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PREFACE 
 
The aims and objectives of this personal study are as follows: 
 



i) To investigate the social and economic changes during the early nineteenth 
century which led to the formation of the Rural Police. 

 
ii) To investigate the motives for reform and adoption of the Rural Police in  

Gloucestershire. 
 

iii) To analyse opposition to the Rural Police in Gloucestershire. 
 

iv) To test B.C. Jerrard’s theory that, “Throughout the county, the majority (of 
petitioners) were the greater and lesser ratepayers …..  (who) ……. 
represented a wide social and economic spectrum. 

 
 

 
CHAPTER 1 

 
The social and economic changes during the mid-nineteenth century  

which led to the formation of the Rural Police 
 
 

Britain in the mid-nineteenth century was in the middle stages of the 
Industrial Revolution. Over the last century, consistant industrial development 
and the takeover of important  markets had transformed Britain from a mainly 
agricultural country into a predominantly industrial one.  Britain as a whole was 
in a period of change through economic, social and political reform.1 

 
The major developments in mining, transport and industrial organisation were 
based on Britain’s rich mineral resources, particularly coal and iron ore.  One 
other dominant sector in the emergence of industrial development, was the 
textile industry which made up 60% of Britain’s exports by 1850. 2 

 

Alongside the industrialization of Britain’s economy, agriculture too felt its 
effects – new farming methods and machinery were developed and animal 
breeding improved. This “agricultural evolution” coincided with the enclosure of 
the common land to create, in the long term, increased food production. 3 
However, the social effects of these changes were less favourable and were 
the major cause of a wave of riots characterised by machine breaking which 
spread through twenty-two counties – known as the  Swing Riots.4 

 

This economic change was accompanied by social changes which made 
Government reform an “admitted necessity” through the passage of various 
reforming Acts; the 1815 Corn Law, the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act. 5 

 



The impetus that led to reform of law and order was to some extent a result 
of criminal outrages, but the great emphasis throughout the nineteenth 
century was on the preservation of public order.  Although  the military were 
capable of preserving  the peace, they became less popular as liberal public 
opinion turned against the spectacle of soldiers firing on defenceless crowds, 
as occurred at the “Peterloo Massacre”.  This and the belief that the military 
should be used for national defence and not civil disorder, gave way to the 
introduction of the first professional police.6 

 

Reform began in 1829 with the passing of the Metropolitan Police Act which 
introduced the first British modern police force that controlled the peace in 
and around London.  It’s founder, the Home Secretary, Sir Robert Peel, had 
recognised the deficiencies  of the then current police arrangements in the 
Metropolis and country as a whole and advised a Parliamentary Select 
Committee on reform that, “the time has come, when …………………  we may firmly 
pronounce that the country has outgrown the police institutions  and that the 
cheapest and safest course will be found to be the introduction of a new mode 
of protection.”7 
 
That Peel’s ultimate objective was the establishment of a national police 
system is shown by his comment that although the committee was concerned 
only with London, “the subject matter of the inquiry is connected with objects 
of such deep importance, not merely as they regard the moral and habits of 
the entire population.”8 

 

Indeed Peel had been successful to an extent in that he had obtained the 
necessary parliamentary sanction and induced the County Justices of Chester 
to appoint an experimental force.9 However Peel had to be content initially with 
the introduction of the first paid uniformed police force in London alone, as he 
left office only a year later.  His London force however, became the model and 
recruiting ground for the gradual development  of the new local forces during 
the 1840’s and 1850’s.10  

 
At this time, the county of Gloucestershire  was predominantly rural in 
settlement with a population of some 250,000 (1831).  An analysis of 
occupations shows the number of families in trade and manufacture were 
33,179, and those in agriculture were 21,185, while “all other families” were 
29,082.11 

 
During this time, Gloucestershire’s agriculture was in a state of mechanisation 
and change, while its trade and manufacture enjoyed mixed fortunes.  This is 
particularly true of the county’s most important single manufacturing 
enterprise, the woollen industry.  The demand for water power for mills had 



attracted the industry to rural, valley locations around Dursley, Painswick, 
Wotton-under-edge, Stroud and Uley.  By 1800, its technical ingenuity, 
enterprise in searching for new markets and the high quality of its  products, 
was the envy of northern and western clothiers. 12.  By 1840, however, of 137  
woollen mills, 37 were empty, 17 had been converted to other uses and several 
fortunes made and lost.13  Among the handloom weavers and others in the 
industry, between 1808 and 1838, earnings fell for workers by 24 – 33%14   
This was caused principally by fluctuations in trade, dramatic advantages from 
the technical innovations of the industry in the north and by the inelasticity of 
the supply of handloom weavers. 15 

 

Other branches of the textile industry were also represented in the county.  
Silk throwing concerns at Tewkesbury and Stow survived as did carpet weaving 
at Stroud and Gloucester though it failed in Cirencester.  At Tewksbury, the 
chief industry was stocking frame knitting, the town’s major employer by 
1834.16 
 
Gloucestershire was also involved with the exploitation of mineral resources, 
particularly the Forest of Dean where mining of iron ore rose from a mere 
9,800 tonnes in 1828 to 72,000 tonnes in 1839. Forest coal production also 
developed. 17   
 
The county’s two main agrarian districts, the Severn Vale and the Cotswolds 
were landscapes of change and mechanisation characterised by two factors; 
the improvement of farming methods and enclosures. 18 

 

The improvement of farming methods and especially machinery greatly 
affected the counties agriculture.  Perhaps the greatest impact was made by 
the widespread use of the thresher machine from the 1820’s which caused 
seasonable unemployment since the machine separated the wheat from the 
chaff; a task previously performed by hand and providing work in the winter. 19  
These improvements coincided with the enclosure of land which, although 
beneficial to the large landowners, adversely affected agricultural labourers. 
According to ‘Captain Swing’, labourers suffered great upheaval.  With low 
wages, unemployment and loss of status their future was bleak, and they were 
forced to turn to the parish for help.20 
 
The Speenhamland system (devised by a group of Berkshire Magistrates in 
1795) whereby labourers and industrial workers’ wages were brought up to a 
subsistence level by a subsidy from the poor rate was adopted by the 
Gloucestershire Magistrates. 21 Although the system was well intentioned, it 
left little distinction between the labourers and a pauper.  In the opinion of 
the Gloucester Journal, “where scanty wages by allowances from the poor rates 



have prevailed, the demoralising effects of such a system have been severely 
felt; and the independent spirit of the English labourer …….  has given way to 
feelings of discontent and recklessness.”22  The poor rate was raised in each 
parish and in times of low wages, especially those of the agricultural labourers, 
the payment of rates became an almost impossible burden; in Uley, the level of 
poor rates reached 25/- in the £ in 1829.23 
 
It is clear then that the county of Gloucestershire suffered spasms of 
economic distress in manufacturing  and trade and great upheaval in its 
agricultural districts during this time.  This  in turn led to serious social 
tensions and a breakdown in law and order. 
 
Among industrial workers, times of prosperity in the woollen cloth industry 
were followed by temporary then final decline.  The whole industry was in a 
desperate plight and numerous strikes were held for many years along the 
handloom weavers who demanded more wages and more work.  24    Feelings ran 
high, and mobs at Wotton attacked the homes of their brothers who worked at 
below the agreed price.  Since the parish constabulary could not cope, over 180 
Specials were sworn in and the military summoned. 25 

 

There were other instances of disorder.  Even a Magistrate, Edward Aldridge, 
was committed to a civil court for conspiring with weavers at Bisley to raise 
wages by acts of riot and violence. 26   Framework knitters at Tewkesbury   
striked in 1831 for an advance in wages and it was necessary to request the 
military to quell the disorder. 27  Turnpike Riots outside the city of Gloucester 
in 1825, occurred when tolls were introduced for pedestrians, which 
overwhelmed the local policing arrangements and the military were summoned. 
28 

Although disorder by industrial workers was a regular occurrence in the 
county, outbreaks of disorder by agricultural workers were confined to just 
one period.  
 
The major causes of unrest,  part of the  Swing Riots, were low wages, loss of 
status, unemployment, and enclosure of common land: all of which contributed 
to make the labourers position untenable.  29 In Gloucestershire, disorder, 
though of short duration caused much alarm especially in the eastern corn 
growing districts.30 
 
Numerous incidents of machine breaking took place in late November 1830, at 
Tetbury, Fairford, Quenington, Bibury,  Coln Rogers, Coln St Aldwyn, Horsley, 
Southdrop and Eastleach Turville, and many rioters were captured. 31 The 
rioters stood trial at Gloucestershire Quarter Sessions on 4 January 1831.  Of 



the 169 prisoners awaiting trial, 86 were charged with machine breaking and 
rioting, and of these 86, 27 were sentenced to 7 - 14 years transportation. 32 33  

 

By the end of the decade, the Gloucestershire Magistrates were convinced, 
that to quote one of them, the spirit of dissatisfaction “is spreading like 
wildfire.”34 The numerous outbreaks of disorder continuously led to a 
breakdown in the local policing arrangement; the Parish Constabulary.  This, 
acting under the Justices had continued to “exercise the time honoured powers 
which had been handed down to it from forgotten generations” and continued  
to do so until the later months of 1839 when Gloucestershire was brought 
within the “orbit of professional policing” in its rural districts.35 

 
However at the time of these outbreaks of disorder, the Parish Constabulary 
comprised of the Parish Constable and directing him, the High Constable.  The 
High Constables were appointed for the 45 Hundreds in Gloucestershire and 
were usually sworn in at Quarter Sessions.  Their most important role was to 
the Justices for keep the peace within the Hundred, and they were therefore 
responsible for the conduct of the Parish Constables.36 
 
At the Parish level however, the Constable was responsible for law and order, 
and the most important part of his duty was the superintendence over the 
peace and good order of his parish.   Annually elected by the vestry from a list 
of householders resident in the parish, he took an oath of office before a 
Justice.  Every householder was liable to serve although there were exceptions 
including those who were inn-keepers, the sick and the aged; and service was 
normally for those aged between 21 and 40.37 
 
In theory, this consensus policing seemed to be reasonable and practical 
commonsense, but it fell to the ground in reality.  For amateurs appointed for a 
year at a time, who were unpaid, untrained and generally unwilling, these duties 
were undoubtedly arduous.  An opinion shared by the Cheltenham Free Press, 
who noted that “the office of constable ………. is imposed on little tradesmen 
and others who know nothing of the duties to be performed and who prefer 
attending to their own business to executing the thankless, profitless, and 
unpleasant functions of catcher and so forth.38 
 
The spate of disorder had shown that the parish constabulary of 
Gloucestershire, as in all other parts of the country, was inadequate to 
preserve law and order from time to time; a more efficient system was 
required. 39 
 
When disorder had occurred, and the policing arrangements broke down, it had 
been necessary to swear in Special Constables and/or request military 



assistance.  However, this was becoming increasingly unacceptable to the 
Gloucestershire  Magistrates as the swearing in of Special Constables seemed 
to be an adhoc solution and anyway, as the Magistrate Purnell warned his fellow 
Justice, Lord Ellenborough, Special Constables, in his opinion were unreliable.  
So far as the military were concerned, public attitude was becoming 
increasingly hostile to the army keeping public order.40 
 
This situation seems typical of the country as a whole, the numerous outbreaks 
of disorder which occurred could not be controlled by the Parish Constabulary 
who required constant back up from extra constables and the military.  The 
system was therefore perceived by the Magistrates to be very inefficient and 
was in need of reform.41 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

Reform and adoption of the Rural Police 
in Gloucestershire 

 
Reform of the “time honoured process of social control” began in August 1836, when a 
Royal Commission was formed by Edwin Chadwick, “for the purpose of inquiring as to 
the best means of establishing an efficient constabulary force in the counties of 
England and Wales.” 1  Chadwick, Secretary of the Poor Law Commissioners, had 



proposed the appointment of an inquiry to recommend what arrangements should be 
made to improve the Rural Police, to the Home Secretary, Lord John Russell.2 

 

For almost three years, the Commission gathered evidence on the state of crime, the 
careers of habitual delinquents and their depredations.3  It also inquired into the 
results of Peel’s experiment with the only existing paid county force – the Cheshire 
Constabulary and was not impressed.4 
 
The Commission felt that the fragmentation of the force into separate 
constabularies adversely affected the force and so it lacked unity. The lessons the 
Commission drew from the Cheshire experiment were twofold; firstly that the long 
association between police and Magistrates should end and secondly that consensus 
policing was no longer possible.5  Furthermore, the magistrates appeared inherently 
unsuitable to maintain a police force because of their jealous hold over their long 
established spheres of power and previous total control over the weak parish 
constabulary.6 

 

The Commission concluded – that a single professional Rural Police Force should be 
created on the same principals of training and management as had been applied to the 
Metropolitan Police. They then made a number of recommendations – firstly that the 
Metropolitan Police Commissioner should regulate the force under a code of Home 
Office approved rules, that the Exchequer should provide a quarter of the cost, and 
County rates the remainder.  Contrary to the Cheshire experiment, their final 
recommendation was that rather than impose the force on the County by direct 
Government action, Magistrates in Quarter Sessions should not only be empowered 
by a majority vote to apply to the Metropolitan Police Commissioners for an allotment 
of police to them, but should also have power to dismiss officers found unsuitable. 7  
In effect, the Commission was merely recommending the extension of the successful 
experiment in London to the remainder of the Country.8 
 
In the concluding paragraphs of the report, the Commission addressed itself to the 
popularly perceived risk that a centrally directed, professional police force would 
endanger liberty – an important concept in the early nineteenth century.   The 
Commission had no hesitation in declaring that it would not: “The safe course for 
maintaining the freedom of the subject appears to us to be, not to render the 
authorities impotent, but to make them strictly responsible for the use of the power 
with which they may be invested for the public service.”9 

 

The Commissioners completed their reports at the end of March 1839, but as will be 
shown, the spate of legislative activity which followed before the year ended must 
have astonished them because of its variety and volume, and also because it bore 
little relationship to their three year task.10 
 



During the Commission’s final months, Chartist unrest became a growing threat to 
peace and public order. 11 Trevelyan’s emotive description of Chartism as “a cry of 
rage and class consciousness on the part of the suffering wage earner” seems to 
recognise Chartism as the first real stirrings of some kind of, if limited, united action 
by the working classes.12  The movement was quickly regarded as a direct challenge to 
constitutional authority, and a glance through the pages of the Home Office book, 
‘Disturbances’, for the anxious months of 1839, when the early idealism of the 
Movement was already giving way to dangerous extremism, brings out vividly the 
Government’s mounting concern.13 
 
Magistrates everywhere were told to swear in Special Constables to preserve the 
peace and to take full notes on all that passed at Chartist meetings; if the civil force 
was inadequate however, the Home Office advised them to apply for military 
assistance.14  The opportunity to so easily involve the military in a civil disturbance 
shows the Government’s perception of the Chartists as extreme, violent agitators 
who posed a serious threat to the peace and safety of the nation. 
 
As the summer wore on, the insurrectory spirit gained momentum throughout the 
country and mainly in order to suppress the movement, Russell introduced the Rural 
Police Bill into Parliament on July 24th.15  Rejecting the Royal Commission’s Report as 
too large and extensive to be applied at once, and especially its principal 
recommendation  - there was to be no centralisation of police powers or interference 
with the powers of the Magistrates – Russell explained the background to the Bill; 
 
“The meetings which had lately taken place and the riots and alarm consequent upon 
them ….. (had) ……. increased the demands for the military force …… (and)……..  
although competent in suppressing disorder was useless in arresting the persons who 
had caused it” – a task which only the police could discharge satisfactorily.  As for 
the state of crime, Russell had been impressed by the evidence published in the Royal 
Commission’s Report and was satisfied that the time had come to establish an 
efficient constabulary force in the counties.16 
 
He therefore proposed a permissive measure by which the Magistrates in Quarter 
Sessions should be empowered, but not required, to establish a Police Force.  All 
appointments were to be in the hands of the Magistrates and he was confident that, 
with the advice of the Metropolitan Commissioners, they would select wisely.  
Although the county would bear the cost, the Home Secretary would decide 
conditions of work, rates of pay, and approve the appointment of the Chief 
Constable.17 
 
These cautious proposals soon became the Rural Police Act 1839.18  Due to its 
permissive character however, only four countries considered the adoption of the 



Rural Police necessary; Wiltshire, Lancashire, Essex and Gloucestershire; all set up 
forces, each for unrelated factors.19 
 
The Gloucestershire Magistrates quickly arranged to have the requisition to adopt 
the Act signed by five justices, which was delivered to the Home Office along with a 
request to prepare and send rules for Gloucestershire.20  Their swift action resulted 
in Gloucestershire becoming the second county to adopt the Act.21 
 
The Magistrates had clearly been anxious to set up a Rural Police since returns from 
Magistrates in Seventeen petty sessional divisions of Gloucestershire to the Royal 
Commissioners, show a significant weight of opinion in favour of an improved Police.  
When compared with the returns from England and Wales published in the ‘First 
Report’, the pressure for reform in Gloucestershire appears unusually powerful.22 

 

Published Returns from Magistrates in Petty Division in England and Wales and 
unpublished returns from Gloucestershire. 
 
 Number of 

Divisions 
Recommended an 
improved Rural 
Police 

Appointment of 
Patrol or Additional 
Constables 

England and Wales 
Gloucestershire 

435 
17 

123 
8 

77 
4 
 

 Better 
remuneration 
of present 
Constables 
 

Consider no 
alternative 
requisite  

Offer no 
suggestions 
 
 

England and Wales 
Gloucestershire 

16 
1 
 

122 
1 

47 
3 

 
 
While nearly half the divisions of Gloucestershire, eight out seventeen, wanted an 
improved Rural Police, only some 28% believed this necessary in England and Wales as 
a whole.23 
 
The background to these strong recommendations for an improved Rural Police may 
be seen in three main factors;  the recent inception of Chartism; the rising crime 
level; and the success of the Metropolitan Police. 
 
Chartist activity in Gloucestershire, although a pale shadow of what happened 
elsewhere, had in late 1838 and 1839, all the ingredients of the national movement 



save one; there was no disorder.  Despite the weakness of the movement in the 
county, people’s perceptions of it were more important in informing their reactions to 
it. Chartist meetings and marches alone confirmed in the minds of a large section of 
the Magistracy the utter uselessness of the present Parish Constabulary.24 
 
Initially a Chartist deputation from Birmingham failed to make any deep impression 
with the National petition on some 2000 listeners at Wotton in September 1836 with 
only a few signing.25  Yet the movement gained in momentum and Chartist meetings 
continued to be held; in March 1839 at Tewkesbury, South Cerney, Stroud and 
Cirencester; and between July and October 1839 at Cheltenham, Winchcombe and 
Wotton; mainly textile manufacturing dominated towns.26 
 
To cope with these Chartist meetings, a number of Special Constables were sworn in.  
To handle the rally in May at Stroud, 145 Specials were sworn in and later, believing 
that “the ordinary officers appointed for preserving the peace were not sufficient”, 
another 32 were sworn in on the same day.27  Such events only served to strengthen 
the desire for an improved police, while this and the catalogue of crimes, strikes, and 
violence elsewhere in the country – which had just been high-lighted by the 
publication of the ‘First Report’ – probably heightened the Magistrates resolve to 
prevent such occurrences locally.28 

 

The pressure for reform of the Parish Constabulary may also be seen by other 
returns from Gloucestershire  Magistrates to the Royal Commission, regarding crime 
and vagrancy.  In answer to Question 14 of the Commissioners’ circular, five 
Magistrates divisions considered there were many characters “who have no visible or 
known reasons of obtaining their livelihood honestly and who are believed to live by 
habitual depredation or by illegal means”,  four divisions thought there were some, 
five stated there were a few such criminals, while two divisions returned “don’t know 
of any”.  One division answered “none.”29 
 
At a time of rising crime – from 1805 – 36, the indictable committals for trial had 
increased five fold – the Magistrates believed that the introduction of a Rural Police 
would not only prevent social disorder but reduce crime as well.30 
 
A final major impetus for Gloucestershire’s adoption of a police force was the 
success of the Metropolitan Police. Since its introduction in 1829, as local newspapers 
noted on a regular basis, the force became more and more efficient.31 

 

Even in the Cheltenham  Free Press, it was stated that the usual “exhibition of 
disgusting scenes of profligate debauchery and drunkenness” had been replaced by 
“much quiet and sobriety.”32  The possibility of successful policing greatly encouraged 
the Magistracy.  
 



The Michaelmas Sessions were exceptionally well attended.  Some 89 justices were 
present and heard Bathurst, the Chairman speak of the present “means of detecting 
and preventing crime ……  (as)  ………  an absolute farce.”33  Decisions to adopt the Act, 
to appoint Mr Antony Lefroy as Chief Constable, to have a force of 180 men, and to 
create 20 police divisions for the whole of the county, were sent to the Home 
Secretary.34  They were quickly approved, and in December 1839, the rules and 
regulations of the new force were distributed.35 
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Chapter 3 
 

An analysis of the opposition to the Rural  
Police in Gloucestershire 

 
 

Opposition to the Rural Police developed throughout Gloucestershire but was focused 
through the meetings of the Quarter Sessions.  It began even before the Rural Police 
had been adopted in the county.  In the Michaelmas Sessions in 1839, it was clear 
that some Magistrates opposed the considered adoption of a Police Force on the 
grounds of the county expenditure being doubled.1 This opposition continued among 
some Magistrates after the Force’s inception, and a considerable number of parishes 
throughout the county submitted numerous petitions to the Quarter Sessions, 
pleading for the force’s abolition.  (see Appendix 4) 
 
The first body of petitions presented against the force in General Sessions, 
December 1839, were brought forward from “a great number of small agricultural 
parishes”. 2 
 
A second body were presented in October 1840 by “Winchcombe and thirteen 
surrounding parishes” – again a mainly agricultural district.3  However, the petitions 
had little influence on the sessions as their plea was not supported by a Magistrate 
and it was reliably claimed that one of the petitions “was signed principally by paupers 
and beerhouse keepers of the parish and another by only one person.”4 
 
The third and most significant body of petitions presented in Easter Sessions 1842 
were used principally to back up Sir John Guise’s motion for the reduction and then 
abolition of the force on the grounds that it’s high cost was not proportionate to the 
advantages it gave.5 
 
A total of 256 petitions were presented mainly from agricultural parishes, the 
majority of which adopted a printed petition of the 20th October 1840 from the 
parish of Newland in the Forest of Dean.6  Why this parish, where iron and tin plate 
works provided a principal source of employment initiated the petition is uncertain.   
It may have felt the incidence of the county rate on its land particularly heavy, 
especially since “the adjoining Forest Districts were exempt from the Police rate”.7 



 
After a general meeting at Newland on the 18th November 1841 was shown the 
expense of the Police, it was resolved that a committee be appointed to take into 
consideration the force’s burden on the parish.  The committee met on the 24th 
November and decided to draw up and present a memorial to the Sessions.  It then 
circulated a printed letter throughout the parishes of the county asking their opinion 
on the subject and sent a printed petition to any parish which sought one.8  Since 
little attention had been made from the first two bodies of petitions presented to 
the Quarter Sessions, the committee may have felt that a co-ordinated county plea 
to the Magistrates would be more sympathetically received (see Appendix 1 and 2). 
 
Decisions to apply and present a petition seem to have come mainly from the vestry 
meeting of each parish.  These represented the principal middle class rate payers 
who consequently had a considerable ‘say’ as to whether or not the parish should 
present a petition, and if so to adopt the Newland petition or write up their own.  
Thus, a great number of parishes did petition against the Rural Police since the 
expense of the force affected the vestry council’s members rates considerably.9 
 
Yet this apparently “unanimous” county view against the force did not carry John 
Guise’s motion, as it was defeated by 43 votes.10 So although a great number opposed 
the force, most Magistrates favoured it and so the Gloucestershire Constabulary 
continued. 
 
However, the undercurrent of opposition to the Police continued after 1842 with 
petitions for its abolition from the agricultural districts of Chipping Sodbury in 1846 
and Chipping Camden in 1849 being presented.11  But why was opposition so great that 
it continued ten years after the Police Force had been formed? 
 
One argument developed by various historians as to the reasons for opposition was 
that a Police force would subvert liberty and was a scheme of “centralisation and 
espionage.”12 This type of opposition had developed ten years earlier with the 
formation of the Metropolitan Police. Then the only example of modern military 
organised Police before the eyes of the people was, as W.L. Melville Lee claims, the 
“hated Paris force” which was more like a “secret Police.”13 However, in the years 
following 1829, people saw the advantages and usefulness of a Police force and by 
1839 were not suspicious about putting another “new instrument in the hands of the 
executive.”14 

 

The only evidence to back this argument in Gloucestershire are the reports from the 
radical local newspapers, the ‘Cheltenham Free Press’ and the ‘Cheltenham Examiner’, 
who declared that the Police Commissioners “have been making attempts to establish 
a system of military dictatorship which is known only under despotic Governments.”15   

A series of reports condemning the “illegal, tyrannical and intolerable conduct of the 



force” were made claiming that the constables “are employed in various ways to 
entrap individuals into the commission of offences.”16 

 
Why the newspapers wrote as they did is uncertain.  A group of radical people may 
have put their views across in the local press to try to influence others, yet these 
were a small minority since no mention of this “subversion of liberty” is made in the 
petitions submitted to the Sessions.17 
 
These numerous petitions presented at Quarter Sessions raised a number of 
alternative arguments against the Police. 
 
Many of the parishes claimed to be peaceful and were free “from Chartism, 
Incendiarism, and all kinds of national disturbance which rendered a Police force 
unnecessary.”18  Further that “housebreaking and other felonies…  were not on the 
increase” and if that were the case the petitioners could not conceive that the Police 
would prevent them, as only a small part of the parish could be under inspection at 
the same time.19   
 
This point was continued by certain parishes with a “majority of houses dispersed 
widely” so that “no protection to property could be given by the efforts, however well 
directed and zealous” of the very small number of policeman allotted.20 
 
The introduction of the force was also said to have created “a great feeling of 
dissatisfaction amongst the Yeomanry whose loyalty and promptitude  in assisting the 
civil power” had been found sufficient to preserve the peace even in the most 
turbulent times. This therefore undermined the traditional attitude that the local 
people would uphold the law.21 
 
Yet, perhaps the petition from Chedworth reflected the most sensitive approach to 
the whole problem of the rural police. This petition mentioned how disturbing it was 
to “agricultural labourers and poor rate payers …… (to find a )……… man of little higher 
pretentions than themselves, receiving wages little less than double of the best paid 
labourer for work which they are too likely to regard as easier than their own.”22 
 
The suggestion that the policeman was too well paid was also mentioned in a printed 
circular which complained of the “overpaid” Police, sent out by a “Cotswold Farmer.”  
It claimed that the Gloucestershire force was “much too highly paid as compared 
with the regular Army and also with the Police in London.”23 
 
Indeed, it was the great expense of the force that was a major feature of all 
opposition against the Police and was stressed in every petition presented to Quarter 
Sessions. This and the introduction of the new Poor Law taxes (which had 



considerably increased), and “the recent inception of an Income Tax” would become “a 
burden which the majority of the petitioners could not bear”, it was claimed.24 
 
Yet this apparent parsimony of the local ratepayers can be explained, particularly 
those of the agricultural districts.  As it was stated in the first body of petitions 
submitted to  Session in late 1839, “the expense of the prevention of crime in the 
populous trading and manufacturing parishes (fell) in a heavy and undue proportion 
upon the less populous agricultural parishes” so as to “bear most unequally and 
unfairly” upon a large majority of parishes.25 
 
The petitioners had pleaded for an equal valuation of property; to separate the 
county from the Police rate; and also to place them upon a graduated scale for the 
county rates which would take into account” both the value of all the rateable 
property in all the parishes …………….  and the population thereof.”26  The petitioners 
had therefore complained of the “large grant” as it was “contrary to law.”27 
 
As a result, opposition to the Police continued especially amongst the agricultural 
parishes, because they would still bear the brunt of the cost.  However, it was 
considered that a change in how the rates were levied was unlikely, and so opponents 
from December 1839 onwards, principally complained of the exorbitant cost.28 
 
The annual cost of the Rural Police was enormous and with its introduction in 1840, 
the county rate was doubled and remained so for many years.29  Such increased 
expenditure also came at a time when the county rate had borne the costs of the new 
Shire Hall, built in 1818, Telfords Bridge, completed in 1824, extensions to the county 
jail, and the rebuilding of Lawfords Gate in Bristol.30  In fact, Gloucestershire ranked 
sixth in England and Wales in expenditure from £7,626 in 1800 to £17,103 in 1820 
and to nearly £30,000 in 1840 which represented considerable relative and absolute 
increases which attracted the attention of not only the Magistrates and rate-payers 
but those outside the county.31  For example, the expenses of the Gloucestershire 
Constabulary were quoted by an anonymous objector to the new Police in the House of 
Commons in 1840.32 

 

 
Annual cost of the Gloucestershire Rural Police, 1840 – 5033 

 

    
1840             £16,456                     
1841             £15,810                     
1842             £15,933                      
1843             £15,788                     
1844             £15,529                     
1845             £15,362                     



1846             £14,762                     
1847             £14,432                     
1848             £14,262                     
1849             £14,132                     
1850             £14,029                     

 
 
Throughout the analysis of the opposition against the Police, no argument was brought 
against the order and efficiency of the force. Even Sir John Guise (who opposed the 
force so greatly at Quarter Sessions) claimed he did “not accuse the Constabulary 
force of a neglect of duty.”34   Similarly, the radical Cheltenham Free Press claimed, 
“the order and regularity with which the Police arrangements are carried into effect 
are entitled to commendation.35 
 
This was due to Chief Constable Lefroy’s sound policies; one of which was good public 
relations. From the start he insisted that all ranks would conduct themselves with 
civility and courtesy to all classes and he specifically instructed the force to be seen 
perambulating not only along high roads but the lanes of the rural Magistrates upon 
whose property the main incidence of the county rate fell.36 
 
It was thus through these policies, changing public attitudes and the return of 
economic prosperity in the late 1840’s that the ‘Gloucestershire Constabulary Force’ 
increasingly came to enjoy the confidence of the Magistrates and the approval of the 
ratepayers throughout the county, so that by 1850 almost all opposition had been 
removed.37 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

Testing  B.C. Jerrard’s theory,  
“Throughout this county, the majority (of petitioners) 

were the greater and lesser ratepayers  
……………..  who. ………… represented a wide social and economic spectrum” 

 
 

B.C. Jerrard brought forward the hypothesis, “throughout the county, the majority 
(of petitioners) were greater and lesser ratepayers …………………. (who)………….. 
represented a wide social and economic spectrum” in his unpublished thesis, “The 
Gloucestershire Police in the nineteenth centry.”1  In this, the first comprehensive 
study of the Gloucestershire Police at this time, Jerrard presents his research and 
analysis extremely well, but some of his conclusions are open to debate.  Through my 
own research and analysis of the opposition against the Rural Police, I would contest 
Jerrard’s hypothesis. 
 
Opponents to the Police were mainly from agricultural parishes where, as they 
themselves claimed, “the county rate (which had doubled with the introduction of the 
Police) was borne most unequally and unfairly …………. (since)…………… the expense of the 
prevention of crime in the populous trading and manufacturing parishes (fell) in a 
heavy and undue proportion upon the less populous agricultural parishes”.2  To support 
this, an analysis of the petitions presented to Quarter Sessions shows clearly that 
none of the “populous trading and manufacturing parishes”, like Wotton, Dursley, 
Stroud, and Tewkesbury, petitioned against the force.3 
 
Of the agricultural parishes, the majority of petitioners were the main ratepayers of 
the parish, and not as Jerrard suggests, “the greater and lesser ratepayers.”  An 
indication of this can be seen in Rev. Witts Easter Quarters Sessions of 1842 



analysis of petitions from nineteen parishes in the south-west of Gloucestershire.  In 
a summary of the petitions, Witts concluded that the value of rateable land occupied 
by the petitioners was more than ¾ of the total rateable value of the area.4  A 
further indication from this analysis is that one of the parishes, West Littleton, had 
only five signatures on its petition, yet these five individual’s value of property 
accounted for two thirds of the total rateable value of the parish5  (see appendix 3). 
 
Collectively, these petitions contained thousands of signatures which did, as Jerrard 
suggests, “represent a wide social and economic spectrum”, from labourers, 
wheelwrights, and school masters, to gentlemen, solicitors, and magistrates.6 

 

 

Analysis of 17 petitions opposing the Rural Police submitted to Quarter Sessions  
(1839-46) which classified the occupations of petitioners.6 

 
 

Occupation Occupation as a % of all petitioners  
 
 

Farmer 64% 
Churchwarden 6% 

Overseer 5% 
Carpenter 3% 

Smith 3% 
Wheelwright 3% 
Gentlemen 3% 

Others 13% 
 

 
On analysis of the petitions which classified occupation, farmers accounted for nearly 
two thirds of all signatures presented to the sessions.  Although the opponents of 
the Rural Police did represent a wide economic and social spectrum, they were in the 
main, farmers in possession of large estates. This would seem to support my previous 
conclusion that the majority of opponents were the main ratepayers of the 
agricultural parishes. 
 
Thus through my analysis, I would disagree with Jerrard’s conclusion that the 
majority  of petitioners were  “greater and lesser ratepayers” and instead assert 
that the majority of opponents to the Police were the main ratepayers of the 
agricultural parishes who did not represent a “wide social and economic spectrum” but 
were principally farmers in possession of large swathes of rateable land. 
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