
  

 

The York Minster Police 
York Minster, the magnificent cathedral in the city and county of 

the same name dates back hundreds of years and is one of the 
most magnificent buildings in the north of England.  As with 

other major buildings because of the enormous numbers of visitors, the 
presence of valuable items and significant amounts of money being han-

dled security is a significant problem.  
The Minster is however unique, in the UK at least, in having a police 

force and has probably had a Constable more or less continuously since 1285 although specifc reference to a 
Minster policeman dates from 1855.   The office of Minster Policeman derives from that of the Constable of the 
Liberty - a post which goes back into antiquity and was similar to that of Parish Constable.  In 1285 the Minster 
Close was enclosed by a stone wall some 12 feet high, within this wall the Dean and Chapter were the law and, 

until 1839 had a Liberty of their own.  This Liberty was called the Liberty of Saint Peter and Peter Prison and had 
its own Chief Constable, constables, coroners, magistrates, bailiffs, stewards and under-stewards. 

Minster constables existed long before the great fire of 1829 but that fire, started by the insane Jonathan Martin 
late at night, was a turning point in the care of the building.  At a chapter meeting on 6 March 1829, the Dean and 
Chapter decreed that 'Henceforward a watchman / constable shall be employed to keep watch every night in and 
about the cathedral' - one comment indicated that it was pity the last watchman had been dismissed some time 
before.  The new watchman could have been Thomas Marshall, although the first record of his name appears 

when the Liberty of St Peter and Peter Prison was abolished in 1839 and its jurisdiction passed to the civil Corpo-
ration.  We know Marshall was employed by the Dean and Chapter until 1854 on a wage of forty one pounds and 
twelve shillings per year.  The title of Minster Police first occurs in 1855 when William Gladin replaced Thomas 
Marshall.  The fact that Gladin's name replaced Marshall's directly in the records suggests that the latter's post of 
Constable of the Liberty was identifiable with that of Gladin's post of Minster policeman.  If such a conclusion 

can drawn, it means that the post of Minster Police officer precedes the establishment of Sir Robert Peel's modern 
day police and the Metropolitan Police in particular.  In fact, Sir Robert Peel is said to have examined the Minster 

Police before instigating the 1829 Police Act.  To an extent this should not come as a complete surprise as Sir 
Robert's sister was married to the then Dean, William Cockburn.  Needless to say on visits to her at the Minster 
he would almost certainly have seen the Minster Police on duty.  Today, the Minster Police watch over upwards 
of 2,000 people at any one time, dealing efficiently and effectively with whatever problems may arise.  At night 
they patrol the streets around the base of the Minster, taking care of Minster property and keeping order, some-

times a dangerous and difficult job, requiring patience and good humour.  Their base is a police office which has 
recently opened off the North Choir Aisle marked by two old-fashioned truncheons hanging next to the door. 

Adapted from an article by P.C John Key, York Minster Police  
============================= 

 
A  book, ‘Close Encounters: Reminiscences of a York Minster Policeman’ looks at life behind the scenes in 
the Minster’s own Police force.   York Minster is one of only two cathedrals in the world to have its own Police, 
and Minster Policeman John Key has published a collection of his highlights in the force.  John Key has been a 
member of the Minster’s Police for 21 years, and his book features stories of a woman smuggling a dog into the 
Minster in her blouse, Civil War ghosts, and unusual intruders in the Minster’s grounds.   John also writes about 

the history of the Minster Police.   There have been constables at the Minster since 1285, and the Police force was 
formed in 1829, following the great fire of February 1829.  The Chancellor of York Minster, Canon Glyn Web-

ster said, “John has written a lively and entertaining series of stories about the life of a Minster Policeman.   Any-
one who loves the Minster, or wants to know more about one of its more unusual departments should buy this 

book, especially as all profits go towards Martin House hospice.”  John Key said, “I wrote this book to let people 
know about the Minster Police force, to explain who we are and what we do.   We are Police Officers in a non-
Home Office force, and that’s rather extraordinary.   The Minster Police force, and the constables before them, 
have been looking after the Minster for over 700 years, and this is the first book that’s been written about this 

distinctive force.”‘Close Encounters’ is available at the Minster Shop, priced £3.99, and all proceeds go to Martin 
House, Yorkshire’s hospice for children and young people.  Contact 01904 557219 or email 

shop@yorkminster.org for details on how to buy.  
 Copyright Dean and Chapter of York Minster 

"By kind permission of the Dean & Chapter of York".   
Thanks to Paul Dew 
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had joined a lottery” at The 
Malthouse Tap, won two bot-

tles of brandy and sold them to 
the landlord of The Jolly 

Butcher, “were called upon to 
resign”. The Committee later 
relented and instead of dis-
missal the two constables 

were reduced in rank. 
The Watch Committee Minutes 
make interesting reading ex-
emplified by references to an 
investigations involving “lewd 

women” and “houses of ill 
repute”  in the town   

A police station was estab-
lished In Guildford in Tun’s 

Gate behind the Corn Market 
but has long since been de-

molished. A full-time Superin-
tendent, Charles  

Hollingsworth, was appointed 
in 1851 at a wage of 25s a 

week; he was succeed in the 
following year by William Goff 
and then by George Vickers. 
In 1843 the cost of the Bor-

ough Police and Watch Force 
was recorded as being £252 
and by 1856 the number of 
constables had reached 15. 

The photograph (page 9) 
shows Charles Mandeville in 
his uniform and is of a portrait 
which for many years hung in 

the cottage of one of his 
grandsons, also named 

Charles, at Sandhills in Witley. 

Charles Mandeville in the Borough 
Constable uniform with his trun-

cheon 
Courtesy of Wendy Ward 

 
Although not evident in the 

portrait Constable Charles is—
according to family lore - said 

to have had red hair. 
Shot-firing pistol confiscated from 

a highwayman  
Courtesy Wendy Ward 

 
There is also a truncheon and 
small shot-firing pistol with the 
portrait. The truncheon is of 

polished wood and quite small, 
about 25 cm in length. The 
pistol was reputedly confis-

cated by Charles from a high-
wayman he arrested on the 

Peasmarsh, common land just 
south of Guildford. It is still a .  

rural area and would have 
been very desolate at night for 

coaches travelling to Ports-
mouth.  These items are now 
in the possession of a grand-

daughter of Charles’ 
grandson.  There is also a 
larger truncheon, 45 cm in 

length, that was formerly in the 
possession of another 

descendant of PC Charles. 
It was described in a letter 
in The Surrey Advertiser is 

believed to have been 
donated to the Surrey Police. 

This truncheon is of a size that 
would have been rather more 
useful in keeping the peace 
and appears to have seen a 
good deal of use all those 
years ago. It has a coat of 

arms embossed in red, gold 
and black, but the emblem has 
partly worn off. Truncheons of 
this type were usually deco-
rated with a crown over a VR 
cipher and a shield containing 
the arms of the town possibly 

with a date. An example - 
from the Godalming Borough 

Police - is illustrated.. 

In the portrait, Charles 
Mandeville is shown 
with a ‘No. I’ on his 

collar which 
might indicate that he 

was the  
first of the Guildford officers to 
be appointed. But in the very 
early days of Police Forces it 
is possible that uniforms were  
shared to reduce the costs in 

kitting out constables. 
The portrait itself raises some 
intriguing questions. Why was 

it painted?  By whom and 
when?  The painting is in oils, 
21 x 18 cm, and is unsigned 

by the artist.  
A recent 

examination by the present 
owner has revealed that the  

Godalming truncheon dated 
1846 

Truncheons and Tip staves 
 

painting is on card on a back-
ing of stiff paper with a copy of 
the London Evening Standard 
dated 9th February 1921 used 

as packing during framing. 
This may be a red herring but 
it could suggest that the por-
trait was painted in relatively 
recent times.  It is interesting 
to speculate why Charles de-
cided to become a policeman. 
After a long apprenticeship he 
might have been expected to 
receive a  better wage as a 

journeyman than as a police-
man. Was there a surfeit of 

plasterers in Guildford? How-
ever, the office of constable 

would have offered security of 
employment and with the 

promise of a pension valuable 
benefits in Victorian times. 

Charles’ service record with 
the Borough Police has not 

survived. But the 
Minutes of the Watch Committee 

for 15th January 1849 state that “it 
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