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law enforcement

Throughout medieval times there was no official ‘police force'. During the AngiB—Saxon period, the
community was largely responsible for both preventing crime and catching criminals.

HAngle-Saxon society

Around the year 1000, most people lived
in small hamlets or on farms, or in villages
and a few small towns (burhs). In these
small, tight-knit communities everyone
knew everyone else and most people

had a strong sense of duty towards their
community. This was an important reason
why the crime rate was fairly low and had
an impact on how the law was enforced.

The Church played a huge role in medieval
law enforcement see page 6 for detalls

- For more on Anglo—Saxon pumshments, see paqe 5.

Englo-Saxen law enforcement

’T:thmgs Shires were split into areas called hundreds and each hundred was divided into ten tithings. All men
1 in a tithing were responsible for each other: if one was accused of a crime, the others made sure he went to
| court or they would have to pay a fine for him. A shire reeve (later the sheriff) was a local man appointed by
| the community to take criminals to courts and make sure any punishment was carried out. He also met regularly
| with one man from each tithing.

N

‘Tﬂue and ery: The victim or a witness to a crime raised a hve and cry
1 by shouting to alert others. Anyone who heard the hve and cry was
! expected to chase and help catch the suspected criminal.

* I
.

1 Courts: If the suspect did not admit to the crime, or was not caught in the act, their quilt or innocence =
‘ had to be decided by a court. There were different courts depending on the type of crime committed and the
| person who committed it — royal courts were national courts that dealt with the most serious of crimes;
lesser crimes were dealt with in shire courts; and petty crimes were dealt with in hundred courts. Court
hearings, in which the punishment that convicted criminals would receive was decided, took place in public.

i A
Oaths: Swearing oaths ‘before God’ was a major part of Anglo-Saxon justice. The accused could swear their
innocence under oath and others could support them as ‘oath helpers’.

v
Deciding guilt or innocence: The victim or their family provided evidence of the suspect’s gilt for the

court. If the jury couldn’t decide, the accused was handed over to the Church so God could decide a person’s
quilt or innocence in a trial by ordeal.
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an and later medieval

law enfercement

After 1066, the Normans kept much of the Anglo-Saxon system of law enforcement. There were
more changes in later medieval times that saw the start of the move towards the authorities being

more responsible for enforcing the law.
Norman law enforcement .

Continuity: The Anglo-Saxon system of tithings, the hue and
cry and the court system continued. Law enforcement in most
cases remained the responsibility of the community.

Change: The Normans introduced trial by combat (showing

the more military nature of Norman society) as. another way of ! -

settling disputes. The two people involved would fight until
one was killed or surrendered (and he would then be put to

death anyway).

Another change was the use of ‘foresters’ to police the
Royal Forests and enforce Forest Laws. They dealt with
suspects very harshly and were often feared and hated by

the Iocal commumtles

Later medieval law enforcement
As towns grew through the 13th and 14th

centuries, so did crime. Although communities

were still involved in law enforcement, the.
authorities became more involved through the
appointment of officials.

-Parish constables

@ _These were local people nominated by
the community.
It was an unpaid position. Constables
did their usual jobs as well.

@( They held the post for a year.

Role of local communities

j Continuity: The hue and cry system continued, as
| did tithings.

Change: From the 1250s, parish constables led
the chase for the criminal after the hue and cry was
given and tried to keep the peace. They arrested
suspects. o

Change: Some towns also had a night watch,

in which volunteers patrolled the streets. Any
suspected criminals they caught were handed over
to the constable.

Continvity: If juries were not able to reach a

verdict, trial by ordeal and by combat continued to

| be used by communities as informal methods of law
enforcement.

Change: Trial by ordeal and by combat were
abolished in 1215.

"hear minor crimes in small courts four times a year.

Role of government-appointed officials

Change: Knights were appointed by Richard | as
keepers of the peace in some ‘unruly’ areas from
1195. In 1327, Edward Il extended this system to
all areas.

Change: Following the Justices of the Peace Act
(1361), the role of keeper of the peace evolved to
become Justice of the Peace. JPs had the power to

They were still appointed by the monarch and were
mostly local lords.

Change: The role of the sheriff expanded. He was
now expected to track down criminals if the hue and
cry hadn’t worked. From 1285, he was allowed to
form a posse of local men to help chase and catch
criminals.
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The increasiri‘g size of the pokulatidns of towns was an impoﬁtaﬁé factor for éhanges in law
enforcement. Traditional methods became less effective and.a.more organised system was. put.in
place where town authorities and local communities both played a part. The role of the Church in

the justice system decreased.

Continuity and change in
catching eriminals and
preventing crime

As in medieval times, in early modern
England:

° people were expected to raise and
join the hue and cry to catch criminals
when a crime took place

o there was no national police force
and the methods and effectiveness
of preventing crime and catching
criminals varied widely across the
country.

However, there were some changes
to the roles of town constables and
watchmen to try to deal with increased
urban crime. ' .

Watchmen

0 Carried a lamp to light their way.
Rang a bell to alert people.

e All male householders were expected
to volunteer and role was unpaid.

Patrolled the streets between 10pm
and dawn.

@ Overseen by town constable.

Changes in the role of the Church

In the Middle Ages, the Church provided an alternative
justice system through benefit ofclergy and sanctuary.
The early modern period saw the justice system become
tar more secular as the Church itself became less
important in society.

Benetit of clergy: Henry VI allowed non-clergy ‘benefit

of clergy’ only once and-people were branded to show
they had received the privilege. Edward VI made serious

~“Crimes, such as murder, exempt from benefit of clergy.
From 1576 Church courts couldn’t try criminal acts (only

moral ones) so everyone, including clerics, were tried in
secular courts. People could still-claim benefit of clergy
and receive more lenient sentences than others, however.
Sanctuary: Henry VIl stopped exile abroad for Fr
these claiming sanctuary. Instead they had to keep to
designated sanctuaries in England. In 1623, James |
abolished sanctuary altogether.

‘ For more on benefit of

@' Employed: by authorities in towns.
@ Respected members of the community.

Had the power to arrest suspects and take
" them to the Justice of the Peace.

@ In charge of the watchmen in their area.
@ Helped with town administration.




