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Abstract 

During a specific period of time, from the 1900s to the 1980s, a small number of files 

created during murder investigations by UK Criminal Investigation Departments found 

their way into the public domain and currently sit in record offices. By treating these 

murder files as objects with a biography, their lives have been mapped through creation 

and use, to after life in the record office. Concentrating on the records of regional police 

forces in England and Wales which have a much less clearly defined biography than their 

Metropolitan or Scottish counterparts, three interlinking research questions have been 

examined around the perceived gaps in regional policing history caused by a loss of 

historical documentation; the development of the role of the detective, his culture and his 

attitude towards his work and how this contributed to the preservation of the murder file 

and, last, the murder file’s contribution towards our knowledge of the link between 

collective memory and archives. To answer these questions, interdisciplinary research 

employed material culture, archival studies and history in order to triangulate quantitative 

and qualitative methods using surveys of online catalogues, interviews with retired 

detectives and police museum curators, and direct access to ten murder files. The results 

have been shaped into narratives around the file’s liminality and protean nature as it moved 

from a working record to a historical text via often unregulated removal from the police 

force bureaucratic processes. This research also examines the importance of collective 

memory in the detective’s life, and the role of the file as a lieu de mémoire. The biography 

of a murder file enables us to better understand wider debates around how paperwork was 

used as a form of institutional control, in addition to the problems associated with the 

preservation of policing history given the potential lacunae of research material caused by 

developing technologies, practice and legislation. Ultimately, this research contributes a 

new understanding of the historic murder file in the context of the wider issue of the 

preservation of criminal justice history. 
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Introduction 

Research overview and questions 

The overarching aim of this research is to demonstrate the value of treating regional police 

records, and in particular, the murder file, as material artefacts. By adopting an 

interdisciplinary approach using material culture, history and archival studies, the murder 

file has been mapped as it potentially moves through changing fields of cultural and legal 

meanings involving control of information, institutional and personal pride, resistance to 

regulation, memory and memorialisation of the victims. Research has connected the 

culture and working practices of detectives with the survival of an elite group of murder 

files in Local Record Offices (LROs). It has also challenged standard regional police force 

procedures of treating their records as regulated documents with a strict shelf life, and thus 

of little historical value. It seems these practices were, on occasions, ignored and during a 

specific period of time records were slipping through the bureaucratic net and transforming 

into historical texts with complex biographies.  

The research period has been defined by the dates of surviving murder files in LROs, the 

earliest of which are from the 1890s and the latest the 1990s. However, the main tranche 

falls between 1900 and the early 1980s. Research examined the triggers for the deposit of 

the murder file, and indeed all police records in LROs, which reached a zenith during a 

thirty-year period from the 1940s to 1970s, before appearing to fall away significantly. It 

specifically worked around the historical coalface in that it questioned the laying down of 

history, sitting at the intersection before which the police perceived no history but only 

working records, and after which researchers perceive archives.  

In order to explore these gaps in our knowledge and to define the biography of the murder 

file, research was framed by three questions: 

First, what can the presence of murder files in the LRO tell us about the perceived loss of 

regional policing history, and the effects of legislation, policing practices and technology 

on this loss? To answer this question the research also examined the role of the murder file 

and the wider police record in the writing of history and the narrative of crime. This 

question has been examined in Chapters 1 and 5. 

Second, how has the development of the role of the detective defined his culture and his 

attitude towards his work and his paperwork, and how has this culture contributed to the 

preservation of the murder file? Interviews with retired police officers, curators and 



 

13 

 

archivists as the files’ creators and users, along with surveys at LROs helped to expand on 

these, as yet, hidden narratives. This question has been examined in Chapters 2 and 3. 

Third, how can the murder file contribute towards our knowledge of collective memory, 

the link between memory and archives, and the unspoken ‘voice’ of the file in the archive? 

Again, interviews explored themes of fractured histories, institutional pride or resistance to 

change in the form of souvenirs, hoarding, mementos and the documented ‘saving’ of files 

from destruction at times of police force mergers. This question has been examined in 

Chapters 4 and 5. 

Within the wider context, research addresses a lacuna around the detailed study of the 

preservation of, and access to, police records and their importance in defining criminal 

justice history. This was a situation highlighted first by Philip Knights in his foreword to 

Ian Bridgeman and Clive Emsley’s 1989 survey of English and Welsh police archives, in 

which he described that police records contained ‘a wealth of information on the ordering 

and control of urban and rural life from the mid-nineteenth century, on the supervision of 

strikes and protest marches, the treatment of aliens, the impact of twentieth-century total 

war.’1 This is a point raised again by Stefania Bernini in the context of her work with the 

Metropolitan Police’s orphanage records:  

The last fifteen years have seen an increasing interest in the ‘social history’ of the English 

police and the daily reality of policing, particularly in the twentieth century. This growing 

body of research has showed the relevance of looking at police organisations in relation, 

not only to the history of criminology and the social justice system, but also the history of 

labour, and social relations in modern Britain.2   

Both concluded that the lack of knowledge of police archives still held by their respective 

forces, along with the failure to use them—or to be able to use them—by researchers, has 

contributed to the assumption that provincial forces were largely ‘clones’ of the 

Metropolitan Police. Being a clone is no criticism and to an extent, many were, but 

research which relies on the large quantity of material held at The National Archives 

(TNA) relating to the Metropolitan Police ignores the long and complex histories of 

regional forces. As such, an important part of the conclusion is a pragmatic response 

 
1 Ian Bridgeman and Clive Emsley, A guide to the archives of the police forces of England and Wales (The Police History 

Society, 1989), p.2. 

2 Stefania Bernini, "The Metropolitan and City Police Orphanage and the collective memory of the police community in 

London," in Giving the past a future: Preserving the heritage of the UK's criminal justice system, ed. C. Williams 
(London: Francis Boutle, 2004), p.33. 
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around the potential of ongoing research to support the future preservation of police 

records. 

The research scope has been shaped by two considerations or decisions, the first being 

around legislation. London’s Metropolitan Police, the City of London Police and—what is 

now Police Scotland—have been excluded because they were established under specific 

acts which subsequently influenced national archival policies. Conversely, regional police 

forces in England and Wales were formed as a consequence of a number of historical 

aberrations which resulted in the exclusion of these forces’ records from the Public 

Records Acts. This, then, has led to concentrating on the more vulnerable and less 

understood regional records of England and Wales. The second research decision was to 

use the murder file as a ‘paradigm artefact’ which, as such, could be representational of 

other categories of investigation, or groups of police files. They could, indeed, represent 

any organisational files with a contested history.  

The following section defines the murder file and provides a critical analysis and rationale 

for focusing on the murder file. 

What is a murder, what is a murder file and why murder? 

In English and Welsh law, murder falls under the umbrella of ‘homicide’ which refers to 

the act of killing one human being by another, regardless of whether the act is lawful or 

unlawful. Lawful acts of killing may occur in wartime or, historically, in the use of the 

death penalty; unlawful acts of killing include murder, manslaughter and infanticide. All 

acts of unlawful killing share the common concerns around the actus reus and the mens 

rea. The actus reus put simply is a ‘guilty act’—whether what was done was against the 

law, and the mens rea is a ‘guilty mind’—whether the person who committed the act 

intended its consequences. In their book on murder, Shani D’Cruz, Samantha Pegg and 

Sandra Walklake write that the classic and commonly agreed definition of murder remains 

that attributed to Sir Edward Coke (1552 to 1634), and which is embedded in the Crime 

against the Person Act 1861. This states that:  
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Murder is when a man of sound memory, and of the age of discretion, unlawfully killest 

within any county of the realm any reasonable creature in rerum natura under the King's 

peace, with malice aforethought, either expressed by the party or implied by law, so as 

the party wounded or hurt etc. die of the wound or hurt etc. within a year and a day after 

the same.3  

Although murder is the most serious crime that can be charged following a homicide, 

along with manslaughter it remains a ‘common law offence.’4 Requirements have, 

however, been established through case law to identify murder as a criminal offence and 

for a person to have committed a murder in the eyes of the law they must satisfy elements 

under the Actus Reus of murder.5  

The difference between murder and manslaughter lies in the understanding of ‘malice 

aforethought.’ Manslaughter is defined as the unlawful killing of another without malice 

implied or expressed and constructing motive is, therefore, key to the criminal trial. 

Manslaughter may be voluntary as a result of diminished responsibility, loss of control, or 

a suicide pact; or involuntary as a result of gross negligence, breaches in the duty of care or 

medical care. The offence of infanticide was created in 1922 under the Infanticide Act and 

is specifically for a woman who causes the death of her own child—who must be under 

twelve months old—and while ‘the balance of her mind was disturbed by reason of her not 

having fully recovered from the effects of giving birth to the child or by reason of the 

effect of lactation consequent upon the birth of her child.’6 The Homicide Act of 1957 

created a distinction between capital and non-capital murder, taking the first steps towards 

the abolition of the death penalty in Great Britain.7 In 1965 the Murder (Abolition of death 

penalty) Act suspended the death penalty in Great Britain, but not in Northern Ireland. It 

was not until 1969, however, that abolition of the death penalty was finally made 

permanent, though it remained in place until 1998 for the specific crimes of treason or 

piracy with violence. 

 
3 Shani D'Cruze, Sandra Walklate, and Samantha Pegg, Murder: Social and historical approaches to understanding 

murder and murderers (Devon: Willan, 2006), p.3. 

4 Common law in that they are offences derived from English custom and judicial precedent and, as such, have no legal 

definition in statute.  

5 Actus Reus may consist of conduct, result, a state of affairs or an omission. 

6 D'Cruze, Walklate, and Pegg, Murder: Social and historical approaches pp.5-6. 

7 The capital murder charge included the murder of a police or prison officer, murder during theft, during resist of arrest, if 

the defendant had committed previous murders, or for acts of treason or piracy with violence. 
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For the purposes of this research a murder file has been defined as a physical file, bundle 

or set of papers relating to a homicide—murder, manslaughter or infanticide—created 

during the investigation of the crime by either serving detectives or by other senior police 

officers within a police force. Files involving cases that go on to the prosecution phase are 

often identifiable by the naming of the file, for example ‘Rex v. Field and Gray,’ or ‘R. v. 

John Williams’.8 In one respect this definition focusing on a single file is contrived, in that 

the surviving file may have been part of a larger series of files or created for the removal of 

selected documents from the police force. Particularly from the early 1980s when murder 

or incident room procedures became much more choreographed, stratified and 

computerised, finding a ‘murder file’ is increasingly rare and this is an important issue that 

will be examined later in this thesis. It also needs to be stated that the presence of a murder 

file does not imply guilt—something that TNA make clear through their online 

catalogues.9 In some cases, however, a ‘not guilty’ verdict does not reprieve the defendant 

from entering the realms of notoriety, whether deserved or not. A case in point is that of 

the Eastbourne doctor, John Bodkin Adams, who will forever be associated with the mass 

murder of his patients although he was never actually convicted of murder.10 Files that 

have been collated retrospectively by individuals for personal or historical interest and do 

not include records from police force departments have been excluded, as have files 

relating to attempted murder or other serious crimes.  

In terms of the cultural significance of the investigation and trial of murder, the historian 

and lawyer Frederic Maitland wrote in 1911:  

If some fairy gave me the power of seeing a scene [...] the kind of scene that I would 

choose would be a trial for murder, because I think that it would give me so many hints as 

to a multitude of matters of the first importance.11 

 
8 Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA/10/51/1, Rex v. Field and 

Gray [murder], 1920; also: Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: 
SP/A/4/8/1-8, R. v. John Williams [murder], 1912. 

9 Many of TNA’s catalogue entries have the following codicil: ‘The naming of a defendant within this catalogue does not 

imply guilt.’ 

10 The investigation into Bodkin Adams was one in which Eastbourne Constabulary called on the services of the 

Metropolitan Police and their files can be found at TNA under MEPO 2/9785. The file was opened in 2003 as a result 
of a Freedom of Information request by Pamela Cullen in order to carry out research for her book: A stranger in blood: 
The story of Dr Bodkin Adams; the Eastbourne Constabulary files can be found at East Sussex Record Office under 
SP/A4/8/10-36 and are open. 

11 Herbert Albert Laurens Fisher, ed., The collected papers of Frederic William Maitland (The Cambridge University 

Press, 1981). 
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This is reflected in Ian Burney and Neil Pemberton’s description in Murder and the making 

of English CSI of the investigation as a ‘multi-stage drama,’ in that it draws from diverse 

levels of expertise, law and social culture.12 The crime of murder, Martin Innes suggests, 

deserves a special status and punishment because it is ‘constructed as a particularly 

heinous act that violates the fundamental principles of the sanctity of life.’13 Sir Lawrence 

Byford commented in his 1981 report on the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’ inquiry that homicide, and 

murder in particular, was regarded as the gravest of anti-social crimes and, as such, ‘the 

allocation of a very high level of police resources to its detection is seen both inside and 

outside the police service as fully justified.’14 This was a view supported by Her Majesty's 

Inspectorate of Constabulary which, in 2000, recommended that ‘because murder is the 

most serious of violent crimes, its thorough investigation is a fundamental police duty and 

should be recognised explicitly as a priority.’15 And yet commentators are also aware that 

this status may lead to a ‘disproportionate’ bias towards murder. In 1964, Terence Morris 

and Louis Blom-Cooper recorded that between 1900 and 1949 there were just under 7,500 

murders ‘known to the police’ in England and Wales, and suggested that the level of 

resources committed to a crime which occupied such an insignificant part of the time of the 

police, the courts and the penal system ‘would be absurd [...] if it were not for the special 

quality of murder and the character of the social reaction that criminal homicide 

provokes.’16 This was a view echoed by Byford, who recorded that the average police 

detection rate for homicide was in excess of ninety per cent, whereas the average detection 

rates for burglary was only twenty-nine per cent.17  

The modern police organisation is acutely aware that murder triggers intense public 

interest: ‘Few policing activities attract more attention than the investigation of offences of 

murder. The public expect such offences to be investigated thoroughly, to high 

professional standards and by officers who are skilled and experienced’.18 Byford 

described how this very public nature of murder had cultural implications for forces; in 

 
12 Ian Burney and Neil Pemberton, Murder and the making of English CSI (John Hopkins University Press, 2016), p.2. 

13 Martin Innes, Investigating murder: Detective work and the police response to criminal homicide, ed. Per-Olof H. 

Wikström, Clarendon Studies in Criminology, (Oxford University Press, 2003), p.27. 

14 Lawrence Byford, The Yorkshire Ripper case: Review of the police investigation of the case, Her Majesty's 

Inspectorate of Constabulary. (1981), p.24. 

15 Innes, Investigating murder pp.24-27. 

16 Terence Morris and Louis Blom-Cooper, A calendar of murder: Criminal homicide in England since 1957 (London: 

Michael Joseph, 1964), p.277. 

17 Byford, The Yorkshire Ripper case, p.24. 

18 Murder Investigation Manual, (Bedfordshire: The Association of Chief Police Officers and The National Centre for 

Policing Excellence, 2006), p.76. 
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particular, that unsolved murders ‘clearly touch the reputation of a particular force and of 

its senior detectives in a unique way so that the detection of a murder is a very important 

matter of local prestige.’19 Innes refers to the public’s consumption of this material: 

News presentations relay these types of narrative to us from the outside world, but death 

and violence of these kinds are also a staple ingredient of what we consume as 

entertainment. There is a general level of awareness within our culture about murder, 

murderers, and murder investigations, which is perhaps striking only in relation to how 

few of us are ever involved in such events in real life.20 

Indeed, wider public attention shines a spotlight on the outcomes of murder investigations 

to the extent that there are well-researched genres around crime in the form of ‘true crime,’ 

in addition to research around the public or media response to it.21 

This intense activity, along with the high public profile of the crime, may produce 

paperwork that in one respect could be seen as being more worthy of preservation than 

other administrative police records. And yet, conversely at the wider organisational level, 

murder files, and indeed all regional police records, are vulnerable in that they lack the 

legislative protection afforded to a number of other records created during the murder 

investigation, for example from the coroner’s office, the Director of Public Prosecutions or 

the Metropolitan Police; and this has resulted in their comparative rarity in the public 

domain.22 

The first reason for their vulnerability lies in the fact that regional police force records are 

not covered by the Public Records Acts of 1958 and 1967. The Acts apply to records 

created by government departments and agencies, boards and establishments under 

government departments, non-departmental and other public bodies, records of English and 

Welsh courts—including quarter sessions, magistrates and coroners’ courts—and records 

already in the Public Record Office.23 The acts do not cover, however, records of local 

authorities, universities, schools or regional police forces; it was not until much later 

 
19 Byford, The Yorkshire Ripper case, p.24. 

20 Innes, Investigating murder p.4. 

21 For example: Linda Stratmann, Gloucestershire murders, Sutton True Crime History, (Cheltenham: The History 

Press,, 2005). Serial killers and the media: The Moors Murders legacy by Ian Cummins (Author), Marian Foley 
(Contributor), Martin King (Contributor); Eamonnn Carrabine, Crime, culture and the media. 

22 From its establishment in 1829, the Metropolitan Police fell under the auspices of the Home Office and, as such, its 

records were public. In 2003, however, this public status ceased when responsibility for their records was transferred 
to the Mayor of London’s office. 

23 Rod Ward-Horner, Retention scheduling: 13. Public records held in Local Government and specialist local 

repositories, The National Archives, (2004), p.5. 
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towards the end of this research period, that sections 224 to 229 of the 1972 Local 

Government Act addressed the issue of preserving local authority records. This Act 

required authorities to ‘make proper arrangements with respect to any documents that 

belong to or are in the custody of the council of any of their officers,’ as well as ‘proper 

arrangements for those records which have enduring historical value and which should be 

kept by an established archive service.’24 Although there is an argument that the records of 

police authorities at least should have fallen under the Local Government Act in that the 

authority clerks were officers of the local council, generally the state of affairs remains that 

because provincial police forces are neither national institutions, nor are they legally part 

of local government, they slip through the nets of both the Public Records and the Local 

Government Acts.25 It is this lack of an applicable statutory framework which has left the 

records management of each police force in the hands of each chief constable, with 

predictably variable results.  

Regional organisational records, in general, were imbued with a second layer of 

vulnerability. In ‘Writing the record office,’ Margaret Procter and Elizabeth Shepherd 

describe the historically tenuous situation of LROs which they attribute to the decentralised 

nature of English local government. This ensured that local records would never, as has 

happened elsewhere, be brought together by a central, national agency. The absence of a 

national system, along with ‘a lack of legislative interest in archives in regions and 

localities,’ was not resolved until the 1962 Local Government (Records) Act which 

confirmed the legitimacy of local archives by enabling local authorities to acquire records 

and provide archival services.26 

The context described above demonstrates that files relating to murder, infanticide and 

manslaughter sit at the apex of a complex cultural, legal and professional network. This 

network is further nuanced by a strong moral and cultural prominence that the 

investigation of murder holds, not just for the detective but for the wider police 

organisation and the public. It also begins to demonstrate the potential binary nature of the 

 
24 "Local Government Act 1972 ss. 224-229,"  (UK: The Stationery Office; available at: 

http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/documents/information-management/local-government-act1972.pdf [accessed: 11 
Dec 2017]). 

25 L.A. Waters, Towards a records management policy for provincial forces in England and Wales, vol. PHS Monograph 

No. 4 (Police History Society, 1992). Police authorities were replaced by Police and Crime Commissioners in 2011, 
whose records are not public. Chris A. Williams and Clive Emsley, Police records archiving policy in Great Britain: 
interim report, The International Centre for the History of Crime, Policing and Justice (Milton Keynes: Policing and 
Justice The International Centre for the History of Crime, 2003), p.2. 

26 Margaret Procter and Elizabeth Shepherd, "Writing the record office," Archives and Records 34, no. 1 (2013), pp.2-6. 
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murder file: first as an organisational record, and second as a more personal artefact. This 

research will unpick the consequences of this dual aspect: as an organisational record it is 

anticipated that it is unlikely to move beyond the working environment into the public 

domain, though—particularly in the case of unsolved murder—it may be protected for long 

periods of time as a regulated document. In its second guise as a personal tool used by a 

detective to record his involvement in a case, its biography may be entirely different. 

Literature Review 

Themes begin to emerge from the above section: the material qualities of the murder files, 

the institutional organisation that generated them, the legal and cultural framework that 

sustained them, and the murder file’s archival afterlife. At times these themes can be 

interpreted through clearly defined disciplines such as organisational, social or criminal 

justice history and archival studies. At other times, however, in order to explore the 

relationship between detectives, their paperwork, their culture and the writing of history, 

interpretation will come from explicitly interdisciplinary fields such as memory and 

material culture studies. Daniel Miller writes of the ‘undisciplined’ nature of material 

culture, and this attribute will allow for a more intuitive examination of the life, liminality 

and protean nature of murder files.27 A definition of the discipline can be found in the first 

1996 issue of the Journal of Material Culture:  

The investigation of the relationship between people and things irrespective of time and 

space. The perspective adopted may be global or local, concerned with the past or the 

present, or the mediation between the two. Defined in this manner, the potential range of 

contemporary disciplines involved in some way or other in studying material culture is 

effectively as wide as the human and cultural sciences themselves.28 

There are a number of sub-fields of material culture which have been of relevance to the 

process of extracting the narrative of the murder file, how it interacted with the detective 

and how the detective interacted with it. The first of these was an ‘object-driven’ approach, 

a method described by Bernard Herman in The stolen house. This focuses on an 

understanding of how an object—or in Herman’s case, a house—related to the people and 

cultures who made and used it, and how its meaning may have changed through time and 

space.29 Object-driven research synthesises with a further material culture model: object 

 
27 Daniel Miller, ed., Material cultures: Why some things matter (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), p.4. 

28 Editorial of the first issue of the Journal of Material Culture, March 1996. 

29 Both object-driven and object-centered analysis were approaches developed by Bernard Herman: The stolen house 

(Virginia: University Press of Virginia, 1992). 
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biographies which, Karin Dannehl writes, take the form of ‘a story in an organised and 

structured fashion, starting at the beginning and ending at the end.’30 The process of the 

biography is also described by Igor Kopytoff:  

In doing the biography of a thing, one would ask questions similar to those one asks 

about people: What, sociologically, are the biographical possibilities inherent in its 

‘status’ and in the period and culture, and how are these possibilities realised? Where 

does the thing come from and who made it? What has been its career so far, and what do 

people consider to be an ideal career for such things? What are the recognised ‘ages’ or 

periods in the thing’s ‘life,’ and what are the cultural markers for them? How does the 

thing’s use change with its age, and what happens to it when it reaches the end of its 

usefulness?31 

Applying a material culture perspective to the murder file identifies several challenges to 

working with an object that is also a text. First, a number of key works such as Arjun 

Appadurai’s The social life of things: Commodities in cultural perspective, have tended to 

emphasise the commodification of artefacts through either exchange or gifts, circulation, 

selling or trading.32 Janet Hoskins acknowledges these earlier limitations of material 

culture studies in Biographical objects, writing, for example, that commodification is only 

one aspect of a wider range of different object ‘identities’ which may include talismans, art 

works, heirlooms, ancestral legacies or mementos.33 The murder file may, on occasions, 

narrowly fall into the realms of a commodity but, more importantly, it has the more 

fundamental status of a ubiquitous everyday utilitarian object: papers housed in a manila 

file. This duality has been identified by Andrea Pellegram in her chapter on office 

paperwork in Material cultures in which she highlights that the assumed commodification 

of an object really only applies once it is purposefully selected by those who will 

manipulate it. As such, she draws a distinction between things that are ‘meaningfully’ 

exchanged and things that are simply used: ‘It is difficult to use this model of commodity 

value in regard to a class of objects that is not selected but is available in what is virtually 

 
30 Karin Dannehl, "Object biographies: From production to consumption," in History and material culture: A student's 

guide to approaching alternative sources, ed. Karen Harvey (London: Routledge, 2017), p.124. 

31 Igor Kopytoff, "The cultural biography of things: Commoditisation as process," in The social life of things: Commodities 

in cultural perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge University Press, 1986), pp.66-67. 

32 Arjun Appadurai, ed., The social life of things: Commodities in cultural perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1986) 

33 Janet Hoskins, Biographical objects: How things tell the stories of people's lives (London and New York: Routledge, 

1998), p.74. 
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an endless supply at no cost for those who use it, such as paper in the office.’34 In the 

working life of the file, then, it is possible to identify high use value, but to speculate that 

this use value may be exchanged for other values once the file leaves active service at the 

end of the enquiry. 

The second absence is that authors of object biography studies have traditionally taken an 

anthropological approach, focusing on societies who, by their very nature, did not 

generally produce or collect documents. As such, few broach the materiality of the archive 

and Hoskins writes that ‘breaking up that comfortable symmetry’ was left to just a few.35 

In her paper, ‘Touching the void: Affective history and the impossible,’ Emily Robinson 

suggests that this neglect of the materiality of archives could be ascribed to the ‘hostility’ 

of ‘elitist’ historians with their ‘fetishisation’ of archives and of the written word over 

physical traces of the past. This, she argues, indicated an almost complete detachment from 

the material environment. Hugh Taylor, the archival scholar, concurs with this, suggesting 

that it was perhaps because documents were seen as simply providing reliable information 

in support of other material culture, that their materiality was invisible.36 At the time of his 

writing (2010), Robinson acknowledges that this imbalance was beginning to be addressed 

but that still ‘very little has engaged with the materiality of the archive itself.’37 For 

example, when the archaeologist, Ian Hodder, turned to the archive in 2012 he remains 

largely concerned with the use of documents to illuminate the ethnographic narrative of 

artefacts—rather than studying the actual biography of the document.38 Reasons have been 

given for this: in ‘Documents and bureaucracy’ Mathew Hull suggests that it was no 

coincidence that anthropologists were becoming interested in documents at what many 

observers saw as the ‘end of the paper era’39 Similarly, Peter Lester notes that this fresh 

interest was partially as a result of discussions around the ability of digitisation to capture 

the physical characteristics of an archive and the perceived ‘loss or gain of the original 

 
34 Andrea Pellegram, "The message in paper," in Material cultures: Why some things matter, ed. Daniel Miller (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1998), pp.109-10. 

35 Hoskins, Biographical objects: How things tell the stories of people's lives p.78. Hoskins gives examples of Elizabeth 

Edwards: Raw histories: Photographs, anthropology and museums (London: Berg, 2001); Ann Stoler, Carnal 
knowledge and imperial power: Race and the intimate in colonial rule  (Berkeley CA: University of California Press, 
2002); Shelly Errington, The death of authentic primitive art and other tales of progress (Berkeley CA: University of 
California Press, 1998). 

36 Hugh Taylor, "Heritage revisited: Documents as artifacts in the context of museums and material culture," Archivaria 

40 (1995), p.9. 

37 Emily Robinson, "Touching the void: Affective history and the impossible," Rethinking History 14, no. 4 (2010), p.506. 

38 Ian Hodder, "The interpretation of documents and material culture," in Sage Biographical Research, vol. 1, ed. John 

Goodwin (Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, 2012), p.394. 

39 Matthew Hull, "Documents and bureaucracy," Annual Review of Anthropology 41 (2012), p.260. 
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record’s “aura”.’40 It is the physical properties of the file as object that, research argues, 

contribute to its biographical journey from an assembly of working papers to a final 

deposit within an archive, sometimes via an unauthorised passage through private hands as 

a relic. 

One historian who applies an anthropological approach to the archive is Ann Stoler. In her 

2012 paper ‘On archival labor: Recrafting colonial history’ she writes that her task when 

working with archives is not to: 

engage in archival labour as an ‘extractive’ enterprise, but rather as an ‘ethnographic’ 

one. This latter enterprise attends to the densities and distribution in which these 

documents were produced, to their tone and temper, to how they moved to the logic of 

appending documents and accumulations, to what kinds of authorizations and what 

claims about causations such weighty dossiers served. In this venture to read ‘along the 

archival grain’ of colonial governance rather than against it, details and slips of the pen 

matter a lot.41 

Three years later in an interdisciplinary roundtable discussion filmed at City University of 

New York she argues that archives should be treated as a subject rather than a source, and 

her description of ‘archival seepage [...] between documents and people and other kinds of 

documents; so much other kind of material makes its way into the archive—pieces of hair, 

newspaper clippings,’ could be particularly relevant to murder files with their multiple 

meanings and complex construction of papers, photographs and items removed from the 

crime scene.42 The term ‘archival grain’ is also adopted by Natalie Zemon Davis in her 

foreword to Arlette Farge’s The allure of the archives, and is particularly significant as it is 

Farge's research into police archives that is being discussed: ‘Farge read these police 

records with and against the grain: for the legal narrative of accuser and accused, but also 

for what was revealed beyond that narrative.’43 Davis describes Farge’s passion for 

accessing the physical archive: ‘Marginal notations missed by the camera, the signatures 

cut off, the paper not available to the touch, the bindings unseen. The parchment bracelets 

and the strange sack of seeds that Farge found among the documents are missing from the 

 
40 Peter Lester, "Of mind and matter: The archive as object," Archives and Records 39, no. 1 (2018), p.76. 

41 Ann Laura Stoler, "On archival labor: Recrafting colonial history" (paper presented at the The Ketelaar Lecture, The 

Hague, 2011), p.3. 

42 Production of History Working Group. "Encounters in the archives: A transdisciplinary discussion with Ammiel Alcalay, 

Amy Chazkel, John Collins, Carole McGranahan, Ann Stoler, Gary Wilder and Julie Skurski"  (Video), Vimeo, 2012, 
available at https://vimeo.com/52256682. 

43 Arlette Farge, The allure of the archives [Le gout de l'archive ], trans. Natalie Zemon Davis and Thomas Scott-Railton 

(Yale University Press, 2015), p.xi. 
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digital world.’44 Like Farge, Robinson writes that the sensory power of the physical 

document and being able to touch or ‘savour’ the ‘perfume’ is an area that requires greater 

analysis.45 Referring to an exhibition held at the Musée des Beaux-Arts de la Ville de Paris, 

Lester considers the historic and often beautiful documents displayed alongside three-

dimensional artefacts. In addition to being sources of information he suggests that they 

were also ‘objects, with tangible, physical qualities which can elicit and stimulate both 

cognitive and sensory responses.’46 Like Lester, Richard Lehane is an archival scholar. His 

‘Documenting sites of creation’ considers the imbuing of documents such as diplomas, 

wills or family bibles with important secondary meanings which transforms them into 

cherished possessions.47 In the context of the organisational record, Pellegram discusses 

the ‘overt’ and ‘latent’ messages found in the paperwork of a local government 

department. Overt messages may refer to the ‘office-style’—letterheads, types of paper, 

language used; the latent message, however, she defines as ‘incidental:’ The incidental 

response is ‘an emotional and primitive response that provides a sensory stimulus and is 

characterised by unformed perceptions and assumptions: it is what “seems right” or “feels 

wrong” in the social and material context of a situation.’48  

These works are an important consideration for the murder file with the unspoken or tacit 

knowledge it contains, and for the cultural relationship that the detective had with his 

paperwork which has been described, during his working life as, at best detached and at 

worst deleterious.49 This relationship has been documented by Chris Williams in his study 

on police control systems. He examines police bureaucracies and concludes that: 

‘Paperwork—usually a dirty word in the context of modern policing discourse—is usually 

invisible work, publicly revealed only in crisis and described largely in terms of ritualistic 

condemnation.’50 "Similarly, Dick Hobbs, writing from an anthropological perspective in 

his examination of the work of detectives in London's East End, devotes sections of his 

book to ‘Paper’ and ‘Dangerous paper.’ In these, he suggests that, for the detective, 

 
44 Ibid., p.xvi. 

45 Robinson, Touching the void, p.504. 

46 Lester, Of mind and matter, p.74. 

47 Richard Lehane, "Documenting sites of creation," Archives and Manuscripts 40, no. 3 (2012). 

48 Pellegram, "The message in paper," p.112. 

49 It is important to add a codicil at this point. Throughout most of the chapters the detective has frequently been referred 

to in the third person as ‘he.’ This is not in any way intended to be discriminatory, but a reflection that until the Sex 
Discrimination Act of 1975 the majority of detectives, with very rare exceptions, were male. 

50 Chris A. Williams, Police control systems in Britain, 1775 to 1975: From parish constable to national computer 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014), p.8. 
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paperwork could always wait and that ‘predictably officers make great play of the 

irrelevance of much paperwork and the boredom entailed in carrying out administrative 

duties.’51 

Research which may illuminate the relationship that the detective had with his murder file 

in its later life, when it may have survived and found its way into the public domain is—for 

a number of complex reasons—harder to find, although in some respects this is covered by 

material culture and object biographies. To address this challenge, research will establish 

that, for the detective, the file may be connected to loss of identity, memory, mementos, 

souvenirs and possibly resistance to change. For example, while studies have been carried 

out around souvenirs, but these are frequently associated with tourism; for example, 

Michael Hitchcock and Ken Teague’s edited volume, Souvenirs: The material culture of 

tourism which examines themes of authenticity, identity, consumption and 

commodification.52 In the context of the criminal justice system, Eleanor Conlin Casella’s 

paper: ‘Endless Privations: Archaeological perspectives on penal heritage’ poses that the 

illicit stowing of items creates a material fabrication with the interplay of three distinct 

modes of social power: domination, resistance, and ultimately, negotiation.53 In ‘Photo 

mementos: Designing digital media to represent ourselves at home,’ Daniela Petrelli, 

Simon Bowen and Steve Whitttaker employ a ‘memory tour’ of the home to examine 

mnemonic objects.54 In ‘Loss and material culture in South London,’ Daniel Miller and 

Fiona Parrott utilise material culture in their study of the ways in which a community deals 

with experiences of separation and loss through their relationship with objects.55 Miller 

continues his exploration of the juxtapositioning between domestic objects and people in 

Stuff, particularly his chapter: ‘A matter of life and death.’56 Of more relevance to the 

detective’s later life relationship with his file is Christine Wall’s paper ‘Something to show 

for it: The place of mementoes in women's oral histories of work,’ which uniquely 

positions the workplace souvenir as a 'mnemonic' for retirees. Wall’s oral history project 

 
51 Dick Hobbs, Doing the business: Entrepreneurship, the working class, and detectives in the East End of London 
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employs the workplace souvenir as a mnemonic when inteviewing retired and employed 

bank workers, teachers and rail workers.57  

Such research demonstrates a growing intersection not just between material culture and 

archives, but between material culture, history and memory studies, in contrast to earlier 

works which were far less convinced of a relationship between memory and history. In 

1989, for example, Pierre Nora was compartmentalising the two, writing:   

Memory is life, borne by living societies found in its name. It remains in permanent 

evolution, open to the dialectic of remembering and forgetting, unconscious of its 

successive deformations, vulnerable to manipulation and appropriation, susceptible to 

being long dormant and periodically revived. History, on the other hand, is the 

reconstruction, always problematic and incomplete, of what is no longer [...] At the heart 

of history is a critical discourse that is antithetical to spontaneous memory. History is 

perpetually suspicious of memory, and its true mission to suppress and destroy it.58  

Robinson suggests that the reason for the erection of this ‘discreet but sturdy barrier’ was 

the fact that collective memory was considered affective and sensory, yet history was 

critical and dispassionate. She poses, however, that this barrier was ‘thinner than it might 

appear.’59 The emergence of oral history, with seminal works such Paul Thompson’s The 

voice of the past was certainly one key factor in the process of breaking down barriers 

between memory and history.60 And yet, despite his reservations, Nora himself provides a 

bridge between collective memory, material culture and history through his theory of les 

lieux de mémoires—sites or places of memory. Nora defines such sites as ‘the remains or 

embodiments of a memorial consciousness that has barely survived in a historical age that 

calls out for memory because it has abandoned it,’ citing as examples archives, libraries, 

dictionaries, museums and heritage sites.61  

In his paper ‘The past that archives keep’ Brien Brothman poses that archival practice 

should become more integrated with memory. He examines, for example, the model of 

‘records continuum’ which emphasises ‘the possibility of the simultaneous use of records 

 
57 Christine Wall, "Something to show for it: The place of mementoes in women's oral histories of work" (paper presented 

at the Rethinking labour: Labour, affect and material culture conference, University College Dublin, 18-20 Apr 2008). 

58 Pierre Nora, "Between memory and history: Les lieux de mémoire," Representations 26 (1989), pp.8-9. 
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for business, corporate memory, and social memory.’62 Ultimately Brothman argues, that 

archivists need to understand that ‘records are cognitive artifacts as much as evidential 

artifacts.’63 Archival material as a site of memory also resonates with the argument of 

Lehane’s paper discussed above, which explores the loss of narratives and breaking the 

material culture link when archives are removed from their place of creation to a record 

office. In the context of the corporate record, and relevant to the preservation of murder 

files, Lehane poses that the archivist should establish: ‘What is kept in the bottom drawer? 

What lies hidden between two books on a shelf? What files did a company send downstairs 

into the mouldy basement? Which computer files were stored encrypted or in a hidden 

folder?’64  

Such research illustrates that archive studies are increasingly recognising the agency 

of, and narrative around records; an agency which takes them beyond simple sources 

of information.65 In support of a more flexible approach to the archive, Brothman 

highlights the problems of the traditional life cycle model of records described, for 

example, by Waters: they have a current period when the records have a maximum 

administrative value; at this stage they need to be most readily accessible to the staff; 

after this comes a semi-current period for some material during which the record has 

a reduced primary value but must still be retained; the final stage is that the record 

becomes non-current; it no longer has a primary value but may have a secondary or 

research value—if retained for that secondary value the record can be classed as 

‘archival.’66 Brothman argues that given that the lifecycle model describes a 

progression, it is actually not cyclical but linear, and that it consigns archival records 

to a marginal role in contemporary organisations, institutions, and society. He writes: 

Its unidirectional character, which implies clearly discernible beginnings, successive 

stages, and an identifiable terminal phase, has prevented archivists from thinking 

seriously about some alternative, admittedly trickier, but potentially more useful, helical, 

circular, epicyclical representations of cycles entailing ideas of social reproduction, 

recurrence, and repetition, and ambiguous origins and endings. Embodying an organic 
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model of succession and aging, the conventional life cycle offers a prime example of a 

metaphor trapping its users. The life cycle has suited records management well. 

Unfortunately, the metaphorical placement of records in a life cycle begins to lose 

conceptual coherence with the approach of the archival stage.67 

It is because of this that he examines alternatives to conceptualising models and 

approaches such as ‘records continuum,’ noted above. 

Marc Ventresca and John Mohr turn to network theories for their model of ‘new 

archivalism,’ writing that archival materials pertaining to organisations can and 

should be treated as data to be analysed in order to ‘understand the configurational 

logics that tie these various elements together into organisational activity.’68 New 

archivalism, developed in response to the challenges of harvesting digital data, is 

valid for this research in that it moves the emphasis away from the ‘historiographical 

tradition’ in order to question and establish patterns and trends around collections of 

primary sources. For example, patterns of deposits may establish whether quantities 

of police records entering LROs or local archives increased or reduced during 

specific periods of time.  

The police have always been at the front line of computerisation, and since the 1980s 

archival studies have examined the impact of increasing automation and 

computerisation, not only on the creation of paper records, but on the preservation of 

information for the future writing of history. The wider narrative is that earlier 

technologies such as typewriters, photocopiers, fax machines or word processors 

were responsible for an exponential increase in paper records during the twentieth 

century. This phenomenon is addressed by Elizabeth Shepherd in her paper ‘Records 

management in Britain: A review of some developments in professional principles 

and practice.’69 A reaction to this was the formalisation and centralisation of records 

management with an increase in registries or record management departments. The 

introduction of computerisation and digital technologies led to a parallel desire to 

achieve the ‘paperless office.’ A review of the journals of the Business Archives 

Council acts as a useful indicator in that they chart the appearance of office 
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technologies introduced to achieve this aim. For example, the use of magnetic tapes 

or discs, both floppy and hard, word processing and message-switching systems by 

1984; the advent of the microchip, the optical disk, desk-top computing, local 

networks and electronic mail by 1988; and by 1992 the optical disk—the laser-read 

CD—was still viewed as the most efficient means of storing digital records.70 Such 

examples do not necessarily provide analysis of the effects of computerisation on the 

preservation of information, nor on the longer term effects on our ability to access 

the historical record. By 1995, over ten years after the period covered by this 

research, computerisation remained an outstanding concern. A review of a second 

edition of the Records Management Handbook—then a key handbook for 

professional records managers—commenting that: 

A central question for today's records manager is the management and control of 

electronic records. The Handbook raises relevant questions on this topic, but these are 

scattered throughout the volume, with issues raised but never fully explored. For 

example, the questions of technological obsolescence, and the identification of electronic 

record copies are raised but not answered.71 

By 1997 the Business Archives Council journals begin to reflect an emerging narrative of 

the risk of technical obsolescence; for example, Jean Lewis’ paper describes the outcomes 

of the Land Securities digitisation project: 

However, a few years down the line during which the pilot study was neither further 

developed nor abandoned, several flaws in the system had become apparent. Once the 

disks were sixty per cent full, retrieval slowed down to a crawl. Another retrieval problem 

was the fact that the only index term was a folder reference. Most alarmingly, it was 

discovered in 1994 that the disks being used were no longer manufactured. By 1995 an 

upgrade to the system demanded serious consideration.72 

In his 1993 paper ‘Electronically generated records and twentieth century history’ Ronald 

Zweig quotes the American Committee on the Records of Government: ‘The danger of 

losing historically valuable records is greatly increased by the changeover to electronic 
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recordkeeping.73 Zweig examines the potential effects of electronic record keeping on 

future research, particularly relating to government records, and identifies a number of 

technical and cultural problems. He cites software and hardware dependency with technical 

obsolescence of digital records; the practice of encrypting sensitive digital records—with 

the associated risk of the loss of the encryption keys; the reliance on independent 

workstations or word processors which stored files on floppy disks which, for a time, could 

only be given an eight character DOS title that subsequently becomes meaningless and, 

lastly, the longevity of media such as magnetic tape which rarely survived beyond ten 

years.74 Zweig suggests culturally governments were more likely to have invested in 

manual registries, to be replaced later by computerised records, in departments where the 

perceived importance of the subjects was high.75 Conversely, they tended to give their 

archives low policy and budgetary priority meaning that stored paper records were often 

relatively safe. The inherent longevity of paper was magnified by the traditional guardians 

of records—registry officers, librarians and filing clerks—who were often ‘too-zealous 

guardians of conventional paper records.’ With the advent of electronic records and 

centralised computing services this guardianship shifted to system operators and managers 

of computing services, professions who were ‘not known for sentimentality or their interest 

in records that they have never seen or handled.’76 Zweig’s final analysis of the perceived 

longer-term effects on access to the historical record is that, with an increasing awareness 

of the issues, the advantages of working with digital records will match, if not outweigh 

the disadvantages. His generally optimistic overview, however, is forward looking and 

does not necessarily respond to his main concern that, as a consequence of this progression 

of technology, there will remain irreparable retrospective gaps in the historical record. 

Moving from the preservation of the government record to the police record, there was a 

significant period of research activity around the state and preservation of police archives 

between 1989 and 2006. In 1989, with funding and support from the Economic and Social 

Research Council and the Open University, Ian Bridgeman and Clive Emsley completed 

their extensive survey of archival material still then held by police forces in England and 

Wales.77 Along with its supporting foreword, the published report highlighted a number of 

 
73 Ronald W. Zweig, "Electronically generated records and twentieth century history," Computers and the Humanities 27, 

no. 2 (1993). 

74 Ibid., pp.74-76. 

75 Ibid., p.74. 

76 Ibid., p.75. 

77 Bridgeman and Emsley, A guide to the archives of the police forces of England and Wales. 
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key concerns: how little was known about these archives which were often held in a state 

of stasis in store; although often carefully guarded by retired police officers who had the 

passion for their task, they had little access to the necessary know-how or certainly the 

funding to care for them properly; the low chance of accessing them for research; their 

vulnerability in the face of police cuts to staff and budgets; the lack of formal policing 

policy around their retention or transfer to LROs or around policies for identifying future 

records of historic interest. This work remains an important research baseline for 

evidencing the state of police museums and archives at a given moment in time.  

In 1992 an advisory booklet published by the Police History Society was sent to all police 

forces.78 In the light of the 1989 report this set out a clear list of objectives for establishing 

a records management policy, with sections on creating a retention schedule and ‘What to 

archive.’ The guide cited the collections policy of the Metropolitan Police—who have an 

extensive archive—and places ‘a high archival value on policy files, details of new 

equipment, methods, organisational structures and units, major crime, major disasters, 

major incidents and cases of exceptional contemporary public interest.’79 The importance 

placed on records relating to major crime and incidents supports the focus of this thesis on 

using the murder file as a paradigm artefact. In terms of the longevity of the Police History 

Society guidance it has quickly become obsolete and superseded by a raft of force in-house 

policies which seem to make no reference to it. In addition, in 2006 the first overriding 

guide on force records management: The Management of Police Information (MoPI) was 

published, and the potential consequences of this will be examined in more detail in 

Chapter 5.80 In response to both the Police History Society’s guidance and the earlier 1989 

survey, in 2003 Chris Williams and Emsley undertook a follow-up survey to ‘test whether 

or not Lord Knights's plea had been noted and acted upon in the intervening 13 years.’81 

They record four key findings from the survey results: first, only about a third of 

respondents had archiving policies that made provision for ‘weeding and preservation of 

items of historical interest for indefinite retention;’ second, that ownership of records was 

often held by the semi-autonomous force departments and they, rather than the force, 

controlled access to and disposal of records. This second point will be key in 
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understanding the survival of the murder file which was invariably ‘owned’ by C.I.D. The 

third point was that only ten per cent of respondents stated that they appreciated the wide 

variety of material that may be of intereset to future historians—undoubtedly a difficult 

concept to understand. Referring back to Zweig above, the last finding that Williams and 

Emsley highlight is that only four per cent of respondents showed some level of 

appreciation of the issues surrounding the preservation of electronic records. 

As part of an ‘ongoing collective effort concerning the preservation and dissemination of 

the historical records and artefacts of the UK's criminal justice system’ in 2004 the Open 

University held a conference, with the presented papers forming the content of an edited 

volume: Giving the past a future: Preserving the heritage of the UK’s crimnal justice 

system.82 Although largely represented by papers from police force museums or archives; 

for example, the West Midlands Police Museum, Wales Police Museum; there were papers 

from the Galleries of Justice and fire service museums. The conference coincided with the 

publication of the Bichard Enquiry following the murders of Holly Wells and Jessica 

Chapman, and Williams describes how one of its key findings supported the aims of the 

conference: 

Many or most police forces in England and Wales had given information management a 

very low priority during the 1990s […] Bichard's conclusions serve as a reminder that the 

proper handling, collation, and preservation of information is far from being the 

unnecessary distraction from ‘real’ police work that politicians of all stripes persist in 

calling it. Instead, it is one of the most important tasks that any part of the criminal justice 

system performs: it is what transforms it from a collection of individuals, however well 

equipped, trained and motivated they  may be, into an institution.83 

In 2006 twenty essays resulting from papers presented at a conference organised by 

Liverpool University’s Centre for Archive Studies were published in an edited volume: 

Political pressure and the archival record.84 Essays included use of records as a tool of 

government; destruction of records as a political act; effects of corruption or ideology on 

the record; secrecy and accountability; and the nature and use of records resulting from 

repressive policies. It also included a paper from Williams and Emsley: ‘Beware of the 
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Leopard? Police archives in Great Britain.’85 There has been a more recent resurggence of 

interest in criminal justice history, this time through the lens of public history; for example, 

Laura Allan’s 2010 PhD thesis ‘Public history of the UK criminal justice system;’ or 

Daniel Johnson’s 2019 PhD thesis: ‘Spectacles of punishment: Representations of poverty 

and punishment in British prison museums.’86  

Having mapped the research landscape around material culture, archives and collective 

memory, the following section provides an evaluation of the final link: a review of 

historical studies of policing and the historiography of policing. 

Generally, the majority of historical studies of policing emerged after the 1970s, before 

which it was a narrow field largely dominated during the 1940s and 1950s by Charles 

Reith.87 His works were more of a personal manifesto in which he pitted the ‘kin’ or 

Anglo-Saxon police system against the continental ruler-appointed ‘gendarmerie.’ Emsley 

writes that these accounts probably tell the reader more about Reith, the son of a Victorian 

doctor and a man who had been a tea and rubber planter and an officer in the Indian army, 

than it does about police systems in general.88 Arch Harrison describes the works of writers 

such as Reith and later T.A. Critchley as genuflections ‘before the Peelian altar’ with 

thanks given to the foresight of the ancient Anglo-Saxons.89 Both Reith and Critchley are 

prime examples of orthodox or teleological histories whereby, before the evolution of the 

‘new police,’ it was assumed that ‘bucolic communities policed themselves in an 

environment driven by consensual ardour.’90 Robert Reiner writes that such accounts: 
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operated within a framework of palpably conservative assumptions in that the police were 

seen as an inevitable and unequivocally beneficent institution, a cornerstone of national 

pride, which had been developed by English pragmatic genius as a response to fearsome 

threats to social order and civilised existence.91   

This stance could have been due in part to these writers being, as Harrison describes it, 

‘diplomatic historians,’ as many of them had vested interests as former civil servants or 

policemen.92   

From the 1970s the teleological view began to be challenged by the emergence of a set of 

critical or revisionist works such as those of Robert Storch or David Philips.93 The result, 

Tim Newburn writes, was a much richer history of policing arrangements, and one that was 

able to ‘grasp the extraordinary story of increasing police legitimacy during the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries while allowing for the fact that the power of the police is 

always contested.’94 Revisionists saw the police as a means—together with associated 

reforms of criminal procedure, punishment, social policy and political representation—of 

maintaining the dominance of a ruling class against the interests and opposition of the 

various sections of the working class, who constituted the majority of the population.95 

Reiner posits that this revisionist interpretation has itself more recently been challenged by 

research which suggested that both the traditional and the early revisionist accounts 

embodied questionable assumptions and, as a result, a more balanced picture of police 

development was emerging.96 In terms of this research, earlier orthodox policing histories, 

if they mention it at all, see the formation of regional police forces as the product of the 

application of an urban—specifically a Metropolitan—model which, as discussed above, 

was far from the situation and exacerbated by the much larger quantity of material 

available to historians on the Metropolitan Police. David Churchill’s PhD thesis traces the 

evolution of local policing arrangements and he comments:  
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Surprisingly there is hardly a glut of work [around] crime and policing in the great 

Victorian provincial cities. This is an important deficiency in the literature, as such places 

often had extensive police provision before the new police arrived, and therefore 

experienced distinctive processes of police reform and practice.97  

Later works begin to acknowledge and correct this imbalance with a distinct group of 

histories emerging influenced by the social sciences and social history. These include, for 

example, Joanne Klein’s Invisible men; Michael Banton’s The policeman in the community 

and Carolyn Steedman’s Policing the Victorian community.98 These works differ in that 

they act as correctives to those earlier London-centric accounts, concentrating instead on 

the otherwise invisible ‘bobby on the beat,’ or giving the police officer a voice through the 

use of interviews, or through accessing the records of regional police forces held at LROs. 

Anthropologically grounded work such as Malcolm Young’s An inside job: Policing and 

Police Culture in Britain employed the use of a reflexive style of ethnography and 

participant observational fieldwork. The title reflects that research was carried out whilst 

he was still working as a police officer.99 

As with regional forces, research covering the history of the detective or criminal 

investigation departments was also neglected; Barbara Weinberger could write in 1995 

that: 

there has been little historical work on the detective branch of policing, researchers 

having been kept at bay by the secrecy in which the records are shrouded.  Full 

knowledge of the work of the detective branch has also been withheld from other 

departments within the police organisation. Furthermore, the CID made a virtue of its 

secret mode of operation.100 

Historians have long drawn attention to this research imbalance between uniformed police 

and detectives. Belton Cobb noted it back in 1957, J.M. Beattie also points to the fact that 

of the two facets of British policing, surveillance and detection or prosecution, only 

surveillance has a long history, and both Tim Newburn and Bob Morris observe that 
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criminal investigation has received sparse academic scrutiny in their respective chapters in 

the Handbook of criminal investigation.101 Haia Shpayer-Makov poses that this lack of 

attention was an outcome of the fact that detectives were a small, occupational group that 

did not play a role in industrial struggles or the trade-union movement and, as such, were 

largely neglected by labour historians.102 However, as Weinberger suggests above, it was 

also to do with secrecy and the control of information. This imbalance has more recently 

been addressed with the emergence of a number of works; for example, in 2006 Emsley 

and Shpayer-Makov’s Police detectives in history; and in 2011 Shpayer-Makov went on to 

publish a further history. She describes her aims in this later work as filling several 

research voids by firstly integrating the social and cultural histories of detectives, and 

secondly by examining the investigative processes and the impacts that changes in the 

criminal justice system have had on detective work. Both the works of Shpayer-Makov and 

Morris contain rare sections on the history of regional detection of relevance to this 

research. Apart from Morris’ chapter on the history of criminal investigation which covers 

a monumental time span from the beginnings of the Metropolitan Police right up to the 

point of the book’s publication in 2007, the majority of detective histories either 

concentrate on the nineteenth century, for example Belton Cobb, or end in the early or 

mid-twentieth century. Another anthropologically grounded work, this time concentrating 

specifically on the London detective was published by Hobbs in 1988.103 With the passing 

of time these ethnographic works are transforming into something more in that they 

provide rare insight into a late modern history of detection and have been important for this 

research. 

A further group of policing histories have emerged which employ memory. Here, both 

Paul Lawrence and Shpayer-Makov examine the phenomenon of detective memoirs, which 

has informed an aspect of research in Chapter 4 in that it feeds into narratives of 

professional pride, potential hoarding or souvenir keeping.104 Elsewhere, the use of oral 
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histories has been employed to better understand the memories and cultures of police 

officers; for example Weinberger’s extensive oral history project: The best police in the 

world: An oral history of English policing from the 1930s to the 1960s.105 Weinberger 

describes her main research objects as first, to fill a gap on policing historiography that 

usually ended with the First World War; second to better understand the police’s views of 

the priorities of their job and the aspects they considered most important; and third to test 

the thesis that the years from the 1930s to 1960s were a ‘Golden Period’ when the police 

and the public felt that the police were the ‘best in the world.’ Weinberger includes a 

chapter on interviews she undertook with detectives from C.I.D. which, as with the work of 

Hobbs above, has provided an important analysis of attitudes to their work and 

relationships with uniformed colleagues. Georgina Sinclair interviewed ex-colonial police 

officers for her research on policing of the British Empire, and Louise A. Jackson 

conducted interviews with female officers when writing Women Police.106 There are 

pitfalls with interviewing police officers as Lawrence points out in his book chapter: ‘“Cop 

culture”? The oral and written life-histories of English police officers.’ First, despite much 

police work—even detective work—being routine or boring, police officers often display a 

desire to entertain. Lawrence writes that this serves a number of functions for the police in 

that it helps to ‘sustain enthusiasm and bolster feelings of self-worth.’ Second, senior 

officers may already have a public persona which may frame the parameters of the 

interview in that they may not wish to reveal details which would conflict with this public 

persona.107 These pitfalls have been further discussed under the methodological design 

below. 

The literature review which has drawn together the strands of current research 

demonstrates the emergence of a number of convergences in this interdisciplinary project. 

For example: the interpretation of archives as objects with biographies or hidden messages; 

the interrogation of criminal justice archives for policies around their selection or 

destruction; the anthropological study of detectives to illuminate their cultures; 

historiographies of policing histories; the interpretation of police museums or criminal 

 
Police detectives in history: 1750-1950, ed. Clive Emsley and Haia Shpayer-Makov (Burlington: Ashgate Publishing 
Company, 2006). 

105 Weinberger, The best police in the world. 

106 Georgina Sinclair, At the end of the line: Colonial policing and the imperial endgame, 1945-80 (Manchester University 

Press, 2010); Louise A. Jackson, Women police: Gender, welfare and surveillance in the twentieth century 
(Manchester University Press: 2012). 

107 Paul Lawrence, "'Cop culture'? The oral and written life-histories of English police officers," (n.d.): p.5. 

http://www.academia.edu/6383348/Cop_Culture_-_The_Oral_and_Written_Life_Histories_of_English_Police_Officers 



 

38 

 

justice collections or surveys of online catalogues to discover patterns around criminal 

justice records. However, a project that brings these elements together to create a 

homogenous perspective of the liminal police record by uncovering its culture as it moves 

from space to space and from meaning to meaning has not been done. Understanding the 

biographies of murder files or, for that matter any police file, is crucial in providing not 

just a deeper knowledge of the effects of legislation and cultural perceptions of the record 

during the research period, but for how best to protect records in order to ensure there 

continues to be a source of material for criminal justice histories. Dormant or stored 

records can only be transformed into sources of history when they become accessible for 

interpretation. 

Research design and methodology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig I.1: Venn diagram illustrating the triangulation of research methods and how these span the disciplines of 
history, material culture and archival practice. Diagram by Angela Sutton-Vane 

The literature review ranged across disciplinary perspectives and methods used in previous 

research, setting up the framework for this research which will be interdisciplinary in that 

it integrates methods from material culture, history and archival studies. Fig I.1 above 

demonstrates the principal research methods which have been used to span this 

interdisciplinarity to triangulate findings: critical analysis of primary and textual sources; 
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surveys and fieldwork; and semi-structured one-to-one interviews or questionnaires. The 

Encyclopaedia of research design describes triangulation as: 

the practice of using a number of sources of data or multiple approaches to analyse data 

to enhance the credibility of a research study and for the study of complex phenomena. It 

is particularly associated with qualitative research methods and may typically involve 

examining data from interviews, focus groups, written archives, or other sources.108  

Triangulation may not necessarily lead to a single truth ‘as there are multiple constructions 

of truth;’ instead it can be viewed as a tool for enriching ‘the process of enquiry and to 

allow multiple perspectives to emerge,’ with divergent results directing the researcher to a 

deeper appreciation for the multidimensionality of the research question and point to new 

avenues of inquiry. Triangulation may also enable researchers to minimise the biases 

inherent in using a single research approach.109 The encyclopaedia also provides counter 

arguments around the possible limitations of triangulation: it may not actually reduce bias, 

for example, if data comes from a common source; there may be conflicting or divergent 

results; novice researchers may struggle to interpret such conflictions; and it can be time-

consuming and expensive. The following sections will examine how two of the 

triangulation research methods, surveys and interviews, were conducted. 

Surveys 

Surveys were used to identify records, whether online or physical documents. The survey 

strategy identified four areas of activity:  

i. Mapping of police collections containing murder files: 

In order to begin to identify the main collections of police records held by LROs and 

those collections which potentially held murder files, one database, TNA Discovery, 

was used as it allowed access to 2,500 archives across the UK. It was also felt at this 

early stage of large-scale data collection that greater consistency would be achieved in 

terms of uniformity of key search terms and types of data fields. Although TNA 

Discovery is a single index of material it is not static content and TNA describe it thus: 

 

 

 
108 Neil J. Salkind, ed., Encyclopedia of research design, Sage Research Methods (California: Sage, 2010), pp.1539-40 

109 Ibid. 
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A search of Discovery is not a federated search snaking out across multiple archive 

catalogue systems. It is searching a single index of material held here in our HMC 

Admin system and across a separate database of National Archives records. But it is 

also not static content [...] hundreds of UK archives report what they have collected 

each year and key index data is manually added to the system. [In addition] the 

Manage Your Collections system allows archives to upload catalogue descriptions to 

Discovery and edit data already in the system.110 

The research sampling strategy was first to identify English and Welsh LROs holding 

substantial collections of regional police records and then to narrow this down to those 

collections containing murder files. As discussed earlier in this section, a murder file 

has been used generically to cover all homicide files: murder, infanticide and 

manslaughter. Collections of regional police force records were identified by broad 

keyword searches such as ‘constabulary’ or ‘police.’ Once potential collections were 

identified main groups of catalogue prefixes were noted; for example, CJP is the prefix 

employed by Cheshire Archives and Local Studies (CALS) to identify their collection 

from Cheshire Constabulary, or SPA is used by ESRO for its Sussex Police collection. 

Searching under these prefixes for ‘murder’ or ‘homicide’ or ‘crime’ excluded more 

random finds such as true crime, drama or records relating to solicitors, coroners or 

private enquiries. These searches initially identified 137 online records which appeared 

to relate to murder cases, and this data was entered onto an Excel spreadsheet along 

with information such as access status, or corresponding records held by other archives. 

At this point surveys moved to individual LRO online catalogues in order to drill down 

and be more certain of types of crimes. The table in Fig I.2 below demonstrates that out 

of the 137 online records, 103 were identified as sets of files relating to police murder 

investigations sitting across eleven LROs. Of the remaining thirty-four, thirty-one were 

discounted as they were found to be unexplained sudden deaths, attempted murders, 

unsubstantiated murder investigations or bulk files not individually catalogued; and a 

further three related to historic murder cases which were not collected by police forces 

or officers but by an individual with a personal interest in the case.111  

 

 

 
110 Email from TNA Digital Development Manager to Angela Sutton-Vane dated 13 March 2019. 

111 For example: Southampton Archives holds an unknown quantity of uncatalogued ‘C.I.D. case files;’ SC/P/21. 
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 Archive 
Modern police 
force and main 
cat. prefix  

Approx. 
No. of 
police 
records 
held 

Approx. date 
range of 
collection 

Total No. 
of murder 
cases 

No of 
murder 
cases 
with open 
records 

No of 
murder files 
accessed 
for research 

Date range 
of murder 
cases 

 

 

Cheshire Archives 
& Local Studies 
(CALS) 

Cheshire 
Constabulary 
(CJP) 

819 1833-1995 25  3 3  1909-1964  

 
Lancashire 
Archives (LA) 

Lancashire 
Constabulary 
(PLA) 

1,294 1833-2012 23  2 2  1919-1999  

 

Cumbria Archives 
Centre, Carlisle 
(CACC) 

Cumbria 
Constabulary 
(SCONS) 

855 1820-2002 18 * 1 0  1885-1983  

 

Cumbria Archives 
Centre, 
Whitehaven 

Cumbria 
Constabulary 
(YSCONS) 

? 1841-1990s 10  0 0  1928-1984  

 

East Sussex 
Record Office 
(ESRO) 

Sussex Police 
(SPA) 

3,009 1862-2011 14  6 5  1912-1984  

 

Sheffield City 
Archives & Local 
Studies 

Sheffield Police 
Force (SY295) 

117 1831-1977 1  0 0  1936  

 
Southampton 
Archives 

Southampton 
Borough Police 
(SC/P) 

c. 666 1861-1967 3 ** 0 0  1928-1960  

 

West Sussex 
Record Office 
(WSRO) 

Sussex Police 
(POL) 

661 1882-1967 4  0 0  1936-1960  

 

Worcestershire 
Archive & 
Archaeological 
Service 

West Mercia 
Police Authority 
(4857) 

? 1896-1990 2  1 0  1944  

 
Gloucestershire 
Archives (GA) 

Gloucest. 
Constabulary 
(Q/A) 

1,126 1839-2004 3  1 0 *** 1921-1947  

   7,103  103  14 10    

 
The National 
Archives 

Metropolitan 
Police (MEPO) 

70,543 1803-2012 255  153 1  1921-1982  

 
Fig I.2: Table showing a breakdown of the location of the 103 murder files, along with the twelve open files and the 
files accessed. * the majority of the collection of files were removed by police force by time of research; ** 
Southampton Archives also contains unknown quantities of uncatalogued files from C.I.D.; *** although one case was 
apparently open access was denied by Gloucestershire Constabulary; the entry in pale blue are the comparable 
figures from TNA Discovery and have not been included in totals; data extracted from LRO online catalogues and 
compiled by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
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103 online records, therefore, became the baseline data, and each of these online 

catalogue entries was assessed as to whether the physical murder case files were ‘open’ 

or ‘closed’ for research access, and Fig I.2 reflects that fourteen were classified as open.  

A further fifteen records which were on TNA Discovery were actually no longer 

available at the LRO as the files had been withdrawn from CACC by Cumbria 

Constabulary, demonstrating the ambiguous status of regional police records. 

ii. Recording the biographies of the murder files through direct access to the files 

Research visits were made to five record offices: TNA, CALS, LA, GA and ESRO, and 

Fig I.2 above reflects that ten out of the fourteen open murder files identified were 

accessed. TNA has been included although, for reasons identified earlier in the 

introduction, it falls beyond the research scope. The numbers do, however, act as an 

indicator of the sheer scale of Metropolitan Police records that have been preserved 

under the Public Records Act. TNA also holds ‘sister’ files to a number of the regional 

murder files and, as with Gloucestershire and Lancashire Archives, contains other 

resources such as detective diaries that may facilitate increasing understanding of 

detective culture. 

Approximately six research days were spent at each of the four LROs and two days at 

TNA. The four LROs were selected first for the ability to access the murder files. It was 

hoped that access would be allowed to one of the three murder files held at GA: the 

extensive and well-catalogued files relating to the ‘Haw Bridge murder’ enquiry of 

1938 to 1939.112 The case remains unsolved and, unusually, GA has also acquired items 

of physical evidence from the crime scene, for example, a button, fragments of bone, a 

coat belt, keys and a laundry label. The status of the files was unclear and attempts were 

made in advance to seek permission for access, but the request was ultimately declined 

when referred to Gloucestershire Constabulary. As with the Haw Bridge murder, 

notoriety of the cases was also considered as an important reason as to why they may 

have survived. Here, ESRO holds files relating to the notorious ‘Brighton trunk 

murders’, the murder of Emily Beilby Kaye by Patrick Mahon in 1924 which became 

known as another ‘trunk’ murder, and files from 1957 relating to the trial of Dr Bodkin 

Adams.113 Plans were made to visit CACC but it became apparent that fifteen of its 

 
112 Gloucester: Gloucestershire Archives: Collection of Gloucestershire Constabulary, Cat Nos Q/Y/4/9/3/1-121, 

Hawbridge murder enquiry papers, 1938. 

113 Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No. SPA 11/3, files on the Brighton 

trunk murders, 1934 to 1935;  Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No. 
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large collection of eighteen murder files—including records relating to the ‘Ruxton 

murders’ and the ‘Monocled mutineer’—had been withdrawn by Cumbria 

Constabulary.114 All bar one of the remaining files at CACC were closed.  

The primary aim of the visits to LROs was to examine the murder files in order to 

facilitate the formation of an otherwise absent cultural narrative from the perspective of 

both the creator—the detective, and the collector—the police museum or LRO. Fig I.3 

below lists the observations taken relating to the condition of the files, any indication of 

their reasons for being at the archive, and other information that supported their 

biographies. Supporting photographs were also taken. 

 Observation: Evidence of: 
 

 
Physical condition Level of care; storage conditions; amount of use  

 

Inserts 
Items relating to the murder investigation such as letters, 
photographs, that may have influenced its preservation 

 

 Marginalia / file marks / 
archival markings / personal 
notes 

Reasons for survival; removal from the work environment; 
transfer to LRO 

 

 

Repairs / new covers etc 
Physical evidence that it had transferred from a working 
piece of information to a historic artefact. 

 

 

Correspondence / newspaper 
cuttings 

Reflection of reason for transfer; saving; personal influences 
such as pride / notoriety of case / relationship with fellow 
detectives or uniformed officers or with press 

 

Fig I.3: Table showing the research criteria for physical examination of the murder file and what observations may 
reveal; compiled by Angela Sutton-Vane. 

iii Mapping the flow of documents into the LROs from police forces  

This involved collecting data from surveys of online catalogues in order to establish 

possible patterns of deposits, or periods in which the files were being created at the five 

LROs: GA, LA, CALS, CACC and ESRO. In charting the rise and fall of the murder 

file in the LRO, a critical problem is establishing when police collections were being 

deposited. As discussed above, the publicly available catalogues do not commonly 

divulge information about the actual date of deposit. Although discussions with 

archivists revealed some information this was not comprehensive.  

 
SPA 2/37, papers for criminal conviction: R v Patrick Herbert Mahon, 1924. Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: 
Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No. SPA 4/8/10-36, R v John Bodkin Adams, 1957. 

114 Carlisle: Cumbria Archives Centre: Collection of Cumbria Constabulary, Cat No. SCONS 3/3, Case files: The Ruxton 

murders, 1935-1936. Carlisle: Cumbria Archives Centre: The collection of Cumbria Constabulary, Cat No. SCONS 
3/29, case files: Francis Topliss, the 'monocled mutineer', 1920-1983. 
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In order to triangulate data, surveys were also carried out across the LRO online 

catalogues to establish opening and closing dates of individual records within policing 

collections. These dates can be seen to approximate to when records were being created 

or closed providing an indication not only of administrative activity—the creation and 

use dates in object biography terms—but also the first and last records in a collection. 

What cannot be ascertained from the survey data is how long after the record closed it 

entered the LRO, but the assumption can be made that this was at some point after the 

record closed. To correlate the deposit and record dates information three sets of graphs 

have been created for each LRO (see Chapter 5.)  

iv. Mapping the flow of information from police archives held in LROs 

This aspect of mapping addressed the research question of how murder files in 

publicly accessible collections have informed scholarly research. The archivists at 

the LROs were asked if they collected data on the number of times a file was 

accessed or for what purpose, but none were able to provide this information. As 

such, the final strand of survey work correlated online data with the bibliographies 

or citations in secondary sources of policing histories and ‘true crime’ 

publications to provide an assessment of levels of access to murder files and more 

generally police records and of how, if at all, the files were being used.115 This not 

only mapped the flow of information out of LROs, but the flow of information 

from regional to national, directly reflecting back to Emsley’s 1989 comments 

that ‘none of the general histories of the English Police Service have consulted police 

archives,’ and outcomes will be evaluated in detail in Chapter 5.116 Regional police 

histories rarely have bibliographies but acknowledgements, introductions and 

notes throughout the text often point to informal sources; national histories tend to 

be more academic in nature and some, though not all, have bibliographies and 

citation notes from which information can be extracted. For true crime works that 

covered the county in which murder files were identified, bibliographies and 

footnotes were scanned for evidence of the use of primary material. 

 

 

 
115 True crime is a nonfiction literary and film genre in which the author examines an actual crime and details the actions 

of real people. The crimes most commonly include murder; about forty per cent focus on tales of serial killers. 

116 Bridgeman and Emsley, A guide to the archives of the police forces of England and Wales, p.2. 
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Interviews and questionnaires 

Figs I.4 and I.5 below illustrate the level and type of contact made in relation to each of the 

five forces and corresponding LROs. Interviews or questionnaires were organised into two 

categories of respondents: archivists, museum curators or records managers, and retired 

detectives or police officers, although Fig I.5 reflects that there was overlap as front-line 

police may move to archival work. For contact with archivists an intuitive approach was 

taken as to what type of information collection was used based largely on the willingness 

of the archivist to respond: for example, short face-to-face interviews; questionnaires or 

emails. Face-to-face interviews were arranged to coincide with research visits. Three of the 

archives visited were prepared to answer more formal questionnaires and a sample of the 

types of questions asked can be found at Appendix i) although, as each archive and 

collection was unique, it was not a case of one size fits all. 

 
Police force LRO Police Museum or archive Other 

 

 

Cheshire 
CALS: informal 
meetings with archivist; 
emails 

Museum of Policing in 
Cheshire; emails and face-to-
face interviews 

- 

 

 

Sussex 
ESRO: emails; 
questionnaire; meeting 

Brighton Old Police Cells 
Museum: emails 

W.H. Johnson (true 
crime author): emails 

 

 

Cumbria 
CACCS: emails and 
questionnaire 

(museum closed) 

Cumbria Police: 
emails (over 
withdrawal of records 
from CACCS) 

 

 

Gloucestershire 
GA: meetings, emails 
and questionnaire 

Tetbury Police Museum: 
emails; Gloucestershire 
Police Archives project: 
meetings and emails 

Linda Stratman (true 
crime author): emails 

 

 

Lancashire 
LA: emails and 
meetings with archivist 

(museum closed) - 

 

 

Fig I.4: Table providing information on contact made for each LRO, police museum in addition to other sources of 
information such as authors or police force Freedom of Information officers. 

Generally, the questioning was directed towards understanding the relationship LROs had 

with the donating force or any local force museums, whether any service level agreements 

were in place for continuing to take records; whether the police had requested access to or 

withdrawn records. 
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Interviewee post 
Interview 
date 

Role 
Identification 
code if used 

1. 
Retired detective 
sergeant 

24 Jan 
2017 

Worked in force from 1970s to 2010s rising to the rank of 
detective sergeant; then as a non-uniformed member of 
staff. 

M.C. 

2. Retired inspector 
02 Mar 
2017 

Worked in force from 1960s to 1990s; after retirement 
continued on in the force as a non-uniformed member of 
staff. 

L.H. 

3. 
Retired detective 
superintendent 

18 Apr 
2018 

Worked in his force from 1960s to 1990s; then became a 
voluntary curator for the force’s police museum. 

J.G. 

4. 
Retired police 
officer 

18 Apr 
2018 

Worked in force from 1970s to early 2000s; later worked 
in records management as a non-uniformed member of 
staff; then became one of the founding members of the 
force museum. 

O.S. 

5. Archivist 
23 Mar 
2017 

Cheshire Archives and Local Studies (CALS) None 

6. Archivist 
02 Oct 
2019 

East Sussex Record Office None 

7. Archivist 
10 May 
2019 Gloucestershire Archives None 

8. Archivist 
20 Dec 
2019 Lancashire Archives, Preston None 

9. Sue Webb 
07 May 
2019 

Part-time paid archivist and coordinator for the 
Gloucestershire Police Archives project. 

None 

Fig I.5: Breakdown of research interviews; from information compiled by Angela Sutton-Vane during 2016 and 2018. 

Interviews with retired detectives (see Fig I.5 above) were structured as a limited and 

qualitative exercise; quantitatively limited in that identifying police officers prepared to 

talk about their paperwork was correctly anticipated to produce low numbers. The aim of 

the interviews was first to triangulate the more quantitative data gathered during surveys 

and, second to gather personal testimonies around a counter and, as yet, untold narrative 

for the murder file. To prepare for interviewing, oral history training was undertaken 

during 2014 and 2015.117 Fig I.5 reflects that a small number of semi-structured and 

recorded one-to-one interviews with key individuals were carried out between 2017 and 

2019. Those interviewed were recruited by several means: personal contacts, in response to 

an article in a National Association of Retired Police Officers magazine, and by word of 

mouth. Retired officers were targeted for several reasons: first they were more likely to 

have been active during the later part of the research period and would have been witnesses 

to the changes as a result of amalgamations and legislation; second, no longer a part of the 

 
117 An introduction to oral history run by National Life Stories, the British Library and the Oral History Society; a three 

day oral history spring school organised by the Institute for Historical Research and the Oral History Society: course 
leaders included Professor Joanna Bornat, Professor Jenny Harding and Professor Paul Thompson; and a series of 
workshops entitled ‘Oral history for public culture’ organised by the Consortium for the Humanities and Arts South-
East (CHASE). 
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police organisation, they were more likely to be frank and not feel inhibited in their 

responses; third, linking to the second point, they would not require the permissions of line 

managers or forces to speak to the interviewer, although this was always suggested. 

Importantly all four officers interviewed had experience of working with records 

management departments or with force museums, or both. 

All interviewees were sent a consent form in advance, plus an example of the question 

themes they would be asked (see Fig I.6 below.) An interview schedule of questions has 

been included as Appendix ii), although the interview did not necessarily adhere to the 

question order. Interviews took place in the interviewees’ home and were recorded. The 

recordings were transcribed in full and interviewees were sent a copy of the transcript for 

comment. Interviews were semi-structured in that questions were based around themes 

allowing for a more flowing narrative.  

 Theme Questions  

 1: Organisational pride ▪ Feelings of ‘belonging’ to a force 
▪ Celebrations / memorials / remembrances 
▪ Support networks 
▪ Pride in work 

 

 2: Police history ▪ Interest / knowledge in policing history 
▪ Saving items for the future 
▪ Records management 
▪ Force museums and archives 
▪ Throwing things away 

 

 3. Working practices ▪ Creating records / types of records 
▪ Closing and storing records 
▪ Changes in work / systems 
▪ Taking work home 

 

 4. Retirement ▪ Keeping in touch 
▪ The day you retired 
▪ Membership of other organisations 
▪ Souvenirs, presents, photograph and newspaper 

clippings 
▪ Memoirs / diaries / memories 

 

 5. Change ▪ Restructuring and amalgamations 
▪ Out with the old and in with the new? 
▪ How it used to be 
▪ Resistance to change 

 

 Fig I.6: Table showing the interview themes and order. 

Fig I.6 above reflects that questions were interlinked to return to important points; for 

example, the preservation of murder files appears in 1: pride in work; 2. saving items and 

throwing things away; 3: taking work home; 4: souvenirs and memoirs. Although 
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prompted, the question: ‘Did you take murder files home?’ was never directly asked. The 

reasons for this are discussed further below. 

Methodological evaluation 

The possible limitations of triangulation have been discussed above: it may not actually 

reduce bias, for example, if data comes from a common source; there may be conflicting or 

divergent results which may be hard to interpret; and it can be time-consuming and 

expensive. For this research this was not viewed as a concern with data obtained from a 

number of different sources: primary material; LROs and archivists; police officers or 

museum curators; in addition to interviewees being from a number of regional police 

forces.  

To ensure that the project was compliant with necessary ethical and data management 

standards a considerable amount of research time was spent liaising with the Open 

University’s Human Research Ethics Committee (OUHREC) in order to develop a set of 

recording agreements, consent forms and information sheets, along with a data 

management policy. In addition, subject practice texts around oral histories and working 

with sensitive subjects were consulted, as well as guidance on ethics from the Economic 

and Social Research Council, the Oral History Society, the British Educational Research 

Association, and the British Society of Criminology.118  

Because the research strategy was to use interviews to add alternative narratives to the 

more quantitative survey work, the small number of interviews has been treated as 

complementary rather than central to the project. For example, Paul Thompson does not 

necessarily view small samples as a hindrance writing that, for projects where the objective 

is to focus on a restricted or elite group, the choices are not about representativeness but 

‘who knows best’ in order to construct a picture of ‘social networks, attitudes, myths and 

memories, for which the very circularity of the enclosed group would be a strength rather 

 
118 For example: Rob Perks and Alistair Thomson, eds., The oral history reader, Third ed. (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016);  

Kathleen V. Cowles, "Issues in qualitative research on sensitive topics," Western Journal of Nursing Research 10, no. 
2 (1988). and J.E. Sieber, "The ethics and politics of sensitive research," in Researching sensitive topics, ed. C. 
Renzetti and R. Lee (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1993). Guidance on ethics was found at: Economic and Social Research 
Council. "The research ethics guidebook: A resource for social scientists", available at: 
http://www.ethicsguidebook.ac.uk/;  Oral History Society, "Is your oral history legal and ethical?," (2012). Available at 
http://www.ohs.org.uk/advice/ethical-and-legal/;  The British Educational Research Association. "Ethical guidelines", 
available at: 
http://content.yudu.com/Library/A2xnp5/Bera/resources/index.htm?referrerUrl=http://free.yudu.com/item/details/20233
87/Bera and The British Society of Criminology. "Code of ethics", available at: 
http://www.britsoccrim.org/docs/CodeofEthics.pdf. 
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than a weakness.’119 For this research the sample has, in essence, been widened by 

interviews, correspondence or discussions with archivists which have provided an 

additional and alternative narratives. It was also considered during research planning 

whether the narrative should be expanded to include the voice and counterargument of 

active records managers in contemporary police forces in order to draw some conclusion 

around current working practices. However, this was considered to be another and much 

larger piece of research, the scope of which falls beyond the end of the research period. It 

was also felt it would involve the researcher acquiring an entirely different set of skills 

around negotiating with police forces, navigating freedom of information and how the data 

collected would be used. The thesis Conclusion will, however, refer to this potential for 

ongoing research. 

The OUHREC raised specific concerns around confidentiality given that all police officers 

are bound by the terms of the Official Secrets Act and interviews may result in the 

disclosure of activities around the informal—or potentially illegal—retention of 

paperwork. Further advice around this was sought through discussions with Dr Angela 

Ferreira Campos from the University of Sussex—whose own oral history project was with 

veterans of the Portuguese colonial war; with Dr Rob Perks, director of the National Life 

Stories project at the British Library, and a leading figure in corporate oral histories and 

co-leader on an oral history project around Ukraine’s forbidden histories; Dr Tom 

Cockcroft of Leeds Beckett University who has carried out extensive research around 

police cultures using oral histories, and Dr Linda Sandino whose oral history at the 

Victoria and Albert Museum worked with employees who had signed the Official Secrets 

Act. 

The researcher’s concerns around confidentiality and disclosure were not unfounded. In 

2001, the Belfast Project, an oral history of ‘the troubles,’ was instigated by Boston 

College in the USA. Members of paramilitary groups from both the Catholic republican 

and Protestant loyalist groups were interviewed. The intention of the project was that the 

data would remain undisclosed and interviewees were assured that their testimonies would 

be closed and sealed until their death. However, after the death of one of the interviewees 

in 2008, material came to light and the Belfast Project became public. In 2011, the U.S. 

Justice Department, acting on a request from the Police Service of Northern Ireland, 

subpoenaed Boston College for copies of the tapes and the college was obliged to release 

 
119 Thompson, The voice of the past p.151. 
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transcripts of the project to the British government.120 This case clearly illustrates that oral 

history projects can intersect with issues around libel, slander, confidentiality of 

information and national security. Ultimately the project investigators could not guarantee 

or protect the interviewees as a confidential source. Unlike journalism, where this is 

possible, the emphasis on oral history projects is around shared authority and collaboration. 

Although on a much lesser scale to the Belfast project, since this research has been funded 

by the Arts and Humanities Research Council, arrangements had initially been made to 

house the audio tapes with the British Library as best practice for oral history research. 

However, this intended arrangement would have necessitated that the audio files be 

maintained as fully accessible and intact—as the spoken word in oral histories is the 

primary testimony. To protect the interviewees some level of embargo would have had to 

be applied, something which would have been counter to the British Library’s normal 

practice 

A risk assessment was undertaken with OUHREC which concluded that it was highly 

unlikely that there would be any consequences to disclosures made during the interview. 

However, as a result of these concerns, and in order to protect individual officers, or the 

reputations of forces, it was agreed not to use the label of an oral history project and not to 

deposit the tapes with the British Library or elsewhere. Instead, the recordings were treated 

as aide memoires of semi-structured interviews, with anonymised transcripts as the main 

primary source and the recordings subsequently destroyed. 

Assessing the historical value of data collected during interviews with police officers raises 

several questions; two relevant issues are highlighted in Lawrence’s paper ‘Cop culture’: 

the police officer’s desire to entertain and tell a good story, and the maintenance of a 

public persona for more high-ranking officers. Paul Thompson also discusses the problems 

associated with ‘elite’ interviewees and their need to recount a well-scripted story: 

The most recurrent problem is presented by the public personality as informant. Such 

people are generally tougher and fitter, and perhaps even younger, than the typical 

informant. They may have a strong idea of their own story, and what matters in it, that all 

they can offer is stereotyped recollections. They often also, in the course of long careers 

in public life will have developed a protective shell by which they ward off troublesome 

 
120 James Allison King, "'Say nothing’: Silenced records and the Boston College subpoenas," Archives and Records 35, 

no. 1 (2014). 
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questions and whilst seeming to say something worthwhile in fact give away as little as 

possible.121 

Thompson suggests that a way of moving away from a prepared script is to ask something 

‘unexpectedly mundane.’ Semi-structured interviews around set themes were designed to 

keep the narrative to a format; moving it away from what Emsley describes as the ‘great-

cases-I-solved / great-criminals-I-caught’ narratives and towards the more routine.122  

Similar concerns associated with oral history projects—and often raised by its critics—are 

voiced around accepting memory as a reliable source. And yet such arguments should be 

equally applied to written history: Thompson discusses the diplomatic documents of World 

War One: ‘No diplomat could possibly forget that any document which he eventually 

retained might later be used against him. The original record must, therefore, be as 

judicious as possible; and periodic weeding of the files was always desirable.’123 But, 

referring specifically to the validity of the information gained from interviewing police 

officers about their working practices, Thompson cites analysis of retrospective survey 

interviews which indicate that information is collected ‘with a reasonable degree of 

accuracy’ around employment histories. He suggests that this is probably because of a 

general tendency for recurrent processes to be better remembered than single incidents.124  

Consideration was also given to working with and interpreting the murder file as a physical 

object. Despite her real concerns around the motives for accessing crime files, Katherine 

Biber recognises that such documents are important in that they provide the attributes of 

‘authenticity, contemporaneity and the unique tangibility of a real moment captured in 

material form.’125 Chapter 5 of this thesis examines in detail the ethics and sensitivities of 

using the murder file as a source of cultural interpretation. Great care has been taken, not to 

reproduce in the thesis any material that was considered to be sensitive, such as images of 

the scene of the crime, the victim or the perpetrator. Although such images may be widely 

available on the internet or in ‘true crime’ publications, it was felt to be an invasion of the 

victim’s privacy to use them for this cultural interpretation and excluding them did not 

detract from the research argument. Likewise, where permission was given for access to 

 
121 Thompson, The voice of the past p.242. 

122 Emsley, The English police p.279. 

123 Thompson, The voice of the past p.59. 

124 Ibid., pp.153-58. 

125 Katherine Biber, "In crime's archive: The cultural afterlife of criminal evidence," The British Journal of Criminology 53, 

no. 6 (2013), p.1040. 
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later murder files, if images have been included, they have been anonymised.126 Where 

files were closed, or the status was unclear this was not challenged; it remained a part of 

the file’s narrative and ultimately it is hoped that this thesis may reignite debate around the 

status of the criminal justice record. 

The final consideration was around reflexivity and acknowledging the weight of personal 

experience in the research, particularly as research themes were developed during 

extensive experience as the curator of a police museum and archive. During this time it 

became evident that the majority of the documentary material received by the museum was 

not via the route anticipated—the police records management department. Instead it came 

from private donors, either retired police officers, or the families of deceased officers who 

had ‘discovered’ it in attics or sheds. It also occasionally came in from unregulated 

departmental or station ‘clear-outs.’ As such this research has also been very much 

founded on knowledge of practice—as opposed to practice-based—and personal 

experience. As a paid curator of a police museum and archive it has been important to 

recognise my own subjective position: I often found myself at the forefront of discussions 

around the funding of my role over that of front-line police officers, or the preservation of 

the collection in the light of significant cuts to the force’s budget. I have not used 

privileged access to my own collection even though this research began whilst I was still a 

curator.127 

Chapter overview 

Chapter 1: ‘From a bureaucratic to archival response: The missing link’ situates the murder 

file in the LRO and starts to address the first of the three research questions: What can the 

presence of murder files in the LRO tell us about the perceived loss of regional policing 

history, and the effects of legislation, policing practices and technology on this loss? Using 

two responses to the file—bureaucratic and archival—one from the early stages of its life 

and one from the later stages, it begins to map out a tentative narrative of the file’s 

biography through access to online catalogues, both from TNA Discovery and LROs. It 

examines archival networks around professional services and co-existing paperwork that 

was formed as part of a murder investigation. It also examines archival principles that 

 
126 For example, Chapter 3, figs 3.25 a & b, or fig 3.26. 

127 The collection contained a number of murder files. The archives of the police museum have since been transferred to 

the South West Heritage Trust. The murder files now form part of a group called 'Crime case files: Serious offences 
1924-1992' which have been closed: Exeter, Devon Heritage Centre: 1924-1992, collection of South West Police 
Heritage Trust Archive, PA/1/8/3. 
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maintain a hierarchy of files from the police organisation. The missing link is that middle 

life section—how the murder file makes the leap from the bureaucratic to archival 

response and, as such, this chapter forms the springboard to the following chapters. 

Chapter 2: ‘The detective in history’ starts to address the second research question: how 

has the development of the role of the detective defined his culture and his attitude towards 

his work and his paperwork, and how has this culture contributed to the preservation of the 

murder file? It begins the process of exploring the biography of the file by placing it within 

a historical context and does this by examining their makers—the detective. In order to 

achieve this the chapter introduces the political and organisational histories of police forces 

and the reasons for the relatively late development of detection. It specifically examines 

areas that went on to affect the perceived image and culture of the detective, for example 

the desire for a preventative police force, the fears of infiltrators and the apparent failure to 

control corruption. 

Chapter 3: ‘The detective and his paperwork’ continues to explore the second research 

question and turns to the rarely considered subject of the detective’s daily routine, the 

office in which he worked and, as a result of this, the type of paperwork he was producing. 

It examines the popular narrative around his dislike of paperwork through three 

intertwining themes of separatism, accountability and art and craft. Section 3.5 considers 

how one type of paperwork in particular, the card index system, was to have a profound 

effect not just on the working culture and practices of the detective, but on his ability to 

informally preserve his paperwork.  

Chapter 4: ‘Memory, materiality and the murder file’ addresses the third research question: 

how can the murder file contribute towards our knowledge of collective memory, the link 

between memory and archives, and the unspoken ‘voice’ of the file in the archive? It 

assesses the role of the murder file in collective memory—souvenirs, hoarding, resistance 

to change, collecting and police museums, or as sites of memory and places of pilgrimage. 

The last section of the chapter makes use of images and data gathered during the more 

object-centred stage of research, to demonstrate how the very physicality of the file reveals 

aspects of their contested histories and hidden biographies. 

Now in a position to apply the findings of the previous chapters and discuss the missing 

link—the emotional response, the final chapter: ‘The legacy of the murder file in the 

archive’ returns to the LRO and the first research question. From the data gathered from 

the online surveys it considers the rise and fall of police and murder files entering the 
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LROs and discusses the reason why this was happening. The chapter also examines the 

level to which local police records have been used to inform both national and local 

histories and, particularly for the murder file, whether creative users such as true crime 

writers have accessed it. This moves on to the final chapter section which examines ethical 

implications of the presence and potential access to murder files. 
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 From a bureaucratic to archival response: 
archival structures and the production of police histories 

This chapter will begin to answer the first research question: What can the presence of 

murder files in the LRO tell us about the perceived loss of regional policing history, and 

the effects of legislation, policing practices and technology on this loss? Taking certain 

elements from ‘new archivalism’ in that archival materials pertaining to organisations can 

be treated as data to be analysed in order to understand connections in organisational 

activity, it will examine what can be elicited about the murder file’s biography from its 

presence in the LRO and from the online catalogue.1 

Brothman viewed the traditional archival life cycle model of the record as problematic in 

that the current, semi-current and non-current periods, rather than being cyclical, were 

actually more linear and irreversible.2 In material culture the life cycle may be interpreted 

as either linear or cyclical: that it a study from birth or beginning through development and 

productivity to decay and death; or from raw material to manufacturing to transportation to 

distribution to use to reuse. In general, the life cycle study focuses on more generic 

features, but by superimposing object biographies which highlight the ‘exceptional’ 

features, Dannehl suggests that questions can be asked about certain elements of a life 

cycle allowing ‘room for the contextual layers in which the object lived.’34  

Fig 1.1 below illustrates what this research defines as the ‘bureaucratic response,’ a 

traditional life cycle in the linear sense. It demonstrates that we know the murder file 

begins its primary, current stage as a detective’s reference tool in a regional police force 

C.I.D. office, and then moves on to its secondary, semi-current and then finally its non-

current stages. Fig 1.1 also demonstrates the inadequacies of solely employing the life 

cycle: it does not take into account the specific nuances or changes in direction once the 

investigation was closed or placed on hold. What happens next is largely unknown, but as 

 
1 Marc J. Ventresca and John W. Mohr, "Archival research methods," in The Blackwell companion to organisations, ed. 

Joel A.C. Baum (New Jersey: Wiley-Blackwell, 2002), p.815. 

2 Brien Brothman, "The past that archives keep: Memory, history, and the preservation of archival records," Archivaria 51 

(2001), p.54. 

3 Karin Dannehl, "Object biographies: From production to consumption," in History and material culture: A student's 

guide to approaching alternative sources, ed. Karen Harvey (London: Routledge, 2017), pp.123-24. 

4 Ibid. 
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so few emerge into the public domain during the ‘Archival response’ it can be speculated 

that most were ultimately destroyed.5  

 

Fig 1.1.: Diagram representing the two known phases of the murder file’s biography which have been labelled 
the ‘Bureaucratic’ and ‘Archival’ responses. How the file moves from one to the other is not clearly represented 
by the traditional ‘life cycle’ model. Diagram by Angela Sutton-Vane.  

This chapter, therefore, prioritises understanding the archival practices after the murder file 

has left the organisation and entered the ‘archival response.’ From the organisational 

perspective this could be viewed as the ‘afterlife’ stage in that it is life beyond its first 

intended use.  

1.1. Mapping the archival landscape 

This section begins by defining some of the terminology used during research. For 

example, some commentators differentiate between documents and records: a document is 

a piece of information usually in written form that has been produced or received. It is a 

stand-alone item and may not be need in the long-term. A record, on the other hand, is 

created or received and maintained as evidence by an organisation, person or business to 

ensure that their legal obligations are met.6 A murder file could be viewed as either in that 

it may be a work in progress, or it may be kept for evidential value. For the purposes of 

 
5 Recorded crime statistics for England and Wales from 1898 to 2001/02 show that between 1900 and 1980 there were 

27,318 homicides. The records for 103 cases have been identified in LROs which is aproximately 0.4 per cent of 
these cases. Figures from: GOV.UK, Official Statisticis, Historical crime data at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/historical-crime-data. 

6 For example: Ofgem Document and Records Management Policy, March 2009, p.3; available at: 

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/ofgem-publications/37928/ofgems-records-management-policypdf 
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this research, however, the term ‘record’ will be used more generically and in accordance 

with the definition provided by the Public Record Act of 1958: that records are ‘carriers of 

information in any format,’ and that this may include paper, photographic, film, sound, 

electronic, or three-dimensional models.7  

TNA defines ‘an archive’ as: 

Collections of documents or ‘records’ which have been selected for permanent 

preservation because of their value as evidence or as a source for historical or other 

research. Records are created by the activities of organisations and people; they serve an 

active purpose whilst in current use and some of them are later selected and preserved as 

part of an archival collection.8 

Although archives may be private—and records still held by regional police force archives 

fall under this category—the records used for this research are held within the network of 

local authority run offices within England, which may be called county or city or local, 

depending on size or location. For the purposes of this research these archives will be 

referred to as Local Record Offices (LROs).  

It is the remit of archivists working within the LRO to apply two principles of 

‘provenance’ and ‘original order’ when managing collections. Provenance relates to the 

history of ownership of a group of records or an individual item in a collection; original 

order strives to maintain the created hierarchy of the records because the meaning of 

archival records comes from ‘their relationships with other records and the people or 

organisations that created and used them.’9 In order to preserve provenance and original 

order, archival classification uses a hierarchical structure moving from broad to detailed 

with information relating to the organisational context overall forming the top level, or 

fonds.10 Below this sit the series which are functional groups of files; and below this are 

the files themselves: discrete groups of documents that were kept, created or used for a 

specific purpose and, as such, may be housed in a single folder or cover. The lowest level 

is the item level which may, for example, describe individual papers in a file or folder. 

 
7 Public Record Office, What is a public record? Summary guidance note for places of deposit, p.2 (London: Public 

Record Office, 1999). 

8 The National Archives, Archive principles and practice: An introduction to archives for non-archivists, The National 

Archives (London, 2016), p.4. 

9 Ibid., pp. 7-8. 

10 Derived from a  French word for accumulation. 
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Fig 1.2 above represents a section of the ‘SP’ or Sussex Police Authority collection online 

catalogue hierarchy held by ESRO, where the murder files sit. The fonds is ‘SP’—records 

of Sussex Police Authority; the series then includes ‘SPA’—records relating to 

constabulary headquarters; the files in this hierarchy include the individual murder files. 

1.2. Uncovering object biographies in the archive 

Fig 1.2 also demonstrates the multifarious nature of the modern policing organisation and 

begins to form a narrative around the diverse way in which the murder file may enter the 

archive. The Introduction has established that 103 online records relating to murder 

investigations have been identified sitting in eleven LROs. This figure does not represent 

103 single files as a murder investigation may consist of any number of physical files.11 It 

has been demonstrated that within the LRO the murder file does not sit as an isolated 

occurrence; it forms part of a policing collections, or fonds, which can be identified by 

catalogue prefixes: ‘SP’ for Sussex Police Authority; ‘CJP’ for Cheshire Constabulary, or 

‘Q/Y’ for Gloucestershire Constabulary. Identifying such hierarchies may help to 

determine the police’s bureaucratic response to records other than murder files in that they 

may reflect transfers from a particular department or the emergence of document registries. 

For example, ESRO’s catalogue shows that East Sussex Constabulary maintained an 

administration department which, by 1913, was holding registered files relating to flood 

warnings, official openings, local legislation, emergencies and disasters, organisation, 

police reserves, and the establishment. The catalogue also reflects that ESRO contains a 

series of records dating from 1968 received ‘from the Registry’ of the newly formed 

Sussex Constabulary.12  At GA, a note on the record of the fonds Q/Y relating to 

Gloucestershire Constabulary describes that they were part of Quarter Sessions records 

until this was abolished by the 1971 Courts Act.13  

These hierarchical systems are often established by the archivist at the point of deposit and 

may incorrectly represent, or no longer represent, an organisational structure. As seen 

above, records for Gloucestershire Constabulary still form part of the fonds Q which refers 

to Gloucestershire quarter sessions. Although the Quarter Sessions retained joint 

administrative responsibilities of the police along with the county council, they were 

abolished in 1971. SP, for example, stands for Sussex Police Authority which no longer 

 
11 For example: Chester, Cheshire Archives and Local Studies: Collection of Cheshire Constabulary, Cat No CJP 

20/20/1 (i) & (ii): Two files entitled R v Mark Wilde, murder: The Gorse Hall murder, 1909 

12 Sussex, East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police; SPA/1/18. 

13 Gloucestershire, Gloucestershire Archives: Collection of Gloucestershire police records, Q/Y. 
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exists and, even when it did, it was a separate organisation from the police force.14 

Similarly, records which may have been informally removed from a police force, and then 

later donated to an LRO by an officer, or the family of an officer, may be returned to their 

former force fonds.15 Hierarchies may fail to allow for a nuanced approach to 

understanding the archive, and this returns to Lehane’s description of the needs of the 

corporate record and for archivists to establish ‘what was kept in the bottom drawer or lay 

hidden between two books on a shelf.’16 This is an important consideration in 

understanding the biographies of murder files which are not just about their organisational 

hierarchy but about their emotional currency, and this will be examined in Chapter 4.  As 

such, mining other sources of information which is available in the LRO may provide 

alternative interpretations of the murder file. 

1.2.1 Accession records 

One such interpretive source would be accession records or registers. These are described 

by the Collections Trust as ‘the permanent record of all objects which are, or have been, 

part of your museum’s permanent collections,’ and also that it is ‘the most important 

document’ in the documentation system. It acts as a formal list of the collections for which 

you are accountable.’17 Accession records relate to the provenance of a collection or 

individual record in that they provide a unique identifying number, as well as date of 

deposit, name and address of depositor, list of items deposited, type of deposit, for example 

a loan, gift or bequest, and any deposit conditions. They are important part of the narrative 

of the record in that they illuminate who was depositing the records, when and potentially 

why they were being deposited.  

The nature of accession records means that LROs do not generally reveal details on the 

public-facing online catalogues. However, buried within the notes of individual records or 

reflected in the names of certain series, information can be found which begins to build a 

narrative around the murder file’s departure from the bureaucratic response. For example, 

the online catalogue for CALS reveals that the personal collection of papers from Woman 

 
14 Sussex Police Authority, along with all authorities, ceased to exist in 2012 and was replaced by the office of Sussex 

Police and Crime Commissioner. Police authorities were introduced as part the 1964 police act as an independent 
body to oversee the new policing areas. They initially consisted of two-thirds elected members of county or borough 
councils, and one-third magistrates. 

15 An example of this is the SPA 10 series at ESRO of papers donated by individual officers. 

16 Richard Lehane, "Documenting sites of creation," Archives and Manuscripts 40, no. 3 (2012), p.172. 

17 Collections Trust. "Accession registers"  (Website), Available at: https://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/accession-

registers/ 



 

61 

 

Superintendent Joan Hunt originated from a Management and Administration Department. 

However, they were then removed from the bureaucratic process to form a private 

collection which was later donated to the LRO. Records from Cheshire Constabulary 

headquarters were: ‘Deposited by the Cheshire Constabulary Museum Committee in 

September 1980 and November 1981 [...] The archives come from a variety of sources 

which were gathered as a museum collection,’ or records for the Wirral Division were 

‘Transferred by Sgt. D. Mitchell, Bromborough, in April 1977.’18 A similar narrative 

emerges from CACC online catalogue where the introduction to the Cumbria Constabulary 

records note that ‘the alphanumeric references in parentheses are those assigned by the 

curator of the Police Museum who was responsible for collection most of the records.’19 

1.2.2 Cross-archive collections 

Another facet of the murder file’s biography is revealed by recognising that police 

collections may not necessarily be held together within one LRO. This reveals potential 

narratives around the implications of the police amalgamation processes which will be 

discussed in more depth in Chapter 4. Referring back to Conlin Casella’s paper ‘Endless 

privations,’ it could demonstrate, for example, a form of resistance from the smaller or 

more rural force which often felt it was being taken over. Rather than let its identity be 

absorbed into the dominant force it may have chosen to preserve its history via its LRO. 

What is evident is that at the point of regional force mergers, old geographical and 

organisational boundaries were often maintained with pre-merger records being deposited 

at more than one LRO. For example, the records of Sussex Police are divided between East 

and West Sussex Record Offices, with ESRO retaining those of the force headquarters and 

divisional offices for East Sussex Constabulary, along with the Brighton, Eastbourne and 

Hastings Constabularies—according to their boundaries in 1967. West Sussex, on the other 

hand, retain the headquarters and divisional office records of West Sussex Constabulary—

according to their 1967 boundaries. Another example of divided organisational records is 

that of Cumbria Constabulary, whose records are located at both CACC and Cumbria 

Archives Centre, Whitehaven.  

 

 

 
18 Chester, Cheshire Archives & Local Studies: Collection of Cheshire Constabulary, Cat No: CJP: Records for Cheshire 

Constabulary: headquarters and general. Also CJP: Wirral Division. 

19 The museum closed in 1999. 
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1.2.3 Professional networks 

What also becomes apparent from the online catalogues is that the murder file sits within a 

complex nexus spanning cross-organisational and locational regimes of expertise; a 

concept which Burney and Pemberton make reference to when describing a crime scene’s 

sociological complexity with the over-riding narrative of the investigation forming 

‘networks of fields and labs, regimes of expertise and objectivity, incommunicable 

knowledge, matter out of place, boundary objects, and spatial production.’20 The records 

produced as a result of a regional police force murder enquiry are replicated in Fig 1.3 

below, divided into three distinct phases of paperwork production: the investigation, the 

prosecution and the sentencing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 1.3: A diagrammatic representation of records held in LROs produced during the three phases of a regional 
police force murder investigation: Investigation, prosecution and sentencing. Diagram by Angela Sutton-Vane 

 
20 Ian Burney and Neil Pemberton, Murder and the making of English CSI (John Hopkins University Press, 2016), p.7. 
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In the investigation phase, what is immediately clear is that the murder file of the regional 

police force stands alone as the only record in Fig 1.3 which was not, and is not, a Public 

Record, and it is this status, or lack of status, explored in the Introduction which has 

resulted in their comparative rarity. This rarity is compounded by the fact that many 

remain with the regional police force—in which case little is known about them; or they 

may, through a number of unclear scenarios—represented by a dashed line—eventually 

find their way into a police museum or LRO. However, there were occasions when a 

duplicate, or near duplicate file was created which had the status of a Public Record. 

During the investigation phase a regional police force may have brought in detectives from 

the Metropolitan Police and, in these circumstances, the Scotland Yard detectives produced 

their own sets of paperwork which returned with them to London, became subject to the 

Public Records Acts and may have subsequently been deposited at TNA.21 For example, 

the two 1922 files for the case of ‘R. v Wood’ or the ‘Villa murder,’ in which Fred Wood 

was investigated for the murder of Margaret Gilchrist White at her home in Cheadle 

Hulme, is held by CALS.22 The Metropolitan Police were called in to assist and seconded 

Detective Inspector William Brown and Detective Baker. The file they created is held at 

TNA as a Public Record.23  

Other than the murder file, records of the coroner have been included within the 

investigation phase as the Coroner’s main function was, and is, to hold inquests into cases 

of sudden and suspicious deaths. Although their records are classified as public, not all 

were, or are, kept permanently. The exception are case files that ‘set a precedent in law or 

practice, or relate to an individual, accident or crime subject of prolonged or repeated 

interest from the national media,’ and in such cases, according to TNA guidance, the 

records should be offered to an LRO for review and transfer.24 

The prosecution phase resulted in the creation of records by the office of the Director of 

Public Prosecutions (DPP), and the justices of assize; both Public Records which can be 

found at TNA under the prefixes of DPP and ASSI. The DPP was a department which 

really only came into its own in 1908 following the passing of the Prosecution of Offences 

 
21 Most can be found under the ‘MEPO’ catalogue prefix. 

22 Chester, Cheshire Archives & Local Studies: Collection of Cheshire Constabulary, Cat No: CJP 20/20/2 i & ii, R v 

Wood, 1922. 

23 London, The National Archives: Collection of the Metropolitan Police Force, MEPO 3/848, Murder of Margaret Gilchirst 

White at Cheadle Hulme by Fred Wood, 1923. 

24 Rod Ward-Horner, Retention scheduling: 13. Public records held in Local Government and specialist local 

repositories, The National Archives, (2004), p.20. 
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Act which falls right at the beginning of this research period. In its infancy the DPP 

continually battled with the Civil Service for resources and their role as legal advisors was 

restricted to the most serious cases, and this remained the situation until the end of the 

research period when the 1985 Prosecution of Offences Act established the Crown 

Prosecution Service.25 Petty sessions dealt with minor offences through Justices of the 

Peace or magistrates; whereas Quarter Sessions, which were held four times a year, 

committed more serious cases to the courts of assize for the regions, or the Central 

Criminal Court or Old Bailey for London. The assizes were presided over by professional 

judges or justices of assize and took place at least twice a year, in Lent and summer, at 

times and locations regulated by assize circuits.26 The assize system had endured largely 

unaltered since the twelfth century and was to remain in place until the Courts Act of 1971 

introduced a higher criminal court known as the Crown Court of the Supreme Court of 

Judicature.  

The last of the three phases are Public Records relating to sentencing: the Prison 

Commission (PCOM), the Home Office (HO) and the courts of appeal (J) are the final link 

in the murder file’s bureaucratic network. Examination of the cases represented in the 103 

online records identified demonstrates that the appeals process was active: out of the 103 

cases appeals resulted in the sentences of eleven cases being reduced on grounds of 

insanity or other medical reasons; there were five acquittals, and the death penalty reduced 

on appeal for nine. This equates to approximately twenty-five per cent of the cases. At the 

close of the prosecution process the defendant may be found not guilty, or the case may 

simply never be proved or solved, and this is true of thirty-five per cent of the 103 cases: 

nine remain unsolved; eight resulted in a not guilty verdict; in seven cases the defendant 

committed suicide or was killed before reaching trial; and in fifteen cases research has 

been unable to identify an outcome—the verdict, if not the file, has been lost in time. In 

cases where the death penalty was served the Home Office administered the royal 

prerogative of mercy on behalf of the sovereign, and these Public Records are held at TNA 

 
25 Joshua Rozenberg, The case for the Crown: The inside story of the Director of Public Prosecutions (Equation 

Publishing, 1987). 

26 For example, the Oxford circuit which covered Berkshire, Oxfordshire, Worcestershire, Staffordshire, Shropshire, 

Herefordshire, Monmouthshire and Gloucestershire were held at Reading (Lent) or Abingdon (Summer), and then 
Oxford, Worcester, Stafford, Shrewsbury, Hereford, Monmouth and Gloucester. 
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under HO 144.27 Again, returning to the Wood case, Home Office papers relating to the 

conviction and sentencing to death of Fred Wood are held at TNA.28 

An absence or something out of kilter in an archival hierarchy can reveal much about the 

murder file’s narrative. As discussed above, the ESRO online catalogue reveals that the 

LRO received a series of records ‘from the Registry’ of the newly formed Sussex 

Constabulary. Within this tranche, however, there are no records from C.I.D. Reflecting 

perhaps the autonomous nature of C.I.D.—and this is an important questions which will be 

explored in Chapter 3—the majority of the murder files received on a more formal basis 

from Sussex Police came directly from C.I.D.29 The ESRO online catalogue also reflects 

that four of the murder files are catalogued under ‘personal papers’ a group of records 

described as ‘assembled by individual policemen in the course of their careers’ and this is 

examined in more detail in Chapter 4. Similarly, a series of murder files at LA from 

Blackpool C.I.D. have catalogue numbers ACC 10300 and 11739, suggesting a separate 

accession or deposit in that they do not form part of the main ‘PLA’ Lancashire 

Constabulary collection; and the online catalogue for CACC shows that all their murder 

files came in from the force museum when it closed in 1999, along with the entire 

collection. This is mirrored at CALS where the murder files form part of a series 

‘Headquarters C.I.D.’ which were all deposited in one accession by the Cheshire 

Constabulary Force Museum during 1980 and 1981. 

1.3. Conclusion 

This chapter begins to explore the biography of the murder file through its documented 

presence in the LRO. What it reveals is that within its professional network the murder file, 

and wider regional police records, stand alone and vulnerable as the only records not 

considered to be Public Records. The murder file forms part of a clear archival hierarchy 

demonstrating both force-approved deposits into LROs from force registries, or deposits 

that may not have had force approval via force museums or personal papers. These 

hierarchies construct alternative narratives connected to force amalgamations and the 

potentially autonomous nature of C.I.D. The chapter also demonstrates the inadequacies of 

 
27 This role had traditionally been carried out by the King or Queen but in 1837 it was felt unsuitable for the nineteen-

year-old Victoria to preside over ‘hanging cabinets’ and the role was passed to the Home Office. Until the abolition of 
the death penalty in 1965 the trial judge submitted his report on each capital case to the Home Secretary; if there was 
to be no reprieve the Home Secretary would endorse the prisoner’s file with the words ‘The law must take its course’.    

28 London, The National Archives: 1923, 'Wood, Fred convicted at Chester on 2 March 1923 for murder ...', Cat No: HO 

144/2759. 

29 SPA/12/1 Hailsham Sub-Division C.I.D. called ‘Process files on serious crimes 
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the traditional model of the record life cycle which, for the police organisation, has been 

defined as the ‘bureaucratic response.’ The life cycle does not take into account that at 

some point during this response some were deflected and took an altogether different 

journey. 
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 The detective in history 

2.1. Introduction 

Chapter 1 placed the police record and the murder file within its archival hierarchies at the 

LRO. This chapter will start to answer the second research question: How has the 

development of the role of the detective defined his culture and his attitude towards his 

work and his paperwork, and how has this culture contributed to the preservation of the 

murder file? It will do this by placing the creator of this paperwork, the detective, within a 

cultural framework by examining their institutional, political and social histories. The first 

section is a brief history of the professionalisation of the detective, and it is purposely brief 

because there is now ample literature available on this subject.1 This history is told, 

however, through a narrative of events and decisions which specifically affected the image 

and status of the detective: British fears of continental-style policing and of military 

interventions; the desire, firstly for a preventative and secondly for a civilian police force 

and the reasons for the late decision to provide a formal detection function within the new 

Metropolitan police. With the origins of professional detective work inextricably linked to 

the capital through the histories of Bow Street and the Metropolitan Police, this necessarily 

begins as a London-centric account, but the section then goes on to examine the formation 

of detective departments beyond London. The second section, again starting with the 

Metropolitan Police, is dedicated to detective supervision and corruption, examining both 

critical events and national reactions. The overarching aim of the chapter is to create a 

cultural bedrock against which to locate and better understand the early- to mid-twentieth 

century detective. 

2.2. The beginning of the detective 

2.2.1 London 

The emergence of the professional detective in Britain is a long seventeenth- to nineteenth-

century narrative of a gradual move from an unregulated to a regulated function. This 

narrative is intertwined with the Victorian desire to introduce a professionalised and 

civilian police force, and that this force should be permissive and preventative. Orthodox 

police historians such as Reith or Critchley, tend to cite concerns around rising crime rates 

 
1 For example: Haia Shpayer-Makov, The ascent of the detective: Police sleuths in Victorian and Edwardian England 

(Oxford University Press, 2011). Clive Emsley and Haia Shpayer-Makov, eds., Police detectives in history, 1750-1950 
(Burlington: Ashgate, 2006); Stephen Wade, Plain clothes and sleuths: A  history of detectives in Britain (Stroud: 
Tempus Publishing Ltd, 2007). Geoffrey Belton Cobb, The first detectives and the early career of Richard Mayne 
Commissioner of police (London: Faber & Faber, 1957). Bob Morris, "History of criminal investigation," in Handbook of 
criminal investigation, ed. Tim Newburn, Tom Williamson, and Alan Wright (Routledge, 2007). 
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and public disorder, in tandem with an inherited system of policing which was corrupt and 

inefficient, as the triggers for the reformation of the system.2 In terms of the history of 

detection, however, there are three commonly cited reasons for the conviction of Robert 

Peel—the then home secretary—that not only was a reformed police force necessary, but 

that such a force should exclude any role for detection.  

The first of these reasons was to allay public fears around the introduction of a continental- 

or Gendarmerie-style, national police force, and this went hand-in-hand with a much 

deeper, endemic anxiety around the French, and Catholicism. The second reason was to 

respond to a growing public mistrust of the military who, in the absence of a unified 

civilian force, had been employed to disperse crowds where demonstrations were seen as 

illegal gatherings or at risk of escalating. During the process of re-establishing order, a 

number of high profile and disastrous clashes between the military and protestors occurred, 

the most infamous of which were the Gordon Riots of 1780 and the Peterloo Massacre of 

1819. Peel felt that, certainly in London, the introduction of a single, unified force under 

central control that could be used to maintain order without the use of arms was vital. 

However, in order to push through his Metropolitan Police Act he also needed to dispel 

fears that this would be a quasi-military force. 

The third reason for the exclusion of the function of detection from the new force related to 

a more home-grown anxiety around the nature of ‘detection’ per se. The use of plain-

clothes officers had become associated with ‘central and authoritarian government, 

excessive invasion of the political and private spheres, curtailed freedom, the anonymity of 

the city, spying and disguise.’3 These fears were not unfounded: William Pitt, during his 

first term in office from 1783 to 1801, had deep concerns around a French-style revolution 

in Britain, and reacted by drastically reducing civil liberties in what became known as his 

‘reign of terror.’ He deployed spying, infiltration and clandestine operations and 

encouraged the denunciation of radicals, agitators and Irish insurgents.  

Concerns over detection were further compounded by the poor reputation of early bounty-

hunters and thief-takers.4 In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Britain, prosecution had 

been very much left to the victim to pursue, and with the increasing availability of both 

 
2 Traditional or ‘Whig’ historians present the past as an inevitable progression towards ever greater liberty and 

enlightenment, culminating in modern forms of liberal democracy and constitutional monarchy. 

3 Shpayer-Makov, The ascent of the detective p.29. 

4 Generally thief-takers were hired by the victims of crime, whereas bounty hunters were paid by bail bondsmen to catch 

fugitives who skipped their court appearances and hence forfeited their bail. 
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statutory and private rewards for the apprehension and conviction of certain types of 

offenders, thief-taking was to develop into a lucrative and, due to its unregulated nature, 

corrupt trade. 

Other than the thief-takers, it had been the role of magistrates to undertake some 

investigative work on behalf of clients, and a significant advance in the profession 

occurred in London in 1748, when the magistrate for Westminster established new offices 

at Bow Street and employed a team of men to undertake thief-taking duties in a more 

regulated capacity. Henry Fielding and his Bow Street Runners, as his men became known, 

are often cited as the first professional police force, and yet they were not; they neither 

patrolled nor undertook preventative duties and, like thief-takers, they maintained a certain 

freelance character. The magistrate’s offices at Bow Street, however, became the accepted 

central collection point for information about serious crime in London and beyond. 

Registers were kept of crimes, prosecutions and stolen goods, and information circulated 

which later led to the creation of the Police Gazette. By 1792 the Bow Street experiment 

was considered successful enough that the Middlesex Justices Act allowed for the 

replication of the model across London through the establishment of seven government-

funded, public offices. Each office operated a court and was directed by stipendiary 

magistrates who employed a small number of paid constables tasked with apprehending 

and prosecuting felons. 

In the light of the fears listed above, it was vital for Peel to concede that the capital would 

not tolerate a police force based on a Continental or military model, and that the new force 

needed to address the dual requirements of accountability and non-invasiveness. It also 

needed to work alongside the existing Bow Street and public offices. His solution was to 

create a preventative force, one in which there was no place for a detective function, and 

this approach is evident in early Instructions and Police Orders issued by the first 

Commissioners of the Metropolitan Police in 1829:  

It should be understood, at the outset, that the principal object to be attained is the 

prevention of crime. To this end every effort of the police is to be directed. The security 

of person and property, the preservation of the public tranquillity, and all other objects of 

a Police Establishment will thus be better effected than by the detection and punishment 

of the offender, after he has succeeded in committing the crime.5  

 
5 J.L. Lyman, "The Metropolitan Police Act of 1829: An analysis of certain events influencing the passage and character 

of the Metropolitan Police Act in England," The Journal of Criminal Law, Criminology and Police Science 55, no. 1 
(1964), p.153. 
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For thirteen years, from its establishment in 1829, the Metropolitan Police was to remain a 

preventative force. For ten of these thirteen years it existed side-by-side with the Bow 

Street Magistrates offices and the public offices, who continued to provide a much-needed 

semi-professional detective function in the capital.  

The rationale for the eventual appearance of a detective department in 1842 is debated. 

Historians such as Wade, Shpayer-Makov and Morris cite specific incidents which took 

place in London as the catalysts for the decision of the Commissioners of the Metropolitan 

Police to eventually establish the department. The first of these incidents was the murder of 

Lord William Russell in 1840 by his valet; a case which raised a moral panic amongst the 

aristocracy, and which was taken up by The Times. The paper, and its readers, who had 

originally supported the establishment of the Metropolitan Police, began to question its 

lack of an investigative function.6 The second incident was the failure to quickly apprehend 

the murderer, Daniel Good, in 1842, with the Evening Standard reporting that:  

The conduct of the Metropolitan police in the present case, as in those of the unfortunate 

Eliza Grimwood, Lord William Russell, and others, is marked with a looseness and want 

of decision which prove that unless a decided change is made in the present system, it is 

idle to expect that it can be an efficient detective police, and that the most desperate 

offender may escape with impunity.7 

An inherent problem was emerging. In order for the officer of the new police to be visible 

and accountable he also needed to be highly supervised and drilled, with his day-to-day 

routine governed by strict beats and rotas. Shpayer-Makov believes that this semi-military 

regime made it almost impossible for him to concentrate on inquiries and the subsequent 

apprehension of offenders.8  

That the formation of a new detective department was solely a reaction to these events and 

the cajoling of the press is debatable. Of equal significance was the fact that the Bow Street 

Runners were finally disbanded in 1839 leading to the loss of a detective function in the 

capital. Historians such as Belton Cobb and Morris believed that the development of the 

department was actually a more gradual process occurring over the preceding five years; 

for example, the Commissioners had already introduced measures to counteract the lack of 

 
6 "Murder of Lord William Russell," The Times (London), 08 May 1840, p.5. Also: "Funeral of Lord William Russell," The 

Times (London), 13 May 1840, p.5. 

7 "The murder at Putney," London Evening Standard, 11 April 1842, p.3. 

8 Shpayer-Makov, The ascent of the detective p.32. 
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a detective function by employing selected ‘active officers’ for special duties.9 As such,  

Morris describes the eventual establishment of the department as ‘the bureaucratisation and 

professionalisation of the function rather than its invention.’10 The new department at 

Scotland Yard began small with just two inspectors and six sergeants, reflecting 

Critchley’s sentiments that for much of the nineteenth-century detective work remained the 

‘Cinderella’ of the police service.11 It was not until the recommendations of the 1868 

Departmental Committee, set up in the wake of the Clerkenwell bombings (discussed 

below), that the number of detectives at Scotland Yard was increased.  

2.2.2 Beyond London 

Towards the end of the nineteenth century increasing central legislation began to define 

regional police forces as recognisable, modern police forces with most initially adopting 

the Metropolitan Police’s primacy of prevention over detection.12 Localisation meant that 

if detection in London was the nineteenth-century Cinderella, then it became even more so 

in the provinces. Unlike their counterparts in the Metropolitan Police who were answerable 

to, and funded by, the Home Office, provincial officers were not government employees 

and remained subject to the expectations and decisions of the local authorities. These 

authorities often applied financial restraints or were reluctant to introduce centrally 

imposed innovations. Early persuasion for regional forces to introduce detectives came 

from the Inspectorate of Constabulary. The Inspectorate’s first general report following the 

inspection of provincial police forces during 1856 to 1857 highlighted the need for more 

detective officers, and Warwickshire Constabulary, for example, was one such force who 

complied with this advice, establishing a detective department in 1858.13 In addition, part 

of the inspectorate’s drive towards greater efficiencies in rural constabularies encouraged 

cooperation between forces. To this end the Inspectorate recommended that the role of 

larger urban forces, such as Birmingham City Police, who had developed a detective 

capacity early on, should be one of skills sharing and mentoring.14 

 
9 Belton Cobb, The first detectives p.3. 

10 Morris, "History of criminal investigation," p.17. 

11 T.A. Critchley, A history of police in England and Wales: 900-1966 (London: Constable & Co. Ltd, 1967), p.160. 

12 Carolyn Steedman, Policing the Victorian community: The formation of English provincial police forces 1856-80 

(Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984), pp.7-8. 

13 James A. Powell, Graham Sutherland, and Terence Gardner, Policing Warwickshire: A pictorial history of the 

Warwickshire Constabulary (Warwickshire: Brewin Books, 1997), p.103. 

14 HM Inspectorate of Constabulary, The history of Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary: The first 150 years: 1856 

to 2006 (HM Inspectorate of Constabulary, 2006), p.18. 
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General historical consensus is, however, that away from urban centres detective services 

remained piecemeal well into the twentieth century, although such consensus is not always 

clearly defined. Morris writes that detective departments ‘did not break out elsewhere in a 

pandemic rash’ and there were never more than a ‘small handful of detectives in the early 

days.’15 Wade, likewise, notes that Birmingham, Middlesbrough and Leeds had a few 

detective officers, but that Halifax, Wakefield and York had none. Some regional detective 

departments were established after the Municipal Corporations Act of 1835 and the County 

and Borough Police Act of 1856, but by the 1850s the occurrence of detectives in the 

regions was still ‘relatively patchy.’16 Shpayer-Makov writes that detective departments 

were set up from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, but solely in the large provincial 

cities and towns, and up until the First World War they remained an urban phenomenon. 

Departments that did exist were small and constituted a meagre percentage of each police 

force.17 Innes concurs with this but takes the date even later in that it was not until the 

Police Act of 1964, with the consequent reorganisation of police jurisdictions and local 

government, that all police forces had their own, fully functioning detective departments.18 

Identifying dates for the establishment of regional detective departments can never be an 

exact science given the huge diversity of the earlier regional police forces. However, the 

report of the Departmental Committee on Detective Work and Procedure estimated that in 

1933 there were approximately 1,600 detectives in regional England and Wales, with 1,100 

of these attached to city or borough forces and 450 to county forces.19 

A review of regional police force histories reveals further information around the 

formation of detective departments, although a number fail to mention, or only incidentally 

mention, the presence of detectives at all.20 In The history of the Gloucestershire 

Constabulary, for example, there are detailed accounts of the purchase of a motor car in 

1912, of electric pocket lamps in 1920, and of rubber gloves in 1932, or the replacement of 

the water pump at Coleford Police station in 1929; yet the first reference to detectives is in 

1932 when improvements were made to the Criminal Investigation Department at 

 
15 Morris, "History of criminal investigation," pp. 18-19. 

16 Wade, Plain clothes and sleuths p.42. 

17 Shpayer-Makov, The ascent of the detective p.13. 

18 Martin Innes, Investigating murder: Detective work and the police response to criminal homicide, ed. Per-Olof H. 

Wikström, Clarendon Studies in Criminology, (Oxford University Press, 2003), p.13. 

19 Morris, "History of criminal investigation," p.28. 

20 Nineteen regional force histories were consulted. 
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headquarters.21 Bob Lowther’s Watching over Carlisle describes that an apparently solitary 

detective officer was supplied by the uniform contractor with ‘plain clothes as he may 

himself select’ in 1857. However, following the officer’s handling of a murder 

investigation he was subsequently dismissed by the Watch Committee who commented 

that ‘so specialist an officer as a detective ought to have performed better in the 

investigation of such a serious crime.’ The position was abolished and his duties returned 

to uniform police officers. Later, in 1875, the force employed private detectives during an 

investigation into illegal betting.22 It is important to note here that such narratives were 

often written by ex-uniformed police officers who may have remained culturally 

uninterested in the detective. 

Local policing histories reflect that most detective departments were formed during the 

second half of the 1850s either in the same year as, or immediately following the 1856 

County and Borough Police Act. This generally concurs with the authors above, although 

some such as Cheshire, Warwickshire and Worcestershire were county constabularies and 

not the large, urban forces described. Police histories also reveal that forces such as 

Birmingham City and Newport Borough Police introduced detectives very early on, in fact 

in the same year as the Metropolitan Police. Morris suggests, with reference to 

Birmingham, this was because the force was under a Home Office Commissioner and, as a 

result, may have been influenced by the actions of the capital’s force.23 Other forces were 

exceptionally late in establishing detective departments. It was not until 1931, for example, 

that the chief constable for Bedfordshire County Police admitted that ‘I have realised for a 

long time that to enable me to combat the present-day criminal I should possess men who 

have been specially trained under the most highly skilled and experienced officers in the 

work of criminal investigation,’ and their first detective inspector was appointed later that 

year.24 W.C. Maddox writes of the small Radnorshire Constabulary that by the point of its 

amalgamation in 1948 it still had no Criminal Investigation Department, but that this was 

‘never regarded by its members as a sign of inefficiency.’25  

 
21 Harry Thomas, The history of the Gloucestershire Constabulary: 1839-1985 (Gloucester: Alan Sutton Publishing, 

1987), p.75. 

22 Bob Lowther, Watching over Carlisle: 140 years of the Carlisle City Police Force, 1827-1967 (Carlisle: P3 

Publications, 2010), pp.75-80. 

23 Morris, "History of criminal investigation," p.18. 

24 Andrew Francis Richer, Bedforshire Police: 1840-1990 (Bedford: Paul Hooley & Associates), p.48. 

25 W.C. Maddox, A history of the Radnorshire Constabulary (Radnorshire Society, 1981), p.51. 
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Gathering information around the presence of detectives beyond the Metropolitan Police is 

further hindered by the fact that descriptions of officers in plain clothes did not necessarily 

mean they were investigators. In Worcestershire Constabulary, plain clothes officers were 

used to serve summonses and court documents; in Gloucestershire Constabulary a 1934 

report reveals that female police officers were working in plain clothes, and in 1883 

Bedfordshire Police were employing officers in plain clothes during periods of unrest.26 

Likewise, although the title of Richard Jervis’ 1907 memoirs is the ‘Chronicles of a 

Victorian detective,’ throughout his fifty-seven years in Lancashire County Constabulary 

he describes himself as an inspector or a superintendent and never refers to a detective 

department. He writes of undertaking detective duties in 1851, or that he was ‘chiefly 

engaged in detective work,’ or that in 1855 he was posted to Burnley acting ‘principally as 

detective sergeant’ and it seems, therefore, that Jervis moved in and out of a detective 

function.27 This reflects Shpayer-Makov’s conclusion that, particularly in smaller forces, it 

was the police officer who was expected to carry out both prevention and detection as it 

was neither practical, nor financially viable—given relatively low incidences of serious 

crime—to establish a specialist department. From a very local and logistical viewpoint it 

was also just not possible to uphold anonymity in small, rural communities. For example 

Caernarvonshire Constabulary appointed a plain-clothed detective in 1890 to supervise 

licensing laws and monitor levels of drunkenness in local pubs, but in 1892 he was 

dismissed because he had become ‘too well known.’28 In a number of smaller forces where 

it was felt a detective function could not be justified, the chief constable took it upon 

himself to carry out the investigation; in other forces it was the officers in charge of 

divisions, assisted by their immediate subordinates.29  

To an extent, those smaller police forces near to urban centres did not need detectives in 

that they could turn to their neighbours for assistance or to Scotland Yard. The role of 

Scotland Yard was that any provincial force could make a request to them for two 

experienced detectives should they be faced with a particularly difficult or serious crime. 

This service was formalised and enhanced in 1906 when a team of five chief inspectors, 

who became known as the ‘Big Five’ were selected to help provincial forces solve 

 
26 Morris, "History of criminal investigation," p.19. See also: Thomas, The history of the Gloucestershire Constabulary 

p.322. Also: Richer, Bedfordshire Police p.66. 

27 Richard Jervis, Chronicles of a Victorian detective (first published in 1907 as 'Lancashire crime and criminals) 

(Runcorn: P & D Riley, 1995), pp.15 and 19-23. 

28 J. Owain Jones, The history of the Caernarvonshire Constabulary: 1856-1950 (Caernarvonshire Historical Society, 

1963), p.55. 

29 Shpayer-Makov, The ascent of the detective p.43. 
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‘obscure cases of murder or other serious crime.’30 Calling in the ‘man from the Yard’ was 

to remain an essential resource for provincial forces and, as a statutory entity, this ‘grace-

and-favour function’ was only finally brought to an end in 1992 with the establishment of 

the National Criminal Intelligence Service.  

2.3. Supervision and corruption 

Section 2.2. has demonstrated that defining the development of the regional detective is 

frequently obscured by lack of consistent documentation, unclear definitions, variations in 

force capacities, and location to larger and more dominant urban forces. One narrative 

remains constant, however, and that is the narrative of corruption. In his literature review 

of police integrity and corruption, Newburn suggests that there are inherent risks of 

corruption in the police service, accentuated by the practices of discretion, low visibility, 

peer group secrecy, association with lawbreakers and temptation.31 This section necessarily 

returns to Victorian London and the Metropolitan Police who, as one of the first to 

establish a detective department, were at the front line of issues involving supervision. 

2.3.1 The Detective Department 

The Metropolitan Police commissioners recognised from the outset that the supervision of 

the new detective department needed to be rigorously addressed. Their solution was to 

recommend that they directly supervised the department and that it should be governed by 

a rigid set of rules of conduct designed to restrict the detectives’ scope for action. How this 

was to work in practice is questioned by both Wade and Hobbs: ‘caught between the 

demands of “the job” and the official version of his practice,’ the detective was set to fail.32  

There is a strong historical narrative that, despite strict supervision, the new department 

was beset by corruption from the outset. And yet, given the nature of detective work and 

the fact that the department existed in its early form from 1842 to 1878, cited examples 

revolve around a very small number of incidents, two of which were more to do with 

failure than corruption. As such, Morris suggests that this early period could, rather, be 

viewed as a time of growth and learning.  

 
30 Ibid., p.60. 

31 Tim Newburn, Literature review: Police integrity and corruption, Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary (2015), 

p.8. 

32 Dick Hobbs, Doing the business: Entrepreneurship, the working class, and detectives in the East End of London 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), p.41. 
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The first reputational setback for the department was the apparent inability of Detective 

Inspector Whicher to solve the Road Hill House murder of 1860.33 Writing of Whicher’s 

downfall, Morris argues that it had to be borne in mind that ‘the best detectives, although 

rarely highly educated men, could and clearly did develop effective investigative practices, 

often showing considerable psychological insight. Whicher's report [...] is an exemplary 

account of an intelligent assessment of motive and means.’34 Turning to press reporting for 

an alternative narrative certainly supports Morris’ view in that, for the first ten years of its 

existence, newspapers reflected that the department kept a relatively low profile but grew 

in reputation. For example, Detective Goff is reported as having succeeded in the 

apprehension of a jewellery thief in 1843; in 1844 Superintendent Pearce seized stolen 

goods, and three detectives were sent from London to Bedfordshire to assist in 

investigations into ‘incendiarism’ and subsequently arrested three men.35 In 1845 Detective 

Shackle detained thieves involved in theft of fabric from a shop, and in 1846, Detective 

Whicher arrested a man at Dover for thefts. 36 Due to their perceived ability to mingle 

seamlessly with the crowds, early planning meetings for the Great Exhibition of 1851 

included a contingency for a team of detectives ‘to keep out thieves and other improper 

characters.’37 The press variously described them as having ‘tact and vigilance’ or as ‘lynx-

eyed,’ and metaphors for their stealth even found their way into fishing magazines: ‘He 

sinks his line by means of a heavy leaden plummet, and watches for a run as patiently and 

as knowingly as one of the renowned Shackell’s detectives squints for the hand-dive of a 

pickpocket in a crowd.’ 38 It could be seen that the response to the arrival of Whicher at 

Road Hill House was as much, if not more, a narrative of Victorian middle-class 

sensibilities around invasion of privacy.  

From the 1850s, however, concerns around detection and a Fouché style of policing began 

to be intermittently voiced in the press; for example a letter to the editor of the Evening 

 
33 Whicher suspected the murder of four-year-old Francis Saville Kent had been committed by his sixteen-year-old step-

sister, Constance Kent. Whicher arrested Constance but she was released without trial as a result of a public outcry 
around the accusations of a working class detective against a young lady of breeding. 

34 Morris, "History of criminal investigation," p.22. 

35 "Union Hall," Bell's New Weekly Messenger, Sunday 01 January 1843. "Incendiarism in Bedfordshire," Dover 

Telegraph and Cinque Ports General Advertiser, Saturday 06 January 1844. "Police," Evening Mail, Wednesday 03 
January 1844.  

36 "Bow Street," Northern Star and Leeds General Advertiser, Saturday 04 January 1845, p.8. "Marlborough Street," The 

Sun, Saturday 03 January 1846, p.8. 

37 "The Great Exhibition of 1851," Morning Chronicle (London), 17 December 1850. 

38 "Police," The Times (London), 13 September 1849, p.8. "The Bermondsey murder," Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh), 

Monday 10 September 1849. "Bell's life: No. 1: Water waifs," London and Sporting Chronicle (London), 21 February 
1847, p.6. Inspector Joseph Shackell became head of the detective department in 1843. 
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Mail in which the writer considered that surveillance carried out by detectives was ‘un-

English’ and ‘un-Christian;’ or a letter published by ‘Gracchus’ in Reynold’s Newspaper 

which described with alarm the infiltration of two detectives into a meeting at 

Clerkenwell.39 By the mid-1850s these public anxieties were compounded by the extra-

curricular activities of the then retired Inspector Field who had opened a private inquiry 

bureau. Field continued to use the title ‘Inspector’ creating confusion as to whether he 

remained a Metropolitan Police employee or not, triggering comment from The London 

Daily News:  

The institution of a detective police has never been a favourite with Englishmen [...] The 

officers of the detective police are paid by the public and to the public their services are 

wholly and solely due [...] If as a body they are to be employed to hire themselves as 

agents of private vengeance — as instruments to hunt up private scandals — the 

institution will become as great a nuisance as the secret police of the ancien régime in 

France.40 

Other than the Road Hill House murder, the Clerkenwell bombing of 1867 is often referred 

to as a major failing of the department. After the successful Fenian rescue of two of their 

leaders from police custody in Manchester, the Home Office received a detailed tip-off 

from Ireland of a plan to free another leader held at Clerkenwell Prison in London.41 The 

information was passed quickly to the Metropolitan Police, but from that point it is 

uncertain exactly what steps were taken by the detective department, other than that they 

were considered inadequate and misdirected. As a consequence, there was an insufficient 

police presence outside the prison to prevent the bombing which killed twelve people, 

injured many more, caused severe damage to nearby property and triggered public outrage. 

In support of the detective department, however, the ensuing 1868 Metropolitan Police 

Committee of Inquiry found that, for the detection of day-to-day crime, they appeared to be 

‘very efficient,’ but that they were hampered by insufficient numbers.42 To rectify this, the 

 
39 Joseph Fouché, Duke of Otranto, (1759-1820) was minister of police under Napoleon Bonaparte and would have 

been infamous in English memory of the Terror associated with the French Revolution. "Detection v. prevention," 
Evening Mail, Friday 04 July 1851, Letters to the editor, p.7. Gracchus, "The police and the people," Reynold's 
Newspaper (London), Sunday 01 December 1850. 

40 "A rather startling light ...", column 3, London Daily News, Thursday 24 August 1854, p.4. During the reportage of the 

case of Evans v. Robinson at Liverpool the newspaper commented that Evans had employed Field as a private 
detective to report on the activities of his wife who was living in London. 

41 From the Irish Gaelic fēinne, plural of fian, which translates as ‘band of warriors.’ Fenian was an umbrella term for the 

Fenian Brotherhood and Irish Republican Brotherhood, organisations dedicated to ending British rule in Ireland. 

42 James Fergusson, Henry Thring, and George Everest, "Report of the Departmental Committee: 1868," in Reports on 

the Metropolitan Police Force: 1868-1878-1879-1886 (Home Office), p.21.  
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committee recommended an expansion of the department from fifteen to twenty-five, plus 

an additional corps of 200 detectives to be appointed across the Metropolitan police 

divisions. It is also the case that the relatively young detective department was simply out 

of its depth in holding the English frontline against a resurgence of Irish Republicanism. 

Later, following a renewed Fenian bombing campaign in the first half of the 1880s, and in 

recognition of the specialist nature of counter-terrorism, a squad was formed which was to 

become the nucleus of the Special Branch.43 

The third of the key events often cited, without doubt, confirmed the long-standing anxiety 

that collusion between detectives and criminals led to corruption, and was to sound the 

death knell for the detective department. It was discovered that the difficulty in convicting 

a gang who had perpetrated the notorious ‘Turf Club Frauds’ was that officers of the 

detective department had been in their pay.44 Many were implicated, including from the 

City of London Police, but three detective chief inspectors and a detective inspector from 

the department were charged with fraud, forgery, receipt of bribes and of warning 

perpetrators of intended police action. The ‘Trial of the Detectives’ as it became known, 

was widely reported in the press with The Morning Post—somewhat ironically considering 

the long-standing anxieties around French policing—urging the government to follow the 

example of detective services overseas: ‘Let us look for a moment at the police system in 

Paris’ they urged.45 The trial led to the opening of The Departmental Commission on the 

State, Discipline, and Organisation of the Detective Force of the Metropolitan Police 

(1878).46 

2.3.2 The Criminal Investigation Department 

The Commission's final report included ten recommendations, key of which was the 

amalgamation of detective divisions and headquarters—created as a result of the 1868 

Commission—into one new department completely separated from the uniform division. 

 
43 Hobbs, Doing the business p.42. 

44 The fraud involved creating a fictitious betting periodical called The Sport and Racing Chronicle which advertised for 

interested parties to place bets on horses on behalf of a fictitious individual which would be reimbursed by cheques. 
The cheques, however, were not legitimate. The gang made between £14,000 and £15,000 from the frauds before 
their capture with the biggest losses from the Parisian Mme. de Goncourt who invested £10,000. Her banker was 
suspicious and contacted her solicitor in London who made enquiries and quickly determined that the scheme was 
fraudulent and notified Scotland Yard. 

45 "The recent prosecutions ...", column 5, Morning Post (London), Saturday 15 December 1877, p.4. 

46 Henry Selwin Ibbetson, D. Feilding, and J.B. Maule, "Report of the Departmental Commission appointed by the 

Secretary of State for the Home Department to inquire into the state, discipline and organisation of the Detective 
Force of the Metropolitan Police," in Reports on the Metropolitan Police Force: 1868-1878-1879-1886 (London: Home 
Office, 1878). 
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This department became known as the Criminal Investigation Department (C.I.D) and, it 

was no coincidence, Shpayer-Makov suggests, that the title excluded any reference to the 

word detective.47  The man appointed to reorganise and lead the department was a lawyer, 

Colonel Sir Charles Edward Howard Vincent. He had come to the committee’s attention 

because, as advocated by The Morning Post, he presented an ‘exhaustive’ report on the 

Sûreté—the Parisian detective system—recommending that the Metropolitan Police’s new 

department should be remodelled along the same lines.48 Once in place, Vincent applied 

additional layers of control to the new C.I.D. in an effort to eradicate corruption, and in 

1881 issued a conduct manual which, although directed at all officers, contained particular 

advice for detectives.49 To better supervise the day-to-day activities of the detective they 

were required to submit regular written reports to their supervising officer, and to keep 

diaries. Morris writes that such diaries were introduced for the central detectives from 

1878, and for the divisional detectives by 1893 and he views them as an important 

instrument of supervision; as such, they have been examined in greater detail in Chapter 

3.50 This increasing emphasis on paper records is fundamental to the rise of the murder file 

as both an object and representative of procedure. 

The intention of the formation of the C.I.D. was to draw a line between the old and the 

new. How effective this restructuring was has been questioned by historians such as Morris 

who believes that the Commission’s recommendations simply exacerbated the problems by 

‘establishing the CID as an independent, self-referential satrapy [province] within forces, 

the “firm within a firm”.’51 From the point that divisional units were introduced on the 

recommendations of the 1868 committee, the Commissioner’s original reassurance that 

detectives would be under his immediate supervision had long become unworkable and, as 

such, during the establishment of the C.I.D. issues of investigator control failed to be 

properly addressed. This failure has led authors such as Weinberger, Hobbs and Newburn 

to write that the Metropolitan C.I.D. went on to develop a well-established reputation for 

incompetence and corruption, with scandals ‘erupting with monotonous regularity,’ and 

 
47 Shpayer-Makov, The ascent of the detective p.40. 

48 Neil R.A. Bell and Adam Wood, eds., Sir Howard Vincent's Police Code 1889 with an address to constables on their 

duties by the Honourable Sir Henry Hawkins [...] and a preface by James Monro, the Commissioner of Police of the 
Metropolis (Mango Books, 2015), p.xxi. La Sûreté, the criminal investigative bureau of the Préfecture formed by 
Eugène François Vidocq in 1812 not only became the inspiration for Scotland Yard, but also the FBI and a number of 
other criminal investigation departments around the world. 

49 Ibid., pp.63-64. 

50 Morris, "History of criminal investigation," p.27. 

51 Ibid., p.21. 
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that by 1922, to turn to David Ascoli’s much quoted assertion, it had become a ‘thoroughly 

venal private army.’ 52 

2.3.3 The national debate 

Corruption cases were not the exclusive domain of the Metropolitan Police, but in the 

regions attention turned to the chief constables, with C.I.D. playing a much less prominent 

role. For example, in 1956 the chief constable of Cardiganshire was subject to disciplinary 

proceedings arising from allegations that the force was not being administered in a proper 

manner; in 1957 Scotland Yard detectives were sent to investigate Brighton Borough 

Police Force where allegations of senior officers taking bribes to keep previous convictions 

out of evidence had surfaced. Two detectives and the chief constable, Charles Ridge, were 

subsequently arrested. In the same year the Chief Constable of Worcester was suspended 

and sent to prison on charges of embezzlement.  

For some, such failings were, to an extent, an expected and accepted part of police work. 

The QC H.J. Phillimore remarked when asked to investigate the case in Cardiganshire that 

‘there were bound to be problems when a slack chief constable was in command of a small 

force in a tightly-knit, parochial community.’53 Morris suggests that in many cases there 

was a culture of accusation but not of change, with the ‘rotten apples’ being discarded but 

otherwise ‘the orchard has remained undisturbed.’54 Newburn concurs, suggesting that 

organisational tendencies were to downplay corruption, with a culture that encouraged the 

view that the problem was confined to a few ‘rogue’ members. What this actually did was 

direct concerns away from others, often those in a position of power and authority, and 

imply that everything else in the organisation was sound.55 Nationally, however, through 

ongoing press coverage of apparently escalating scandals, there were growing concerns 

around the state of policing leading to the convening of the Royal Commission on Police 

Powers and Procedure in 1928. Under the heading of ‘Police corruption,’ a section in the 

subsequent 1929 report fell squarely back on the ‘rotten apple in the orchard’ approach; 

reporting with reference to two cases:  

 
52 Barbara Weinberger, The best police in the world: An oral history of English policing from the 1930s to the 1960s 

(Aldershot: Scolar, 1995), p.75.;  David Ascoli, The Queen's peace: The origins and development of the Metropolitan 
Police, 1829-1979 (Hamish Hamilton, 1979), p.210. 

53 Clive Emsley, The English police: A political and social history, 2nd ed. (Harlow, Essex: Addison Wesley Longman, 

1996), pp. 171-72. 

54 Morris, "History of criminal investigation," p.18. 

55 Newburn, Literature review, p.7. 
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These cases demonstrate that corruption of the police is not an unknown [...] These facts 

are common knowledge, and we have felt that we could add little of value to what is 

already known by attempting to conduct investigations into a few allegations. We must 

accept the fact that corruption is not unknown in the police, but we believe that its extent 

has been greatly exaggerated.56  

Four years later, however, the all-encompassing 1933 Departmental Committee on 

Detective Work and Procedure was convened in order to ‘inquire and report upon the 

organisation and procedure of police forces of England and Wales for the purposes of the 

detection of crime.’ The committee spent five years scrutinizing not just the Metropolitan 

Police C.I.D., but detective departments of selected regional forces, and in 1938 they 

published their findings in five volumes.57 The Report did much to reinforce the view that 

detective departments were, as Critchley described, the Cinderella of policing, with the 

detective function in Britain lagging behind other countries, and it paved the way for a 

general rationalisation involving systematic training, improved laboratory and forensic 

facilities, and a revision of systems of communication. It also covered detective 

cooperation—or lack of—which it strongly considered would improve the nature of the 

role, along with the recording of crime. The impact of its findings in both of these areas 

will be examined in Chapter 3.  

Two new Acts were to impact on both the culture and control of detectives. The first was 

the result of the Royal Commission of 1960, which was in turn a direct response to the 

provincial policing scandals discussed above. The Commission essentially confronted the 

fundamental question of where the ultimate control of the provincial police should reside.  

Its most radical proposal was the establishment of a national, centralised police force. The 

final report published in 1962 rejected this, opting instead to maintain ‘the advantages of 

local administration’ based on a partnership between central and local government. The 

Commission took the view, however, that the powers of the Secretary of State should be 

strengthened to enable him to ensure that local forces were fully efficient.58 As a result, the 

most far-reaching consequence of the report in terms of this research was the 1964 Police 

Act which stipulated that England and Wales—excluding London—would be divided into 

‘policing areas’ formed of administrative counties, county boroughs or ‘combined police 

 
56 The Secretary of State, Report of the Royal Commission on police powers and procedures, The Home Department 

(London: His Majesty's Stationery Office, 1929), pp.105-06. 

57 Arthur Lewis Dixon, Report of the Departmental Committee on Detective Work and Procedure, Home Office (London: 

H.M. Stationery Office, 1939).  

58 "The Royal Commission on the Police (Report), HC Deb 09 May 1963, Vol 677, cc680-799," Hansard.  
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areas.’ To this end, from 1964, the Home Secretary began to implement a tranche of 

provincial force amalgamations with the aim of reducing the number of forces from 117 to 

forty-nine. Where a local authority would not agree to a voluntary amalgamation, it was 

made compulsory. These reductions also affected the survival of the paper records, and 

thus the evidence base for a systematic review of the murder file as a historic practice, and 

this is examined in Chapter 5. 

The second Act followed on from another commission, the Royal Commission on Criminal 

Procedure which was convened in 1978 in the light of continuing corruption allegations; 

for example against officers from the Metropolitan Police drug and obscene publications 

squads, and the West Midlands Police serious crimes squad. In addition, allegations of 

intimidation, violence and fabrication of evidence emerged during the 1970s around the 

interrogation of those suspected of being involved in Irish republican terrorism.59 The 

outcome of the 1981 report was the subsequent Police and Criminal Evidence Act of 1984 

(known as PACE). PACE strengthened legal controls over police powers, with police 

procedures and practices that had previously been the subject of common law, being 

redefined. It also covered the rights of persons in police detention, along with the 

management of criminal evidence and police discipline. Although Morris questions how 

far PACE ultimately changed investigative behaviour, he writes: ‘There can be no doubt 

that the Act did much to bring hitherto unfettered detective discretion under scrutiny and 

control. Among other things, tape-recording of interviews—long resisted by the police—

was adopted.’60 For many detectives it was seen as an end to their traditional way of 

working and, for regional detectives in particular, Hobbs writes that PACE was viewed as 

a ‘punishment for the sins of the Met.’61 

The foregoing brief history of issues of accountability and control, has largely been framed 

by authors such as Robert Reiner who was in no doubt that, in the detective’s world, a 

culture of corruption was always present behind the ‘façade of legitimacy.’62 Hobbs, 

however, tempers this view noting that given a sparsity of detailed information around 

corruption, along with its potential sources, it is hard to judge how much of the narrative 

around corruption was actual, and how much was an over-reaction by an anti-police press. 

This lack of information has, he argues, provoked writers of police histories to make 

 
59 For example the ‘Guildford four’ and the ‘Birmingham six.’ 

60 Morris, "History of criminal investigation," p.31. 

61 Hobbs, Doing the business p.224. 

62 Robert Reiner, The politics of the police, 3rd ed. (Oxford University Press, 2000), p.64. 
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axiomatic statements which are ‘riddled with stock clichés concerning the abhorrent state 

of the detective force.’63 This revisionist approach might direct attention instead to how 

much of the narrative around corruption emanated from the uniform-dominated hierarchy 

of the Metropolitan Police, in response to an insulated and secretive C.I.D.  

2.4. Conclusion 

Several themes begin to emerge from this chapter:  

The main narrative can be constructed around the cultural shadow which hung over a 

profession mistrusted from the outset, resulting in the deeply embedded and, Morris 

believes, unresolved need to control the detective, whether through institutional-level 

guidance or through national legislation.64 The nature of their work meant that corruption 

was undoubtedly present, though often ignored. Attempts to reform the profession, for 

example the Commissions of 1868, 1878, 1928 and 1933, concentrated on increasing 

separation between the detective and uniformed branches, together with improving 

conditions, pay and training. Both Hobbs and John Carter Wood concur that, through the 

elevation of their status, this had the undesired effect of isolating them even further from 

the preventative arm of the force.65 It was not until the introduction of PACE in 1984 that 

both prevention and detection were viewed as unified in terms of procedures. 

A second emerging narrative can be constructed around the control of provincial police 

forces. The programme of voluntary and compulsory mergers which continued through the 

mid- to late-1960s and into the 1970s as a result of the 1964 Police Act and 1972 Local 

Government Act, were to have a significant impact on proud forces traditional culture, 

identity and morale, and Chapter 5 will examine the effects this had on the informal 

retention and destruction of records.  

Influences around the way in which the detective worked and the form of the paperwork he 

was required to complete are examined in more detail in Chapter 3. 

 

 

 
63 Hobbs, Doing the business p.43. 

64 Morris, "History of criminal investigation," p.21. 

65 Hobbs, Doing the business p.45. John Carter Wood, The Most Remarkable Woman in England: Poison, Celebrity and 

the Trials of Beatrice Pace (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2012), p.76. 
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 The detective and his paperwork 

3.1. Introduction 

Chapter 2 placed the detective within a historical context. This chapter will continue to 

examine the second research question: How has the development of the role of the 

detective defined his culture and his attitude towards his work and his paperwork, and how 

has this culture contributed to the preservation of the murder file? It will do this by 

establishing the reasons for a move away from the traditional view of the detective as an 

autonomous sleuth, working largely under his own steam and creating a complete dossier 

of his work on a case, towards the development of a highly managed and defined role 

which at the same time stratified bureaucratic processes. By concentrating on the 

detective’s environment, his routine— using detective diaries in the context of the 

changing face of police bureaucracy and hierarchy—it will examine the relationship 

detectives had with their paperwork through three interlinking themes of separatism, 

accountability and art and craft. 

3.2. The regional C.I.D. office 

The detective worked—and works—for part of his day within the confines of the physical 

space of a C.I.D. office, either located at a force headquarters or in a divisional police 

station. He sat on a chair at a desk and interacted with other officers, paperwork and, as 

technology progressed, telephones, typewriters and computers. This might be stating the 

obvious but imagining the detective in this space is important because very little has been 

written about the environment in which he was meant to spend, or complained about 

spending, so much of his time. Malcolm Young describes the physical space and items of 

furniture in a regional charge room at a Newcastle police station in the 1950s: 

The inspector sits on a high stool, a symbol of his power as the titular head, and works at 

an enormous brass edged desk over a dozen feet in length and 4’ 6” in height. This is the 

‘charge desk’ and it plays a central part in Bridewell activity. It is scarred and marked 

from its fifty years of continuous use. Charge sheets, records of bail, and a record book 

with particulars of every detainee cover its surfaces. The desk is the prime symbol of the 

power of the charge room and with its two sloping surfaces and central flattened top for 

pens, rulers and books it forms a most suitable place to lean on and discuss recent arrests 
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and the latest transfers or promotions and re-embroider the endless ‘stories from the great 

days of policing.’1 

Taken at face value, Young describes an antiquated divisional office in which little has 

changed, and yet beyond this, what he actually pictures is an enduring space which 

encouraged social interactions and the laying down of memory. The Victorian or 

Edwardian charge desk, still in use in the 1950s, has developed a patina of authority, 

becoming a physical anchor around which—like a fireside—officers congregate and 

reminisce. The role of objects in helping to create collective memory is, then, one clue as 

to how they survive in the policing world and this theme will be returned to in Chapter 4. 

Beyond Young’s description, photographs may help to fill in the potential visual lacunae. 

Although some are poor quality, the images in Figs 3.1 to 3.8 below have been selected 

because each illustrates the way in which objects, paperwork and interiors support the 

routine of bureaucratic policing. In 1883 the Illustrated London News published a print of 

the convict office at Scotland Yard which was then part of the C.I.D. suite and manned by 

detectives (Fig 3.1). What is notable, is not so much this image itself, but the similarity 

with the photograph of the Northamptonshire divisional C.I.D. office at Dychurch Lane 

taken nearly sixty years later in 1941 (Fig 3.2). In both, as in the description of the 

Newcastle charge room above, detectives have stools in order to work at high slanting 

writing desks, a clear indication that handwritten documents were still favoured over the 

use of typewritten ones. Above the writing desk are shelves for the ready access of ledgers, 

and further shelving against the wall houses books or box files. Perhaps dating slightly 

later than the Dychurch Lane photograph, Fig 3.3 shows the C.I.D. office of 

Gloucestershire Constabulary at Cheltenham. Here, there is now a typewriter, though it 

seems hardly used as it is stashed on top of a cabinet. There are bottles of alcohol just 

visible in the glass-fronted bureau, and the appearance of flat-topped tables and desks, 

along with index card and filing cabinets. The chair swings round as if the detective has 

just left the room and in this photograph and in Fig 3.2 they are notable by their absence. 

What both photographs demonstrate is a theme of under-investment, a theme which will be 

returned to below, with antiquated furniture, a bare bulb, a broken chair. The photographs 

in Figs 3.4 to 3.8 are now populated with detectives, either interacting with paperwork or 

 
1 Malcolm Young, An Inside Job: Policing and Police Culture in Britain (New York: Oxford Universitiy Press, 1991), 

pp.123-24. As a footnote Young describes: ‘In 1981, when the whole complex was enlarged, with new detention 
rooms, juvenile holding areas, interview rooms, and the like, the old desk was simply refurbished, repaired, and 
polished up before being reinstated. Its significance to the area was such that a modern replacement was 
unthinkable.’   
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posing for the camera. Figs 3.5 to 3.8 were all taken during major murder investigations: 

the hunt for the killer of eleven-year-old Philip Green at Bristol Constabulary in 1970; the 

hunt for Lord Lucan implicated in the murder of his children’s nanny and attempted 

murder of his wife in 1974; the incident room at Kidsgrove Police Station, Staffordshire, 

during the investigation into the murder of Lesley Whittle as part of the Donald Neilson or 

‘black panther’ investigation in 1975; and the incident room at Congleton Police Station, 

Cheshire Constabulary, during the investigation into the ‘boarded barn’ murders of Ann 

Carryer and Elizabeth Blood in 1979. It is clear that during major investigations the status 

and visibility of the detective becomes elevated, and these places became worthy of 

photography.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Fig 3.1: The Illustrated London News, 29 September 1883, p.11, Sketches in Scotland Yard, The Convict Office 
for Ticket-of-Leave men and others under police supervision. Image from: Encyclopædia Britannica 

ImageQuest. 
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Fig 3.2: 1941: The Criminal Investigation Department office, Dychurch Lane; the whereabouts of the original 
photograph is currently unknown; screenshot of a photograph on p.33 of Richard Cowley’s A history of the 
Northamptonshire Police; used with kind permission of The History Press 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 3.3: Cheltenham C.I.D. office at police headquarters, Holland House, Cheltenham; circa 1945;  
Cat No: URN 632. Image reproduced with the kind permission of Gloucestershire Constabulary Archives. 
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Fig 3.4: C.I.D. Office, HQ, Detective Superintendent Hancock and Superintendent Couston, circa 1945;  
Cat No: URN 648. Image reproduced with the kind permission of Gloucestershire Constabulary Archives. 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 3.5: Detective Sergeant Maurice Marshall from Scotland Yard murder squad at Bristol Constabulary during the 

investigation into the murder of Philip Green in March 1970; http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/bristol/8579024.stm; 
Image reproduced with permission of BBC News at bbc.co.uk/news.  
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Fig 3.6: Detective Chief Inspector David Gerring and Chief Superintendent Roy Ranson at Canon Row Police 
Station during the search for Lord Lucan,1974-1975. Image from: Encyclopædia Britannica ImageQuest at: 
https://quest.eb.com/search/172_408397/1/172_408397/cite. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 3.7: Kidsgrove Police Station, Staffordshire; incident room during the Donald Neilson investigation in 1975; 
image reproduced with the kind permission of the Curator, the Black Museum, the Metropolitan Police. 
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Fig 3.8: The incident room at Congleton Police Station, Cheshire Constabulary, during the Boarded Barn murder 
investigation, 1979, Cat No 2008.2234; image reproduced with the kind permission of the Museum of Policing in 
Cheshire. 

By the time that Figs 3.7 and 3.8 were taken the card index system has become central to 

the work of the detective. During the Donald Neilson investigation, thousands of 

statements were taken, and several million index cards collated, all of which were filed in 

drawers lining the office and, again, in the ‘Boarded Barn’ incident room card index 

carousels are on the desks. In Fig 3.7 there is also a solitary woman although it is unlikely 

that she was a detective because opportunities for female officers to join C.I.D. were 

largely post the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act.   

Paperwork is prominent in all, strewn over desks, piled in bundles on the top of a filing 

cabinet, being used as a prop—literally in the Lord Lucan photograph—or as a visual cue 

in the hand of a detective. For the photographer, paperwork appeared to represent the tools 

of the detective’s trade and the extent of his work.  

Simon Holdaway’s early 1980s work on a regional station creates a link between the 

physical space and the work that took place in it:  

The station office itself is housed on the other side of this public counter; all the 

operational work of the subdivision is organised from here [...] Try to get beyond the 

counter and into the station itself—the charge room and cell area, for example—and you 

have a problem. The further you move from this small public area into the increasingly 

private world of the police station, the further you penetrate police-controlled space [...] 
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Hilton's officers routinely preserve the privacy of this backstage area to prevent their 

work from coming under public scrutiny.2 

Holdaway’s account reveals a system of separation between public and private worlds, 

uniformed and non-uniformed officers. As with Young’s account, it also begins to 

demonstrate an underlying structure—one in which police information is something private 

to be kept away not just from the public, but from the gaze of other officers.   

3.3. The detective’s routine 

The issue of how the police creates paperwork, is one that has been rarely examined. One 

exception to this is Martin Innes’ book, Investigating murder. Per-Olof H. Wikström in the 

introduction asks what, despite numerous accounts in the media of high-profile crime 

cases, is actually known about the investigative process, and Innes’ chapter ‘The social 

organisation of murder squads’ addresses this: 

In writing this book my aim has been to throw light on the subject of police murder 

investigations. At first glance this seems to be something of an ironic objective, in that 

few areas of policing are subject to as much scrutiny as the work that is conducted on 

major crime enquiries. Stories on television, in the press, and in literature serve as an 

almost constant reminder that the investigation of unlawful deaths remains a key 

component of the police function. But although these stories frequently offer glimpsed 

descriptions of what it is the police do, for the most part they do not provide a detailed 

analysis of the nature of the investigative work performed.3  

To some extent Innes achieves his aim in that his chapter does examine in detail the 

detective’s routine from the 1980s. But, as will be discussed below, as a result of new 

guidelines and legislation by this time their work, and how they did it, was becoming 

increasingly transparent and widely available. It is prior to the 1980s that research tends to 

fall into the realms of generalisation, and Innes’ own account is no exception: for over a 

century after the murder committed by Daniel Good in 1842, he writes, ‘the police 

processes and procedures for the investigation of murders remained more or less 

unchanged.’4  

 
2 Simon Holdaway, Inside the British police: A force at work (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Publisher, 1983), p.21. 

3 Martin Innes, Investigating murder: Detective work and the police response to criminal homicide, ed. Per-Olof H. 

Wikström, Clarendon Studies in Criminology, (Oxford University Press, 2003), pp.viii-ix. 

4 Ibid., p.83. 
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Returning to the first detectives in Victorian London, some evidence of their routine can be 

found in the reports of the 1878 Departmental Commission on the State, Discipline and 

Organisation of the Detective Force of the Metropolitan Police, in which both the duties of 

the divisional (based in one of the Metropolitan Police’s twenty territorial areas), and 

central detectives (based at Scotland Yard) were examined. For the divisional detective 

their duties were divided between inquiries into crimes occurring locally, and the patrolling 

of the streets in plain clothes in order to supplement the work of uniformed constables. 

They were also expected to make regular visits to prisons to ‘become familiar with the 

faces of the criminal classes.’5 When a crime was reported at a police station the following 

procedures were implemented: 

− The officer in charge of the station took a detective with him at once to the scene and following 

preliminary enquiries left the detective to investigate; 

− The detective reported daily in writing to the officer who had initiated the investigation who, in 

turn, sent the report on to the divisional superintendent; if the superintendent felt it necessary to 

apply for additional support or resources he reported to the commissioner;  

− Each morning, the divisional superintendent sent a written report, outlining the details of 

crimes, and the processes in place to the commissioner; if the commissioner felt it was required 

he would send additional support to the division. 

The Commission noted that the duties of the central detectives at Scotland Yard were very 

different and that, generally, the officers at headquarters were engaged on: ‘Government or 

official enquiries, naturalisation cases, searching for missing people, or what are called the 

higher classes of crime, such as heavy forgeries, murders, turf frauds.’6 As such they had 

limited knowledge of local crimes and criminals and relied on the divisional detectives for 

intelligence. 

Determining how earlier regional C.I.D. offices operated is hindered by the fact that 

detection was a profession in constant flux. How a detective spent his days depended on 

geography, funding, the size of the force, whether based at headquarters or in the divisions; 

also whether, by the mid-1960s, it was inside a simple C.I.D. office; working alongside 

Regional Crime Squads—shared between police forces; in ad hoc ‘murder rooms’—not 

usually used for detective work; or in ‘major incident rooms’—set up for a variety of 

 
5 Henry Selwin Ibbetson, D. Feilding, and J.B. Maule, "Report of the Departmental Commission appointed by the 

Secretary of State for the Home Department to inquire into the state, discipline and organisation of the Detective 
Force of the Metropolitan Police," in Reports on the Metropolitan Police Force: 1868-1878-1879-1886 (London: Home 
Office, 1878), p.36. 

6 Ibid., p.37. 
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different one-off purposes as the need arose. In the regions, however, as the function of the 

detective became more established, the basic pattern was for forces to maintain general 

C.I.D. offices in each division, with a number of more specialist departments at 

headquarters. As such, the duties of provincial detectives were probably, to begin with, 

similar to the London divisional detectives, and this was clearly the case for the 

Gloucestershire Constabulary divisions in 1937. Here, the standing orders reflect that 

C.I.D. at headquarters had one detective inspector, one detective sergeant supported by two 

constables, supervised by the deputy chief constable, and their duties included: 

All matters relating to Crime, Aliens, Home Office Returns re Crime and Licensing, 

Industrial Unrest, Secret Correspondence with the War Office, etc., correspondence with 

the Director of Public Prosecutions. Officers of this Department when required, give 

assistance in any part of the County when crimes have been committed, particularly in 

regard to fingerprints. One is always available to take photographs of the scene of crimes, 

fingerprints, scenes of serious accidents, etc., when required. Records of the modus 

operandi, descriptions of local and other convicted persons are available in this 

department.7 

In contrast, ‘B’ Division at Staple Hill, ‘E’ Division at Cheltenham and ‘G’ Division at 

Gloucester each had just one detective sergeant. Divisional investigating officers were 

instructed to telephone details of the crime to their superintendent who took the decision as 

to whether it was of sufficient importance. If the decision was to investigate, all 

information was then telephoned or sent by motor patrol to headquarters C.I.D. to be 

circulated from there. What these arrangements suggest is that, like the Victorian London 

divisional detectives, they were considered subordinate to their colleagues at headquarters. 

Later, in 1955, Cecil C. Moriarty provided a brief and not entirely illuminating description 

of the role of detective departments in his guide to police procedures and administration: 

Detective Department: The Criminal Investigation Department (C.I.D.) or Detective 

Department, whose members will be men selected for their skill and aptitude in the 

detection of crime. They do not wear uniform. Their main duty is to investigate crimes 

that have been committed, but they also carry out patrol work under the direction of their 

officers. A clerical staff to deal with correspondence in connection with crime and keep 

the records of crime is a necessary adjunct to this department.8 

 
7 Gloucester: Gloucestershire Archives: Collection of Gloucestershire Constabulary, Cat No: Q/Y/2/1/2, Standing 

orders,1937. 

8 Cecil C. Moriarty, Police procedure and administration, 6th ed. (London: Butterworth & Co., 1955), p.192. 
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As discussed in Chapter 2, the 1938 Departmental Committee on Detective Work and 

Procedure presented its findings after five years of research in five volumes. Not all 

volumes were made public, but from a series of review articles in the Police Journal it 

does not appear that the daily routines of detectives were recorded in any detail. In general, 

however, the Report concluded that British detective work lagged behind other countries, 

and it paved the way for a rationalisation of the profession involving improved recruitment 

processes, training, unifying the system of recording crime, improving laboratories and 

detective facilities and equipment. Equipment of the early twentieth-century detective was 

basic: by 1937 each detective in Gloucestershire Constabulary was issued with a 

magnifying glass, a folding measure, and a handbook giving photographs and descriptions 

of local criminals. Detective departments were issued with a pair of surgical rubber gloves 

and the detective departments at headquarters, Staple Hill, Cheltenham, Lydney, 

Gloucester and Stroud with a leather case ‘containing articles which may be necessary for 

criminal investigation.’9
 By 1955 officers were recommended to have a notebook, pencil, 

penknife, tape measure, electric torch and a pocket magnifying glass.10 

At its most basic, the structure of the investigation of a crime for any detective was divided 

into two parts: the work at the crime scene looking for clues and examining witnesses; and 

the study and search into records of crimes and criminals. For much of the twentieth 

century—from 1913 to the 1960s—detectives were guided in this second stage by the 

Modus Operandi (M.O.) system devised by Sir Llewelyn William Atcherley. This was a 

way of systematically recording the characteristics of a crime in order to—supposedly—

match it up to the characteristic pattern of activity of a particular criminal. It was described 

in 1956 by Superintendent G.H. Totterdell as the analysis of a crime by breaking it up into 

ten component parts: ‘class word, entry, means, object, time, style, tale, pal, transport and 

trademark.’11 Generally, detectives in the first quarter of the twentieth century were offered 

little guidance around their work: other than Atcherley’s 1913 M.O. handbook it was not 

until 1924 that Criminal investigation: A practical textbook for magistrates, police officers 

 
9 GA: Cat No: Q/Y/2/1/2, Standing orders, 1937. When the Home Office pathologist, Sir Bernard Spilsbury, arrived at the 

crime scene of the murder of Emily Beilby Kaye in 1924, he found detectives sifting through her remains with their 
bare hands. Following this he recommended the introduction of the ‘murder bag,’ a set of equipment for detectives to 
take with them when investigating cases. 

10 Moriarty, Police procedure p.62. 

11 Superintendent G.H. Totterdell, The autobiography of Superintendent G.H. Totterdell C.I.D. of the Essex County 

Police: Country copper (London: George G. Harrap & Co Ltd, 1956), p.64. 
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and lawyers by Hans Gross, the Austrian criminologists, was translated into English and 

became available for detectives. 

For regional detectives, their working practices were influenced by two clear factors. First, 

John Mooney describes that the practice of the deployment of Metropolitan Police 

detectives to the provinces for serious crimes resulted in the emergence of distinct schools 

of investigation: borough or county forces who made use of detectives from Scotland Yard 

tended to adopt Metropolitan Police policies and procedures; whereas larger urban forces 

such as Leeds, Manchester or Birmingham who had the resources and experience to run 

their own enquiries preserved their own methods.12 A further factor which drove the 

working pattern of the regional detective has already been discussed in Chapter 1. This was 

the calendar of the circuits of the Assize Courts which provided the detective with a natural 

rhythm and structure. It was this system of calendars and circuits which largely dictated the 

ebb and flow of the investigation and prosecution process: cases first needed to wait for the 

next Quarter Session in order for them to be committed to the assizes, and then for the next 

Assize Session to visit their circuit. Serious cases such as murder were tried at the Quarter 

Sessions which convened only four times a year and this meant that, until they were 

abolished in 1972 and replaced by Crown Courts, a detective’s workload was determined 

by the date of the next Quarter Session.    

Some evidence around the work of detectives appeared from the 1960s in the form of 

sociological studies of policing in the UK. For example, in 1969 J.P. Martin and Gail 

Wilson published a study which included sections on detective work.13 Although they were 

at pains to point out that generalisation should be treated with reservation when applied to 

so many separate organisations as the police forces of England and Wales, they felt, very 

broadly, that post-Second World War—and certainly as a result of the recommendations of 

the 1938 committee—there was growing specialisation and division of labour in the 

service. Martin and Gail carried out surveys of the principal functions of a C.I.D. officer in 

 
12 John Mooney, "HOLMES: from inception to modern day via lessons learned," The Journal of Homicide and Major 

Incident Investigation 6, no. 1, Spring (2010), p.33. Mooney describes that many large city forces in the 1970s and 
early 1980s took very few statements in a major investigation until they were needed for court proceedings, with 
senior investigating officers never immersing themselves in detail until it was absolutely essential. The old West 
Riding force had a paper-led system which was time-consuming in the short-term but, in a protracted enquiry, 
garnered evidence in statement form from witnesses which could prove crucial in mounting a successful prosecution. 

13 J.P. Martin and Gail Wilson, The police: A study in manpower: The evolution of the service in England and Wales 

1829-1965 (London: Heinemann, 1969). 
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the provinces and concluded that, on average, they spent 49.8% of their time in the station 

or at their desk report-writing.14 

As a detective in the Metropolitan Police from the 1970s, Adrian James recalls: ‘I was 

taught legal practice skills but provided little instruction in the basics of detective work 

such as searching, interviewing, processing of prisoners, preparing casework or the 

tradecraft associated with intelligence work. It was expected that most of these skills would 

be learnt “on the job.”’15 James’ recollection of the early years of his detective career was 

that the majority of his time, on or off duty, was spent in licensed premises, and he alludes 

to the long hours expected: ‘Indoctrination into detective culture was so complete that 

newcomers usually worked in excess of 100 hours overtime each month without 

complaint.’16 This mirrors the findings of Martin and Wilson who recorded that C.I.D. 

worked longer hours in most provincial forces than any other department; in addition that 

sick leave was lower than amongst their uniformed colleagues.17 Dick Hobbs’ field-work 

with east London detectives for his anthropological work Doing the business was 

undertaken during the same period as James—the late 1970s and early 1980s—and he also 

describes that much of the ‘real work’ of detectives was carried out in the waiting rooms 

and canteens of magistrates courts, or from pubs and clubs which, he suggested, provided 

‘a suitable area for the detective to justify, in indigenous terms, his existence.’18  

3.3.1 Detective diaries 

Detective diaries were referred to in Chapter 2 as an important tool in the control and 

supervision of detectives, and for this reason this section considers those few that 

survive in the public domain.19 The presence of these diaries in LROs beyond 

 
14 Ibid., p.239. There are other studies of detective work such as William B. Sanders’ 1977 Detective Work: A Study of 

Criminal Investigations, The Free Press; Richard Victor Ericson’s 1981 Making Crime: A study of detective work; or 
Arthur Niederhoffer's 1967 work on detectives: Behind the shield: The police in urban society, Doubleday, but these 
are US or Canadian based. 

15 Adrian James, "The influence of intelligence-led policing models on investigative policy and practice in mainstream 

policing 1993-2007: Division, resistance and investigative orthodoxy" (Doctor of Philosophy The London School of 
Economics and Political Studies, 2011). 

16 Ibid., p.14. 

17 Martin and Wilson, The police: A study in manpower p.163. 

18 Dick Hobbs, Doing the business: Entrepreneurship, the working class, and detectives in the East End of London 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), p.7. 

19 Southampton LRO holds a series of four created by a detective sergeant between 1931 and 1935; East Sussex LRO 

one diary kept by Detective Inspector Ward between 1934 and 1942; Lancashire a set of three diaries kept by 
Detective Dyke between 1930 and 1932 – PLBU/25/2; and Gloucestershire an earlier diary kept by Detective 
Sergeant Frank Hallett between 1916 and 1919. Four have been accessed for this research: one at Gloucestershire, 
three at Lancashire, and the two facsimiles of Metropolitan Police. 
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London points to the fact that it was a practice extended, at least, to some regional 

forces. The diaries identified cover the period between 1916 and 1963 and, as such, 

are important because they are an untapped source of information detailing the 

detective’s routine prior to the 1980s. A possible reason why so few survived can be 

found in Section 48 of a Metropolitan Police general order printed in the front of the 

diary of Detective Sergeant Harold Challenor:  

When a diary is filled, the dates of the period it covers will be shown on the cover and it 

will be stored (at C.O. or the Detective Superintendents office, as the case may be) for 

two years and then destroyed [...] On transfer, an officer will take with him his current 

diary and will give it up as part of his appointments or leaving the service or the C.I.D.20  

Why the eight diaries identified from regional sources survived is not clear. Two facsimiles 

of excerpts of Metropolitan Police C.I.D. desk diaries held at TNA for Detective Sergeant 

Patrick Bolongaro—covering the period 1954 to 1956, and Challenor—covering the period 

1962 to 1963, did so because their use moved from one of bureaucratic control to one of an 

item of evidence in a court case.21 For the Bolongaro diary, its very presence and state 

became the source of contention. Guidance around the purpose of these diaries can, again, 

be found in Metropolitan Police general orders:   

Officers of the C.I. Department are supplied with diaries, which it is an important part of 

their duty to keep, as a record of all their proceedings when on duty. The object of these 

diaries is three-fold:- (1) To afford accurate information to the Commissioner of the 

manner in which duties are carried out by officers of the Department. (2) To enable 

Superintendents to keep a check on their proceedings and expenses. (3) To protect and 

assist them on all occasions of future reference to their conduct.22 

The Metropolitan Police facsimiles show pre-printed journals with alternate pages for diary 

entries and expenses incurred. The Challenor diary also contains pages at the back headed 

‘Summary of apprehensions’ which provided a level of data collection around the numbers 

of arrests and convictions. Like the Metropolitan Police examples, the Burnley Borough 

Police detective diaries of 1930 to 1932 were large desk diaries adapted from general 

 
20 London: The National Archives: Collection of Treasury Solicitor, Cat No: TS 58/781, Copy desk diary of Challenor 

(Volume 1) (Exhibit 1A), 1962-1963. 

21 London: The National Archives: Collection of the Treasury Solicitor, Cat No: TS 58/419, photocopy extracts from 

diaries of Detective Sergeant Patrick Bolongtaro between 14 April 1954 to 6 July 1956, brief to counsel and notice of 
appeal, 1955-1958. 

22 London: The National Archives: Collection of the Metropolitan Police, Cat No: MEPO 2/741, Criminal Investigation 

Department: Diaries, 1904. 
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purpose, commercially available notebooks made by T.J. & J. Smith Ltd. of London and, 

as such, were intended to be kept in the office and completed at the end of each day. Here 

an earlier example, the 1919 Gloucestershire Constabulary notebook kept by Detective 

Sergeant Frank Hallett differs in that, although it is described as a diary, it is small and 

more akin to a policeman’s pocketbook, and he undoubtedly kept with him to record 

random pencil notes, statements and addresses. Hallet’s diary indicates that detectives may 

also have used pocketbooks as aide-memoires in tandem with the desk diaries.23  

All diaries, to a greater or lesser extent, are helpful in determining the detective’s work 

patterns or types of crimes they were investigating. Bolongaro worked for the Company 

Fraud Department of the Metropolitan Police C.I.D., and the transcripts of his diary record 

that he spent approximately 609 hours working on a case against Harold William Auten 

between 5th October 1954 and 23rd June 1956.24 Fig 3.9 below demonstrates that most of 

this time was away from the office (forty-two per cent) undertaking interviews, or taking 

statements. It also demonstrates that he spent seven per cent of his time with possibly one 

or more informants who remain unnamed throughout the diary and these meetings are 

often at a public house: ‘Tuesday 22.3.55: 5.30 p.m.: Then to Red Lion P.H. and met 

informant re Auten.’ After time away from the office, case paperwork takes up twenty-six 

per cent of his time, although descriptions here are frequently vague: ‘Office 9 a.m. and 

engaged until 9.30 a.m.,’ or ‘engaged with documents,’ or ‘further engaged in 

correspondence re case of Auten.’25 Challenor’s diary covers a number of cases during 

March 1962 over approximately 312 working hours. Fig 3.10 above mirrors the same work 

pattern as Bolongaro in terms of his time away from the office undertaking interviews 

versus his time at the office. Challenor, however, is even less forthcoming about what he 

actually did at the office. He would, more often than not, simply report ‘returned to office 

and engaged until [...]’  His much greater use of informants reflects not just this work, but 

his methodology and the fact that his diary was retained as an exhibit in the charges of 

corruption and false arrests made against him. As with Bolongaro, Challenor’s days appear 

 
23 Gloucester: Gloucestershire Archives: Collection of Gloucestershire Constabulary, Cat No: Q/Y/2/6/1, Diary kept by 

Frank Hallett, detective sergeant at Gloucester, c.1916-1919. 

24 Considering the case was a fairly minor one of ‘false pretences and conversion’ this seems excessive. However, the 

case became embroiled in accusations and counter-accusations with the withholding of police evidence at its heart. 
Further research reveals that Harold Auten was a former intelligence officer and the other party, Colonel Gordon 
William George Rayner, had been a close army associate of his who went on to sit on the board of Ealing Film 
Studios where he was responsible for selling propaganda films to the Russians, Czechs, Pols, Hungarians and 
Chinese.  

25 TNA: TS 58/419: Diaries of Detective Sergeant Bolongtaro. 
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long, usually starting around nine a.m. but not ending until nine or ten p.m. and with only 

one rest day. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 3.9: Pie chart of breakdown of duties extracted from information contained in Detective Bolongaro’s diary; TS 
58/419; TNA; data compiled by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
 
 
 
 

Fig 3.10: Pie chart of breakdown of duties extracted from Detective Challenor’s diary; TS 58/781; TNA; data 
compiled by Angela Sutton-Vane. 



 

100 

 

For the Burnley detectives, it is harder to define periods spent on particular tasks because 

although the diary days were broadly divided up into mornings and afternoons by times 

entered in the margins, the main body of the text describes a flow of tasks without breaks. 

For two detective constables who made entries in the diaries each day begins with ‘Office 

re routes’ and then goes on to list a day out on the streets undertaking enquiries or 

patrolling known hot spots.26 The third user of the three Burnley diaries was Detective 

Officer Dyke. His role appears to be more senior as his daily entries always begin with 

‘Office and reports,’ later, changing to ‘Office and reports and general office work’ and by 

the third 1932 diary ‘Office, reports, daily information and general office work.’ Again, 

there is no time allocation other than this was always his first entry and it was certainly a 

habitual opening formality from which little can be gleaned. Beyond this all three 

detectives’ days are similar—out on the streets undertaking enquiries. Dyke’s more senior 

status does allow, however, for occasional additional duties such as attending a prize-

giving ceremony, a police federation meeting, receiving training in photography, or 

participating in preparations for force inspections.  

In terms of the types of crimes the detectives were dealing with, entries for the Burnley 

diaries reflect that thefts and larceny of cigarettes, bicycles or clothing take up most of 

their time, with other stolen items include hams, chocolate, handbags or slate and lead 

from roofs. The most valuable thefts investigated cars, motorcycles and cash and jewellery. 

Crimes against the person appear to be rare with only six entries relating to enquiries into 

murder or attempted murder (two cases) and eight entries for enquiries into unlawful 

wounding (one case). The detective’s enquiries led them to visit on an almost daily basis 

local pawnbrokers and lodging houses or hostels, and patrol seemed to loom larger in the 

lives of the provincial detectives with regular visits to the local markets in search of 

pickpockets and petty pilfering, or to monitor communist party activities. As with their 

Metropolitan Police counterparts, days were long—from eight a.m. to six or often ten p.m. 

Where they differ, however, is that there is only one reference to ‘entering a public house’ 

and no references to meeting anonymous informants. 

The pencil notes in Detective Frank Hallett’s 1919 Gloucestershire Constabulary diary or 

notebook reflect similar types of crime, with most of his cases relating to larceny, shop 

breaking or false pretences; for example, the fraudulent sale of a horse, the theft of poultry 

or of wood from a timber yard. There are also entries for absenteeism and, reflecting that 

 
26 'Routes' were the memoranda exchanged between forces containing details of arrestees and stolen property. 
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his diary was kept immediately after the First World War, evidence that he was expected to 

monitor reported abuses of sugar rationing: ‘Mr George and Louisa Edith Jones, 40, Jersey 

[?] Road. 5 in family. Obtained 17lbs from the Cooperative Stores. 1 plum tree and 2 apple 

trees;’ or: ‘4 in family. For apple jelly and raspberry used all the sugar in making cherry 

and raspberry jam.’ At the back of his diary, Hallett lists his commendations and successful 

cases which reflect that he was involved in some more serious crimes: in 1915 the 

detection and arrest of a rape case, and in 1919 he assisted in the arrest of ‘R. Hull’ for the 

‘London Police.’27 

This section demonstrates several points: first information around the detective’s day-to-

day routine is limited; second the limitations of the diaries as a tool of supervision in that 

the entries could be manipulated; third, the culture of expected long hours and commitment 

to the job and fourth, particularly for the regional detective, the relatively mundane nature 

of their work which was often not far removed from that of his uniformed colleagues. 

3.4. Bureaucracy, paperwork and why the detective disliked it 

Having considered the detective’s routine, this section will move on to examining the 

relationship the detective had with his paperwork.  

It was observed in the introduction that Hull remarked that it is perhaps no coincidence that 

anthropologists and others have come to be interested in documents during what many 

observers see as the end of the paper era.28 Ten years ago, in 2009, Ben Kafka noted that 

historians had ‘discovered all sorts of interesting and important things looking through 

paperwork, but seldom paused to look at it.’29 Hull posits this was due to the traditional 

social science division which left the study of formal organisations to sociologists, political 

scientists, and economists, while anthropologists concentrated on ‘non-modern, small-scale 

societies that were seen to operate without or independent of formal organisations.’ As 

such, he argued, ethnographies have tended to focus on those affected by bureaucracies 

rather than what goes on in the office.30  

The German sociologist, Max Weber, defined bureaucracy as follows: 

 
27 GA: Q/Y/2/6/1: Diary kept by Frank Hallett. 

28 Matthew Hull, "Documents and bureaucracy," Annual Review of Anthropology 41 (2012), pp.252-60. 

29 Ben Kafka, "Paperwork: The State of the Discipline," Book History 12, no. 1 (2009), p.341. 

30 Hull, Documents and bureaucracy, p.252. 
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The management of the modern office is based upon written documents (the ‘files’), 

which are preserved in their original or draft form. There is, therefore, a staff of subaltern 

officials and scribes of all sorts. The body of officials actively engaged in a ‘public’ 

office, along with the respective apparatus of material implements and the files, makes up 

a bureau.31 

Although bureaucracy was conceived as something that was intended to create an efficient 

administrative framework with clear divisions of labour, the term ‘bureaucratic’ has come 

instead, to represent the complete opposite: excessively complicated administrative 

procedure. Studies such as Jill Pellew’s history of the Home Office refer to the serious 

effects of a perceived paperwork overload on the organisation, with the annual number of 

papers arriving at the Home Office rising to 62,624 by 1906: ‘The sheer physical problem 

of coping with the influx of paper became chronic. Batches of old papers were continually 

being sent to the Public Record Office. The Office of Works was besieged with requests 

for more bookcases, more accommodation.’32 In terms of the bureaucratic process, the 

Metropolitan Police were closely aligned to the Home Office and yet, as with the 

detective’s environment and work, Williams writes that no office manuals survive or, 

indeed, ‘there is no indication that the assemblage of tacit knowledge required to make the 

system work was ever written down.’33 With a few exceptions—for example Constable 

William Wood’s 1950s Police Journal article on police filing systems, or Pellew’s detailed 

description of the Home Office Registry filing system from the late 1800s to early 1900s—

what research has been done around administration tends to focus on how policy was made 

rather than how it actually worked on a day-to-day basis.34 

Without office manuals, authors such as Farge turned to the archive itself for physical 

evidence of the management of paperwork. In The allure of the archives she describes the 

preservation of eighteenth-century French criminal justice records in the Archives 

Nationales, the Bibliothèque de l'Arsenal and the Bibliothèque nationale de France:   

 

 
31 Max Weber, Economy and Society, trans. Ephraim Fischoff and Hans Gerth (University of California Press, 1922), 

p.957.     

32 Jill Pellew, The Home Office 1848-1914: From clerks to bureaucrats (London: Heineman Educational Books Ltd, 

1982), p.64. 

33 Chris A. Williams, Police control systems in Britain, 1775 to 1975: From parish constable to national computer 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014), p.89. 

34 William Wood, "Filing in the force," The Police Journal 23, no. 69 (1950), p.69. Pellew, The Home Office pp.96-101. 
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Like today, yet so unlike today, the police took statements and filled out logbooks.  

Superintendents and police inspectors sent notes and reports to their superiors [...] 

Suspects were interrogated, and witnesses gave their accounts to clerks, who then 

transcribed their words without any punctuation, following the custom of the time. The 

eighteenth-century judicial archives are simply the accumulation, loose sheet after loose 

sheet, of criminal complaints, trials, interrogations, case summaries, and sentencings [...] 

Usually these were collected and bundled together in chronological order, month by 

month. But every once in a while, they were bound together in registers or stacked in the 

gray cardboard boxes that contain criminal records, arranged by name and year [...] they 

were mostly preserved in their raw form, unbound and without folders, collected and tied 

together with string like bales of hay.35  

Despite a lack of evidence around paperwork protocols, managing paperwork was an 

important function for the new police: Williams writes that ‘new policing’ was as much 

about paper as it was about people and that within the police bureaucracy information 

needed to be durable, to be processed and rendered into numbers or coherent accounts and, 

above all, needed to be auditable.36 Emsley and Shpayer-Makov suggest that the police’s 

relationship with their paperwork had a deeply embedded cultural history going back to the 

Bow Street Runners and the blind John Fielding, who succeeded his brother and founder of 

the Runners, Henry Fielding. John Fielding had a passion for record keeping and 

information and encouraged, for example, the keeping of registers of robberies, 

examinations and convictions, along with the Newgate Calendars.37 Moving forward to the 

establishment of the Metropolitan Police, the first commissioners, Charles Rowan and 

Richard Mayne, had distinguished military careers and organised the new policing systems 

around military models by incorporating a rigid beat system taken from the Light Infantry 

outpost training manuals. Malcolm Young writes that these early institutional protocols 

required detailed timetabling and the incorporation of ‘carefully delineated or fragmented 

periods of time as a marker of institutional identity.’ They became prime symbols of 

everything considered correct or essential for good policing, and the need to ensure all 

events, incidents, crimes, and occurrences were ‘immediately defined, classified, and 

prescribed by the fixing of both the time, date, and a precise location becomes 

 
35 Arlette Farge, The allure of the archives [Le gout de l'archive ], trans. Natalie Zemon Davis and Thomas Scott-Railton 

(Yale University Press, 2015), pp.2-3. 

36 Williams, Police control systems pp.85-86. ‘New policing’ generally refers to police forces which were established post 

Metropolitan Police Act of 1829.  

37 Clive Emsley and Haia Shpayer-Makov, eds., Police detectives in history, 1750-1950 (Burlington: Ashgate, 2006), 

p.20 
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paramount.’38 Further layers of bureaucracies were added as the Metropolitan Police 

became embedded in the Home Office and Civil Service structures.  

For much of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries a proven ability to manipulate 

paper was highly valued by the police, demonstrated by the presence and status of 

specialist clerks who were employed from the 1850s in many of the larger borough, and 

nearly all of the county police forces. The importance of the post of chief clerk, which was 

often of superintendent rank, is reflected in a number of histories of regional police forces. 

Ben Beazley writes in his account of Leicester City Police that the position of clerk was 

created in 1870 and that the chief clerk’s role quickly became not only central to the 

smooth running of the force, but a training situation for prospective chief constables.39 Bob 

Pooler’s history of Worcestershire Constabulary describes John Oliver who was stationed 

at headquarters as a clerk and who in 1871 listed his many duties: ‘Accountant, statistician, 

clerk, secretary, wages clerk, storeman, post clerk and stationery clerk.’ By 1891 he had 

risen to become superintendent and chief clerk.40 The same post was still being recorded 

over forty years later in Gloucestershire Constabulary. Their 1937 standing orders reflect 

that in hierarchy: the chief clerk was positioned immediately beneath the chief constable 

and was responsible for the correspondence and accounts branches with two sergeants, 

three constables, two lady typists, two junior clerks and one telephone orderly beneath him. 

In addition to supervising the two departments, his role included dealing with applications 

for leave, rises in grade, equipment, motor patrols, repairs, examining weights and 

measures inspectors and motor patrol daily diaries, accounts, and drafting standing joint 

committee reports.41 In Control through communication JoAnne Yates describes that 

keeping such documents as reports, standing, general and weekly orders, reflected a desire 

to rise above the individual memory and to establish an organisational memory; as such, 

from a cultural perspective, the chief clerk held a powerful position.42 

 
38 Malcolm Young, In the sticks: cultural identity in a rural police force (Oxford University Press, 1993), p.31. A large 

proportion of regional chief constables had moved from military careers; for example Cheshire Constabulary 
appointed its first non-military chief constable, G.E. Banwell in 1946. 

39 Ben Beazley, Peelers to pandas: An illustrated history of the Leicester City Police, ed. Leicester Mercury (DB 

Publishing, 2015), pp.33-34. 

40 Bob Pooler, From fruit trees to furnaces: A history of the Worcestershire Constabulary (Worcestershire: Blacksmith 

Publishing, 2002), p.32. 

41 GA: Cat No: Q/Y/2/1/2, Standing orders, 1937. 

42 JoAnne Yates, Control through communication: The rise of system in American management (Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1993), p.6. 
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Paperwork can be viewed as a reflection of the progression of an organisation towards 

modernity—the continuous metamorphosis from ledgers, to books with duplicate pages 

and tear-off sections, to forms, towards computerisation, digitisation and the ultimate 

vision of the ‘paperless office’ with desks devoid of in-trays and walls of filing cabinets. A 

number of changes occurred which triggered this process. First, as companies and 

organisations such as the police became larger and more complex, a reliance on those 

powerful keepers of organisational memory was no longer an option and reducing the 

‘need to know about paperwork’ became a cost-saving device. In other words, removing it 

from the domain of the skilled nineteenth-century police clerk to the domain of the cheaper 

civilian employee who could simply work on a production line of creating paperwork 

without necessarily understanding or acting on its content.  

A second change was the increase in the quantities of paperwork being produced. What 

triggered this increase ultimately relates to economics of supply and demand: as more 

paper was consumed the technology to manufacture it improved. During the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries shortages of the white rags needed for paper production 

triggered the introduction of chlorine bleaching so that coloured rags could be used. By the 

middle of the nineteenth century cheaper paper pulp was being made from straw or wood, 

and the first successful paper machine went into production in Hertfordshire in 1803. By 

the middle of the nineteenth century the pattern for the mechanised production of paper 

had been set.43  

Along with cheaper paper and expanding organisations came technologies that allowed for 

more efficient production of documents such as early duplicating machines.44 The 

typewriter, in particular, was to mark a surge in the efficiency of creating not just the 

original document, but the ability to easily produce a number of copies through the use of 

carbon paper.45 The Home Office Registry introduced its first two typewriters in 1890, and 

the Metropolitan Police twelve years later in 1902.46 Access to one of the earliest murder 

files, the 1909 investigation into the murder of George Harry Storrs, shows that the office 

of the chief constable of Cheshire Constabulary had at least one typewriter, whereas his 

 
43 British Association of Paper Historians. "History of papermaking in the United Kingdom", Available at: 

http://baph.org.uk/ukpaperhistory.html. 

44 For example, in 1894 Gestetner introduced the first 'automatic' stencil duplicating press. 

45 Prior to this a single duplicate of a handwritten letter was created through the use of systems such as wet letter books. 

46 Pellew, The Home Office p.98. 
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divisional officers did not.47 In other forces such as Kent Constabulary the arrival of 

typewriters was delayed until just before the Second World War.48 Gender played an 

important factor in its later arrival in that many organisations viewed typewriting as a 

female pursuit, and yet in the police force it was primarily the preserve of the male police 

officer, clerk or ‘slightly unfit elderly constables.’49 For the police, accepting women into 

the organisation challenged deeply embedded notions around hierarchy, rank, status and 

organisational integrity. The ability to type was considered an important skill for the police 

officer with H.S. Kemble writing in his Police Journal article on report and statement 

writing that ‘the younger members of the force will be helping themselves if they learn to 

type, and if at the same time they can urge themselves to become competent at shorthand 

they are indeed making progress.’50  

As paperwork increased, so did the need for more efficient storage. The Victorians, 

Edwardians, and probably later, used a spike for daily storage of paperwork, a term still 

used by police officers who ‘spiked’ a case—or took no further action.51 When the spike 

was full, like the eighteenth-century criminal justice records, the papers were removed, tied 

up in bundles or folded, with the name of the correspondent or subject on the outside, and 

put in a drawer or pigeon-hole.52 Later, wooden box files or cabinets with shallow drawers 

were introduced in which papers were filed flat between tabbed sheets of paper or card. 

Each drawer or tray was labelled with a letter or division of the alphabet. The disadvantage 

of this method of filing was that papers had to be lifted or removed to access those beneath. 

The vertical filing cabinet first appeared in 1892 and brought together in a single drawer all 

correspondence relating, for example, to one subject. Unlike a bound book, box or pigeon-

hole, they also allowed for the addition or removal of information without causing 

‘disturbance or disorder’ and were limitless to expansion or contraction in a ‘continuous 

and orderly sequence.’53 

 
47 Chester: Cheshire Archives and Local Studies: Collection of Cheshire Constabulary, Cat No: CJP 20/20/1 (i & ii), , R v 

Mark Wilde, murder: Gorse Hall murder, 1909-1910. 

48 Wood, Filing in the force, p.70. 

49 R.W. James, To the best of our skill and knowledge: A short history of the Cheshire Constabulary 1857-1957, 2nd ed. 

(Cheshire: Museum of Policing in Cheshire, 2005), p.iii. 
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3.4.1 The card index system 

The card index system was an inanimate but key player in influencing the detective’s way 

of life. Young’s description in section 3.4.2 below of officers gathering around the 

occurrence books illustrated that, as with all bound ledgers and books, they created a 

‘bottleneck’ of processes. Police forces began to attempt to eliminate this through the 

introduction of individual records or loose-leaf files which could be used by multiple users 

and could be expanded, re-ordered or duplicated at will. Card index systems were adopted 

by the police for two reasons: for the indexing of documents now filed in vertical cabinets 

by series, and for the indexing and cross-referencing of intelligence. In his 1911 guide to 

the card index system, R.B. Byles described the basic process: each card gave the name 

and address of a correspondent, and these cards indicated, by a number, the exact position 

of the letters written by them. The entire series was alphabetically arranged in the card 

index drawer divided by a series of projecting guide cards. In the filing cabinet the 

documents were arranged numerically by the numbers of the cards (see Fig 3.11 below).54 

The system was grasped enthusiastically by the Metropolitan Police, with their Registry—

its document handling office—introducing a card index system very early in 1904 as part 

of a process of shifting away from registers of correspondence in book format.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 3.11 Illustration from R.B Byles, 1911, The Card Index System: Its Principles, Uses, Operation, and Component 
Parts; pp.4 and 22; available at: https://openlibrary.org/books/OL7083988M/The_card_index_system. 

 
54 Ibid., pp.3-4. 
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Byles noted in his 1911 guide that although card indexes served the purpose of finding a 

file ‘it requires little experience to appreciate the other purposes which such an index could 

serve,’ and by 1913 the Metropolitan Police were turning to the second use for card 

indexes, that of recording or collating intelligence, and moving the indices of active 

criminal cases from books to cards in their Criminal Records Office. By 1939, on the 

advice of the Home Office, provincial forces were ‘encouraged’ to adopt the 

recommendations of the Departmental Committee in that all crimes were to be recorded on 

a card index and forwarded after classification to the Home Office at the end of each 

month.55 Constable Wood of Kent County Constabulary recorded that by 1950 the majority 

of forces were employing them.56 

Before the advent of computers, a card index system was to become the hub of every major 

inquiry as an essential component of the detective’s tools for retrieving intelligence from 

large amounts of information. It was a manual database; a system of sorting and cross-

referencing through a process of identifying key words or classifications. As such, they 

formed a regular point of discussion with the retired detectives interviewed during this 

research:  

Basically, before we had these computers, we used to run a card index system [...] If you 

had a major inquiry [...] You had big, round—size of that table [pointing to the long 

dining room which seats approximately 8 people]—big round carousels with cards, and 

people used to have to update cards. Now, if I can give you an example? If you had 

somebody said there was a blue Ford or say a Cortina, if you can remember what a 

Cortina looked like?  Err, you used to have to index a blue car, so you made a card for a 

blue car, yeah? And then if somebody says, a Cortina, you used to have a card—just in 

case somebody said: ‘Well I think the car was a Cortina’ or ‘I think it was a blue car’ you 

used to have to look up all the blue cars, you couldn’t just put up one card for a blue 

Cortina. And if somebody said it was ABC 123 you used to have to make another card. 

And then you used to have put down all these where it was sighted and stuff like that. So, 

if you imagine, if you just had a car, you had four, umm, four, if not five cards to make 

out, and you had to write down the source document where, you know, where that 

information come from [...] Sometimes you used to have to have like ten people filling 

the cards out.57  

 
55 Totterdell, The autobiography of Superintendent G.H. Totterdell p.157. 

56 Wood, Filing in the force, p.71. 

57 M.C. (retired Detective Constable), interviewed by author, 02 Mar 2017. 
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And the same officer: 

If you had twenty D.C.s all taking statements—you used to have what we called the 

statement reader who would, umm, under—he would get it typed, put the original away 

because the original was a, you know, a very important document [...] and he used to 

underline all the salient points. So, if he said: ‘I am Bill Smith and I went to a darts match 

with—at the Red Cow and whilst I was there I saw Bill Smith, Harry Smith, John,’ 

whatever his name is, they used to raise another action for somebody to go and see all 

these people he was playing darts with. Yeah?  And it used to go—and then he, the 

second person would say: ‘Well, yeah, but I was at home,’ and, you know, all sorts of 

things and you used to dread, if you had a twenty-page statement it would take you two 

days to index it properly. Yeah? Because you used to—and if he said, you know: ‘Whilst 

I was walking home I saw a blue car, I think it was a Cortina;’ you’d think, oh Christ, 

that’s another two days. But you got the drift? 58 

As with any finding aid, however, the card index system had significant disadvantages in 

that it was vulnerable to human error and interpretation; if, for example, a card was 

misfiled. This was a flaw recognised in 1911 by Byles who warned against the actions of a 

‘careless clerk.’59 What the detective described above is how one piece of information 

could be divided into any number of cards, and with a large or complex enquiry the system 

quickly became unwieldy, on occasions causing physical overload: 

I can remember going to one place and the day after they had, err—in the gymnasium 

they were, and they had all these card index systems and they had a briefing. I mean you 

can imagine how heavy these card indexes are, can’t you? So they had a briefing and they 

filled this gymnasium up and they were all stood in the gymnasium and the floor gave 

way.60 

Not just for structural reasons, the card index system was to fail for one murder inquiry, 

raising questions around its efficacy as an investigative tool for detectives, and this will be 

discussed below.  

3.4.2 Systems and forms 

Murder files were filled with paperwork largely produced by the detective, and this section 

will demonstrate that much of this was highly formalised and the result of deeply 

 
58 Ibid. 

59 Byles, The card index system pp.17-18. 

60 M.C., interview. 
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embedded protocols. Because of the internal promotional structure detectives nearly 

always began life as a police constable on the beat, and so had instilled in them the basics 

of a strict code of practice first set out in detail in Sir Howard Vincent’s police code of 

1889. This included sections on the correct handling of paperwork, for example: 

1. In order that correspondence on police business may be properly conducted, it should 

invariably pass through the same channel; for confusion is absolutely inevitable if police 

officers of different ranks correspond with other forces and private individuals on public 

matters. 2. In the Metropolitan Police, correspondence on general subjects, complaints 

against police, requests for police aid, application to join the force, on the public carriage 

service, concerning of common lodging-houses, &c., are dealt with by the Commissioner 

or Assistant Commissioners, and all reports on such matters and the general discipline of 

the service, the disposition of the men, the regulation of the traffic, bastardy, desertion, 

and non-payment of rates are submitted to one or the other; whilst all communications 

relating to the operation of the criminal law, and all reports bearing on crime, and the 

measures to be taken, or which have been taken with regard to it, are addressed to the 

Assistant Commissioner, Criminal Investigation Department, and dealt with in his office. 

3. All letters received by any police officer, on police duty, should be at once submitted 

to the Superintendent.61 

Fig 3.12 below represents the symbiotic relationship between the paperwork of the 

uniformed police officer in the ‘front office’ and the work of the detective in the ‘back 

office.’ What it demonstrates is that information came in from both the policeman either 

on his beat or called to an incident, via his pocketbook, the station telephone or callers at 

the front office. But information also came in from the detective as a result of his endless 

quest for intelligence. For information entering the front office there was a progression of 

records from the occurrence ledger to the crime book—if a crime was decided—to the 

charge or refused charge book once the crime had been processed. Each force had its own 

system and own sets of ledgers, books and forms which covered all aspects of the police 

station life: complaints books, received letters books, lock-up books, stray dogs and lost 

property registers, registers of chimney sweeps, station beat books and books containing 

indexes of books: ‘So when one of the registers couldn’t be found, we said to the station 

inspector as a joke “Sir, maybe we need a register of registers?” And the next day I was 

tasked with creating one.’ 

 
61 Neil R.A. Bell and Adam Wood, eds., Sir Howard Vincent's Police Code 1889 with an address to constables on their 

duties by the Honourable Sir Henry Hawkins [...] and a preface by James Monro, the Commissioner of Police of the 
Metropolis (Mango Books, 2015), pp.53-54 
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Fig 3.12: Chart representing the division and flow of paperwork in a typical police station from 1910 to 1980s. 
Diagram by Angela Sutton-Vane 

The occurrence book or ledger was the information hub for the station. It seemed widely 

deployed across regional police forces, and copies dating from as far back as 1836 and 

1838 survive in LROs.62 All enquiries or observations made whilst out on patrol were 

transcribed from the pocket book, plus any attendances at a police station, or any telephone 

messages. Most were large and heavy, intended to be consulted on a desk in the front 

office, but an early 1891 example from Gloucestershire Constabulary was small and 

designed to be hung up on the wall by a string. Bound pages meant that entries were made 

from the front of the ledger towards the back in date order; something which not only 

necessitated a system of indexing and cross-referencing to find specific entries, but that all 

entries had to be handwritten. 

Young was particularly interested in the occurrence book or, as it was called in his force, 

the general occurrence book or GOB, and he wrote in detail about its material culture. For 

police officers to be able to make entries in the GOB they often came into the station well 

before the end of the shift as it was common for officers to have to wait to complete their 

entries, either because there was a queue or because the superintendent had taken it away 

 
62 For example: Bristol Archives: Cat No: BCC/D/POL/O/2/1, Occurrence book, 1836-1838; or Bolton Archives and Local 

Studies Service: Cat No: BJ/5, Occurrence book, Jul 1839-Sep 1839. 
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to read with his coffee. As in the description of the charge desk above, waiting for the 

GOB was a way to ‘get off the cold, hard streets and thus cement their own shift 

relationships by swapping tales of recent activities in the warmth of the station.’63 It may 

well have been the importance of this unintended, ancillary use that resulted in the survival 

of so many occurrence ledgers well beyond their useful life.64 Young recollects that ‘even 

as I left West Mercia near the end of 1988, GOBs were still clinging to existence in the 

remoter parts of the force like mushrooms in the dark,’ and still holding a central place in 

divisional thinking despite officers from other forces pointing out that they were no longer 

necessary.65  

For the detective, the intersection between the front and back office was the crime book or 

ledger as this was supposedly updated and consulted by both uniformed officers and 

detectives—supposedly because detectives often controlled it, and this will be discussed 

later. Relevant entries, where a crime was agreed to have been committed, were transcribed 

from the occurrence book and these details would be gradually updated as C.I.D. 

confirmed the classification of the offence, a crime reference number, details of any arrests 

and which officer was dealing with the case. The book also allowed senior officers to 

monitor progress and allocate work. Beyond this, once paperwork passes from uniformed 

to non-uniformed hands it becomes more obscure, and it is only the survival of case work 

such as the murder file that an insight into detectives’ paperwork, prior to the 1980s, is 

possible. However, even this is frustrated. First, nearly all post-1930s files are closed for 

data protection reasons and, second, it is not always clear who gathered the paperwork 

together, or at what point it was gathered. 

Fig 3.13 below illustrates that the three murder files from Cheshire Constabulary which 

have been accessed by the researcher, all were created in the chief constable’s office, not in 

C.I.D., with the chief constable clearly thinking about the case although it is his deputy 

who asks the questions.  The chief constable also took responsibility for much of the 

correspondence with senior officers from neighbouring police forces, with the 

Metropolitan Police and with staff at the Director of Public Prosecutions office. This is 

 
63 Young, In the sticks p.109. 

64 542 Occurrence Books or ledgers can be found via TNA Discovery held across a number of LROs. West Sussex 

Record Office hold 208. 

65 Young, In the sticks pp.111-13. 
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mirrored by the 1937 Gloucestershire Constabulary standing orders which suggests the role 

of the early Cheshire Constabulary detective was seen as being fairly subordinate. 

 
 
 
 

 
Fig 3.13: Enquiry form from the 
chief constable’s office: Rex v 
Mark Wilde, 1909-1910; CJP 
20/20/1 (i); CALS; photograph 
by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
 

In all the murder files accessed in the course of this research, the two main types of 

paperwork being filed by the detectives were statements and reports.  

Statements were the result of the gathering of information from witnesses to determine first 

whether an event was a crime and second, if it was so determined, as formal evidence for 

prosecution. Guidance was available on the writing of statements, for example Moriarty 

wrote in his Police procedures that: ‘Statements should be taken without delay while the 

matter is fresh and before such persons forget the details known to them. They should be 

recorded in writing by the police, who should never have to trust to their memory to 

recollect what a witness has told them.’66 Original copies of statements were found on the 

Gorse Hall murder files, and the 1920 investigation into the murder of Irene Munro by East 

Sussex Constabulary.67  

 
66 Moriarty, Police procedure p.65. 

67 Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA 10/51/1, Rex v Field and 

Gray (murder), 1920. 
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Fig 3.14: First page of a handwritten 
statement, Rex v Mark Wilde, murder, 
1909, Cat No: CJP 20/20/1, CALS; 
photograph by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig 3.15: First page of the same statement, 
re-written, Rex v Mark Wilde, murder, 1909, 
Cat No: CJP 2020/1, CALS; photograph by 
Angela Sutton-Vane. 
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Fig 3.16: First page of a handwritten 
statement: Rex v Field and Gray, 1920, Cat 
No: SPA 10/51/1, ESRO; photograph by 
Angela Sutton-Vane. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Fig 3.17: First page of a typed carbon copy 
of a statement from Rex v Patrick Herbert 
Mahon, 1924, Cat No: SPA 2/37/1; ESRO; 
showing numbering and renumbering in 
blue pencil, plus pencil annotations; 
photograph by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
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Fig 3.14 above shows that statements were initially recorded in pencil or pen on plain, 

relatively poor-quality foolscap paper. In examples accessed, the Cheshire Constabulary 

officer folded the paper lengthways creating a wide margin which was later used for 

annotations or corrections. Reflecting the fact that Cheshire Constabulary divisional 

stations had no access to typewriters, the statements were then re-written in neat 

handwriting in black ink on lined paper with a printed margin, at which point the wording 

was formalised and changed (Fig 3.15 above). Fig 3.17 demonstrates that, following H.S. 

Kemble’s guidance on taking statements that: ‘The case papers, or proofs of evidence, 

should be collected and fastened together in a sequence which tells the story; the 

statements appearing in order in which witnesses will be called,’ a significant quantity of 

typed carbon copies appear on the murder files, often separated into bundles and numbered 

in blue pencil as part of a process of sorting and reordering.68   

Unlike statements which gathered information inwards, reports were used to communicate 

information about the case onwards within the organisation. The ability to write a report 

well was evidently an essential skill for all officers, reflected in the amount of guidance 

around it. For example, Vincent’s 1889 Police Code describes that:  

Every report should be legibly written on one side of the paper only, and arranged in 

numbered paragraphs if the subject is in any way involved. Full particulars should be 

given, without, however, going into excessive detail. Slang terms must not be used. 

Statements should be shown by ‘inverted commas’, the pages be numbered, and the 

report must be signed by the officer by whom it was made, attaching the rank he holds to 

his signature, and be submitted through the proper channel.69   

Moriarty also included a section on ‘making of reports;’ and the importance of the ability 

of detectives to write good reports was emphasised in the Police Journal in 1943:  

The capacity of setting out complicated matters in logical sequence, in clear language and 

without any verbal superfluities, is a great asset. In fact, it is almost impossible to make 

any real progress in the Criminal Investigation Department without reaching a fair degree 

of proficiency in the composition of reports [...] The first duty of a detective is to detect, 

but a detective who cannot present his case in a readable and concise form is like an actor 

with a stammer or a politician who can’t make speeches.70   

 
68 Kemble, The art of writing police reports, p.196. 

69 Bell and Wood, Sir Howard Vincent's Police Code, p.159 

70 H.M. Howgrave-Graham, "The writing of reports and minutes," The Police Journal 16, no. 141 (1943), p.143. 
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Figs 3.18 a & b to 3.19 below show the existence of several versions of early 1909 or 1910 

reports on the Cheshire Constabulary files. Those used by the detective or police officers at 

Dukinfield division, for example, were a basic printed form with the constabulary heading, 

and space for the insertion of a reference number—rarely used; the originating station, the 

date and the subject. The forms were printed on heavy, good quality, pale blue, laid paper 

in foolscap sheets, suggesting that at the time the cost of stationery was not an issue.71 As 

with the statements, they were manipulated to ensure a response could be included, by the 

sender folding the form in half lengthways to create two columns. Their initial report was 

written in the right-hand column, on both front and back of the form, if necessary, and the 

response in the left-hand column, often in red ink.  

 

 

Figs 3.18 a & b: Blue Cheshire Constabulary report form, front and back; 1910; CJP 20/20/1; CALS; photographs by 
Angela Sutton-Vane. 
 

 
71 Laid paper has a faint stripped pattern originally created by the wires of a strong paper mold. As such it was generally 

considered better quality paper. Later the pattern became skeuomorphed and was simply rolled onto the surface to 
suggest a quality product. 
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Fig 3.19: Later version of blue report form from 
Cheshire Constabulary; Rex v Mark Wilde, 
murder, 1910, Cat No: CJP 20/20/1; CALS; 
photograph by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 3.19 above shows that a slightly more sophisticated report forms appear from the 

offices of senior members of the force during 1910, for example, the divisional 

superintendent at Dukinfield and the assistant chief constable, which negated the need to 

fold the page and reflecting the progression of innovation from organisational top to 

bottom. These earlier reports also reflect the formality of the reporting process with forms, 

including those of Detective Inspector Pierce, opening with: ‘Sir, I have the honor [sic] to 

report’ and closing with: ‘I am, Sir, Your obedient servant.’ Fig 3.19 above shows that by 

1910 this opening salutation was supplied pre-printed. This was not unique to Cheshire 

and, again, demonstrates the discipline instilled in the police constable. In A policeman’s 

guide to his daily work examples of reports all begin with ‘I beg to report,’72 a formality 

which was still held in the memory of officers serving in the 1960s and 1970s. The views 

of officer M.C. reflected a long-held belief that it lingered on in county forces because they 

‘generally had less to do.’ He described the situation when his city force merged with the 

larger county force:  

 
72 Benjamin Moore Gregg and J.C. McGrath, A police constable's guide to his daily work (and what he ought to know 

about criminal law and police practice) (London: Effingham Wilson, 1913), p.xiii. 
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When I joined in sixty-six we weren’t ‘begging to report’ then, but people were still using 

that phraseology because that’s what they’d been brought up on [ ...] Whereas we went 

back now to the sort of long-hand report writing and, err, an aide-memoire to remind you 

what to put into it, and so that seemed a bit [laughs] archaic. Umm, I can remember they 

were very fond of writing. The way the report form was set out, the title was in the left-

hand column, and then in the report the favourite phrase was: ‘I report on the marginally-

mentioned subject’ [laughs] which was very often a longer phrase than the actual subject 

itself which might have been traffic or something.73 

Fig 3.23 below shows that ‘I beg to report’ was still in use in East Sussex Constabulary in 

1924. On the other hand, perhaps reflecting their greater status, contemporary or slightly 

later reports from detectives of urban forces had discarded this address. For example, in 

1910, Fig 3.21 below shows that a detective chief inspector from Liverpool City Police 

C.I.D. simply ‘submits’ his findings; or in 1920 Detective Sergeant George Allan of 

Manchester City Police ‘reports’ (Fig 3.22 below). Despite such practices lingering on in 

county forces generally, for detectives at least, by 1955 it seems to be waning with the 

sixth edition of Moriarty advising that the opening line of a report should be: ‘I have to 

report that—’74 

  
 
Fig 3.20: Report form from Manchester City Police, 
Rex v Mark Wilde, murder, 1910, Cat No: CJP 
20/20/1; CALS; photograph by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
73 L.M., interview. 

74 Moriarty, Police procedure p.82. 
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Fig 3.21: Report form from Liverpool City Police, 
Rex v Mark Wilde, murder, 1910; Cat No: CJP 
20/20/1, CALS; photograph by Angela Sutton-
Vane. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Fig 3.22: Report form from Edinburgh City Police, 
Rex v Wood, 1922-1923; Cat No: CJP 20/20/2 (i); 
CALS; photograph by Angela Sutton-Vane.    
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Fig 3.23: Report form for East Sussex 
Constabulary, Rex v Patrick Herbert Mahon, 
1924, Cat No: SPA 2/37/1; ESRO; photograph by 
Angela Sutton-Vane. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig 3.24: Report form from the Metropolitan 
Police Criminal Investigation Department, Rex v 
John Norman Holmes Thorne, murder, 1924, Cat 
No: SPA 10/5/12; ESRO; photograph by Angela 
Sutton-Vane. 
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Figs 3.20 to 3.24 above also demonstrate that the larger urban forces were producing more 

sophisticated forms, and reporting on such reports encourages a move away from a 

dependence on tacit knowledge—knowing how to write the opening and closing lines of a 

report, or how to fold the paper or, as officer L.M. describes above, how to construct a 

subject heading. 

One reason for the detective’s dislike of paperwork, Shpayer-Makov suggests, was the 

unusual expectation that although police detectives were nearly always from modest 

backgrounds—for example the previous profession of Detective Hallett of Gloucestershire 

Constabulary was listed as a labourer—they were expected to engage in a considerable 

amount of reading and writing in their daily routines, mastering ‘methods of information 

retrieval and sorting, and generally to function in an expanding police bureaucracy.’75 For 

the junior detective constable this was actually probably no more than was expected of the 

police constable, or if he had risen up through the ranks, of the sergeant. What is perhaps 

more unusual was the expectation to begin to make sense of this paperwork and to 

extrapolate hypotheses from often bewildering amounts of, or conflicting information. 

There are a number of references to the detective’s dislike of paperwork, for example 

Hobbs’ sections on ‘paperwork’ and ‘dangerous paperwork.’ Thomas Lockley, an ‘old 

school’ former chief superintendent of C.I.D. from Staffordshire Constabulary, who often 

expressed robust views on a number of issues in his Police Journal articles, wrote 

extensively about ‘this gimmick’ in 1970: 

A short time ago I was looking through some very old files which were being destroyed. I 

came across one reporting a bad case of rape on a little girl. The date was 1912. The 

whole case had been dealt with from beginning to end by the local constable on a country 

beat miles from his nearest supervising officer and, as will be appreciated, in the days 

long before country police stations had telephones. He had spent ten days on the 

investigation and then made an arrest. The complete file consisted of one sheet of lined 

foolscap, handwritten on both sides. It included the constable’s report on the arrest, the 

girl’s statement, a statement of a witness who heard screams and saw the rapist run away, 

and the statement of the doctor who examined the girl. In the margin was written the final 

 
75 Gloucester: Gloucestershire Archives: Collection of Gloucestershire Constabulary, Cat No: Q/Y/1/1 (part), Entry in 

register of rural constabulary for Frank Hallett,1900. Hallett joined the constabulary on 9 July 1900 and the register 
contains the following information: Date of birth: 30 November 1877; height: 5 ft 9 ½; occupation: Labourer; born in 
Kingswood, Wotton, Gloucestershire; highest rank attained: Sergeant 26 April 1919; reason for leaving: no reason 
given.See also: Haia Shpayer-Makov, The ascent of the detective: Police sleuths in Victorian and Edwardian England 
(Oxford University Press, 2011), pp.6-8. 
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result: ‘Assizes, November 9, 1912 – 5 years P.S.’ [...] There were no fancy words or 

conjectures; it was all there. And it was well and truly sewn up.76  

Lockley then goes on to describe how he felt this had changed: 

First there would be a telephone message (in triplicate); this would be followed by a 

teleprinter message confirming and possibly amplifying the telephone message; this in 

turn would be followed by a preliminary report confirming both. By this time a crime 

complaint would have been made out (in triplicate) and within 24 hours a routine crime 

report (in duplicate). If the investigation were a protracted one there would be progress 

and supplementary reports [...] And what of the resultant file? It is an elaborate affair, 

indexed and tabbed. Why is it tabbed? Clearly the object of this is to make it easy for the 

‘information only’ reader. The prosecutor certainly doesn’t want it, or ought not to want 

it.77 

The case of the rape of the little girl was, of course, prior to more contemporary policing 

considerations around family liaison, after-care, DNA, additional witnesses and, as such, 

the case could not have been ‘sewn up’ by later standards. But, this aside, it seems that 

detectives were generally disheartened by what they saw as ever-increasing quantities of 

paperwork. These retired officers were the product of the period covered by this research, 

1900 to 1980, and it was not simply a dislike of paperwork but their sense that unnecessary 

bureaucratisation of their profession took them away from their real work. Again, Lockley 

describes a C.I.D. sergeant who worked under him: ‘He had scores of thieves’ scalps on his 

belt [...] I admit he was not the type for a lot of paperwork, but as a thief-catcher he was 

superb.’78 Unlike their uniformed colleagues, detectives such as Lockley, who still referred 

to their colleagues as ‘thief-takers,’ viewed the ability to manage paperwork efficiently as 

something of an inadequacy. Hobbs writes: 

In the action-orientated working day of the detective, where various priorities make 

conflicting demands upon the officers' time, paperwork can always wait, and a backlog of 

paperwork is regarded by most members of the department as an a priori sign of a good 

detective and a boost to his image as a thief-taker.79  

Detectives may have repeatedly claimed that paperwork restricted their real function as 

‘thief-takers,’ but they still did it and the efforts and expertise required to construct a crime 

 
76 Thomas Lockley, "The heart and art of a detective officer: I," The Police Journal 43, no. 73 (1970), p.74. 

77 Ibid., p.75. 

78 Thomas Lockley, "The heart and art of a detective officer: III," The Police Journal 43, no. 177 (1970), p.181. 

79 Hobbs, Doing the business p.195. 
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file, in particular, was considerable. Hobbs writes that the coordination of not only the 

paperwork but also the sifting and ordering of responses to management rules and 

directives that underlie the documentation was a skilled and very precise process and 

suggests that the disparity between what officers say about paperwork and how they 

actually processed paper should not be totally disregarded.80 In support of Hobbs’ claim, 

despite the apparent cultural bravado around paperwork, the pie charts in Figs 3.9 and 3.10 

above clearly demonstrate that the two Metropolitan detectives, Challenor and Bolangaro, 

were spending approximately twenty-six per cent of their time on paperwork. Martin and 

Wilson record that regional detectives spent almost half their time on it. Under these 

circumstances, they write, ‘it would not be surprising if C.I.D. officers felt frustrated by the 

volume of paper and court work.’81 

There are three emergent themes linking paperwork to the culture of the detective. First, it 

was considered the work of the uniformed officer, and this will be examined under 

separatism; second, it pinned them down, in other words made them accountable; and last 

it restricted their ability to apply what has been described as their ‘art’ or ‘craft.’ These 

themes will now be discussed in sections 3.4.3 to 3.4.5. 

3.4.3 Separatism 

The cause of separatism, defined as the practice of the separation of a certain group of 

people from a larger body, can be traced right back to the foundation of the Metropolitan 

Police, as a result of its long-standing predilection for prevention. From the outset of the 

new C.I.D. in 1878, the Departmental Commission on the State, Discipline and 

Organisation of the Detective Force of the Metropolitan Police recognised problems of 

rivalries between central and divisional detectives.82 Ten years later, in 1889, the head of 

the new department, Sir Howard Vincent, attempted to reconcile these differences when he 

published his Police code. The entry for the detective and the detection of crime was clear 

that this should be attained through ‘cordial co-operation, an absence of craving for 

individual credit and free interchange of information.’ In particular, he wrote, the detective 

officer should be ‘especially guarded against the arrogation of individual credit [...] They 

should be watchful against taking cases away from each other, and especially from a 

 
80 Ibid., p.193. 

81 Martin and Wilson, The police: A study in manpower p.179. 

82 Selwin Ibbetson, Feilding, and Maule, "Report of the Departmental Commission, 1878," p.36. For example it was 

noted that a lack of manpower and resources meant that divisional detectives often resorted to driving a criminal from 
their district into an adjoining one. 
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uniform constable.’83 Of the detective divisions, and clearly referencing the report of the 

1878 committee he wrote: ‘Although divisional feeling, or esprit de corps, is by no means 

to be discouraged, police should at all times recollect that the boundaries of divisions are 

by no means the boundaries of their duty.’84  

The lack of cooperation between detectives and uniformed officers remained a thorn in the 

side of police forces, and the need to increase it a constant concern. By 1938, the 

Departmental committee on detective work wrote about it at length in their report, 

emphasising that detection and crime-prevention work were conjoined functions which 

should be equally shared by the whole force: 

The detective may be exclusively employed as a specialist in criminal investigation, or 

even in one of the specialised and technical branches of that department; but his task is 

mainly, by his specialised knowledge and skill as an investigator, to implement the 

functions discharged by the constable on the beat. The latter must always remain the 

general practitioner of police duties, inevitably making first contact, in the majority of 

crimes, with the injured person or the scene of the criminal act. Behind him are the 

detectives, the fingerprint expert, the photographer, and the resources of science and 

medicine now being introduced with the provision of forensic science laboratories in 

various areas.85 

According to authors such as Morris, Newburn and Hobbs, the result of the long-standing 

institutional problem around the relationship between detectives and uniformed officers 

has not been, and never will be resolved.86 They believe it was embedded, not just in the 

Metropolitan Police, but in all forces who followed the same structure, from the moment 

the two were conceived as entirely separate departments. The gap between preventative 

policing and detection continued to grow beyond the 1960s and 1970s, with the 

Metropolitan Police C.I.D. moving towards the well-documented situation of a ‘firm 

within a firm,’ and Weinberger writes that the C.I.D. system ‘fostered an individualistic, 

competitive outlook that did not easily yield to official admonishments in favour of a frank 

and open exchange of information and aid.’87 Williams concurs with this, describing that 

 
83  Bell and Wood, Sir Howard Vincent's Police Code, p.64                       

84 Ibid., p.67. 

85 "Detective organisation and procedure," The Police Journal 12, no. 179 (1939), p.201. 

86 Bob Morris, "History of criminal investigation," in Handbook of criminal investigation, ed. Tim Newburn, Tom 

Williamson, and Alan Wright (Routledge, 2007), p.34. Tim Newburn, "Understanding investigation," ibid., p.3. Hobbs, 
Doing the business p.44. 

87 Barbara Weinberger, The best police in the world: An oral history of English policing from the 1930s to the 1960s 

(Aldershot: Scolar, 1995), p.78. 
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information in uniformed practice needed to be open and shared within the organisation—

if not outside it—and that it had a value for the organisation as a whole rather than any one 

individual within it. In contrast, detective branches often worked to entrepreneurial 

incentives where information was not shared.88 

This research aside, Hobbs is the only author to clearly link one aspect of a detective’s 

material culture—their paperwork—with the relationship to their uniformed colleagues:  

The physical context in which paperwork is dealt with serves to compound both the petty 

rigidity of the uniform branch and the associated irrelevance of paperwork for, when a 

detective is at the office he is not working, that is dealing with crime. The office is merely 

a place ‘where one does trivial things, personal business and makes short-term 

arrangements.’89  

Throughout the period of this study prospective C.I.D. officers in all major forces served 

for a minimum of two years as detective aides. The aide system was a form of 

apprenticeship which was designed not only to introduce prospective junior detectives to 

the skills, practices, and mysteries of C.I.D. work, but also to retain C.I.D. control over 

recruitment. The aides not only carried out all the basic tasks expected of full-blown 

detectives, they also dealt with paperwork, and an aspiration for most detectives was to 

leave behind this ‘eclectic assemblage of little tasks that made up generalist detective 

work.’90 Along with this inbuilt desire to leave paperwork behind, supervisory constraints 

upon the C.I.D. were seen to emanate from the uniform branch who had divisional 

command of both branches. The association made by detectives between paperwork and 

the uniform branch reinforced their belief that his uniformed colleagues were more 

concerned with petty rigidity than with ‘real crime.’  

Elitism was encouraged through the portrayal of detective work as requiring particular 

forms of expertise and the development of a rogue identity, creating an arrogance on the 

part of the detective which found its way into Police Journal articles. Lockley wrote of the 

uniformed police officer in 1970: ‘We all enjoy Dixon of Dock Green [...] They are the salt 

of the earth. Perhaps not very bright—not bright enough to pass examinations—but shrewd 

men with an unparalleled experience of life.’91  

 
88 Williams, Police control systems p.110. 

89 Hobbs, Doing the business p.195. 

90 James, "The influence of intelligence-led policing models on investigative policy," p.14. 

91 Lockley, The heart and art of a detective officer: III, p.178. 
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From the viewpoint of the uniformed police officer, their one-time associates had ‘crossed 

a divide’ to join a closed and elite family group.92 In her published oral history interviews 

with police officers who served in a number of forces between 1930 and 1960, Weinberger 

captured these diametric voices: ‘Gradually we did get it knocked into the heads of the 

C.I.D. that they were not, as they chose to call it, the brains of the bloody job, they were 

just a part of it.’93 Another officer described how: 

C.I.D. men used to pinch jobs off uniformed policemen. I remember arresting somebody 

breaking into a shop and on him he had a diary of several other break-ins he had done 

[…] I reported it and the C.I.D. took over, and the next thing I knew he had been dealt 

with and I wasn't mentioned. It did create a bad feeling because you got the impression 

you were just being cut out.94  

What Weinberger’s interviews revealed was that detectives were simply not interested in 

maintaining good relations with the uniform branch.  

This separatist culture allowed for practices or customs among detectives that would be 

considered unacceptable in other departments. For example, a number of the accounts 

above, as well as the diaries, reflect the macho acceptance of long hours and heavy 

drinking, which created what would now be referred to as a poor work / life balance. 

Generally detective officer Dyke’s days were long—often until nine or ten at night. 

Bolongaro’s days regularly began between 8.30 and 9.00 a.m., not concluding until 7.00 or 

8.00 p.m. His normal working week was from Monday to Saturday with Sunday as a leave 

day. Late finishes are frequently post-scripted with: ‘8 p.m. off duty and publications read’ 

suggesting that any learning or reading was seen as extra-curricular.95 Challenor’s were 

even more so, and it appears he had little personal life with regular twelve-hour days over 

six-day weeks. In 1940 the ‘good detective’ was presented with the oxymoron that despite 

being sober, it was expected that they should also ‘have a good head for liquor as they may 

often have to knock back a few in the cause of justice.’96 As such, Challenor was to be 

found daily at the Artichoke, the Horse Shoes, the Ship and many other public houses on 

his patch ‘seeking information from informants.’97 Hobbs considered that a report which 
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estimated that seventeen per cent of a C.I.D. officer’s day was spent contacting or 

interviewing witnesses outside police premises, and a good deal of this time was deemed to 

have been spent in pubs, was a ‘gross underestimation’ of the real situation and of the 

importance of alcohol in the detective’s work.98 James also described the pressure to 

conform to the ‘work hard, play hard,’ media-driven stereotype of the detective, which he 

felt was encouraged by middle-management. He recalls of his own career that: 

The majority of my time, on or off duty, was spent in licensed premises (that is, or at least 

so it seems to me now, anywhere that alcohol could be consumed and the macho, 

gendered culture reinforced). Often, the distinction between work and ‘play’ was blurred. 

Long hours were spent ‘seeking information’ about local crime and criminals, the 

sessions frequently ending with inebriation [...] However, what strikes me now is the 

normality of it all [...] normative detective values and behavioural characteristics were 

rarely challenged and CID officers seemed unchanged.99 

When the boundaries between personal life and work life become blurred, so do moral 

boundaries. Emsley and Shpayer-Makov also pose that when officers on relatively modest 

incomes are exposed to high-earning entrepreneurs, especially when these detectives 

regard themselves as somehow elite or superior to uniformed officers, the problems of 

temptation are compounded.100 

The culture of separatism was evident not just internally. Throughout policing history it 

had also been present between regional detectives and ‘Yard men’ who may be assigned 

from the Metropolitan Police to assist forces in serious cases such as murder. The antipathy 

towards Detective Jonathan Whicher and his investigation in 1860 into the ‘Road Hill 

House murder’ in Somerset was an early example of resistance from the local Wiltshire 

Constabulary superintendent. Between 1909 to 1910 the ‘Gorse Hall Murder’ in Cheshire 

made legal history by being the first in which two men were separately charged with, and 

acquitted of, a murder. Despite the significant problems surrounding the case, the chief 

constable of Cheshire Constabulary, Colonel J.H. Hammersley, made no application to 

 
case and the subsequent enquiry were considered by some to be a whitewash and to have allowed police corruption 
to continue within the Metropolitan police. The lack of a follow-up prosecution of Challenor after he was discharged 
from hospital was also criticised as establishment corruption, and ‘doing a Challenor’ became a police slang 
expression for avoiding punishment and prosecution through retiring sick from the force. 
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Scotland Yard for assistance.101 His reticence was indicative of the low level of requests 

for Yard assistance, with the 1938 Detective Committee reporting that aid had been sought 

in only three cases in 1931, none in 1932, two in 1933, seven in 1934, one in 1935 and five 

in 1936—a total of eighteen cases in six years. At the earlier 1919 Desborough Committee 

the Metropolitan Police assistant commissioner, Basil Thomson, gave one simple 

explanation for this: ‘To ask for help they think is a confession of incompetence.’102 

Perhaps surprisingly, Lockley supported the practice, but was clear that press reporting had 

much to do with local resentment: 

Can anything be more galling to local men, good men who are working day and night to 

solve a murder case which only they can solve, to read night and morning of the 

movements of the ‘Yard’ man; the hotel at which he is staying, his mode of travel, his 

personal habits such as smoking, his conferences, his clothes? Actually the ‘Yard’ man is 

working hard, damned hard too; he doesn’t want that kind of silly nonsense and he knows 

its effect on his colleagues, but what can he do about it? It is all very difficult and the 

only answer is that the provincial men must be ‘big’ enough to take it.’103 

In the press photograph (Fig 3.5) above taken at Bristol City Constabulary in 1970, it is the 

detective sergeant from Scotland Yard, Maurice Marshall, who is named and has the 

prominent position in the foreground. The Bristol detectives remained anonymous and 

assigned to the background. It may have been galling to the detective investigating the 

case, but there is evidence that press interest in the ‘Yard men’ was supported, certainly in 

East Sussex Constabulary. On the file relating to the murder of Emily Beilby Kaye is a 

letter dated 1924 from Chief Constable Ormerod to Norman Kendal at New Scotland Yard 

which closes with: ‘p.s. I, on my side, have told the press that it is your case and that any 

information they want they must get from you.’104 

C.I.D. separatism was also compounded by the process of force amalgamations. The effect 

this had on their material culture and their organisational esprit de corps will be examined 

in Chapter 4, but from the point of view of the detective amalgamations made the 

 
101 CALS: CJP 20/20/1 (i & ii): R v Mark Wilde. This was not always the case; his successor, Lieutenant Colonel 

Pulteney Malcolm, was more open to aid and, in 1922, sent a telegram to the Commission of Police, New Scotland 
Yard following the murder of Margaret Gilchrist White 
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104 Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No. SPA 2/37, papers for criminal 
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maintenance of their territory, their possessions and their way of ‘doing things’ even more 

important. Shibboleths of asset grabbing emerged in the interview with detective M.C.: 

Now I can remember people telling me stories although there weren’t any, err, first-hand 

information then. The [force name removed] were coming down, taking all the good 

furniture out of—yeah you can imagine can’t you? Yeah! And then they’d bring down 

three or four police cars, all the crap police cars, for the want of a better way of putting it, 

umm, leaving them at [place name removed] which is only about two or three miles away 

from here and taking all the good cars back […] But, yeah, there was a great feeling of a 

lost identity.105 

3.4.4 Accountability 

In 1940 Detective Superintendent Arthur Pelling of Brighton Police wrote a Police Journal 

article entitled ‘Hints for young detectives’ in which he said:  

In all branches of the Service, discipline is, of course, most important; but in the C.I.D. a 

little more rope is allowed. A detective is more or less his own master and must of 

necessity be given a certain amount of freedom.106  

Such allowance of rope meant that accountability, along with cooperation, was an issue 

that stretched right back to the establishment of the first detective department in 1842. The 

new detectives were required to possess the attributes of honesty and respectability, and yet 

it was acknowledged that it was difficult to supervise a man whose role may have required 

him to mix with those who may not be honest or respectable. Paperwork formed a bridge 

between their largely unsupervised activity and the legally sanctified notion of ‘due 

process.’ For the uniformed officer it was inherent in their training that if anything 

happened it should be recorded in the pocketbook, occurrence book, or telephone book. 

Records were their primary tools and the production of neatly kept records appeared to be 

the hallmark of efficiency.107 For the detective, on the other hand, the avoidance of 

paperwork rendered them more invisible and less accountable. However, the gradual 

standardisation of documents such as statements, reports and crime files increasingly 

compartmentalised information and reduced the ability of the detective to avoid the use of 

detail. 
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By 1938 the Departmental Committee on Detective Work and Procedure was 

recommending the use of loose-leaf binders for documentation in order to facilitate the use 

of typewritten entries and a minimum amount of duplication. They clearly recognised the 

important role that paperwork had in controlling detectives when they advocated the use of 

a tripartite system consisting of a crime complaint book, a crime report and a crime 

register. They described how these records were ‘not so much the tool of the investigator 

as of the administrator’ in that they aided active supervision.108  

 

  

Fig 3.25 a & b: Sussex Police duplicated telephone message book; 1976; from the re-opening of the Brighton Trunk 
murder of Violet Kaye in 1934; Cat No: SPA 11/3/7; ESRO; photographs by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
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Fig 3.26: First page of a multi-purpose form 
from Sussex Police, Regina v M.J. Evenden, 
1980; Cat No: SPA 12/1/1, ESRO; 
photograph by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figs 3.25 a & b and 3.26 above are examples of forms from later murder files held at 

ESRO. These demonstrate the increasing use of multiple, multicoloured copies, along with 

a crime complaint report form used to summarise the entire case from arrest to conviction. 

As discussed earlier in the chapter they reveal how forms contain, unify and control the 

types of information being recorded. They also facilitated the production of multiple copies 

which, along with sequential form numbering, meant that missing paperwork was much 

less likely to occur. Paperwork was then, increasingly containing and de-skilling the 

detective.  

Section 3.3.1 examined how the detective diary recorded their routines. Their main 

purpose was as an instrument of supervision; Morris writes that they were introduced into 

the central division of the Metropolitan Police C.I.D. from 1878 and for the divisional 

detectives by 1893.109 General orders for 1904 reflect that the London detectives were 

instructed to make entries on a daily basis, as soon as possible after the duty was 

completed. Theoretically, to uphold accountability, the diaries were then checked by a 

local inspector at least twice a week, and by a superintendent not less than once a week.110 
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For the Burnley detectives, however, this was not the case: from the beginning of the 

1930s diary on 1st January, the first initialled page appears on 8th February and then ten 

days later on the 18th.111 As such, the diaries used in this research begin to demonstrate the 

ways in which detectives may have evaded control, with entries falling far short of the 

1904 guidance which instructed that they should reflect the times spent on each duty, the 

nature of the duty, the places visited in the course of the enquiry, the object of the visit, the 

names and addresses of persons interviewed and the impressions or information gained.112 

It is fair to note that those diaries that survived from the Metropolitan Police at TNA did so 

because the officers were ‘problematic,’ and this reflects an additional narrative around the 

nature of the archive, which will be returned to in Chapter 5. Challenor, for example, was 

undoubtedly corrupt and the entries in his diary were difficult to read, if not illegible at 

times, with descriptions often brief. For Monday 19th February 1962 he wrote: 

Commenced duty ZW at 8.30 a.m. To Oxted by bus and eng. case of Smith and Br[?] at 

Oxted Mag. Ct. until 1.00 p.m. Purchased meal. At 1.00 p.m. ret. Oxted Mag. Ct. and 

eng. re same until 4 p.m. Ret. C.O. by Green Line bus arr. 5 p.m. Purchased meal [?] 5.30 

p.m. eng. office until 7 p.m. re papers. To Whitechapel area with D/S Reynolds and [?] 

also re suspects until 8.30 p.m. Purchased meal local café. Then at 8.50 p.m. to Bayswater 

and at 9.10 p.m. entered Victoria P.H. and purchased refs. for informant seeking info. 

Left 9.45 p.m. To C.O. 10 p.m. and O/D.113 

What the detective was actually doing whilst away from the office gathering intelligence or 

meeting anonymous informants in public houses was difficult to substantiate and, if 

loosely described, even more so. Conversely, time spent in the office completing casework, 

in the company of uniformed officers—who kept rigorous notes in their pocketbooks—at 

courts or making arrests would always produce a bureaucratic paper trail. In other words, 

avoiding paperwork made them less accountable. Hobbs describes the discrepancies 

between the entries in the diaries and fact:  
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An officer, in the comfort of his own home, showed me a collection of his diaries 

covering his activities over several years and, on casual perusal of the documents was 

able, from memory, to differentiate between the information in his diaries and what 

‘really’ happened.114  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* 

 
Fig 3.27: Photocopy extracts from diaries of 
Detective Sergeant Patrick Bolongaro,1955-
1958, Cat No: TS 58/419; TNA; photograph 
by Angela Sutton-Vane 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Despite instructions that the diary’s purpose was to ‘protect and assist’ detectives regarding 

their conduct, detectives may have viewed them very differently with ‘awkward’ diaries 

‘disappearing,’ or stored in a safe place as an insurance against repercussions. Likewise, 

contrary to guidance that ‘erasures and corrections are to be avoided, if made they should 

be initialled and dated,’ Bolongaro’s diary also suggests that they were manipulated and 

that, unlike a police officer’s pocketbook, they were not regulated documents.  Fig 3.27 

above reflects that when his original diary was requested as court evidence, large sections 

of it were first blocked out with paper and tape and the subsequent transcripts heavily 

edited, particularly around any entries describing meetings with informants. This 

manipulation of paperwork was described by Young as an accepted part of the detective’s 

culture. In An inside job he recalls the use of ‘cuffing,’ or concealing certain types of 

reported crime from scrutiny. For example, detectives locked away the crime book in an 
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effort to stop uniformed officers accessing it to enter ‘minor’ crimes. As such, these crimes 

may only have been recorded on message pads until they were assessed as unsolvable and 

consigned to ‘File 13’—the waste-paper basket. As a C.I.D. aide in 1963, Hobbs’s 

detective chief inspector used to occasionally declare ‘a Queen's birthday amnesty,’ when 

they were allowed to ‘file the blueys in the hothouse’—or burn blue crime reports. 

3.4.5 Art and craft 

Stephen Tong and Ben Bowling suggest in their Police Journal article ‘Art, craft and 

science of detective work’ that the apparent mystery surrounding what detectives actually 

did and how they did it, was reinforced by fictional representations of detectives guided by 

‘instinct.’115 And yet, particularly for the regional or divisional junior detective in the first 

half of the twentieth century, his diaries reflected that the type of work he was undertaking 

was not greatly dissimilar to that of his uniformed colleagues patrolling their beats. It can 

be argued that it was this very similarity which created the need for the detective to protect 

their generally better paid and more privileged profession as something that could not be 

done by a uniformed officer. A justification of why a police officer reached the elevated 

status of a detective was to describe his necessary qualities as ‘native gifts’ and that he 

needed to be ‘born with the detective instinct.’116 Perhaps as a reaction to this, the 

parameters for desirable qualities of the detective seem to have been set impossibly wide, 

and yet these expectations were not in the original police code but appear later, laid down 

by detectives themselves. For example, a 1934 Police Journal article written by Detective 

Sergeant James Healy of Liverpool City Police described that the detective must be: 

Endowed with natural gifts of observation, powers of retention and concentration, and a 

good memory for faces. He must further possess zeal and application, be quick to think 

and act, ready to sacrifice his time and pleasure in furthering his investigations. Again, he 

must be perfectly honest, sober, straight and truthful.117  

And at the scene of a murder, ex-Detective Lieutenant John Duncan of Edinburgh wrote 

that he was expected to:  

 

 
115 Stephen Tong and Ben Bowling, "Art, craft and science of detective work," The Police Journal 79, no. 323 (2006), 

p.323. 

116 Shpayer-Makov, The ascent of the detective p.77. 

117 James Healy, "Qualifications of a detective," The Police Journal 7, no. 216 (1934), p.216. 



 

136 

 

Maintain a quiet dignity, calm and unruffled, keeping a firm grip upon himself, and in 

the turmoil with which he will often be surrounded, being himself unperturbed. His 

voice should be steady, calm and firm, his words few, always courteous, but never 

obsequious. When engaged in his duties he should be unconscious of social 

distinctions. He carries in his person the dignity and honour of an honourable 

profession, and his attitude to all men should be that of one gentleman to another.118  

And so it continues. Detective Louwage’s 1940s list of expected qualities included a high 

level of intelligence, a wide experience of life, good eyesight and physique as well as 

devoid of any physical ‘marks, blemishes or deformities.’ They should not have a 

moustache or wear glasses and should possess both sobriety and yet a ‘good head for 

liquor.’119 In reality, as Shpayer-Makov describes in Section 3.4.2 above, detectives were 

nearly always from ‘modest backgrounds,’ with average educations, expectations and 

outlooks on life. Indeed the 1878 Departmental committee on detectives was far from 

flattering in reporting their abilities: ‘The real practical fact is that in ninety-nine cases out 

of a hundred cases of crime, the detection is most humdrum work, and it only requires just 

ordinary care and intelligence. You do not want a high-class mind to do it at all;’ and the 

divisional detectives of the Metropolitan Police were described as: ‘the least informed and 

the least educated officers,’ and detectives generally beyond London as ‘very illiterate 

men.’120  

One solution to bridging the dichotomy between the desirable and the reality and for the 

detective to protect the status of his work, was to interpret that work as an ‘art’ or a 

‘craft’—in other words something intangible, that could not easily be learnt. In a series of 

1970s Police Journal articles entitled ‘The heart and art of a detective’ Lockley described 

what he meant by this: 

The ability to see into the naked soul; a knowledge of other men’s skills; the ability to 

penetrate the heart of any problem, to express oneself clearly and unambiguously and to 

develop a reputation for integrity; to have a sound working knowledge of the law; to 

build up a reputation for kindness and consideration to the weak and foolish, but utter 

ruthlessness and fearlessness towards the persistent and dangerous enemies of society.121  
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Tong and Bowling’s 2006 article Art, craft and science of detective work, defines craft as 

emerging from experience on the job, an understanding of the role of suspects or an ability 

to organise the case in a manner considered suitable by the detective. Challenor and 

Bolongaro’s use of informants, for example, would be seen as craft–work. Art, on the other 

hand, concerned intuition, instinctive feelings and ‘hunches’ towards problem solving in an 

investigative capacity.122 Innes writes that it was a reflection of their beliefs that 

investigators often had to be able to think ‘creatively in obtaining evidence and be adroit at 

using and manipulating information,’ and that at the heart of police notions of ‘the good 

detective’ was the sense that certain individuals had a particular flair for their work. The 

most valuable skills were held to be those developed through natural instinct and 

experience.’123 And this echoes Hobbs’ thesis that the detective’s work had strong 

entrepreneurial qualities.  

Art and craft slips seamlessly into separatism and accountability. Little in the way of 

scripts or methods were necessary for trainee detectives to reach this elevated cultural 

status. Rather, acquiring the art was acknowledged through colleagues’ perceptions on the 

basis of results and reputations as good thief-takers. Crucially, it meant that much detective 

work was not open to external scrutiny, but rather internalised and admired by detectives 

themselves. The manner in which these illusive qualities were achieved, if they could be at 

all, were never clearly articulated. Tong and Bowling write that, whether intentionally or 

unintentionally, practitioners who claimed ‘to know what works and what does not, 

without necessarily being able to demonstrate it’ were actually forming barriers around 

transparency and accountability.124  

The art or craft of the detective was a British phenomenon and the consequential smoke 

and mirrors biproduct created to raise the status of what was an under-resourced 

profession. The artist only needed his vision and creativity and, as described above, a few 

basic tools such as his magnifying glass and tape measure. There was a narrative, 

supported by the 1938 Detective Committee, that Britain lagged behind the continent in 

detective work, where it was better resourced and had a much stronger foundation in 

science.125 Burney and Pemberton examine newspaper reviews at the time of the 

introduction of Gross’ handbook in 1906, which was viewed in the UK as a ground-

 
122 Stephen Tong and Ben Bowling, "Art, craft and science of detective work," ibid.79, no. 323 (2006), p.324. 

123 Innes, Investigating murder pp.9-10. 

124 Tong and Bowling, Art, craft and science of detective work, p.325. 

125 For example: Martin and Wilson, The police: A study in manpower p.58. 
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breaking publication with no equivalent. And yet, they write, there was public doubt about 

its reception amongst readers who were ‘overly protective of detection as an “art”.’ Even 

the future head of C.I.D., Sir Basil Home Thomson, viewed Gross’ work as essentially 

‘foreign,’ though not necessarily in a negative way, in that in England, unlike France, Italy, 

Germany or Austria, criminology has never been treated as a science.126 In France, for 

example, Locard established the first police crime laboratory in Lyon in 1910, and was the 

driving force behind the development of a modern scientific and technical police. His work 

was highly regarded in Sweden and Switzerland where, along with criminologists from 

Austria, the Netherlands and Germany, he founded the International Academy of 

Criminalistics.127 F.E. Louwage from the State Detective Department in Brussels did not 

agree with craft, writing in 1940: 

It is only sound reasoning, sometimes laboriously built up by a chain of deductions, 

which guides him to the right spot or the right man. Some people call this ability a ‘flair’; 

but to the good police officer such things as ‘flairs’ or ‘intuition’ do not exist. The 

successful police officer has at his command only his knowledge of the technique of 

criminal investigation, his experience, his power of reasoning—and sometimes the help 

of a bit of luck.128 

Tong and Bowling describe what the investigator as scientist entailed: ‘Detectives are 

skilled in scientific approaches, crime scene management, the use of physical evidence, 

investigative interviewing, informant handling, offender-profiling and managing the 

investigative processes.’129 And of course science strikes at the core of an ‘art form’ in that 

it is evidential rather than empirical. For the detective, Tong and Bowling’s definition 

potentially undermined their status in that, by the very act of defining roles and skills, it 

opened up the possibility that much could—and subsequently has—been removed from 

their portfolio and transferred to police staff or outside organisations.130 The scientific 

approach could, therefore, be seen as a ‘deskilling’ process and was generally resisted. 

Morris, quoting N.V. Ambage, describes that the Metropolitan Police laboratory which 

 
126 Ian Burney and Neil Pemberton, Murder and the making of English CSI (John Hopkins University Press, 2016), 

pp.48-49. 

127 Locard’s most important contribution was the ‘Principe de l'échange’ (the Principle of exchange) ; he stated : ‘Toute 

action de l'homme, et a fortiori, l'action violent qu'est un crime, ne peut pas se dérouler sans laisser quelque marque:’ 
any action of an individual, and obviously the violent action constituting a crime, cannot occur without leaving a trace; 
from this sentence, the whole principle of exchange of traces between the contact of two objects was established. 

128 Louwage, The tactics of criminal investigation, p.107. 

129 Stephen Tong and Ben Bowling, "Art, craft and science of detective work," ibid.79, no. 323 (2006), p.325. 
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was established in 1935 initially struggled as a result of personality clashes, along with the 

fact that it was located at the much-hated Hendon College. In addition, C.I.D. resented it 

and simply refused to pass it cases. One of the scientists later said of detective officer 

resistance that turning to science was viewed as a ‘personal failure.’131  

Before the Detective Committee published its findings in 1938, science was not altogether 

lacking in British detection, but it was disparate and piecemeal. The first comprehensive 

handbook for investigators was Gross, which continued to be published until 1962. In 1913 

Major-General Sir Llewellyn Atcherley produced his guide on the M.O. system, and in 

1934 two Derbyshire officers, Else and Garrow, published a handbook on crime 

detection.132 Likewise, although by the early 1930s there was a considerable body of 

forensic science support available in England and Wales, it remained fragmentary. Away 

from the Metropolitan Police laboratory, for instance, there was a facility at Nottingham 

under the auspices of Chief Constable Athelstan Popkess, a similar enterprise at Bristol and 

a resource in Cardiff run by a local grammar-school chemistry master. Individual forces 

tended to use local expertise: The file for the Gorse Hall murder reflects that during 1909 

to 1910, Cheshire Constabulary borrowed Major Richardson’s bloodhounds, and the 

revolver found at the crime scene was dispatched to Alfred Pickford, gunsmith in 

Manchester, for a report. Likewise, samples of possible blood found in the grounds were 

sent to Dr Carter Bell, the county analyst in Chester.133 At other times, however, they were 

able to access central support: a knife that the suspect carried, along with his clothing, were 

sent to the senior Home Office analyst at St Mary's Hospital, Paddington.  

Under-resourcing of the profession remained an issue into the 1970s and 1980s. Even then 

Detective M.C. believed that resourcing still favoured the uniformed branch who were 

supported with a central administration and a central file store at headquarters. He viewed 

his murder squad as the ‘poor relation’ and it had a nomadic and under-resourced 

existence: ‘We didn’t have proper wooden—proper made trays. We used to have to bloody 

go to Clarks shoe shop to get Clarks’ boxes;’ and that it was a struggle to staff his murder 

room:  

 
131 Morris, "History of criminal investigation," p.29.(quoting: N.V. Ambage: The origins and Development of the Home 

Office Forensic Science Service, 1931-1967; PhD thesis, Lancaster University, 1987: 72). 

132 Else, Walter Martyn, and James Main Garrow. 1934. The detection of crime: an introduction to some methods of 
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To get the staff you used to ring the superintendent: ‘Sir, I want two D.C.s and a sergeant 

and an inspector,’ and if you got one you were lucky […] When you staffed a murder 

these superintendents were ringing up every week: ‘Can we have our staff back?’134  

Why detective departments were under-funded, authors such as Weinberger believe, once 

again stemmed from the systemic emphasis on prevention and distrust of undercover police 

work.135 Morris concurs with this, but takes it further suggesting that it was a governing 

peculiarity of the English criminal justice system of the absence, until 1986, of a universal, 

independent system of public prosecution, and that unlike the situation in Scotland, 

Ireland, British India and British colonial territories, every prosecution in England and 

Wales was in law a private prosecution.136 Eminent pathologists of their day such as 

Professor Francis Camps complained that this led to a ‘lack of interest, lack of knowledge, 

lack of publicity, lack of finance, lack of ambition combined with too much fear of 

authority or of unpopularity in high quarters.’137  

What this section demonstrates is that to an extent, the detective’s dislike of paperwork 

stemmed from its restrictions: it compartmentalised tacit, oral knowledge and made the 

detective accountable. The detective’s art and craft screened a number of deep-rooted 

problems around lack of training and under-resourcing, but also fed into resistance against 

accountability and protected C.I.D. as a mysterious and separate entity. Art and craft was 

thus the intangible ‘glue’ of the period which became increasingly challenged by advances 

in science, C.I.D. corruption scandals and the need for police forces to become more 

accountable and transparent.  

3.5. Challenging the traditional detective culture 

In 1957 Detective Inspector Summerfield of Bristol City Police developed a standardised 

administrative system for major crime enquiries and, in this, he was ahead of his time. His 

aims, as well as combating quantities of paperwork, were to maximise the chief 

investigating officer’s ability to concentrate on ‘relevant matters’—surely welcomed by 

most detectives, but also to allow for the employment of ‘untrained’ personnel—perhaps 

not so welcome. He also believed such a system, more widely adopted, would ‘enable 

senior “Yard” officers, officers from other forces and regional crime squad officers, to fit 
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135 Weinberger, The best police in the world p.75. 
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into any such major investigation with no loss of time, efficiency or understanding.’ 

Summerfield went on to describe his system in minute detail in a Police Journal article ten 

years later; below is just a small excerpt: 

Regardless of the quality of the information, it is allocated a message number and dictated 

to a shorthand typist who types out a four-sheet, four-coloured message form. These 

message sets are interleaved with ‘one-time’ carbon paper. The set of four message sheets 

is then passed to the main index clerk who checks all details of the message against the 

card index [...] The set of four message sheets is then passed to the action book officer for 

classification and distribution [...] On receipt of the message he must decide what action 

is to be taken. At the bottom of each message sheet is printed a set of three instructions: 1. 

Immediate inquiry; 2. Hold – not urgent; 3. File – no action required. He must then tick 

whichever action he decides upon and allocates the message to an officer for inquiry if 

this is to be the line of action. The officer’s name is then written on the top message 

sheet. The four copies are now separated and the carbon paper removed. Regardless of 

which of the three instructions has been ticked, the route for the blue, green and pink 

copies is always the same [...]138 

And Summerfield goes on to describe, at a similar level, the routes for the blue, green and 

pink copies. It was a complex system, interlinking with an already complex card index 

system, which was reliant on rigid compliance. It was also reliant on sufficient resources to 

staff the room with the support of action book officers, telephone message clerks, main 

index clerks, statement analysis and summary officers, filing and descriptive index clerks 

and typists. Although initially intended to relieve the workload of the chief investigating 

officer, procedurally it was a clear departure from the culture of the autonomous detective 

who saw the case through from beginning to end.  

Again, ahead of his time, Summerfield had also anticipated the beginnings of a radical 

move towards civilianisation of roles in the incident room which had previously been the 

preserve of the detective. It was not until 1966 that the Taverne Report on Police 

Manpower recommended that all purely administrative posts should be civilianised, 

including those of the chief administrative officer and clerks.139 F. Dewhirst, the senior 

administrative officer for Kent County Constabulary evaluated the report for the Police 

Journal: 
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The need for professional administration must be stressed. We live in an explosive age so 

far as the development of management techniques is concerned and our administrators 

must be trained in, and be able to apply, such disciplines as management accountancy, 

business statistics, organisation and methods, utilising computers and other data 

processing equipment. The enthusiastic amateur administrator, be he police officer or 

civilian, has no place in a Service which is now organised into large units representing, 

by every measure except financial profitability, big business.140   

Dewhirst went on to note, however, that civilianisation still proved ‘unacceptable to many 

police officers, entailing, as it does, the relinquishment of a number of senior rank posts at 

both force and divisional headquarters, and excluding the police officer from obtaining 

experience in a purely administrative function.’ As with female typists earlier in the 

century, considerable doubt remained in the minds of many police officers as to the 

necessity or wisdom of introducing ‘such an alarming number of outsiders into an 

organisation which, within the memories of those with pre-war service, was completely 

self–sufficient.’141  

3.5.1 The 1981 Byford Report and MIRSAP 

The card index system was identified earlier in the chapter as being a key aid to 

investigation, but not an infallible one, and this was down to its failure as an investigative 

tool in the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’ investigation into the mass-murderer, Peter Sutcliffe. 

Sutcliffe murdered thirteen women between 1975 and 1980. West Yorkshire Police 

detectives were simply overwhelmed with unprecedented levels of information and 

workload in an extraordinarily high-profile case driven by the press and hampered by red-

herrings and false information. In BBC Radio Four’s The Reunion, Sue MacGregor 

describes it as a ‘dark period’ for the force, with hundreds of officers working twelve-hour 

days for six days a week, and in the process generating nearly a quarter of a million 

files.142 The police incident room in Leeds became so overwhelmed with paperwork that its 

floor needed reinforcing.  
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141 Ibid., p.38. 

142 Deborah Dudgeon, producer,, "The Reunion presented by Sue MacGregor: The Yorkshire Ripper investigation," 

(BBC Radio 4, 21 August 2016), radio broadcast, radio interview, 0.45 minutes, aired on 26 August 2016 at 09.00. 



 

143 

 

 
 

Fig 3.28: Police incident room during the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’ case, 1977; photograph by David Hickes; image ID: 
2F59GBB; used with permission of Alamy Stock Photos. 

Sutcliffe’s eventual arrest in 1981 triggered an enquiry led by Sir Lawrence Byford into the 

way in which the investigation had been handled, and his subsequent report was published 

later that year.143 The report was particularly critical of the card index system upon which 

the team was completely reliant, but which catastrophically failed. By 1979 it was revealed 

there were four separate index cards relating to Sutcliffe, two cards each for Peter William 

Sutcliffe and William Peter Sutcliffe, each containing different dates of birth. Cards were 

missing—removed by someone without leaving a marker, held somewhere else ‘pending’ 

or misfiled. Byford recognised that ‘the crucial consideration is that the misplacing of a 

single card in a nominal index system can jeopardise a whole inquiry.’144 In a summary of 

the Byford report findings to the House of Commons the Home Secretary said: 

The ineffectiveness of the major incident room was a serious handicap to the Ripper 

investigation. While it should have been the effective nerve centre of the whole police 

operation, the backlog of unprocessed information resulted in the failure to connect vital 

pieces of related information. This serious fault in the central index system allowed Peter 

Sutcliffe to continually slip through the net as the evidence and details of clues against 

him, including the many interviews, were split up and divided between at least two 

 
143 Lawrence Byford, The Yorkshire Ripper case: Review of the police investigation of the case, Her Majesty's 

Inspectorate of Constabulary. (1981). Much of this report remained private until it was released under a Freedom of 
Information Act request and it is now available in full via a TNA link at: 
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20090121213042/http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/about-us/freed. 
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separate name index cards, instead of one. Lost among thousands of other cards, they 

were never ‘married’ together. As well, also unintentionally, a file on Peter Sutcliffe was 

broken into different parts. These events prevented the clearest possible evidence against 

him from being presented through the card index system.145 

The report concluded that if the errors of judgement and inefficiencies of the operation had 

not taken place, Sutcliffe would have been identified and caught at least eighteen months 

before he was finally arrested. Chief Constable Ronald Gregory, however, resolutely 

defended his staff: ‘It’s so easy to investigate homicide from a position where you know 

who's done it and look backwards. The super policeman who can make the right decision 

at the right time hasn't been born yet.’ And The Reunion gave voice to the counter-

narrative of the officers involved; David Zackrisson, one of the detectives said: ‘Everyone 

gave one hundred per cent with methods that now appear antiquated. I couldn't have 

imagined DNA or indeed closed-circuit television or personal computers or mobile 

phones.’ Considering it was a case which revolved around women, many of whom were 

reluctant to speak, the lack of female detectives hampered the investigation:  

Just having that softer touch to go into someone like Olive and say ‘talk to me again 

about the accent’ would have helped [...] It would have been more reflective of society 

and more reflective of the victims Sutcliffe was killing.146 

Apart from the card index system, Byford’s procedural recommendations included 

improvements to the career development, training and selection of senior detectives so that 

they were equipped with the management skills necessary to meet the demands of an 

inquiry on the Ripper scale. In addition, it addressed the historic problem of underfunding, 

stressing that major incident rooms should be adequately staffed. In line with 

Summerfield’s protocol of twenty-five years before, major incident room management was 

standardised so that compatible systems could be introduced across police forces. In 

response to the report the Home Office issued guidance and this was published by the 

Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) in 1985 as the Major Incident Room 

Standard Administration Procedures (MIRSAP).147 
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3.6. Outcomes and conclusions 

MIRSAP was to re-invent and stratify what had traditionally been the territory of 

individual detectives or a group of detectives working under a senior officer. For the first 

time there was a blow-by-blow account of the roles and processes required for the effective 

management of a major crime, with the investigation divided into three strategic phases: 

instigation and initial response; investigation; and case management. The case was to be 

led by a Senior Investigating Officer (SIO) who was required to have a high level of 

management and leadership ability; below him, or increasingly her, sat a large team, each 

with specific skills and roles, for example: an office manager, a finance manager, a 

receiver, an analyst, a HOLMES Manager (see HOLMES below), an actions manager, a 

document reader, an indexer, researchers, an intelligence research and development officer, 

a file preparation officer, graphics / briefing officer, an exhibits officer, a disclosure 

officer, a house-to-house coordinator, a house-to-house enquiry officer plus typists, 

telephonists and clerks.148 As if reflecting the 1878 decision to replace the title ‘Detective 

Department’ with ‘Criminal Investigation Department’ there was also scant reference to 

detectives in MIRSAP. It also now became possible for authors such as Innes to describe in 

detail the activities of a detective and the functions of a typical major incident room. Below 

is an excerpt: 

A detective inspector acts as the enquiry manager and on his desk are an in-tray, an out-

tray and a pad for jotting down notes. Any information coming into the room in document 

form goes through him and he spends much of his time reading incoming documentation 

looking for relevant material. The detectives who actually perform the investigative 

function are called the outside enquiry team and they come in to drop off work to the 

enquiry manager. The enquiry teams usually work in pairs but are sometimes formed into 

work groups with each group looking at one aspect of the enquiry. Sitting behind the 

enquiry manager is the action allocator.  His job is to log the documents onto the system 

giving them a unique reference number, raise actions and assign them to members of the 

outside enquiry team as they come in looking for work. He has several in-trays on his 

desk. Material classified as ‘Grade A’ by the enquiry manager is believed to be directly 

relevant to the progress of the enquiry and consequently is acted upon almost 

instantaneously. The other trays cover Grades B to D, where information is viewed as 
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being less relevant. The Grade B tray has only a few documents in it whilst the Grade D 

tray (irrelevant material) has a pile about six inches high.149  

The Byford Report had further implications for the way in which detectives were to work. 

In 1985 the first version of the Home Office Large Major Enquiry System (HOLMES) was 

introduced nationally to police forces. HOLMES was a computerised information storage 

and retrieval system for the investigation of major crimes which allowed for the routine 

storage, indexing and cross-referencing of large amounts of complex data. In other words, 

along with various mechanisms to reduce the burden and pressure on senior investigating 

officers, it computerised the card index system.  

Apart from the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’ case, another series of events were to fundamentally 

change the way in which the detective worked. As discussed in Chapter 2, the 1978 Royal 

Commission on Criminal Procedure was appointed as a result for calls for tighter controls 

on the police.150 The Commission examined the powers and duties of the police in respect 

of the investigation of criminal offences, the role of the detective within it, along with the 

rights of suspected and accused persons and, more broadly, the process of, and 

responsibility for the prosecution of criminal offences. The outcome of the Commission’s 

1981 report was PACE, which was fundamentally a codification of investigative powers 

and procedures. From then on progressive attention was turned to what became known as 

‘crime management’ in order to work more efficiently, strategically and transparently with, 

for example, the publication of the first version of the Murder Investigation Manual in 

1998 and, by 2000, the introduction of intelligence-led policing through the National 

Intelligence Model. 

In terms of the detective’s work and culture, a number of authors document the 

transformation of their profession. Innes described it as ‘a move away from the 

individualistic, autocratic orientation of the traditional approach to investigation, towards a 

more “modern,” rationalised, and bureaucratic system;’ Janet Chan that HOLMES in 

particular transformed the ‘spatio-temporal context’ in which detectives operated in that 

they no longer needed to leave the office to locate much of their information. In other 

words, detectives became increasingly tied to their desks.151 Much of these transformations 
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were not welcomed by the ‘old school’ detective. James described the ‘stark divide’ 

between intelligence-led work and the operational world:  

I knew many detectives pursued proactive investigations on the word of a ‘reliable’ 

informer or the basis of a ‘hunch’ [...] In other words, it was my experience that 

investigations often were informer-led or instinct-led rather than intelligence-led with 

little thought given to the strategic aims of the organisation.152  

In his paper ‘Is there room for flair in a police major crime investigation?’ John Fox 

concludes that detectives clearly felt that the existence of procedural manuals inhibited 

their craft and the discretion with which they had always been allowed to investigate 

serious crime.153 Fox refers to a 1991 study: ‘When asked if they accomplished their craft 

by applying rules, the police response is unerringly the same. They state emphatically, and 

categorically, that competent police work is not done by following a book of rules. Police 

work, they insist, is not done by the book.’154  

PACE was a further blow to the culture of the detective. Hobbs writes that its net effect, as 

far as detectives were concerned, was three-fold: first it exacerbated the rift between C.I.D. 

and the uniform branch by giving crucial gate-keeping powers to the latter; second, it was 

seen to de-skill the art of the detective interview, by introducing the unwieldy practice of 

contemporaneous note-taking and formalising interview procedures; and third, detectives 

felt that PACE ‘stifled’ the flow of information available to them by tightening the criteria 

for the detention of prisoners. For many detectives, therefore, PACE was an affront and 

they continued to hold the belief that their ‘real’ work was somewhere ‘out there,’ ‘on the 

street,’ or ‘in the pub.’155 Fox demonstrates that the ‘art’ or ‘craft’ of the detective if not 

gone, was severely restricted: the lead detective on a case was expected to be more akin to 

a business manager and ACPO / MIRSAP directed that ‘hypotheses must not be based on 

“flights of fancy.” They should be developed objectively. SIOs should be aware of the 

dangers of making assumptions or believing that assumptions made by others are fact.’156  

 
152 James, "The influence of intelligence-led policing models on investigative policy," p.16. 

153 John Fox, "Is there room for flair in a police major crime investigation?," The Journal of Homicide and Major Incident 

Investigation 9, no. 1 (2014), p.5. 

154 Fox, quoting: Shearing C. and Ericson R. 1991, 'Culture as figurative action,' British Journal of Sociology, Vol. 42 (4), 

pp 481-506, p.481 
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In terms of the detective’s paperwork and the murder file, the creation of a single file 

maintained and controlled by a single detective became less likely. Although MIRSAP 

accepted that, for smaller enquiries, a ‘paper based’ system could still be used, where the 

work was done with original documents and card index systems, increasingly, the majority 

of investigations used HOLMES and the strict guidance laid out in MIRSAP. The SIO’s 

responsibilities included effective management to ensure that all material gathered by the 

investigation was recorded, analysed and stored appropriately. In addition, that the security 

of documents was maintained at all times and that all documentation was returned to the 

major incident room for recording and safekeeping.157 The integrity and safe-keeping of 

paperwork was now in the hands of file preparation officers, office managers, typists, 

administrative assistants, disclosure and exhibits officers. 

In conclusion, examination of paperwork has allowed the formation of a narrative around 

the detective emerging from the uniformed ranks of a highly drilled and hierarchical 

system; happier away from his desk and evading both supervision and paperwork. It also 

reveals the increasing use of forms to contain, unify and control the types of information 

being recorded. The chapter has demonstrated a lacuna of information around the way in 

which detectives recorded their work; and that for much of the research period the 

detective was the product of an outmoded way of life that was resistant to ultimately 

necessary organisational change and legislation. Paperwork weaves in and out of the 

narrative at every level of their culture—laying a fundamental role in their control, 

accountability and transformation. For the detective, this increased structuralisation and 

confinement of information could be viewed as part of a gradual de-skilling process, but it 

also greatly decreased the detective’s ability to retain his own paperwork, and for it to 

subsequently slip into the realms of informality. Although the chapter demonstrates that 

paperwork was disliked by the detective, the following chapter will challenge this and 

demonstrate that, for another set of cultural reasons, they preserved and protected this same 

paperwork. 
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 Memory, materiality and the murder file 

4.1. Introduction 

Chapter 3 covered the detective’s working relationship with his paperwork, along with his 

work culture and ethic. This chapter will concentrate on the last of the research questions: 

how can the murder file contribute towards our knowledge of collective memory, the link 

between memory and archives, and the unspoken ‘voice’ of the file in the archive? It will 

first examine the narratives obtained from accession records. It will go on to examine the 

detective’s post-work life, retirement and what he did with it, his changing relationship 

with his paperwork, the role of collective and individual memory, and the role of police 

museums as intermediaries. It will end by discussing the murder file’s material presence in 

the LRO, and what this can contribute to its biographical story. In terms of object 

biographies, the survival of a murder file in its ‘final’ collection, that of the LRO, 

represents a form of after-life, where the object has transcended its initial purpose and use 

and may have gained further significance by virtue of the nature of its survival. 

4.2. The hidden narrative in accession records 

Accession records were discussed in Chapter 1 and are key to understanding the reasons 

for the deposit of records, and to identifying alternative narratives around why police 

collections—or indeed any collection—may have been preserved. The challenges of 

obtaining access to these records, largely due to issues of confidentiality, was also 

discussed, and this lack of accessibility undoubtedly throws a rich source of biographical 

detail into the shadows.  

Figs 4.1 to 4.5 below correlate what information has been obtained for the five police 

forces, largely through direct conversations with archivists at the corresponding LROs. 

Permission was given by the archivist at CALS to view the original paper catalogues—in 

the absence of online records—and these proved to be an invaluable source of typed and 

handwritten notes, marginalia around earlier access policies, accession numbers and 

donors. What is noticeable from the tables is that there are no accessions listed before the 

1960s which may be coincidental, or it may reflect the consequences of the introduction of 

the 1962 Local Government (Records) Act described in the thesis Introduction, which 

enabled local authorities to acquire records and provide archival services.1 

 
1 Margaret Procter and Elizabeth Shepherd, "Writing the record office," Archives and Records 34, no. 1 (2013), p.5. 
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Year of 
deposit 

Accession 
No. 

Deposited by 
Catalogue 
Ref. No. 

Description 

1961, 1972, 
1978 

Unknown The Chief Constable PLA — 

1989 Unknown The Chief Constable 
PLA/ACC 
10300 

Blackpool Police C.I.D. murder investigation files; 
5 boxes of murder files 

Unknown Unknown Unknown 
PLA/ACC 
6411 

Folder of histories etc believed to have been 
collected for a force museum. Contains an album 
of photographs relating to the Dr Ruxton murder 
case plus a report of the trial. 

Unknown Unknown Unknown 
PLA/ACC 
11739 

Murder file / case files 

1975 Unknown 
G.J. Forbes, 
Lancashire 
Constabulary 

Unknown — 

 
Fig 4.1: Examples of accession records for Lancashire Constabulary, PLA, collection. Information obtained from 
online catalogue and conversations with archivists at LA. 

 
 
 

Year of 
deposit 

Accession 
No. 

Deposited by 
Catalogue 
Ref. No. 

Description 

1964 1109 Chief Constable CJP 1-9 

The James Collection: material collected by 
Superintendent R. W. James whilst preparing his 
book 'To the Best of our Skill and Knowledge: A 
short history of the Cheshire Constabulary 1857-
1957' 

1969 1518 Chief Constable CJP 1-9 As above 

1972 0.911 Chief Constable CJP 1-9 As above 

1973 
0.1030, 
0.1071 

Chief Superintendent CJP 10-16 Records from the Wallasey Division of the force 

1975 0.2487 
Assistant Chief 
Constable J.R. Furber 

CJP 17-18 
Records from Congleton Borough Police and sub-
division, and Middlewich Division 

1977 0.491[?] 
Sergeant. D. Mitchell, 
Bromborough 

CJP 19 Records from the Wirral Division 

1980-
1981 

06100, 
06487, 
06541 and 
07150 

Cheshire 
Constabulary Museum 
Committee 

CJP 20/1-20 

The archives come from a variety of sources which 
were gathered as a museum collection; contains 
the sets of murder and serious crime files marked 
as: ‘files of interest.’ 

1981 07786 
The Force Training 
Centre at Crewe 

CJP 21 

Records relating to the personal files of woman 
Superintendent Joan Hunt which are described as 
‘mainly comprise material relating to the work and 
training of women police in Cheshire.’ 

 

Fig 4.2: Examples of accession records for Cheshire Constabulary, CJP, collection. Information obtained from 
paper catalogues held at CALS and conversations with the archivists. 
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Year of 
deposit 

Accession No. Deposited by Catalogue Ref. No. Description 

1962, 1964, 
1978, 1980, 
1982, 1983 
&1985  

ACC 5361 
The Chief 
Constable 

Unknown — 

1986 Unknown 
Chief Inspector R.G. 
Williams 

Q/Y/ 1/22/1, 2/2/14, 
2/2/19-23, 2/6/2, 2/11/2-
3, 2/15/15, 2/15/16-30, 
2/21/5-7, 2/30/1, 2/31/1, 
4/9/10, 4/16/1-2 

Deposited by ‘retiring Chief 
Inspector R.G. Johns’ 

1991 ACC 6441 
Inspector Mike 
Pennington 

Q/Y/ 1/3/6, 1/10/11-12, 
1/10/13, 1/24-26, 1/29, 
2/2/24-25, 2/3/9, 
2/4/100-101, 2/7/4, 
2/15/31, 2/21/8, 2/27/3, 
2/32, 3/14-15, 4/2/77, 
4/4/16, 4/8/4, 4/9/11-13, 
4/19-22, 5/4/6, 5/5/6, 
5/7/3, 6/1/72-100, 
6/2/21-26, 6/3/29-40, 
6/4/36-39, 6/5/13-14, 
7/70-77, 8/2/6 

Most of these items were used 
in an exhibition held at the 
Gloucester Folk Museum to 
mark the 150th anniversary of 
the formation of the force in 
1839. Q/Y/4/9/11 is murder of 
Dorothy Prentice Peel, 1921;  
Q/Y/4/9/12 is part of Haw 
Bridge murder files, 1938 

1998 ACC 8105 PC John Squires 
Q/Y/ 2/2/26-96, 4/2/78-
87, 4/4/17, 4/5/7, 8/1/1 

Via County Police 
Headquarters 

1999 ACC 8141 
Avon & Somerset 
Constabulary 

Q/Y/ 1/10/7, 2/32/1-2, 
2/6/3, 4/2/78-87, 4/4/17, 
4/5/7, 8/1/1 

Bristol Record Office 

Unknown ACC 923 Chief Constable Unknown — 

Unknown ACC 4096 
County Police 
Headquarters 

Unknown — 

Unknown 

ACC 4541, 4685, 
4738, 5100, 5361, 
5605, 5810, 6031, 
6047, 6216, 6265, 
6441, 7141, 8105, 
8141, 8401, 
10066, 10736 and 
11341 

Gloucestershire 
Constabulary 

Unknown — 

1986 Unknown H. Thomas D5184 

Donated by retired Chief 
Superintendent Harry Thomas. 
Papers re his police career 
1937-1970 

Unknown Unknown 
Gloucestershire 
Constabulary C.I.D. 

Q/Y/8/1 

Scrapbook of newspaper 
cuttings relating to Haw Bridge 
murder, 1938; bought by Eric 
Stokes from a local junk shop. 
It had been found in a house at 
Lansdown, presumably at the 
address of Francis Rodway 
who appears to have compiled 
it. Mr. Stokes presented it to 
C.I.D. in 1979 

2017 Unknown 
Gloucestershire 
Constabulary 

Unknown — 

 
Fig 4.3: Examples of accession records for Gloucestershire Constabulary, Q/Y, collection. Information obtained 
from conversations with the archivists at GA. 
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Year of 
deposit 

Accession 
No. 

Deposited by 
Catalogue 
Ref. No. 

Description 

1988 ACC 4975 
Sussex Police 
Authority 

Unknown — 

1989 ACC 5245 As above Unknown — 

1989 ACC 5330 As above Unknown — 

1989 ACC 5371 As above Unknown From the police force Registry 

1990 ACC 5574 As above Unknown — 

1991 ACC 5662 As above Unknown From the police force Registry 

1992 ACC 5969 As above Unknown From the police force Registry 

Unknown 
ACC 
12696 

Old Police Cells 
Museum, Brighton 

ACC 
12696 

Papers found at the museum. 

Unknown 
ACC 
13006 

Derek Oakensen 
ACC 
13006 

Papers collected by Derek Oakensen, honorary 
curator of Brighton Police Cells Museum and a 
former Chief Inspector 

Unknown Unknown 
Various families of 
individual officers 

SP/A/10 

Includes SP/A/10/51/1: Gerald Edwards: Chief 
Constable's case papers salvaged from records for 
destruction which were held at East Grinstead 
police station and include Rex v John Norman 
Holmes, 1924; Rex v Hayley Morriss, 1925; aldo 
SP/A/10/55/1-21: the case papers of ex-detective 
sergeant Peter Hunter. 

 

Fig 4.4: Examples of accession records for Sussex Police Authority, SPA, collection. Information obtained from 
ESRO online catalogue, the ‘immediate source of acquisition’ field on TNA Discovery, and archivists at ESRO. 
 

 
 

Year of 
deposit 

Accession 
No. 

Deposited by 
Catalogue Ref. 
No. 

Description 

1972, 
1981, 1998 

A.7576 Unknown Unknown — 

1999 A.7641 
Mr I. Kyte, police 
headquarters 

Unknown — 

Unknown Unknown Force museum SCONS 
This is a statutory collection that was ‘deposited’ 
when the Police Museum closed in 1999. 
Possibly relates to the accessions above. 

 
Fig 4.5: Examples of accession records for Cumbria Constabulary, SCONS and YSCONS, collection. Information 
obtained from TNA Discovery ‘immediate source of acquisition’ field and archivist at CACC. 
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The above tables in Figs 4.1 to 4.4 provide a rich source of information around the nature 

of the deposits of police records within the five LROs, with the emergence of common 

themes. Figs 4.6 and 4.7 below analyse the accessions by depositor and by type of 

authority—official or unofficial. Fifty per cent of the accessions identified appear to have 

the authority of the chief constable or police authority and were, therefore, at a certain 

level formalised, as in the records from Sussex Police Authority central registry. The other 

fifty per cent, however, could be interpreted as informal deposits in that they constitute 

records that potentially fell outside the records management strategies of police forces, for 

example received from retired staff, force museums, or individual force members.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 4.6: Pie chart breaking down the types of depositors from accession records accessed at the five LROs:  
GA, CACC, CALS, LA & ESRO. Chart by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
 
 
 

Fig 4.7: Pie chart comparing the number of formal vs ‘informal’ deposits of murder files at the five LROs:  
GA, CACC, CALS, LA & ESRO. Chart by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
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This mix of deposits from informal and formal sources results in what Alice Stewart 

describes in her paper on police records management as the ‘patchy’ survival of records 

with ‘unexplained gaps:’ 

No one knew they were valuable or thought that they were worth keeping and because no 

one took responsibility or offered guidance and direction to ensure their survival [or 

because someone knew too well that they were valuable] [...] In short the needs of 

historical records were not being met in a structured way [...] Their survival depended to 

a great extent on luck and having an officer with an interest in history to realise that they 

should not be destroyed.2 

Informality is a double-edged sword. Its benefits—as Stewart describes above—are that 

records, which a formal force records management policy may have deemed as fit for 

destruction, were ‘saved’ by individual officers. The tables above also show otherwise 

invisible consequences of the amalgamations: for example Fig 4.2 for CALS reflects a 

narrative of changes in personnel or the closure of buildings which may have resulted in 

office ‘clear-outs;’ the arrival of a new chief constable for Cheshire in 1963 may have 

triggered the deposit of records relating to the collection of R.W. James in 1964, or the 

deposit of further records with the building of a new headquarters Cheshire Constabulary 

in 1967.  

Accession details highlight the stories behind the informal deposits, such as those records 

coming in from individual donors, rather than direct from the police force. ESRO hold a 

series of papers which they describe as being ‘assembled by individual officers during the 

course of their career,’ and that some of the records were presented to the authority by 

‘relatives or descendants after the retirement or death of the officers to whom it relates,’ 

and this begins to demonstrate a sub-narrative around the keeping or taking home of 

records.3 Within this group are eighty-three donors, including the records of detectives 

such as Detective Chief Superintendent C.F. Johnstone; Detective Inspector Peter Hunter, 

which include twenty-one files of ‘case papers;’ Superintendent Keir Angel who was the 

only police photographer in East Sussex Constabulary in the immediate post-Second 

World War period and worked for C.I.D; or Detective Sergeant Stanley Janes of Brighton 

Borough Constabulary. In addition, within this group are the case files belonging to Chief 

Constable Gerald Edwards which were ‘salvaged from records for destruction’ held at East 

 
2 Alice Stewart, "Police force records management policies and the needs of the historical record," in Giving the past a 

future: preserving the heritage of the UK's criminal justice system, ed. C.A. Williams (London: Francis Boutle 
Publishers, 2004), p.140. 

3 East Sussex Record Office, online catalogue; entry for SPA/10/1-83. 
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Grinstead police station.’ It is also interesting that a number of these personal donations 

buck the trend and come into the LRO relatively late; for example the latest papers from 

the collection of Assistant Chief Constable J. Dibley are from 2006. 

For the murder file in particular, the relationship between the press, the murder 

investigation and public interest can add an additional layer or patina in the form of 

notoriety; this may fast-track their survival and removal from the police records 

management system. It is not necessarily easy to define whether the high-profile nature 

saved the file or whether the subsequent preservation of the file caused it to become high 

profile. But given the fact that so many of these records are simply not accessible or have 

not apparently been accessed—an issue covered in detail in Chapter 5—it is more likely to 

be the first reason, along with the amount of press coverage on the case. Most of the 

murders in this category have acquired their own names: for example, ESRO hold the files 

relating to the ‘Brighton Trunk murders;’ the ‘Crumbles murders;’ CALS the ‘Gorse Hall 

murder;’ the ‘Villa murder;’ or the ‘Mow Cop murder;’ CACC the ‘Ruxton’ or ‘Jigsaw 

murders;’ the ‘Monocled mutineer;’ Cumbria Archives Centre, Whitehaven, ‘The lady in 

the lake;’ GA the ‘Haw Bridge murder;’ West Sussex Record Office the ‘Acid bath 

murders;’ Worcestershire Archives & Archaeological Service the ‘Bella murder.’ Two of 

the above were pulled from potential obscurity sitting in police C.I.D. offices: the second 

of the ‘Brighton trunk murders,’ relating to the killing of Violet Kaye in 1934, were 

preserved by Sussex Police ‘as part of the archive of the Central Division.’4 This decision 

was no doubt influenced first by the fact that the man charged with her murder—her pimp, 

known variously as Toni Notyre, Mancini or Lois England—was found not guilty; second, 

that later in 1976 he publicly confessed to her murder in the News of the World; and third it 

became viewed as a trunk serial murder attached to the first Brighton trunk murder—–the 

discovery of an unknown woman’s remains in a trunk at Brighton railway station left 

luggage office, and the later ‘Charing Cross trunk murder’ in which John Robinson left his 

victim, Alice Bonati, in a trunk in the left luggage office at Charing Cross railway station.  

Accession records for CALS reveal that the ‘Gorse Hall murder file’ at CALS was 

retrieved from Cheshire Constabulary C.I.D. following an enquiry from Superintendent 

 
4 From ESRO online catalogue record notes for SPA/11/3. 
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R.W. James during the writing of his book on the history of the constabulary.5  A letter 

from 1955 still exists on the file:  

There is nothing at headquarters with regard to the murder of Constable Green at Elworth, 

near Sandbach. I am, however, forwarding to you herewith all the papers which we have 

been able to retrieve regarding the Gorse Hall murder at Dukinfield in 1909. I should be 

pleased if you would let me have these back when they have served their purpose.6 

Accession records also reflect artificial collections of papers created by serving police 

officers for specific agendas, and once these records were gathered it seems more likely 

they would be preserved. For Cheshire these are represented by the files of Superintendent 

Joan Hunt, forming a collection of around fifty records covering the history of women in 

policing which were deposited at CALS by the former force training college at Crewe. 

ESRO retain collections of papers gathered together by B.A. Tilt for use as training 

material. Tilt was Sussex Police’s senior Scenes of Crime Officer, and the records contain 

graphic photographs and reports, for example relating to the murders of Mr and Mrs T.R. 

Gales of Worthing in 1974, and to the investigation into the disappearance of twelve-year-

old Vishal Mehrotra between 1981 and 1982, with the discovery of human remains at 

Rogate.7 Likewise LA hold murder files which an archivist from the LRO believes were 

collected by Blackpool C.I.D. for training purposes.8 

4.3. Memory and the murder file 

The above section demonstrates how haphazard the routes for survival of murder files can 

be. This section explores the significance of memory in these unofficial routes.  

Two of the types of memory defined by philosophers or sociologists are individual and 

collective. Collective memory was a concept devised by Maurice Halbwachs during the 

1940s and 1950s and is broadly defined as the memory of a group of people, passed from 

 
5 Chester: Cheshire Archives and Local Studies: Collection of County Police Force, Cat No: CJP 21, The personal files of 

woman Superintendent Joan Hunt,1963-1974; also: Chester: Cheshire Archives and Local Studies: Collection of 
County Police Force, Cat No: CJP 9, The James Collection, 1839-1946. 

6 Chester: Cheshire Archives and Local Studies: Collection of Cheshire Constabulary, Cat No: CJP 20/20/1 (i & ii), , R v 

Mark Wilde, murder: Gorse Hall murder, 1909-1910; letter dated 11th November 1955 addressed to Superintendent 
James. 

7 Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA/10/63/1/2, Murder of Mr and 

Mrs T.R. Gales at 37 Cowdray Drive, Goring-by-Sea, Worthing, 1974; also: Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: 
Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA/10/63/1/5, Investigation into the disappearance of Vishal Mehrotra 
and the discovery of remains at Rogate [murder], 1981-1982. 

8 Preston: Lancashire Archives: Collection of Lancashire Constabulary, Cat No: PLA/ACC10300, Blackpool Police CID 

and other murder investigation files, 1919-1998; Archivist, Lancashire Archives, email message to Angela Sutton-
Vane, 6th December 2019. 
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one generation to the next.9 As well as via oral communication, collective memory may be 

preserved through the preservation of memorabilia or history; for example, historic 

buildings, books, museums or archives. Studies of collective memory have tended to 

concentrate on social groups around the family, ethnicity, religion or the nation and have 

rarely addressed organisational cultures, and yet, the excerpt below from Michael 

Rowlinson and John Hassard demonstrates the fine line between corporate history and 

collective memory: 

Events in an organisation’s history are raw material that members of a culture can mold 

into a form that both reflects and reconstitutes the culture itself [...] Far from being 

objective descriptions, accounts of key events in an organisation’s history reflect 

differential attention, selective perception, and incomplete recall. As organisational 

members strive at mutually acceptable interpretations of events, distortions and omissions 

multiply. By the time accounts have been ossified in the form of organisational stories, 

legends and sagas, a new reality has been socially constructed.10  

An intellectual bridge between these two dialectical spheres is Pierre Nora’s theory of lieux 

de mémoire—sites or places of memory.11 Nora wrote that his concept originated from the 

modern need to preserve memories beyond the spoken word. Modern memory was, he 

posed ‘archival’ and reliant on the ‘materiality of the trace, the immediacy of the 

recording, the visibility of the image.’12 For him, the less collective memory was internally 

experienced first-hand, the more it existed only through its exterior scaffolding and 

outward signs: ‘What we call memory is in fact the gigantic and breath-taking storehouse 

of a material stock of what it would be impossible for us to remember, an unlimited 

repertoire of what might need to be recalled.’13 Collective memory and lieux de mémoire 

are, therefore, with their facets of historical preservation and ceremonial activities, 

eminently relevant to organisations with long-standing histories and deeply embedded 

cultures. 

Collective memory can also be triggered by reminiscing or sharing individual memory, and 

here Halbwachs argues that the separation between the two is negligible. Using the analogy 

of a solitary walk across London he demonstrates that each personal memory gathered is 

 
9 Maurice Halbwachs, On collective memory, trans. Lewis A. Coser (University of Chicago Press, 1992). 

10 Michael Rowlinson and John Hassard, "The invention of corporate culture: A history of the histories of Cadbury," 

Human Relations 46, no. 3 (1993), p.3. 

11 Pierre Nora, "Between memory and history: Les lieux de mémoire," Representations 26 (1989). 

12 Ibid., p.12. 

13 Ibid., p.13. 
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actually influenced along the way by others—a map he uses, the author of a guidebook on 

architecture: ‘Other men have had these remembrances in common with me. Moreover, 

they help me to recall them.’14 As such, the memory of the detective, whether writing his 

own memoirs, or gathering together his private collection, is a collective memory because 

ultimately it is inextricably linked to the strong working culture identified in Chapter 3. 

4.3.1 Collecting material for autobiographies or memoirs 

As this research has demonstrated, the narrative of the English detective is complex and 

unnecessarily shadowy; one exacerbated by the lack of primary information around their 

day-to-day work. As a result, the public perception of detectives is the product of a fusion 

of fictional portrayals from literature, television and film, and factual portrayals via press 

reportage. Detectives themselves have contributed to this perception through the tradition 

of writing their memoirs upon retirement.  

Shpayer-Makov, Paul Lawrence and Morris have all examined the appearance and 

significance of these memoirs, which reached a peak during the interwar period, the point 

at which many of the first ‘professional’ detectives were retiring, and also coincided with 

the rise of Scotland Yard’s ‘star detectives;’ officers who were thrust into the limelight by 

their involvement in high profile cases.15  Each had their own persona: Detective 

Superintendent Herbert Hannam or ‘The Count;’ Detective Superintendent Robert Fabian 

or ‘Fabian of the Yard;’ Detective Inspector Percy Savage, or ‘Savage of the Yard;’ 

Superintendent George Cornish, or ‘Cornish of the Yard;’ and Chief Superintendent 

Leonard Read or ‘Nipper Read of the Yard.’ Senior, retired Scotland Yard detectives were 

certainly prolific writers: in 1890 Inspector Moser published Stories from the Yard; in 1934 

Savage published his memoirs Savage of Scotland Yard: The thrilling autobiography of ex-

Superintendent Percy Savage of the C.I.D. in which he wrote in detail about the murder of 

Emily Beilby Kaye in Eastbourne in 1924 and his part in the case, and this is discussed in 

more detail below.16 Following suit, a year later, Cornish who led the investigation into the 

 
14 Halbwachs, On collective memory pp.23-24. 

15 Haia Shpayer-Makov, "Explaining the rise and success of detective memoirs in Britain," in Police detectives in history: 

1750-1950, ed. Clive Emsley and Haia Shpayer-Makov (Burlington: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2006). Paul 
Lawrence, "'Scoundrels and scallywags, and some honest men ...': Memoirs and the self-image of French and English 
policemen, c.1870-1939," in Comparative histories of crime, ed. Barry Godfrey, Clive Emsley, and Graeme Dunstall 
(Willan, 2003). R.M. Morris, "Crime does not pay: thinking again about detectives in the first century of the 
Metropolitan Police," in Police detectives in history: 1750-1950, ed. Clive Emsley and Haia Shpayer-Makov 
(Burlington: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2006), pp.129-31. 

16 Inspector Maurice Moser and Charles Frederick Rideal, Stories from Scotland Yard (London: George Routledge & 

Sons, 1890). Percy Savage, Savage of Scotland Yard: The thrilling autobiography of ex-Superintendent Percy 
Savage of the C.I.D. (London: Hutchinson & Co. Ltd., 1934). 
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London ‘Charing Cross trunk murder’ of Minnie Bonati in 1927 also published his 

memoirs.17 Yard memoirs continued after the Second World War with Fabian publishing 

Fabian of the Yard in 1950 and by 1954 his tales of murder were being dramatised in a 

BBC series of the same name, contributing to the blurring of the lines between factual and 

fictional detectives.18 Undoubtedly spurred on by Fabian’s success, ex-Chief 

Superintendent Fred Cherrill published Cherrill of the Yard in 1954.19 Later, in 1981, ex-

Detective Superintendent Jack Slipper, who led the hunt for the ‘Great Train Robbers,’ 

published Slipper of the Yard; and in 1991 and 2002 Leonard Read, who arrested the 

Krays, published two autobiographies.20 

Returning to Halbwachs’ collective memory, Lawrence believes that these memoirs helped 

the detective to consolidate his group identity and define his role in society. In Chapter 3 

Young’s portrayal of the ‘canteen culture’ of the officers as they stood around the charge 

desk at the local police station recounting stories was discussed and, as with any profession 

where employees are exposed to challenging situations, maintaining strong team bonds has 

always been an important part of policing. 21 A spoken culture based partly on humour and 

storytelling forms part of this ‘social glue:’ as Holdaway describes: ‘Popular policemen 

can spin a good yarn; they can hold their own in the canteen, billiard room or station office 

at three in the morning with a “goodly one” about a chase and a fight.’22 Detectives’ life-

writing skills also gained from the bureaucratic nature of their work and the constant 

documentation required assisted them in constructing the narrative in the particular format 

prevalent in most of their memoirs: a sequence of stories based on the cases they had 

investigated. Narration then, was at the core of detective work. 

But there were also a number of other motives. Lawrence describes them as generally 

being ‘narratives of improvement;’ of working class men who had worked their way up 

through the ranks and, with little in the way of training, sought to define and locate their 

own legitimacy in their memoirs.23 He also writes that although nearly all memoirs 

 
17 G.W. Cornish, Cornish of the 'Yard': His reminiscences and cases (London: John Lane; The Bodley Head, 1935). 

18 Robert Fabian, Fabian of the Yard (Naldrett Press, 1950). 

19 Fred Cherrill, Cherrill of the Yard (Harrap, 1954). 

20 Jack Slipper, Slipper of the Yard (Sidgwick & Jackson Ltd, 1981). Leonard Read, Nipper: The story of Leonard 'Nipper' 

Read (Macdonald, 1991). Leonard Read, Nipper Read: The man who nicked the Krays (Sphere, 2002). 

21 The ‘canteen culture’ has been explored by a number of researchers; for example: Merlijn van Hulst, "Storytelling at 

the Police Station: the Canteen Culture revisited," The British Journal of Criminology 53, no. 4 (2013). 

22 Simon Holdaway, Inside the British police: A force at work (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Publisher, 1983), p.138. 

23 Lawrence, "'Scoundrels and scallywags, and some honest men ...'," pp.130-36. 
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revealed that officers generally possessed a very strong sense of institutional loyalty, which 

was often combined with a desire to display their independence, to provide evidence that 

they were not just ‘yes men.’ Many memoirs noted how rules were broken when necessary, 

with the authors portraying themselves as ‘straddling—and yet maintaining—a dividing 

line between respectable and outcast society.’24 It seems, therefore, that in retirement the 

detective remained proud of his rogue identity. The peak of memoir writing also coincided 

with a period often referred to as the ‘golden age’ of detective fiction, and through this rise 

in crime fiction, where the professional detective was often portrayed as the ‘bumbling 

fool’ pitted against the wits of the amateur sleuth, detectives may also have employed their 

memoirs as a corrective for their distorted fictional image.25 Shpayer-Makov suggests that 

a further motivating factor was that after the Police Act of 1890 police employees had the 

right to retire in their late forties or fifties with a guaranteed pension; they had time, 

therefore, to write in relative comfort.26  

This leads on to questioning how retired detectives remembered in such detail so many of 

their cases for their memoirs, which were often written a number of years later. Of the 

detective memoirs analysed for this research, all seem careful to omit where their 

information came from, a point observed by Shpayer-Makov:  

Although several detectives made a point of reiterating that while writing their memoirs 

they drew on memory only and not on written materials, they, unlike most other kinds of 

workers, did have access to documents which allowed them to reconstruct events in their 

past, such as the notes they had taken on the job, or press cuttings which many detectives 

were in the habit of keeping.27  

Here Shpayer-Makov suggests that they did not have to rely solely on recalling details 

from memory: for cases covered in the news, they could resort to press cuttings, which 

some detectives habitually collected. Moser, for example, describes that the stories in his 

memoirs were all ‘founded upon actual experiences and facts, originally appeared (through 

the “Central Press”) in a syndicate of newspapers.’28 However, Shpayer-Makov also 

describes that, in addition, some officers retained their original notes, or that those who 

 
24 Ibid., pp.134-38. 

25 Ibid., p.126. 

26 Haia Shpayer-Makov, The ascent of the detective: Police sleuths in Victorian and Edwardian England (Oxford 

University Press, 2011), pp.281-82. 

27 Shpayer-Makov, "Explaining the rise and success of detective memoirs in Britain," p.114. 

28 Moser and Rideal, Stories from Scotland Yard, p.v. 
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remained in touch with their fellow officers may have had access to archived police 

reports.29 Despite this lack of a clear narrative around the collection of material, clues 

emerge; for example, in a late-nineteenth-century edition of The Sketch is an advertisement 

for a talk by retired Chief Inspector Greenham which describes that some of his 

reminiscences were of a serious nature, with many highly amusing. It goes on to say that 

they would ‘fill a large volume’ and that, he indeed had plans, in collaboration with a well-

known writer, to publish them.30 Another article, also in The Sketch describes a further 

interview with a retired officer in 1893: 

Adjourning from a cosy dining-room [...] we find ourselves in his ‘den,’ in which he 

busies himself with a still pretty voluminous correspondence, and also with some literary 

efforts, which will result, no doubt, in some highly interesting reminiscences. Souvenirs 

of his career are plentiful in the little room, ranging from photographs of his late 

colleagues and chiefs to such sensational items as a dynamite bomb and the album of 

James Carey, whose murderer, Patrick O’Donnell, was brought home by Mr. 

Littlechild.31 

Nearly 100 years later we have Hobbs’ 1988 account, referred to in Chapter 3, of an officer 

‘in the comfort of his own home’ showing him a collection of diaries covering his 

activities over several years.32 Savage wrote a chapter in his memoirs on the murder of 

Emily Beilby Kaye. Below is an extract of his version of the first interview he carried out 

with the suspected killer, Patrick Mahon:  

I took out the contents and placed them on the table—a torn pair of silk bloomers, two 

pieces of new white silk, a blue silk scarf—all stained with blood and grease—and a large 

cook’s knife. There was also a brown canvas racket bag, with the initials ‘E.B.K.’ and 

some disinfectant powder. ‘How do you account for the possession of these things?’ I 

asked him. ‘I am fond of dogs,’ he readily replied, ‘and I suppose I have carried home 

meat for dogs in it.’ ‘Dog’s meat?’ I queried. ‘But this is human blood.’ He stared at me, 

and for the first time seemed rather disconcerted. He said nothing. ‘You don’t wrap dog’s 

meat in silk,’ I reminded him. ‘Your explanation does not satisfy me.’ ‘Dog’s meat, dog’s 

meat,’ he repeated slowly and thoughtfully. We gazed at each other, Mahon in deep 

contemplation. ‘Dog’s meat,’ he again murmured ... ‘You seem to know all about it.’ [...] 

 
29 Shpayer-Makov, The ascent of the detective p.283. 

30 "For the protection of Her Majesty: A talk with a late chief inspector," The Sketch, 05 August 1896, p.23. 

31 "Crime and criminals I: A chat with Chief Inspector Littlechild," The Sketch, 21 June 1893, p.29. 

32 Dick Hobbs, Doing the business: Entrepreneurship, the working class, and detectives in the East End of London 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), p.194. 
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‘It’s not for me to tell you what I know,’ I told him. ‘It’s for you to tell me what you 

know.’ He bent forward in his chair, rested his chin on his right hand, and meditated, 

throwing an occasional glance towards me. He remained in this attitude for fully a quarter 

of an hour, and then his small, bluish eyes looked appealingly at me. He sat up, and 

speaking very slowly and in a solemn tone, he asked: ‘I wonder if you can realise how 

terrible a thing it is for one’s body to be active, and one’s mind to fail to act.’ It was 9.30 

at night when I arrived at Scotland Yard with Mahon, and it was now nearly eleven 

o’clock.33 

These accounts were written ten years after the interview and yet Savage maintains a clear 

idea of the time. Below is Savage’s actual statement of the same interview from the ESRO 

file: 

I opened the bag from the ends and pulled out the bloodstained silk, torn bloomers, knife 

and scarf (produced) and said ‘How do you account for your possession of these?’ He 

said “I am fond of dogs, I suppose I have carried meat for the dogs in it.’ I said ‘That 

explanation will not do as these stains are human blood, and I have to detain you until I 

make further enquiries.’ He said ‘You seem to know all about it.’ I said ‘I cannot tell you 

what I know, it is for you to give an explanation as to how these things came to be in your 

possession.’ He remained silent for some considerable time and then said ‘I wonder if you 

can realise how terrible a thing it is for one’s body to be active and his mind to fail to act.’ 

I made no reply.34 

Again from his memoirs, Savage recalls what Mahon went on to tell him: 

On April 12th,’ he continued, ‘I met her at Eastbourne, and we went to Langney 

bungalow, which is just outside Eastbourne. I stayed with her until Thursday, April 17th. 

On the previous day, Wednesday (the 16th), we came to London to see some friends and 

posted some letters. We returned to Langney bungalow the same night. During that night, 

the 16th, we quarrelled over certain things, and in a violent temper she threw an axe at me. 

It was a coal axe. It hit me a glancing blow. Then I saw red. We fought and struggled. She 

was a very big strong girl.35 

And from Mahon’s statement on the file, taken in London at New Scotland Yard: 

On the 12th April, 1924, I met her at Eastbourne and we went to the Langley bungalow, 

just outside Eastbourne. I stayed with her there until Thursday, 17th April. On the 

 
33 Savage, Savage of Scotland Yard pp.184-86. 

34 Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA 2/37/2, R v Patrick Herbert 

Mahon; statement of Chief Inspector Percy Savage dated 5th May 1924. 

35 Savage, Savage of Scotland Yard pp.186-87. 
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previous day, Wednesday, we came up to London to see some friends, and posted some 

letters. We returned to Langley Bungalow the same night [...] During that night, the 16th, 

we quarrelled over certain things and in a violent temper she threw an axe at me, it was a 

coal axe. It hit me a glancing blow. Then I saw red. We fought and struggled; she was a 

very big, strong girl.36 

These excerpts, the second set in particular, illustrate that Savage’s memoirs contain a 

word-for-word account of Mahon’s statement. Either the detective had a photographic 

memory or, in his retirement, he had access to papers on the case. To clarify, during 

interviews with retired detectives for this research, I asked if they were ‘aware of anyone 

taking case papers home.’ Ex-detectives J.G. and O.S. admitted that they had and that, 

generally, ‘it happened,’ although they were also clear that it should not have happened: 

J.G.: (Laughing) Well I think every former detective has got bits and pieces in their loft 

or whatever. I mean like that report I told you about [names a murder case]. I had that 

because I worked on the case right the way through, so I had a copy of the report. That 

was all I had. Oh, and I had a couple of prisoner photographs of two of the prisoners [...] 

You just gather these things don’t you? [talking to O.S.] I brought you in a file once. 

O.S.: I had some bits and pieces and I just gave them to the museum, you know, old 

pocketbooks and—I also kept lots of copies of forms which I brought into the museum. 

J.G.: I mean, you shouldn’t really keep this stuff at all but, I mean it happens. It was 

copies—not originals. I worked on the job right the way through so it was of interest.37 

This was not just an activity of detectives or police officers. Detective M.C. describes 

pathologists and barristers: 

I used to get—pathologists were usually older people when they did the bloody post 

mortem anyway, but, I used to have pathologist’s wives—I think I had three in my time 

who rung up and said: ‘Look, my husband died six months ago. I’ve been going through 

his paperwork and I’ve got a load of statements here from post-mortems he’s done for the 

police.’ [...] But there’s all sorts of people that got bits in their loft, bits—I don’t think 

anybody’s nicking it, I just that they, by the time they retired they were the only people 

interested in that file anyway, yeah? And barristers, barristers love keeping files and you 

 
36 ESRO: SPA 2/37/2: R v Patrick Herbert Mahon. 

37 J.G. (retired detective and police museum curator) and O.S. (retired police officer and police museum curator), 

interviewed by author, 18 April 2018. 
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could always ring a barrister and say: ‘Have you still got the murder file of so and so? 

And they usually, usually came up trumps.38  

Shpayer-Makov touches on the issue of secrecy, and the fact that the detective was not 

allowed to divulge his work whilst he was employed and that, generally, the authorities 

were ‘opposed to retired officers writing memoirs.’39 Although the role of all police  

officers were covered by the Official Secrets Act, data protection and a number of other 

Acts that may have curtailed the informal removal of information were only active from 

the 1980s.40 Chapters 1 and 3 have demonstrated the lack of regulation around the 

retention and preservation of police records allowing, what Emsley and Bridgman 

described as—with reference to police archives—a ‘degree of  unauthorised liberation’ 

which had resulted in material being lost or ‘taken to decorate someone’s bookshelf.’41 It 

seems therefore, that during a window of opportunity, the practice was accepted if not 

condoned; a situation reminiscent of that described by Thompson around the keeping of 

government records: 

Confidential cabinet papers were being kept by politicians and some were able to use 

them in their memoires. For a long time this tendency was fought, but effective 

recognition that no document could ever be regarded as permanently confidential (except 

perhaps by the Police or the Secret Services) came with the reduction of the waiting 

period for normal access by scholars to a mere 30 years.42 

For the police, in hindsight, such removals are considered reprehensible. In 1993 Sussex 

Police described the recovery of a personal collection as a potential theft: 

I am mindful of the possibility that if this material has been misappropriated, then this 

could well have been the work of a police employee or member of the county council. If 

an enquiry established evidence to indicate theft, then I anticipate that the matter will 

eventually be investigated by a member of our Discipline and Complaints Department.43 

 
38 M.C. (retired Detective Constable), interviewed by author, 02 Mar 2017. 

39 Shpayer-Makov, "Explaining the rise and success of detective memoirs in Britain," pp.131 and 281-82.  

40 Chris A. Williams and Clive Emsley, Police records archiving policy in Great Britain: interim report, The International 

Centre for the History of Crime, Policing and Justice (Milton Keynes: Policing and Justice The International Centre for 
the History of Crime, 2003), p.1. 

41 Ian Bridgeman and Clive Emsley, A guide to the archives of the police forces of England and Wales (The Police 

History Society, 1989), p.2. 

42 Paul Thompson, The voice of the past, Third ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p.60. 

43 Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA/2/37/41, Papers concerning 

the recovery of SPA/2/37/2-40 by West Mercia Police, Aug-Sep 1993. 
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The reasons why such material was removed from the force bureaucracy are discussed 

below. 

4.3.2 The murder file as a souvenir 

The introduction established that theories around souvenir taking and keeping tend to 

concentrate on the tourist commodity, much less around souvenirs as emotional items 

relating to memory.44 Eleanor Conlin Casella’s paper on penal heritage and the 

archaeology of incarceration is one exception. In this she examines resistance through the 

keeping of clandestine objects which were found hidden within prison cells or communal 

spaces, writing that institutional inmates had ‘responded in kind, undertaking material acts 

of insubordination designed to reject the penal landscape,’ through forging their own 

‘alternative material worlds of collusion, exploitation, obligation, and object exchange.’45 

The second exception is Christine Wall’s oral history project around work-place souvenirs 

with retired and employed bank workers, teachers and rail workers. She identified first that 

men were more likely to retain objects that reflected their work identity than women and 

second, particularly relating to railway workers that ‘the railway nostalgia movement 

provided a means of expression for the loss of certain working practices and occupations.’ 

She described how their unions had played a major role in education including the 

historical significance of the railways and that ‘all the railway employees we interviewed 

socialised mainly or entirely with other rail workers—citing the difficult hours and shift 

work as the main reason.’46 Comparisons can be drawn with both the above to police 

officers. Although at opposite poles, such acts of resistance by prisoners could be 

comparable with the officer’s hoarding or collecting memorabilia or records particularly 

during times of change or uncertainty such as amalgamations. Likewise, railway workers 

have commonalities with police officers in their work patterns and desire to form part of a 

‘nostalgia’ group. Kopytoff writes that there is a yearning for singularisation in complex 

societies: ‘Old beer cans, matchbooks, and comic books suddenly become worthy of being 

collected, moved from the sphere of the singularly worthless to that of the expensive 

singular.’ When this singularisation is done by groups it ‘bears the stamp of collective 

 
44 For example: Nigel Morgan and Annette Pritchard, "On souvenirs and metonymy: Narratives of memory, metaphor 

and materiality," Tourist Studies 5, no. 1 (2005). 

45 Eleanor Conlin Casella, "Endless Privations: Archaeological Perspectives on Penal Heritage," Prison Service Journal 

210, Special Edition: The Prison and the Public (2013), pp.15-16. 

46 Christine Wall, "Something to show for it: The place of mementoes in women's oral histories of work" (paper presented 

at the Rethinking labour: Labour, affect and material culture conference, University College Dublin, 18-20 Apr 2008), 
p.10. 
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approval, channels the individual drive for singularization, and takes on the weight of 

cultural sacredness.’47 

Within the LRO catalogues are narratives around records that have been removed from the 

police organisation and become personal souvenirs. For example, many in the SPA 10 

series of eighty-two records at ESRO were created by serving police officers but then 

subsequently separated from any formal records management system—whether taken 

home or kept aside and found later. ESRO recognises the importance of these sets of 

records describing in their online catalogue that: 

The classes of records listed here were assembled by individual policemen in the course 

of their careers. They record service and achievements and their significance as personal 

records outweighs their significance as operational records of the forces in which their 

owners or compilers served. In some cases the men who maintained or received the 

records served in several capacities, taking the records with them on transfer; in others the 

records provide rare evidence for the training received. Some of the material listed below 

was presented to the Authority by relatives or descendants after the retirement or death of 

the officers to whom it relates.48  

Within these personal papers are murder files and case notes: for example, the records 

from Chief Constable Gerald Edwards contain files relating to the murders of Irene Munro 

in 1920 at the Crumbles, near Eastbourne or to the murder of Elsie Cameron at 

Crowborough in 1924; Peter Hunter served as a detective constable in East Sussex 

Constabulary and collected a series of case papers between 1957 to 1977 which include 

copies of statements.49 Assistant Chief Constable J. Dibley was described as an 

enthusiastic preserver of archive material and much of the material from the Authority and 

East Sussex Constabulary owes its survival to him.50 

One murder file at ESRO, however, has a particularly rich biography, moving from official 

record to souvenir to contraband to archival record. SPA/2/37 consists of forty-one 

individual records relating to the investigation into the murder of Emily Beilby Kaye by 

 
47 Igor Kopytoff, "The cultural biography of things: Commoditisation as process," in The social life of things: Commodities 

in cultural perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge University Press, 1986), pp.80-81. 

48 Collection note on ESRO online catalogue for SPA 10. 

49 Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA 10/51/1, Rex v Field and 

Gray (murder), 1920; Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA 
10/51/2, Rex v John Norman Holmes Thorne, 1924-2000; Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex 
Police Authority, Cat No: SPA 10/55/1 to 21, Peter Hunter’s case papers, 1957-1977. 

50 Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA/10/14/1-47, Assistant Chief 

Constable J. Dibley, [1842]-2006. 
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Patrick Mahon in 1924, which became a high-profile case dubbed ‘The Crumbles Murder.’ 

Two detectives from Scotland Yard were seconded to East Sussex Constabulary to assist: 

Detective Chief Inspector Percy Savage who, as noted above, went on to include the case 

in his memoirs, and the more junior Detective Inspector Thomas Hall. Sir Bernard 

Spilsbury was the pathologist who dramatically arrived at the crime scene—a bungalow on 

the Crumbles—after a midnight drive from London and proceeded to lay out the 

dismembered body parts in the front garden.51 The series is in two parts: the first part is a 

case file relating to the investigation created by East Sussex Constabulary. The second 

part, however, is described in the online catalogue as ‘Papers on the murder of Emily 

Beilby Kaye retained by Detective Inspector Thomas Hall of New Scotland Yard.’ 52 

Within this second series are bundles of typed statements; an album of six photographs 

including graphic images of dismembered body parts; a photograph of the arrival of Hall 

and others at the bungalow; a copy of a letter from the Director of Public Prosecutions’ 

office to The Commissioner of Police, New Scotland Yard, acknowledging the services of 

his officers on the case; and a photograph of Sir Bernard Spilsbury, his assistant and police 

officers examining the remains of the victim on a table in the garden of the bungalow.  

Figs 4.8 to 4.11 below are images of documents held within this collection which includes 

a pencil note on a small, printed memorandum slip pinned to a newspaper cutting and a 

hand drawn sketch plan, addressed to ‘Mother.’ The note is from Hall who writes: ‘This is 

the map I was sketching when my photo was taken. You’ll see by the plan how very 

correct it is.’53 There is also a newspaper clipping includes a photograph of the bowler-

hatted, overcoated Thomas Hall. But events take a further turn. 

 
51 This was the case that triggered the introduction of the ‘murder bag’ after Spilsbury found officers at the crime scene 

sorting through body parts with their bare hands. 

52 Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA/2/37/1, File concerning the 

prosecution of Patrick Herbert Mahon, 1924. Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police 
Authority, Cat No. SPA 2/37, papers for criminal conviction: R v Patrick Herbert Mahon, 1924., SPA 2/37/2 to 41. 

53 Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA 2/37/3, Sketch plan of the 

bungalow, the Crumbles, Westham, 1924. 
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Fig 4.8: Mother, this is the map I was 
sketching,’ Note from Detective Inspector 
Thomas James Hall to his mother; Cat No: 
SPA/2/37/3; ESRO; photograph by Angela 
Sutton-Vane 

 
 

Fig 4.9: Sketch plan by Detective Inspector Thomas James Hall; Cat No: SPA/2/37/3; ESRO; photograph by Angela 
Sutton-Vane 
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Fig 4.10: Detail of cutting sent by Detective 
Inspector Thomas James Hall to his mother; 
from The Daily News, Thursday, May 5, 1924; 
Cat No: SPA/2/37/4; ESRO; photograph by 
Angela Sutton-Vane 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 4.11: Detail of cutting sent by Detective Inspector Thomas James Hall to his mother; from The Daily News, 
Thursday, May 5, 1924; Cat No: SPA/2/37/4; ESRO. Photograph by Angela Sutton-Vane 

The last file in the series, is dated 1993 and this contains a copy of a letter from a sender in 

the Midlands which reads: 

We have for sale some items which may be of interest to you. It is the original statements 

from New Scotland Yard of a murder. It has photos of murder woman, murder’s [sic] 

letters to his mum, photos of court, jury and judges. Auttopsy [sic] report. Paper 

clippings. The murder took place in your district in 1924. We also have grisly photo’s of 
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dismembered remains. There are all together 40 photos taken throughout the whole trial 

plus a photo of Patrick Mahon being given the death sentence. The price we are asking is 

£250.54 

On the same file is a letter from Sussex Police to West Mercia Police: 

The bulk of material relating to this murder is retained by the Archives Office but this 

does not include photographs etc., and it would appear at some stage that this have [sic] 

been removed without authority. I say without authority because it is hard to imagine how 

a member of the public could have come into possession of this lawfully.55 

The appearance of these papers on the open market, rather than simply being of archival 

interest, raised concerns and Sussex Police asked West Mercia Police to investigate. They 

traced and interviewed the senders of the letter and during an interview it was explained 

that the father of one of the senders lived in a rented flat. Here his girlfriend had come 

across a Dewhurst’s Butchers bag in a wardrobe with ‘Grandfather,’ and ‘Nana BETTS. 

Murder case 1924’ written on it. When the father was challenged, he claimed to have no 

knowledge of the papers, or why they would be there, and gave them to his daughter. Later 

the couple tried to sell the papers to local record offices in the area but were advised to 

contact Sussex County Archives. West Mercia Police took possession of the papers, and 

officers then traced the owner of the rented flat who transpired to be the granddaughter of 

Hall, who explained that she had forgotten to empty the wardrobe which contained the bag 

of papers before letting out the flat. Family lore was that, as the only murder enquiry her 

grandfather had worked on, he had retained the papers as ‘memorabilia.’ Unlike his 

superior officer, Savage, as far as is known Hall did not write his memoirs, although 

perhaps he had intended to. It seems he retained the papers out of personal pride; a need to 

demonstrate to his mother his good work. They became souvenirs of a notorious case in 

which he was involved and which elevated him to temporary stardom: as Detective J.G. 

said above—kept because he had worked on them ‘right the way through’ and they were 

personally important to him.  

This example of an individual trying to commoditise the murder file illustrates how 

‘against the grain’ such a process is for these complex objects. Trying to sell the file on the 

open market immediately set a number of alarm bells ringing around confidentiality, ethics 

and ownership. Other similar narratives have emerged from the archive. GA hold a 

 
54 ESRO: SPA/2/37/41: Papers concerning the recovery of SPA/2/37/2-40, SPA/2/37/41. 

55 Ibid. 
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scrapbook of newspaper cuttings relating to the Haw Bridge murder of 1938 which also 

contains subpoenas and a solicitor’s letter address to Francis Rodway of Lansdown 

Crescent, Cheltenham, concerning his appearance in court in 1939.56 The catalogue notes 

state that the scrapbook was presented to Gloucestershire Constabulary C.I.D. in 1979 by 

Mr Eric Stokes, a Cheltenham undertaker. Mr Stokes purchased it from a Cheltenham junk 

shop in the 1950s, and according to the shop it had been found in a house in Lansdown, 

Cheltenham, presumably the address of Mr Rodway. Papers on the Brighton Trunk murder 

files at ESRO came in from the widow of Leopold Arthur Holt who retired from Brighton 

Borough Police Force in 1949. A letter on the file from Sussex Police C.I.D. dating from 

1982 reads: ‘I understand that you have found some papers relating to the ‘Brighton Trunk 

Murders’ (committed in the 1930s) and currently we are collating material for a Force 

Museum.’ The papers donated by Mrs Holt include a carbon copy of a typed autopsy report 

by Bernard Spilsbury on the discovery of parts of the remains of an unknown woman 

found in a trunk in the left-luggage office at Brighton Station; an anonymous seven-page 

typed document on foolscap paper headed ‘Trunk Crime,’ which begins:  

The story of the Trunk Crime is one which I think received more publicity than any other 

crime in history [...] I will endeavour to give a brief outline of the facts, in order to show 

how this crime differed from any known crime, and the manner in which the investigation 

was tackled.57 

4.3.3 The murder file, amalgamations and the police archive 

For police forces, the link between the loss of collective or organisational memory, the 

wiping out of the past and the constant looking forward, are events which may trigger the 

creation of lieux de mémoire, and these include police museums and archives. 

Police force amalgamations were not a bureaucratic rupture suffered by the Metropolitan 

Police, but for the often fiercely independent and proud county and borough forces they 

undoubtedly caused loss of morale, organisational identity and created deeply fractured 

histories. Although the Home Office took the view that, quite apart from financial savings, 

amalgamations would bring about an increase in efficiency and the coordination of 

technical equipment and information, opposing views were vociferous though based more 

 
56 Gloucester: Gloucestershire Archives: Collection of Gloucestershire Constabulary, Cat No: Q/Y/8/1, Scrapbook of 

newscuttings relating to the Haw Bridge murder mystery of 1938, 1938-1939, 1979.  

57 Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA 11/3/8, File of papers 

concerning the Trunk murders, 1934-1935. 
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on sentiment than on logic. Peter Evans, of The Times described regional police forces as 

being ‘peculiarly tribal by nature:’  

In the small forces of the late 1950s these separations were made much of, with those in 

the adjacent forces essentially seen as belonging to another tribe. Even today, in the 

amalgamated forces, this structuring principle holds good; and many old hands still refer 

to the ‘real police forces’ as those small units they joined in the late 1960s and early 

1970s.58 

Although few police officers currently serving will have experienced or remember the 

mergers of the 1940s, 1960s and 1970s there remained, until recently, an amalgamation 

folklore or shibboleth based on deep-rooted and often forbidden loyalties. Young described 

emotions in 1980s Newcastle-upon-Tyne:  

The fear that this was the end of an era; a time when identity was being subsumed in a 

joining together with second-class neighbours. The grief and antagonism to this situation 

was never really made public, but the loss of a carefully constructed identity was acute.59  

These were, as Young described, forbidden emotions. Chief officers were expected to toe 

the line, although some later took the opportunity of hindsight to express their real 

emotions. For example, Lockley, who returned to his old Staffordshire force after an 

absence of eight years wrote in a Police Journal article: ‘This was three years before 

Staffordshire was more or less carved in half. The logic of the carve-up will always be a 

mystery to me.’60 In 1959 W.C. Maddox described the perceived loss of heritage in his 

history of the Radnorshire Constabulary:  

At midnight on 31st March 1948, the Radnorshire Constabulary ceased to exist and 

became merged with the Breconshire and Montgomeryshire Constabularies, thereafter 

known as the Mid-Wales Constabulary. The amalgamation of the three forces ended a 

chapter of local history which covered a period of ninety-one years. With the passage of 

time memories of the Radnorshire Constabulary are fading and to rescue it from the 

oblivion it might otherwise fall into, I have endeavoured to record herein the history.61 

Chapter seven of An account of 150 years of policing Birmingham by John W. Reilly is 

entitled: ‘The beginning of the end,’ and describes the integration of the City of 

 
58 Peter Evans, "The tribal nature of the police," The Times (London), 10 November 1977. 

59 Malcolm Young, An Inside Job: Policing and Police Culture in Britain (New York: Oxford Universitiy Press, 1991), p.74. 

60 Thomas Lockley, "The heart and art of a detective officer: VII," The Police Journal 43, no. 385 (1970), p.388. 

61 W.C. Maddox, A history of the Radnorshire Constabulary (Radnorshire Society, 1981), p.1. 
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Birmingham Police into a West Midlands force as the ‘sounding of its death knell.’62 There 

is a group photograph of police officers at ESRO taken on the last day of Brighton 

Borough Police Force with an empty chair in the front row where the chief inspector 

declined to attend.63 With each amalgamation, possibly in an attempt to bury such 

sentiments, there was undoubtedly a police culture of looking forward and brushing aside 

the past; something Hugh Forrester described in his chapter on the new Police Service of 

Northern Ireland as a ‘Year Zero’ approach.64 The reaction to this perceived loss of 

identity or collective memory, in terms of the preservation of records, was two-fold: first to 

deny what was seen as the dominant force, access to their history by officers throwing it 

away and, second, to create lieux de mémoire—ceremonies, anniversaries or the formation 

of police museums or archives. The act of destruction by some seems to have triggered the 

act of remembrance and preservation by others. 

Evidence for the destruction of records initially relied on policing folklore. As a police 

museum curator I listened to what I considered to be tall tales of skips lined up outside 

closing police stations filled with ledgers, photographs and documents. Paddy Carpenter of 

the Police Vehicle Enthusiasts’ Club interpreted this destruction as acts of ‘vindictiveness 

as one force “eliminated” another that had been regarded as a rival or a thorn in its side.’65 

Whatever the reason, during interviews for this research, such tales were corroborated: 

And somebody said they were throwing out murder files, and stuff like that. And, as you 

just said, there was a skip, umm, and it had a murder file in—in fact it had more than one 

murder file. And they were just chucking it all in [...] We had a huge skip down at a place 

called [name]. The police station’s shutting down and we had a call: ‘You’d better get 

down.’ And oh, in amongst all this stuff was a load of [name of police force] archives [...] 

We had first day stamp covers at [name of force] and there were bloody thousands of 

these things, you know? I don’t know how much they’re worth but thousands and 

thousands of them and they were all in the bottom of this skip. And lots—old-fashioned 

handcuffs, truncheons, the sort of stuff that you would expect to be in a museum but this 

 
62 John W. Reilly, An account of 150 years of policing Birmingham (West Midlands Police, 1989).p.182. 

63 Brighton: East Sussex Record Office, Collection of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA 3/18/29, Photograph of the 

last day of Brighton Borough Police Force, 1967. 

64 Hugh Forrester, "A history worth preserving? The unique policing history of Northern Ireland," in Giving the past a 

future: Preserving the heritage of the UK's criminal justice system, ed. Chris A. Williams (London: Francis Boutle 
Publishers, 2004), p.25. 

65 Paddy Carpenter, "The Police Vehicle Enthusiasts' Club," ibid., p.43. 
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was all stored in this place. Somebody had to empty it within three days, or two days, or 

four days or a week or however long they had and it all finished up in the skip.66 

Evidence of the creation of lieux de mémoire can be found in the archives. Between 1967 

and 1969, around the major amalgamations in 1968, there was a flurry of activity from 

Sussex with the publication of histories of the disappearing forces of East Sussex, 

Brighton, and Hastings.67 At the same time, plans were put in place for the establishment of 

a force museum at Chichester Police Station, which was part of West Sussex 

Constabulary.68 For Cheshire Constabulary the main amalgamation was in 1967, and it was 

at this point that their museum, the Museum of Policing in Cheshire, was established, and 

continues today. The museum website describes: 

Police forces, by their very nature, have always been averse to throwing things away. 

Oddments have collected over the years into small displays, the forgotten corners of 

storerooms and the private collections of officers. During the 1960s and 70s, when the 

Cheshire Constabulary became the main overall force, many of these items were collected 

into a display at the Force Training Centre at Crewe.69 

Police museums and archives are not public and they also remain little studied by 

academics. A cluster of papers on Latin American museums appear in a volume of Radical 

History Review, and in the UK, Laura Allan’s 2010 PhD thesis ‘Public history of the UK 

criminal justice system’ examines the way in which such museums interpret policing 

history.70 In 1989, in order to complete their survey, Bridgeman and Emsley were allowed 

access to thirty-five regional force archives, many of which were part of a museum or held 

in store at headquarters, and this still remains the only near-complete footprint of their 

existence.71 These museums are, however, important as policing lieux de mémoire and, like 

 
66 M.C., interview. 

67 For example: History of East Sussex Police by ex-Inspector Reginald Kyrke, 1969, SPA 2/27/3; History of the Brighton 

Police, 1838-1967 by Inspector Gerald W Baines, 1967, ACC 6708/5; A history of the County Borough of Hastings 
Police, 1836-1967 by Charles Banks, 1967, SPA 5/10/1. 

68 Chichester: West Sussex Record Office: Cat No: POL/W/C/15/6, Papers of Detective Constable Barrett regarding the 

formation of a museum at Chichester Police Station, 1963-1964. 

69 "Museum of Policing in Cheshire: About the museum".  (Website), website available at: 

http://www.museumofpolicingincheshire.org.uk/Museum/about.html. 

70 For example: Lila Caimari, "Vestiges of a Hidden Life. A Visit to the Buenos Aires Police Museum," Radical History 

Review 113 Spring (2012). Amy Chazkel, "Police museums in Latin America," ibid.Spring 2012, no. 113. Robert M. 
Buffington, "Institutional memories: The curious genesis of the Mexican police museum," ibid.113. Laura Allan, "Public 
history of the UK criminal justice system" (PhD Thesis, The Open University, 2010). 

71 Of the five modern police organisations, Gloucestershire, Cheshire, Lancashire, Cumbria and Sussex, only one 

currently has an active, force-supported museum: Cheshire’s Museum of Policing; Gloucestershire and Sussex have 
independent police museums in Tetbury and Brighton. Gloucestershire, however, has an active relationship with GA 
and a place in the new Heritage Hubb at the record office; they also have a website at 
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other museums of professions such as army, mining or the fire service, played a crucial 

role in collective memory and esprit des corps. Some, as with Cheshire, were opened as a 

result of force amalgamations creating a need to preserve the past, but many were as a 

result of force anniversaries when there was an organisational incentive to look back and, 

in the process, collect material. Here, for example, Cheshire Constabulary celebrated their 

centenary in 1957 and to mark the event R.W. James wrote his history of the force; during 

the process of research he gathered a substantial collection of material which is now held at 

CALS.72 Similarly, in 1938 as part of the Brighton Borough Police centenary celebrations 

an illustrated booklet was produced containing an account of the force's history.73 

An emerging pattern is the role of police archives and museums as half-way houses or 

gateways allowing murder files to become liminal, in that, returning to Fig 1.1 in Chapter 

1, they facilitate the file’s move from the ‘bureaucratic response’ to the ‘archival 

response.’ As neither wholly private nor public spaces, police museums have the 

associated problems around restricted access, together with a lack of resources to catalogue 

or store records to acceptable archival standards. Typically, they are also unregulated in 

that many were established by retired police officers on an informal, ad hoc basis, often 

falling outside the scope of the force’s records management policies. This has led to a 

situation where there was often little in the way of formal archiving, and collections were 

often random, not reflecting the organisational narrative, but rather what could be saved 

from destruction. The advantage was a high level of personal donations coming in from 

retired police officers, the families of retired or deceased officers. 

In recent times of financial constraints these museums have become increasingly 

vulnerable and a number have simply disappeared, at which point the decision is often 

taken to put the collection into ‘deep storage.’74 Although not one of the five police forces 

 
https://gloucestershirepolicearchives.org.uk/ which was a partnership project between GA, Gloucestershire County 
Council, and the Police and Crime Commissioner. Lancashire had a museum which was closed but are planning to 
open a new police museum at Lancaster Castle to display their stored collections at some point in 2020; Cumbria also 
had a museum which was also closed. 

72 R.W. James, To the best of our skill and knowledge: A short history of the Cheshire Constabulary 1857-1957, 2nd ed. 

(Cheshire: Museum of Policing in Cheshire, 2005). James had been Chief Constable of Congleton Borough Police 
until it was amalgamated into Cheshire Constabulary in 1947, and later became a superintendent for Cheshire 
Constabulary. His accumulated collection of material is available at CALS as CJP 9. 

73 For example: County Borough of Brighton: Police centenary, 1838-1938, 1938, SPA 3/10/1, held at ESRO. 

74 In 2013 the author identified 14 police collections which she considered to be at 'high risk': Angela Sutton-Vane, An 

overview of police historic collections in the UK: Findings of a survey carried out during April and May 2013 to support 
the future development of the Historic Collections of Devon & Cornwall Police (2013), p.10. 



 

176 

 

studied during this research, Richard Cowley, the then curator of Northamptonshire Police 

Museum wrote in 2013 that it had been: 

Closed on the arrival of the politically elected Police Commissioner at the back end of 

last year; ‘We want the force to look forwards, not backwards.’ However, all the 

collection is intact, and stored safely, and will remain so as long as I am in charge of it. 

Under the present politically controlled regime, I cannot see any hope of re-establishing 

the museum.75 

Officer L.M. described how his force museum closed during amalgamations in 1974, and 

as space was at a premium: ‘The museum disappeared [snaps fingers] everything 

disappeared off into store down in the old prison building.’76 Rather than disappearing into 

deep storage, fortunately the archives of some closing force museums were transferred to 

their LRO. The series of thirty-five serious crime and murder files now held at CACC were 

deposited by Cumbria Constabulary following the closure of their force museum at Penrith 

in 1999, and all still bear the old museum numbers. Likewise, Lancashire Constabulary 

certainly had a force museum in 1989 when Bridgeman and Emsley recorded that it was at 

Hutton Hall under the care of Police Sergeant Dobson. According to an archivist at LA, the 

series of twenty-nine murder and serious crime files from the force were deposited with 

other files in the series in the same year as the survey by the Chief Constable.77  

4.4. The reality and materiality of the murder file 

So far, the murder file has been discussed as a highly mobile object, vulnerable to 

destruction, or saved by its very portability. It is time now to turn to some specific 

properties of the files, which—like accession records—sit outside the case-specific 

content, and become metadata in constructing an object biography. Bruno Latour wrote in 

The making of law that: ‘Every case, at least in our country of written law, has for its 

corporeal envelope a cardboard cover held together by rubber bands.’ The researcher’s 

task, he argued, was to ‘set aside vague propositions on rights, laws and norms in exchange 

for a meticulous investigation into dossiers—grey, beige, or yellow; fat or thin; simple or 

 
75 From Richard Cowley: Northamptonshire Police Museum; email dated 9th May 2013; happily Cowley was wrong. A 

chief constable with a penchant for history ensured that his work continued. The records were transferred to the 
County Records Office at Mereway and the contents of the museum displays at Wootton Hall and the new Weekley 
Wood Justice Centre in Kettering; they are also in contact with Northampton Museum and Art Gallery with a view to 
publicly displaying the collection in the future. 

76 L.M. (retired police officer), interviewed by author, 24 Jan 2017. 

77 Email dated 20th December 2019 from the archivist, Lancashire Archives to Angela Sutton-Vane. 
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complicated; old or new—to see where they lead us.’78 With this in mind, this section will 

consider the cardboard cover of the murder file, what it contains and what this can reveal 

about the file’s biography.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig 4.12: Murder file: Rex v Field and Gray, 
Cat No: SPA 10/51/1; 1920; ESRO; 
photograph by Angela Sutton-Vane 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Fig 4.13: Murder file: Rex v John Norman 
Holmes Thorne; Cat No: SP/A/10/51/2; 
ESRO; photograph by Angela Sutton-Vane 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
78 Bruno Latour, The making of law: An ethnography of the Conseil d'Etat, trans. Marina Brilman and Alain Pottage 

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2009), p.14. 
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Fig 4.14: Brighton ‘Trunk murder’; Cat 
No: SPA 11/3/1; ESRO; 1934; 
photograph by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig 4.15: Murder file: Mark John 
Evenden; Cat No: SPA 12/1/1; 
ESRO; photograph by Angela Sutton-
Vane. 
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 Fig 4.16: R v Mark Wilde; Cat No: CJP 20/20/1(ii); CALS; 1909-1910; photograph by Angela Sutton-Vane 

  
 
Fig 4.17: The Ruxton murders 
file; Cat No: MEPO 3/793; TNA; 
1935, photograph by Angela 
Sutton-Vane. 
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There is an additional facet to take into consideration and raised by Biber: opening the 

murder file for the first time in the silence of the archive as a historical text, it is important 

to remember that most interpretations of its contents will now be cultural rather than 

legal.79  

It has been seen that access to the physical file has been limited, largely for data protection 

reasons to ten examples.80 What is clear from those that have been accessed is that the 

murder file is not a thing of beauty, reflecting that, unlike the ledger or register, this was 

not one of the reasons as to why it has survived. The files are foolscap, the earlier 

examples in buff-coloured card—simple fold-over and unprinted.81 Figs 4.12 to 4.14 above 

illustrates that the poor condition of some—heavily soiled and fragile—reflects that they 

were well used, changed hands and meanings, were stored in damp attics or sheds, or 

salvaged from records for destruction. The Field v Gray file in Fig 4.12 is one of those 

salvaged from records marked for destruction which were found at East Grinstead Police 

Station. At some point someone wrote in pencil on the cover: ‘This file only contains 

letters and some reports but gives no information about the crime at all. There is nothing of 

interest in the whole bundle and [could?] easily be disposed of for salvage.’82 It survived, 

however, and contains a black and white photograph of the victim, Irene Munro, laid out in 

the mortuary; mugshots of the two killers; typed letters and reports; along with handwritten 

statements. None of the original covers exist for the files accessed at CALS; Fig 4.16 

records that the papers are now housed in contemporary yellow archival folders. A 

conversation with the archivist suggests they would not have disposed of them and it is 

much more likely they arrived in bundles. The 1935 file in Fig 4.17 below relating to the 

Ruxton murders held at TNA has been included as a comparison, as a file from a large, 

well-resourced force with a sophisticated central registry. The case then was named the 

‘Ravine murder’ and described, incorrectly, as the discovery of parts of the bodies of a 

man and a woman.83 The cover reflects numerous movements as it is requested by 

departments and then returned to registry, and this opens the question of ownership. The 

 
79 Katherine Biber, "In crime's archive: The cultural afterlife of criminal evidence," The British Journal of Criminology 53, 

no. 6 (2013). 

80 Provisions 2 and 3 of the Act refer to protection and processing of personal data. 

81 Foolscap Folio was paper cut to the size of 8 1⁄2 by 13 1⁄2 inches; it was a British Imperial paper size which was 

popular in offices but had largely disappeared by the 1980s. 

82 ESRO: SPA 10/51/1: Rex v Field and Gray. 

83 London: The National Archives: Collection of the Metropolitan Police, Cat No: MEPO 3/793, Mutilated human bodies 

found at Gardenholm Linn, Moffat, Dumfriesshire, afterwards named 'The Ravine Murder,' 1935-1941. 
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detective could not keep or ‘own’ the file, and on a number of practical and emotional 

levels the temptation must have been to keep copies in his desk. 

  
 
Fig 4.18: Rex v Alfred Tomkinson, Cat No: 
CJP 20/20/2,CALS; 1930; photograph by 
Angela Sutton-Vane. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
Fig 4.19: Rex v Wood, Cat No: CJP 20/20/2 
(ii), CALS; 1922-1923; photograph by 
Angela Sutton-Vane. 
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Fig 4.20: Rex v Wood, Cat No: CJP 20/20/2 
(i), CALS; 1922-1923; photograph by 
Angela Sutton-Vane. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
Fig 4.21: Kathleen Breaks murder, Cat No: 
PLA/ACC 10300-Box 3; LA; photograph by 
Angela Sutton-Vane. 
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Fig 4.22 a & b: Lancashire Constabulary: Volume of photographs relating to the Dr Ruxton murder case; PLA/ACC 
6411; LA; photographs by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
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The next set of images above reflect documents that have moved from heavily used 

working files to a state of neglect. The thesis Introduction referred to Robinson’s 

description of the sensory power of the physical document and being able to touch or 

‘savour’ the ‘perfume.’84 Smell is important—the Ruxton photograph album shown in Figs 

4.22 a & b, in particular, has a musty odour of damp which seems synonymous with 

neglect and poor storage conditions.85 Fig 4.20 reflects the process of old-fashioned iron 

gall ink breaking down in a damp environment and reacting with the paper to produce the 

white ‘ghosting.’86 The papers in Figs 4.18 and 4.19 are secured with split brass pins, or 

loose, and have remnants of other papers stuck to the back, reflecting the archivist’s theory 

that they arrived in the archive in bundles rather than in files, and had probably been stored 

as such, flat in boxes.87 Some of the first photographs in the Ruxton album shown in Figs 

4.22 a & b have degraded so badly it is impossible to ascertain the subject.  

The final set of images in Figs 4.22 to 4.24 below reflect attempts to mend or repair papers, 

usually crudely with sticky or parcel tape. However, Fig 4.24 shows a more professional 

paper infill repair taught to paper conservators which may have been done in the archive. 

Such repairs potentially mark a recognition of the transition of the file away from a 

working document towards an artefact with a cultural and social value and consequently of 

a need to keep it intact. 

 
84 Emily Robinson, "Touching the void: Affective history and the impossible," Rethinking History 14, no. 4 (2010), p.504. 

85 Lancashire Constabulary: Volume of photographs relating to the Dr Ruxton murder case, 1936, PLA/ACC 6411, 

collection of Lancashire Constabulary, Lancashire Archives: Preston. 

86 Chester: Cheshire Archives & Local Studies: Collection of Cheshire Constabulary, Cat No: CJP 20/20/2 (i & ii), Rex v 

Wood, 1922-1923. 

87 Chester: Cheshire Archives and Local Studies: Collection of Cheshire Constabulary, Cat No: CJP 20/20/2, Rex v 

Alfred Tomkinson, manslaughter, 1930 
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Fig 4.23: Repairs to paper; R v Mark Wilde, Gorse Hall murder, Cat No: 20/20/1 (i); CALS; photograph by Angela 
Sutton-Vane. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 4.24 a & b: Repairs to paper; R v Mark Wilde, Gorse Hall murder, Cat No: 20/20/1 (ii); CALS; photograph by 
Angela Sutton-Vane. 
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4.5. Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated that viewing the murder file as an object with a biography 

has allowed for the identification of a clear link between the survival of the file and 

collective memory. Halbwachs writes that collective memory can be triggered by 

reminiscing or sharing individual memory and it has been seen that for the police officer, 

particularly at or after the point of retirement, this collective memory remained important 

to maintain social bonds. The murder file’s role as a reflection of resistance to 

amalgamations and the perceived loss of identity, as a souvenir, as a mnemonic for the 

future writing of memoires or force histories has enabled it to survive beyond the 

bureaucratic response as a lieu de mémoire to be either taken home, left in the office for 

others to find, or passed to a force museum or archive. The detectives’ response to their 

paperwork covered in Chapter 3 may now be seen as contradictory; they may have 

resented it during their working lives but during a historical window of opportunity the 

narratives of accession records reflect that they were recognising their files as cultural 

assets. Understanding what can be learned about the legacy of the murder file in the 

archive will be examined in the last chapter. 
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 The legacy of the murder file in the archive 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter marks a turn away from the sustained engagement with the detective and the 

murder file and returns to the LRO as the depository for police collections, which may also 

include murder files. It works with the findings of Chapters 2, 3 and 4 in order to re-

addresses two sections of the research questions: what can the presence of murder files in 

the LRO tell us about the perceived loss of regional policing history, and the effects of 

legislation, policing practices and technology on this loss? But it also addresses the 

unspoken ‘voice’ of the file in the archive. 

Chapter 4 demonstrated the value of attending to the year of deposit and the type of 

depositor in furthering a contextual understanding of the presence of the murder file in an 

LRO. This chapter expands the discussion of how police records reach the LRO, by 

introducing a fine-grained method to assess the longevity of records prior to their 

deposition. The chapter will begin by piecing together a constructed narrative obtained 

from discussions with archivists which shone more light on accession records. It will then 

move on to consider the wider pattern of deposits of police collection entering LROs and 

using the results of online surveys, together with the hidden narratives obtained through the 

interview process, begin to match patterns of deposits against historical, cultural and 

organisational events.  

Through surveys of secondary material relating to both regional and national policing 

histories, murder files will then be set within a collections context in order to draw out the 

relationship between archival survival and the writing of policing history, and to examine 

the constraints around writing such histories. This forms an important part of a wider 

picture regarding the flow of information from the police force to the archive and on into 

the historical narrative. The legacy of the murder file will be examined not only through 

the writing of true crime and other connected genres, but for the ethical implications of its 

presence in the public domain. 

5.2. The rise and fall of the police record in the local record office 

The introduction outlined the challenges in charting the rise and fall of the murder file in 

the five LROs. To collate this information five sets of graphs have been produced in Figs 

5.1 to 5.5 below, one for each LRO. 
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Fig 5.1a to 5.1c: Three graphs analysing the main Cheshire Constabulary police collection of records held at CALS; 5.1a 
shows the opening and closing dates for the records from the 1830s to 2020; 5.1b shows the creation dates of murder files 
for the same period; 5.1c shows the known deposit dates extracted from accession records for the same period. 
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Fig 5.2a to 5.2c: Three graphs analysing the main Sussex Constabulary police collection of records held at ESRO; 5.2a 
shows the opening and closing dates for the records from the 1830s to 2020; 5.2b shows the creation dates of murder files 
for the same period; 5.2c shows the known deposit dates extracted from accession records for the same period. 
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Fig 5.3a to 5.3c: Three graphs analysing the main Gloucestershire Constabulary police collection of records held at GA; 
5.3a shows the opening and closing dates for the records from the 1830s to 2020; 5.3b shows the creation dates of murder 
files for the same period; 5.3c shows the known deposit dates extracted from accession records for the same period. 
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Fig 5.4a to 5.4c: Three graphs analysing the main Cumbria Constabulary police collection of records held at CACC; 5.4a 
shows the opening and closing dates for the records from the 1830s to 2020; 5.4b shows the creation dates of murder files 
for the same period; 5.4c shows the known deposit dates extracted from accession records for the same period. 
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Fig 5.5a to 5.5c: Three graphs analysing the main Lancashire Constabulary police collection of records held at LA; 5.5a 
shows the opening and closing dates for the records from the 1830s to 2020; 5.5b shows the creation dates of murder files 
for the same period; 5.5c shows the known deposit dates extracted from accession records for the same period. 
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Each set of graphs above represents three sets of data: graph (a) in each set is a breakdown 

of the main policing collection at the LRO identified by its prefix and extracted from the 

online catalogue. For example, at CALS these are CJP, CJPX for some later deposits and 

ZDPO for a collection relating to Chester City Police. Each graph illustrates the date range 

of the records from their opening and closing dates. Such information begins to indicate 

the activity period of the force in question, in terms of what has been deposited at the LRO. 

Importantly, in the light of often patchy information around accession records and the dates 

of deposit, this data also provides a broad indication of when the presence of police records 

in the LRO ceases or trails off. Graph (b) in each set records the quantities and dates of the 

murder files present in each LRO. The date is that of the file’s creation which, in most 

cases, was the date of the crime. Graph (c) in each set records the dates of deposit of 

records in that policing collection. This information has been extracted from accession 

records, where available, and is by no means comprehensive. Dates of deposits are often 

for large quantities of records arriving under one accession and so it is extremely difficult 

to correlate the batches of deposits to individual records. The dates beneath each graph, 

from the 1830s to the 2020s, correspond and running through each set of graphs are two 

indicators—where known: the dates of any force amalgamations and the dates of police 

museum closures. These have been included because both have been identified below as 

key triggers for activity around the preservation of policing records. 

Although the data in these graphs is limited, viewed as an entity they illustrate a number of 

parallels regarding patterns of deposits. First, each graph (a) demonstrates that from the 

1830s to the 1900s there are relatively low numbers of records being opened and closed 

with the exceptions of some apparently random spikes.1 From the 1900s numbers of 

records increase, reaching an apex between the 1940s and 1970s, before declining 

significantly, so that by 2020 police files are either barely represented or not present at all 

in the five LROs. Second, the pattern around the presence of murder files in the LROs 

generally follows the profile of the wider collections in terms of when they peak.2 Where 

actual depositing dates have been established—and these correlate to Figs 4.1 to 4.5 in 

Chapter 4—these are, again, within the same general date range but peak later which is 

consistent with the narrative of the records’ closures and subsequent transfer to the LRO. 

Within the limited data available from accession records no deposits are made before 1960 

 
1 For example GA have accumulated a large collection of individual personnel files ranging from the 1860s to the 1890s. 

2 Murder and serious crime files have been logged against the right-hand axis in units of one, taking the date of the 

murder and creation of the file. 
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and Fig 5.3 reflects that the latest deposit was made at GA in 2017.3 Finally, indicators of 

force amalgamations or museum closures suggests a correlation with activity around 

records production and also dates of deposit.  

These common denominators may be indicative of a number of historical events, some of 

which have been outlined in Chapter 2. The first quarter to the mid-nineteenth century 

generally marked the formation of more regulated, though often still small and independent 

police forces. Buoyed by the success of his 1829 Metropolitan Police Act which 

established the Metropolitan Police, Robert Peel, the Home Secretary, was keen to see the 

impetus extended beyond London, and the Municipal Corporations Act of 1835 began this 

process.4 Later the 1856 County and Boroughs Police Act required all counties to establish 

a police force, in addition to prompting recalcitrant boroughs to comply with the 1835 

legislation and appoint a watch committee. The 1856 Act adopted a carrot and stick 

approach whereby forces deemed ‘efficient’ by a new inspectorate of constabulary 

received a quarter of their costs for pay and clothing from central government. In terms of 

the need to provide an auditable account of this efficiency, the act could be said to mark 

the beginning of increased bureaucracy: Williams observes, for instance, that new policing 

was as much about paper as it was about people; and that within the police bureaucracy 

information needed to be durable and ‘inscribed physically in ways that would last.’5
 As 

discussed in Chapter 3, paperwork, then, for the police became increasingly important. As 

paperwork increased, so did departments for processing and storing records in the form of 

central registries, the functions of which not only held files, but classified and grouped 

them. In addition, they acted as gatekeepers in that they signed the files out and in. 

Registries were not, however, universally popular with police officers. In 1964 ex-

Superintendent Turner wrote in an article for the Police Journal entitled ‘That missing 

file,’ that their contribution was limited ‘as the person alleged to be in possession may 

never in fact have received it or may have passed it on elsewhere and it has never reached 

its destination.’ In addition, if a file were to normally pass through the hands of five people 

before final disposal, but was required to be registered at each stage, this doubled the 

potential number of movements.6 Despite reservations, central registration’s role in 

 
3 GA are the only one of the five LROs to have an active relationship with Gloucestershire Constabulary through a 

funded project: ‘For the record,’ an offshoot of which is a website at:  https://gloucestershirepolicearchives.org.uk/.  

4 This act not only established a uniform system of boroughs to be governed by elected town councils, but also required 

all incorporated boroughs to set up Watch Committees whose responsibility was to form a police force. 

5 Chris A. Williams, Police control systems in Britain, 1775 to 1975: From parish constable to national computer 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014), p.85. 

6 C.E. Turner, "That missing file," The Police Journal 37, no. 214 (1964), p.216. 
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preserving files is illustrated by a large group of Sussex Police Authority records held at 

ESRO which were deposited from the ‘central filing system,’ along with other records 

from the Police Authority registry.7   

A second cause for a rise in numbers of police records entering the LROs is that four of the 

five police forces represented in the above graphs—Sussex, Cumbria, Cheshire and 

Lancashire—were subject to amalgamations, or mergers with neighbouring forces, and 

these amalgamations have been indicated on the graphs.8 Police force mergers were first 

made compulsory during the Second World War by the 1942 Emergency Powers 

(Defence) Act and affected areas considered most vulnerable to invasion. For Sussex this 

meant that the forces of East and West Sussex, Brighton, Eastbourne, Hastings and Hove 

became one. After the war, the 1946 Police Act provided the home secretary with the 

power to compulsorily amalgamate forces representing populations of less than 100,000 

and this, again, affected the remaining small forces of Sussex, as well as those of Cheshire 

and Cumbria. The 1964 Police Act and later, the 1972 Local Government Act were 

responsible for a further raft of force amalgamations. What is apparent from the data 

gathered, is that periods of amalgamations represented periods of intense planning and 

production of paper reports and policies, with both CALS and ESRO holding extensive 

sets of ‘amalgamation files.’9  This finding illustrates two points: firstly, the process 

covered the detailed review of every aspect of policing from administrative and clerical 

procedures, printing, stationery, fixtures and fittings to police dogs and the administration 

of C.I.D.; and second that amalgamation plans themselves were felt to be worthy of 

archiving—as demonstrated in Chapter 4 these amalgamations caused huge ruptures and a 

sense of loss of history.  

The process of amalgamation also caused what could be seen as a secondary wave of 

record closures and subsequent preservation. As smaller forces merged with larger ones, 

rationalisation of information and systems identified during planning triggered the 

 
7 SPA/1/39/1-13 are from the `Reports' section of the central filing system (formerly identified by `R' references, though 

often the reports are accompanied by correspondence and carry an `HQ' reference). Accessions ACC 5371 of 
November 1989, ACC 5662 of February to April 1991 and ACC 5969 of October 1992 are records received from the 
Authority's registry. 

8 Appendix i shows the ‘family trees’ of the five police forces compiled by Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabularies. 

9 For example there are a series of files in CALS dating from 1968 to 1969 regarding amalgamation plans for Cheshire: 

CJP 20/19/66, c.1969, Chief constable of Lancashire's report on amalgamation (printed); or CJP 20/19/65, 1968, 
Reports of working parties on amalgamation; at ESRO, for example: SPA 1/10/12, 1967, Amalgamation planning 
group: Working party reports: Police stations, housing, fixtures and fittings; or SPA 1/39/23, 1969-1970, 
Reorganization of the filing system for Headquarters Traffic Division, Report by the Registry Clerk on the problems of 
the system in use, with list of existing files; proposals for a new system and notes on procedure. 
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redundancy and discard of certain types of records. The traditional station ledger or register 

has been identified during the data collection process as a victim of changing practices. 

Earlier books could be very large, beautifully bound in leather, and may have been 

maintained for many years; they also tended to be the domain of smaller divisions and 

stations rather than police headquarters, locations which were most vulnerable to closure.10 

As smaller stations were cleared out, the ledger’s size, age and interest meant that they 

were more likely to be identified and preserved.11 Critically, the discontinuation of these 

ledgers may have contributed to the apparent increase in records; as they were replaced 

with more advanced record-keeping methods which de-constructed a single large, long-

standing volume into any number of individual forms and files.12 

5.2.1 Possible reasons for the decline of the police record 

Informality as a double-edged sword was described above. It may have created 

opportunities for the removal of records but, equally, it may have led to their destruction or 

loss. Such narratives will not appear in any formal account of an institution but are vital in 

better understanding such gaps in their history. Ex-Detective Sergeant M.C. described how 

police management of records during the 1970s and 1980s was low priority, poorly 

resourced and more dependent on space rather than any strategic policy: 

The Admin Support Unit, it was called. And, err, now all they were interested in was 

keeping—they started off when they used to have to keep things for three years. They ran 

out of space and it was then decided that they’d only keep things for two years. I can 

remember the three years to two years, and then it went down to—because they got full 

up again—eighteen months. And they were so keen—they used to like the lesser crime 

that I wouldn’t normally deal with, they were trying to farm off all these files to me so 

that they could free up space. Well, depending on what mood I was in was whether I had 

it or not, you know what I mean? Or if I liked the person that much. But that’s how it 

was.13  

Ex-police officer L.M. also describes the storage of personnel records: 

 
10 Some registers opened in the 1800s were not closed until the mid-1900s; for example: SPA 6/1/9, 1882-1962, 

Warrant register; Q/Y/5/1/3, 1906-1972, Register of stray dogs or SCONS/2/8, 1884-1943, Register of staff 
appointments. 

11 542 Occurrence Books or ledgers can be found via TNA Discovery held across a number of LROs. West Sussex 

Record Office hold 208. 

12 An example here are the 900 plus individual personnel records held at GA under QY/1/6 dating from 1860 to 1883. 

13 M.C. (retired Detective Constable), interviewed by author, 02 Mar 2017. 



 

197 

 

And when you retired those went upstairs, umm, into what was called the ‘Cupola’ which 

was a sort of a round store house on the roof of Headquarters […] And, umm—next to 

the pigeon lofts [laughs]. And, err, they sat up there because they had to be kept for—I 

don’t know what the length of time was, but they were kept, and space was always a 

premium and I imagine that most of them then got destroyed and disappeared.14   

As a result of the underfunding discussed Chapter 3, detective departments in particular 

often lacked the administrative support given to other areas of the force, and a consequence 

was the unregulated storage of files in office cupboards, lofts or out-buildings; when no 

space was left files were ‘cleared out.’ When Detective M.C. retired he remained in his 

force in a ‘civilian’ role and was tasked with gathering together and centralising crime 

files: 

All this stuff was stored where nobody else wanted it, and it was in basements, lofts and 

any—sheds, garages out the back, okay? Murders, rapes. There was no central storage at 

all for C.I.D. and each section was responsible for its own storage but then when, err, 

when these four districts became two, people used to find these things in lofts and say: 

‘Well, that has nothing to do with us anymore.’ Since we moved districts—this sounds 

absolutely silly but they used to chuck all this stuff in the back of a van and take it to the 

district that was then responsible for that murder, make sense? They didn’t sort of keep it 

where it should have been. Well, these people that it was taken to weren’t all that 

interested. All they did was shoved it up in the loft and you can imagine if you kept 

moving stuff around like that, it soon deteriorates.15  

And he described another occasion: 

We went to the cells—somebody said: ‘There’s a bit of flooding down there in the cells’ 

and I don’t know how long this had happened, but we had a murder enquiry down there 

and the cells had flooded […] and this bloody water was up the side and it was like a pile 

of papier maché, you know? And the only thing you could do was throw it out. I then got 

a call at some stage in this thing that a police station was shutting down. It was the Traffic 

Department who never liked the C.I.D. anyway. And somebody said they were throwing 

out murder files, and stuff like that. And, as you just said, there was a skip, umm, and it 

had a murder file in—in fact it had more than one murder file. And they were just 

chucking it all in the—so me and this other bloke had to get a van [laughs] and get it all 

out and we finished up with a load of rubbish, you know. We finished up with rats and 

mice—dead mice. And the trouble is people used to look at these things and in those 

 
14 L.M. (retired police officer), interviewed by author, 24 Jan 2017. 

15 M.C., interview. 
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days, well, you never think that’s going to take you any further and if you didn’t—if you 

had an interest in traffic and you didn’t have any interest in C.I.D. the easiest thing for 

anybody is not to make a fuss but get rid of the paperwork and that’s what they did.16 

The loss of records is a part of history: Beattie describes the destruction of documents 

relating to the Bow Street magistrates and offices during the Gordon Riots of 1780 and 

then later, records which were apparently abandoned when the magistrates’ court moved 

into new buildings in the 1880s.17 The 1859 minutes of the Chester City Police Force refer 

to a report by a superintendent that a large number of books relating to the force, perhaps 

also including some of the earlier commissioners, had been placed in one of the cells as no 

other storage space was available. The superintendent was ordered to examine the books 

and destroy those that were ‘valueless.’18 Police force histories acknowledgements often 

act as more recent witnesses: Margaret Gregory thanks Mike Musto, caretaker of the 

Abertillery and Llanhilleth police stations: ‘It is down to his keen intelligence that so many 

of them were committed to a life behind bars rather than to the shredder.’19 In her thesis, 

part of which examines the way in which force museums interpret policing histories, Laura 

Allan documents the vulnerability and loss of items:  

The Grampian Police Museum began as a museum at headquarters, but as the police 

authority expanded and merged with the rest of Aberdeenshire County, space was under 

pressure and the museum was closed and put into storage [...] During this period none of 

the items were catalogued and a lot of objects went missing.20  

The personal papers of Gerald Edwards, chief constable of East Sussex Constabulary, 

which were salvaged from records for destruction at East Grinstead police station have 

already been mentioned above.  

Despite TNA guidance stating that it was standard practice for the records of police 

authorities and constabularies to be deposited with local record offices, Bridgeman and 

Emsley’s 1989 survey demonstrated that, at the time, only six (nineteen per cent) of the 

thirty-two regional police forces visited were able to report that they had any such 

 
16 Ibid. 

17 J.M. Beattie, "Early detection: The Bow Street Runners in late eighteenth-century London," in Police detectives in 

history: 1750-1950, ed. Clive Emsley and Haia Shpayer-Makov (Burlington: Ashgate, 2006), p.20. 

18 Online catalogue description for Chester City Police Force, ZDPO, CALS. 

19 Margaret Gregory, "Policeman's lot: The nature and dynamics of the Monmouthshire Constabulary 1857-1914" (PhD 

Thesis, Cardiff University, 2008), p.iv. 

20 Laura Allan, "Public history of the UK criminal justice system" (PhD Thesis, The Open University, 2010), p.107. 
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systems in place.21 In 2003 Emsley and Williams conducted a follow-up survey and their 

findings suggested that the situation had improved, with forty per cent of respondent 

forces appearing to have ‘provision for ongoing archiving of material as it becomes 

useless for operational purposes.’ However, against this, only ten per cent appreciated 

what sort of material was of future historic value with many archiving ‘a narrowly 

defined and static group of “historical” records.’22 Such ideas of historical records are 

clearly reflected in the later holdings at CALS from 1987 to 1995 which consist 

exclusively of annual reports, booklets, newsletters and other public relations products; in 

other words, curated organisational histories already widely available in the public 

domain.23  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 5.6: Preparation of prosecution files for the trial of Rosemary West; Gloucestershire Police Archives; circa 1995; 
Cat No: URN 1545. Reproduced with the kind permission of Gloucestershire Police Archives. 

During interview, officers J.G. and O.S. also felt that the sheer quantities of paperwork 

produced in a modern murder enquiry was a further prohibitive reason for the preservation 

of the murder file: 

 
21 Operational Selection Policy OSP29: Metropolitan Police Service, (London: The National Archives, 2004), p.2. 

Although the document was largely referring to the Metropolitan Police, the wording clearly states ‘authorities’ and 
‘constabularies’ and ‘local record offices.’ 

22 Chris A. Williams and Clive Emsley, Police records archiving policy in Great Britain: interim report, The International 

Centre for the History of Crime, Policing and Justice (Milton Keynes: Policing and Justice The International Centre for 
the History of Crime, 2003), p.1. 

23 Later records are grouped under CJPX, for example: CJPX 18, 1993, ‘Help stamp out crime’; CJPX 20, 1995, 

‘Twenty-one years of the Cheshire Police Committee: A record of achievement.’ 
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O.S.: I know it sounds awful, but if we had a normal murder, as I say, a file can be huge 

nowadays. We wouldn’t want boxes and boxes of that information here. What we’d 

probably want is a summary of it. Two pages of what the MO was, who it was, where it 

was, who was arrested, who was detected. A copy of the senior officer’s report or a 

summary of it. We wouldn’t want the evidence and we wouldn’t want all the statements. 

J.G.: Unless there’s a particular exhibit of historical interest—like a weapon or something 

like that. I mean, we have got stuff in here now that’s originated from serious crime but 

the run of the mill, day to day domestic murder—although I don’t like to use that phrase 

because it’s serious—we wouldn’t want. All this stuff is available in newspapers 

anyway.24   

Their opinions are clearly illustrated in Fig 5.6 above which shows just a part of the papers 

gathered for the prosecution of Rosemary West in 1995.  

Ex-officers interviewed were also asked questions around their force’s interest in their 

history. O.S. commented, particularly in relation to their force museum:  

There is the interest within the hierarchy here with the ACPO staff but how much they 

can actually support it is a different matter because they’re responsible for the people out 

there, you know, the safety of the community; but they say they love what they see. The 

Deputy Chief visited to open a new display last week and loved it. They want to do 

something but not quite sure they’re able to do something, I think, in the present 

climate.25  

His response reflects an organisational opinion that although more senior—and therefore 

potentially older—police officers were interested in theory; in practice they felt heritage or 

history was not something they could politically support. O.S. went on to comment that the 

younger, frontline officers showed little interest in either the history of their force, or the 

presence of the museum. In other words, there was a view that as an emergency service 

and public-facing organisation, and an organisation led by ‘public consent’ supported by 

the taxpayers, the police should be seen to avoid encouraging activities that did not directly 

support their main function. 

The role of computerisation and the digitisation of records in the decline of the numbers of 

policing records entering LROs needs to be carefully examined. In 2003, the survey by 

 
24 J.G. (retired detective and police museum curator) and O.S. (retired police officer and police museum curator), 

interviewed by author, 18 April 2018. 

25 J.G. and O.S., interview. 
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Williams and Emsley confirmed that, by then, only four per cent of responding forces 

acknowledged the challenges of preserving digital records, and both ESRO and CACC 

archivists reported that they had received no digital records ‘to their knowledge’ from the 

respective forces.26 The thesis Introduction suggested that the decline of records in the 

archives during the second half of the research period, the 1960s to 1980s, was potentially 

too early for computerisation to have been the sole factor. For example, it was only in 1967 

that Sussex Constabulary were beginning to investigate the use of computers in their 

Criminal Record Office, and by 1980 they were reviewing the viability of a regional crime 

information computer.27 Through a review of papers in the ‘Business Archives Journal’ the 

Introduction also established that by 1984—beyond the end of this research period—

magnetic tapes or discs, both floppy and hard, word processing and message-switching 

systems were still in wide use. The advent of the microchip, the optical disk, desk-top 

computing, local networks and electronic mail did not occur until 1988; and even later, in 

1992, the CD was still viewed as the most efficient means of storing digital records. It was 

not until the replacement of disks with hard drives and high-speed computer networking 

from the mid-1990s, that the option to store digital files became viable. This largely 

concurs with the administrative functions of the police—which created the vast bulk of 

records—with L.M. clearly recalling the introduction in his force of the first true office 

word processors in 1976. Much more likely to have impacted the preservation of records, 

digital or paper, is a retrospective loss of information from the mid-1990s due to software 

and hardware dependency as organisations moved from system to system. Going hand-in-

hand with this, is what Zweig describes as the loss of cultural guardians such as registry 

officers, librarians and filing clerks who traditionally maintained and preserved paper 

records. 28 

There are other, more complex reason, for the decline in numbers of police records. The 

police Acts which triggered amalgamations have been discussed above, but other Acts and 

directives may have played a role, particularly for case work from C.I.D. For example, the 

Murder (Abolition of Death Penalty) Act 1965 removed the need for Home Office 

 
26 Williams and Emsley, Police records archiving policy, p.1. 

27 For example: reports to the police working party investigating the use of computers for Criminal Record Office 

purposes on the Nominal Index and Motor Vehicle Index,1967, SPA 1/10/2, collection of Sussex Police Authority, 
East Sussex Record Office: Brighton; or: COPS regional/sub regional computer, HQ/1499, Concerns the future of the 
South-East message switching system and investigations into the viability of a regional crime information computer, 
1978-1980, SPA/1/24/3, collection of Sussex Police Authority, East Sussex Record Office: Brighton. 

28 Ronald W. Zweig, "Electronically generated records and twentieth century history," Computers and the Humanities 27, 

no. 2 (1993), p.75. 
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involvement for capital murder; and Code D of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act of 

1984 (PACE) specifically covered the keeping of accurate and reliable criminal records. 

The Murder Act potentially reduced the amount and duplication of paperwork for capital 

cases; as did the establishment of the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) in 1986, which 

took over responsibility for criminal cases beyond the police investigatory stage. The 

presence of the CPS undoubtedly reduced the quantities and types of records produced 

during a major investigation, along with the opportunities for individual officers or police 

force departments to preserve them. This is reflected in ESRO online catalogue for the 

series of records from Hailsham Sub-Division C.I.D. called ‘Process files on serious 

crimes.’ Dating from 1980 to 1984—again right at the end of the research period—which 

notes: ‘On committal, the file would be passed to the Director of Public Prosecutions for 

use in legal proceedings.’29 As such, there remained little psychological need to retain 

complete sets of case records, as detective M.C. recalls: 

And I used to get in touch with the CPS in London—if we couldn’t find the file, get in 

touch with the CPS and it was a proper murder, they used to be very, very helpful and 

find you the paperwork when it went to court [...] Before we had disclosure, when you 

used to do a file whether it be a murder, a theft or something else, you got all the main 

evidence, put it in a file, sent it to the CPS and then you threw out all the other stuff 

because it was considered to be irrelevant [...] More often than not you thought that the 

CPS had kept their file, so you had two files that were totally duplicated, so you used to 

throw everything out.30   

As discussed in Chapter 3, PACE would undoubtedly have curtailed the activities around 

the more informal nature of record keeping, as would the publication of Sir Lawrence 

Byford’s report into the police handling of the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’ case which 

recommended an extensive overhaul of major incident handling and resulted in the 

publication of the Major Incident Room Standard Administrative Procedures in 1985 

(MIRSAP).31  

DNA was first used by Leicestershire Constabulary in 1986 to trace the murderer of Dawn 

Ashworth. As its potential became apparent, police forces initiated reviews of unsolved 

 
29 Sussex, East Sussex Record Office: Collection of Sussex Police Authority, SPA/12/1.SPA/12/1 

30 M.C., interview. As noted in Chapter 1 the 1985 Prosecution of Offences Act replaced the department of the Director 

of Public Prosecutions with the Crown Prosecution Service. 

31 Lawrence Byford, The Yorkshire Ripper case: Review of the police investigation of the case, Her Majesty's 

Inspectorate of Constabulary. (1981). Also: The Association of Chief Police Officers and The National Centre for 
Policing Excellence, Guidance on major incident room standardised administrative procedures (MIRSAP) 
(Bedfordshire: National Centre for Policing Excellence, 2005). 
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murders or ‘cold cases,’ but it soon became evident that historic murder files could not 

easily be found—for reasons clearly demonstrated by M.C. above. Once cases were 

identified, Martin Lloyd-Evans and Paul Bethell wrote in their paper on the review of 

undetected historic serious crimes that: ‘The next and probably most difficult step is to 

locate the case papers and original exhibits. Unfortunately, many police forces do not have 

a central archive and documents and exhibits can be stored anywhere within force.’32 In 

2000 South Wales and Northumbria Police, along with the Metropolitan Police Service 

undertook reviews of historic rape cases and recorded ‘poor archiving and recording 

procedures’ which prevented access to information relating to historical cases. In many 

instances the information was predominantly obtained from the forensic services partners. 

Offences that had occurred prior to 1986 had been filed on microfiche, some of which had 

since been mislaid or destroyed.33 Sussex Police apparently lost a murder weapon, along 

with blood-stained clothing, connected to the unsolved murder of fourteen-year old Keith 

Lyon in 1967. When it became apparent that DNA developments meant the case could be 

reopened the items were found to be missing. Later, when workmen were renovating John 

Street police station in Brighton, they broke open a storeroom which had previously been 

sealed up during building work and forgotten, and found prosecution evidence, including 

the murder weapon.34 

Detective M.C. described the position in his force: 

—a lot of things were because nobody cared when we didn’t have DNA. And then we 

had a Major Crime Review Team that used to look at things if they could find—but they 

couldn’t ever find any paperwork. Well it was one of the turning points [...] Because if 

you had nothing to review, you wouldn’t review it [...] There was nothing to do with 

archiving then or anything like that until you tried to look for a file and you could never 

find it, you never knew where it was going to be [...] It was becoming important because 

people were asking for these files and nobody could find them, nobody knew where they 

were. You know, it’s almost embarrassing: ‘What have you done?’ You know, it was 

always my fault because I—yeah? ‘What have you done with this file?’ ‘I don’t know,’ 

but you know full well.35 

 
32 Martin Lloyd-Evans and Paul Bethell, "Review of undetected historic serious crime: 'why bother?'," The Journal of 

Homicide and Major Incident Investigation 5, no. 2 (2009), p.5. 

33 Ibid., p.11. 

34 "Police lose murder weapon," The Argus (Brighton), 15 March 2002. Also: Martin Wainwright, "39 years after boy's 

murder, police arrest two men," The Guardian (London), Tue 1 Aug 2006. 

35 M.C., interview. 
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Retired detective J.G. recalled: 

In 2002, when I was still a cop we were going to sign up to off-site storage facility and 

they wanted someone to go round all the police estates, find out what they’ve got and 

archive it and put it in the new facility. That was my role. And I went round every police 

station and every building and my brief was ‘whatever you find, if it’s important, archive 

it. That is why we have the stuff we have now going back not so long. Because I said ‘a 

murder, that’s important, we’ll keep that. Theft of a pedal cycle, not bothered about [...] 

Before then all crime paperwork was literally in a police station; was put in a cupboard or 

a spare room or a spare toilet or an unused cell and it was boxed up, you know? Let’s say 

with regard to a murder enquiry—the police are very good at the time of the enquiry 

dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s and everything’s done as per PACE, as per law etc. At 

the conclusion of that case after the court file, after the court case has been done and it’s 

convicted or not, if it’s convicted and he’s sent to prison that file which can be ten, 

twenty, thirty, forty, fifty, sixty boxes big is put into a room somewhere and forgotten 

about. There’s no record system as such. We just know we’ve got it somewhere [...] We 

needed to do something because we’ve got all this information lying around, ad hoc, and 

for example, let’s say we had a murder, and then suddenly we find out we’re going to get 

an appeal or we want some information from it, we say ‘well we know we’ve got it—

where the hell is it? Well, I think it’s in that store room at Crewe.’ So we go to the store 

room at Crewe and there’s a store room full of all sorts of jobs. We know it’s in there 

somewhere. So now we’ve got to get everything out and start searching through. And 

again, because there’s no system files are put in drawers and then we come to situation 

where there’s no room in the drawer now: ‘So I tell you what, let’s throw away what’s in 

the drawer to make more room?’ So that’s what we did.36   

Such reviews of storage requirements led to widespread rationalisation of police records. 

This was compounded by the general move towards deeper scrutiny of policing budgets 

and cost-cutting measures from the 1980s, along with the subsequent outsourcing of 

services such as records storage.37 As Detective J.G. recalls above, storage was moved 

away from the premium police estate to warehouses or to specialist companies, with files 

becoming a commodity—a cost per foot—and transfers of material meant much deeper 

scrutiny of what was being kept and why. Sussex Police make this clear in their policy on 

the retention of paper investigation files:  

 
36 J.G. and O.S., interview. 

37 For example, since 1988 the police have been scrutinised by the Audit Commission, an independent body established 

to monitor and promote economy, efficiency and effectiveness in the management of local government. Early reports 
examined the financing of police funding and budget allocation; later reports on operational matters, including crime 
management and patrol work. 
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The cost of storing and retrieving paper criminal files has increased for Sussex Police 

over the years. This policy and supporting procedures will ensure that paper investigation 

files are only retained in accordance with the specific guidelines detailed within this 

policy which will significantly reduce storage contractor costs and costs incurred when 

there is a requirement to retrieve a paper file.38 

1984 also saw the publication of the first Data Protection Act (DPA) which had wide 

ranging implications not just for the police, but for any organisation keeping and using 

personal information. Principle Six of the original Act stated, for example, that: ‘Personal 

data held for any purpose or purposes shall not be kept for longer than necessary for that 

purpose or those purposes.’39 Organisations undoubtedly either over-responded or 

inaccurately responded to the act and, for the police, it potentially reinforced their already 

‘strong symbolic attachment to control of information about the way they work.’40  

Although beyond the research period, the impact of one Act in particular cannot be over-

estimated. In essence the 2000 Freedom of Information Act (FOI) provides public access to 

information held by public authorities, and this included police forces. It does this in two 

ways: public authorities are obliged to publish certain information about their activities, 

and members of the public are entitled to request information from public authorities. 

Initially historians viewed it as potentially positive for the preservation of policing history 

in that it would begin to change the way that police viewed their records, with a shift from 

perceiving them as private, working documents with a strict shelf life towards 

understanding them as containing information that they may be required to share.41 This, it 

was believed, would drive regional forces to adopt a unified records management strategy 

for the first time which, necessarily, would incorporate some degree of public access.  

Section 46 of the Act required the production of a Code of Practice by the Lord 

Chancellor—but in practice it was produced by TNA. Compliance with this code was not 

mandatory, however; rather the ‘message’ was that complying with it would, by default, 

ensure compliance with FOI. Sectors were encouraged to provide their own interpretive 

guidance. Of potential concern, however, was that the code was divided into two distinct 

 
38 Sussex Police, Paper criminal investigation file retention policy (n.d.). 

39 "Data Protection Act 1984, c.35." Schedule 1: The Data Protection Principles; Part I: The Principles: personal data 

held by data users; p.35. 

40 Williams and Emsley, Police records archiving policy, p.2. 

41 Chris A. Williams, "No more bonfires? Chris A. Williams aspires to a brighter future for UK police history," History 

Today 54, no. 9 (2004). 
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sections: Part I set out good practice in records management and applied to all public 

authorities covered by FOI (which included police forces). Importantly, this also provided 

strong justification for not preserving duplicate or personal papers:  

Staff should also be aware of the need to dispose of ephemeral material on a routine basis. 

For example, print-outs of electronic documents should not be kept after the meeting for 

which they were printed, trivial emails should be deleted after being read, and keeping 

multiple or personal copies of documents should be discouraged.42  

It did, however, support practices related to the archiving and preservation of records, 

should organisations be prepared to take note of it. For example:  

Section 10.4: ‘Records and information will vary in their strategic and operational value 

to the authority, and in their residual value for historical research, and storage and 

preservation arrangements reflecting their value should be put in place;’ 

Section 12.3: Records should not be kept after they have ceased to be of use to the 

authority unless: b) They have long-term value for historical or other research and have 

been or should be selected for permanent preservation.43 

Part I provided scant guidance around the ‘nuts and bolts’ of how such material could be 

identified; much greater detail around the selection of records for archiving and transfer 

was reserved for Part II of the code which only applied to authorities subject to the Public 

Record Acts—in other words not regional police forces—and, as such, it is doubtful 

whether police forces referred to it. Given this, Williams felt that historians were 

prematurely optimistic about the effects of FOI and that there was a chance that the 

guidelines might make things worse.44 More explicit concerns were expressed by those 

working at the coalface of preserving police history. Dave Cross, a former curator of the 

West Midlands Police Museum wrote:  

If I were a gambling man, I would suggest that some members of senior management—in 

whatever industry you wish to think of—are saying: ‘If we haven't kept any records, and 

 
42 Minstry of Justice and The National Archives, Lord Chancellor's code of practice on the management of records 

issued under section 46 of the Freedom of Information Act 2000, Section 8.6. 

43 Ibid., pp.13-20. 

44 Chris A. Williams, ed., Giving the past a future: Preserving the heritage of the UK's criminal justice system (London: 

Francis Boutle Publishers, 2004), p.14 
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have a short archiving period, then our potential expenses and liability on this subject will 

be limited.’ This state of affairs is likely to lead to more records being lost.45  

Detective M.C. described how FOI worked in practice around access to one particular 

murder file in his force:  

Well, whenever it came around you had all these people wanting to see this file under the 

Freedom of Information Act. We had a Freedom of Information Act officer who used to 

say: ‘Well, yeah, I think you can see it.’ I used to say: ‘No he can’t,’ and, you know: ‘I’m 

not getting it out for him because I think there’s stuff in there that’s too sensitive.’ I used 

to have a Freedom of Information Act on the old [case name removed] file, once a month. 

And it was turned down every time. And it went on and on. I think I must have had about 

ten, and then, err, the chief superintendent then told me: ‘I’m fed up with this, throw it 

out;’ and I knew he was wrong and I stored this stuff in a cupboard right out of the way. 

And I stored it, and then about a month later he said: ‘[M.C.], what did you do with that?’ 

I said: ‘I threw it out like you said.’ Oh he got himself in a state because there was 

some—it had gone to the Appeal Court [...] But that’s, that’s how we did things, you 

know?46 

Spurred on by the need to respond to Sir Michael Bichard’s 2004 report into the 

investigation of the murders of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, as well as to FOI, 

in 2005 the Home Office produced a Code of Practice on the Management of Police 

Information.47 The code was a guide and invited chief officers to develop their own 

strategies, and the police operational level response to it was the first 2006 Guidance 

on the Management of Police Information (MoPI), which translated the code into a 

workable reference tool for force records managers.48 The murder file falls under 

Group 1 of MoPI: ‘Certain public protection matters,’ with the guidance: 

‘Information is placed within this group until a subject has reached 100 years of age. 

 
45 Dave Cross, "A chance to find out," in Giving the past a future: preserving the heritage of the UK's criminal justice 

system, ed. C.A. Williams (London: Francis Boutle, 2004), p.76. 

46 M.C., interview. 

47 Secretary of State, Code of Practice on the Management of Police Information made by the Secretary of State for the 

Home Department under sections 39 and 39A of the Police Act 1996 and sections 28, 28A, 73 and 73A of the Police 
Act 1997,  (National Centre for Policing Excellence, 2005). Section 1.1.5. 

48 Guidance on the management of police information, (The Association of Chief Police Officers and The National Centre 

for Policing Excellence, 2006). There have been three versions: the original 2006, a second edition in 2010 and a 
2014 online edition hosted on the College of Policing website which was updated in 2016 and 2019. 
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This information should be reviewed regularly, i.e. every 10 years, to ensure it is 

adequate and up to date.’49 It goes on to state: 

During an investigation, a number of pieces of information are collected for purely 

administrative purposes and do not have any independent significance. It is not necessary 

to keep these ancillary records as part of a file that has been marked for retention, as they 

do not contribute to understanding the nature of the offence or the type of risk posed [...] 

It may also be more practical to retain electronic records rather than paper ones. Provided 

that the reviewing officer is satisfied that the relevant information contained in paper 

records is also held electronically in a searchable format, the paper records can be 

destroyed.50 

 Section MoPI 2006 MoPI 2010 MoPI 2019 

Expertise Guidance developed by the 
National Centre for Policing 
Excellence on behalf of ACPO 
and the Home Office. 
Consultation also sought with 
chief officers, police services, 
along with ‘subject experts and 
practitioners, as well as through 
extensive contact with experts on 
information management from 
other organisations’ 

‘The development for this 
guidance has involved police 
service consultation with chief 
officers, subject experts and 
practitioners. There has also 
been extensive contact with 
experts on information 
management from outside the 
police service’ 

[No mention] 

7.7.5. 
Archiving 

‘The use of archives to store 
records and limit access to them 
is an option for forces, and a 
decision be made on a force-by-
force basis. It must be 
emphasised, however, that 
archiving is a form of retention 
and is not to be used for 
information that must be 
disposed of’ 

‘The use of archives to store 
records and limit access to them 
is an option for forces, and a 
decision be made on a force-by-
force basis. It must be 
emphasised, however, that 
archiving is a form of retention 
and is not to be used for 
information that must be 
disposed of’ 

‘Forces can use archives, with 
limited access, to store records, 
but this is not to be used for 
information that must be 
disposed of.’ 

7.8. 
Disposal 

Disposal is defined as ‘the 
removal of information from all 
police systems, justified through 
the review process, to the extent 
that it cannot be restored’ 

Disposal is defined as ‘the 
removal of information from all 
police systems, justified through 
the review process, to the extent 
that it cannot be restored’ 

This means removal of 
information from all police 
systems justified through the 
review process, to the extent that 
it cannot be restored. 

7.8.3. 
Archiving 

‘Records which no longer have a 
policing purpose but which may 
have historical or academic value 
may be archived for long-term 
retention outside the operational 
environment. It must be clear that 
the records are kept for this 
purpose only’ 

‘Records which no longer have a 
policing purpose but which may 
have historical or academic value 
may be archived for long-term 
retention outside the operational 
environment. It must be clear that 
the records are kept for this 
purpose only’ 

Records which no longer have a 
policing purpose, but which may 
have historical or academic 
value, may be archived for long-
term retention outside the 
operational environment – it must 
be clear that the records are kept 
for this purpose only. 

 

 

Fig 5.7: Table showing comparisons of relevant entries around archiving and disposal of police records extracted from 
the three versions of MoPI 2006, 2010, 2019.  Information compiled by Angela Sutton-Vane. 

 
49 College of Policing, "The management of police information," Authorised Professional Practice (2014). available at: 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/information-management/management-of-police-information 1.2. 
Which records should not necessarily be retained. 

50 Ibid. 2.3.1 Group 1 – certain public protection matters. 
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Fig 5.7 above has extracted relevant sections from all three versions of MoPI, and 

from this it is clear that they remain consistent in their definitions of disposal and that 

they also all, if only briefly, address the long-term archiving of records for historical 

or academic purposes. But it is important to remember that in 1989 Emsley and 

Bridgeman recorded that thirty-five forces retained often large and important 

collections of historic documents: as such, MoPI failed to provide any guidance 

around integrating such collections into a wider force records management policy, or 

around how they may be transferred out of the policing environment. It also fails to 

identify the different functions required by records managers and archivists, and 

Margaret Procter points out that those who manage an organisation's current records 

may have a difficult path to tread: they have a direct responsibility to an employer 

whose mission is unlikely to include making records routinely and publicly 

available.51  

For the purposes of the FOIA police forces in the UK are defined as public sector 

organisations along with the National Health Service, the fire service, or schools. As such, 

Williams wrote in 2006 that like many other organisations, they are keen to talk about a 

new spirit of openness to scrutiny and increasingly recognise that they are a publicly 

accountable body, but this does not alter the fact that ‘few organisations welcome outside 

critical scrutiny, and fewer are more dependent on a culture of insider knowledge than are 

the police.’52 Procter argues that a different set of questions arises when ‘organisations of 

private or semi-private—or indeterminate—nature contribute to, or shape the political life 

of a country. Should these be classed as “private” records when they deal with actions 

which shape government policy and consequently affect individual citizens?’53 Publication 

schemes are a statutory requirement of FOIA s.19 and, in support of increased 

transparency, most police forces now have a publications scheme on their websites. From 

these it should be possible to determine force guidelines around the preservation of historic 

records.  

 

 
51 Margaret Procter, Michael Cook, and Caroline Williams, eds., Political pressure and the archival record (Chicago: 

Society of American Archivists, 2006), p.xix. 

52 Chris Williams and Clive Emsley, "Beware of the leopard?  Police archives in Great Britain," in Political pressure and 

the archival record, ed. Margaret Procter, Michael Cook, and Caroline Williams (Society of American Archivists, 
2006), pp.228-29. 

53 Procter, Cook, and Williams, Political pressure and the archival record, p.xviii. 
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Police force Records management policy committed to the preservation of historic records 

Sussex Police Surrey and Sussex Police retention and disposals schedules: Introduction and guidance: 
available at Sussex Police; published items: Retention schedule May 2019: 
‘Under the Surrey and Sussex Police Retention Schedule some records are kept for 
historical reasons. For retention scheduling purposes historical is defined as a record that 
has historical value to Surrey and Sussex Police, the people of Surrey and Sussex and 
future generations wherever they come from. Historical value is determined by the context 
and the narrative of the record concern and how it will assist future historians in writing the 
history of Surrey and Sussex Police, the county of Surrey and Sussex and the Police Service 
nationally or internationally. 

For Surrey and Sussex Police only records that would be appropriate to eventually be 
released to the public should be kept for historical reasons. Inappropriate records would 
include for example indecent images of adults and children. 

Some records concerned with the investigation of crime will only be kept if they are 
considered “infamous” or of sufficient public awareness to have made the local and national 
media. Volume Crimes are unlikely to feature unless they have involved persons of national 
interest, for instance Celebrities.  

Records kept for Historical reasons should be transferred to the care of the Surrey and 
Sussex Police Museum Archive. Staff in Information Management will then consider whether 
the records will be held by Surrey and Sussex Police or transferred to the local record office 
(Surrey and Sussex History Centre).’ 

Cheshire 
Constabulary 

Nothing found. 

Gloucestershire 
Constabulary 

Archive Policy: 
‘This policy gives guidance for police officers, police staff, PCSOs and volunteers regarding 
items that may be considered as having historical value to the Constabulary. Some of these 
items may be deemed to be of interest to the public and as such will be made available for 
public viewing, when it is appropriate, through the Archive Group Volunteers and / or the 
Force Records Manager. 

It is important to avoid the loss of material that may be of historical value to the Constabulary 
and, as such, this policy offers guidance as to what types of items may be preserved by the 
Constabulary beyond business use, what items may be made available to the public and 
what should remain outside of this remit. Items that may be considered of historical value to 
the Constabulary could include: photographic items, uniforms and insignia, equipment, 
furniture and furnishings, memorabilia, published documents. 

No images will be placed in the Archive Collection that would be considered unacceptable 
for public view according to the general public’s perception of ‘taste and decency’.  

Cumbria 
Constabulary 

Information Management Strategy; 2018, version 10.00: 
‘In some instances, information held by the Constabulary may be held indefinitely and/or be 
transferred to County Archives where it may have long term value for historical or other 
research. Circumstances where this may be considered is set out in the Cumbria 
Constabulary Records Management Policy.’  

Records management strategy: Author: Records and information security manager; 2018: 
‘Records which are identified as being worthy of permanent preservation, for example 
through having significant historical value, may be designated to be passed to the County 
Archives as prescribed by Cumbria Constabulary Records Management Policy.’ 

Lancashire 
Constabulary 

Nothing found: ‘A review of the Constabulary's current policies is presently being undertaken 
to ensure that they are suitable for publication.’ 

 

 

Fig 5.8: A summary of force policies relating to the preservation of historic records extracted from information 
available on force website publications pages; table compiled by Angela Sutton-Vane. 
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A survey of the publications pages of the five forces has been included in Fig 5.8 above. 

What the table demonstrates is that Sussex Police have a clear policy built into their 

retention schedules. However, there are issues around interpretation: they will only 

preserve records they view as ‘appropriate,’ and they will only preserve crime files if they 

are considered ‘infamous;’ but infamy may be either retrospective, subjective, or both. In 

addition, no reference can be found to the body that is meant to be overseeing the 

preservation of historic records—the Surrey and Sussex Police Museum and Archive.54 

Gloucestershire Constabulary have produced a dedicated archival policy but, again 

referring to Williams and Emsley’s survey, there are concerns around what they interpret 

as ‘historic.’ Their list is restrictive: photographic items, uniforms and insignia, equipment, 

furniture and furnishings, memorabilia and published documents—not unpublished 

documents.55 Fig 5.9 below illustrates how these interpretations may have affected the type 

of later material being deposited at LROs between 1980 and 2000, with forty-six per cent 

being ‘curated’ published public facing information such as reports and reviews, leaflets 

and posters, histories or staff magazines. 

 

Fig 5.9: Pie chart showing percentages of types of police records present in the five LROs from 1980 to 2010. Data 
compiled by Angela Sutton-Vane 

 
54 Surrey Police and Sussex Police, Retention and disposal schedules: Introduction and guidance (2019), p.1. 

55 Gloucestershire Constabulary, Archive policy (2018). 
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Fig 5.8 also demonstrates clear issues around the lack of cross-referencing and integration 

between what are viewed as MoPI-led directives and the remit of the archive. A case in 

point is the Information Management Strategy for Cumbria Constabulary which briefly 

refers to the transfer of records to the county record office and directs readers to their 

records management policy for further detail. However, the records management policy, 

which is also available online, appears to contain no such reference.56  

In an interview with retired officers J.G. and O.S., who are also museum curators, they 

described the relationship they now have with records management, bearing in mind O.S. 

used to work for the department:  

It was very very ad hoc. When I was there I could say ‘hang on—can we think about the 

museum here.’ But we no longer have that contact [...] We’ve got the interest, we’ve just 

not got the process, that’s the problem. We need someone there to say: ‘Well hang on. 

What are we throwing away here and is there anything of any historical interest?’57  

In the light of MoPI and the 1998 DPA there is evidence that police forces are 

retrospectively reacting to the information that is already held in the public domain in 

LROs. Out of the thirty-five files on murder and serious crimes identified at CACC, during 

the early stages of research, twenty-one records disappeared from the online catalogue. 

These include historically important papers on the Ruxton murders from 1935, and the ‘last 

two to hang’ from 1964.58 Cumbria Police responded to an email asking about the files in 

the form of an FOI request, an excerpt of which is below: 

The SCONS 3 records were transferred to the Carlisle Records Office from what used to 

be known as the ‘Museum’, in tranches between 2 May 1972 and 29 Apr 1999. There are 

no records of why these particular files were chosen for preservation, however they were 

just some of approaching a thousand items so selected at that time. A number of further 

files in SCONS 3 were permanently withdrawn by Cumbria Constabulary in January 

2016.59 

 
56 Cumbria Constabulary, Records management strategy, v10.00, Records and information security (2018), p.13. Also: 

Cumbria Constabulary, Records management policy, v10.00, Cumbria Constabulary (2018). 

57 J.G. and O.S., interview. 

58 Carlisle: Cumbria Archives Centre: Collection of Cumbria Constabulary, Cat No: SCONS/3/3, Case file: The Ruxton 

murder, 1935-1936; Carlisle: Cumbria Archives Centre: Collection of Cumbria Constabulary, Cat No: SCONS/3/12, 
Case file: Regina v. Peter A. Allen and Gwynne O. Evans re murder of John A. West, Seaton (The last two to hang), 
1964. 

59 K.L. Robertson, Disclosure and Compliance Officer, Professional Standards Department, Cumbria Police; letter to 

Angela Sutton-Vane dated 16 Mar 2017. SCONS 3 series relates to case files created by Cumbria Constabulary and 
held at CACC. 
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Their response demonstrates a number of issues; the political influences at work in 

archives; their awareness of the informal and potentially unregulated deposits from force 

museums and the fact that such museums often sit outside the records management 

framework of forces; the contemporary police force’s apparent discomfort about the 

presence of these records in the public domain; and the lack of transparency around their 

reasons for withdrawing the records or what has subsequently happened to them. When the 

CACC archivists were asked about the withdrawals they were not able to provide any 

further information. Fig 5.10 below illustrates a more recent and high-profile incident of 

records being removed from Surrey History Centre by Surrey Police and, as with CACC, 

the records had previously been independently collected and deposited by retired police 

officers. When asked for their reasons, Surrey Police referred to GDPR, MoPI, together 

with the advice from multi-agency public protection arrangements and guidance from the 

former Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO). 

 

 

 
Fig 5.10: BBC News online article 
by Tanya Gupta; 18th January 2020; 
available at:  
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-
england-surrey-
51142609?fbclid=IwAR2YgA1W0H
stUW5wG2WnC5m4LepSNGVNyQ
6T2GLC_UGpwMVjjL_sbLWfOBk# 
 
 
 
 

Surrey Police’s reference to GDPR as a reason for withdrawing the files is tendentious as, 

in general, from the archival perspective Elizabeth Denham, the Information 

Commissioner, stresses that data protection is not an end in itself: ‘It does not prevent 
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archiving, it supports it [...] and that there is no inherent conflict with archiving in the 

public interest; data protection law provides for it through various provisions.’60 

One of these provisions is protection for records which may be relevant for historical 

research and the next section moves on to examine this. 

5.3. The police record as a historical source 

Joan Schwartz and Terry Cook urge in their paper ‘Archives, records and power’ that 

archivists in particular should give serious consideration to ‘the nature of history and 

evidence, collective memory and identity formation; the organisational cultures and 

personal needs that influence the creation and maintenance of records; the psychological 

need to collect and preserve archives.’61 For the historian, Daniel Little writes that they 

face: 

An even more basic intellectual task: that of discovering and making sense of the archival 

information that exists about a given event or time in the past. Historical data do not 

speak for themselves; archives are incomplete, ambiguous, contradictory, and 

confusing.62  

The incomplete and ambiguous nature of archives needs to be considered at this point, 

particularly for the writing of policing histories. How history is created is not a science: 

‘things become history when historicised by historians.’63 Where and how historians make 

their discoveries and make sense of the archival information relies on the fundamental 

ability to access primary material, so history is essentially created when the record is 

opened. Material that does find its way into the public domain from any organisation 

through a formal process rarely does so ‘innocently.’ As discussed in Section 5.2.1 above, 

releases may be because police forces believe it is entirely safe and probably already in the 

public domain; for example, annual reports, newsletters, or minutes of public meetings. 

What will rarely be found amongst publicly accessible organisational records are their 

hidden histories—failed policies, dismissals—which may be as equally important, if not 

 
60 The National Archives, Guide to archiving personal data (The National Archives, 2018), p.4. These provisions are 

three clear exemptions around: statistical, scientific and historical research; freedom of expression and information; 
and archiving in the public interest which can be applied by public, private or voluntary bodies. 

61 Joan M. Schwartz and Terry Cook, "Archives, records, and power: The making of modern memory," Archival Science 

2, no. 1 (2002), p.6. 

62 Daniel Little, "The philosophy of history," ed. Edward N. Zalta, Summer 2017 ed., The Stanford Encyclopaedia of 

Philosophy (2017), Available at: https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2017/entries/history/. 

63 From an online discussion at: History Stack Exchange at: https://history.stackexchange.com/questions/19193/how-

long-before-an-event-gets-into-history. 
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more so, for the shaping of the institutional culture and collective memories of its 

employees.64 It is from this perspective that informal collections can be critical, but even 

here there are a number of clear underlying reasons—a need to make a statement, 

resistance, personal pride. 

Looking not at the murder file, but at the use of police archives, Lord Knights, as patron of 

the Police History Society wrote:  

None of the general histories of the English Police Service have consulted police 

archives. Yet the documents contain a wealth of information on the ordering and control 

of urban and rural life from the mid-nineteenth century, on the supervision of strikes and 

protest marches, the treatment of aliens, the impact of twentieth-century total war.65 

What is not clear is whether Lord Knights was referring to private police archives still held 

by police forces, or collections held in LROs. However, he describes, as discussed in the 

Introduction, that a lack of knowledge of these archives, along with a failure to use—or 

more to the point, the difficulty in accessing them—had ‘contributed to the assumption that 

the provincial forces were largely clones of the Metropolitan Police.’ For the police record, 

if this primary material is held by police forces in perpetuity in a private museum or 

archive, only a privileged few—usually police officers or staff—may have access to it. 

This, then, may illuminate one of the reasons why the majority of authors of regional force 

histories are retired police officers. Not only did they have a distinct advantage over 

members of the public in that they had access to records in ‘deep storage,’ or to difficult to 

access force museums, but to the extensive library at Bramshill Police College.66  

Twenty regional police force histories have been accessed for this research. Most have no 

bibliography or citations so assessment of primary material used for their writing relied on 

textual clues. For example: Ben Beazley, an ex-police officer, refers in his history of 

Leicester City Police to private collections and thanks colleagues and friends who have 

‘scoured attics and cupboards to find the new [...] material now included.’ There is also 

 
64 There are rare exceptions: Linda Sandino’s oral history project with curators at the Victoria & Albert Museum includes 

frank interviews with curators during times of great cultural and political upheaval: Linda Sandino, "News from the 
past: oral history at the V&A," V&A Online Journal Autumn, no. 2 (2009). Available at: 
http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/journals/research-journal/issue-02/news-from-the-past-oral-history-at-the-v-and-a/. 

65 Ian Bridgeman and Clive Emsley, A guide to the archives of the police forces of England and Wales (The Police 

History Society, 1989), p.2. 

66 In 1998, the library was renamed the National Police library and later become part of the National Policing 

Improvement Agency; in 2013 it transferred to the College of Policing and is now located at the College of Policing's 
headquarters in Ryton-On-Dunsmore. 
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evidence that he had access to a collection held at Leicestershire Police.67 Maurice Morson, 

an ex-detective chief superintendent, thanks a ‘former member of the Norwich City Police 

and collector of memorabilia and fine photographs,’ in addition to deceased Norwich City 

Police officers who had left legacies of stories, photographs and documents.68 The majority 

of the 200-plus images in ex-police officer Cowley’s history of Northamptonshire Police 

were from Northampton Police Museum which is currently not open to the public; and Bob 

Pooler, ex-police officer, in his history of Worcestershire Constabulary, refers to his own 

collection describing that ‘over the years I have been able to build up a large collection of 

photographs.’69  

Although regional police force histories tap into important sources, they need to be treated 

with care. Emsley writes that unnuanced, they remain the ‘version deployed by the police 

themselves when they address their own history, particularly in the form of official 

histories.’70 Acting as a counter-narrative to the resistance described in Chapter 4 they are, 

more often than not, a form of institutional propaganda which were either commissioned or 

‘signed-off’ by a chief constable in a foreword. James’ history of Cheshire, for example, is 

preceded by a long rhetorical pre-amble or pre-ramble by Chief Constable G.E. Banwell:  

The vast majority of us in the Cheshire Constabulary and indeed in most police forces in this 

country are happy in that we enjoy our job and feel that we have the confidence of our 

employers, the folk of the country, whether they be rich or poor and whether they live in the 

town or in the countryside. Our work in maintaining law and order is facilitated by the fact 

that most people want law and order. It may be that our great strength lies in that we are 

controlled by the democratic representation of the people of the country.71 

Moving from regional forces to national histories, in their histories of the English police, 

Critchley, Emsley and Philip Rawlings all refer to the use of published regional police 

force histories for information on policing in the provinces. Critchley writes that he made 

use of ‘forty or so’ local police force histories, and that these make ‘valuable use of local 

 
67 Ben Beazley, Peelers to pandas: An illustrated history of the Leicester City Police, ed. Leicester Mercury (DB 

Publishing, 2015), p.6. 

68 Maurice Morson, A force remembered: The illustrated history of the Norwich City Police 1836-1967 (Derby: Breedon 

Books Publishing Company Ltd, 2000), p.7. 

69 Bob Pooler, From fruit trees to furnaces: A history of the Worcestershire Constabulary (Worcestershire: Blacksmith 

Publishing, 2002), p.v. 

70 Clive Emsley, "A typology of nineteenth-century police," Crime, Histoire & Sociétés / Crime, History & Societies 3, no. 

1 (1999), p.30. 

71 R.W. James, To the best of our skill and knowledge: A short history of the Cheshire Constabulary 1857-1957, 2nd ed. 

(Cheshire: Museum of Policing in Cheshire, 2005), p.2. 
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records.’72 His point here is an important one—the flow of historical knowledge from local 

to national. If writers of national policing histories make use of local policing histories, to 

what extent do they use primary materials held in the archives? Fig 5.11 below summarises 

a selection of general histories of British policing and the sources they used.  

Date Work 
References / 
bibliography 

Evidence of use of primary sources 

at PROs / 
national 

institutions 

held by the 
Metropolitan 

Police 

at LROs / regional police 
collections 

1901 
W.L. Melville Lee: A history of police in 
England 

None Yes No No 

1943 
Charles Reith: British police and the 
democratic ideal 

None Yes Yes No 

1951 J.M. Hart: The British police None N/K No No 

1952 
Charles Reith: The blind eye of history: 
a study of the origins of the present 
police era 

Yes N/K No No 

1956 
Charles Reith: A new study of English 
police 

None Yes Yes 
Yes; e.g.: Glasgow / Lothians 

police 

1967 
T.A. Critchley: A history of police in 
England and Wales 

Yes Yes No 
No; uses published force 

histories 

1984 
Carolyn Steedman: Policing the 
Victorian community 

Yes Yes No 
Yes; e.g. Buckinghamshire, 

Northamptonshire, 
Staffordshire and other LROs  

1991 Clive Emsley: The English police Yes Yes Yes 

Yes; e.g.: Bedfordshire RO; 
Cambridgeshire, Devon & 

Cornwall, West Mercia police 
archives 

2002 
Philip Rawlings: Policing: A short 
history 

Yes N/K No 
No; uses published force 

histories 

2010 Clive Emsley: The Great British bobby Yes Yes Yes 
Yes; e.g.: Edinburgh City 
Archives; Open University 

Police Archive 

2011 
Richard Cowley: A history of the British 
police 

Yes N/K No Yes; Northamptonshire LRO 

 

 

Fig 5.11: An analysis of the sources of selected works on the general histories of UK policing; extracted from 
bibliographies, end notes and acknowledgements by Angela Sutton-Vane. 

A number of works contain no bibliographies, foot or end notes, and it was not until 

Critchley’s 1967 work that these were routinely included; he writes: ‘I have sprinkled the 

text with references to leading authorities and original documents to an extent which may 

be irksome to some readers, but which I hope may be justified by the help it is intended to 

give to other students in this field.’73 In these earlier works observations remain largely 

empirical, relying on prefaces, acknowledgements and introductions to identify resources 

 
72 For example Critchley cites histories of Swansea, Anglesey, Kent, Leeds and Cheshire Constabularies. T.A. Critchley, 

A history of police in England and Wales: 900-1966 (London: Constable & Co. Ltd, 1967), pp.xviii-xix. Philip Rawlings, 
Policing: A short history (Routledge, 2001). 

73 Critchley, A history of police in England and Wales p.xvii. 
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accessed and types of material used. J.M. Hart, for example, wrote in her introduction: ‘I 

have not included a bibliography, for the main works and official publications are referred 

to in the text,’ although her sections on history provide no evidence at all of her sources.74  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig 5.12: A breakdown of sources of information used for eleven published monographs of UK policing. Graph by 
Angela Sutton-Vane. 

Fig 5.12 above demonstrates that out of the eleven histories of the English police only two 

authors explicitly used police museums or archives: Reith clearly had access, if not to 

original archival material, then to intellectual holders of information in that he thanks the 

deputy chief constable of Lothians and Peebles Police, in addition to the assistant chief 

constable of the City of Glasgow Police for historical details.75 In British police and the 

democratic ideal he also acknowledges Scotland Yard for the use of their records and 

library.76 By 1991 during his research for The English Police: A political and social history 

Emsley not only made use of material at LROs but at police archives such as Devon and 

Cornwall, Cambridgeshire, West Mercia and the West Midlands. As the doyen not just of 

policing history but of its preservation, it seemed he had the necessary level of influence, 

knowledge and insider contacts necessary to be able to obtain access:  

No historian can work without the assistance of librarians and archivists. I owe a debt of 

gratitude to many, and also to the serving police officers in the Police History Society 

who smoothed my way into seeing several police ‘archives’ (the term has to be used in a 

 
74 J.M. Hart, The British police, The new town and county hall series, (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1951), p.vi. 

75 Charles Reith, A new study of police history (Oliver and Boyd, 1956), p.viii. 

76 Charles Reith, British police and the democratic ideal (Oxford University Press, 1943), , preface, p.ii. 
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very wide sense) and who are busy encouraging their colleagues that such archives need 

careful preservation and proper organisation.77  

Four out of the eleven publications referred to LROs, with two in particular relying on their 

use. For one author, Carolyn Steedman, provincial police records were central to her 

research which was ‘prompted by a silence on the part of mid-nineteenth-century 

commentators on the questions of police and policing in provincial England [...] echoed in 

the few police histories that were available twelve years ago, which dealt in almost 

exclusively Metropolitan terms.’78 The majority—seven out of the eleven authors—relied 

on records available at TNA or other London-based institutions such as the London 

Metropolitan Archives or the British Library. Here, for example, Lord Butler of Saffron 

Walden’s words on the cover slip of the 1967 edition of Critchley’s history reflect that the 

material for the book had been compiled from ‘Home Office sources.’79 There is little 

doubt, as a civil servant who was secretary to the Royal Commission on the Police from 

1960 to 1962, in addition to a member of the Home Office Police Department, that 

Critchley had such access; he cites quantities of Home Office records—now held at The 

National Archives—in his bibliography of printed material and chapter references.  

5.4. The murder file and the writing of true crime 

The above section examined the constraints around writing policing histories which forms 

an important part of a wider picture regarding the flow of information from the police force 

to the archive and on into the historical narrative. This section will examine what role the 

murder file plays as a point of reference in the writing of true crime.  

In his history of Cheshire Constabulary James devotes a section to the ‘Gorse Hall murder’ 

and, in the process of research, unearthed the original C.I.D. file. Generally, though, the 

murder file has been largely ignored as a historical commentator, but it would be expected 

that in the genre of true crime it would be paramount. 

 
77 Clive Emsley, The English police: A political and social history, 2nd ed. (Harlow, Essex: Addison Wesley Longman, 

1996), p.xii. 

78 Carolyn Steedman, Policing the Victorian community: The formation of English provincial police forces 1856-80 

(Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984), p.vii. 

79 Critchley, A history of police in England and Wales. 
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True crime writing as a genre is a manifestation of the widely accepted and researched 

view that murder holds a unique fascination.80 D’Cruz et al write that, from the penny 

publications of the eighteenth and nineteenth century this fascination has remained 

constant over time, with its roots in a collective denial of the prospect of ‘non-being,’ 

along with the uncomfortable confirmation of an individual's power to force others to 

undergo the terror of non-being; a state resulting in ‘the appalling transformation from 

person to expellable detritus, waste, corpse.’81 As such, being able to read about murder 

allows for the crossing of unspoken lines in a type of ‘armchair’ dark tourism which was 

eloquently captured by the frequently quoted words of George Orwell’s Decline of the 

English murder: 82 

It is Sunday afternoon, preferably before the war. The wife is already asleep in the 

armchair, and the children have been sent out for a long walk [...] Roast beef and 

Yorkshire, or roast pork and apple sauce, followed up by suet pudding and driven home, 

as it were, by a cup of mahogany-brown tea, have put you in just the right mood. Your 

pipe is drawing sweetly, the sofa cushions are soft underneath you, the fire is well alight, 

the air is warm and stagnant. In these blissful circumstances, what is it that you want to 

read about? Naturally, about a murder.83   

Even excluding the industrial level of publications around ‘Jack the Ripper,’ the amount of 

true crime publications is still phenomenal. The History Press, for example, lists 249 books 

in their true crime series; many of which form part of a series of murders by county. With 

front covers occasionally splattered with blood and formats strongly aligned to detective 

fiction, or detective memoirs with riddle-like chapter titles: ‘A mysterious stranger,’ or 

‘The horror upstairs;’ prose are a formulaic, page-turner style, largely unreferenced or cited 

and clearly aimed at a popular market: as Ian Ashbridge writes they tend to concentrate 

rather more on capital offending, given that it ‘generally seemed to be of greater interest to 

the majority.’84  

 
80 For example: Alexis Durham, E. Preston Elrod, and Patrick T. Kinkade, "Images of crime and justice: Murder and the 

'true crime' genre," Journal of Criminal Justice 23, no. 2 (1995). Mark Seltzer, True crime: Observations on violence 
and modernity (Taylor & Francis, 2007). 

81 Shani D'Cruze, Sandra Walklate, and Samantha Pegg, Murder: Social and historical approaches to understanding 

murder and murderers (Devon: Willan, 2006), p.22. 

82 Dark tourism is defined as tourism involving travel to places historically associated with death and tragedy. 

83 George Orwell, "Decline of the English murder," The Orwell Foundation (1946). Available at: 

https://www.orwellfoundation.com/the-orwell-foundation/orwell/essays-and-other-works/. 

84 Ian Ashbridge, Murder in Cumbria (Carlisle: Bookcase, 2004), p.i. 
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Relevant 
LRO 

Murders covered in the book 
corresponding to files held in 
LRO 

Is the file open? Book title and author 

Does the 
author 
evidence 
accessing 
the file? 

ESRO 
SPA 11/3/4: Files on the Brighton 
trunk murders, 1934 

Open 
Sussex murders by W.H. Johnson, 
2010 

Yes 

GA 
Q/Y/4/3/3/1-121: The Haw Bridge 
murder, 1938 

Closed 
permanently 

Gloucestershire murders by Linda 
Stratmann, 2005 

No 

The great British torso mystery by 
Richard Whittington-Egan, 2002 

No 

CACC 

SCONS 3/29: Percy Toplis; ‘The 
monocled mutineer;’ 1920 

Restricted access 
Murder in Cumbria by Ian 
Ashbridge, 2004 

No 

SCONS 3/2: Murder of Wai 
Sheung Siu Maio, 1928 

Restricted access 

Murder in Cumbria by Ian 
Ashbridge, 2004 

No 

Cumbria murders by Paul Heslop, 
2007 

No 

SCONS 3/8: Regina v Thomas 
McLean,1956 

Removed from 
LRO 
 

Murder in Cumbria by Ian 
Ashbridge, 2004 No 

SCONS 3/12: Regina v. Peter A. 
Allen and Gwynne O. Evans; ‘The 
last two to hang;’1964 

Removed from 
LRO 
 

Murder in Cumbria by Ian 
Ashbridge, 2004 

No 

Cumbria murders by Paul Heslop, 
2007 

No 

SCONS 3/23: Regina v. Richard 
E. Aiman; murder of Peter 
Brooks, 
1977 

Removed from 
LRO 

Murder in Cumbria by Ian 
Ashbridge, 2004 

No 

LA / 
CACC 

SCONS 3/3: The Ruxton murder, 
1935 

Removed from 
LRO 

Lancashire murders by Alan 
Hayhurst, 2004 

No 

PLA/ACC 6411: Dr Ruxton 
murder case, 1935 

Open No 

PLA/ACC 11739: The murder of 
June Ann Devaney, 1948-1949 

Closed until 2064 No 

PLA/ACC 10300: Murder of 
Sarah Ann Ricketts, 1953 

Closed until 2070 No 

PLA/ACC 10300: Murder of 
Kathleen Elsie Breaks, 1919 

Open 
More Lancashire murders by Alan 
Hayhurst, 2011 

No 

CALS 

CJP 20/20/1: R v Mark Wilde, 
‘The Gorse Hall murder,’ 1909-
1910 

Opened in 1992 

Cheshire murders by Alan 
Hayhurst, 2006 

No 
 

Cheshire murder casebook by 
Steve Fielding, 1996 

No 

CJP 20/20/2: R v Wood, ‘The villa 
murder,’ 1922-1923 
 

Opened in 2004 

Cheshire murders by Alan 
Hayhurst, 2006 

No 

Cheshire murder casebook by 
Steve Fielding, 1996 

No 

CJP 20/20/3: R v Harold Berry, 
murder, 1946 

Closed until 2028 

Cheshire murder casebook by 
Steve Fielding, 1996 

No 

CJP 20/20/3: R v Olaf Andrea 
Flaathe, murder, 1948 

Closed until 2030 No 

CJP 20/20/4: R v Henry Taylor, 
murder, 1949 

Closed until 2031 No 

CJP 20/20/5: R v Frederick 
Cobon, murder, 1951 

Closed until 2033 No 
 

 

Fig 5.13: Analysis of access to murder files held by the five LROs appearing in true crime publications. Information 
extracted from online catalogues and publications and compiled by Angela Sutton-Vane. 

Fig 5.13 above lists a number of publications relating to those investigations whose murder 

files were identified in the five LROs during research. The table reflects that nine true 

crime publications cover the five police force areas and refer to seventy-two murders, 

seventeen of which have been identified as being held in the corresponding LROs. It also 
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identifies that only one file appears to have been cited by an author during research. W.H. 

Johnson is alone in not only providing a bibliographical trail of his visits to both East and 

West Sussex Record Offices whilst writing Sussex murders, but in accessing an album of 

photographs relating to the 1934 file on the murder of Violet Kaye, the second of the 

‘Brighton trunk murders.’85The remaining authors provide no evidence that they referred to 

the corresponding murder files held at LROs but relied, for the most part, on other true 

crime publications and newspaper reports. Indeed the author of the 2005 Gloucestershire 

Murders responded in an email that although she visited Gloucestershire to take 

photographs of the sites of crimes, she ‘didn’t visit the local archives which now I think 

about it was a shameful omission.’ She went on to explain that particular details and 

images of crime scenes came from an earlier volume of true crime.86 There are clear 

reasons for this which raise important questions around the writing of history: few of the 

murder files are actually accessible, or were accessible, at the time of writing, with the 

table reflecting that only five of the seventeen files are currently open, with one of these 

opened in 2004—too late for the author. Many are closed for long periods of time for 

reasons of data protection; for example, CALS guide researchers that they should assume a 

minimum age of eighteen and a lifespan of 100 to calculate the date when the file will be 

opened. Some authors have used corresponding files held at TNA which were open; for 

example, in Lancashire murders Hayhurst’s bibliography reflects that he referred to 

Metropolitan Police and Home Office files for his chapter on the Ruxton murders.87 For his 

chapters on the murders of June Ann Delaney and Sarah Ann Rickets he refers to justices 

of assize, the Department of Public Prosecutions and again, Home Office records. This 

raises another issue: some of these records are out of kilter; LRO murder files may be 

closed, but their sister files at TNA may be open. 

This section demonstrates the associated problems of having murder files in the public 

domain. Many are closed for long periods of time; it appears some such as the Haw Bridge 

murder files at GA will never be opened as Gloucestershire Constabulary remain vigilant 

 
85 W.H. Johnson, Sussex murders, True crime history series, (Stroud: The History Press, 2011). Album concerning the 

Brighton Trunk Murders containing 12 photographs taken by Henry Carter, New Scotland Yard for R v Jack Notyre, 
1934, SPA 11/3/4, East Sussex Record Office: Brighton. 

86 Linda Stratmann, Gloucestershire murders, Sutton True Crime History, (Cheltenham: The History Press,, 2005). Email 

correspondence between Linda Stratmann and Angela Sutton-Vane, 30 May 2019. 

87 Alan Hayhurst, Lancashire murders (Gloucestershire: Sutton Publishing, 2004). London: The National Archives: 

Collection of the Metropolitan Police, Cat No: MEPO 3/793, Mutilated human bodies found at Gardenholm Linn, 
Moffat, Dumfriesshire, afterwards named 'The Ravine Murder,' 1935-1941 Also Criminal cases: Ruxton, 1935, HO 
144/20678, Home Office, TNA: London. 
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guardians. There are more complex concerns in holding murder files which are, or may 

eventually be opened, and these are examined in the next section.  

5.5. Ethics and objects 

Murder files rarely travel alone. They may come with, at the very least, scenes of crime 

photographs; for example, catalogues note that the murder file for Wai Sheung Siu Maio, 

the case of Regina v Thomas J. McLean  or the file on the murder Irene Munro all contain 

‘explicit photographs.’88 The Ruxton murders album at LA includes images of 

decomposing body parts, and the file on the murder of Mr and Mrs T.R. Gales of Worthing 

in 1974 a scenes of crime album with images of the victims and their dogs who were all 

bludgeoned to death in their home.89 Such images are disturbing particularly when, as with 

those of the Gales, they are set within the confines of a neat and orderly suburban 

bungalow with the table set for a meal. Although the murder file in the LRO is protected 

first by data protection, and then with additional layers around specific archival or force 

policies, a number of these images are now widely available on the internet. For example, 

the catalogue entry for the photograph of Sir Bernard Spilsbury inspecting the remains of 

Emily Beilby Kaye in the front garden of the Crumbles bungalow states that it is not to be 

copied without the permission of the Sussex Police, and yet it appears on the website 

‘Murderpedia.’90 Johnson reproduces a disturbing image of Violet Kaye’s decaying and 

dismembered body, folded and crammed into the trunk in the Brighton basement flat in his 

chapter ‘The dancing waiter,’ which apparently has ‘the permission of the Chief Constable 

of Sussex.’91  

There is a genre of books specialising in graphic images of crime scene photography 

illustrating a market and appetite for such images; for example, James Ellroy’s LAPD ’53, 

which is described in the British Journal of Photography as ‘pathetic, transgressive, vile, 

yet human;’ Shots in the dark: True crime pictures by Gail Buckland; or Murder in the 

City: New York, 1910-1920 by Wilfried Kaute. The most controversial, however, is a book 

by Henry Bond entitled Lacan at the scene in which he accessed murder files held in TNA 

 
88 Murder of Wai Sheung Siu Maio, 1928, SCONS 3/2, CACC; Regina v John Mc?, 1956, SCONS 3/8, CACC; Rex v 

Field and Gray, 1920, SP/A/10/51/1, ESRO. 

89 Lancashire Constabulary: Volume of photographs relating to the Dr Ruxton murder case, 1936, PLA/ACC 6411, 

collection of Lancashire Constabulary, Lancashire Archives: Preston. Brighton: East Sussex Record Office: Collection 
of Sussex Police Authority, Cat No: SPA/10/63/1/2, Murder of Mr and Mrs T.R. Gales at 37 Cowdray Drive, Goring-by-
Sea, Worthing, 1974. 

90 Entry for Patrick Herbert Mahon on Murderpedia at https://murderpedia.org/male.M/m/mahon-patrick-photos.htm. 

91 Johnson, Sussex murders p.122. 
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specifically identifying those that contained crime scene photographs.92 In addition to 

photographs, murder files may also be associated with physical evidence such as murder 

weapons, or even human remains. In most cases such material remains within the confines 

of the police, in store as legal exhibits. Detective M.C. described the emotions of coming 

across the stored exhibits relating to the murder of a little boy: 

I can remember once a grey pullover of a young boy that was killed at [...], undetected, 

never found but, you know, we found all his clothes up there. You know, it was quite 

touching really to find his clothes and a little pair of grey school trousers, you know? I 

can remember sitting around some of these places with a little tear in my eye.93 

Very occasionally, however, exhibits travelled with the file or the case beyond these 

confines. The Haw Bridge murder files held at GA include a number of items collected 

from the crime scene: a button found on Haw Bridge; a glass jar marked: ‘Piece of bone 

taken from left thigh of torso by Sir Bernard Spilsbury;’ envelopes marked ‘1-16’ 

containing police exhibits such as minute particles of specimens of hair; and scrapings 

from a drain.94 In 1935 Dr Buck Ruxton killed his wife, Isabella, and his maid, Mary Jane 

Rogerson. He dismembered their bodies in the bath in the family home at No 2 Dalton 

Square in Lancaster, wrapped their remains in newspaper and items of household linen and 

drove to Scotland where he threw them from a bridge near Moffat into the river 

Gardenholm Linn. Police from Scotland, Lancashire and the Metropolitan Police were 

involved in the search for the killer, and eminent scientists Professors James Coupar Brash 

and John Glaister from both Edinburgh and Glasgow Universities worked on the 

identification of the victims.  

 

 
92 Bond’s thesis was that the photographs contained further 'clues' which, when subjected to Lacanian readings, would 

enable him to diagnose the perpetrators as neurotic, psychotic or perverse. 

93 M.C., interview. 

94 The Haw Bridge murder, Q/Y/4/9/3/100, 101, 111 and 112; also known as the Cheltenham Torso Mystery: in 1935 a 

headless torso was found in the River Severn at Haw Bridge, which was believed to be that of Captain William Butt; 
Brian Sullivan was implicated, but Sullivan committed suicide. Rumour has it that Captain Butt's skull was much later 
found in 1978 at a property where Sullivan's mother lived, and the police reopened the case in 1994. However, the 
case has never been solved and the cause of death remains unknown. 
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Fig 5.14 above represents how items from the Ruxton murders were dispersed once the 

investigation has been completed. Maggots from the bodies are now at the Natural History 

Museum; the bath was, until recently still with Lancashire Constabulary where, somewhat 

perversely, it was used as a drinking trough for horses. Papers from the case can be found 

in the archives of both Edinburgh and Glasgow Universities, along with TNA, Cumbria 

and Lancashire LROs.  

There are other items from scenes of crimes held in police museums: the Museum of 

Policing in Cheshire, for example, holds a revolver from the Moors murders, while the 

National Justice Museum have displayed forensic evidence from the ‘Great Train 

Robbery.’95The Devon & Cornwall Constabulary museum I curated contained several 

murder weapons. The Metropolitan Police’s Crime Museum retains Patrick Mahon’s 

Gladstone bag in which, he initially claimed, he carried ‘dog’s meat.’ What he had actually 

used it for was to transport and dispose of parts of Beilby Kaye’s remains from train 

windows on journeys between Eastbourne and London. Although the Metropolitan Police, 

until recently, insisted that the Crime Museum was kept entirely for pedagogical 

purposes—the instructing of officers—during 1951 it most definitely was not used as an 

educational tool when Orson Welles narrated a radio series of true crime stories based on 

objects he had supposedly picked at random as he walked the museum’s gloomy aisles. 

Welles introduced episode four:  

The Black Museum; a repository of death, a reportorial of violence. Here in a grim, stone 

structure on the Thames which houses Scotland Yard is a warehouse of homicide where 

everyday objects [...] are touched by murder [...] This Gladstone bag is a familiar object. 

Every railroad train carries several inevitably useful compact and expandable; they 

always carry more than they seem and are perfect for a vacation.96 

When objects collected as legal evidence find their way into a museum or become part of a 

display, they slip gear into the discipline of museum studies or museology and, as artefacts, 

the expectations, guidance and ethics attached to them alters radically. Fundamentally they 

become subject to the sensibilities of a viewing public with clear ideals and this was 

evident back in 1934 when, during the press’s frenzied reportage of the ‘Brighton trunk 

murders,’ Haymarket Amusements Limited proposal to exhibit the car belonging to Al 

Capone was questioned by the Northern Daily Mail:  

 
95 Nottingham: The National Justice Museum: Cat No: 1980.0387, forensic evidence, paint sample, fruit dish, wine glass 

L29.1-3. 

96 "The black Gladstone bag,"  in The Black Museum (Episode 4: BBC, 1951), Radio programme. 
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Are there not other ways of making money in England than by exhibiting American 

murderers’ cars? You might as well take a trunk from Brighton and exhibit it. Was it for 

the educational benefit of the British working classes that they should see a car belonging 

to a murderer?97  

The needs of these items, such as the Gladstone bag, are complex in that they are 

fundamentally utilitarian objects which have been misappropriated, re-defined, or slipped 

gear. This was acknowledged by the Head of Programmes at the Museum of London during 

the preparation of their 2015-16 exhibition of items from the Crime Museum:  

We thought a lot about what it meant to put these objects on public display—objects with 

an earlier history, whether always intended as weapons or with more benign domestic 

purposes; that became tools in, and then evidence of, a crime; that were transformed 

again into teaching items within the Metropolitan Police; and that we were now using in 

yet another new way.98   

The reactions that such items evoke through their unexpected relationship with the 

museum viewer are complex, and attempts were clearly made to carefully ‘curate’ the 

visitor experience away from the realms of dark tourism and simply gawping into cabinets 

of curiosities. This connection between the object and emotional responses is key, a point 

raised by the Illustrated Police News who reported from court on the Mahon case. They 

described the display as evidence of Beilby Kaye’s personal things as being more poignant 

than ‘legal’ documents: 

One by one, pretty-coloured hats, coats and skirts, a tortoiseshell comb, even a string of 

beads, were held up by Superintendent Sinclair to be recognised. The roughly folded 

clothes and the little trinkets dear to the woman’s heart, seem to tell of Miss Kaye’s 

tragedy more poignantly than legal documents or the spoken word.99  

The Crime Museum, as well as opening doors to Orson Welles did, and does, conduct 

private tours. The great nephew and niece of Minnie Bonati joined one of these in 2003. 

Bonati was murdered in 1927 by John Robinson, and her remains were left in a trunk at 

Charing Cross Station. The case subsequently became known as the ‘Charing Cross trunk 

 
97 "Al Capone's car," Northern Daily Mail (Durham), 17 July 1934, West Hartepool six o'clock edition, p.2. 

98 Annette Day, "Crime Museum uncovered: The complex ethics and expectations," Museum ID (website), at 

http://museum-id.com/crime-museum-uncovered-the-complex-ethics-and-expectations-by-annette-day/. 

99 "The bungalow crime: Amazing statement said to have been made by accused," Illustrated Police News (London), 29 

May 1924, p.3. 
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murder’ and the Crime Museum retains the trunk along with other items from the crime 

scene. The great nephew described the experience:  

The director of the museum soon appeared, a retired police officer with a slightly 

flamboyant attitude and style about him, he wore a rather garish tie and shirt which 

seemed to suggest he was somewhat of a performer, someone who would not be shy 

about his views [...] Our guide proceeded to tell us not to touch anything as these relics 

had not been cleaned and were still dangerous, he swung a blood stained samurai sword 

over his head to illustrate his point [...] He was now standing next to a bath and cooker 

[...] and started to explain how this knife was used by Dennis Nilsen to cut away the flesh 

from his victims, the morbid showman was showing no signs of waning. I was conscious 

that I did not want to see this kind of approach used with my family history.100 

Although surviving criminal evidence rarely consists of the entire body, it may include 

tissue and hair samples—as in the Haw Bridge murder files; or bodily fluids—which 

undoubtedly remain in the trunk or Gladstone bag; and it is the fact that these may be 

attached to, or associated with, on the one hand mundane, everyday objects and on the 

other with violent crime that makes them particularly difficult to interpret. The majority of 

guidelines or research around the ethics of museum displays concentrate on archaeological 

human remains or, occasionally, on the criminal body. In his paper on the sale of a skull, 

Shane McCorristine is clear about its ethical needs: 

Whenever human body parts are put in a glass case and displayed for public view people 

should be provided with context and extensively informed about what they see. The gaze 

is never innocent and human remains acquire new meanings as they pass through the 

hands of different practitioners, custodians, and collectors.101  

As a result of much tighter legislation around the handling and storage of evidence, it will 

actually become increasingly rare for such scenes of crime evidence to enter the public 

domain and arguments around the ethics of displaying such material will become largely 

self-closing.102 Likewise, the Human Tissue Act of 2004 legislates for the display of human 

remains, as well as prohibiting the removal, storage, or retention of human remains for 

 
100 Graham Nicholls, Avenues of the human spirit (Hampshire: John Hunt Publishing Limited, 2011), p.63. 

101 Shane McCorristine, "The dark value of criminal bodies: Context, consent and the disturbing sale of John Parker's 

skull," Journal of Conservation and Museum Studies 13, no. 1 (2015), p.2. 

102 The Association of Chief Police Officers, Murder Investigation Manual, 3rd ed. (The National Centre for Policing 

Excellence and Centrex, 2006), p.170. 
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certain activities, including research and public display, without the consent of the 

individual from whom the tissue is taken.103  

In some cases, families may feel justice was not done and the surviving files which were 

once used to contain evidence, become evidence in their own right; for example, the Haw 

Bridge murder remains unsolved, and in 2018 access to the files was requested by a 

descendant of Captain Butt in order to obtain DNA from the bone sample.104 In most cases, 

however, all that is left is the paper record, and after the files have been archived and the 

press turn away the impacts of the crime continues to reach far and deep into the families 

of both the victim, the offender and more often than not into the wider community of 

which they were a part. In After homicide Paul Rock describes that the voices of the 

victims ‘have been silenced through death or neglect, and in their place we are supplied 

with analyses of secondary accounts in police files and newspapers and of primary 

accounts tendered at trial.’105 Innes compares the crime investigation to the construction of 

a form of collective memory, and that the work the detectives perform in setting out how 

and why they believe that the victim was killed, together with the wider social reaction to 

this account, impacts profoundly upon the conscience and collective memory of society.106 

He describes the ‘moral career of the murder victim’ which, from the point of view of the 

police, forms three key stages: the victim as a physical object—a found body to be 

physically examined; the victim as an individual subject—the type of person / their likes / 

dislikes etc; and the victim as a moral object—to build a case they must be seen as a 

‘worthy victim.’107 This last stage can be highly emotive for the families left behind. For 

decades, Peter Sutcliffe’s victims were divided between prostitutes or ‘good-time girls,’ 

and those killed ‘by mistake.’ The sister of one of the victims described: ‘I do remember 

mum and dad feeling really angry about that—the division of victims into good women 

and bad. It was terrible and none of us saw it that way.’108 

 
103 Human Tissues Act 2004, c.30; ibid. Although the requirement for consent does not extend to existing holdings, 

imported remains, and those older than 100 years. 

104 BBC News website; Haw Bridge torso mystery: DNA test called for; 2 February 2018; available at: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-gloucestershire-42741495. 

105 Paul Rock, After homicide: Practical and political responses to bereavement, Clarendon Studies in Criminology, 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), p.25. 

106 Martin Innes, Investigating murder: Detective work and the police response to criminal homicide, ed. Per-Olof H. 

Wikströmibid. (2003), pp.19 & 269-70. 

107 Ibid., p.169. 

108 Chris Burn, "Restoring reputations of Yorkshire Ripper’s victims after decades of victim-blaming," Online article, The 

Yorkshire Post, Tuesday 26th March 2019. 
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And yet it is more often than not the murderer who is remembered. Jackie Keily and Julia 

Hoffbrand write that when discussing crimes ‘we so often use the shorthand of the 

murderer's name; the murderer becomes the defining character of the crime. The victims, 

however, remain nameless and voiceless.’109 Often, as with true crime, this fascination 

with the murderer and any surviving family can be taken to the point of obsession. In her 

online blog, true crime writer Caroline Bunford writes about her efforts in tracing the 

children of Patrick Mahon:  

I have also exposed an illegitimate child, born to Mahon’s wife, Jessie, in 1908 (2 years 

before their marriage). The child, grew up in an orphanage in Liverpool, and later moved 

to Surrey. I believe this was to be near her mother. This is a fact that is exclusive to my 

research, and I am in touch with the child’s descendants who have provided me with 

relevant documents. I have also uncovered Patrick Mahon’s daughter, Patricia, and have 

documents to prove that she kept her father’s fate a secret, even from her husband for her 

whole life.110 

Such exposés can be harmful to the families who may, for good reason, wish to sink into 

obscurity.  

Collective memory can attach itself to physical spaces and places. The area of the River 

Gardenholm Linn where Dr Ruxton disposed of the remains of his two victims was 

afterwards referred to by local residents as ‘Ruxton’s dump.’ In an era of a desire for 

memorialisation of spaces, for example where sites of car accident deaths become road-

side shrines, there may be no remnants of the physical place for many of these high-profile 

murders. As with 10 Rillington Place, or 25 Cromwell Street, following intense public 

interest not only was the bungalow on the Crumbles in Eastbourne demolished, but the 

entire area was redeveloped as Sovereign Harbour; Ruxton’s house in Dalton Square 

remained empty for many years before being acquired by the council, stripped out and 

refurbished as offices, and Kemp Street in Brighton—the scene of the murder of Violet 

Kaye—was re-numbered. In a chapter on the preservation and display of scenes of crime 

material in Alison Adam’s volume on Forensic objectivity, I suggest that it should be 

acknowledged that this absence of physical landmarks, the desire perhaps out of shame to 

close down the family narrative, may result in tangible items such as the Charing Cross 

trunk or the Gladstone bag representing something more, a solitary tangible memory of the 

 
109 Jackie Keily and Julia Hoffbrand, The Crime Museum uncovered: Inside Scotland Yard's special collection (I.B. 

Taurus, 2015), p.190. 

110 Caroline Bunford, "The tennis club lothario," Caroline Bunford (Blog), 2018, Available at: 

http://carolinebunford.co.uk/sample-page/infamous-liverpool/the-tennis-club-lothario/. 
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victim, a point of pilgrimage.111 What was, for example, the reason behind the visit of 

Bonati’s niece and great nephew to the Crime Museum?  

Returning to Biber’s description quoted in the thesis Introduction that the murder file has 

‘the unique tangibility of a real moment captured in material form,’ she also writes that it 

holds ‘beauty, violence, surprise, shame, volume and the promise that it contains an 

irresistible secret.’112 Biber question the motives and safeguards around access to and 

interpretation of such material. During the criminal trial, evidence is presented by the 

prosecution in order to narrate and prove the facts supporting the charges, and strict rules 

govern the collection, admission and interpretation of evidence at trial. After the 

conclusion of the trial, however, this material may find its way into an archive where 

public records and legal process are presumptively open and transparent, although the 

material might be ‘private, personal, sensitive or humiliating.’113 Biber argues that 

although data protection, along with archival practices, recognise the concepts of ‘privacy,’ 

‘personal information’ and ‘sensitive information,’ and use these to guide decisions about 

access and use; they do not anticipate the projects of the archive’s creative users, such as 

writers of true crime, which may allow this material to slip into the cultural sphere. Critical 

engagement, she writes, needs to begin by ‘inaugurating a jurisprudence of sensitivity, 

where “sensitivity” is a concept recognised by law as justifying limits upon representation 

or disclosure.’114 

5.6. Conclusion 

Referring to policing history, law and shifting patterns in the attitudes to archives, this 

chapter has demonstrated cogent evidence for the reasons for the decline of police records 

entering the five LROs and how this may subsequently affect the future ability to write 

balanced histories of policing. 

Computerisation and the digitisation of records was considered as being highly implicated 

in the reduction of numbers of records entering LROs. However, hard copies would have 

continued to be printed, and new paper records created until the mass-storage of 
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information in digital format became a viable alternative from the mid-1990s. A more 

likely cause is the biproduct of computerisation—the replacement of technology and the 

associated loss of a paper culture. However, it can be legitimately argued that 

computerisation was not, by any means, the sole cause; rather it formed part of a complex 

amalgam of legislation, guidance and working practices designed to regulate the police, the 

detective and the information they were producing. What is clear, through the examination 

of generic police information management guides such as MoPI, is that compliance with 

these codes and guides is not statutory. As such, police forces will always argue for the 

route of least resistance, and in the process may misinterpret, reinterpret or overlook 

guidance. For example, an old 2010 records management policy for Cheshire Constabulary 

states that:  

The force has an obligation under the Freedom of Information Act 2000 (Section 46 Lord 

Chancellor's Code of Practice on the management of records), the Data Protection Act 

1998, the Limitations Act 1980 (Civil Litigation) and the Human Rights Act 1998 

requiring that all records are properly maintained and ultimately destroyed in line with 

legislation or local policy.115  

This is, as demonstrated, not strictly accurate. All these Acts provide some level of 

provision for not destroying records.  

In terms of the legacy of both the wider police record and murder file in the LRO, the 

chapter demonstrates that before the 1980s LROs were rarely used for the writing of 

policing histories. However, information does seep into national histories through the 

intermediary of regional force histories. The writing of these was largely facilitated 

through privileged access by serving or retired police officers to private, generally 

inaccessible police archives, and not through visits to LROs. From the 1980s authors such 

as Steedman and Emsley have returned to the LRO as a source of primary and local 

material. 

How the murder file is accessed, and used, once it arrives in the archive is key to 

developing the historical narrative. These files hold much more than their ‘notoriety;’ for 

example, they reflect society’s response to the act of murder, to the victim and the 

perpetrator; media reaction and organisational history through the detective’s paperwork, 

use of technology, and the vicissitudes of archiving. And yet there is a contra-argument 

around access to the murder file. As more are opened, ethical concerns around 
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reinterpretation will increasingly come to the fore. Public archives and collections oscillate 

between traditional policies of restriction and emerging missions of generosity, and, as 

Biber suggests, there is an argument for an additional layer of protection around sensitivity 

to safeguard the families of both the victim and the perpetrator against cultural 

interpretations that may work against the grain of the material. 
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Conclusion 

The thesis began by identifying that the traditional paper murder file was significant for the 

detective in that it was a record of a particularly heinous crime that appeared high on their 

agenda in terms of a reflection of professionalism, ultimate resolution and public 

expectations. This status justified the use of the file as a paradigm artefact which could be 

employed to examine a wider narrative around concerns for the preservation of regional 

police records and, hand in hand with this, the ability to write a balanced history of 

regional police forces. Other than being viewed as a paradigm artefact, throughout the 

thesis chapters the biography of the file was explored using a number of approaches: 

Chapter 1 placed the file within the hierarchy of the local record office (LRO) in order to 

establish what was known about, or could be extracted from its traditional archival life 

cycle; Chapter 2 moved the narrative away from the file in order to provide a historical and 

cultural backdrop to the detective; Chapter 3 turned to the detective’s working practices 

and his paperwork; it demonstrated how paperwork influenced the detective and how the 

detective was influenced by paperwork. Taking the paperwork beyond the professional, 

bureaucratic environment; Chapter 4 moved on to evaluating the murder file as a 

mnemonic or souvenir, and as a form of lieux de mémoire.  

The diagram in Fig 1.1 in Chapter 1 illustrates that a traditional archival life cycle model 

does not necessarily provide scope for the entire story: some files emerge into the public 

domain during the ‘archival response’ with little understanding of how this occurs. As 

such, with an increased knowledge of the biographical nature of the murder file, the final 

Chapter returned to the archive to superimpose the biography over the known archival life 

cycle in order to, as Dannehl suggests, highlight the ‘exceptional’ features of the murder 

file. The process of extracting information from accession records, listening to the voices 

of the detective and archivist, as well as of the archive, facilitated the mapping of a largely 

unexplored period of its story: how it moved from the ‘bureaucratic response’ to the 

‘archival response.’ Understanding this was key to understanding how the file was 

transferred or preserved, enabling the insertion of an ‘emotional response’ to a revised 

diagram in Fig C.1 below. This emotional response represents complex, interlinking 

scenarios, with the preservation of the murder file triggered through ‘unauthorised’ 

reactions—for example taking it home as a souvenir; by ‘informal’ reactions, in that they 

were not part of the force’s records management policies—for example transferring direct 

from C.I.D. to a police museum, or being presented by the family of an ex-detective to the 
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LRO; or via routes of ‘last resort’ in that the file was passed to an LRO following the 

closure of a force museum. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig C.1: A re-modelling of the diagram in Fig 1.1 with the insertion of an additional intermediary emotional response. 
From evidence gathered by Angela Sutton-Vane during 2004 to 2015. 

In order to meet both the biographical and representational narratives of the file, three 

interlinking questions were addressed across the five chapters: first, what the presence of 

the murder file in the LRO can tell us about the perceived loss of regional policing history, 

and the effects of legislation, policing practices and technology on this loss; second, how 

has the development of the role of the detective defined his culture and his attitude towards 

his work and his paperwork, and how has this culture contributed to the preservation of the 

murder file; and last, how the murder file may contribute towards our knowledge of 

collective memory, the link between memory and archives, and the unspoken ‘voice’ of the 

file in the archive.  

The following section returns to each of these questions and the conclusions that were 

reached. The first question was: 
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What can the presence of murder files in the LRO tell us about the perceived loss of 

regional policing history, and the effects of legislation, policing practices and 

technology on this loss? 

The Introduction established that during the course of research 103 murder files—covering 

murder, manslaughter and infanticide—were identified sitting across ten LROs with 

potentially more uncatalogued, in police museums or archives, or not clearly defined as 

murder files. Of those identified, the earliest was created in 1885 and the latest in 1998, but 

the bulk of the material fell between 1900 and 1980, and this defined the research period. 

Research concentrated on regional police records because they have historically been more 

vulnerable than their Metropolitan Police counterparts which have largely been protected 

by the Public Records Acts. With this focus on regionality research concentrated on five 

LROs: Cheshire Archives and Local Studies (CALS), Gloucestershire Archives (GA), 

Lancashire Archives (LA), East Sussex Record Office (ESRO), and Cumbria Archives 

Centre at Carlisle (CACC).  

Figs 5.1b to 5.5b in Chapter 5 reflect the numbers of murder files in the five LROs and that 

the pattern of their presence largely replicates the course of wider collections of policing 

records in that they reach a peak between the 1940s and 1970s and then decline to a near 

zero presence by the 2000s. This data substantiates for the first time the decline in the 

availability of research material which will directly impact the inability to write a balanced 

historical account of regional policing history.  

The chapter established a number of reasons for this decline. First, apparent disinterest by 

police forces in appreciating their history or recognising that they are important heritage 

organisations. Visit most police force websites and it is plain that the majority assume a 

forward-looking, contemporary and proactive image—which is understandable given that 

they are an emergency service.1 This disassociation with their past is clearly reflected in 

the interview excerpt in Chapter 5 in which officer O.S. describes a lack of engagement in 

the force museum, particularly amongst younger officers. Richard Cowley’s description in 

Chapter 4 of the Northamptonshire crime commissioner wanting the force to ‘look 

forwards, not backwards,’ is not uncommon. The situation has been compounded by an 

absence of understanding around what may constitute material of future historic value. 

Williams and Emsley’s 2003 survey demonstrated that only ten per cent of responding 

 
1 It needs to be stressed that this is not universal: a few forces, such as Gloucestershire Constabulary clearly celebrate 

their heritage through the Gloucestershire Police Archives website at: https://gloucestershirepolicearchives.org.uk/. 
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forces had considered this question or felt they would recognise such material. It is a 

situation reflected in those force records management policies which are accessible on 

force websites. For example, Gloucestershire Constabulary’s archival policy refers to 

photographic items, uniforms and insignia, equipment, furniture and furnishings or 

memorabilia as objects to consider. However, in terms of the preservation of records, only 

published documents, not internal records, are identified. The structural omission of 

internal records is also clearly demonstrated in the surveys of material held in the five 

LROs: of the later material deposited from 1980 to the 2000s, Fig 5.9 shows that just under 

half consisted of reports, reviews, staff magazines, posters or leaflets. There is a noticeable 

shortfall in records relating to administration or finance, personnel, or criminal 

investigations—and this includes murder files. It seems, then, police forces feel such 

material is not interesting enough to be preserved, too sensitive to be preserved or, 

particularly for the murder file, too large to be preserved.  

Not only is there a decline in the types of records being deposited from the 1980s, but the 

graphs in Figs 5.1a to 5.5a. demonstrate a clear reduction in the quantities. Publications 

such as Giving the past a future and Bridgeman and Emsley’s 1989 survey of police 

museums all point towards low levels of preservation of police records, but before this 

research no one has actually demonstrated this and the graphs, although limited to five 

LROs, clearly illustrate a decline so that by 2000 police records are either barely 

represented or not present at all. In the Introduction Williams is quoted as saying that prior 

to the 1990s most police forces in England and Wales had given information management 

a very low priority and that the Bichard report served as a reminder that the proper 

handling, collation, and preservation of information was far from being the unnecessary 

distraction from ‘real’ police work. It is now possible to link how the rise of information 

management correlates with this decline in preservation and ties directly into the effects of 

new legislation and changes to policing practices. 

In terms of the preservation of the wider police record a number of Acts have been 

indirectly implicated in both their rise and fall in the LROs. Again, Figs 5.1 to 5.5. 

demonstrate that for Sussex, Cumbria, Cheshire and Lancashire—forces which were all 

subject to amalgamations—there is a symbiosis between increased paperwork, saving of 

paperwork, or depositing records with LROs and mergers. The amalgamations were as a 

direct result of Acts such as the 1942 Emergency Powers (Defence) Act, the 1946 and 

1964 Police Acts and 1972 Local Government Act. The story is not always clear cut, 

however. Interview transcripts in Chapter 4 demonstrate that, conversely, the mergers 



 

238 

 

potentially led to a loss of records through station closures and subsequent clear-outs—

although some of this material was subsequently ‘saved’ from destruction. It is important 

to note here that Gloucestershire Constabulary, as the one force that was not subjected to 

extensive or recent amalgamations is also the only force out of the five forces examined 

during research which had a positive and interactive relationship with its history and with 

its LRO: Gloucestershire Archives.  

Other than police Acts, right at the end of the research period in 1984 the publication of the 

first Data Protection Act had wide ranging implications not just for the police, but for any 

organisation keeping and using personal information. Data protection has all too easily 

come to be interpreted as the safeguarding and ultimate destruction of information. 

Although beyond the end of the research period, the Freedom of Information Act (FOI) 

was a potential source of retrospective loss of records with emerging narratives—from 

interviews with force museum curators and detectives interviewed—of the informal 

consequences of the Act in that it created institutional anxieties around access to sensitive 

data and subsequently saving all but the most anodyne of records. With guidance in the 

lord chancellor’s Code of Practice that organisations should dispose of ephemeral material 

on a routine basis, or that the keeping of multiple or personal copies of documents should 

be discouraged, this was not unexpected.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig C.2: Whitehall ‘shredding more files;’ 23 
December 2004; BBC News website available at: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/4119823.stm 
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Fig C.2 above serves as a reminder that the issue extends beyond police forces, and that 

there was an unofficial narrative circulating of widespread destruction of records before the 

Act was implemented. 

MoPI was the police response to FOI, the Codes and other recommendations—such as 

Bichard’s report—to re-evaluate and update their records management procedures. It is 

important to recognise that MoPI was written largely by the police and, as would be 

expected, its focus is operational. Although MoPI is not statutory in that it is guidance, its 

influence is seen to be far reaching in terms of the types and levels of information that are 

now finding their way into LROs. Chapter 5 demonstrates that it offers too little direction 

in terms of the recognition of material of historical value, around archiving or, for 

example, working with LROs. As such, it is fair to say that that the extracts in Fig 5.7 

reflect that MoPI fails to recognise important policing collections forces may hold, or to 

provide any substantive guidance around integrating such archives into a wider force 

records management policy. 

This research has integrated the importance of the spatial-economic organisation of a 

police force and the survival of their records. Chapter 5 demonstrates that historically 

space was often the catalyst for the destruction of records. From the 1980s—again 

coinciding with the decline of records in LROs—there was increased scrutiny of policing 

budgets with the subsequent outsourcing of services such as records storage. Such 

outsourcing triggered reviews and rationalisation of police records to keep costs to a 

minimum. This concern is not unique to the police force: a questionnaire returned from one 

LROs reflected that even if they were offered deposits from police forces in the future, cuts 

to funding and lack of space would deter just how much they could take.2  

The emotional cost of policing cuts was the loss of the spaces where police officers could 

play out their ‘canteen culture:’ the police clubs and bars, the annual force reunions or 

officers’ mess dinners. As such the police museum could be seen as an alternative cultural 

space or, in its own right, as a lieu de mémoire in which retired police officers—because 

they are almost entirely run by retired police officers—could maintain their social 

networks. For the murder file in particular, the evolution of the force registry as a space 

operated in contradictory ways. On the one hand it may have collated and collected records 

and played a part in transferring those records to LROs as force-agreed deposits. On the 

other hand, however, Chapter 5 demonstrates an unofficial dislike of registries which leads 

 
2 Email from ESRO to Angela Sutton-Vane; 2nd October 2019. 
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to questions around the retention or ‘ownership’ of a murder file: if a detective was 

expected to return the file to the registry there may have been increased incentive to keep a 

copy in the bottom drawer of his desk. Space and economy formed an influential part of 

the murder file’s biography; interviews with detectives illustrated that they considered they 

lacked the administrative support given to other areas of the force. A consequence was the 

unregulated storage of files in office cupboards, lofts or out-buildings and when no space 

was left files were ‘cleared-out.’ Such a situation could only have facilitated the informal 

removal of records from the bureaucratic process. 

That so few murder files survive and yet murder remains so high profile is telling. The 103 

murder files identified in LROs represents only 0.4 per cent of the total homicide cases 

during the research period, and only three per cent of records held in LROs relate to 

criminal investigations. All the above catalysts for the general reduction of the preservation 

of police records are relevant to the murder file but, in addition, some legislation 

potentially had a direct impact on their creation or preservation. It has been seen that 

murder files in particular were removed from the bureaucratic and expected life cycle as a 

result of an emotional response so, for these files, actions which specifically curtailed more 

unregulated acts of retention were impactful. For example, the Murder (Abolition of Death 

Penalty) Act 1965 removed the need for Home Office involvement for capital murder and 

potentially reduced the amount and duplication of paperwork for such cases. In addition, 

the establishment of the Criminal Prosecution Service in 1986 took over responsibility for 

criminal cases beyond the police investigatory stage, and undoubtedly reduced the 

quantities and types of records produced during a major investigation—as reflected in the 

interview transcript with M.C. in Chapter Five. Other Acts were more directly aimed at 

controlling the detective’s input and output such as the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 

of 1984 (PACE). In terms of detective paperwork, Code D of the act covered the keeping 

of accurate and reliable criminal records and would undoubtedly have curtailed activities 

around the more informal nature of record keeping. Likewise, Byford’s 1981 report into 

the police handling of the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’ case recommended an extensive overhaul 

and standardisation of all police major incident handling. The subsequent publication of 

the Major incident room standard administrative procedures (MIRSAP) in 2005 provided 

a blow-by-blow account of the roles and processes required for the effective management 

of a major crime, and as paperwork became better managed and audited it impacted on the 

ability for duplicate copies of murder files to be made or kept on an unregulated basis. 



 

241 

 

Chapter 5 demonstrates that technology such as mechanised paper production, typewriters 

and other duplicating processes exponentially increased the volume of records and that this 

followed the path of the professionalisation of police forces. For the murder file in 

particular, the ease of taking copies—and 1909 murder files held at CALS clearly 

demonstrate multiple carbon copies of statements being kept—increased the likelihood of 

‘spare’ copies. In terms of the loss or reduction in the preservation of records, PACE was 

followed by the introduction of the first version of the Home Office Large Major Enquiry 

System (HOLMES) in 1985. Although its primary function was as a crime investigation 

tool, for major inquiries it replaced the card index system and inevitably reduced paper 

output and increased the ability to audit information production. It has been shown in 

Chapter 5 that although computerisation was certainly a major catalyst for the loss of 

information, it was far from the main contributing factor. Going hand-in-hand with 

computerisation was what Zweig describes as the loss of cultural guardians such as registry 

officers, librarians and filing clerks who traditionally maintained and preserved paper 

records. This cultural void was reflected in Williams and Emsley 2003 survey which 

demonstrated that only four per cent of responding forces acknowledged the challenges of 

preserving digital records. By the time of this research, fifteen years later, both ESRO and 

CACC archivists reported that they had received no digital records ‘to their knowledge’ 

from the respective forces. In addition to computerisation, scientific advancements such as 

the use of DNA to trace potential suspects affected the informal preservation of the murder 

file: as its potential became apparent, police forces initiated reviews of unsolved murders 

or ‘cold cases’ with audits and rationalisation of crime files. 

The decline in the preservation of policing records leads directly on to the question around 

its effect on the ability to undertake future and balanced research in the archive. Research 

therefore went on to examine the flow of information from the police force, through the 

archive, to the written book in order to confirm the claim made by Lord Knights that none 

of the general histories of the English police had consulted police archives—whether he 

actually meant archives held by police forces or collections of police records held in LROs 

is not clear. Fig C.1 above demonstrates that regional police force records which were no 

longer operational but had escaped what has been termed the ‘bureaucratic response’ may, 

in the first instance, have been transferred to a force museum or archive, or to a private 

collection held by a police officer. These archives invariably allowed limited access by a 

privileged few and Fig 5.12 reflects that only two out of eleven authors surveyed used such 

collections for research on national histories of policing. Because of this, authors such as 

Emsley, Rawlings and Critchley recognised the role regional force histories played as 
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‘portals’ to otherwise inaccessible information, with Critchley writing that the ‘forty or so’ 

local police force histories he consulted had made valuable use of local records. Fig 5.12 

also demonstrates that only four out of the eleven authors cited primary material held in 

LROs with most—seven out of the eleven—relying on TNA or other major London 

institutions such as the British Library, and this illustrates a general under use of LROs.  

To summarise this section, what is clear is that much of the above practice, regulation and 

technology was implemented from the 1980s and this corresponds quite precisely with the 

drop in the numbers of police records and, specifically murder files, entering the five 

LROs. Such a dramatic drop can only be detrimental to the ability to form a balanced   

historical narrative of UK policing history. How the detective may have helped to preserve 

the murder file was examined in the second research question. 

How has the development of the role of the detective defined his culture and his 

attitude towards his work and his paperwork, and how has this culture contributed to 

the preservation of the murder file? 

Chapter 2 demonstrated that the development of the detective was one entangled from the 

outset around anxieties over corruption and, therefore, control and that by keeping the 

detective apart from his uniformed colleagues led to a culture of separatism and 

underfunding. Authors such as Morris believed that subsequent reforms, such as the all-

encompassing 1933 Departmental Committee on Detective Work and Procedure, failed to 

properly address this control and simply exacerbated the problems by establishing C.I.D. 

as a ‘firm within a firm.’ These anxieties remained a narrative right up until the end of the 

research period, and interview transcripts demonstrate that under-resourcing continued into 

the 1970s and 1980s. Measures such as PACE and MIRSAP began to address some of 

these issues and were to re-invent and stratify the way in which the detective worked. 

Many detectives viewed these as an end to their traditional way of working with a move to 

more intelligence and science-led methods, along with a growing specialisation and 

division of labour. In terms of a detective culture, Chapters 2 and 3 illustrate that the 

effects of underfunding and lack of control resulted in long hours and the blurring of 

boundaries, with much of the detective’s work taking place in unregulated spaces such as 

pubs and canteens. Team bonding and storytelling were important, as was an 

understanding of their art and craft which, as an intangible skill, masked the fact that much 

of their work was often mundane. Narratives revealed in interviews reflected that this lack 

of funding and separatism led to their paperwork often not forming a part of central 
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administrative systems afforded to their uniformed colleagues and, as discussed above, 

being stored in cells, corridors or sheds.  

The detective’s dislike of paperwork has been well documented, with senior detectives 

such as Lockley viewing it as an unnecessary evil. This was a consequence of paperwork 

being employed from the start as a means of controlling the detective through, for example, 

the use of diaries. Generally, Chapter 3 demonstrated these diaries were much less 

regulated than, for example, statements and reports which limited the detective’s freedoms 

through protocols around form and language. And yet the detective discovered that 

paperwork could be avoided or manipulated, and this was all too easy to do when, again 

described above, there were little resources to formalise information management within 

C.I.D. This lack of regulation is reflected in Fig 4.7 which shows that fifty-four per cent of 

police records held at the five LROs—for which a depositor could be identified—

originated from what could be viewed as informal sources.3 This concurs with Williams’ 

observation that ownership of records was often held by the semi-autonomous force 

departments and they, rather than the force, controlled access to and disposal of records. 

The detectives’ response to their paperwork was contradictory: they may have resented it 

during their working lives, but during a historical window of opportunity, new research 

narratives of the murder file’s biography show that they were recognising their files as 

cultural assets; interviews and access to murder files clearly demonstrates that detectives 

took their work home and that the practice if not condoned, was overlooked.  

Control, however, begins to take effect on the biography of the murder file. By 1938 the 

Detective Committee clearly recognised the important role that paperwork could, and 

should, be playing in control when they advocated the use of a tripartite system consisting 

of a crime complaint book, a crime report and a crime register. They described that this 

was not so much the tool of the investigator but of the administrator and supervisor. The 

gradual standardisation of records from the 1950s increasingly compartmentalised 

information and reduced the ability of the detective to avoid the use of detail, or what type 

of information he entered. Forms were produced in coloured duplicate or triplicate, and 

numbered sequences made clear any removals or omissions. The impact this had on the 

murder file was that the creation of a single file maintained and controlled by a single 

detective became less likely—the integrity and safe-keeping of paperwork was now in the 

 
3 Such sources include force museums—which rarely formed part of the organisational records management structure—

personal papers, station clear outs or by individual officers. 
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hands of file preparation officers, office managers, typists, administrative assistants, 

disclosure and exhibits officers.  

Overall, then, this section demonstrates that changes in force culture, observable in both 

tangible reorganisations and through intangible attitudes to ownership and control of 

records, need to be factored into a contextual understanding of the archive. How the 

detective responded to the murder file he created and how the murder file evoked 

responses once it entered the public domain were examined in the last of the three 

questions. 

How can the murder file contribute towards our knowledge of collective memory, the 

link between memory and archives, and the unspoken ‘voice’ of the file in the 

archive? 

Halbwach describes the problem of separating collective and individual memory in that an 

individual may draw memories from many sources. For the detective, his desire to remain 

a part of the organisational psyche even after retirement is, therefore, a clear form of 

collective memory. For this then, removing the murder file from its bureaucratic process 

and, for example, taking it home, transforms it into a lieu de mémoire in that it represents a 

symbolic element of the memorial heritage of a community. This transformation may be 

triggered for a number of reasons.  

Wall demonstrates that for railway workers their nostalgia movement provided a means of 

expression for the loss of certain working practices and occupations. For the detective it 

may have expressed the loss of identity due to increasing regulation or, for the police 

officer in general, a reaction to amalgamations. On the one hand such reactions may have 

included a denial by what was seen as the dominant force access to their history by 

throwing it away or, on the other hand, by creating anniversaries, police museums or 

archives. Fig C.1 above shows that these museums were an important part of the emotional 

response in that they acted as half-way houses or gateways allowing the murder file to 

become liminal, facilitating its move from the ‘bureaucratic response’ to the ‘archival 

response.’ For the detective, the murder file may also act as a mnemonic—an aide 

memoire. One way of achieving the sense of continuing to belong, Lawrence believes, was 

the writing of autobiographies which helped the detective to consolidate his group identity 

and continue to define his role in society. The files also fulfilled this role for the writing of 

regional force histories: the Gorse Hall murder files were retrieved from C.I.D. and 

possible oblivion by James during the writing of his Cheshire Constabulary history in 
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1955. Chapter 4 notes that for other detectives such as Thomas Hall and Leopold Holt, the 

files became an occupational souvenir representing pride in their work.  

Stoler and Zemon Davies both describe the importance of reading ‘along the archival 

grain’ and through a deeper examination of the murder file’s place in the archival 

hierarchy, more nuanced aspects of its biography have been understood. Returning to Fig. 

1.1 in Chapter 1 the ‘bureaucratic response’ has been influenced by MoPI guidance which 

determines this as 100 years with regular reviews and then destruction—unless the case is 

unsolved. As discussed at the beginning of the Conclusion the diagram illustrates that a 

traditional archival life cycle model does not necessarily provide scope for the whole story: 

some files emerge into the public domain as a result of the ‘archival response.’ How they 

transcended between the two has only been possible to understand through the use of a 

biographical model. By developing a deeper understanding of these processes, for 

example, by examining the file’s professional networks created during the stages of a 

murder investigation, the vulnerability of the murder file has been highlighted: it stands 

alone in the network as the only file without a Public Record status. Deposited regional 

police force collections which have been divided across several LROs may also 

demonstrate underlying narratives of resistance to change in that records were deposited 

with the pre-merger force’s LRO rather than being transferred to the larger, dominant 

force. This is reinforced by the graphs in Figs 5.1a to 5.5a which demonstrate periods of 

increased deposits around the times of amalgamations. Likewise, an absent narrative 

around the apparent lack of C.I.D. records being deposited from force registries could be 

indicative of the autonomous nature of C.I.D.  

Access to the physical murder file itself reveals that it is not a thing of beauty, reflecting 

that, unlike the ledger or register, this was not one of the reasons as to why it has survived. 

The poor condition of a number of the files speaks of neglect; repairs to the files or 

individual documents within the files mark a transition of the file away from a working 

document towards an artefact with an intellectual value and a need to keep it intact.  

Research has also demonstrated that access to these files is difficult with only fourteen of 

the 103 murder files identified potentially accessible during the course of this research and 

this layer of protection reflects another aspect of their biography. Innes compares the crime 

investigation to the construction of a form of collective memory, and that the work the 

detectives perform in setting out how and why they believe that the victim was killed, 

together with the wider social reaction to this account, impacts profoundly upon the 

conscience and collective memory of society. For more rural, static communities this is all 
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too true. These files also contain narratives of victims wrongly portrayed, for example the 

Yorkshire Ripper case; or families who feel justice was not done and the surviving files 

which were once used to contain evidence, become evidence in their own right. This is 

demonstrated by the Haw Bridge murder files at GA. The case remains unsolved, and yet 

the files contain fragments of bone and other samples triggering requests from the 

remaining family of the victim for access in order to obtain DNA. Such requests have been 

consistently denied by Gloucestershire Constabulary which demonstrates that there are 

undoubtedly real concerns about the presence of such files in public archives: the material 

might be private, personal, sensitive or humiliating and yet record offices are 

presumptively open and transparent, oscillating between traditional policies of restriction 

and emerging missions of generosity. The murder file was created for legal interpretation, 

but once it finds its way into the public domain most interpretations of its contents will be 

socio-cultural. There is, therefore, an argument for additional layers of protection around 

sensitivity in order to safeguard the families of both the victim and the perpetrator against 

interpretations that may work against the grain of the material.  

Drawing together the conclusion, research has demonstrated that access to the murder file 

is difficult and it is certainly because of its protected nature that it has been largely ignored 

as a social and historical commentator. It also shows that the presence of the murder file in 

the LRO largely mirrors the presence of wider collections of policing records with patterns 

for both clearly influenced by legislation, practice and technology. The low priority the 

police gave to information management prior to the 1980s corresponds to the presence of 

larger quantities appearing in LROs; likewise, their increasing awareness of the need for 

tighter regulation led to the subsequent decline. Such a decline, if left unaddressed, will 

create an expanding lacunae of research material from the 1980s. The long historical 

narrative around fears of detective corruption resulted in increasing control through 

paperwork; however, the detective, in turn, learned to control this paperwork. After their 

active period, exacerbated by under resourcing and the autonomous nature of C.I.D., 

murder files were poorly stored resulting in unregulated retention. This unregulated 

narrative of the murder file’s biography reveals a crucial role in collective memory in that 

it represents a clear link to the informal nature of collecting. What is also apparent through 

interviews is that the murder file is often reliant on the human condition of ageing for its 

survival—with the link between age, retirement and collective memory being key. By 

removing the record from the organisational bureaucracy and placing it in the relative 

safety of a force museum or by taking it home, at the point of its deposit in the LRO it has 
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transformed into something much rarer and richer and more complex, which goes way 

beyond their ‘notoriety’ or their status as cause célèbres.  

There are, therefore, several clear reasons as to why the murder file is an important witness 

and commentator. First, the Introduction turns to Biber’s description that the file provides 

attributes of authenticity, contemporaneity and the unique tangibility of a real moment 

captured in material form—this is important considering the huge quantity of both fictional 

and ‘true crime’ accounts of murder consumed by the public, many of which relate to the 

files held in LROs. Second, once paperwork passes from uniformed to non-uniformed 

hands it becomes more obscure, and it is only the survival of case papers such as the 

murder file that an insight into the work of the detective prior to the 1980s can be gleaned. 

By holding these surviving files at the LRO, rather than with the regional police, they are 

at least recorded and assume an archival identity of a historical text which should protect 

them into the future. ‘Should’ has been used with caution—it has been demonstrated that 

regional police forces remove murder files from LROs. Third, through the incorporation of 

an additional level of consideration around reasons for access they will eventually be open 

as a rich source of information reflecting policing cultures, the work of the detective and 

the handling of victims, witnesses and suspects. They act as a record of the process of 

investigation and advances in science and technology, of organisational history, 

institutional bureaucracies, attitudes towards gender and criminality along with a reflection 

of society’s response to the act of murder through media reporting. Last, refining and 

redefining the traditional archival life cycle and overlaying a biographical model has 

allowed for the development of a deeper understanding around the critical nature of 

collecting material with a problematic or contested history: the importance of ‘informal’ 

collecting, the role of collective memory and of organisational cultures and how actions of 

either under protecting or over protecting the record impact on the narrative of policing 

history. 

Research impact and potential 

The Introduction discussed the decision not to include the voice of current police force 

records managers in order to draw some conclusion around contemporary working 

practices. This does, however, form a basis for potential ongoing research which has 

always intended to demonstrate a strongly pragmatic element and to reopen the debate 

around the preservation of policing records. 
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The biography of the murder file has continued beyond the research period. This was 

largely triggered by the report into the Hillsborough Independent Panel enquiry completed 

in 2012. This raised succinct and explicit concerns around the state of regional police force 

records in England, raised by the problems they had encountered during attempts to access 

the records of South Yorkshire Police. Their resulting message, as with Bichard’s advice 

eight years earlier, was clear: that the proper keeping of records for future access was 

essential; and that for historical research ‘wholesale disclosure was critical, enabling the 

full context of the history of a matter to be known.’4 In 2014, perhaps recognising the 

reluctance—or inability—of regional police forces to grasp the need for a more holistic 

and consistent approach to the preservation of records, the cause was taken up as part of 

the Open Government Partnership UK National Action Plan in Commitment 8: 

The UK government will establish by 1 January 2014 a high level working group to 

ensure greater transparency and accessibility of police records in England and Wales.  

The group will explore the range of options for achieving this, including bringing police 

force records under legislative control, by adding police forces to the Public Record Act 

1958, alongside other options that may not require legislation. The working party will 

report with a clear proposal and action plan by 30 June 2014.5   

In one respect this appeared to be a positive move in that it involved cross-organisational 

cooperation and collaboration between the police services, the National Archive, the 

Ministry of Justice, the Home Office and also the expertise of academics and the Police 

History Society. It also followed closely in the footsteps of Police Scotland who, in 2013, 

went down the route of centralisation, merging eight Scottish forces. As a result of 

consultation with the National Records of Scotland, chief constables of police forces in 

Scotland were included as ‘Other authorities’ in Schedule 1 of the 2011 Public Records 

(Scotland) Act.6 However, for England and Wales it was not so clear cut. First, the 

precedent that the records of the Metropolitan Police were Public Records was lost in 2003 

when they were passed to the Mayor of London’s office. Second, Scotland centralised its 

police service, but for English and Welsh regional forces it is necessary to understand their 

deep historical roots of local independence which has been discussed in Chapter 2. As 

 
4 Hillsborough Independent Panel, The Report of the Hillsborough Independent Panel, The House of Commons (London: 

The Stationery Office, 2012), p.372. 

5 Cabinet Office, Open Government Partnership U.K. National Action Plan: 2013 to 2015, pp.22-23 (London: Cabinet 

Office, 2013). 

6 Public Records (Scotland) Act 2011; asp 12, Whole Act; available at: legislation.gov.uk. 
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such, Commitment 8 became a complex and ultimately unachievable goal which was later 

removed from the Action Plan.  

There is great potential for further and more widespread research to develop a deeper 

understanding of the effects of current police records management systems across England 

and Wales: for example, a more in-depth survey of the health, accessibility and status of 

police records in all LROs, together with a visit back to the baseline information provided 

by Bridgeman and Emsley in 1989. A less invasive and more attractive approach—in terms 

of cost—to facilitating the preservation of policing records may be found through MoPI, 

which remains the main guidance around the management of policing records. It has been 

demonstrated by this research that, at present, it fails to clearly address the needs of records 

which have potential historical significance. The guide is now an online document owned 

by the College of Policing and, with the input of a working group—which may include 

representatives from the College, regional police forces and from Police Scotland, records 

managers, TNA, the Police History Society, and academics—the redrafting of critical 

sections relating to archiving would be an achievable and realistic goal. Revisions should 

provide a clear statement of the importance of preserving policing records and an agreed 

and structured process about how this may be implemented. As discussed, MoPI is not 

enforceable, it is a guide, but if just one police records management department responded 

positively, it could result in securing hundreds of records for future research. Concerns 

around the preservation of such records is far from the sole remit of policing: research 

around the murder file could be viewed as a litmus test for effective preservation policies 

for a number of criminal justice institutions, for example, prisons, courts or, following its 

closure in 2010, the Forensic Science Service. 
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Appendix i: Sample of questionnaire sent to LRO archivists 

Questions for Cheshire Archives & Local Studies 

1. It appears from your paper catalogue that the last record received from Cheshire Police 

was in 1995. Is this still the case? 

2. Are the records you hold from the police gifted or deposited? 

3. Do you have any formal agreement in place with Cheshire Police around the deposit of 

records from them? 

4. If not, has contact been made to discuss this? 

5. Are you aware of the 1989 survey carried out by Ian Bridgeman and Clive Emsley 

which recorded the police’s archival holdings at the time? (copy attached) 

6. Have you received any digital records from the police or any floppy disks or tapes? 

7. Have you collaborated at all with the police, for example, projects / educational 

programmes etc? Do you plan to?  

8. Do you have any contact with the Museum of Policing in Cheshire around the archives 

they hold, or developing any joint projects etc? 

9. Do you keep records of how many times individual records have been accessed by 

researchers and for what reason? If so would you be able to provide any information 

for the series of files CJP 20/20? 

10. Are you aware if Cheshire Police have ever asked for access to the series of files CJP 

20/20? 

11. Are you aware if Cheshire Police have withdrawn any records and, if so, when and 

why? 

12. Are there any records of how the collection of CJP 20/20 arrived in terms of physical 

folders / binders etc. The files I’ve been allowed to access are in modern yellow 

folders. 

13. Can I confirm that I can now access CJP 20/20/2 R v Norman Sparrow?   

14. For the case files marked closed in the CJP 20/20 series – is this an absolute closure or 

can exceptions be made? How would access be requested? 

15. Are you happy for me to include accession details obtained from your paper catalogue 

in my thesis? (table of accession details attached) 

These questions have been compiled by Angela Sutton-Vane as part of her PhD research. 

Please refer to the project information sheet for further details. 

Date of submission of questions to LRO: 26 September 2019 

 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT. 
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Appendix ii: Sample of interview schedule for retired detectives 

Recording plan 
 
Notes for Interview: ……………………………………………………………… 
 
Interview Date: ……………… Start time: …………… Finish time: …………….. 
 

Intro / warm up Date joined police force 

Date retired police force 

 

Theme 1: Organisational pride: 

o belonging to a police force 

o celebrations / memorials / 

remembrances 

o support networks 

o pride in work 

 

Theme 2: Police history: 

o your interest / knowledge of 

policing history 

o saving items for the future / 

records management / 

archives 

o force museums and archives 

o throwing things away 

 

Theme 3: Working practices:  

o creating records / types of 

records 

o closing and storing records 

o changes in work / systems 

o taking work home 

 



 

270 

 

Theme 4: Retirement: 

o keeping in touch 

o the day you retired 

o membership of other 

organisations 

o souvenirs, presents, photos 

and newspaper clippings 

o memoirs / diaries / memories 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theme 5: Change: 

o re-structuring / amalgamations 

o out with the old and in with the 

new 

o stories about how it used to be 

o resistance to change 

 

 

 
Before I turn off the recorder is there anything else you would like to add? 
 
 
 
 
Interview comments: 
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Appendix iii: ‘family trees’ of the five regional forces 
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