
be unwilling

2
 to assume the character of a police

constable." r 3
The Chief Constable was consequently informed that

the Secretary of State objected to police reservists

wearing ordinary police uniform, although if they were

issued with different ones, they could have numbers

affixed to the collars of their tunics 124 .

Although police reserves, serving under improved

conditions, had been set up in many areas, they were

prepared to exercise a surprising degree of militancy if

required to be deployed on duties of which they did not

approve. The Chief Constable of St. Helens reported a

near mutiny when he called out specials in response to

arson attacks by Irish Republicans, and tried to organise

them on routine weekend patrols. He asked the Home

Office's advice about the feasibility of prosecuting

specials who refused to parade when ordered to do so, as

"if such a step is not taken to enforce the law, it
is extremely probable that very few of the Specials
will perform their duties."125

Meanwhile, 40 delinquent specials had contributed to a

defence fund, and instructed a local Councillor,

J. Haslam Fox, to act for them. He wrote to the Watch

Committee, requesting a meeting, but they washed their

hands of any responsibility for specials and referred him

123 Minutes, 18th December 1919 HO 45 ibid.
124 Home Office to Chief Constable of Birminghman ibid.
125 Chief Constable of St. Helens to Home Office, 2nd
March 1921 HO 45 11200/375227/106.
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back to the Chief Constable 128 . The Chief Constable then

wrote to the Home Office saying that he had received

information that, on Mr Fox's advice, the specials were

prepared to resist service and defy orders127.

The Home Office were unsympathetic. Although it was

noted that 'though an unwilling Special may not be of

much value, it would be most unfavourable to countenance

the idea that he can refuse duty with impunity', it was

felt that the Chief Constable was rather a bully,

prosecutions of the specials were unlikely to succeed,

and in any case would have an adverse affect on

recruitment128.

The Chief Constable was accordingly advised that the

Secretary of State doubted that Sinn Feiners setting fire

to farms constituted an emergency justifying the calling-

out of specials, and that in any case he did not think

that specials could be called on to reinforce the police

at weekends as a regular practice129.

Compulsion

Under the Special Constables Bill 1914, people could

be compelled to serve, but the Secretary of State, Mr.

McKenna, did not think that this provision would be used

126 Correspondence, Fox to Town Clerk of St Helens March
1921, at HO 45 ibid.
127 Chief Constable of St. Helens to Home Office ibid.
128 Undated memonranda ibid.
129 Home Office to Chief Constable of St Helens 29th
March 1921 Ho 45 ibid. This was an extraordinary piece of
advice, given the historical precedents under the 1831
Special Constables Act.
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or be necessary unless there were fears of riots or

tumult. In responding to a question raised on this issue

by Mr. Ronald McNeill, who claimed that one of his

constituents had been so compelled, McKenna replied:

"We already find that volunteers are coming forward
to serve ... all over the country in large numbers,
and I can only express my surprise that any two
magistrates should have felt it necessary to have
exercised compulsion - at the time it was illegal -
in endeavouring to obtain special constables ... So
far from extending the powers of police authorities,
it is intended simply to enable them to raise
special constables who will come under the control
of police authorities instead of having loose,
disorganised bodies of men, raised by unauthorised
persons, who would purport to act as special
constables without any authority of law behind
them. ,,130

The reluctance of the government to forcibly recruit

reservists was restated by a circular dated 14th

September 1914, which advised Chief Constables that the

extended powers given by the Special Constables Order

should not be used for the compulsory enrolment of

specials131.

It has already been noted that during the War,

conscientious objectors and employees of large concerns

could be pressured into joining the special constabulary.

Some Chief Constables were also anxious to use this means

to solve wartime recruitment problems. As well as the

'soft' forms of compulsion used, for example, in

Whitstable, Chief Constables were also prepared to resort

to 'hard' compulsion tactics, sometimes with the support

130 Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Commons) 26th August
1914 cols 85 - 86.

131 Cited in a letter from CC Grimsby to Home Office
30th November 1915 HO 45 1095/301628/136737.
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of serving war reservists and the media. In Grimbsy,

specials had initially been sworn in for a limited

period. One, a Mr. Wright, had initially volunteered in

November 1914. When they were asked in February 1915 if

they were prepared to continue to serve, and to sign an

agreement to that effect, all five hundred Grimsby

specials did so except Mr. Wright, although he continued

serving. After 12 months he tendered his resignation

which the Chief Constable refused to accept. Wright then

apparently wrote to the Home Office questioning whether

the Chief Constable had powers to compel him, and

alleging that he had been told he could be made to do

four hours police duty without pay every day, and had

been threatened with the Cells. The Chief Constable

denied these allegations 132 . He explained that:

... owing to some little difficulty one of my
Officers had with him in connection with a case of
Swine Fever on his premises he has turned somewhat
awkward over the matter. He has tried to cause
trouble amongst the Special Constables, and has done
his best to undermine discipline by telling them
that ... I had no legal power to compel them to do

133any duty, in fact he has told me so."

The Chief Constable went on to argue that if Wright

was not compelled to serve, discipline would be eroded

because:

" There is a very strong feeling ... amongst those
who have signed the Agreement, that all those who
have not done so, and have no Bona-fide reason for
not continuing to serve, should not be exempted
simply because they are shirkers, who prefer to

132 Chief Constable of Grimsby to Home Office 20th
November 1915 HO 45 1095/301628/136737.

133 CC of Grimsby to Home Office 30th November 1915 HO
45 1095/301628/136737.
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enjoy themselves rather than do a little bit to
protect the hearths and homes of those who are
fighting for King and Country."

The Chief Constable agreed with them, and proposed to

have any recalcitrant specials nominated and resworn for

the duration of the war- 34 . At this point the Home Office

intervened and wrote to Mr Wright, informing him that the

Chief Constable only wanted him to do two hours a week

duty, and that as a patriotic citizen, they were sure he

would have no difficulty in doing such a small service

for the country- 35 . Under this kind of pressure, Wright

probably complied, as the correspondence ceases here.

Although the Home Office were prepared to adopt

fairly extreme measures to make sure that compulsion was

not used against reluctant volunteers, it was on

occasions positively welcomed by the media. Recruitment

problems the following year in Stoke led to the

compulsion of 'seventy-two prominent citizens', a move

approved of the the Manchester Guardian, which commented
that it was indicative both of the extent to which the

regular police had contributed to the army, and of the

vital importance of the work of specials136.

Compulsion again became an issue with the creation

of the post-war reserves, as dissatisfaction with war-

time conditions of service had led to a loss of good

will, and special constables did not universally welcome

134 Ibid.
135 Home Office to Wright, 6th December 1915, HO 45
1095/301628/136737.

136	Manchester Guardian, 7th October 1916.
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requests to continue serving in peacetime. During the

1919 Police Strike, the Birkenhead Justices' Clerk wrote

to the Home Office informing him that, despite appealing

for volunteers, only 146 had come forward. Consequently

the justices wanted to compel people to serve- 37 . Home

Office views were mixed, on the one hand doubting the

wisdom of compelling people to serve as specials during

industrial emergencies, while on the other arguing that

as the borough police force had lost half of its strength

as a result of the strike, there was the strongest

possible case for the use of compulsory powers 138 . This

latter view prevailed, on the basis that the justices

should discriminate in not calling upon 'unsuitable'

people139.

The Home Office continued to be split internally

over the use of compulsion. Two months later, when the

Birkenhead Justices' Clerk again wrote asking for

clarification over appointment disqualifications, a

minute notes that the hasty and hurried appointment of

specials during the 1919 Railway Strike was not

satisfactory, and suggests that a bill enabling

compulsion be drafted. This suggestion was rebuffed on

the basis that Trades Union opposition would be too

strong, and that constables who were compulsorily

appointed against their wishes would be of no value,

137 Birkenhead Justices to Home Office, 18th August
1919, HO 45 10694/231071.

138 Memos dated 29th August 1919 at HO 45 10694/231071.

139 Ibid.
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although it was hoped to clarify the position by

legislation 'if an opportunity arises'.140

The reluctance of volunteers to come forward in

trades disputes was also seen as problematic by the Chief

Constable of Barrow-in-Furness. In November 1919, the

justices attempted to compulsorily enrol 100 tradespeople

as special constables under s196 of the Municipal

Corporations Act 1882 Six were fined £5 each for

refusing to enrol, and the matter was taken up by the

local papers while Trades Unions wrote to complain to the

Home Office. According to the Chief Constable, it was

almost impossible to obtain service voluntarily, and

local people were unenthusiastic. Despite having been

told the previous year that there was little likelihood

of being asked to do duty, only 12 people had enrolled.

During the Railway Strike in September 1919, only five

men had offered their services, of whom two were

physically unfit. The Chief Constable had then sent out

150 invitations to 'suitable persons', mostly

tradespeople, but only 22 enrolled, and then only on the

basis that it was only for that specific occasion141.

The local M.P, R. Burton Chadwick, also wrote to the

Home Secretary concerning their enrolment, commenting

that over 97 per cent had been shopkeepers, who were

unwilling to take a definite side in labour troubles,

140 Minutes, 15th October 1919 at HO 45 10694/231071.

141 Chief Constable of Barrow-in-Furness to Home Office,
9th November 1919, HO 45 10694/231071.
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although willing- to come out for duty in the case of

riots or looting-42

This prompted Sir George Blackwell, a Minister at

the Home Office, to scotch for the moment any ideas of

compulsorily enrolling specials. He stressed the futility

of doing so when appeals for volunteers had failed,

commenting that the result would probably be 'batches of

Special C.O's hunger striking in prison as a protest

against this form of conscription' and concluded that in

a place like Barrow-in-Furness it was probably better to

have none until a real emergency arose with actual

disorder, when he was confident that volunteers would

come forward143.

Following the Desborough Committee recommendations,

the issue of compulsion was again revived internally.

Although it was supported in principle by the

Constabulary Inspectors, they concluded that an extension

of powers of compulsion would not be practical

politically and would always be suspect from the trades

union viewpoint144 . There the matter seems to have

rested. Although the Government was closely questioned

about its intentions during the second reading of the

Special Constables Bill in 1923 145 , it contained no

142 Burton-Chadwick MP to Home Office, 12th November
1919, HO 45 10694/2310711

143 Sir George Blackwell, Minutes, 13th November 1919,
HO 45 10694/2310711.

144 Memorandum 12th March 1920, HO 45 11200/375227/69.

145 See post p.343.
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additional powers of compulsion. Even so, as neither it

nor the more detailed Special Constable's Order 146 which

followed, expressly repealed earlier legislation, powers

of compulsion continued to exist until finally repealed

by the 1964 Police Act.

Discipline and dismissal. 

Despite the problems with the recruitment and

organisation of special constabularies, nationally very

few specials were dismissed for criminal offences

relating to their appointment during the war years. Under

the Special Constables Acts of 1831 and 1914, four

potential offences were possible; refusal to take the

oath; subsequent refusal to serve; disobedience to

orders, and assuming the character of a special constable

for unlawful purposes. Although the figures are not

broken down into specific categories, only 133 persons

were convicted of these offences in the period 1915-

1918, which indicates that the Home Office certainly

adopted a 'softly-softly' approach to persons who refused

to be compelled to serve during the war147.

Specials could also be dismissed without having

committed a criminal offence 148 , and one individual, Mr

Portch, a special sub-inspector at Southend, was so

incensed by having his services dispensed with that he

146 Special Constables Order, 1923 No. 905.

147 Police Annual Returns of Crime for cases under the
Special Constables Acts 1831 and 1914, at HO 45
10694/231071.

148 Ward op cit.
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brought an action against Kerslake, the Chief Constable,

for wrongful dismissal and slander
149 . He was

unsuccessful, Mr. Justice Bray holding that under the

1914 Special Constables Order the Chief Constable had

power to dismiss a special without giving a reason, and

that his comments to members of the Watch Committee were

privileged150 .

Legality

Another issue considered by the Courts was the

question of the powers of special constables when they

were not officially on duty151 . This issue arose when one

Metropolitan special constable, Mr. Leary, sued another,

Mr. Phillips, for damages for assault and false

imprisonment. Leary was the general manager of a

stationers in the Strand, and one Sunday morning was

examining a padlock on the door of another shop to see if

his own security could be improved on, as there had

recently been a lot of burglaries in the area. He alleged

that Phillips suddenly appeared on the scene, produced

and threatened to blow his police whistle if Leary

attempted to move while he sent for a regular officer,

and gave him into custody on a charge of attempted

housebreaking.

149 Portch v. Kerslake [19171 KBD Times 15th November

1917.

150 The view that special constables have no protection
against dismissal has recently been successfully
challenged in Sheik v Anderton [19891 2 AllER 684.

151 Leary v Phillips [1921] KBD Times 19th February 1921
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Phillips denied this. On the morning in question he

claimed he had been dressing dummies in his shop window

when he saw Leary's reflection in the glass of the shop

next door. His suspicions had been aroused when he saw

Leary trying to insert a key into the padlock of the

shop, so went out and asked him what he was doing. Not

satisfied by his answer, he sent his boy for a constable,

but denied threatening to blow a police whistle or

interfering with Leary's liberty. Despite being in the

police reserve, he had not been on duty for the past year

and was not pretending to act as a special constable.

The issue before the Court was whether he could

exercise police powers of arrest while not actually

called up for duty. Counsel for Phillips argued that

under s6(a) of the 1914 Order in Council, specials

retained all their powers, however one of the members of

the jury informed the Court that he was a reserve special

constable and had no entitlement to arrest until called

up. Consequently the jury found Phillips guilty of

depriving Leary of his liberty, and awarded £25 damages

against him.

Questions of when specials could lawfully be called

out were raised in 1921 by Captain Sant, Chief Constable

of Surrey. He was concerned that 'in these days of

unemployment agitation' a local situation could get out

of hand and be beyond the power of a small county force

to control. Even though this could not be seen as a

national emergency, it would be useful to be able to call

out specials. He continued that when last inspecting
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specials, he had been informed that they were 'more

likely to die of inanition than of overwork, and ... the

apathy which one meets with in the movement is much due

to the fact that, as an emergency has to be declared

before their services can be called on, the Special

Constabulary are not likely to be of much use'152.

Sant again raised the issue at a Central Conference

of Chief Constables. The Home Secretary, Sir Edward

Troup, in a novel analysis of the position governing

appointment, referred to the December 1919 circular and

responded that unless they had specifically been enrolled

solely for national emergencies, provided the specials

were not able to say that they were being required to do

something for which they had not bargained when they

enrolled, and provided they were willing to act, they

could do so even if there was no emergency-53.

The application of the law governing the appointment

of reserves had now become a complex mess. Inconsistent

policy on the part of the Home Office indicated that

deployment was now contingent on the priorities of the

specials themselves. The established provisions of the

1831 Special Constables Act were invalid according to the

Home Office if, as in St. Helens, they meant that

individuals had to be conscripted on the anticipation of

felonies. However if, as in Surrey, they were merely

152 Chief Constable of Surrey to Home Office, 15th
October 1921 HO 45 11200/375227/110.

153 Extract from Minutes of a Central Conference of
Chief Constables held at the Home Office, 26th October
1921. HO 45 11200/375227/116.
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bored, specials could be called out to keep them

occupied. Despite this confusion, the Government had

every intention of continuing to use specials, and spent

over £58,000 in March 1923 on preparations to enrol large

numbers of specials in the event of a national emergency,

and on a stockpile of uniforms, armlets and badges154.

However, by mid-1923 confusion over the conditions

for appointing reserves and prosecuting recalcitrant

specials, coupled with fears of political suicide if

they were seen to be creating a force of strikebreaking

conscripts and a desire to avoid the use of the military

at all costs, compelled the Government to finally

introduce legislation to clarify the position of the

post-war reserves. On the 7th June, despite heated

opposition from Labour MPs, the 1923 Special Constables

Act was passed which legitimated the use of permanent

special constabularies forces in peacetime.

The Deployment of Special Constables, 1900 - 1923. 

The role of special constables changed dramatically

over the first two decades of the twentieth century. In

the early 1900s they were still being used on ad hoc

occasions to supplement regulars during localised

disturbances, employees were still being sworn-in to give

them powers of arrest, and they were still being

154 HO 45/11200/141038.
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appointed in the boroughs on an annual basis to provide

a reserve in the event of an emergency. However, the

increasing professionalism of the regular force meant

that the occasions on which they were relied upon to

police local events were becoming fewer, whilst the

strikes of 1911 followed by the First World War, meant

that for the first time since the Napoleonic wars there

was a necessity to swear-in specials on a semi-permanent

basis throughout the country, and to focus more clearly

on their training and discipline. In the First World War

specials were routinely deployed on foot patrols, and the

experience of this routine deployment formed the basis

for much of their subsequent peacetime deployment this

century. This period also saw the experimental deployment

of specials in industrial disputes, a practice which

proved so contentious and fraught with political

difficulties that it was in theory abandoned after the

1923 Special Constables Act was passed, and in practice

resulted in a bar on specials performing this type of

duty after the General Strike had ended.

The deployment of employees with constabulary powers 

During this period, the office of special constable

was still being used as a means of giving police powers

to certain employees. According to one justice who wrote

to the Justice of the Peace" querying s196(3) of the

Municipal Corporations Act 1882:

"My authority have been anxious to get their park-
keepers appointed as special constables, in order to
give them additional powers in dealing with
offenders: ... If so appointed, could they have a
general warrant from a justice authorising them to
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act as constables at all times, or...must the
warrant be limited to any special occasion?"155

The response was that in the case of park-keepers,

before they could be required to act by warrant, the

justices would have to be satisfied that the ordinary

police were insufficient to maintain the peace. Once so

satisfied, any warrant issued would remain valid until

the following October but the constable could only act

under it if specifically called upon to do so, and thus

'we doubt if the section was intended to apply to such a

case as that put by our correspondent'. 156 Although this

was deemed to be rather an unorthodox use of s196, there

is no reason to doubt that employees such as park

keepers, railway police etc. were continuing to be sworn

under the relevant provisions- 87 . That local authorities

were trying to extend the general provisions for special

constables to give their employees permanent police

powers is also evidenced by the Cambridge Watch

Committees attempt to swear in corporation employees as

'supernumeraries' 158

The deployment of special constables in riots and local 
disturbances 

As correspondence to the Justice of the Peace

indicates, special constables were still being used in

their traditional local emergency role, but there was

155 Questions and Answers from the Justice of the Peace
1897-1909; Ed Macmorran, K.M., Butterworth 1911

156 op cit 391.11.29.

157 See Miller and Luke op cit

158 See ante p--
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some confusion about how the legislation operated. For

example, one correspondent cited an occasion where a riot

had taken place in a municipal borough which was policed

by the county force. The Town Clerk had made a deposition

before two borough justices of the fact that a riot was

feared and threats of violence had been made. An

insufficient number of special constables had been

appointed the previous October under the 1882 Municipal

Corporations Act, and the county police were unable to

provide enough regulars to quell the threatened

disturbance. He was concerned whether the borough

justices had the power to appoint and swear-in special

constables under the 1831 and 1835 Special Constables

Acts, and whether they could make an order on the county

authorities for the constables' expenses. He was informed

that the 1882 Act had not superceded the justices'
general powers of appointment159.

Another correspondent wanted to know whether the men

who acted as special constables on the occasion of a

parliamentary election should be appointed by the

justices in October in accordance with the provisions of

s196 of the Municipal Corporations Act 1882, and then act

under the warrant of a justice, or whether the constables

could be appointed at the time the elections actually

took place. He was informed that the reference to October

nominations was directory only, so that if the justices

159 Questions and Answers op cit 391.11.27.
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omitted to appoint them then, they could be . nominated in

,any subsequent month 160

Confusion over the appointment of special constables

also reigned in Cambridge, where the Watch Committee had

ignored the provisions of the 1882 Municipal Corporations
-

Act requiring the annual appointment of special

constables, and had continued to appoint parish

constables instead. By 1900 they had realised their

mistake. On receipt of the news of the relief of

Ladysmith, a bonfire was lit in the Market Square and in

the ensuing disturbance 15 undergraduates and 2 townsmen

were arrested. This resulted in a complaint from the

University over the inadequacy . of the policing

arrangements, and they were particularly concerned that

not only had proctors been assaulted, but also that so

many undergraduates had been arrested when the crowd

comprised mainly of townspeople- 61 . This complaint

resulted in a report being presented to the Watch

Committee by the Chief Constable on the 26th March 1900,

in which he _recommended that the proctors should be
-

requested to call out- their staff, including the

university constables who had the same powers as the

borough constables, to separate -undergraduates from
-

townspeople and to arrest their own trouble-makers. This

was followed by a further resolution by the Watch

Committee on the 20th April JThat a select number of

160 op cit 391.11.29.)

161 Cambridge Record Office WCMs - .(Cambs) Vol II, 12th
March 1900.
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corporation workmen be enrolled as supernumerary

constables with a view to the protection of corporati n

property and that in all cases when it 1 thought
desirable by the Watch Committee Sub-Committ e, th

Special Constables of the Borough and of the Universit

(or a certain number of each body) be called upon to act

with the permanent force under the direction of the Chief

Constable . Extra police were also drafted in from the

county force to stay in the town until the 22nd May, in

case further disturbances broke out-62.

Special	constables were also used during local

disturbances in 1902, when the coronation proceedings

were postponed due to Edward VII's illness Riots

occurred on the 26th June in Watford, during which 4

mounted police from the Hertfordshire force were injured.

Thirty officers from the Metropolitan police were drafted

in, but arrived too late to be of assistance. Meanwhile,

200 special constables had been sworn-in and by sheer

strength of numbers managed to quell the disturbance163.

What little evidence is available suggests that

special constables continued to be appointed and

sporadically used to police local events- 64 . However, the

period between 1900-1911 is really a kind of 'dark ages'

as far as their deployment is concerned. It is probably

164 For example, the Cambridge Watch Committee minutes
record their annual appointment from 1901 to 1914,
although no mention of numbers, uses or occupations is
-given.

162 Cambridge Record Office op cit 26th March and 22nd
ADril 1900.
363 Osborne (1969) 97
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safe to assume that when- sworn-in, the use--of specials

was relatively unproblematic and conformed to long-

established local traditional patterns. Meanwhile,

increasing professionalism and numbers of the regula

police, coupled with more efficient communications and a

correspondingly improved 'mutual aid' system, resulted in

fewer calls for their use in local emergencies. This

period was one of unsettled economic conditions a d

relative stagnation in the growth of trades unionism

even though it included the famous Taff Vale dispute in

1901. This can in part be explained by the fact that the

Liberal administration which was voted in in 1906

embarked on sweeping social reforms, which resulted in

higher living standards for the working classes, thereby

removing many of the incentives for militancy 165 . As

labour disputes were subsequently one of the most

frequent occasions during which special constables were

deployed, it is not surprising that during the early

Edwardian era there appears to have been so little call

for the use of special constables, and so little

discussion (either in public or in parliament) about

their role.

The use of specials in pre-war industrial disputes 

The growth of organised trades unionism, after

experiencing an hiatus between 1900-1910, took off again

in the years leading up to the First World War.

Membership nearly doubled from 2,565,000 in 1910 to

165 For a fuller discussion see Hunt, E.H, 'British
Labour History 1815-1914' (1981) Weidenfeld and Nicholson
Ltd., London. esP_pp 295-341.
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4,145,000 by 1914 166 . For example, although in 1910 less

than one in three railway workers were in a union, by

1913 over 75 per cent had joined 167 . Industrial disputes

also increased over this period. While 4,130 working days

were lost due to stoppages and strikes in 1901, this

number had over doubled to with 9,870 in 1910 and

increased fourfold to 40,890 in 1912, although days lost

stabilised at 9,800 in 1913 and 9,880 in 1914168.

Compared with the previous decade, unemployment was

relatively low and living standards had improved. The

Liberals' social reforms had also had a beneficial effect

on the general conditions of working-class life and

employment, and it seems paradoxical that there was a

corresponding increase in industrial action. Hunt168

describes the strikes from 1910 on as 'opportunistic',

and outlines two factors which contributed to the rising

discontent. First, the extravagant lifestyle of the

"playboy monarch, emulated by the middle-classes, caused

resentment which led to a 'consciousness of relative

impoverishment" Second, a number of influential trades

unionists were syndicalists:

"Wherever serious discontent smouldered they were to
be found encouraging workers to see their grievances
as part of a wider class struggle and urging them to
seek redress at once, by strike action, and if
necessary in defiance of their official leaders.
They eagerly endorsed the suspicion that real wages
were falling, they proclaimed the failure of the
Labour Party and orthodox unionism to provide a
remedy ... Once battle was joined syndicalists
sought to prolong and widen disputes by urging

166 Hunt op cit 295
167 ibid 303.
168 ibid 319.
169 ibid 320-325
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rejection of all attempts at compromise and inciting
other workers to sympathetic action." 170

The increase in trades disputes and the escalating

amounts of violence that accompanied them, meant that

local police forces were frequently overstretched, and

were supplemented not only by the Metropolitan police,

but also by the military and special constables.

According to one account of the South Wales coal strike

of 1910-1911, which culminated in the notorious events at

Tonypandy and the shooting of two local men at Llanelli;

" ... hundreds of special constables and mounted
hussars, despatched by the Home Secretary,
Churchill, patrolled the coalfield." 171

Seamen went on strike in Liverpool in June 1911, and

the strike quickly spread to Hull and other major ports.

The authorities in Hull were seriously concerned that it

was not compounded by a railway strike which would mean

that Hull was cut-off by both land and sea, and lead to a

danger of the local populace starving- 72 . These fears

were groundless at that time as, although there was a

railway strike in August, the seamen's strike was settled

on the 3rd July. On the 2nd July 1911, the Secretary of

State, G.R. Askwith, issued a memo concerning serious

disturbances in Hull, and secret negotiations which were

then taking place between the union and the shipowners.

He warned that if the negotiations failed, there could be

170 ibid 325
171 0. Morgan, 'The Merthyr of Keir Hardy', in G.
Williams (ed.), Merthyr Politics: The Making of a Working
Class Tradition University of Wales Press, 1966, p.74;
cited in Geary op cit 29

172 Chief Constable of Hull to Home Office, 1st July
1911, H045 10648/210615. -
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a revolution in the city. He went on to detail the

arrangements which should be made to prevent such an

outcome:

"There are about 1,600 police in the town - I
suppose they will swear-in special constables, and
get the troops if the railway works. If not, there
are some territorials in camp: though they have hid
the ammunition and drawn the bolts of the rifles in
store so as to prevent a raid in the city
itself. ,,173

That the Home Office were alert to the fact that the use

of troops on picket-lines could be interpreted as

provocative, is demonstrated by a further memo from the

Home Secretary to the Mayor of Hull. In it, he stated

that two squadrons and one battalion of troops were being

held in readiness, because there was 'safety in numbers'

and all should be deployed if the use of troo ps was

thought to be necessary. He went on to add that:

"The military should be used as a support to the
police and all efforts made to avoid bringing them
in direct contact with rioters. Military should
never be split up into small parties, and an equal
number of police should accompany every military
body." 174

The strike was partially settled the following day, and

the sailors and dockers agreed to go back to work,

although coaltrimmers and millers who were not covered by

the agreement continued to refuse to work until their

grievances were settled. The troops were stood down, and

250 Metropolitan Police officers of the 500 who were

drafted in were sent back. As far as the use of special

174 Memo, Home Secretary to Mayor of Hull H045
10648/210615

173 Memo, GR Askwith, 2nd July 1911 H045 10648/210615



307

constables in Hull is concerned, it is highly unlikely

that they would have been deployed if the extra regular

officers who were available were not needed. There is

certainly no record of whether, and if so how, they were

used. On this occasion, it was the use of officers from

the Metropolitan police which was questioned in the House

of Commons, when Lansbury asked how such large numbers of

men could be spared, whether or not there was a reserve,

and if so, whether the cost of the reserve was borne by

London rate-payers. Churchill replied that only about one

man in 40 of the whole force had been sent, and that it

was always possible to make temporary arrangements for 39

men to do the work of 40. No reserve was maintained as

the strength of the Metropolitan Police was sufficient to

meet emergencies 175 , while the Hull police authority bore

the cost of the extra Metropolitan police, who got paid a

special rate for performing special duties176.

On the 5th July 1911, trade in Manchester was

brought to a standstill due to a carters' strike, when

seamen, firemen, dockers, coaltrimmers and shoreworkers

came out in support. The Hull docks were also affected.

177 From the beginning of August, there were a series of

local railway strikes in support of union recognition for

both dockers and railway workers. Riots occurred in

Liverpool, where both groups went on strike, and clashed

with the police and the military on the 15th. Outbreaks

175 Unlike other areas, the Metropolitan police did not

s	up a reserve until 1914. See ante p--
1 / b Hansard Daily Debates 3/7/11 in H045 10648/210615.
177 Geary op cit 32
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of disorder occurred across the country, and on the 16th

August 1911, railway workers across the country came out

on strike in sympathy with seamen, dockers and other

transport workers178.

The strike blocked the transport of essential

supplies throughout the country, and the police and

military were on full alert for threats of disorder,

which flared up throughout the North 179 . Special

constables were deployed in conjunction with the regular

police and the military on some of these occasions. For

example, at Ilkeston, a crowd had attacked a signalbox.

The superintendent sent six special constables to escort

workers to work at 6.00 p.m. at Ilkeston, and had sent

two regulars and two specials to Dock Holme Lock where

men had been interfered with on leaving work the previous

night. On hearing of trouble at Ilkeston, he had sent

three sergeants, seven police constables, and nine

special constables. There he had formed the men into a

line and forced the crowd off the railway premises.

Meanwhile the police were assailed with stones. A

contingent of Nottinghamshire police arrived, bringing

the total to 33, and the crowd were asked to go away

quietly but to no effect. The police then charged the

mob. About 12 soldiers arrived, but by that time the mob

had already scattered. On the 21st August, the Chief

Constable of Nottingham reported that the disturbance at

Ilkeston Junction on the 19th was the only disturbance

178 ibid 33.
179 Chief Constables Reports to Home Office 18th - 22nd
August 1911 H045 10656/212471
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experienced, and also the only time that troops were

used. He went on to say that 'The behaviour of the

strikers in this county has been creditable to them in

every way so far as disorder is concerned' and that 'I

had no difficulty in obtaining any quantity of special

constables of a superior type' 180 .

On the 22nd August, the Chesterfield Watch Committee

reported that a crowd of about 600 people had gathered at

the station. Twelve Midland Railway police, 4 Derbyshire

and 12 borough police were sent in. They effected a baton

charge, but the crowd did not disperse and reinforcements

of 30 more railway police and more borough police

arrived. The crowd advanced, throwing stones. A

detachment of troops then arrived and the Riot Act was

read. They then charged with fixed bayonets, and the

crowd fled but soon reassembled. The Chief Constable

asked the crowd to disperse but to no effect, and the

police then charged with batons drawn. Twenty-one people

were arrested, and according to a report from Charles

Markham, the mayor of Chesterfield, 'The Midland Railway

Special Constables certainly saved the situation as far

as damage to the station was concerned'

The strike was settled by the 23rd August, and on

the 24th the Secretary of State instructed local

authorities that the troops could be stood down if, in

their opinion and in the opinion of the general officer

180 Chief Constable of Nottingham to Home Office, 21st
July 1911 H045 10656/212471
181 Mayor of Chesterfield to Home Office, 22nd July 1911
H045 10656/212471

181.
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commanding, they were no longer required 182 . It was in

the aftermath of the summer's industrial action and the

resulting protest against the use of troops on picket-

lines that the Home Office circulars of 1911 were issued,

suggesting the creation and deployment of special

constabulary reserves183.

However, the use of special constables in these

disputes, like the use of the military, was seen as

contentious. The use of the military was disapproved of

as it implied a state of civil conflict, and there was a

serious risk of injury to civilians if they were

deployed. The use of special constables was contentious

for a different reason - Labour politicians in particular

saw their presence as a direct provocation in terms of

lending support to strike-breakers, or even giving them

police powers to help their colleagues work, and thus as

evidence of a desire on the part of the state to arm the

ruling class against the workers. Memories of the strike

were bitter and died hard: in the parliamentary debates

on the 1923 Special Constables Act, instances of their

use in 1911 were still being used as arguments in favour

of an amendment to the bill that special constables

should never be used in trades disputes. Lt. Commander

Kenworthy gave an example of an ex MP who had had his

photograph in the paper and was treated like a hero for

driving a train during the railway strike and asked

182 Secretary of State to Local Police Authorities, 24th

ipy 1911 Ho45 10656/212471
' Home Office to Chief Constables August 1911 and

September 1911. For a discussion of these circulars see
ante p.216 et seq. -
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'Could anything be more likely to inflame and create

bitterness? ' 184 . Later in the debate J. Jones remembered

that:

" ... in 1911 we had Bluebottles on top of the meat
vans, and they were special constables, and very
special constables. They were not used to break the
strike, but to break people's heads... ,,185

The deployment of special constables in wartime 

Once the 1914 Special Constables Act had been

passed, local police authorities lost their reluctance to

set up reserves, and special constables were sworn-in

across the country. Unlike with earlier periods, there is

a mass of evidence, both factual and anecdotal, detailing

the types of duties on which they were deployed, and the

frequency with which they were used.

For example, in the City of London 1,679 men were

sworn in on the 19th August , and despite losing 3,105

members of the Reserve to the Forces, by the 14th June

1919 there were still 2,148 members of the CLPR and 453

'Special' reservists186 . They were organised into four

divisions, each consisting of five general Companies. In

addition, four reserve companies were set up, three of

which consisted solely of employees of large

organisations-87.

185 Hansard 7/5/23 col 1990

186 CLPR - A Record op cit 27.

187 These "Special" reserves consisted of employees from
the Post Office, the Royal Exchange, and HM Printers. The
fourth "Special" reserve was originally intended to be a
training company, re-routing reservists once proficient

- into companies with a personnel shortage, but became a
company in its own right (CLPR - A Record ibid 44 - 106).

184 Hansard 7/5/23 col 1981
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In November 1914 the Reserve was allocated street

duties which consisted of guarding vulnerable points

likely to be tampered with by enemy agents, and also

attended at the Lord Mayor's Show for the first time.

They attended at several official functions in the

following years, and in June 1918 night street patrols

commenced, with each of the four divisions supplying from

26 to 32 men for each of the 4-hour duties, from 7 pm to

7 am188 . The CLPR was called out for emergency duty at

police stations during the Police Strike on the 31st

August 1918, but did not carry out any active duties.

They policed Armistice day, and continued beat duties

until patrols were discontinued in March 1919. Once

routine duties had ceased, the Reserve was retained to

help police official functions, and in June 1919 mustered

in Hyde Park with the Metropolitan Special Constabulary,

to be reviewed by the King189.

The CLPR were also called out on air-raid duty on 46

occasions between January 1916 and August 1918.

Throughout that period the numbers available for air-raid

duties fluctuated considerably: for example, on 4th July

1917, 50 men reported for duty but three nights later,

when Fenchurch Street was bombed in the heaviest raid of

the war on 7th July 1917 1673 Reservists attended190.

188 Ibid 30.
189 Ibid 30 - 31.
190 Ibid 33.
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Although no detailed pocketbooks or records from

individual reservists survive, the commendations gained

by the CLPR give an insight into the types of duties they

performed, although this insight must necessarily be

biased in favour of less routine occurrences. These

included commendations for arrests for unlawful

possession, drunk and disorderly and drunk and incapable,

for breaking and entering, loitering and for theft, for

arresting a man who had escaped from Pentonville, and

for arresting confidence tricksters. Police Reservists

were also commended for stopping runaway horses, and for

reporting contraventions of the liquor regulations.

The CLPR were also commended for more directly war-

related incidents, for example in detecting and reporting

fires and saving a woman's life during a fire. Their

duties were very diverse: in one case a special constable

was thanked by the Assistant Commissioner for perusing

and translating Swedish correspondence in a case of

trading with the enemy, while during the Fenchurch Street

Air Raid on the 7th July 1917 another special constable

was commended for stopping a runaway pony in Cloak lane

and 'While holding the said pony's head, was struck on

the hand by a piece of metal (supposed shrapnel) during

an Air Raid'. Yet another was commended for good work and

valuable assistance to the Detective Department during

an inquiry relating to persons suspected of offences

against the Defence of the Realm Regu1ations191.

191 Ibid 36 - 7.
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The Metropolitan Special Constabulary performed very

similar duties to the City specials, and often worked in

tandem with them, especially during air-raids. Hadaway

documents how they were mobilised for air-raid duty on 58

occasions, and helped the regulars in war work which, in

the Second World War, was allocated to the Civil Defence

and Observer Corps, or the Home Guard192 . These duties

included the guarding of Prisoners of War, and secondment

to the Royal Navy as ack-ack crews. They also manned

observation posts on the approaches to London to warn of

incoming air-raids. These warning systems were initially

rudimentary. The police blew whistles or rode about on

bicycles with placards around their necks 193 . However,

these warnings became more sophisticated as the war

progressed, when special constables were used to drive

cars containing bugle-blowing boy scouts through the

streets 194 . The MSC were also used for reinforcement

duties, and guarded Buckingham Palace and Scotland House

at night. They also performed barricade duty - watching

the roads leading to London and examining passing

vehicles. An Automobile Association Section was formed,

whose members performed mobile duty on motorbikes and in

cars 195 .

192 Hadaway, D.J. "London Specials Under Fire" in Police 
Review 9th January 1987 71 - 2.

193 Two postcards illustrating this phenomenon were
published during the War. See Dixon op cit 64 - 5.

194 Hadaway op cit.

195 Report on the MSC 1914 op cit paras 15-17.
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The first type of duty assigned was the guarding of

vulnerable points, and about 800 of these were allotted

to the MSC196 . Initially, volunteers were asked to do one

4-hour shift daily, but due to the numbers of volunteers

who came forward, this was reduced to one four-hour shift

every two or three days. Some difficulties were

experienced in getting enough day-time volunteers at

points which needed to be continuously manned, but these

were overcome by volunteers who took unpaid days off work

in order to do duty. Some divisions carried on with this

duty until 1917. Metropolitan special constables were

also expected to do patrol and beat duties, with an

optimum 10 four-hour duties every 30 days. This varied

according to local circumstances so that some stations,

for example Brixton, did 14 duties on average, whilst

others did fewer. In other divisions it was considered

expedient to have a three-hour tour of duty, in order to

effectively employ men who could only give their services

at night.

Later in the war, special constables 'selected for

their professional knowledge or high intelligence' were

given training to become observers and reported back on

enemy aircraft movements, and the Central Observation

Bureau was manned by special constables. Further duties

included making enquiries respecting aliens; serving

notices; acting as interpreters; distributing and

collecting schedules for national service; special duties

196 Ibid paras 27 - 33.
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on the underground; policing gun and search-light

stations under construction; work at recruiting stations;

searching for deserters; confidential investigation work;

helping with the national war savings campaign;

regulating food queues; distributing ration forms; lights

regulation; protection of animals; and the examination of

petrol-driven cars197.

Apart from these routine duties, special constables

were also used for potentially explosive public-order

situations. Early in May 1915, the 'Lusitania', a ship

carrying civilians, was sunk by the Germans. Public

indignation was strong, and shops and houses belonging to

Germans in working-class business and residential areas

were attacked. Demonstrations were organised, and looting

occurred in their wake. Along with regular police

officers, special constables were called on to help hold

back the crowds.

At this stage, special constables did not have a

police uniform, and this caused considerable confusion,

with special constables being attacked on one occasion by

the proprietors of shops which they were meant to be

protecting; on another occasion they were mistaken by the

regular police for a party of rioters; on another, a

party of special constables similarly mistook another

group of specials for rioters. Despite these faux pas,

the Commissioner of Police, Sir Edward Henry, thanked the

11,000 special constables who had helped out during the

197 Ibid.
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riots for the way in which they had discharged their

duty, stating that:

'The Superintendents of every Division in the
Metropolitan Police Area are enthusiastic in their
appreciation of the help they received, and the
manner in which Special Constables performed their
duty... ,198

Apart from the wide variety of duties in which they

were involved, another innovation in the deployment of

special constables was the introduction of first-aid

training in addition to training in military drill. By

the time of demobilisation, 1,497 metropolitan special

constables still on the strength, held first-aid training

certificates199.

This varied pattern of duties was not unique to

Londin special constables. For example: in Birmingham

they were used to guard waterworks and for ordinary beat

duties; in Manchester they were used to guard public

buildings, railways, canals and other public utilities; a

mounted section was formed in Luton. Grimsby seems to

have originated the practice of allowing specials to take

over the running of a division for a day with regulars

present to provide back-up only in the event of an

emergency200

In Hull, between 3-5,000 special constables were

enrolled throughout the war 201 . According to Sheppard

198	
Cited ibid para 33. See also Reay, Col W.T The

Special: How They Served London 158 - 9.

199 Ibid para 37.
200 Seth op cit 78-84.
201	Reports conflict as to the exact number, Sheppard
stating that 'over 3,000 enrolled'; Maffin, J. in
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they performed a variety of duties, including ensuring

the safe conduct of 'undesirable aliens' while they were

in the port. 3-400 were also engaged on daily patrols

'during the period when the regular Police Force was so

seriously reduced through enlistment'. They were divided

into three sections in order to thwart any threat of

invasion, the first being responsible for traffic and

civilian control, the second to remove and destroy

transport and property in the event of enemy invasion,

the third was a 'tools and workmen's section'. This

contingency plan was never called into action, but in the

meantime special constables were deployed checking

vehicles coming in to the City, guarding the docks,

controlling traffic and keeping order during a Royal

Visit in 1917, regulating traffic on the quays, and

acting as air-raid wardens during Zeppelin raids202.

Official reports show that the special constabulary

as an organisation performed a varied number of tasks

throughout the First World War, but the duty performed by

an individual special constable could be and frequently

was routine and uneventful. It is possible to gain an

insight into what individual special constables actually

did through surviving records.

The pocketbook of a Mr Scott, a special constable in

Cheshire from January 1917 to March 1919, records that he

performed either three hours night duty between 10.00

Special Edition Vol 1 no 1 Winter 1984/85 p7 claiming
that 5,000 were sworn-in.

202 Sheppard op cit 117 - 120.
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p.m. and 1.00 a.m. or four hours day duty between 6.00

p.m to 10.00 p.m. each Sunday until April 1917, with

nothing to report. In April, he was on duty for two

consecutive Wednesdays, and then alternated between the

Wednesday and Sunday day duty, interspersed with an

occasional night duty, throughout the year until

Christmas, which day he had off203 . This pattern of

duties was repeated in 1918, and on the 27th March he

attended a meeting at the police office to hear a

speaker, Colonel Bromley-Davenport, who appealed to

special constables to join the 'local volunteers'

presumably the VTC - under class B, when they would be

transferred into section P and 'gave his word of honour'

that no man would be removed from this section without

the consent of the Chief Constable. A measure of Mr.

Scott's feeling on this matter, and of his mistrust of

the Colonel is that he adds in the report that 'This he

said in the presence of the Chief Constable' 204.

Scott's pocketbook does not record whether or not he

joined the VTC following this meeting, but he did

continue to perform regular duties on an alternate

203 Special Constable's pocketbook, held at ChRO
CJP/20/2/4.

204 The enlistment of special constables into the
volunteers was a contentious issue at this time
involving, as it did, a conflict of interests between
police requirements and those of the military. It also
caused some confusion amongst special constables and was
received with mixed feelings, some specials enlisting
straight away and then not coming out on duty again as
specials, amongst others it was deeply unpopular because
they already felt they were performing as much voluntary
duty as they were capable of. For a fuller discussion see
post p.311 et seq.
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Wednesday and Sunday basis throughout 1918. On Friday the

12th April, he was called out from home at 12.15 a.m. for

air-raid action. On the 23rd October, he reported that

some metal fittings had been stolen from a public urinal,

and on the 27th did air-raid duty from the police station

rather than going out on patrol. He continued turning out

weekly for duty until March 1919, when he noted that he

had been absent for one duty due to illness, and the

entries cease after the 16th March. On every tour of

duty, Scott was visited by both a sergeant and an

inspector, although he does not make it clear whether

these were members of the regular force, or senior

special constables.

The very sparseness of Scott's account provides a

striking contrast to the gung-ho narratives of Ward, Seth

et al, and gives an indication that duty in the second

police reserve was neither romantic nor glorious, but

frequently mundane and uneventful. A more personalised

account was written by J.E. Chatfield, a special

constable in Manchester. Although written to entertain

and amuse, rather than as a sociological record,

Chatfield's account is still of interest for the insight

that it gives into the problems which special constables

encountered on the beat, and the social conditions

prevailing in the poorer areas of Manchester during the

First World War. After first describing the reaction of

the public to the sight of special constables on the

streets, he goes on to detail his experiences on the

beat:
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"When first put on duty to patrol the streets we
found our 'beats' much too short for the time
allowed from point to point; after two and a half
years of this duty however we have become so expert
in the regulation pace that the same beat frequently
proves too long and our failure to reach 'point'
often calls for explanation to the visiting
sergeant. "205

Chatfield goes on to describe his beat in a poor area of

Manchester. He was deeply disturbed by the conditions of

the locals, and particularly by the fact that women

frequently went drinking in public houses, leaving their

children to wait outside. Despite this, he was constantly

amazed by the intelligence and integrity of most of them,

and comments on the fact that there is relatively little

serious crime, most complaints to the police being from

property owners about damage done by the children playing

in or about empty sites. He advocated a lenient approach:

" Common sense will applaud such methods and ideas
of justice, and ask where else can the poor 'little
beggars' find such a healthy and handy alternative
to the dusty (setts) of their sunless streets, and
the filth and slime usually lying in pools on the
uneven surface of the narrow passages or entries
behind their homes; as the roofs of untenanted
works, or the enclosed premises of some would be
recluse of the slums? "206

Despite the grim conditions which he often saw on

his beat, Chatfield stayed cheerily optimistic:

The 'Special' with a sense of humour need
never lack amusement. 'Make your beats as
interesting for yourselves as possible, gentlemen!'
the Inspector once said. And that is just what, as a
rule, we contrive to do. In war time there is,
happily, very little crime of either a serious or
comparative, trivial nature to occupy our full time.
The 'no report' which is the official pocketbook

205 Chatfield loq cit 112.
206 Ibid 116.
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method of describing 'slack business' gives us
plenty of opportunity for observing the funny side
of police work. And though, no doubt, the little
entertaining interludes, which lightened the
monotony of our four hours patrol in the early days,
are becoming less frequent as we become more
familiar; incidents of a whimsical and unlooked-for-

...character are always 'cropping-up'	,207

Chatfield then describes a number of encounters

which struck him as being particularly interesting or

amusing, such as an encounter with a distraught woman who

wanted a 'proper policeman' to protect her from her

violent brother-in-law, and consequently spurned his and

his colleague's offer of assistance; two young women who

ridiculed them; and an over-friendly drunk in charge of a

horse which the specials could not decide whether or not

to arrest 2 " .

The Restricted Lighting Order, which instigated

blackouts, appears to have had an effect on the monotony

of Chatfield's beat as it was initially frequently

infringed. He comments that they tried to be less severe

to those 'comparatively innocent' by being merely

forgetful rather than deliberately leaving lights

visible209.

Special constables were also utilised to visit known

dog-owners when the Dog Rationing Order came into force.

This order prohibited owners from feeding their dogs with

any food fit for human consumption, and listed such

delicacies as bread, sago-puddings and oatmeal, as being

207 Ibid 121-3.
208 Ibid 123 - 8.
209 Ibid 129.
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forbidden. There were severe penalties for transgressors,

and the offending dog could be shot. Even so, Chatfield's

time on duty appears to have been considerably enlivened

after the introduction of this order, and he concludes

his narrative with several conversations between himself

and incredulous owners, who found it hard to believe that

the authorities should bother with prohibiting them to

feed their dogs on such extensively rationed luxuries210.

While Chatfield's account is often highly colourful

and subjective, it is valuable in that it highlights the

tedious and uneventful nature of the duties which the

majority of special constables performed during the first

world war. When taken in conjunction with the lack of

incidents reported in Scott's pocketbook, it appears that

typically, rather than having an action-packed and

adventurous experience in the police reserve, special

constables were deployed on low-level mundane tasks and

routine beat duties.

The post-war deployment of specials 

At the end of the First World War, no clear thought

was given by the authorities to the question of the

continued existence or disbandment of special

constabularies. The legal position was still governed by

the 1914 Special Constables Act, which enabled the

appointment of special constables 'during the present

war'211 , coupled with the residual powers of magistrates

210 Ibid 128-131.

211 sl(1).
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to appoint in those circumstances under the 1831 Special

Constables Act and the 1882 Municipal Corporations Act.

The Home Office circular of the 10th December 1918

suggesting that the war reserves be disbanded was not

immediately acted on; for example, the Cambridge special

constabulary were held in a legal limbo until the 23rd

June 1919, when the Watch Committee finally got around to

reporting to the mayor that as the war had ended, and the

regular police were back to strength, the services of

special constables were no longer required212.

Conversely, although the Hertford Watch Committee stood

down their police war reserve at the end of the war, it

was still felt that there was a need for some form of

voluntary reserve. A circular from the Chief Constable

dated 30th November 1918 thanked the special constables

for their assistance, and stated that there was work

still in store for them:

"As a Police Reserve after the War the moral effect
of such a body will be of utmost value and I
earnestly hope that on disbandment a voluntary
organisation on the same lines will take place..."
213

Although the Hertford records do not mention whether or

not such an organisation was formed, Osborn details an

interesting occasion in the summer of 1919 when a

procession was held on 'Peace Day', July 7th, in front of

the Mayor. Ex-servicemen staged a mass demonstration and

a riot ensued, from which the Mayor managed to escape

212 CRO; City/misc. papers, 1905-22.

213 HRO D/ECh B(o)1.
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only because he disguised himself as a special

constable214. This would imply that, in Hertford at

least, special constables were still a familiar sight

during the policing of local events, and that the

organisation had not been entirely disbanded.

What happened to the wartime police reserves after

the war appears consequently to have been governed by

local circumstances; in London the continuation of the

police reserve on a permanent basis was accepted almost

immediately. In other areas, particularly rural and

affluent areas free from industrial unrest, the concept

of a police reserve appears to have been quietly put back

on the shelf and allowed to gather dust until the major

national crises of the early 1920s.

The deployment of specials during the police strikes 

In August 1918, the National Union of Police and

Prison Officers, which had been established in 1913

without Home Office approval, persuaded the regular

police in London to strike for union recognition. The

strike in London was quickly crushed, but while it was in

progress neither the Commissioner of the Metropolitan

Police, Sir Nevil Macready, nor those who volunteered for

duty, appear to have had any qualms about enlisting

special constables to take the place of regular officers.

This had obvious and long-lasting effects on the

relationship between special constables and regular

214 Osborn op cit 108.
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officers, and led to hostility and resentment on both

sides which will be discussed later. In the meantime:

"Special constables remained at their assigned
duties and, for the time the trouble lasted,
undertook additional work to help in ensuring the
protection 

215
of London against criminal

enterprise. n

The police strike of 1918 occurred before the war

had ended, consequently existing specials who were

serving in the police war reserves were deployed in place

of the regulars. The strike had far-reaching consequences

for regular officers - it led to the setting up of the

Police Federation and of the Desborough Committee on

police pay and promotion structures. It also had

implications for the existence of special constabularies

as the strike directed the attention of the Home Office

to the value of a permanent peace-time police reserve.

For example, the Honourable Artillery Company decision of

the MSC was created as a direct result.

In 1919 the police again went on strike to save the old

Union and stop the growth of the federation, which they

had christened the 'Goose Club', to imply that it would

always march in step with the authorities 216 . This time

the action was more widespread and affected forces in

London, Birmingham and Liverpool, with Merseyside being

the key centre of unrest217.

215 Report on the MSC 1914 op cit para 34.

216 Judge, T. The First Fifty Years 2.

217 Morgan, J. op cit 82.
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Two destroyers and a battleship were stationed in

the Mersey, 900 troops were drafted into the city, and

730 special constables were enrolled, who worked in

tandem with the remaining regulars and the military to

suppress the ensuing disorder 218
. The authorities however

experienced some difficulty in recruiting specials in

Birkenhead, where the majority of the regulars were on

strike 219 . In London, the CLPR and the HAC MSC were

relied on to replace the striking regulars.

Despite sympathy strikes by drivers and foremen in

London and Liverpool, the strike lacked popular support

among the rank and file regulars. At its peak, on the 4th

August, only 1,156 men came out in the Metropolitan

police, from a force of 18,200; 58 from 970 in the City

of London; 119 from 1,320 in Birmingham; 954 from 1,874

in Liverpool; 114 from 180 in Birkenhead, and 63 from

Bootle 220 . Although 2,365 men were dismissed for taking

part, this provoked little reaction from their fellows as

the Desborough Committee had by then reported, and

recommended massive increases in pay and improvements in

conditions221.

The deployment of specials in post war industrial 
disputes 

Special constables were also deployed in the 1919

railway strike, probably, like the Citizen Guard, to

218 Ibid 83.
219 See ante p

220 Morgan, J. op cit 83.

221 Ibid. See also Judge pp cit.



328

drive vehicles - a use which proved to be at least as

controversial as their previous types of deployment

during riots. This was seen as a strikebreaking activity

and provoked long and bitter memories, fuelling Labour

opposition to the 1923 Special Constables Act. Thus, in a

debate on an amendment to the bill to the effect that

special constables should not be employed in any trade

dispute, Lieutenant-Commander Kenworthy cited the example

of another MP, Sir Richard Cooper, who had driven a train

during the 1919 strike, stating that;

"This force may be enrolled ... for the legitimate
purpose of preventing violence and riot, but if it
is then going to be turned on to organised
blacklegging, there will be a departure from the
regular orderly behaviour we have had during these
trade disputes. "222

The 1919 railway strike was settled within seven

days, and many of the precautions and contingency plans

made by the authorities were never called in to action,

particularly as, unlike with earlier disputes, there was

no disorder. The idea of forming a Citizen Guard was

dropped by the Cabinet for reasons of political

pragmatism, as they were reluctant to indulge publicly in

contingency preparations, and the formation of a new

force would be expensive 223 . However, the effects of the

strike were far-reaching as, according to Geary, one

consequence	was to firmly establish 'the strategy of

222	
Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Commons) 7th May

1923 col 1982.
223	Jeffery and Hennessy op cit 20.
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using volunteers to combat any disorder associated with

industrial disputes ,224.

In furtherance of this new policy, the Home

Secretary, Edward Troup, issued a highly detailed

circular, no. 390739/18, on the 2nd December 1919

concerning the arrangements to be made for the future use

of special constables 225 . Although the War Office

continued to urge the creation of an armed force of

volunteers, these suggestions were not taken up. 226 A

further strike threatened by the Triple Alliance for the

spring of 1920 did not materialize, but negotiations with

the coalowners over pay broke down, following the

Government's returning themines to private ownership,

and on 16th October 1920 the miners went on strike 227 . As

it was generally peaceful, no appeal was made for special

constables, the regular police being able to cope

unaided225 . In April the following year the miners again

went on strike, and the Triple Alliance again threatened

a sympathy strike. There were few troops available,

although 93,000 special constables were reported to be

enrolled in the provinces and 13,600 in the Metropolis.

The Home Office instructed chief constables that troops

should only be used as a last resorts, and that they

224 Geary op cit 54.

225 See ante p

226 Morgan, J. op cit 96.

227 Geary op cit 55.

228 Morgan, J. op cit 97 - 98.
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should concentrate on enroling special constables. This

they did, and with the regular police, maintained order

in a generally peaceful strike229.

The national coal strike of 1920 climaxed in the

miners' lock-out in 1921 when, following the breakdown of

pay talks, the mineowners posted notices throughout the

coalfields terminating all contracts of employment at the

end of the month, and offering to re-employ miners

subject to a wage cut. The miners responded by

threatening to strike at the end of March, and the

coalowners retaliated by a lock-out230. Special

constables were mobilised in April 1921 in response to a

sympathy strike threatened by the Triple Alliance, after

the Government had declared a state of emergency. More

contentiously, Lloyd George proposed the formation of an

armed, uniformed 'Defence Force' consisting of members of

the territorial army and ex-servicemen, to act in support

of the police. By 12th April, 40,000 men were reported as

officially attested in the Defence Force, and 17,000

reservists had reported present. Preparations were also

made to draw special constables recruited in rural areas

into disturbed areas. On the 15th April the Triple

Alliance called off its threatened strike, and the

government focused its attention solely on the miners

stoppage. The state of emergency was renewed , three more

times until July 26th, when the miners' returned to work.

229 Ibid 99 - 100.
230 Geary op cit 55.
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After this, police, reservists and the Defence Force were

deployed in the mining areas231.

The Left fiercely resented these arrangements,

describing the Defence Force as a 'White Guard' formed

for the protection of backlegs232:

"The large number of special constables who enrolled
... were seen as a class force - a direct menace to
organised labour. They were free from popular
control, while citizens had no appeal about their
behaviour save to Whitehall."233

After the end of the First World War, the use of

special constables on routine beat duties to supplement a

diminished regular force was discontinued. This did not

result in the total disbandment of special

constabularies; the internal industrial crises which

followed the cessation of hostilities with Germany

ensured that the authorities continued to try to find

means to augment the regular force, and in fact focused

attention on volunteer police reserves in an

unprecedented way. The years from 1919 to 1923 saw a

constant interest in the use of peacetime forms of police

reserve, and culminated in the passing of the 1923

Special Constables Act which enabled the permanent

establishment of a volunteer police force.

THE EFFECTIVENESS OF SPECIAL CONSTABLES: 1900 - 1923 

Pre-War effectiveness

231 Morgan, J. op cit 99 - 105.
232 Ibid 105.
233 Ibid 106.
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There is very limited evidence available about the

effectiveness of special constables in the early

twentieth century. Seth skips the period entirely,

jumping from the Dock Strikers' rally in Trafalgar Square

in 1889 to the 1911 railway strike 234 . There was also a

dearth of public, parliamentary or Home Office discussion

over the use of special constables, although some forces

experimented with the creation of police reserves in this

period235.

The consequence of this paucity of information means

that two conflicting conclusions can be drawn about the

effectiveness of specials. Thus it can be argued that

their use was well established and considered to be

neither problematic nor controversial, reflecting the

fact that there were few trades disputes and that

relations between the Home Office,	Local Police

Authorities and the regular police were relatively

harmonious236.

The alternative explanation may be exactly the

opposite: that by this stage the legislation governing

the appointment of specials was so confused and so

imperfectly understood by both justices and their

appointees alike, that it was considered safer not to

234 Seth op cit 69-70

235 See ante p.214 et seq.

236 The Trades Dispute Act 1906 reversed the Taff Vale
judgment and gave trades unions legal immunity in
strikes, while Sir Edward Troup, subsequently to be so
influential in redefining the relationship between the
provincial police and the Home Office, was not appointed
until 1908. Morgan op cit 9, 16
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appoint at all. For example, Seth indicates that the

provisions of the 1882 Act were left in abeyance in

favour of calling for volunteers in emergencies under the

1831 Special Constables Act, while volunteers who did

come forward were ignorant of both their powers and

duties 237 . The experience of the Cambridge Watch

Committee, which got itself so entangled in the

legislative morass over the use of auxilliary policing

that it did not begin to appoint special constables under

the 1882 Municipal Corporations Act until 20 years later,

and even then attempted to create an office of

'supernumerary' rather than 'special' constable for

corporation employees, has already been considered in

some detail238.

Further evidence for this view is furnished by an

article in Police Review commemorating the use of special
constables for 150 years since the passing of the 1831

Special Constables Act 239 . The author comments that there

was frequently a misunderstanding about the role of

special constables, and goes on to quote three letters

written to Police Review between 1896 and 1901. In the

first, published in the June 1896 edition, the writer, a

'private constable' appointed by a JP to look after his

estate, wanted to know if he was empowered to act as a

constable on public roads. The second letter was

237 Seth op cit 73.

238 See ante p--
239 "150 Years Of The Specials", uncredited, Police
Review, 16th October 1981, 2016-17, 2046.
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published in 1900, and was written by a special constable

in Bradford who was commenting on the role of the 100 men

sworn-in each October under the 1882 Municipal

Corporations Act. The writer states that;

"Any burgess is liable to be called upon so to act,
and it is a matter of duty and not of mere
privilege. To what extent that duty is carried out
is another matter..."

The third letter, like the first, again concerns the

jurisdiction of an employee given constabulary powers to

facilitate his employment: a dock constable wrote in 1901

stating that he was a special constable, and asking

whether or not he could act as such in order to arrest

youths who were jeering at him within the one-mile limits

of the docks240.

Both arguments are to an extent correct as far as

the effectiveness of special constables in this period is

concerned: on the rare occasions when unruly local

incidents were anticipated, the enrolment of special

constables sworn-in under the 1831 Special Constables Act

was still an effective solution. When it came to the

appointment of quasi-permanent special constables in

boroughs under s196 of the 1882 Municipal Corporations

Act, there was a confusion in the minds of authorities

and appointees alike over the jurisdiction afforded by

the appointment, which meant that in these cases the

powers provided under the Act were used infrequently and

ineffectually.

240 See also "Questions and Answers to the Justice of the
Peace" ante p--
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The years between 1911 and 1914 were a critical

period as for the first time since the Chartist uprisings

of 1848, it appeared that internal revolution was a

distinct possibility, and that the new policing

arrangements which had been introduced in the latter half

on the nineteenth century would prove to be inadequate to

contain it.

Industrial unrest on a national basis highlighted

the need for some kind of auxiliary force to help

maintain order in the increasingly explosive atmosphere

which prevailed in strike areas. The potential for

disorder was not restricted to picket-lines, but could

flare-up almost anywhere within a community,

particularily when the strike was not total and strikers

sought to persuade those still working to join them.241

The events at Tonypandy and at Llanelli in the summer of

1911, when troops were used to quell disorder on the

South Wales coalfields, with the resulting civilian

injuries and fatalities, had caused a national outcry and

had deflected public sympathies on to the strikers. The

authorities did not relish a repeat performance the

following month, during the national railway strike, and

consequently sought again to utilise a civilian volunteer

reserve to aid the police.

This tactic was effective if only because, being

unarmed, special constables posed less of a threat to

241 Under s2 of the 1906 Trade Disputes Act, it was
lawful for pickets to wait outside strike-breakers
houses, as well as at their work-place, in order to
'peacefully persuade' them to join the strike.
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strikers than the military, and their use was less likely

to cause popular outrage242 . They may also have had a low

visibility if their deployment followed the pattern

recommended by the 1909 circular, and they were used

mainly on routine station duties. However, no police

action during this period was popular, and was often

perceived by strikers as a deliberate attempt by the

state to intervene on the side of the employers243.

From the police perspective their deployment was a

success, and on two separate occasions during the 1911

railway dispute, special constables were specifically

singled out for praise244.

Further, following the railway strike in 1911, the

Home Office continued to argue forcibly for the setting

up of police reserves. The effectiveness of these

exhortations was marred by the inadequacies of the

legislation. In rural areas, special constables could

only be appointed if there were fears of riot etc. 245 , or

of an influx of unruly construction workers 246 , so that

the establishment of a reserve force was a technical

impossibility unless it could be shown that such

conditions existed. In boroughs the legal position was

more conducive to the formation of police reserves, as

242 The Left may have seen specials as agents of class
war . See ante p-- (Jones in Hansard 1923)

243 Morgan, J. op cit chapter 3

244 see ante p.281-2.

245 special Constables Act 1831 Si
246 special Constables Act 1838 Si
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special constables had traditionally been annually

appointed in readiness of the day when the ordinary

police were insufficient to maintain order, for whatever

reason, and required only a warrant before they could

assume full police powers247 , however, the provisions of

the Municipal Corporations Acts were frequently

misunderstood or misapplied. Even so, s196 of the 1882

Municipal Corporations Act was not repealed by the 1914

or 1923 Special Constables Acts, which indicates that it

was considered expedient for the justices to have a

residual power of appointment for certain employees until

1964 248 .

Effectiveness in wartime

After the 1914 Special Constables Act was passed,

wartime police reserves were enrolled and organised

relatively easily249 . However, three factors adversely

affected their efficacy:

First, the initial reluctance of the Home Office to

make provision for volunteers who did not have private

means, resulted in recruitment problems and high rates of

resignations and illness 250 . Even after the necessary

regulations had been introduced, the use of special

247 Municipal Corporations Act 1835 s83, Municipal

Corporations Act 1882 s196

248 See Miller and Luke op cit for a fuller discussion.

249 See ante p.249 for a discussion of some of the
problems which did arise

250 For a full discussion, see ante p.253
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constables was still extremely effective as a cheap

source of labour: since the beginning of the war, the use

of special constables had resulted in a saving to

ratepayers of £30,000 per month, which otherwise would

have gone in wages to the regular force251.

Second, training appears to have been either very

limited or non-existent, and this adversely affected the

competence of special constables when out duty. For

example, Chatfield comments that:

" ... Most of us 'left undone those things we ought
to have done', and did 'things we ought not to have
done' ... it says much for the patience and
tolerance of the general public as well as for the
tact of the regular officers of the police force,
that some of us did not get into serious
trouble. ,252

Perhaps because unpaid, the commitment of some

volunteers was questionable. On 23rd October 1914,

Police Review reported the prosecution of several

special constables in Kent, because they had 'declined to

obey orders, their view being that the service required

was unduly onerous', with the outcome that one man was

convicted and fined £40.253

The third factor which mitigated against their

effective deployment, was the conflict of interests

imposed on special constables towards the end of the war.

251 William Bull, M.P in The Referee cited in Seth op cit
111

252 Chatfield op cit 112-3

253 Cited in Seth op cit 86. Seth ibid 87 details several
similar convictions against special constables throughout
the duration of the war, in Birkenhead, Slough, Brighton,
Sandwich, Swansea, Leeds, Hastings and elsewhere. See
also ante p---.
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A national service scheme to create a volunteer corps for

essential tasks - a precursor of the Land Army scheme in

the second world war, was set up in the beginning of

1917, and the Home Office encouraged special constables

to enrol in this. Files at the Public Record Office show

that this policy was unpopular among senior officers, who

felt that too much was being imposed on their men, and

who feared a loss of authority to the military if special

constables resigned en masse to work for the new

volunteer organisation. Initial confusion over the role

of special constables in the national service scheme, was

replaced by resentment at the Home Office's failure to

appreciate the need which still remained for special

constables, a point which is clearly demonstrated in a

series of correspondence between the Home Office and

various chief constables and defence committees is the

spring of 1917.

On the 12th February 1917, the Chief Constable of

Bristol wrote to the Home Office, asking whether or not

appointment as a special constable could, per se, be
considered to be National Service. 254 On the 22nd

February, the Home Office replied that the fact that a

man was acting as a special constable should not deter

him from volunteering 'if his ordinary employment is such

that he might be more usefully employed in the present

emergency upon work of a national character'255.

254 H045 10838/331298/1.

255 H045 10838/331298/1.
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No more queries were received from Bristol, but on

the 17th March, the chair of the Chichester Division of

the Emergency Committee wrote to the Home Office on the

same point, stating that;

"These men have been sworn-in as special constables
and have been detailed to act in various ways in the
case of Emergency being declared by the Competent
Military Authority, and if they are removed
elsewhere the whole Emergency scheme must fall to
the ground."256

On the 29th March, the Home Office restated that the

mere fact of being appointed a special constable should

not deter someone from also volunteering to act in the

VTC, but that where they had been assigned emergency

duties in the event of an invasion, they should not do so

unless a substitute could be found257.

Concurrent with these que, the Service

Department had written to Sir E. Henry, the Commissioner

for the Metropolitan police, asking him to encourage all

special constables to enrol, stating that if they were

called up for other work the Metropolitan police would

have a right of appeal against this decision, which would

receive 'consideration of the first order'. The

Department also stated that in the Director General's

opinion, no man would be removed to do other work if the

Commissioner objected to his removal. They also asked him

not to issue a notice which he had drafted, and which he

had sent to them on the 12th March, which stated that

members of the special constablulary who had agreed to to

256 H045 10838/331298/7

257 H045 10838/331298/7
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temporary service when requested for a certain number of

hours or days per week, would not be expected to enrol

under the National Service scheme258.

On receipt of this letter, the Commissioner wrote to

the Home Office on the 24th March, outlining his

objections to the scheme, and defending the special

constables in their reluctance to enrol:

"The Special Constabulary consists of men who, for
the most part, are engaged throughout the day in
working for their living and who devote their
available leisure to doing Special Constabulary
work. They are on a regular rota and perform so many
hours duty a week at specified times on specified
days. They further undertake to respond to any
emergency call made on them at whatever our of the
day or night it may be made.

"I am advised that they are not willing as a body to
sign a form binding themselves to do such national
service as may be assigned to them at any indicated
place and that a direction of this nature given by
me would cause a great number of them to resign
their posts as Special Constables so as to join the
Volunteer Forces ... where the work they will do
will be of less value than the work they are now
doing.

"The suggestion that the Special Constables should
be urged to sign the Form of Service, it being
presumed that they will not be called away without
my consent, in my judgment will not get over the
difficulty. Obviously I could not agree to lose
their services and therefore could not agree to
their being called away, so that the effect of my
urging the Specials to sign would be to bring about
the disintegration of the Force without increasing
the actual number of National Service Volunteers"
259

Both the Metropolitan specials and their Commissioner

were in a state of open rebellion against the Home

Office, who reacted with unruffled calm, pointing out

258 H045 10838/331298/17.

259 H045 10838/331298/12
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that 'a mere change of occupation without a change of

residence would not necessarily prevent a Special

Constable from continuing to act in that capacity', and

restating the National Service Department's opinion that

'if it were necessary to remove any considerable number

of Special Constables for work outside London it would be

open to you to appeal to the Director General, which

,260.appeal ... would no doubt be successful ...

The summons was resisted by forces throughout the

country; thus a telegram sent to the Chief Constables of

Bradford, Hartlepool and Manchester by the Home Office on

30th March 1917 stated that 'owing to some

misunderstanding', they had made statements that special

constables should not volunteer for national service. It

went on to stress that the Secretary of State was of the

opinion that special constables should volunteer261.

On the 2nd April 1917, the Home Office issued a

circular which seems to have been designed to have a

soothing effect on the wounded dignity of both the

special constables and those in authority over them.

After repeating the contents of the telegram of the 30th

March, it continued:

"The Secretary of State fully appreciates the useful
services rendered by the Special Constables as
substitutes for Polie Constables who have joined
His Majesty's Forces. 262

260 H045 10838/331298/12

261 H045 10838/331298/16

262 Home Office to Chief Constables, 2nd April 1917,
circular no:331 298/16
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Even so, they were not to be hindered from

undertaking other work of national importance. However,

where Emergency Committes had been established, special

constables who had been assigned specific duties should

not enrol in the volunteers until substitutes had been

found263.

The files at the Public Record Office do not

indicate the extent to which the Home Office attitude

brought it into direct confrontation with the special

constabulary hierarchy, but merely indicate that there

was a problem which the Home Office was trying to ignore.

Records held at the Surrey Record Office, which were

collected by Mr. Bruzard, senior special officer of the

West Byfleet and Purford Special Constabulary, show the

disastrous effect which the introduction of the national

service scheme had.

On the 19th of March, 1917, the Chief Constable of

Surrey wrote to one Brigadier-General Beaton (possibly

the chair of the central organising committee), stating

that all emergency special constables who wanted to join

the VTC were to be relieved of their emergency duties,

and that all ordinary special constbles who were already

in the VTC were also to be relieved of their duties, but

must first tender their resignations264.

The letter was circulated to all divisions of the

Surrey special constabulary, and in June 1917 Bruzard

263 H045 10838/331298/16

264 SRO cc98/23/2.
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tendered his resignation, as he was also a member of the

VTC. His resignation was not accepted however, and in a

letter to him the chair of D Company, 7th Battalion,

Surrey Volunteer Regiment, stated that unlike in other

cases, they had declined to allow the precedence of

military duty in emergency in his own. Bruzard continued

in office, but the wholesale resignation of special

constables to join the VTC began to cause manpower

problems. In a letter later that summer, Colonel

Baggally, the honourable secretary of the central

organising committee, wrote to all the chairs of the

local emergency committees in Surrey concerning the

shortage of special constables that was now being

experienced:

"I think I am right in remembering that the Chief
Constable declined to have any of the Volunteer
Corps of the County among his Special Constables at
the first - feeling it better to be independent ...
It will probably now be necessary to revise this
decision ... These men ... have been of the best of
our Special Constables, and now that they belong to
Sections 'A' or 'B' and earn the #2 grant, and are
available at once in emergency for our measures, the
difficu4y felt at the beginning no longer
exists".4°5

Baggally went on to say that they were now

experiencing difficulties, as 'earmarked' emergency

special constables had left the county or had taken up

duties which prevented them from being available in

emergencies, and wrote a further letter in December 1917

complaining that they did not have enough trained special

constables, although those that they did have 'are all

265 Ibid.
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men of superior intelligence who will do their best', but

that they would be insufficient in number if refugees

from the East Coast 'come in masses 1266.

Again, the records do not show how the problem was

resolved, but presumably some solution was found as the

next document which Bruzard saw fit to save was a list of

instructions for special constables dated the 18th July

1918, listing the beats to be patrolled at least once

each evening, the need to notify him in advance if they

were going to be absent, and to make a note of special

constables bedroom windows in case of night calls267.

Length of service and levels of activity

Before the First World War small cores of enrolled

specials existed in some boroughs, but may not have been

very active. National figures are not available for those

enrolled specifically for the 1911 railway strike.

During the First World War, the wastage rate was

necessarily high: apart from controversies about

conditions and about membership of the VTC, many of those

who were enrolled at the beginning of the war were

subsequently called-up for the forces. In Cambridge, 124

specials were appointed during the war years, but of

that number 71 are described as having served 'for a

short period only' 268 . Although 36 special constables

were serving in the Purford and West Byfleet section of

266 Ibid.
267 Ibid.
268 Cambridge RO City/Misc papers 1905-22
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the Surrey Special Constabulary in October 1915, by July

1919 only 12 of the 22 men who were still on record as

special constables indicated that they would be willing

to continue serving in a peace-time police reserve.

However, in 1918 - 19, 20 special constables were listed

as having performed more than 150 duties, thereby

becoming eligible for a long-service meda1 269 . In April

1921, 46 were noted as eligible for cert ificates of war-

service which were awarded to anyone who had performed

more than 10 hours' duty 270 . In 1921, there were 28

special constables enrolled in Bruzard's section, of whom

six, including Bruzard himself, had been appointed in

October 1914, one in 1915, three between 1920-23, and the

rest in the run up to the 1926 general strike 271 . Bruzard

himself did not resign until 1945, when he was 67, having

served as a special constable for 31 years, of which 30

were spent as a section leader.

In Essex, 2,775 men qualified for a long service

medal at the end of the war. According to the Chief

Constable, 'the recipients, generally speaking are

working men' 272 . The fact that so many stayed in service

269 Conditions of eligibility for the long service medal
were fairly stringent; either the recipient had to have
performed more than three years' service and over 150
police duties without pay during he first world war, or
they had to have more than nine years peace-time service,
have taken a course in police duties when required, and
been
annually certified efficient.

270 SRO cc98/23/2.
271 Ibid.
272 

ERO JP 12/8.
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over the war was not indicative of satisfaction with

their conditions, and Essex experienced serious

difficulties in retaining a peacetime reserve273.

The bulk of the volunteers who had lasted out the

war years in the special constabularies left once they

were disbanded in 1919. The ones who were retained on the

strength formed a very small number. In Portsmouth, two

men were appointed in 1920 to be 'Special Constables on

Beach', five men were sworn-in in 1922, four in 1923, and

11 in 1924 274 . In Bruzard's section at Purford and West

Byfleet, six were sworn-in 1921 275 , and of the 28 still

serving in 1931, only three had been appointed between

1920-26 276 .

It is probable however that the turnover for these

years was low; retained special constables were not

expected to perform any duties except in times of crisis,

and in most areas of the country it is likely that they

remained as names on a list, rather than being actively

deployed. As the Home Office was reluctant to exercise

compulsion, those who did remain in the reserves were

likely to have been prepared to act when required. A

further indication of how small special constabularies

were is that they cost very little to maintain. In 1923

the total cost of the Metroplitan Special Constabulary

273 see ante p.254

274 PRO 123A/1/5.

275 SRO cc98/23/2.

276 SRO cc98/23/3.
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was £184.14.0 a week, which consisted of the wages of

seven permanent administrative staff at head office, one

permanent clerk at each of the 22 divisional offices, and

the personal and out-of-pocket expenses of each of the

divisional commanders. The City of London special

constabulary had one staff officer who was paid £8 weekly

to cover all expenses, and although no figures were

available for the provinces, the expenditure involved was

'quite small'277.

RELATIONS WITH THE MILITARY, THE POLICE AND THE PUBLIC
1900-1923 

Specials and the military

By the turn of the nineteenth century, the military

were rarely u ,=,.,-1 in dir,,-,qc , and in the 39 years up to

1908. Troops were called out to assist the police on only

24 occasions 278 . Traditionally, only magistrates had the

power to requisition military aid and to order the troops

to fire in cases of civil disturbance, but these

arrangements were reconsidered in the aftermath of the

Featherstone Colliery riots in 1893, when troops fired

into the crowd killing two innocent bystanders279.

A Departmental Committee was set up in 1894 which

recommended that, for the future, requisitions for troops

in boroughs were to go through the mayor, and in counties

277 Hansard, Commons Written Answers, 1923, col 1219.

278 Morgan, J. op cit 39.

279 Peak, S. Troops in Strikes 20.
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through the chief constable. Magistrates could no longer

order the troops to fire, but could only order the

commanding officer to 'take action', leaving it to the

officer to decide what measures to adopt280.

However, magistrates still retained considerable control

over the summoning of military aid and in 1908 a Select

Committee was set up following Parliamentary motions put

by Labour MPs alleging that the power of magistrates to

summon troops was open to abuse in industrial disputes,

with riots often resulting from their mere presence281.

Its recommendations were summarised in a Home Office

circular of the 15th April 1909, which explained to chief

constables the relationship between police and

military282. The use of troops was 'justifiable only in

case of the gravest necessity'. In the case of boroughs,

the ultimate decision whether or not to requisition

troops rested with the mayor, as the chief magistrate and

executive power. However, before taking such a serious

step, the chief officer of police of the borough was to

be consulted as he 'is likely to be better able than any

one else to form a general judgment as to the gravity of

the disturbance and the point at which it passes...beyond

the capacity of the police to deal with it' 283 . The mayor

280 Ibid 23.
281 Parliamentary paper HC 236 of 1908 cited ibid 24.
282 HO Circular 163,219/10.

283 Peak op cit 23-4 notes that this provision was
expressly designed to give chief constables power over
the magistrates who alone, in the past, had been
competent to requisition military aid, and effectively
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was also to consult with his fellow magistrates, and was

to be aware that the military officer in command had a

discretion to refuse or withdraw troops if satisfied that

the demand was made without real necessity.

The Select Committee also recommended that the

police take various additional precautionary measures, in

order to diminish the necessity for calling in the

military. These included entering into mutual aid

agreements, which only subsisted between 30 counties and

27 boroughs out of a total 192 police forces 284 . The

circular stressed that:

"The Secretary of State has always attached great
importance to joint action by the various police
forces with a view to the organisation of mutual
assistance in the case of emergency, and he regrets
that so little advantage has been taken of the means
to that end provided by Section 25 of the Police A f-i-
1890."255

The circular also recommended that 'additional' men

be enlisted, and that chief constables make arrangements

for the 'temporary expansion' of a force by this means.

Arrangements made by the Chief Constable of Nottingham

for a police reserve were cited as an example of this

type of scheme286.

The new relationship between the police and the

military was not enough to prevent riots at Tonypandy

made chief constables the 'civil authority' in rural
areas.

284 Ibid 24.
285 Circular 163,219/10 op cit.

286 See ante p.216.
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and the shootings at Llanelli in 1910-11, which were

turning points in the organisation of the policing of

public order disputes287•

On 1st September 1910 the workforce of the Ely pit

was locked out by the owners during a wages dispute. By

mid-winter, some 30,000 miners in the South Wales

coalfields were locked out or on strike in support of the

Ely workforce. From the outset, some of the owners

resolved to import labour from other districts, with the

consequent possibility of clashes between strikers and

strike-breakers. After discussion with local magistrates,

some of whom had an interest in seeing the strike quickly

over as they were directors or shareholders in the

colliery companies involved, the Chief Constable of

Glamorgan, Captain Lindsay, drafted in reinforcements

from Cardiff and Bristol. On 7th November, the miners

marched to Glamorgan Colliery, where it was rumoured that

'blacklegs' were being employed, to discover that the

pit-head was defended by large numbers of police288.

After being baton-charged, the strikers withdrew and

police reinforcements arrived, sparking resentment in the

valley. That night, reports of window smashing and

looting at Tonypandy, a village near the colliery reached

Lindsay, who telegraphed the Home Secretary to say that

the position was 'grave', and that he had requisitioned

troops who were expected to arrive that day. Although

287 See Morgan, J. op cit, Peak op cit, Geary op cit.
288 Geary op cit 25 - 47.
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accounts conflict as to the causes and extent of the

riots, what is indisputable is that a miner died from

head wounds received during the rioting that night, which

were caused, according to the Coroner's jury, by a blunt

instrument. Geary concludes that as the police had made

wave after wave of baton charges, it is reasonable to

conclude that he was killed by a police officer, and goes

on to cite many other instances of police brutality that

night, using eyewitness accounts289.

Churchill, then Home Secretary, was furious that he

had not first been consulted290 • The troops Lindsay had

requisitioned were stopped en route to be held in
readiness if the reinforcements of 100 mounted and 200

foot police, ordered by Churchill, from London, could not

contain the situation. Lindsay indicated that the

situation was under control, but that further trouble

could flare-up, and over the next twenty-four hours, a

further 600 police were drafted in from London, bringing

the total police presence in the area to 1,400, and

detachments of infantry were put on stand-by. On the

evening of the 8th, following further telephone

conversations between Churchill, Lindsay and General

Macready (the General Officer Commanding), 300

Metropolitan police were drafted in to Tonypandy, where

it was thought that disorder was most likely to occur,

and more troops were put on stand-by. None of these

289 Ibid 41.
290 Peak op cit 28.
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precautions were necessary, and only isolated incidents

of disorder occurred for the duration of the strike,

which finally ended in August 1911.

The significance of the events at Tonypandy lies in

the direct intervention by the Home Office the policing

of the dispute, by ordering that the arrival of troops be

delayed and that a contingent of Metropolitan police

officers be sent instead. As a result control of these

police rested with the central political authority rather

than with the local authority, who could consequently

impose a policy of 'last resort' use of the military.

Geary argues that this shift in power away from chief

constables to the Home Office in the South Wales miners'

strike, was a control-strategy to ensure the impartial

maintenance of public order; prior to government

intervention 'the police had often been used to re-

establish and sustain the traditional authority of the

coal-owners1291.

Troops were deployed during the dock strikes in the

summer of 1911, and again during the rail strike in

August when 58,000 were stationed in 35 towns and cities,

and several fatalities resulted when they fired on

crowds. Geary argues that the 'last resort' policy was

reversed during the rail strike, when Churchill suspended

the regulation which provided that the military could

only intervene if requisitioned by the civil

authority292 . As Peak notes:

291 Geary op cit 39.
292 /bid 37.
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there was no question of the civil
authorities, constitutionally responsible for
maintaining order, exercising any influence. Troops
were deployed around the towns and countryside
whether	or	not	their	presence	had	been
requested." 293 (italics in original)

Thus, the policy adopted by the Home Office of impartial

low-key policing in trades disputes paradoxically

encouraged a more repressive style, and neither the

emphasis on self-reliance for the police nor on

impartiality outlasted the South Wales miners' strike.

Troops were employed as an immediate response during the

national railway strike, and the Government 'seem to have

gone out of their way to encourage repressive action by

both police and military' 294 . However 1911 was a

watershed in that it showed that the Government could not

handle even a limited national rail strike without the

army having to shoot people on the streets. Consequently

it would have to find a way of breaking strikes without

resorting to counterproductive levels of violence, one

way of doing was to try to mobilise an alternate labour

force to replace the strikers peacefully295

At the same time, special constables could be used

to augment existing policing arrangements. In its

circular of 1909, the Home Office articulated a policy of

the intermediate deployment of specials between the

deployment of extra police officers on a mutual aid

293 Peak op cit 30.
294 Geary op cit 47.
295 Peak op cit 31-32.
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basis, and the deployment of troops as a last resort. In

the aftermath of the allegations of police brutality at

Tonypandy, and the fatalities which resulted from

military action at Llanelli, this order was reversed;

special constables were to be sworn-in and deployed

before a request was made for mutual aid.

Although Geary argues that the policy of 'last resort'

did not survive after 1910, there is evidence that

following the rail strike the Home Office tried to

reinstate it. In its circular in September 1911 which

detailed the first and second police reserve schemes, the

Home Secretary again stressed the necessity of only

requisitioning the military when all other options had

been tried and failed:

"The numbers of the Police required to protect a
district in ordinary periods must necessarily fall
short of the force essential in times of emergency,
and in Mr. Churchill's opinion it is the duty of all
Police Authorities to make arrangements in advance
whereby the force under their control can on
occasion be rapidly supplemented so as to be able to
cope with sudden calls for extra Police duty without
dependence on military aid or assistance from
neighbouring Forces (my italics) which, in certain
contingencies, it may not be possible to obtain."296

This time, rather than the ambiguous 'additional

constables', it was special constables qua special

constables who were to provide this supplementary boost.

The Home Office also openly considered the possibility

that both the domestic and international political

296 Home Office to Chief Constables 15th September 1911,
number 214312 see ante p.217.
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situations might mean that a full-scale mobilization of

military forces was impending:

"A well-organised body of citizens ready for
immediate enrolment as Special Constables would
afford both to Police Authorities and to the public
confidence that effective protection would be give
to life and property. It would be especially useful
if at any time a national emergency should arise of
such a character as to require the mobilization of
the Reserves, for it would then enable the Chief
Constable promptly to replace those Army Reservists
serving in the Police Force who are called to join
the Colours, and to provide the additional force
needed for the protection of means of communication
and public works from outrage and for dealing with
undesirable aliens. ,297

The fact that this circular was issued after the end

of the national railway strike is significant; it would

imply that, having experienced the limitations on the use

of troops or of drafting in police from other areas,

Churchill was looking for an alternative means of

maintaining order during industrial disputes by setting

up a support force, as well as planning in advance in the

event of war.

Although during trades disputes, the functions and

relationship between the regular police, the military and

special constables could become blurred, during the First

World War civil and military functions were clearly

distinguished. The exception to this was the enrolment of

special constables into the (military) VTC, a move which

was opposed by many chief constables as undermining their

civil authority.

From 1915-1945, there was a decline in violent

labour protest and consequently there was little excuse

297 Ibid.
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for the use of repressive tactics during strikes298.

However, the centralisation of order maintenance which

first occurred in 1910 continued, and there was 'a state

take-over of responsibility for controlling industrial

disorder from local officials and political elites'299.

During the 1918 Police Strike, the military were called

in to guard buildings in Whitehall, and troops were again

used in Liverpool to control the looting and rioting

which occurred during the 1919 police strike300

They were also stood-by during the 1919 railway

strike and 1920 coal strike, although, as no violence

occurred, they were not actually deployed 301 . Peak argues

that a further constraint against their deployment in

strikes was the Advocate-General's confidential opinion,

given in 1920 at the Government's request, that troops

could not legally be given orders to replace striking

workers. As a result, the Government passed the Emergency

Powers Act302.

The establishment of the STC at the end of the war

has already been described. Although it initially relied

a great deal on the military and their resources, the

rapid run down of the military at the end of the war,

coupled with their reluctance to be involved in internal

298 Geary op cit 48.
299 Ibid.
300 Ibid 49.
301	Geary op cit; Morgan,J. op cit.

302 Peak op cit 34 - 5.
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security duties, helped spur the development of civilian

capabilities. Although troops were deployed in the 1921

miners' strike, they were not used again until the

General Strike in 1926303.

Specials and regulars

There is no direct evidence that during the pre-war

years relations between regular police officers and

special constables were hostile, although Seth indicates

that when initially set up, police reserves may have been

seen as a liability because of their lack of training and

experience304.

BY 1918, the National Union of Police and Prison

Officers was powerful enough to persuade nearly every

London regular constable and sergeant to come out on

str1ke 305	and	the	period	saw	the	increased

politicisation of regular police officers, and a

corresponding awareness that the existence of special

constables could erode the pay and bargaining powers of

regular police officers.

The onset of war resulted in a serious depletion in

the numbers of serving regular police officers, due to

the call-up of army and navy reservists and the

government's policy to encourage serving police officers

to volunteer for the forces, which met with an

303 Ibid41 - 43.

304 Seth op cit 83.

305 Judge op cit 2.



359

enthusiastic response and resulted in a mass exodus of

paid police officers 306 . This appears, initially at

least, to have engendered a camaraderie between the

regular police and the volunteers. An editorial in Police

Review on the 18th September 1914 gave a very positive

description of working relationships between the two

groups, and extended a cautious welcome and approval to

the involvement of police reserves:

"It is satisfactory to find that the Specials are
harmoniously working with their professional
brethren and that the fullest esprit de corps
prevails amongst all sections. The regular Police
are very ready to give assistance and helpful advice
to their amateur comrades. One result is that those
citizens who are doing their duty are more clearly
realising the danger and difficulties of a
Policeman's calling, and a sympathetic feeling is
evoked which should increase the cordiality existing
between Police and Public."3"

The harmonious relationship described in the

editorial was slightly exaggerated and over-optimistic;

while special constables were becoming increasingly

mutinous over the inadequacies of the provisions for pay

and expenses, regular officers resented the Home Office

recommendation that special constables were paid 5/- per

day, a rate that they saw as grossly inflated. In a

letter to Police Review on 21st August 1914, a Kent

County regular police officer, signing himself 'Spero',

voiced his discontent:

" I should like to express the general feeling in
our Force respecting the Special Constables,
numbering 300, lately sworn in. They are being paid

306 
Reay, "The Metropolitan Special Constabulary" logcit 320.

307 Cited in Seth op cit 84.
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five shillings a day, whereas the permanent Forces,
after ten years faithful service, receive four
shillings and fivepence a day...Among our Special
Constables there are a number who have previously
tried for our force and been rejected, some when the
pay was three shillings and threepence a day; and
now it is five shillings a day they are taken on.
Many of them are boys. Should anything serious turn
up, I suppose it will be the permanent men who will
be sent to attend to it, and the Specials will take
our places at home, which would be very unfair." 308

Apparently these complaints subsided after 1915 when

it was explained to the regular officers that 'a day'

meant a full eight hours, that the majority of special

constables only did one or two four-hour shifts a week,

that 5/- a week was in fact inadequate to compensate for

time lost and wear and tear on clothes, and that several

forces did not pay the 5/- but merely reimbursed out-of-

pocket expenses to those who were genuinely hard-hit309.

Meanwhile, 'Spero's' prediction that the 'serious'

work would be left to the regulars to do came true in

part in Bolton, where a shortage of regular police

officers in 1916 meant that the special constables were

taken off the beats and put onto point duties, freeing

regular officers to patrol the streets310.

There is little concrete evidence concerning the

nature of regular and special working relationships. Reay

notes that during the 'Lusitania' riots which occurred in

London in May 1915:

n ...regulars and specials worked well together -
except on occasions in the dark, when quaint
mistakes were made, owing to the difficulties of

308 Cited ibid 85-86.
309 /bid 86.
310 BRO AB/24/1/19.
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distinguishing Special Constables, all then ir plain
clothes, from sections of the riotous crowds."'

He does not elaborate on the nature of these 'quaint

mistakes', although presumably they included the

attempted arrest of specials by regulars, and states that

they only occurred in the dark. However by 1915 all

Metropolitan special constables had been issued with

armlets, truncheons and whistles, and were organised into

divisions rather than acting individually 312 . In theory,

then, they should have been identifiable as police

officers rather than as a mob, and this example

demonstrates at the very least that there was little

liaison or integration between the two groups.

Another example of the lack of co-ordination, and

sometimes of co-operation, between wartime regular police

officers and special constables, is contained in a letter

written by Mr. T. Bullwail, a special constable, to

Bruzard, the section leader at Purford and West Byfleet.

In it, he complains of interference from an 'ordinary'

police constable in the way he is enforcing lighting

regulations, and threatens to resign:

"My object in writing to you is to enquire whether
police constables without any reference to the
Specials - absolutely ignoring them - are to go
round making their own requirements and laying down
their own standard of lighting. If this is so a
Special can have absolutely no authority in his own

311 Reay "The Metropolitan Special Constabulary" loq cit

324.

312 Ibid 321.
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district. So far as I am concerned I should desire
to be relieved of all further...duty." 313

Bruzard's response is not on file, but the letter

indicates that Bullwail at least saw the special

constabulary as a distinct and autonomous unit, and again

shows that little attempt was made by the authorities to

integrate the two organisations, so that on occasions

they were working in active opposition to each other.

Whatever bad feeling was seething under the surface

throughout the war was brought to a head by the London

Police Strike in August 1918, when the regulars took

industrial action to try to gain union recognition.

According to Reay:

"It is enough to say that when it was a question
leaving London to the tender mercy of the joyous
criminal, the Special Constables did not hesitate.
They carried on - until the Regulars were ready to
resume - in no spirit of hostility to their regular
comrades of the stipendiary service, with whom in
the anti-German riots and the air-raids they worked
side by side, but in response to the prompting of
the same sense of duty which originally induced them
to accept police warrant cards and in fulfilment of
the solemn covenant they had made with the community

H314...

The use of specials during the 1918 strike did

little to improve relations with their regular

colleagues, and probably contributed to the Left's

consensus of specials as strike-breakers. However, the

strike itself was not an unmitigated failure, and had the

effect of transforming police conditions315. It also

313 SRO cc98/23/2.

314 Reay The Specials op cit 156 - 166; "The
Metropolitan Special Constabulary" op cit 321.

315 Judge op cit 3.

of
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resulted in the passing of the 1919 Police Act which

outlawed police unions and created the Police Federation,

and forced the Government to set up the Desborough

Committee to examine pay and conditions. As noted

earlier, the Desborough Committee also recommended that

police reserves should become an accepted and permanent

part of peacetime policing mechanisms.

Specials and the Public

The creation of police reserves was not a popular

move, particularly among trades unionists and their

supporters, who immediately recognised the strike-

breaking potential of such an organisation. In Bolton,

the Watch Committee resolved on the 20th November 1911 to

Luim a 'Special Police Reserve' modelled on the Home

Office guidelines for Second Police Reserves contained in

the September circular, and advertised in the local paper

for applicants. On 13th December, the secretary of the

Amalgamated Society of Engineers wrote in protest against

the action of the Watch Committee in asking working men

to join316 . Despite this protest a local member, Samuel

Braithwaite, was forcibly co-opted to join by the Chief

Constable, a move which led to the Union involving their

local MP, George Barnes, who complained to the Home

Office317 . Socialist opposition and mistrust of special

constables was exacerbated with their continued

deployment after the ending of the First World War, and

316 BRO AB/24/1/17.

317 HO 45 10694/231071.
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culminated in an unsuccessful attempt by the opposition

to amend the 1923 Special Constables Bill by adding

clauses that they would not be employed outside their own

police district, or during trades disputes, or penalised

on recruitment for trades union membership318.

However, once the war had started, unions were

prepared to become involved in fighting for better pay

for reservists, Thus, Robert Tothill MP, wrote to the

Dolton Watch Committee that the United Trades Council had

passed a resolution that special constables were

underpaid, a resolution to which the Watch Committee

refused to accede319.

The public generally

special constables, and Seth

uniform in particular left

Further, their initial lack

meant that they were often

officers. Chatfield's account

of uniform and experience

not recognised as police

contains several references

to misunderstandings which resulted:

"One evening as my colleague and I were pacing one
of the principal streets of our district a woman
hurriedly came up to us and breathlessly enquired
'if we'd seen a policeman'. We, with assumed
dignity, proudly attempted to assure her that 'we
were policemen'. And with an eye to a possible
'case' desired to know her trouble!"321

318 For a summary of the debate on these amendments, see
post p.343.

319 BRO AD/24/1/17.

320 Seth op cit 87-89.

321 Chatfield op cit 123 - 5.
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It transpired that her brother-in-law was

threatening to smash her windows. The specials asked for

her address:

"Knowing that two 'Specials' were on duty near the
street she named, we told her so, and advised her to
seek their assistance.

" 'Oh', she replied with staggering contempt, 'I've
seen them. I want a proper policeman! he'd take no
notice of them sort.' And off she ran to find her

n322'proper policeman'.

In another incident, which Chatfield blames on his

inexperience, he and his colleague were hailed by two

innocent looking young women who wanted to know 'Why the

Specials were out tonight?':

"Thinking they meant the special edition of some
newspaper, we replied that 'we were unable to say'.
To which answer they sarcastically replied that,
that was just what they thought. 'You look like as
if yRy don't know what you're walking about
for'!"'

The public could also be very intolerant of

specials. In Hertford a complaint was received that they

made too much noise when out on air-raid duties, and in

August 1916 the senior officer wrote to the sub-section

leader that:

"I shall be pleased if you will kindly inform your
men not to make any more noise than possible when
calling out ... and also not to talk loudly whilst
out on duty nor to mention Zeppelins as we do not
wish to cause a panic in any way.n324

During	the 1915 Lusitania Riots, 11,000 specials

were deployed on the streets of London to prevent the

322 Ibid.
323 Ibid 125 - 6.
324 HRO D/ECh B(o)1.
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looting of German-owned businesses. Many specials agreed

with public anti-German sentiment:

... it may well be doubted whether amongst the
thousands of Special Constables who did their duty
so splendidly, who combated the fury of the crowds
and protected the assailed Germans and their
property, it would have been possible to find a man
who did not heartily share the wholesome anger which
provoked these riots.

"Happily the Specials all knew better than the
crowds. They knew that if business or private
premises were wrecked the sufferers were entitled to
compensation out of a fund to which the wreckers
themselves, as ratepayers, contributed; they
understood, therefore, that the mob's way of
expressing resentment was a sort of scratching the
nose to spite the face ... "325

Thus:

"It was just a little flow of humour when an officer
at Camden Town was 'pleased to report that a good
many windows of premises occupied by Germans were
broken, in spite of the efforts of the Special
Constabulary to prevent damage to property'."346

Even though the specials were sympathetic to the

anti-German feelings of the crowd, this did not prevent

them from being attacked. These assaults may not have

been deliberately directed against them as police, as

specials had not, at this stage been provided with

uniforms:

"Few Germans - if our memory serve us - suffered any
personal injury, although the "casualties" were 257,
and 866 persons were arrested. Indeed, there were
more broken heads, bruised bodies, and torn clothes
amongst the Special Constabulary - who worked under
the disadvantage of being in plain clothes - than
amongst the rioters."327

325 Reay The Specials 158.

326 Ibid 164.
327 Ibid 159.
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However, in Bolton in 1917 after regulations

governing the provision of uniforms had been introduced

nationally, two special constables were assaulted, and

one had his coat damaged during a fracas involving nine

people328.

This may have been a one-off public order incident,

with violence directed more against the police per se

than because of any specific hostility to specials.

Chatfield alleged that after three years of seeing

specials on patrol in Manchester, initial public

hostility gave way to a grudging acceptance:

"No longer do 'Specials' arouse the curiosity of
passers-by, or provoke jeering challenges from the
'rising generation', as it scuttled into the
security of labyrinthian back streets and passages
... No longer do the weary-eyed unwashed 'ladies',
seated on their doorsteps, opine loudly to nobody in
particular, that 'they'd be doin' more good in th'
army same as other folks ...' No longer ... do the
toilers, who do not toil, lounge about street
corners and sniff at us as we pass, or mutter sundry
sarcastic comments on our appearance, and hint at
the probability of early but undesirable alterations
to our features ...

"Stranger still, perhaps, we 'Specials' have become
accustomed to ourselves; No more does the meeting
with groups of beshawled mill-girls cause us
embarrassment, or their over-candid criticism and
characteristic badinage leave us blushing and
speechless ... the one sided conflict of former
days, has given place to more evenly matched duels
of good humoured-banter ... in fact, the 'Special'
has become an accepted institution and is now as
much3 Aart of the national life as the Boy Scout

Although the public may have grown to accept

specials, there is evidence that resentment persisted,

328 BRO WCMs 26th September 1917 AB/24/1/19.

329 Chatfield op cit 109 - 111.
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fuelled by popular feeling that they were an organisation

for conscientious objectors, and skivers. A humorous

postcard of the period depicts a smartly dressed

businessman wearing a special constabulary armband,

ogling two pretty girls in a first-floor window, with the

caption 'I wonder if I shall be called up?'330.

Another indication of how strong the resentment may

have been, in London at least, is that during his address

on the 26th October 1920 in which he presented the

Freedom of the City to 415 members of the City of London

Police Reserve, the Lord Mayor felt constrained to point

out that the specials were not conscientious objectors,

but consisted mostly of men too old to go to the front,

or who were unable to enlist for medical reasons331.

At the end of the war, public reaction to specials

polarised on party political lines; the Left saw them as

strikebreaking blacklegs, while Conservatives strongly

supported the formation of post-war reserves as part of a

traditionalist, patriotic, public-service ethos. This

polarisation was most clearly illustrated in the

Parliamentary debates during the passage of the 1923

Special Constables Bill, which are summarised in the

following chapter.

330 Dixon op cit 59.

331 CLPR - A Record op cit 108.
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CHAPTER FIVE: THE DEVELOPMENT OF SPECIAL CONSTABULARIES
1923-1982

Specials were continuously relied on after the First

World War had ended. In 1923, the Special Constables Act

and subsequent Special Constables order regularised the

hazy legal position which resulted with the ending of the

First World War, by locating their appointment and

control in the hands of Chief Constables, and compelling

police authorities to fund their appointment l . Special

Constables were mobilised during the 1926 General Strike,

and were during the 1930s on routine duties. They were

again relied on during the Second World War, and in its

aftermath were retained on the recommendation of the

Police Post War Committee 2 . Their continued survival was

ensured by the 1964 Police Act, which restated their role

and repealed the majority of earlier statutes dealing

with specials which had remained in force until then3.

During the 1960s the need for special constabularies was

reassessed and confirmed, despite opposition from the

Police Federation4 . In the 1970s their role was re-

examined by a Home Office Working Party, set up as a

result of the continuing deterioration in relations

1	Morgan, J. op.cit 113. See also appendix 3, for the
provisions of the Act and Order.

2	
Home Office and Scottish Home Department 4th Report

of Police Post - War Committee, 27 - 53, HMSO 1947.

3	
See appendix 2 for statutory provisions which

currently affect specials.

4	
Police Advisory Board Working Parties: Manpower,

Equipment and Efficiency Reports 1967.
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between regular officers and special constables 5 . In 1979

a further Working Party was set up to review the role of

specials in the light of falling numbers, which reported

in 1981 6 . This chapter will examine the development of

special constabularies over this period.

The question of partiality - 1926 - 1933

The measure of concern felt over the potential for

political bias in special constabularies is demonstrated

by the heated parliamentary debates during the report

stage of the 1923 Special Constables Bill, when the

Labour and Liberal opposition attempted to introduce an

anti strikebreaking amendment, to ensure that special

constables called out to industrial disputes would not be

called upon to perform any work in connection with the

industry in dispute. Opposition concerns focused on the

argument that no trades unionists would join the special

constabulary unless it was guaranteed that they would not

be requested to strikebreak, and that this would result

in a class-biased force, or even a "Fascisti".

An anti strike-breaking clause was introduced by

Trevelyan, the MP for Central Newcastle, in order to get

a clearer definition of the proposed duties of special

5 Police Advisory Board for England and Wales: Report
of the Working Party on the Special Constabulary,
November 1976.

6 Police Advisory Board for England and Wales: Report
of the Second Working Party on the Special Constabulary,
July 1981.
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constables.	He went on to express fears that, unless

such a clause was included in the Act:

n ... the great mass of trade unionists in this
country will have nothing whatever to do with it,
and, therefore, ... this new Force will be composed
only of enthusiasts for the mine-owning and
property-owning view of industrial disputes, Reople
who, from their side, believe in class war."

The clause was seconded by Mr. C. Buxton, who

stressed Trevelyan's point that without it, the force

would become unbalanced in terms of its composition and a

large section of the community would refuse to support

it. Thus, the Bill would 'help to swell the general

current of opinion critical if not hostile to the force'.

He went on to warn of the dangers of creating a Fascisti

'definitely and consciously directed towards suppressing

the activities, industrial and political, of the working

classes 18.

According to Lt. Cmndr. Kenworthy, the member for Central
Hull:

H ... the [Hull] special constables were distinctly
informed - pledged, in fact - that they were not to
be used in cases of trade dispute. I have that from
the gentleman who commanded them during the
War...The consequence was that a great many trade
unionists joined - I think the majority consisted of
trade unionists - and did splendid work in Hull,
where more bombs were dropped in air raids than
anywhere else, except London".

Mr. A. Hopkinson then spoke against the amendment,

denying that it was intended to deliberately use the

special constabulary to break strikes:

7	
Hansard Parliamentary Debates (Commons) 1923,1974.

8	Ibid 1976.
9	Ibid 1979.
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"The only intention of the Bill obviously is that
under circumstances which might arise, such that a
considerable portion of the inhabitants of this
country would be unable to avoid starvation in case
of a continuance of a dispute - that under such
circumstances alone would the special constables be
used in doing any work in a trade dispute...You do
not see the rich men suffering any
privations...during the railway strike there was
undoubtedly very great danger that the poorest in my
own district were about to suffer severe privation
and ultimate starvation owing to the holdup of the

u10transport ...

He alleged that in his area, there had been a danger

that an illegal organisation would have been set up to

get food through, and that:

"The presence of a strong constabulary composed of
men properly sworn in and acting principally under
the instructions of the majority of the country
would undoubtedly prevent the rise of an illegal and

"11unconstitutional force...

Mr. Bridgeman, the Home Secretary, denied that

exclusion of the clause would mean that the force was

one-sided, stating that the wartime Metropolitan Special

Constabulary was 50 per cent working-class. He claimed

that strikers on strike had joined up as special

constables, and would do so again12.

Other opposition members questioned the need for

special constabularies at all. Thus Mr. J. Jones pointed

out that according to the Home Secretary there were

currently 360,000 ex-servicemen out of work. In an

impassioned speech he argued for the creation of more

full-time jobs within the police:

10	Ibid 1983.
11	Ibid 1984.

12	Ibid 1988.
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"If you are short of police, put these men into
uniform and pay them a decent wage for doing police
work. Instead of that you say that you want blackleg
policemen; you want every creeping, crawling thing
in a factory to become a special constable - because
they are the only men that you will get. The fellow
who wants a better job, who wants a few shillings a
week more on his wages to put his fellow workmen
away, will join your special constabulary; no decent
workmen will do so. And yet you boast about your
love for the ex-servicemen. Here are men who have
gone through the mill. Here are the men who have
been disciplined and organised through the Army and
Navy. If you want more policemen, if you think there
is a danger of disorder, give these men a chance and
put them in decent work under decent conditions, and
we will support you.	l3

The opposition also pointed out that untrained

special constables could not be expected to show the same

impartiality and discipline that the regular police

would, and could therefore exacerbate trouble 14; and

that local authorities could organise schemes for

ensuring that essential supplies got through, so making

the use of special constables unnecessary-5.

Despite the Conservative Government's assurances

that no special constable would be used to strikebreak,

and that there was no danger of creating a Fascisti,

neither was subsequently fully honoured.

Right-wing recruitment in the run-up to the General

Strike

In the three years from 1923 - 1926, industrial

unrest in England was increasing, and culminated in the

General Strike in May 1926.16

13	Ibid 1991-2.
14	Dr. Chapple ibid 1994.
15	Lansbury ibid 1994.
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The expansion of the staple industries (coal, iron

and steel, shipbuilding and textiles) during the First

World War meant that they were too large for post-war

needs, and a depression developed in 1921 where

unemployment increased to over 2,000,000. During the

three years leading up to the general strike it rarely

fell beyond 1,250,000.

The miners meanwhile pressed for nationalization of

the mines, with considerable public sympathy. In 1919 the

coalition Government had set up a Royal Commission under

Mr. Justice Sankey, which effectively supported their

claims. Despite this, the Government did not implement

the report because of fears of a conservative back-bench

revolt. The bitterness engendered among the mineworkers

by the Government's actions was a major factor which

contributed to the events leading up to the 1926 general

strike17.

The STC, created after the First World War to

organise supplies during disputes, continued to review

its emergency preparations and by the summer of 1925

pronounced them ready, although for political expediency

the recruitment of volunteers could not commence until an

emergency was proclaimed 18 . Fears of a coal strike in the

summer of 1925 led Baldwin to offer a Government subsidy

16 For a full discussion of the causes of the General
Strike, see Morris, M; The General Strike; Symonds, J;
The General Strike.

17	Morris ibid 114 - 123.
18	Jeffery and Hennessy op cit 93.
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for coal, and an inquiry. These conditions were accepted

by the miners' executive and the TUC, but the owners

refused to compromise until on 'Red Friday', the 31st

July, when they lifted their lock-out notices19.

Following 'Red Friday', the cabinet took a direct

interest in the Supply and Transport Organisation (STO)

set up by the STC, and on 5th August asked the Home

Secretary to circulate a paper on the recruitment of

volunteers for their next meeting. The report observed

that the police could not be maintained at a sufficient

strength to afford specific protection at any large

number of points 20 . While there were currently about

100,000 special constables, few were in the industrial

districts 21 . At their meeting on the 7th August, the

Cabinet authorised the Home Secretary to make a gradual

increase in the numbers of specials22.

Some rightwing groups began to recruit and set up

their own volunteer forces, and then to offer their

services en masse to the police. There was also a

resurgence in the use of private volunteer organisations.

Meanwhile the Government was reluctant to alienate public

opinion by the advance recruitment of special

constables23.

19	Ibid.
20	Cited in Jeffery and Hennessy op cit 94-5.
21	Ibid.
22	Ibid 96.
23
	

Geary op cit 56; Morgan op cit 117.
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Little attention was given to the desirability of

political vetting, and the Home Secretary received some

strange offers of help. Jeffery and Hennessy detail the

case of a Colchester man with a distinguished military

record, who after reading in the Daily Mail that special

constables were to be 'elected', wrote direct in

September 1925 to offer his services. He respectfully

requested to be appointed a Secret Service agent, stating

that he would only require a small salary of 45/- weekly

to cover out of pocket expenses. The Home Office advised

him to approach his local chief constable24.

In July 1925, the Chief Constable of Wolverhampton

wrote to the Secretary of State for the Home Office,

informing him that he had had a conversation with Major

R. St. John Richards, the head of the Wolverhampton and

South Staffordshire British Fascist Movement (BFM), who

had offered the services of upwards of 600 of his men as

special constables. The Chief Constable had replied that

all persons so engaged would have to be under his direct

control, and that under no circumstances could they be

acknowledged as British Fascists or allowed to wear their

insignia. St. John Richards was prepared to fall in with

this, and with the suggestion that if they were deployed

in an emergency they would have to be prepared to resign

en bloc from the BFM25.

24	Jeffery and Hennessy ibid.
25	H045 24860/484911 Chief Constable of Wolverhampton
to Home Secretary, July 1925.
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The Chief Constable concluded that in case of

emergency he proposed utilising the services of these men

on the conditions laid down by law, and asked for a

general ruling from the Home Office in case the question

arose elsewhere in the country. Minutes on the front of

the file indicate that the Home Office were in agreement

with the Chief Constable's plan of action, merely noting:

"Chief Constables may land themselves in trouble if
they enlist fascists as 'organised' bodies, but as
specials, working individually under the orde;s of
the Police, they should be eligible recruits."2'

Home Office policy to allow the enrolment of

Fascists into the special constabularies met with

considerable resistance from the trades unions and the

Communist Party. On the 7th October 1925, the Manchester

Evening News reported the Chief Constable's Policy that

Fascists could not be sworn in as such, but could be

enroled as individuals. The report went on to detail a

resolution passed by the Scottish Miners'	Union

Conference condemning the Organisation for the

Maintenance of Supplies (OMS), an unofficial organisation

set up on the 25th September 1925 by Lord Hardinge of

Penshurst to enrol volunteers in the event of a national

strike27 . Trades union feeling against the enrolment of

volunteers was so strong that a counter-demonstration was

organised in Wolverhampton against the enrolment of the

members of the local British Fascists. According to the

26	Ibid.
27 See Geary 56, Morris 160, Jeffery and Hennessy 97,
for a detailed discussion of the role and composition of
the OMS.
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Manchester Evening News 28 , it was intended that the local

British Fascists were to assemble at police headquarters

and be sworn-in as special constables, and then march in

companies 50 strong with the regular police, to the West

Park to be inspected by His Majesty's Inspector of

Constabulary. A crowd of about 1,000, including a large

number of Communists, awaited their arrival at the park

in vain as they did not turn up. Apparently 'overnight

wiser counsels prevailed and the idea was abandoned.' The

Manchester Guardian also reported the abortive parade at

Wolverhampton on the 8th October 1925, and gave coverage

to the views of the British Fascists themselves. Thus:

"The British Fascists here complain that their
critics have confused them with the National
Fascisti - an organisation commonly known as the
'black shirts', who are essentially an offensive
body and are attacking the Communists on every
possible occasion in London."

The article went on to state that the British

Fascists claimed that their own policy was not to look

out for trouble, but merely to be organised and ready to

assist the forces of law and order should the occasion

arise.

The STC's secret preparations for establishing

Volunteer Service Committees responsible for the regional

co-ordination of recruitment continued. In November 1925

a circular was sent out to local authorities, asking them

to co-operate with the scheme and suggesting that one way

28	Manchester Evening News 7th October 1925, in H045
24860/484911/9.
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they could do so was in securing 'able bodied citizens of

good character to serve as Special Constables' •29

Despite the obviously controversial nature of the

policy of swearing-in members of fascist movements, the

events at Wolverhampton did not prompt the Home Office to

counsel against their enrolment. The Chief Constable of

Birmingham was however concerned, and wrote to the Home

Office on 23rd April 1926, suggesting that a circular be

sent warning chief constables against their direct

enrolment en bloc. 30 He felt that enroling them

individually was also undesirable:

" ... we should always appear to those engaged in
labour disputes as quite impartial and unbiased, and
the Fascisti is a body specially designed to oppose
the Communist Party by force ... ".

He had been approached by a factory owner who had a

large body of fascists in his workforce, and wished to

have them sworn-in as specials to protect the works. The

Chief Constable advised that they could be employed under

the Birmingham Corporation (Consolidation) Act 1883,

s137(1) of which provided:

"Any person found committing either a summary or an
indictable offence within the Borough, may be taken
into custody without warrant, by any constable of
the borough, or the owner of the property ... or his
servant, and may be detained until delivered into
custody of a constable."

The Chief Constable went on to suggest that a

general provision of this type could be made to help

employers to protect their works by using selected

29	Cited in Jeffery and Hennessy, op.cit 98.

30	HO 45/24860/484911/16.
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employees, but the Home Office, while agreeing that he

had followed the correct course, do not appear to have

acted on this suggestion 31 . This correspondence is

interesting in the light it throws on the police attitude

to impartiality - provided the use of fascists did not

reflect badly on them, they were quite happy to go along

with proposals to give them additional law - enforcement

powers. No consideration appears to have been paid to the

possibility that these might be abused by the fascists.

Although the government seemed unconcerned that left

predictions of creating a Fascisti were in danger of

being fulfilled, the Home Office was not totally

indiscriminate in its anxiety to swear-in sufficient

numbers of volunteers as special constables. When the

Chief Constable of Somerset proposed swearing-in lorry

drivers in February 1926, the Government's promise not to

create a strikebreaking force was remembered. He was

informed that the proposal 'could not possibly be

entertained' because of the importance of keeping the

special constabulary clear of schemes for the running of

transport or services. However, the Home Office's sudden

concern for proprieties seems in fact to have been

spurred by snobbish considerations, as the letter

continues:

... you surely would not want to be saddled with
the responsibility for having in your Special
Constabulary, even on a nominal footing, a
promiscuous crowd of lorry drivers who, for all you

31	Ibid.
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know, may be drunken ruffians or thieves or anything
else. ,32

Recruitment during the General Strike

The Royal Commission on the Coal Industry Report was

published on 10th March 1926. It rejected the miners'

demands for nationalisation, and the continuance of

government subsidy. It also recommended either increased

hours or pay cuts for the miners 33 . Throughout April,

Government, owners and miners engaged in a series of

inconclusive negotiations, and the TUC played an

increasingly central role. The miners decided on a

stoppage and a state of emergency was proclaimed on the

1st May34 . The TUC were prepared to continue negotiation

until the 3rd May, but if no settlement was reached by

then would call out workers in a 'first line' of

industries 35 . Even so they were anxious to maintain

essential services, and offered to co-operate with

Baldwin in the distribution of food. But they were

concerned that the Government and mineowners would employ

agents provocateurs to incite the workers to disorder,
and convinced that serious disorder would be fomented by

Fascist extremists36.

By the 2nd May the Cabinet was certain that a

general strike was inevitable, and mobilised the full

32
	

Cited in Jeffery and Hennessy op cit 100.
33
	Ibid 102.

34	Ibid 103-6.
35	Ibid 107.
36
	Ibid 107-8.



382

STO. Local emergency organisations responded quickly: For

example, by that evening Birmingham City Council's

'emergency sub-committee' began calling for volunteers.

Although negotiations were still continuing between the

Government and the TUC, when news reached the Cabinet

shortly after midnight that compositors on the Daily Mail

had struck rather than set up an anti-union editorial,

they presented the TUC with an ultimatum unconditionally

to withdraw their strike notices. The TUC refused, and

the general strike began at midnight the following day37.

It lasted for nine days, during which the STO had its

first and only trial. When it met on the 3rd May, the

chair of the protection sub-committee informed the STC

that specials throughout the country had been mobilised,

and an appeal for more volunteers was about to be

issued38.

i)	The issue of Fascist involvement - 1926 - c1933

The advance fears of the TUC about agents
provocateurs and extremists seem to have been realised
during the strike. According to Morris:

"Among the special constables there were right -
wing elements anxious to do anything to destroy the
unions. Mussolini had recently come to power in
Italy with the help of strong - arm bands and had
his admirers in Britain. The British Fascists had
offered to provide a volunteer corps of strike -
breakers under their own officers but this had been
rejected by the Government. Individual Fascists were
welcomed, however, into the ranks of the volunteers
and as special constables. The T.U.C. received many

37	Ibid 109-10.
38	Ibid 111.
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complaints of unprovoked aggression by special
constables, and the blame was sometimes attributed
to the presence of Fascists among them ...'39

Geary also documents how specials did much to

provoke violent clashes with strikers 40 . Strike

committees reporting to the TUC described how specials in

Tilbury 'flourished revolvers and sticks, accompanying

these acts by unseemly gestures'. At Stanford-le-Hope

they held up their truncheons, made grimaces, and drove

at pickets. A local official of the National Union of

Railwaymen complained that 'irresponsible youths called

specials jump out of motor cars and thrash about with

their batons without any discretion whatever'. At

Paddington, the regular police had to restrain specials

from batoning strikers who were holding an orderly

meeting outside the station41.

Despite the allegations of provocation during the

general strike, Fascists continued to be sworn as

specials until the early 1930s. On 21st October 1932, Ms

R. Linton-Orman wrote to the Home Secretary on behalf of

an organisation called British Fascists Ltd. requesting

an interview. The organisation wanted to recruit an

'anti-riot squad' formed of disciplined men to assist the

police in protecting life and property, 'in the looting

which is certain to follow the arrival of the "hunger-

marchers" in London' and she wanted to discuss the

matter. Although the potential for conflict inherent in

39	Morris op cit 76.
40	Geary op.cit 65.
41	Ibid.
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this proposal seems obvious the Home Office was still

prepared to entertain the idea, merely reiterating in its

reply its policy that Fascists could enrol individually

but not en bloc as special constables. Their response may

have been influenced by their refusal to take British

Fascists Ltd. seriously, as the minutes note that 'The

Commissioner agrees with the proposed answer ... Miss

Orman is a self-important, impossible person who has

provided valueless information to this Office more than

once already' 42.

Thus fascists continued to be recruited, and on the

26th October 1932 trouble flared at a hunger march down

Edgware Road, with 14 arrests being made. It was alleged

by several witnesses that it was the specials who had

started the trouble43.

However, by 1933 there is evidence that fascist

involvement was beginning to be a cause of concern to the

Metropolitan police. Mr. B. Bracker MP, wrote to the Home

Office questioning an order issued against fascists

joining the Metropolitan Special Constabulary, and the

Home Office affirmed this was the case 44 . According to

the minutes on the file, it had recently come to the

Commissioner's notice that, not only were certain members

of the MSC also members of the fascist parties, but that

they had been taking part in special constabulary

42	H045 24860/484911/19.

43	Morgan op cit 250-252.

44	Home Office to B. Bracker MP, 12th December 1933
H045 24860/484911/20.
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meetings wearing fascist uniforms.	Because of the

'difficult position' in which such specials might be

placed 'in certain circumstances', the Commissioner was

now of the opinion that they should resign either from

the fascists or from the special constabulary. On 23rd

October 1933 W.M. Allen, the Commissioner, had written to

his divisional commandants along these lines45.

Whether or not the appearance of uniformed fascists

parading as specials was a national problem, or was

merely confined to the Metropolis, is not clear from the

available evidence. Allegations of police partiality to

the Fascist cause persisted throughout the 1930s,

particularly in relation to crowd-control at fascist and

anti-fascist demonstrations 46 , but controversy over

fascist involvement in the special constabularies seems

to have subsided.

This may be because the Government realised the

threat fascists posed to public order, and by sl of the

1936 Public Order Act outlawed the public wearing of

uniforms signifying association with political

organisations. As the war approached, the threat was

taken more seriously and, in its first few weeks,

processions of a political character were banned in the

45 Minutes to file HO 45/24860/484911/20. There is no
record of how many specials were affected, nor of how
many chose to resign as a result of this order.

46	H045 25388/804514; H045 25389/822011.
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Metropolis, and the police started to crack down heavily

on fascist meetings47.

Non-extremist recruits to special constabularies, 1926-

1933

Not all specials were, of course, fascists, and the

evidence suggests that, extremists excepted, they were

more heterogeneous than the First Police Reserve which

consisted of Police Pensioners 48 , or the Civil

Constabulary Reserve, a paid and full-time force which

consisted mainly of members of the Territorial Army who

were sworn in as special constables49 . However, the bulk

of specials enrolled during the general strike and

subsequently	until	the	Second World War	were

predominantly	skilled	working	or	middle-class

conservatives.

S .oecial constables in the general strike 

Whittaker comments of special constables during the

strike that:

" ... members of Hurlingham Polo Club could be seen
dressed in their kit of boots, spurs, and topees
cantering off to fresh sport swinging their riding
cropsu5u

47	Stammers, N. Civil Liberties in Britain During the 
2nd World War 88.

48 Memorandum of arrangements in the City of London
during the General Strike H045 24750/427051/140894.

49 Memorandum of arrangements in London during the
General Strike H045 24750/427051/9.

50	
Whittaker, B. The Police Penguin, 1964 22.
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However, most specials were probably not as

outrageously upper class as this. For example in Byfleet,

Surrey, 74 specials were appointed, mostly men, aged over

30. Few were obviously working class, although some were

in service including a butler and two chauffeurs. A

motor engineer, a builder's assistant and four gardeners

were also sworn in, but most were shopkeepers or skilled

non-manual workers. Ten professional men were enrolled,

as were six of independent means, two retired army

officers and one student. They were divided into seven

sections and all except one turned out for duty at some

stage during the emergency 51 .

This occupational pattern was probably fairly

typical: Punch, in a sketch on beats by specials,

describes one encountering his cook while on duty 52 . The

British Gazette, a broadsheet edited by Winston Churchill

and produced by the Government during the strike 53 , urged

RAF reservists to join and reported on 12th May that it

was hoped that 960 special constables from the stock

exchange would enro1 54 . Over 1,100 did, and were enrolled

in their own special section 55 . 3,350 undergraduates from

Cambridge University volunteered, and 700 were used as

51	Surrey RO cc98/23/3.

52	Punch May 26th 1926 538.
53	

Jeffery and Hennessy op. cit 117.
54	

British Gazette No 7, May 12th 1926, held at Durham
Record Office Dx 438/2.

55 Memorandum of arrangements in the City of London
during the General Strike H045 24750/427051/140894.
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special constables, most of them in Whitechape1 56 . Lord

Denning was one of the many thousands of recruits.

Many specials were affluent enough to own their own

cars, and a motor section was formed in London. This

consisted of a pool of vehicles, lent by their owners who

had been sworn-in, which could be driven by regulars.

More usually they were driven by the specials in close

formation, to ensure a free passage for traffic and to

preserve order 57 . The use of specials as drivers must

have been fairly common as a Punch, cartoon, "An Echo Of

The Strike", depicts a special booking a magistrate for

speeding, and telling him that he was driving "much

faster that I was when you fined me five pounds for it

last week"58.

Mounted sections 1926-1939

Another indication of the relative wealth of special

constabulary recruits was that enough owned their own

horses for mounted sections to be formed in the

Metropolitan police and in large provincial forces during

the general strike 59 . As always, the preference was for

volunteers who could provide their own mounts, although

56
	

Jeffery and Hennessy op. cit 114.

57 Memorandum of arrangements in London during the
General Strike H045 24750/427051/9.

58	Punch June 2nd 1926 574.

59 Memorandum, Commissioner of Metropolitan Police to
Home Office, January 1927 H045 24750/427051/9. The idea
of mounted sections was not new, but had not been used
nationally in peacetime since the Swing disorders of
1830.
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the Home Office was prepared to authorise payment for

some if an emergency occurred".

On the 27th May 1926, the Chief Constable of

Gloucestershire, Stanley Clarke, wrote to Sir Arthur

Dixon at the Home Office, noting that he had 221 specials

enrolled but that there would be difficulty getting more

to come forward. Meanwhile the County was exceptionally

well placed with regard to the possibility of raising a

mounted constabulary:

"I went to the officer who commanded the
Gloucestershire Hussars Yeomanry during the war,
discussed the matter with him one afternoon, and in
less than five days, he and some others who helped
him, had over 100 names rand 98 horses at my
disposal, and more to come." '1

Clarke wanted to enrol these men as First Police

Reservists so that they could be paid, as he claimed that

many would not be able to afford to serve as specials and

so some of the best recruits could be lost. Dixon replied

on the 9th July that there was no objection to these

officers being kept together as a mounted first police

reserve, but that they could not be called out until and

if an emergency occurred 62 . As the STO was never

mobilised after the general strike, it is unlikely that

Clarke's mounted FPR were ever deployed.

The City of London Special Constabulary also had a

mounted section, which was first formed in October 1926.

60	H045 ibid.
Chief Constable of Gloucestershire to Dixon 27th May

1926 H045 20503/596256/136794/5.

62	
Dixon to Clarke 9th July 1926 H045

20503/596256/136794/5.

61
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It had 85 members and their duties were ceremonial only.

From the Winter of 1933 they had weekly training

sessions, but in May 1935 it was decided to disband them

because the lack of trained horses, and the narrow

cobbled city streets which were less than ideal for

horses. The mounted specials were then transferred to the

motor transport section63.

Manchester also had a highly organised special

constabulary which in 1928 had 754 members. By 1936 they

too had formed a mounted section who went out on general

patrols and also policed demonstrations and

processions64.

Although disbanded in 1927, a mounted branch of

specials was reintroduced in the Metropolis in 1932 by

Trenchard, the Metropolitan Commissioner, because of the

considerable reductions which had been made in the

mounted branch of the regular police. It was estimated

that the cost of creating an initial force of 100 men

would be £300, with an estimated annual charge of £120

per annum65 . This scheme was approved by the Home Office;

but, as the News-Chronicle commented, only on the basis

that it would be 'without heavy cost'. Men aged between

25 to 45 with cavalry experience who could provide their

own horses were the preferred recruits. They would be

63	H045 20503/596256/136794/8.

64	Morgan op. cit 141.
65	Trenchard to Home Office 17th February 1932 H045
20503/596256/8.
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issued with a uniform similar to the regular mounted

police but were expected to buy their own spurs, gloves

and boots". In 1938 the mounted division was reduced to

50, as it was difficult to usefully employ more than this

number or to provide mounts for so many volunteers. The

MSC mounted division was disbanded immediately after the

end of the Second World War67.

The Reorganisation of special constabularies following

the General Strike 

Because so many had enroled ,during the general

strike, the Home Office was determined not to let the

special constabularies lapse and instructed police

authorities to maintain them". But there was suspicion

about the motives of the force, and the Home Office

emphasised the common-law duty of all citizens to aid the

police". In 1927, the Inspector of Constabulary

reported that there was a steady increase in special

constables willing to enter into new three-year

agreements".

An STC protection sub-committee, appointed in 1927 to

review arrangements for future industrial conflicts, also

considered the position of special constables.	They

66	News-Chronicle	12th	February	1932	in	H045
20503/596256/8.

67	Pullen op. cit 15.
68	Ibid 140.
69	Ibid.
70	Ibid.
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suggested that a full-time body of special constables

under the control of chief constables be created to

reduce the calls on troops71.

However, they noted that the numbers of specials had

often been smallest in industrial areas where they were

most likely to be required in an emergency, consequently

their chief use in any future emergency would be to

relieve regular officers in rural areas. They recommended

that chief constables retain a selected nucleus of

reliable and partly trained men to form the core of any

emergency organisation and rely on the mass ad hoc

enrolment of specials for full time duty at short

notice72.

In 1929, a Labour Government was elected and the STC

and STO were left in abeyance, partly because none of the

strikes in those years affected essential services and

partly because the government was more ready to intervene

to settle strikes than its predecessors 73 . However,

unemployment more than doubled during their

administration, and there was a correspondingly massive

increase in the cost of unemployment benefit. Government

expenditure began to exceed income, and spending was cut

in consequence74 . When the National Government was

71	Morgan op. cit 137.

72 Supply and Transport Organisation Protection Sub-
Committee Report on Arrangements in the General Strike HO
45 20536/658780/136794.

73	Jeffery and Hennessy op. cit 135-7.
74	Ibid 139.
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elected in August 1931, it cut unemployment benefit by

ten per cent, and protest meetings and marches were held

across the country. Violent scenes occurred in London

when unemployed marchers and police clashed in Whitehall

in the autumn of 1931. The Government considered

reviving the STO but although the situation was

periodically reviewed, did not do so75.

Police pay was one of the areas in which economies

were made 76 . Meanwhile, specials were a cheap resource,

and attention was directed on how they could be

reorganised to operate more efficiently. In November,

the Government appointed Lord Trenchard as Commissioner

of the Metropolitan Police, and promised him a free hand

to restructure the force. One of his reforms was to

introduce practical training for the 20,000 specials by

attaching them to divisions, and using them on ordinary

police duty77.

By 1933 'dead wood' was becoming a problem and plans

for setting up a fully uniformed MSC reserve were

discussed. The Metropolitan receiver proposed getting rid

of 2,500 men who were aged over 50, and the age limit was

reduced from 60 to 50. It was also proposed to get rid of

more than 5,000 men who had no uniforms, as, according to

the Commandant in Chief of the MSC:

75	Jeffery and Hennessy op. cit 140-1.
76	Judge op. cit 29-30.
77	Morgan op. cit 244.
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"the appearance of some of these men ... reflects no
credit on the Force, and acts as a deterrent to the
very men we should try to attract as recruits ..."
78 .

An indication of how badly organised the MSC was is

that the authorities were unable to trace these specials.

Rather than attempting a weeding-out process of the non-

uniformed men, it was decided '... simply to ignore them,

unless they turn up on any occasion and this risk will

gradually grow less', even though Allen admitted that

they would be unable to tell how many were left79.

In 1937, the Commandant-in-Chief reported on the

working of the new scheme. The quality of recruits had

vastly improved, and recruiting itself had increased by

100% so that during 1936 there were 1259 recruits, and a

total of 7,906 specials of whom 43% were serving on new

three-year contracts. However, men who reached 50

automatically had to transfer to the auxiliary force

where they only performed emergency duties, so their

services were effectively lost. The Commandant-in-Chief

proposed that these officers, if they wanted to continue

in the specials, should be able to get extensions up to

the age of 53. The same terms should apply to sergeants

but only if they reverted to the rank of constable if

retained. This scheme was apparently approved by the

Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police and the Home

Office".

78	Walter Allen to Home Secretary, 3.1.34 HO 45
17536/672294.

79	Ibid.
80	New Scotland Yard to Home Office 4.2.37 in HO
45/294091).
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Other forces also reorganised their special

constabularies in this period. For example, in 1928

Manchester grouped its force of 754 specials into seven

companies, each with its own hierarchy. Winter training

in drill, police duties and first aid was introduced81.

In the early 1930s, City Specials were required to sign

three-year contracts and formed into 'A' and 'B'

reserves, depending on the number of hours duty they were

prepared to serve82.

The Civil Constabulary Reserve 

This organisation was a development of the idea of

Citizen Guard. Formed to provide an additional force

during the General Strike, it was intended to have the

advantage over the special constabulary of mobility - its

members were expected to be available to be deployed

anywhere in the country83 . CCR Recruits were sworn in as

special constables but were under the joint control of

the Home Office and the War Office, via the STC.

Although it was a paid organisation, volunteers were

not particularly attracted to it and only 8,000 enrolled

in London, compared with the 60,000 plus who enrolled in

the specials 84 . Further, the types of recruits it

attracted were highly partisan. Thus:

81	Morgan op. cit 141.
82	City of London Special Constabulary Order Book 1935
- 1949, held at City of London Police Museum.

83	Jeffrey & Hennessy op.cit 111.
84	

Minutes, 9th July 1946 H045 780091/658780/11.
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"When the CCR was set up in 1926 its history
was largely out of chaos and confusion, and ...
its members went looking for trouble or
stirring it up by their general attitude. Much
of this was doubtless due to the rush procedure
necessary to recruit the force and the type of
man (of the sporting undergraduate type) whom
it attracts ...1185

In 1927, the protection sub-committee of the STC

noted that opinion varied about the use of the CCR during

the general strike, and concluded that in some areas they

were 'more of an embarrassment than a help, and were more

liable to provoke disorder than to assist in maintaining

order' 86 . Consequently the committee agreed to confine

any CCR scheme to paper only until an emergency arose87.

By 1935 such schemes were established across the

country88 , but from 1936 onwards the possibility of a

European war forced a reconsideration of their position

as the War Office assumed there could be a conflict of

interests for the men from the Territorial Army who were

intended to constitute the bulk of recruits 89 . In 1939

the scheme was temporarily shelved, on the basis that it

could not function and would not be needed in a war

emergency. The Home Office were reluctant to relinquish

the idea altogether:

85	Minutes, 23rd August 1946 H045 ibid.
86	Supply and Transport Organisation Protection Sub-
Committee Report on Arrangements in the General Strike.
H045 20536/658780/136794.

87
	

Morgan, J. op.cit 137.

88	Ibid 141.
89
	

Jeffery and Hennessy op. cit 141.



397

" ... no doubt the desire of the WO to be relieved
of any responsibility for it in peace time is based
primarily on the consideration that it is
undesirable to do anything which might prejudice any
section of the community against the TA as such.
This is a strong argument at the present time ... we
wouldn't be justified in fighting the issue unless
there is a marked change in the international
situation or serious widespread industrial trouble.
On the other hand if there should ever be another
general strike we could ill afford to lose the
reserves which the scheme would provide. Some of
these would, no doubt, be recruited automatically as
specials, but this does not by any means meet our
requirements, particularly that of mobility.

In July, the War Office advocated that the plans be

abandoned altogether, but the Home Office resisted this,

and asked for a review in two years. In 1941, it was

recommended that the scheme continued in abeyance, and it

was not reconsidered until after the war had ended 91 . In

1946, the idea of a CCR was permanently scrapped92.

Wartime recruitment of special constables 

Following the Munich crisis in 1938, special

constabularies were expanded and training was stepped up

to include air-raid precautions and methods of dealing

with incendiary devices 93 . By September 1939, 180,200

part-time specials had enrolled in England, Wales and

Scotland. 94 An Order in Council on the 28th September

1939 again authorised the recruitment of full-time

90	Minutes dated 14th March 1939, HO 45/20536/658780.

91	Minutes, HO 45/20536/658780, Jeffery and Hennessy
op. cit 149.
92	

Memorandum dated 31st July 1946, HO 45
780091/658780/11.

93	Pullen op. cit 20-21.
94	

Set op.cit. 159.
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specials, rather than a CCR, to be paid at 60/- per

week 95 . This option was not taken up everywhere - for

example, Surrey did not appoint any, however in the MSC

5,360 part-time specials were taken on full-time 96 . As

the war continued, other forms of auxiliary police were

created, and six distinct categories can be identified:

the First Police Reserve, who were paid and uniformed

retired regular officers; the Police War Reserve, who

were either enlisted or conscripted 97 for war service as

full-time police officers, with a minimum age of 25 in

1939 which was increased to 41 in 1942 98 ; full-time

special constables (uniformed and paid, but not

conscripted); part-time uniformed specials; part-time

non-uniformed specials; and the Women's Auxiliary Police

Corps 99 .

Some illustrations of the way provincial forces increased

recruitment and reorganised their reserves are given

below:

In Portsmouth, the Chief Constable reported to the

watch committee in June 1937 that £28/1/0d had been spent

on specials and territorials in connection with the

95	Ibid.
96	Ibid.
97	

The issue of conscription is dealt with post p..

98	
Portsmouth watch committee minutes 7th February

1939. Memo: County Leader to Chief Constable of Surrey
27th June 1942, Surrey RO cc98/23/5.

99	
Essex, Chief Constable's Annual Report 1941,

Portsmouth watch committee minutes 18th April 1939.
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Coronation and Royal Naval Review celebrations. Then on

the 3rd May 1938, the Chief Constable reported that the

special constabulary had been formed primarily for air-

raid precautions, but that he was forming a uniformed

reserve of 31 special constables who would all be ex-PCs.

On the 7th February 1939 the Watch Committee was informed

of a recommendation that a paid police war reserve of 50

men, aged between 25 and 55, should be created for the

duration of the war. The Watch Committee authorised the

Chief Constable to ascertain whether 50 members of the

existing special constabulary would be prepared to enrol,

and by 18th April 1939 the Chief Constable was able to

report that a First Police Reserve had been formed of 43

ex-PCs, that a Police War Reserve consisting of more than

352 men was to be formed, but that in the first instance

applications were to be invited from existing specials,

and that lastly a special constabulary transport section,

divided into full and part-time units, was to be formed

and that 30 applications had so far been received. Ou the

24th October 1939 it was agreed that a minimum of 150

part-time specials were to be provided with a uniform

In Bolton, the Chief Constable reported at the end

were currently 92 specialof March 1937 that there

constables on the books, and the Watch Committee resolved

to increase this number to 500. They were moderately

successful: on the 29th September the Chief Constable

reported that the strength of the Bolton special

100 Portsmouth RO CCM/1/34.

100•
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constabulary was now 186. He went on to recommend that

six collapsible desks were purchased and that an Ericsson

Telephone and a signal pillar should be hired so that the

specials could be instructed in air-raid precautions,

police duties, and company drill, and that badges of

office should be bought for and issued to the specials.

The Bolton specials were next mentioned in the watch

committee minutes for the 25th January 1939, when they

were thanked for performing traffic control duties. The

Civil Constabulary Reserveln consisted of 96 men on 18th

October 1939, although the authorised establishment was

234. Nevertheless the Chief Constable proposed to suspend

recruitment until circumstances made increasing the

numbers absolutely necessary102.

In April 1938, the Chief Constable of the Surrey

police, Major G. Nicholson, outlined the conditions for

membership of auxiliary forces: the Police Reserve was

only to include police pensioners. The special

constabulary proper was for immediate enrolment, while

the special constabulary reserve was to consist of men

over the age of 25, for services in the event of war or

emergency. A circular of 30th September 1939 states that

there was no intention to appoint full-time special

constables in Surrey, and that the only whole-time

auxiliary forces would be the FPR and the PWR. However,

101 The Chief Constable was probably referring to full-
time paid specials as by this time CCR schemes had been
shelved.

102 Bolton RO AB/24/1.



401

part-time specials would be reimbursed for lost wages. On

the 1st October, the Chief Constable stressed that

special constables who wanted to do full-time police work

should consider resigning and joining the PWR, but that

any applicant had to be over 35 years of age. In a

further circular of the same date, the Chief Constable

stated that 14 days written notice was required of

specials wishing to leave the servicen3.

In 1937 over 700 specials in Essex had undergone a

course in air-raid precautions, and steps were being

taken to augment their numbers, while by 1938 1,250 men

had been trained. By 1939 there were 506 auxiliaries

performing full-time duty, consisting of 61 First Police

Reserves, 163 special constables, and 272 war reserves.

In addition there were 1955 voluntary part-time special

constables performing duties, of whom 350 were working

for more than 8 hours per weekl".

Although initially wartime specials were relatively

youthful, following the de-reservation of many

occupations and the introduction of military service for

men aged up to 41 in 1942, they became progressively

older. Shortages in the PWR meant that even these older

specials were encouraged to transfer to the full-time

forcenS . However, this may not have been an attractive

option to those in prestigious reserved occupations or

103 Surrey RO cc 98/23/5.

104 Chief Constable's Annual Reports, Essex, 1937, 1938,
1939.

105 Surrey RO cc98/23/5.
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the very wealthy, for example the 11 specials in Surrey

who owned their own planes and formed a separate

"Specials Air Force" 106.

The recruitment of women

By 1940, the shortage of male recruits was beginning

to be a cause for concern, and forces were encouraged to

appoint women either as permanent constables, or, where

they had previous police experience, as temporary First

Police Reservists. Forces were also reminded that there

was scope for employing more women as WAPCs on duties

which did not require police powers, either whole or part

time, in order to relieve regulars and male auxiliaries.

These duties included driving police vehicles, the

maintenance and repair of police equipment, clerical

work, telephone and wireless work, and canteen work. The

limitation of paid WAPCs to ln of the authorised

establishment, laid down in a Government circular of the

22nd August 1939 , was increased to 15 95. As many unpaid

WAPCs could be appointed as the police authority felt

necessary107 .

This advice was quickly acted on. On the 12th

September 1940 the Home Office wrote to the Chief

Constable of Bolton approving his appointment of five

106 A photograph of the "Surrey Flying Squad" is held at
the Police Museum, Surrey Police Headquarters.

107 Home Office circular 801,044/68. For a full
discussion of women in special constabularies see post

chapter six.
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full-time WAPCs l ° 8 . Butler notes the appearance of women

clerks in the police canteen sometime in 1941 109 , while

by 1941 Essex had appointed 21 WAPCs, and by the end of

the war had 43 on the record 110 . While the numbers of

paid women regulars increased from 282 in 1940, to 418 in

1945, by the end of the war there were also over 3,000

unattested full-time WAPCs111.

Wartime conditions of service: policy and problems 

a)	Allowances, pay and pensions

In November 1939, the Home Office issued a circular

giving the conditions for allowances for motor vehicles,

bicycles, travel expenses and meals, the cost of which

was to be met by an Exchequer Grant 112 . However, these

allowances could be very costly: For example, in Botton

petrol allowances for 100 part-time mobile specials were

calculated to be between £700-£800 per year. Boot

allowances for 500 part-timers came to £650.

Conditions of service were further clarified by a

circular of the 25th November, which outlined provisions

for paid sick leave for auxiliaries. Expenditure incurred

108 Bolton RO ABCF/23/48.

109 Butler, F. "City War Special - Reminiscences of
Police Work in the Blitz" in City - the magazine of the
City of London Police Aug/Sept 1975.

110 Chief Constable's Annual Reports, Essex, 1941, 1944.

111 Jones, S Policewomen and Equality Macmillan, 1985 4.

112 Home Office circular 815,056/63.
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on the PWR and WAPCs was to be met from the exchequer,

while expenditure on special constables would rank as

approved police expenditure for the purposes of the

Exchequer Grant113.

A further circular in October 1940 was presumably

designed to avoid the scandal of specials falling ill on

duty through lack of a proper uniform, and instructed

chief constables that specials were to be provided with

winter coats and linings, and that the boot allowance

was to be increased to 1/- a week114 . Shortly after, sick

pay and conditions for whole-time paid and unpaid

auxiliaries and special constables, were improved115.

The organisation of special constables and other

civil reserves was incomparably better than during the

First World War, with the Home Office agreeing fairly

early on to their being provided with allowances, meals

and uniforms. Even so, problems still cropped up. Seth

cites grievances over insufficient remuneration for full-

time specials, with some having to draw National

Assistance in order to cope financially. By the time the

Home Office increased their pay to 70/- weekly in 1941,

the cost of living had also risen

Even though conditions of service had greatly

improved, pension and gratuity provisions were still

113 Home Office circular 815056/67.

114 Home Office circular 826,864/41.

115 Home Office circular 836,852/47.

116 Seth op. cit 145.

116.
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derisory. Butler, a special constable serving in the City

of London, resigned at the end of the war having

completed 25 years' service, after a naval officer was

murdered in a smash and grab raid:

"I found out that the utmost I could hope for for my
wife if she was widowed while I was on police duty
was thirty pounds a year, and I reluctantly came to
the conclusion that my duty to m}; family bade me
call a halt to amateur policing. "11/

b)	Disciplinary and greivance procedures

Seth notes that, unlike in the First World War, no

special was prosecuted for refusal to carry out orders,

because most forces set up internal disciplinary

procedures so that such offences were not made public118.

Even so, there were no formal procedures by which

specials could air their grievances until June 1943, when

the Home Office informed chief constables that these

should be set up 119 . In the City the procedure took the

form of a representative committee, elected by secret

ballot from among ordinary and ranked part-time specials.

It was to meet quarterly, and attendance was to count as

police dut

117 Butler, op. cit.

118 Seth op.cit 188.

119 Ibid.
120 CLSC Order Book op cit Notice, 21st July 1943.

y120.
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c) Uniforms

The issue of steel helmets led to complaints in the City

of London. Although vital for protection during air

raids, they were heavy and uncomfortable to wear for

prolonged periods. In November 1939, City specials were

granted the concession of being allowed to wear peaked

caps to and from duty, provided the helmets were worn

when actually on duty121 . In April 1942, they were given

temporary permission to abandon wearing them on day

shifts, but were reminded that the concession would be

revoked if circumstances changed. Meanwhile, they were to

carry them to and from duty, and leave them at the Police

Station when out on patro1 122 . This appears to have been

a satisfactory compromise, as no further orders were made

concerning their use until they were withdrawn in June

1945 123 .

d) Long Service Medals

The shortage of raw materials and a convoluted

bureaucratic procedure ensured that many part-time

specials had difficulty in achieving official recognition

for their war work. As an economy measure, issue of the

long service medal to which specials were entitled after

completing more than 50 unpaid duties a year, was

121 Ibid order 020 17th November 1939.
122 Ibid Memo Chief Staff Officer to all ranks, 28th
April 1942.

123 Ibid Memo Chief Staff Officer to all ranks, 18th
June 1945.
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discontinued except in the case of posthumous awards. In

July 1944 the qualifying number of duties was increased

to 120 per year124.

In 1944, Major Nicholson, the Chief Constable of

Surrey, entered into a long correspondence with the Home

Office over eligibility for long-service bars to medals.

These were initially awarded after three years of 50 war-

time duties annually. Problems arose over the eligibility

of specials who had enroled at the beginning of the war.

The Home Office wanted to calculate entitlement as

running from the date when the Chief Constable received

notification of eligibility from the Home Office. The

Chief Constable wanted to calculate eligibility from the

date when the individual concerned had performed the

requisite number of duties, pointing out that between

that date and the Home Office notification date they were

in a kind of limbo, with none of the duties which they

performed meanwhile going towards eligibility for a

subsequent bar. As there were lengthy delays between

their qualifying dates and the Home Office notification

date (sometimes up to a year), this had serious knock-on

effects for future awards 125 . The combined effect of

these provisions was to ensure that, once the medals and

bars were available for issue after the war, many

specials did not receive them because the calculation of

124 Ibid orders 22nd June 1942 and 11th July 1944.
125 Surrey RO cc98/23/7.
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qualifying duties was so complex, their records had been

lost, or they had died or moved away.

The post-War organisation and recruitment of specials 

On the 19th April 1945 the Home Secretary, Sir

Herbert Morrison, stated in answer to a parliamentary

question that while he was anxious for specials who so

desired to be released as soon as possible, he could not

give an undertaking that they could automatically be

released from service. Even though the war had ended,

there was a shortage of full-time regular officers.

However, Chief Officers of Police had been asked to do

everything possible to relax their hours of dut y126. In

May Morrison issued a 'Message to the Police Forces of

England and Wales' praising them for their services and

asking them to carry on serving 127 , and in June, the Home

Office issued a specific message to part-time specials.

While thanking them for their services the Home Office

hoped that although they were now allowed to resign,

those who could would continue 'to give your regular

colleagues the assistance which they so much value'

Unlike at the end of the First War, the Home Office

were reluctant to disband special constabularies; in the

City of London not only were existing specials persuaded

to stay on but an appeal was sent to ex-specials

126 Extract from Hansard, 19th April 1945, CLSC Order
Book op. cit.
127 Ibid May 1945.
128 Ibid Home Office, June 1945.

128.
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returning from the forces to re-j oin129. In August, a

CLSC news sheet outlined their future plans. Although it

was too soon to give precise details, the force would

remain an essential part of the City police and would

receive regular training in police duties and first

aid13 ° .

In Bolton, less pressure was put on specials to

remain in service and on the 18th July 1945, the Watch

Committee resolved to release part-time specials and

other part-time police personnel from the war-time

restrictions on the right to resign. On the 22nd August

they agreed to allow resigned part-timers to keep their

mackintoshes and uniform trousers, but reduced the boot

allowance to 6/- per week. On the 8th December 1947, the

specials commandant, W.S. Kay, resigned after serving

since 1914131,

As soon as the Second World War had ended, a

committee was set up to look at post-war policing. In

addition the Home Office, 'remembering the aftermath of

the First World War' 132 , began thinking about possible

civil emergencies. On 19th June 1946 a meeting was held

with representatives of 18 departments, and during a

lengthy discussion about the recruitment of volunteer

labour, the Ministry of Labour warned that they would not

129 Ibid Letter CLSC Commandant to specials serving in
H.M Forces.

130 CLSC Order Book op. cit.

131 Bolton RO AB/24/1.

132 Jeffery and Hennessy op. cit 148.
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be able to cope with large-scale industrial unrest. The

meeting was also told that for some time to come the

police would not be so capable of dealing with an

emergency as they had been in 1926, because they were so

much below strength-33.

A secret Home Office memo of the 4th July 1946

indicates that the Home Office waw reluctant to continue

to experiment with a civil constabulary reserve, but

hoped that the recruitment and deployment of

reinforcements could be left in the hands of local chief

constables:

"In an emergency it will probably not be thought
desirable to employ Specials recruited for the
emergency for ordinary reinforcement purposes.
Untrained strangers would be of little use in
districts so disturbed that reinforcements were
necessary and untrained Specials living in quiet
areas would be better employed helping the long-
service Specials to take over ordinary police work
or to maintain road patrols in order to release the
regular police to go e1sewhere.34

Group X of the Police Post-War Committee had

prepared an interim report, recommending inter alia that

every police force should have a reserve of specials

amounting to half its regular strength- 35 . Specials

should be required to serve for three years, be trained,

provided with a uniform, and paid an allowance of a

133 Ibid 149.
134 H045 780091/658780/11.

135 Police Post-War Committee: Group X Report on the
Special Constabulary for consideration in Sub-Committee
"C", Home Office, Whitehall, 26th July 1946, in H045
780091/658780/11.



411

guinea a day for loss of wages. These proposals were

endorsed by the Home Office which concluded:

... the Special Constabulary Reserve ... will
provide a solid base for an enlarged force of
Specials in times of emergency, and it seems from
every point of view preferable to rely on it rather
than to bring in the Army machine at the last
moment" 136

In a further memorandum dated the 31st July 1946, it

was agreed that it should be the responsibility of the

police to cope with internal emergencies. This could be

done with an efficient special constabulary. The

memorandum goes on to refer to suspicions in 1923 that a

Fascisti would be created, noting that the present Home

Secretary had voted against the Special Constables Bill,

and commenting that:

"Fortunately, this gloomy prophecy has not been
fulfilled and quite different agencies have brought
about the country's ruin. I think it is now realised
that the special constabulary is drawn from all
classes of the community and has no real sectional
bias; it has been called out during strikes and I
think it is generally regarded as suitable for the
purpose ... any criticism there would apply a
fortiori to the Civil Constabulary Reserve."lil

The idea of a CCR was permanently abandoned, and

special constables were seen as being the most

appropriate reserve for the police in times of civil

disorder. The Police Post War Committee- 38 recommended a

fundamental restructuring and reorganisation of special

136 Secret Memorandum dated 4th July 1946, H045
780091/658780/11.

137 Memorandum	dated	31st	July	1946,	H045
780091/658780/11.

138 Home Office and Scottish Department 4th Report of
the Police Post-War Committee, HMSO 1947.
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constabularies to ensure that they were uniformly

established across the country. The minimum age for

appointment was fixed at 20, and the maximum at 50, with

retirement generally at 55, and compulsorily at 6s . A

minimum height limit of 5'6" was introduced139.

Nationality requirements were also introduced140
, and

recommendations	made	for	a	standardised	rank

structure 141 , the provision of police uniforms142 , and

standardised training143. A standardised disciplinary

procedure was recommended144 , as were provisions for loss

of earnings, pensions and gratuities 145 . The committee

further recommended that specials should have a

representative machinery, and that women should be

allowed to enro1 146 . In 1949 the Government launched a

national recruiting campaign, and in 1950, the first 241

women specials were appointed 147 . During the late 1940's

early 1960's, special constabularies were also boosted by

an influx of ex-National Servicemen, who were given the

139 Ibid para 11.
140 Ibid para 12. These are discussed more fully post
chapter six.

141 Ibid para 19.
142 Ibid paras 23-4.
143 Ibid paras 26-29.
144 Ibid paras 30-34. See also post chapter nine.
145 Ibid paras 37-40.
146 Ibid paras 42-47.
147 For a full discussion of the role of women specials,

see post chapter six.



413

option of joining either the Army of the Police

Reserve 148 .

Some idea of how special constabularies operated

after the war can be gained from the instruction book

issued to special constables in Portsmouth in the early

1950s.	The authorised establishment was for one

commandant, one deputy commandant, seven special

inspectors, 36 special sergeants, 340 male special

constables and 15 women special constables. Special

constables had to be of British nationality, and aged

between 30 and 55, unless a woman with previous police

experience, in which case she could be over 26. They had

to satisfy minimum height requirements, be able to read

and write legibly, be physically fit and of good

character. Each special had to serve a minimum of three

years and could not resign earlier without the consent of

the chief constable. They had to perform a minimum of

two hours' duty per week, as well as emergency duties and

attending lectures. According to the Chief Constable,

Arthur C. West, in his preface to the manual:

"A Special Constable who is inefficient and
lacks decision and the knowledge of what to do,
lowers the prestige of the Force and may cause
serious inconvenience to the public ...
Remember always that the Special Constabulary
had long proved an invaluable adjunct to the
Regular Force; it is held in high esteem by the
general public and the responsibility for the
continuance of its high tradition rests upon
the shoulders of each individual member."-49

148 Information supplied to me direct by an ex-National
Service ex-Special.

149 Portsmouth RO 197A/1/11.
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The net effect of the changes in recruitment

patterns wrought during and after the war, was that

special constabularies became less elitist and "now

include a much broader representation of the

population" 150 . Thus, in 1955 the City of London force

consisted mainly of "a cross-section of City workers"151,

and when in 1961 the Chief Constable of Surrey appealed

in the local paper for more recruits, he called for men

and women of good character to join, and added:

"It is possible that many people who have
retired from the fighting forces and ex-
National Servicemen may be interested. The work
provides a healthy and worthwhile spare time
voluntary occupation for those who have a
sedentary occupationu152

In 1963, the Stockport specials included "a shop

assistant, a postman, a railway guard, a security

officer, a joiner and clerk and a production

engineer" 153 . In fact the profile of recruits to the

specials had changed so greatly compared with their pre-

war image that in 1967 Custance et al argued for raised

standards of recruitment in order to attract men and

women from all walks of life, and commented that:

150 Whittaker op. cit 23. The issue of ethnic minority
recruitment was not however considered until the 1980s.
See discussion post chapter six.

151 Report of the Police Committee on the Services of
the City of London Special Constabulary, 1st October 1956
held at Corporation of London RO C/2K.

152 Surrey Herald and News 29th September 1961.
153 Stockport County Express January 10th 1963, at
Stockport RO SN59.
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II ... there was a predominant number of men from the
more routine, less exciting classes of civilian
employment; particularly clerks, repetitive workers,
and storekeepers, which suggests that satisfaction,
accomplishment and the opportunity of excitement are
important recruitment stimulants. 154

Levels of Recruitment and Activity 1923-1982 

i)	Pre War

During the period 1923-1982, people were enrolled

wholesale into special constabularies, but these numbers

were often not representative - except in wartime - of

those who actively went out on duty. The Home Office and

chief constables were aware of this problem, and after

the First World War started developing the idea of having

a nucleus of trained and active men supplemented by large

numbers of recruits sworn-in to deal with emergencies.

Although this idea was not new - boroughs had always used

such schemes with specials annually sworn under the

Municipal Corporations Acts supplemented by "emergency"

specials sworn under the 1831 Act - the 1923 Act meant

that this nucleus could be actively deployed even though

there was no emergency.

Many forces recognised the problem by developing

their special constabularies as "A" and "B" reserves,

alongside the First Police Reserve. At the end of the

Second World War, policy shifted towards recognising the

value of special constabularies as permanent rather than

emergency supplements to the police. Many forces

implemented the Police Post War Committee recommendation

154 Custance, R.J., George, A., Heyhurst, G., and
Pearson, J., Special Constabulary The Police College
Special Course No. 5, 24th June 1967.
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of winter training programmes, and started weeding out

inactive specials. "A" and "13" reserves were retained

until falling numbers made the idea of split special

constabularies impractical. The major change in the post-

war years was towards the concept of permanent trained

special constabularies, routinely supplementing regular

officers, with low numbers of inactive members.

In the years up to the general strike, the numbers

of retained or appointed specials were low. For example,

in Portsmouth only five were sworn in in 1922, three in

1923, and 11 in 1924 155 . In London, the strength of the

MSC Reserve in 1922 was fixed at 8,000, plus 2,000

auxiliaries. 8,000 was the actual as well as the

authorised strength, and practically all were uniformed

men on three year engagements. It was intended to reduce

these numbers if conditions permitted156.

Following "Red Friday" in July 1925 Joynson-Hicks,

the Home Secretary, reported to the cabinet that there

were currently about 100,000 special constables in

England and Wales 157 . On the 7th August, the STC approved

the Home Secretary's report and authorised him to make a

gradual increase in their numbers158 . Recruiting started

in earnest once the state of emergency was declared in

155 Portsmouth RO Appointment book for Constables and
Specials 123A/1/5/2 and 3.

156 MSC Reorganisation 1933, memo by Receiver HO 45
294091.

157 Jeffery and Hennessy op. cit 95.

158 Ibid 96.
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May 1926, and on the 12th the British Gazette reported

that 200,000 specials had enrolled in the provinces, and

over 40,000 in London.	This may have been a slight

exaggeration, as Morgan notes that the special

constabulary in England and Wales increased from 98,000

to 226,200 by the time the strike ended 159 . The figures

for London were accurate: At the beginning of the strike,

the MSC numbered approximately 10,000, while the City of

London had 2,500 specials. By the end of the strike these

numbers had risen to 62,000 and 6,500 respectivel y160. In

addition, 8,000 men were recruited to the CCR in the

Metropolitan Police District 161 . Away from London, fewer

people may have been involved, for example in Byfleet

only 37 recruits were sworn in in this period, bringing

the total special constabulary to 74162.

Despite the advance preparations of the STO, the

increase in the number of volunteers took the authorities

by surprise. In the Metropolitan area, supplies of

trucheons ran out, and volunteers were supplied with

chair-legs filled with lengths of rope 163. However, not

all could be deployed. Although those who were young and

active	were	encouraged	to	join	the	special

159 Morgan op.cit 120.

160 Report on policing arrangements in London during the

Genera l Strike HO 45 24750/427087/140894.

161 Minutes 9th July 1946 HO 45 780091/658780/11.

162 Surrey RO CC98/23/3.

163 Seth op. cit 125, Critchley op. cit 200.
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constabularies, the STC was unsympathetic to worries that

there was a superabundance, claiming that Volunteer

Service Committees, the organisations in charge of

recruitment, 'existed to provide men for jobs and not

Jeffery and Hennessy note that massvice versa ,164.

recruitment could have backfired:

"For the government, the recruitment of volunteers
in large numbers may well have served the
superficially useful purpose of enabling citizens
generally to demonstrate their 'loyalty'. Had,
however, the strike continued for much longer than
it did, the retention of these volunteers, for whom
the STO had apparently no use and while transport
services and heavy industry were largely at a
standstill, might have had an adverse effect on
public opinion. ,,165

Once the strike was over, only nuclei of experienced

specials were retained. For example, in Byfleet, numbers

were halved, and 37 specials were put on an "emergency

only" basis on the 17th May. By 1931, only 28 specials

remained active. Of these, seven had been appointed

during the First World War, three between 1920 - 1923,

and 18 in February 1926166.

In 1927, total police resources in England and Wales

consisted of 49,500 regular officers and 71,800 part-time

specials, of whom 22,900 were regularl Y employed- 67 . By

1930, the numbers of specials had risen to

142,731, an all-time record in peacetime 168.

164 Jeffery and Hennessy op.cit 114.

165 Ibid.
166 Surrey RO cc98/23/3.

167 Report of the STO Protection Sub-Committee 1927 HO
45 20536/658780/136794.

168 Seth op. cit 130, Morgan op. cit 141.
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is unlikely that many of these were active, as forces

began to focus on the problem of 'dead wood' in the early

1930s.

In London following the strike, it was decided to

increase the establishment of the uniformed MSC First

Reserve on three-year engagements from 8,000 to 15,000,

using men enrolled during the general strike- 69 . In fact,

the numbers never rose above 12,500 and in 1931 when

question of economies in the MSC came up during the

financial crisis, it was proposed to use this figure as

the authorised establishment. By 1933, uniformed strength

was 11,200, but the Receiver commented:

" ... how many would actually appear if all were
summoned at any time is uncertain, because, so long
as there is no obligation to perform duties,
Commandants can never be in a position to know
exactly how many "live" men they really have."-7°

There were also 5,350 non uniformed men, most of

whom were enrolled during the general strike but who had

not taken any active part since, and 2,539 auxiliaries,

mostly uniformed, who were aged over 50 171 . On 21st

October 1933 the total 'paper' strength of the MSC was

19,139172.

169 Morgan ibid.
170 MSC Reorganisation 1933, memo by Receiver HO 45
294091.

171 Ibid.
172 MSC Reorganisation 1933, minutes by Sir Walter Allen
H045 294091.
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The Receiver argued that to fix the uniformed

strength at 12,500 would involve an increase in the

annual expenditure on uniforms from £3,000 to £4,650.

However, if the strength was reduced to 10,000 there

would be a net saving, as well as an increase in

effectiveness as these men would all be serving on the

new conditions 173 . These consisted of a three year

engagement to perform ten duties in the first year and

five each subsequent year, with compulsory training-74.

Initially Sir Walter Allen, the Commandant-in-Chief of

the MSC Reserve, resisted this proposal on the basis that

transferring auxiliaries and non uniformed men over would

mean a recruitment freeze for three years until natural

wastage had created enough vacancies, so that there would

be practically no men serving on the new terms during

this period175 . However, the Receiver pointed out that

the reduction could take place by not filling vacancies

arising from resignation, death .or disappearance. These

currently amounted to 1,000 a year. If implemented, the

scheme would also save the MSC £750 per annum in

Commandants' allowances176.

In January 1934, Allen agreed to reduce the strength

of the uniformed MSC to 10,000, but did not agree to

173 MSC Reorganisation 1933, memo by Receiver H045
294091.

174 Secret Memo from Sir Walter Allen to Commissioner of
Police 3rd January 1934 H045 294091.

175 MSC Reorganisation 1933, minutes by Sir Walter Allen
HO 45 294091.

176 MSC Reorganisation 1933, memo by Receiver HO 45

294091.
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disbanding the auxiliaries, arguing that they consisted

of some 40 to 50 per cent of the special constables

available during business hours on working days, and

without them there would be fewer men available for

ceremonial occasions. As a compromise he consented to

reduce their retirement age from 60 to 50 177 . An

indication of how necessary the reorganisation was is

that despite the high official figures for enrolled

specials, only 3,500 attended a parade held on the 8th

June 1934 178 .

In the 1930s other forces also reorganised their

special constabularies, so that they were operating on a

smaller, more organised scale, although numbers remained

in excess of 100,000 nationwide during the 1930s 179 , and

by 1938 stood at 118,087180.

ii) During the war

Recruitment was stepped up towards the end of 1938,

and by September 1939, 180,200 part-time specials had

enrolled in England, Wales and Scotland]-81; over double

the 57,012 regular officers serving in 194 0182.

177 Secret Memo from Sir Walter Allen to Commissioner of
Police 3rd January 1934 H045 294091.

178 Seth op. cit 193.

179 Morgan op. cit 141.

180 Report of the Working Party on the Special
Constabulary 1976 op. cit Appendix D.

181 Seth op cit 159.

182 Critchley op. cit 227.
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For example, in Essex, numbers increased from 700 in

1937, to 1,250 in 1938 and 1,955 in 1939 183 . In August

1939, just before the outbreak of war, there were 12,199

active Metropolitan specials, 828 auxiliaries who were

only available for emergency duty, and 55 reserve

officers.	By December, there were a total of 11,243

officers available, of which 4176 were full-time

specials, 817 were on leave, 4896 were part-time, 316

were auxiliaries, 100 were reserve officers and 938 were

on the active strength but not currently avai1ab1e184.

During the war, there was a high turn-over of

recruits as younger de-reserved specials were

progressively called up.

By 1945, the numbers of regular police nationally

had declined to 46,623; the PWR and full-time specials

had dropped from 25,220 in 1940 to 12,951; and the FPR,

at 1,646, were seriously depleted compared with their

membership in 1940 of 5,725 185 . For example, the numbers

of part-time MSC specials halved to 2,469, although in

1945 they performed 116,614 four-hour tours of duty as

well as attending over 50,000 hours training186. Specials

in other forces were equally, if not more, active: in

183 Chief Constable's Annual Reports, Essex, 1937, 1938,

1939.

184 Pullen op.cit 22. Critchley op.cit 227 gives details
of the strength of the regular police, the PWR and the
FPR between 1940-45, but does not give figures for the

numbers of part-time specials enroled nationally during
this period.

185 Critchley op.cit 227.

186 Pullen op.cit 22.
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Essex numbers had dropped to 1,552 by 1944 but-between

1939-45, they performed 2,785,089 hours of war-time

duty187.

iii) The Post-War Decline in Numbers 

By 1946, the numbers of specials in England and

Wales had halved from their immediate pre-war strength to

56,912 188 .	Committee X found that between 1919-1939,

establishments	had varied widely, with some forces

aiming at a complement seven or eight times as large as

the regular establishment. This, they felt, was

unrealistic, and recommended that levels should be fixed

at three times the regular force establishments in

counties, and one-and-a-half times in boroughs- 89 . Even

so, they recognised that the numbers of specials 'on the

books' could not accurately reflect the numbers who would

be available for duty. Most would only be available for

occasional weekends, and it was inevitable that only a

relatively small proportion could be counted on for duty

at any given time-90.

187 Chief Constable's Annual Reports, Essex, 1944, 1945.

188 Report of the Working Party on Special Constabulary
1976 op.cit Appendix D.

189 This recommendation was accepted, and is contained
in the Fourth Report of the Police Post War Committee
op.cit Chapter 2 recommendation (d).

190 Committee X report op.cit 1946 para 16. See also
Fourth Report of the Police Post War Committee op cit
1947 para 8.
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Throughout the 1950s numbers of specials fluctuated,

peaking at 67,137 in 1951 191 following a Home Office

recruitment drive. However, by the 30th April 1959

numbers had dropped to 51,003, of whom only 13,329 were

regularly employed192.

For example, in 1945 over 80 per cent of the City of

London specials had indicated that they intended to stay

in the force when the "stop" on resignation was

removed193 . In July 1945 the post-war CLSC was intended

to continue on the lines of the pre-war organisation, but

better trained and smaller as:

"It is felt .. that it is better to have a force of,
say, 1,200 trained and keen men than to have a force
of 2,000 or 3,000, many of whom very rarely put in
an appearance. "194

This figure was over optimistic. By 1956 the force

had over 200 vacancies in an authorised establishment of

500, although the 293 serving specials had each performed

an average of 88 hours duty that year- 95 . This figure is

low compared with the average number of hours' duty

currently put in by specials196.

191 Op.cit.

192 Seth op.cit 190.

193 CLSC Order Book op.cit Penman to special constables
17th May 1945.

194 CLSC Order Book 'op cit Penman to ex-special
constables serving in HM Forces, 9th July 1945.

195 Report of the Police Committee on the Services of
the City of London Special Constabulary, 1st October
1956. Held at Corporation of London RO C/2K.

196 See post Chapter Seven.
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Special constabularies continued to tick over in the

1960s, despite the gradual erosion in their numbers. For

example in Bolton in the winter of 1959-60, 49 per cent

of the 250 enrolled specials turned out for duty on a

'Specials Sunday'. Bolton specials found that the most

effective method of recruitment was the nomination of

friends by existing specials, and 4 new recruits joined

in the last year. 197	However, six months later, four

specials had resigned and two had died, all having served

for at least seven years. 198 In January 1961, numbers

were further reduced by the resignations of seven men who

had served for at least sixteen years each, and the

deaths of three men who had served for more than 19 years

each. In June 1961, 77 men and nine women turned out to

'supervise the crowds and to assist with the emergency

traffic arrangements' at a Roman Catholic procession199.

By January 1963 numbers had fallen to 211 men and 17

women and it was proposed to form a 'reserve' section to

be used only in real emergencies, separate from a general

purpose 'active' section. Meanwhile there had been

another non-eventful specials Sunday when 87 men and nine

women had turned out 200 . Early in 1964, Bolton special

197 Bolton Special
1960, held at BRO.

Constabulary News Bulletin, January

198 Ibid July 1960.
199 Ibid June 1961.
200 Ibid January 1963.
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Uniformedconstabulary divided into an active	section

consisting of 130 members, and a reserve201.

The numbers of specials nationally continued to

decline throughout the 1960s and 1970s, with resignations

among males dramatically outstripping recruitment202 . For

example in Essex, while the force totalled 511 in 1961,

and had a ratio of one woman to 20 men, by 1982 there

were only 351 specials, and the ratio of women to men had

increased to nearly one in four203.

Even so, the declining numbers on the books

continued to be wildly inaccurate in terms of the numbers

of specials who were active: in 1967 the Working Party on

Manpower, Equipment and Efficiency reported that, on 28th

February 1966, the authorised national establishment was

111,256 men and 2,674 women. However the total strength

was 41,791 men and 1,480 women, of whom only 13,690 men

(33 per cent) and 718 women (49 per cent) performed duty

regularl y204 . Despite feeling that an increase in numbers

would be of value to both police and public, they

concluded that establishment levels were completely

unrealistic 205 . Custance et al also felt this was neither

realistic nor desirable, and suggested it would be better

201 Goslin op.cit.

202 See appendix X.

204 Police Advisory Board Working Parties 1967 Manpower
Equipment and Efficiency Reports part V para 132.

205 Ibid para 140.
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to	concentrate	on raising recruitment	standards

instead2".

This view was endorsed by the 1976 Working Party,

who noted that the standards set out in the Fourth Report

had ceased to be relevant given the declining strength of

the specials and the growth in the regular force. Since

1973, chief officers had simply been asked to assess the

numbers of specials they could usefully train and employ

and to use this as a target for recruitment, an approach

which they approved207 . They also recommended that

reserve lists of retired specials, or of persons unable

to meet the normal duty requirements, or "emergency only"

specials were redundant and that distinctions between

active and inactive specials who remained on the roll as

a separate reserve should be abandoned, commenting:

"We are opposed to all such lists, believing that
there should be only one form of membership of the
special constabulary, and that all members should

08
comply with whatever standards of training and
attendance may be set.1,2

Ineffective members should be encouraged to resign,

while if an unexpected emergency arose suitable

volunteers would come forward209.

They also recommended that the calibre of recruits

be improved by the introduction of recruitment tests and

206 Custance et al op.oit 3.

207 Report of the Working Party on the Special
Constabulary 1976 op.cit para 56.

208 Ibid para 57.
209 Ibid.
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retirement ages, and that special constables should

always be distinguishable from regular officers by both

their uniform and their rank structure. Although the

recommendations were permissive, most forces acted on

them210 . Forces continued with their weeding out

process, and by 1979 chief officers reported that more

than 85 per cent of all special constables were

performing duties regularly. Also the numbers of specials

nationally declined still further as aged and inactive

specials were asked to retire. In 1981, a further

Working Party was set up to look specifically at the

problem of declining numbers 211 . It recommended that

chief officers should be allowed to exercise their

discretion and retain fit and able specials beyond the

normal retirement age of 53212

Further Issues Affecting Recruitment 

Compulsion

Although the Home Office had been alert to the

dangers of compelling people to serve as specials both

before and after the First World War, compulsion

continued to be used on rare occasions.	In a case in

210 There are no national standards for specials,
qualifications being left to the discretion of chief
constables, although there is an increasing trend for the
Home Office to set general guidelines for recruitment and
training. See post, Chapter 6.

211 Police Advisory Board for England and Wales: Report
of the Second Working Party on the Special Constabulary
1981.

212 Report of the Second Working Party on the Special
Constabulary 1981 op.cit para 10.
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1937 which received widespread publicity and resulted in

a debate in the House of Commons on the 15th December,

one William Lant was inadvertently appointed. When he

protested, he was told by the attesting justice that he

would be liable to a £5 fine if he refused213.

Once the war had started sources of recruits for

both the regular and the auxiliary police dried up, and

the police war reserves were 'frozen' ie: so that

officers could not resign without permission from the

Chief Constable. In addition, the National Service Act

1941 gave power to call up men for service in the PWR as

an alternative to service in the armed forces 214 . These

conscripts were allocated by the Home Office to the

forces which most needed recruits, and were under the

direct control of the Home Secretary,l—q.

During the war, the Defence Regulations conferred

powers on the Ministry of Labour and National Service to

compel men to take up duty as part-time specials in

forces where voluntary recruitment was insufficient,

while the Police (Employment and Offences) (No 2) Order,

1942, gave chief constables the power to recall for part-

time duty men and women who had been released from full-

time dut y216.

213 Committee X of the Police Post-War Commission op.cit
para 8

214 Hart, J.M The British Police George Allen and Unwin
Ltd, 1951 56.

215 Ibid.
216 Committee X op.cit.
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However after the war had ended, Committee X noted

that although compulsion was inevitable under war-time

conditions and worked reasonably well when it was part of

a general scheme which applied to the whole civilian

population, it was inappropriate in peacetime and 'on the

whole volunteers give better service than conscripts,217.

These views were reiterated in the final report of the

Police Post War Committee, who recommended that the

compulsory powers contained in the Acts of 1831 and 1882

be revoked218 . They were finally repealed by Schedule 10

of the 1964 Police Act.

Persons sworn in as part of their employment

The practice of swearing-in employees continued

after the 1923 Special Constables Act was passed219.

During the general strike, some private firms in London

supplied special watchmen for their premises from members

of their staff who were enrolled as special

constables 220 .

The practice of swearing-in employees to protect

works was in some cases actively encouraged by chief

constables. For example, in Lancashire in 1939 large

industrial employers began recruiting their employees as

217 Ibid.
218 Fourth Report of the Police Post War Committee
op.cit para 9.

219 See Miller and Luke op.cit.

220 Memorandum on the policing of the general strike,
undated, H045 24750/427051/9/140894.
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works specials to prevent sabotage, and to counter IRA

activists. They were sworn in under the 1923 Act, and

provided with warrant cards but no uniform. According to

the Chief Constable:

"The larger industrial concerns are encouraged
to enrol their working and fire prevention
staffs as works scs on the understanding that
the Police Authority is relieved of all
responsibi14x in connection with the
appointment" 441

However, the use of private as opposed to

corporation employees, could sometimes be problematic.

In October 1939 Sir Alexander Maxwell, the Home

Secretary, issued a memorandum warning that watchmen

sworn-in by private firms as special constables could be

liable to abuse their positions, and that the status of

special constable should therefore be reserved to those

paid from public funds222.

Prohibited occupations 

The reluctance of chief constables or the Home

Office to impost any kind of political vetting on

applicants for the special constabulary reflects the fact

that few entry criteria were stipulated by the 1923

legislation. The 1923 Act itself made no reference to

the types of applicant who should be considered, and the

Si of the 1923 Order merely provided that no-one under
the age of 20 should be appointed. By s6 of the Order,

221 Chief Constable of Lancashire to Home Office, 5th
August 1939 H045 24860/484911/23A.

222 Memo dated 25th October 1939 HO 45 24860/484911/26.
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the Police Authority was responsible for making

regulations to ensure that 'only fit and proper' persons

were to be appointed. No definition of 'fit and proper'

was given, although the Home Office issued piecemeal

guidance in relation to exceptional cases. For example,

in 1936, after discussion with the War Office, it was

decided that members of the Territorial Army could be

enrolled as special constables subject to their military

liabilities remaining paramount223; in June 1939, a ban

on bailiffs being appointed as special constables,

imposed in the Metropolitan Special Constabulary, was

removed224 ; in October 1939 the Home Office ruled that

Bookmakers were not suitable appointees, but that a

discretion whether or not to appoint remained with the

chief constable225 . In November 1943, the Home Otfice

ruled that aliens and dual nationals were neither

eligible nor liable for appointment as special

constables 226 , and in May 1944, the Home Office decided

that members of police authorities who were also special

constables should suspend their position as special

constables for the year that they served on the Watch

Committee227.

223 H045 24860/484911/22.

224 H045 24860/484911/23.

225 H045 24860/484911/26.

226 Ibid.
227 H045 24860/484911/26.
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The general issue of eligibility was further

considered by Committee X of the Police Post-War

Committee, who discovered that there was little

uniformity among forces over which occupations were

regarded as disqualifying. Thus 15 county and 23 borough

forces did not bar any candidate merely because of their

occupation; 106 forces barred licensees; 42 barred JPs;

18 barred coroners; 12 barred aldermen, councillors and

members of the local authority; three barred members of

the police authority; 14 barred bookmakers; two barred

justices' clerks, and three barred gamekeepers. They

also found that although these were the main

disqualifications, various forces quoted a wide selection

of	others	including postmen,	probation officers,

solicitors, and club stewards. The MSC barred private

enquiry agents, detectives and private police, while one

borough force barred 'men with pronounced left-wing

political views'228.

The Fourth Report of the Police Post-War Committee

consolidated those occupations and the current position

is based on these and further recommendations made by the

1976 Working Party229.

THE DEPLOYMENT OF SPECIALS: 1923 - 1982

Deoloyment during the general strike

228 Report of Committee X op.cit Appendix 2 para 7.

229 The current disqualifications are considered more
fully post p...
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In the years between 1923-1926 special constables

were not actively deployed, and during the general

strike, the uses to which they were put were constrained

by their lack of mobility 230 . Even so, they were

deployed on a wide range of tasks.

On the 10th May the Home Secretary placed an appeal

in the British Gazette for '... enough Special Constables
to enable us to allot two to every vehicle that is, or

thinks it is, in danger' in order to release the regular

police for other duties. Churchill went on to observe

that 'most men can spare four or five hours out of the

twenty-four to do a constable's beat'231.

In London, specials were used to replace regulars in

quieter districts who had been transferred in to trouble-

spots. Others accompanied the regular police on patrols,

or were sent in large numbers to trouble-spots to back-up

the regulars . A mounted detachment was formed to help the

regular mounted police, and specials lent their

motorbikes, cars and vans to make sure that the regulars

could get around quickly232• They also formed motorcades

in their own districts to keep the roads clear of pickets

and protect convoys 233 . Thus:

230 Secret memorandum dated 4th July 1946 H045
780091/658780/11.

231

232 Memorandum on the policing of London during the
General Strike, undated, H045 24750/427051/9/140894.

233 Ibid. Secret memo dated 4th July 1946 H045
780091/658780/11.

Cited in Morgan op.cit 120.



435

"Should a lorry or other vehicle be held up, a
police car out of which would jump some 4 or 5
healthy-looking Special Constables would be on the
scene in a matter of seconds. Should the gang show
fight or not disperse at once, the next car would
have arrived, quickly followed by another and
another so that the most hot-blooded red would be
constrained to pause and wonder when the blinking
reinforcements were going to stop. u234

Specials were also used to protect public utilities

in conjunction with the army and navy.235

In the City they helped transport food, and

protected strikebreakers going to work and their

workplaces. They guarded police barriers at Smithfield

market, which had been erected to prevent strikers

disrupting meat distribution, as well as helping the

regulars to accompany food convoys236.

In the East Riding, specials' duties consisted of

assisting drivers if their vehicles broke down;

protecting drivers engaged on Emergency work; reporting

breakdowns and occurrences of an unusual nature; paying

special attention to power stations, railway lines and

stores; and preventing congestion on the roads. They were

also expected to act as informers to the police by

observing persons who seemed to be 'leaders' and, if

possible, getting their names and addresses; reporting on

any unusual occurrences; ascertaining details of planned

234 "Flat 'At" op.cit 9.

235 Secret	memo	dated	4th	July	1946	H045
780091/658780/11.

236 General Strike May 1926: Memorandum as to the
Arrangements in the City of London, City of London Police
Commissioner. H045 24750/427051/140894.
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forpublic or private meetings and looking out	persons

carrying weapons or other suspicious character237.

In Byfleet the specials' duties were not so

politically contentious, and consisted of guarding petrol

stations through the night, and of routine patrols on

four nights and one afternoon238.

Deployment following the general strike 

Evidence is scant about the deployment of specials

in the provinces after 1926, and it is likely that the

small cores of retained specials did not routinely

perform duties but were only called out in rare

emergencies, until their mobilisation in provincial

cities during the IRA bombing campaign in 1938-39 239 . In

London, however, they were heavily relied on for both

routine, ceremonial and emergency public order duties.

a)	Routine duties 

London specials were involved in routine patrol

duties, particularly traffic control. As there were no

automatic lights, specials were used at busy crossroads

in the City. In 1933 they took over all traffic control

from the regulars in order to release them for duty at a

Royal Inspection of the Territorial Army in Hyde Park240.

237 "Brief Instructions To All East Riding Special
Constables During The Emergency, 1926". Copy kindly
supplied by John Maf fin, Humberside Special Constabulary.

238 Surrey RO cc98/23/3.

239 Seth op.cit 132.

240 Ibid.
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In 1935, the Metropolitan specials formed a River

Section which eventually consisted of 100 specials, who

were trained by regular officers. They worked on a

regular rota system: the crew of a boat consisted of

three officers, one of whom could be a special. Some 12:

years after the war had ended the now named Thames

Division, MSC, was provided with its own boat241.

b)	Ceremonial duties 

The Reserve was inspected by the Prince of Wales in

Hyde Park in July 1926, and these parades became an

annual event242 . Specials were also used in 1928 at Earl

Haig's funeral and at the funeral of Sir Edward Ward, the

wartime Commandant in Chief of the MSC, as well as at the

memorial service for the victims of Airship R101 in

1930 243 , and at the funeral in 1931 of the Deputy

Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police244.

Other ceremonial duties included policing the Royal

weddings, the Silver Jubilee in 1935, state openings of

Parliament, the annual ceremony at the Cenotaph, and the

Coronation in May 1937, where a detachment was kept on

duty all night in St. James's Park to control the

assembling crowds245.

241 Pullen op.cit 17-18.

242 "Flat 'At" op.cit 10.

243	Ibid 11.
244 Pullen op.cit 14.

245 "Flat 'At", Pullen ibid.
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c)	Public order duties 

On 26th October 1932, specials were deployed

alongside regular officers in Hyde Park to police a mass

meeting of hunger marchers, as well as along the route of

the procession. Complaints were made about their

behaviour, and when, on 1st November, the marchers tried

to present a petition against the means test to

parliament, regulars were drafted in while specials took

over ordinary police duties246.

On the 25th February 1934, a hunger march numbering

at least 50,000 people arrived in London from Glasgow247.

Trenchard emphasised that special constables should be

used as much as possible to relieve the regular police of

patrolling, traffic work and beat work, but not 'in other

directions' unless it was really necessary, in which case

two or three regulars should be nearby in case of

emergency. In fact, they were kept well out of sight of

the marchers 249 . A total of 3,698 specials paraded for

duty and were employed on traffic control, beat and foot

patrols, while another 1,800 or so were deployed at

Headquarters or at police stations as mobile reserves249.

Trenchard believed firmly in the advantages of

mounted police in crowd control tactics, despite their

246 Morgan op.cit 250 - 252, and see ante

247 Morgan ibid 258.
248 Ibid 258-9.
249 Pullen op.cit 14.
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controversial use aga inst hunger marchers in Manchester

and Bristol in 1931250, and in 1932 formed a mounted

section of the MSC. Their deployment, however, was to be

limited to lighter and less responsible duties, the

effect of • which would be to free the regular mounted

section for the more urgent and important ones, and they

were only to be employed on crowd control duties if there

were insufficient regulars available. Apart from special

emergencies they were to be deployed a few at a time

alongside their regular colleagues, for training

purposes 251 . Mounted specials may have been used during

the Edgware Road fracas in October 1932, as Morgan argues

there is evidence that special constables started the

trouble, and cites an eye-witness account which blames

the violence on mounted officers who, unprovoked and for

no apparent reason, charged the crowd252.

Wartime deployment 

Although initially allocated specific tasks, as the

war progressed and regular officers became increasingly

scarce, specials took much of the routine police work.

Their deployment in London is described in the following

pages.

In the Metropolitan area the newly appointed full-

time specials were assigned duties by regular officers,

250 Morgan op.cit 243-3.

251 New Scotland Yard to Home Office, 16th March 1932
H045 20503/596256/8/136794.

252 Morgan op.cit 251.
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unlike part-time specials who had their own operational

hierarchy. These full-time specials were expected to

attend special training classes with their regular

colleagues and to assist them with the day to day

policing of London and with 'war incidents'. Part-time

specials were assigned duties which included patrolling

and guarding vulnerable points, beat patrols and special

duties. For example, in the early weeks of the war, the

part-time specials of the H.A.0 helped marshal and escort

to railway terminals all the thousands of London children

who were being evacuated to the country, while others

helped to deal with the sudden rush of aliens seeking

registration. They also went out on night patrols253.

Other special duties included helping alongside the

regulars and emergency organisations with rescue work

after bombings. It was also necessary to guard against

looting in the chaos of the blitz, and the MSC were

deployed on 'anti-looting patrols ,254.

Butler, a special in the City of London, graphically

described the day war was declared:

"On September 3rd 1939 I reported for duty at 10.45
a.m. The station ... was crowded. There was a good
muster of Specials and War Reserves ... It was a bit
chaotic as we Specials had to be issued with steel
helmets and gas masks ... We heard the Prime
Minister's announcement that the country was at war
followed by the Inspector's order 'Get those men on
the streets at once'.

"The sirens were screaming overhead.

253 "Flat 'At" op.cit 13-14.

254 Pullen op.cit 20-21.
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"The vast increase in police manpower brought an
immediate increase in the number of points. All
police boxes had a man standing by them. Guards were
put on telephone exchanges, cold stores and
buildings which had basements designated as air raid
shelters. Each main road was patrolled, the longer
streets being divided into two ... I remember
standing guard on an enormous stack of balsa wood,
used for the building of Spitfires, and the look of
astonishment of the constable, who did not know what
the wood was, when I lifted a huge baulk in the air
and balanced it on one hand." 255

The winter and spring of 1940 were so quiet that the

hours of weekly duty were reduced to four, but in August

1940 The Blitz started, and air raids became a nightly

occurrence. Butler documented a raid on 29th December,

when he lost three teeth in the blast:

"The sirens went at 7.10 p.m. I soon had to help to
deal with a scatter of incendiaries, and about an
hour later was caught in the blast of a high
explosive bomb which hit an insurance company's
premises in King William Street ... I was told to
'Go home, you'll be suffering from shock by the
morning'. I got as far as Moorgate Station, where a
Police Inspector told me to take over from the
regular constable on the Underground platform ...
somewhere about three in the morning, I had orders
to clear the people into a train that had been sent
to fetch them. This was the night when the wholesale
warehouses of the Wood Street and Fore Street
district were destroyed and I saw flames meeting
across the width of Fore Street as I made my way to
Moorgate ... I did indeed suffer from shock for a
few days, and faced the next few duties with a sad
lack of confidence, which I did not disclose to
anyone. "256

The biggest raid on the City occurred on 10th May

1941. Butler was on duty at 3.00 p.m:

" ... it was impossible to pass along Victoria
Street, as both sides were on fire, and the middle
of the road was far too dangerous for passage. Queen

255 Butler op.cit.

256 Ibid.
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Street and Queen Street Place were almost covered
with hose pipes, relaying water from the Thames ...
I remember trying to break the upper windows with
stones so that water could enter, but there was no
force behind the throw at that height ... I saw the
heavy iron doors which we had always regarded as
fireproof curl up from the heat like sheets of
cardboard ... sometime ... the word was passed round
that every Special Constable available was wanted
the next morning at seven ... I reported at 6.45
a.m. and was posted to a barrier across Cannon
Street. ,,257

Shortages of police became acute in 1941, as many of

the War Reserves had been called to the forces, many

younger regulars had enlisted, and many specials had

transferred to the Home Guard. As a result, duties were

stepped up: City specials were to do a minimum 10 tours

per month, or be struck off the strength 258 . This order

led to some confusion, with large numbers of specials

turning up "on spec", consequently in October 1941 duty

officers were asked to get members to indicate their

availability in advance258 . In 1942, City specials were

reminded that information about air raids could be useful

to the enemy and that circulated reports on damage and

casualties were confidential. They were told to refuse

requests for information on the subject280.

In 1943 police shortages again became acute, and a

request from the CLSC in July to be allowed to perform

traffic duties was granted by the Commissioner, although

257 Ibid.
258 CLSC Order Book op.cit, memo; Chief Staff Officer to
Divisional Commanders 16th May 1941.

259 Ibid Commandant to all Officers, 26th October 1941.
260 Ibid memo: 29th May 1942.
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they were only allowed to do duty at minor points 261 . A

week later they were warned that in the near future they

could be asked to take a greater measure of

responsibility for the policing of the City, and that

they must attend training in police duties 262 . In January

1944 they were informed that they must do two night

duties monthly as well as the standard minimum 10 four-

hour duties 263 , and in April were asked to indicate if

they could be available for full-time duty for a limited

period264 . In May, an Emergency Scheme duty schedule of

three reliefs in any 24 hour period was issued265.

As the war continued, specials took over more

regular policing tasks, and by the time it ended, were

indispensable. Thus, on the 19th April 1945, the Home

Secretary, Sir Herbert Morrison, stated in answer to a

parliamentary question that while he was anxious for

specials who so desired to be released as soon as

possible, he could not give an undertaking that they

could automatically be released from service. Meanwhile,

Chief Officers of Police had been asked to do everything

possible to relax their hours of duty266 . However, this

was not possible immediately as many War Reservists

261 Ibid memo: 15th July 1943.
262 Ibid memo: 21st July 1943.
263 Ibid memo: 29th January 1944.
264 Ibid memo: 14th April 1944.
265 Ibid memo: 8th May 1944.
266 Extract from Hansard, 19th April 1945, CLSC Order
Book op.cit.
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resigned following VE day, and there was still a shortage

of full-time regular officers 267 . Consequently many

specials continued serving for some years after the war

had ended. For example, Butler did not resign until

1948.

Morrison's promised relaxation in duties did not

happen immediately: on the 7th May, City specials were

told that when victory was announced the following day,

20 men in each division were to report immediately to the

divisional station. Every available member was also to

turn out on Thanksgiving Sunday, the 13th May
268. The

CLSC were fully deployed all the summer of 1945.

According to Butler:

"I continued to parade with the regulars, now often
only eight or ten in number, and some attempt was
made to keep the system of beas and patrols going.
There were as yet no cars ..."2°9

It was not until September 1945 that the City

Commissioner approved a reduction in minimum hours to two

four-hour tours per month270 . In December, new conditions

of service were introduced which stipulated that members

of the CLSC attended a First Aid Course and sat an

examination after271 • It was not until July the following

year that ordinary foot-patrols ceased, while mobile

267 Butler op.cit.

268 CLSC Order Book op.cit Instructions for vE Day.

269 Ibid.
270 Ibid 20th September 1945.
271 Ibid 10th December 1945.



445

duties were to continue until further notice 272 . In

November 1946 peacetime duties were resumed. Those

consisted of one street duty monthly, training as

required, and to perform any special duties that the

Commissioner requested273.

Post-war deployment 

The cessation of routine foot patrols in the City

coincided with Committee X's report on special

constables. In it they stressed that the establishment of

the full-time force should be adequate to cover day to

day contingencies, and that specials should be organised

and used as a reserve only against special contingencies.

Duties should only be performed at other times to

complete and maintain training 274 . However, they

recognised that:

"The original conception of a special constable has
changed a great deal since 1831; the special
constabulary nowadays is in fact ... a shadow of the
regular force and will ... become increasingly
identified with the regular force" 275

This view was endorsed in the Fourth Report of the

Police Post War Committee, which, although stressing that

'it would be wrong to employ special constables so as to

effect economies in the regular establishment'276,

272 Ibid 12th July 1946.
273 Ibid 15th October 1946.
274 Committee X Report op.cit 26th July 1946 para 6.

275 Ibid para 31.
276 Fourth Report of the Police Post War Committee op
cit para 6.
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recommended that special constabularies become further

integrated with the regular force by providing all

specials with uniforms and making them undergo a set

training course before being allowed to go out on duty.

Because of the expense involved in these reforms, all

specials were to be engaged to serve for a minimum of

three years277.

The view of specials as an emergency force, deployed

on routine duties only as part of training exercises, was

not supported in practice. Although specials were used

for some public order duties, for example in Essex during

the 1951 General Election 278 , as well as ceremonial or

"requested" duties 279 , the next decade saw specials

increasingly being used for specialist and routine tasks

as a matter of course.

Mobile Patrols 

Post war economies meant that few regular forces had

vehicles at their disposal, although the value of mobile

patrols was increasingly recognised 280
. The CLSC did not

stop doing mobile duties at the end of the war,

apparently greatly to the annoyance of regular officers

who saw them swanning past in Rolls Royces while they

277 Ibid paras 23, 26, 15.
278 Chief Constable's Annual Report, Essex 1951. The MSC
also did duties at polling stations during elections. See
Pullen op.cit 18.

279 See Pullen, Flat 'At Seth op.cit.

280 Critchley op.cit 256.
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pounded the beats on foot 281 . In January 1949 they were

reminded that in order to give the maximum opportunity

for observations, an easy pace was essential unless they

were driving in pursuit. They were also warned against

driving with the radio on, or while having animated

irrelevant conversations, and reminded that the observer

in the front seat should look ahead, while the one in the

rear should look in side-alleys or behind. Further, they

should avoid trespassing on Metropolitan police

territory, and record all incidents however trivial, in

their pocketbooks282.

The impression this order gives of the mobile CLSC

as a bunch of Stirling Moss's out for a spree is

reinforced by an order given the following month, which

reminded them to answer the signal lights on police boxes

immediately; to pull up and wait to see if they could

help if a regular officer was attending the box call; to

use the boxes to communicate with the station; and to

call at the stations if they needed to check any

information.

Other forces also used specials on mobile duties,

although they were not given as much autonomy as the

CLSC; for example Stockport had a mobile section of their

special constabulary, where specials used their own cars

but were also supplied with a regular constable equipped

281 Information kindly supplied by Roger Appleby,
Curator, City of London Police Museum.

282 CLSC Order Book op.cit 11th January 1949.
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with a radio283 . In Essex specials were used to help crew

the new wireless cars284•

Specialist duties 

There were few inhibitions on deploying specials for

other specialist duties. The CLSC were given talks on

detective training which proved "very popular" 285 , while

Birmingham had their own CID section of 25 hand picked

specials who accompanied regular officers to serious

crimes288.

In 1947, a scheme was introduced where Metropolitan

specials were allowed to patrol alone, after having

undergone a training course, passed an exam and having

performed 32 hours' street duty with a regular. A Home

Beat scheme was introduced in the MSC in 1948, where,

with the consent of the divisional chief constable a

patrol would be allotted to a special, who would work the

beat at any time of the day or night simply by booking on

(and then off) from the police telephone nearest home.

The	scheme was later abandoned for operational

reasons 287 .

283 Stockport County Express 4th August 1966 Stockport
RO SN59.

284 Chief Constable's Annual Report, Essex 1948.

285 CLSC Order Book op.cit 24th January and 8th April
1949.

286 Information	kindly	supplied by Mr.	Meakin,
Commandant, Merseyside Special Constabulary.

287 Pullen op.cit 24.
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Traffic control and the routinisation of duties 

The major expansion in the deployment of specials

was a direct result of the increased traffic on the post

war roads. A Road Safety Pedestrian Crossing Week was

held in the City of London in April 1949, and the

Commissioner asked for special constables to police

pedestrian crossings in the morning and evening rush

hours, ostensibly because of the 'useful "advertising

288 .,iewvalue" from the recruiting point of v	This

initiative was soon adopted by other forces, and in 1952

the Chief Constable of Essex reported of specials that:

"many of them do duty regularly at weekends during
the Summer to help in controlling the heavy traffic
on roads leading to the coast. There is no doubt
that by their presence in uniform they have a very
steadying effect on drivers and contribute in a
marked degree to the prevention of aceidents."289

In November 1956, the Commissioner of the MSC

appointed a Committee to examine the Metropolitan Special

Constabulary. Its main recommendations focused on the

need to better integrate the specials with the regular

force. Command of the MSC was transferred from a part-

time voluntary commandant-in-chief and his paid staff to

an assistant commissioner in June 1958, each police

station appointed a regular liaison officer, and

specials became part of the establishment of each

station290 . Duties were not particularly affected by the

288 CLSC Order Book op cit 3rd March 1949.
289 Chief Constable's Annual Report, Essex 1952.
290 This shift in command was gradually copied by other
forces, although some senior specials still regret the
loss of "independence" which resulted.
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reorganisation, and specials continued to assist the

regulars at ceremonial occasions, and help at local level

during carnivals and football matches, with traffic and

foot patrols. Specials' Sundays were introduced, where

specials took over the policing of an area from the

regular force for a day291.

The value of this type of deployment led to specials

beginning to be seen as an indispensable routine 

supplement to regular policing, and by 1962 views on

specials had shifted to the extent that the Royal

Commission on the Police recommended:

"Special constables form a valuable reserve of
manpower - not only for use in times of emergency
(my italics). It is the practice in some forces to
employ special constables on traffic duty,
particularly at weekends during the summer. We think
that this should be encouraged, and that all chief
constables should ensure that the best possible use
is made of them. ... they can now legally be used
for the same purposes as the regular police.ufl292

By the mid-sixties, the nature of special

constables' duties was very variable. The 1967 Working

Party found that they were most frequently employed at

civic functions, local elections, big sporting events,

beat patrols and traffic control. Sometimes they

accompanied regulars on motor patrol and other duties. In

some forces they performed traffic patrol duties in their

own cars with "Police" signs, usually accompanied by a

regular officer, and in others they were used to drive

291 Pullen op.cit 26-28.

292 Royal Commission on the Police op.cit 1962 para 360.
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regular officers on CID or road accident enquiries. It

was also becoming increasingly common for specials to

take over policing an area for a day (usually a Sunday)

once a year293 .

Specials were also used to police peaceful large

scale public gatherings and ceremonial occasions; for

example, they constituted 70% of the police presence at

the Festival of London Stores in 1969 294 and were

extensively used at Remembrance Sundays, Silver Jubilee

Day, the Royal Wedding in 1981, and the Papal visit in

1982 295 .

By 1976, this type of deployment was recognised as

normal by the 1976 Working Party, which commented:

"Their main function is to provide a reserve of
manpower which can be used to supplement the regular
police in emergencies, or to take over certain
routine duties and so free regular officers for
special tasks. ,,296

Thus in the period between 1923 - 1982, specials

ceased being deployed only as an emergency resource, and

started to be routinely deployed. Following the Second

World War this was with the caveat that such deployment

was for training purposes only, later that this was to

free regular officers from mundane duties. In Chapter

Seven I will argue that there has been a widening in the

293 Police advisory Board op.cit 1967 para 132.

294 Pullen op.cit 29.

295 "Flat 'At" op cit appendix. See also Chief
Constables' Annual Reports for ceremonial duties and
exceptional types of deployment over this period.

296 1976 Working Party op.cit para 5.
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definition of "mundane duties" so that specials are now

permanently fully operational.

THE EFFECTIVENESS OF SPECIALS: 1923 - 1982

Effectiveness during the general strike 

Although the STC saw special constables as being one

of the mechanisms for ensuring the supply of essential

services during the general strike 297 , their deployment

was not an unqualified success. In the large cities they

were sworn-in in such large numbers that they got very

little training298 . Lack of vetting procedures meant that

Fascists and other extremists were recruited, and there

were complaints about their behaviour299 . As well as

being politically partisan and inexperienced, they were

not fully deployed and their recruitment could thus have

rebounded on the Government 300 . As far as the Government

was concerned, the major limit on their effective

deployment was their lack of mobility, and it was for

this reason that the CCR was created301.

However, the CCR turned out to be even less

effective as an emergency organisation than the part-time

specials. As well as being subject to all the problems

297 Jeffery and Hennessy op.cit 111. And see ante

298 Seth op.cit 128.

299 See ante p--

300 See ante p--

301 See ante p--
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experienced in the recruitment and deployment of

specials, the CCR needed more resources while recruits

behaved even more provocatively. According to a Home

Office official:

"My personal recollections of the CCR in 1926 are
largely of reports of trouble between them and the
strikers at such places as Grays (Essex), the
difficulties of feeding and equipping them and
subsequently of finding suitable work for them to
do. In fact from the point of view of people working
at the centre in the HO they were a very creaky
fifth wheel to the coach and there were certainly
many instances where they seriously exacerbated
relations with strikers, and ultimately became only
useable as convoy escorts through disorderly
areas. ,, 302

In 1927 the Supply and Transport Committee concluded

that in future emergencies it would be better to appoint

full-time special constables from existing part-timers

than to try to recruit another civil constabulary

reserve303 .

The Home Office made efforts to keep special

constabularies going after the general strike, and Police

Authorities were instructed to maintain and train

them304 . Giving evidence to the Royal Commission on

Police Powers in 1929, one of the inspectors of

constabulary commented that there was a positive outcome

to the large-scale public enrolment during the strike;

now that ordinary people had experienced police duty

302 Minutes, 23rd August 1946 H045 780091/658780/11.

303 H045 20536/658780/13794.

304 Morgan op.cit 140.
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themselves, they could tell the rest of the community

what it was really like being a police officer305.

Effectiveness in the 1930s 

The use of Fascists in .the MSC in the early 1930s

may have caused trouble during the 1932 hunger march306 .

By 1934 the problems associated with partisanship in the

MSC had been solved by forcing Fascists to choose which

organisation they wished to support, and not visibly

deploying specials during the marches 307 . Problems of

inactive specials were solved by a wholesale weeding out

process, and by lowering the retirement age308

Elsewhere there is no evidence that their deployment

was problematic, for example in Essex they were commended

for their efficiency and "remarkable keenness":

"I am doubtful if the value of this voluntary
organisation is fully appreciated by the public as,
in addition to providing a trained nucleus for times
of emergency, a great deal of assistance is rendered
to the Reular Police in carrying out their normal
duties." 3'9

Effectiveness in the Second World War 

The problems associated with poor conditions of

service in the First World War were not experienced by

305 Ibid.
306 See ante p--
307 See ante p--
308 See ante p--
309 Chief Constable's Annual Report, Essex, 1935.
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specials in the Second World War. However, there were

some dilemmas associated with conflicts of loyalties when

different organisations competed for their services.

In February 1940, City of London specials were

reminded of their obligation to register under the

National Service (Armed Forces) Act 1939. Members who

were going on extended leave for duty with the Forces

were instructed to return their equipment and uniforms to

headquarters 310 . Although specials had no choice over

joining the Forces, pressure was also put on them to

enlist with other voluntary organisations.

For example, their services were touted for by the

National Defence Volunteers, but the War Office was less

insistent that they join than in the First World War311.

A circular on the 20th May 1940 from the Chief County

Leader of the National Defence Volunteers in Surrey urged

specials to consider whether by joining their local

Defence Volunteer Corps they could render better service

to their country, but stressed that as specials they were

equally valuable, particularly in maintaining the morale

of the civilian population in the event of enemy attacks.

Further, he had direct orders to take nobody who was

currently serving in the police or the ARP 312 . In the

City of London, specials were informed that they could

regis ter for the Local Defence Volunteers, but were to

310 CLSC Order Book op.cit 1st February 1940.
311 see ante p--
312 Surrey RO cc98/23/5.
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state on the registration form that they were serving

members of the CLSC. If accepted, they were to notify

headquarters and apply for instructions313.

Although specials could resign to join other

volunteer • organisations, parallel membership was not

usually allowed because of the adverse effect it would

have on their efficiency314.

For example, in 1941 the Home Guard tried to attract

recruits. Members of the CLSC were told that they could

not belong to both organisations as 'effective membership

of the Home Guard renders it necessary for that

organisation to have first call on its members'315.

Given the small numbers of regular officers

available during the war, the work of specials and other

auxiliaries was vitally important. For example, the Chief

Constable of Cheshire, J.Beck, wrote to a police war

reservist, Mr. Allman, commending him on his work

extinguishing incendiaries in November and December 1940:

"There is no doubt that your action, combined with
those of the Special Constables and Air-Raid Wardens
co-operating with you in this work, prevented these
incendiary bombs from creating large fires ..."315

Although the work of auxiliary forces during bombing

raids was effective, specials may have exercised

313 CLSC Order Book op.cit 30th May 1940.

314 Specials could however be part of the ARP reserve.
Cheshire RO CJP 20/2/15; East Suffolk Special
Constabulary Records held at Suffolk Police Headquarters.

315 Ibid 12th February 1941.
316 Cheshire RO CJP 20/2/15.
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discretion	in	the	enforcement	of	some wartime

regulations. For example, Butler suggests that they were

reluctant to enforce strict blackout rules against

ordinary workers hurrying home carrying torches, although

there were sometimes drives against offenders. He

concludes that ultimately the impossibility of obtaining

batteries did more to ensure that the blackout was

observed than the efforts of the police317.

By the end of 1944, after the Home Guard had been

disbanded, there was some scepticism about the need to

keep deploying specials. On the 29th November, "Our

Wartime Query Corner" in Punch featured a spoof query

from a special lamenting that:

"I don't know why it is, but throughout my two and a
half years as a special constable I have never
managed to find anybody doing anything."

"Punch" suggests that his is clearly one of the

types of noble nature that acts unconsciously as a

neutralising force where evil is concerned, and goes on

to suggest a few ways of "starting something" while out

on patro1318

Specials had also queried the usefulness of their

remaining on patrol, and William Penman, Commandant of

the City of London Specials, was stung into sending out a

special order in response. He pointed out that if lack of

incident was a criterion of usefulness, the Home Guard

317 Butler op.cit.

318 Punch 29th November 1944. Transcript of article in
City of London Police Museum.
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had wasted nearly all their spare time over the past four

years, but that their mere existence had been a deterrent

to air-bourne raiding, as well as enabling regular troops

to be sent overseas instead of having to remain in

Britain. Similarily:

" ... the existence of the Special Constabulary and
the duties they have performed have enabled many of
the younger Regular Police to join the Fighting
Services ... and, in their place, every additional
man on the streets during uneventful patrolling is a
deterrent to potential evil-doers •.. we have
frequently had to deal with incidents due to enemy
bombing •.. and we may still be called upon for that
purpose at any time. When that risk is over there
will be crowds and processions and there will still
be a depleted Regular Police Force."319

Post-War Effectiveness 

enforcing all the wartime regulations, and at times

experienced periods of inactivity, their continued

deployment was seen as essential. In 1946, Committee X

commented that:

"During the war that has just ended, special
constables have rendered most valuable assistance to
the police and, indeed, it is difficult to imagine
how the police service could have carried on without
their help."320

At the end of the war, Churchill's caretaker

Government again focused attention on measures to be

taken in civil emergencies321.

319 CLSC Order Book op.cit; Special Order by Wm. Penman
MBE., Commandant, 12th December 1944.

320 Ibid para 5.
321 See ante.
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The possibility of continuing with the First Police

Reserve or the Police War Reserve beyond the endo fo the

war, or of instituting other organised forms of paid

full-time special constabulary, was discussed but not

acted on further322 . A few full-time specials appointed

under the 1940 Special Constables Order were still

serving in 1946, but their appointment was seen by the

Home Office as causing unnecessary difficulties:

" ... a few men who would otherwise have joined the
Police War Reserve were called special constables
and employed in a whole-time paid capacity ... but
this grafting of a new species on to the old special
constabulary stock brought endless administrative
and legal complications in its train and is not, I
think, an experiment that we should repeat."323

The Home Office was initially prepared to see a

deployment of the First Police Reserve during

emergencies, providing it was drawn from the existing

special constabulary324.

However, the use of a First Police Reserve

consisting of retired regular officers in emergencies was

dismissed by Committee X. Although on full mobilisation

in 1939 it produced some 9,000 men, or around one-seventh

of the regular police establishment, a year later the

322 An Inspector in the Metropolitan police informs me
that the Police War Reservists were in fact given fixed
term contracts which did not expire until the early
1950s, and that they were employed as door-keepers or
clerks in police stations. He claims that this deployment
caused resentment because they were better paid than
regular offices, but were old and rather idle.

323 H045 780091/658780/11 Memo to Mr Burrell, 31st July
1946.

324 Ibid.
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number had been reduced by nearly a half due to illness

and retirements325.

The views of Committee X concerning the

ineffectiveness of the FPR and the usefulness of specials

were approved by the Fourth Report of the Police Post War

Committee: if special constables were sufficiently

organised to meet peace-time emergencies 326 , then this

was a good foundation from which to build in war-time.

"Consequently in times of emergency chief officers
of police must rely on the ancient and traditional
expedient of calling out special constables." 327

The Interaction Of Specials With The Military, The Police 

And The Public: 1923-82 

Relations with the Military

Troops and the Civil Constabulary Reserve - 1926-1939 

The STC was an interdepartmental committee, and both

the Home Office and War Office participated in making

arrangements for emergencies. During the general strike,

primary responsibility for the maintenance of order

rested with the local police, and recourse to the armed

forces was only to be had once police resources had been

325 Committee X op.cit para 6.

326 The effectiveness of the post war deployment of
specials is considered more fully in Chapter Seven.

327 Fourth Report of the Police Post War Committee op
cit para 6.
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exhausted or it was clear that they would be unable to

cope without military assistance328.

The military were expected to protect their own

establishments, but other than this, the police were

responsible for guarding vulnerable points. In fact, the

military did guard other vulnerable points, but it was

considered undesirable for troops to be scattered on

these duties 329 . The police protected road convoys, with

troops again being used only as a last resort. However

the military were used to protect food convoys in London.

The protection of docks and volunteer workers was again

the responsibility of the police 330 .

The military took a background role in the general

strike compared with the police and the volunteers

although 26 battalions, over a quarter of the army's

total strength, were called out on emergency duty331.

Units were stationed in or near all large cities, while

the Navy sailed in to all the main ports. RAF fighters

piloted by reservists were used to patrol railway

lines 332 . According to Peak, the strikebreaking role of

the forces was even more limited than their protection

role, their main use being to replace some strikers in

328 STO Protection Sub-Committee Report op.cit para
1(2).

329 Ibid para 1(3).
330 Ibid paras 1(4), (5) and (6).
331 Peak op.cit 45-6.

332 Ibid.
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the London docks and in 33 power stations, while

submarines were brought in to the Royal Docks in London

to provide electricity from their batteries for the meat

cold stores 333 .

Morgan notes that the use of troops for the

maintenance of essential services and for the protection

of vulnerable points posed a major problem for the War

Office, because once such protection was given it was

almost impossible to withdraw it:

"If a serious riot occurred in a particular locality
there would not be enouh troops in mobile reserve
to provide assistance.u3'4

In addition, the use of troops for the protection of

convoys raised unprecedented problems about the legality

of the use of firearms by soldiers335.

As a result the CCR was created336 . Although raised

and administered by the War Office, it was placed under

the tactical control of chief constables 337 . Because

these reservists were sworn in as specials, were also

recruited from among undergraduates, and were deployed on

similar tasks, it is possible that part-time specials

were erroneously blamed for their excesses However

333 Ibid 46. See also Jeffery and Hennessy 115-116,
Morgan 123-127.

334 Morgan op.cit 127.

335 Ibid.
336 'bid 128.
337 sTO Protection Sub-Committee Report op.cit para
1(7)d'
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although like specials, the CCR wore - plain-clothes and

armbands , they were also given steel helmets 338 . If and

when they wore them, they should have been identifiable

as a separate organisation.

Following the strike the War Office tried to limit

the army's responsibility for internal order and to

ensure that it became the responsibility of the civil

authorities339 . In July 1927 they wrote to the Home

Office setting out the army council's opinion of

principles governing military aid to the civil power.

This stated that troops should only be called out after

the civil power was unable to maintain order:

... that is to say, until the local police
supplemented by additional police drafted in or by
Reserve of Special Constabulary are inadequate ...
the Army Council urge that every possible step
should be taken to provide from civil sources the
necessary reserve police forces

This policy was followed and from 1926 to 1939 there

was no military involvement in strikes either in public

order or strikebreaking roles 341 , although Morgan notes

that 'the central role of the troops was still seen as a

strong probability in the case of a major strike'. For

example the London Dock Defence Scheme, drawn up between

1927 and 1929 by the protection sub-committee, included

338 Morgan op.cit 128.

339 Jeffrey and Hennessy op.cit 129.

340 Ibid 130.

341 Peak op.cit 46. See also Jeffery and Hennessy 137-
141.
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plans for the army to provide two infantry battalions and

armoured cars for escorting convoys342.

At a conference held at the War Office in November

1932 plans were agreed for the formation of a nationwide

CCR. The War Office agreed to be responsible for

recruiting members of the Territorial Army to be sworn in

as special constables 343 . The force was to be under the

direct control of the Secretary of State, rather than

chief officers of police who were not told of the

existence of the paper scheme 344 . By 1937, both Home

Office and War Office were expressing doubts about the

viability of the CCR schemes, which in fact were never

finalised or put into action345.

Wartime relationshins with the military

During the War younger special constables were

called up. At the same time, boundaries between police

and military volunteer organisations were strictly

observed, and there is little detail concerning the

interaction between these organisations346.

Post-War use of the military

342 Morgan op.cit 138.

343 minutes of a Conference held at the War Office on
8th and 9th November 1932, H045 20536/658780/1.

344 Memo 6th January 1936 H045 20536/658780/5.

345 H045 20536/658780/7, and see ante pp..

346 See ante p--
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Although nine States of Emergency were declared in

response to strike action in the years between 1945 and

1985, and military personnel were employed to carry out a

wide range of tasks, including unloading ships, moving

petrol, collecting garbage and firefighting, they were

not in direct confrontation with strikers. As Geary

notes, post-war industrial disputes were generally very

orderly until the late 1960s, and required hardly any

police, let alone military, intervention347.

Relations with the police 1923-1939 

After the use of specials during the 1918 and 1919

police strikes, it is to be expected their subsequent

deployment was viewed with caution by regular officers.

Seth notes that during the 1920s and 1930s, rank and file

officers were poorly paid, and that the organisation of a

permanent special constabulary was seen as a threat to

any improvement of their position348 . Police Review was

lukewarm when the STC's emergency arrangements became

known, commenting in January 1926:

"Under official encouragement bodies of Special
Constables are being formed in a large and
increasing number of Police Areas ... Members of the
Regular Police will watch the 2rowth of this Special
organisation with interest."34'

347 Geary op.cit 67. For details of military
intervention in strikes in the 1970s and early 1980s, see

Peak op.cit Chapter 5.

348 Seth op.cit 186.

349 Cited in Seth op.cit 186.
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However the deployment of special constables during

the General Strike was welcomed by senior officers.

Jeffery and Hennessy cite the example of a chief

constable who regarded them as 'very effective in

impressing the strikers with the force available to deal

with disorder', while the Hurlingham specials were

praised by a superintended at Hammersmith for looking

'very effective and workmanlike' 350 .

One reason for this approval may have been that

specials and regulars were generally deployed together,

and specials showed themselves to be as willing to use

violent tactics against strikers as their regular

colleagues351. Another may be that the Desborough

Committee recommendations had been implemented, and were

generally viewed as improving the lot of the police352.

According to the Police Federation Annual Report for

1925-6, published after the strike had ended:

"The Service itself has never been so free from
grievances. We are sure this is more than a
coincidence, and vindicates the policy which has
sought the fair and decent cqnditions which in turn
have produced contentment."35'

This halcyon period for the regulars was not to

last. In 1929 a Royal Commission was set up to examine

the administration of the Judges' Rules after a couple

350	Cited in Jeffery and Hennessy op.cit 128.

351 See Geary op.cit 65 for details of the many violent
assaults on strikers by both regular officers and

specials.

352 Critchley op.cit 200.

353 Cited in Critchley ibid.
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were arrested after dark in Hyde Park, and the young

woman claimed she had been bullied for five hours by the

police 354 . Pay cuts were imposed in 1931.

Relationshipsbetween regulars and specials

deteriorated rapidly, and Trenchard reported that tension

between the two forces had led to unpleasant incidents

when specials turned out to help police industrial

disturbances in 1931 355 . In early 1932 the Joint Central

Committee of the Federation submitted a resolution

complaining amongst other things about the employment of

special constables in almost every phase of police work,

and pointing out that .£20,000 a year was being spent on

special constables when there were stringent economies in

all other areas of police activity 356 . Police Review also

adopted a markedly more hostile tone in an editorial on

the 8th April 1932:

"In the minds of certain would-be economists the
Special Constables are looked upon as a cheap and
inexpensive (sic) auxiliary force whose services as
Police officers are to be utilised wherever possible
so that the Regular Police may be maintained at
minimum strength. It is not surprising that on this
view of the matter the Specials should not always be
regarded with great favour by the Regular Police in
the long run If the implications and
consequences of such a scheme were adequately
realised, it is doubtful whether it would be

354 Critchley ibid 201.

355 
Annual Report of the Commissioner of the

Metropolitan Police, 1932, cited in op.cit Judge 45.
These incidents may have occurred at the London Docks,
although neither Geary, Jeffery and Hennessy, nor Morgan
document a strike there in 1931. Alternately Trenchard
may have been referring to incidents during the Welsh
miners' strike.

356 Judge op.cit 40 - 41.
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supported by public opinion. The community is
entitled to be properly policed.”-.,"'

Hostilities seem to have been suspended for the rest

of the 1930s, possibly because they we 're stifled. Judge

notes that the Government strongly supported Trenchard's

reforms of the Metropolitan Police, while at a meeting

with the rank and file Trenchard personally threatened

with dismissal any man talking to the press358.

The Second World War

The outbreak of war in September 1939 put an

immediate stop to normal recruiting for the police.

Serving officers who were reservists of the armed forces

were immediately called to the colours and their places

were filled by the First Police Reserve. To fill this

gap within a few days of the declaration of war over

20,000 police reserves had joined the Metropolitan

Police, and there were over 46,000 police including

special constables, in London355.

The Police and Firemen (War Service) Bill was

published in 1939, which suspended the right of regulars

to retire on a pension unless they had the consent of

their chief officer. At the same time, policing was

classed as a reserved occupation by the Ministry of

Labour, which meant that serving officers and auxiliaries

357 Cited in Seth op.cit 187.

358 Judge op.cit 47.

359 Ibid 52-53.
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could not volunteer for the armed forces although they

still had to register under the Conscription Acts360.

Seth argues that there was very little hostility to

part-time specials in the Second World War, particularly

in forces which had organised their special

constabularies earlier. He claims that the regular police

in these forces had no worries that specials would be

used as an economy measure, because working together had

allowed the two bodies to get to know one another361.

However, Butler indicates that the competence of specials

may have been under-rated: as soon as he spotted trouble

and sent to the sergeant for instructions, he was

transferred elsewhere and a regular would take over.

However, honour was vindicated on one occasion when he

wrote down the details of some small incident before

sending for the sergeant:

" He read my notes reluctantly, and told me to make
out a report when I came in for refreshments, which
in due course I did ... He read it through slowly,
said to me "Hand it in to the office", and to is
mates "Just like a bleeding regular he is" ... "3

The relationship between regulars, specials, and the

Police War Reserve was more problematic, and may to have

led to a tendency for regulars to conflate all types of

auxiliary, resulting in post-war hostility directed

against all specials.

360 Ibid.
361 Seth op.cit 187.

362 Butler op.cit.
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Regulars and the PWR

Initially Police War Reserves were conscripted and

few checks were made - on their suitability for police

service. According to a divisional station sergeant

serving at Epping at the outbreak of the Second World

War, there was resentment that fully trained and

disciplined regular officers were being replaced by

amateurs. He was in charge of sifting applications from

aspiring Police War Reservists sent by the local

employment exchange. One, a "beefy Irishman", was set to

trench digging. Four days later, a warrant was received

for his arrest for non-payment of maintenance:

"We hung on to him until he had finished building
the trenches, then brought him into he station,
gave him a good meal, and arrested him!"-63

Apart from the unsuitability and lack of commitment

of some of the individuals supplied, there were wider

political reasons for the unpopularity of the reservists.

As the war continued, more police officers who were Armed

Forces Reservists were called to the colours and their

places were filled by more War Reserves. This caused

great resentment as some of the reserves were of military

age, and in 1940 the Police Federation unsuccessfully

asked the Home Secretary to place a total ban on police

recruitment364.

363 Information supplied to me direct by a retired
police officer.

364 Judge op.cit 55.
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The following year regular pay negotiations broke

down. A major grievance was that many War Reserves were

getting more pay than regular constables355 . In September

1944, the Police Federation Committee submitted a

detailed resolution to the Home Secretary Sir Herbert

Morrison. One of the main points of dissatisfaction was

"Scale B" pay (lower levels paid to new recruits as an

economy measure, first introduced in 1931):

"What was the use of the Police Council when it was
unanimous (except for the Home Office) in proposing
the abolition of 'Scale B' and the Home Secretary
refused? At the same time, the service had noted
'with amazement' that steady pay increases had been
given to Police War Reserves"5"

Concurrently dissatisfaction with conditions led to

a deterioration in regular police morale, which was

compounded by the offer of a minimal pay award at the

beginning of 1945 367 . By the end of the war, "Policemen's

families were poor again ... as they had not been since

1919" 588 . Low morale and poor conditions led many to

abandon the force. According to Judge:

" The complete failure of the government to meet the
expectations of the service ... increased the
determination of many serving officers to get out of
the police as soon as they were permitted to do so,
and ensured that thousands of police serving in the
armed forces went into other occupations when they
were demobilised	"369

365 Ibid.
366 Cited in Judge ibid 61.
367 Ibid 65.
368 Critchley op.cit 237.

369 Judge op.cit 65.
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Despite the difficulties inherent in their war

police recruits who had signed fixed contracts, were

still being utilised in some forces on station duties as

late as the 1960s370.

Regular - Special Relationships 1945 - 1982 

About 12,000 police were still in armed forces in

1945, and returners began rejoining in the summer. But

the lifting of restrictions on resignation and retirement

led to a huge exodus of time-expired men and auxiliaries,

and the Metropolitan Police alone lost 3,000 officers as

a result. Recruitment difficulties led to the award of a

realistic pay-rise in 1946, but police pay was still too

low to be attractive. Over a quarter of new recruits to

the Metropolitan Police had left by 1947, which had a

deficiency of 4,000 in its establishment of 20,000371.

The crisis in policing ensured that the services of

special constables were heavily relied on after the war

had ended, and led to the appointment of the Police Post-

War Committee who, in their recommendations concerning

special constables, specifically stated that "they should

not be employed so as to effect economies in the regular

370 Dobson op.cit 30.

371 Ibid 65-67. Judge comments that 10,000 of the 13,000
auxiliaries had also left by the end of 1945. This sees
to contradict Hart's assertion (qp.cit 56) that for two
to three years after the war, "temporary constables"
constituted as much as a third of the total strength of
the police. These "temporary constables" may, however,
include paid and part-time special constables.
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establishment" and should be deployed on police duties

only as part of their training372.

At the same time specials felt that the employment

of full-time paid officers reflected badly on their

traditional role, and at the end of the war it was

resolved that if in future specials were employed as a

full-time auxiliary police they should not be called

special constables373.

The anxiety of the Police Federation over the use of

specials to erode regular establishments increased after

the war had ended. In 1956 the Scottish Federation

commented that the use of unpaid labour was a threat to

the advancement of regular conditions of service, "and

may give rise to such ill-will between Regular and

Special Constables that future co-operation will be

impossible" 374 . The English Federation took a similar

view and in a letter to Seth in 1959, argued that the

expansion in the deployment of specials amounted to a

gross abuse:

"The Joint Central Committee ... recognise the
necessity for the Special Constabulary ... but ...
it is felt that in many forces they are being
employed far in excess of training requirements, and
on duties which bear no relationship to those they
would be called upon to perform in times of disorder
... it is felt that six hours of patrol duty each of
two hours' duration in any period of twelve months,
would be adequate"375.

372 Fourth Report of the Police Post War Committee op.
cit para 6.

373 Fourth Report of the Police Post War Committee op.
cit para 47.

374 Seth op.cit 190.
375 Ibid 189.



474

Despite regular concerns over the amount of duty

being performed by specials, the Royal Commission on the

Police took the view that the use of specials was in fact

beneficial to the police, particularly as it affected

their relationship with the public:

"We think that the recruitment of special constables
is of great value in promoting relations between the
police and the public. They provide a natural link
between the two. They understand police work and
problems, and in their own homes and places of work
they can do much to paint a favourable picture of
the police and to dispel the mischievous allegations
about police misconduct which tend to circulate in
the absence of effective publicity"376.

This friendly view of specials was also accepted by

some regulars officers. In 1963, Police Journal published

an appreciation of them, which although warning against

too wide a deployment, commented that 'these unpaid

volunteers are activated by motivations of the finest

kind, chief among them being a desire to serve their

fellow citizens'. Of their relationships with regulars,

the author observed:

"There will always be rivalry between the amateur
and the professional in any walk of life, but in the
police service it is a very friendly rivalry, based
on mutual respect. On the one hand it is the respect
of the amateur who only knows the basic moves for
the professional who knows all the moves and tricks;
and on the other it is the respect of the
professional for the amateur who plays the game for
the game's sake - in the case of the Special for the
sake of the community."377

376 Report of the Royal Commission on the Police op.cit
1962 para 359.

377 "Regular":"The Specials: An Appreciation" In Police 
Journal Vol 36 November 1963 536-541.
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In 1967, the Working Party highlighted their

usefulness to regular officers commenting that:

"The use of special constables at weekends, in
particular, can be a means of relieving regular
police at a time when they naturally desire to be at
home with their families".378

However, this favourable view was not accepted by

the Police Federation who argued that the widespread

feeling among the rank and file was that in the past the

authorities had sought refuge in the special constabulary

as a means of avoiding their responsibility to improve

regular pay and conditions 379 . The Working Party argued

that this suspicion had been fed by the resentment felt

by regulars on seeing a special enjoying all the

privileges and status, but none of the drawbacks, of

police life:

" ... this resentment bites particularly when the
special constable is accorded superior rank, or when
he is employed on duties which are commonly regarded
as the more attractive - such as patrolling in a
police car."38°

Consequently the Working Party agreed it would be a

mistake to embark on any planned expansion of the role of

specials against the opposition of the regulars, and

means 'must be found to dispel the anxiety 1381. To do so

they recommended that realistic establishments were

Police Advisory Board Working Parties op.cit 1967
136.

Ibid para 137.
Ibid para 138.
Ibid para 139.
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fixed, and that specials should be restricted to

performing not more than four hours' duty a week. They

did not feel able to comment on the Police Federation's

point that regular pay and conditions needed improving,

except to feel confident that 'the existence of an

expanded special constabulary will not be taken into

account as a bargaining factor by the employer's side of

the Police Council for Great Britain'382.

Although following this report, the Police

Federation may have recognised the futility of arguing

for a complete stop on the deployment of specials, they

were still unhappy about their use. Custance at al found

that 'it would appear that Special Constables are in fact

being used to cover deficiencies of men and vehicles in

the regular force' 883 . Police Federation policy on their

deployment was quite clear:

" ... we accept the need for an auxiliary body which
could, in times of emergency, be called upon to
assist the regular police. To this end, adequate
training must be given to members of the Special
Constabulary. "Training" cannot be said to take the
form of allowing the "Specials" to assume
responsibility for the policing of any area. They
should always operate under the control and
supervision of the regular force.

"It is well known to the Federation that some forces
employ Special Constables in a manner which is quite
contrary to their real purpose. Some "Specials" with
little or no training and a very imperfect police
knowledge, are allowed to patrol the highway in
cars. Others are sent out alone on "beat duty".
Police work today is a highly professional and
specialised employment. To use "Specials", no matter
how public-spirited and well intentioned they may

382 Ibid para 140.
383 Custance et al op.cit 7.
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be, in place of regular polince officers in this
fashion, is a misguided policy. 384

Although Custance et al did not agree entirely,

commenting that 'Special Constables should be regarded as

a welcome bonus', they noted that as the Police

• Federation views reflected the attitude of a large

section of regulars they could not be ignored. While

endorsing the Working Party recommendations, they

proposed further restrictions on specials' deployment and

argued that they should never be used as drivers on

mobile patrols because:

"We see great dangers in this practice and consider
that where greater mobility is required, police
vehicles should be provided, with suitably trained
drivers. ,,385

Even though the deployment of specials as drivers

seems to have ceased in most forces towards the end of

the late 1960s 386, relationships continued to

deteriorate. In 1974 a further working party was set up,

this time concentrating solely on specials. It saw a

major part of its task as being to examine and propose

solutions to grievances on both sides, allay anxieties

and remove misunderstandings 387 . The views of some

members of the Conservative party did not help to smooth

384

385 Ibid 8.
386 Special constables complain bitterly about their
current lack of mobility, and the question of issuing
them with driving permits is being reconsidered by some
forces - see post chapter seven.

387 Report of the Working Party on the Special
Constabulary op.cit 1976 para 4.
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relations. In a Commons debate on shortages in the police

in 1975, Jonothan Aitken argued that an increase in the

number of specials was a good way of boosting police

strength, and attacked the Federation for acting in a

sectional small-minded way to impede changes necessary

for efficiency388.

When the Working Party reported in 1976, it proposed

major changes in the organisation of special constables.

These included inter alia that specials were not to be

employed 'so as to deprive regular officers of the

opportunity of working voluntary overtime' 389 ; 'ranks'

were to be renamed 'grades' and reflect administrative

rather than operational duties, and were to be easily

distinguishable from regular ranks 390 ; and uniforms were

to be differentiated from those of regular officers391.

These changes may have had some effect, as the 1981

working party was able to report that relations had

greatly improved since 1976 392 . However, there is an

inherent conflict of interest for regular officers in

having a highly organised and efficient special

constabulary attached to each force, even in a

388	.Cited in Reiner op.oit 1978 38.

389 Report of the Working Party on the Special
Constabulary op.cit 1976 para 90(1).

390 Ibid para 90(5).
391 Ibid para 90(6).
392 Report of the Second Working Party on the Special
Constabulary op.cit 1981 para 15.
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'supportive' role. Whether this can ever be resolved is

considered fully in Chapter 9.

Public 

The General Strike 

The polarisation of public attitudes to specials was

clearly highlighted in the General Strike. Special

constables in the East Riding were warned that the

relationship could be delicate:

" ... although a firm attitude is always necessary
yet it must be pointed out that the present time is
no ordinary Emergency and great discretion is
required when dealing with any mass of people or a
disorderly gathering, and when possible the
permanent Police should be immediately informed of
any such evPnt"393.

Specials did not always act tactfully in public

order situations 394 , and by the time the strike ended

public views were decidedly mixed. Critchley comments

favourably on the 'deep and spontaneous' sympathy between

police and public, describing how they played football

with strikers and emerged from the strike with greatly

enhanced status, 'not only as protectors of the public,

but almost as their guardians'. And this despite the fact

that supplies for volunteers ran out, so that chair-legs,

fitted with lengths of rope, were issued.to those 'not

lucky enough to have conventional truncheons1395.

393 Instructions to Special Constables in the East
Riding 1926, op.cit.
394 See ante p--
395 Critchley op.cit 200.
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Crit chley's rosy picture of life in the provinces

contrasts with Geary's description of an eyewitness'

account in London of police action during a public

meeting. The witness heard a police officer call out

'Charge the bastards - Use everything you've got' and saw

'men, women and even youngsters knocked over and out like

ninepins'396. The public fought back, and both regulars

and specials were injured at a disturbance in Battersea,

while a police sergeant was struck with a hammer and a

special constable stabbed in the back in Nine Elms397.

The middle class nature of many recruits meant that

their deployment in working class areas was provocative,

and a chief constable based in Hackney noted that

volunteers imported from the West End " aroused hostility

as soon as they arrived. His solution was to use specials

to patrol Bond Street, thus freeing regular officers to

be deployed in Canning Town 398 . The War Office also noted

the unpopularity of specials and the CCR, commenting that

they were:

" ... undoubtedly looked on as a species of strike
breaker and 'black and tan' ... In attacking them
strikers did not feel they were up against the law
in the same way as the police ... they were quite
ready to take on a Harlequin Football team, or a
party of medical students."99

396 Geary op.cit 65.

397 British Gazette 12th May 1926.
398 Cited in Jeffery and Hennessy op.cit 128.
399 Ibid 129.
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After the strike had ended, the deployment of

specials was viewed with some scepticism by the middle

classes"°. The Left's view of specials as a

strikebreaking Fascisti was indelibly confirmed.

Wartime relationships 

Relations between specials and the public were still

strained at the outbreak of the Second World War. In

September 1939 the Chief Constable of Surrey warned them

of the difficulties:

"Even though at times the attitude of the public may
not be all that could be desired, and despite the
stress of present conditions, Special Constables
must always remember that they must at all times be
civil, courteous and impartial.u401

Once the war was underway, the use of special

constables was probably too commonplace to be remarked

upon. The class differences between specials and the

public they policed, noticeable in Chatfield's account,

were unlikely to have been as great as during the First

World War: although part-time specials were in reserved

occupations or too old to be called up, after a year of

war so too must have been the public they policed. In

addition, nearly everyone who was not serving in the

forces was participating in some form of voluntary

auxiliary work.

400 See Punch 26th May 1926 538 - 40, and 2nd June 1926
569, 574.

401	.
Circular, Chief Constable of Surrey 30th September

1939, Surrey RO cc98/23/5.
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Post-War Relationships 

By the time war had ended, the status quo within

special constabularies had shifted irrevocably in a

favour of skilled manual and older recruits. The public

were still however suspicious, and antipathetic to the

concept of 'strikebreaking' forces 402 . Perhaps to counter

this image, the concept of special constabularies as a

time-honoured volunteer force who could bridge the gap

between police and public started to be stressed403.

However, traditional fears of specials as 'police spies',

whose deployment eroded civil liberties were recognised

by Police Journal which in 1963 commented that:

"Many are known to their friends and neighbours ...
- and respected ... But ... They were never intended
to catch the speeding motorist, nor to catch the
misguided citizen who has a drink after permitted
hours, or the offender against the Betting and
Gaming laws. Such assignments merely bring them into
disrepute, and show a lamentable lack of discretion
on the part of those who control them. The average
Britisher is a "sport" and to employ a neighbour to
catch him having an illegal drink or bet is just not
done. It is tantamount to shooting a sitting
bird. "404

Despite the post-war emphasis on increasing the

professionalism and training of specials, the public, and

particularly the rising generation, do not seem to have

accepted their authority in the same way that they

accepted the regular police. Thus the 1967 working party

402 Minutes 23 August 1946 H045 780091/698780/11.

403 See eg: Committee X Report op.cit 1946, Fourth
Report of the Police Post War Committee op.cit 1947,
Report of the Royal Commission on the Police op.cit 1962.

404 "The Specials: An Appreciation" op.cit 537-9.
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stressed that specials should wear a similar uniform to

regular as:

" ... it is necessary to ensure that the special
constable appears to the public to be invested with
the full authority of a policeman (sic) "405

However, in 1975, Belson found that there was a

widespread rejection among young people of the view that

specials should take over more duties from the regulars,

with only six per cent of respondents agreeing with the

proposition406 . But even if the public disliked the idea

of specials being more widely deployed, they fairly often

mistook them for regular officers. The dangers were

recognised by the 1976 Working Party:

"For a special constable not to be clearly
recognised as pnlirP, nffir i=0" may ... expose him to
unnecessary personal danger •.. (but) it is ...
embarrassing when a member of the public, addressing
one whom he takes to be the senior of a pair of
police officers, has to be referred to the other as
the one in charge"407.

The shoulder flashes which the working party

recommended should be worn by specials to surmount these

difficulties caused their own problems with the public.

According to the 1981 working party:

n ... shoulder flashes had led sometimes to specials
being mistaken for traffic wardens or security

405 Police Advisory Board Working Parties op.cit 1967
para 141.

406 Belson, W.A The Public and the Police Harper and
Row, London 1975 21.

407 Report of the Working Party on the Special
Constabulary op.cit 1976 paras 37 and 38.
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guards, and sometimes to their being singled out for
"attacks by football hoo1igans 408 .

Consequently special constables were on the horns of

a dilemma in their relationship with the public. If

easily identifiable, they were subject to a lack of

respect or even to open hostility. If they looked too

much like regular officers, confusion resulted. From

1982 on, the Home Office has tried to solve this dilemma

by giving a higher public profile to specials and

stressing ever more strongly their community links.409

408 Report of the Second Working Party on the Special
Constabulary op.cit 1981 para 23.

409 For a full discussion, see chapters 7 and 9.
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