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This book is dedicated to all former and serving women officers of the Metropolitan Police
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INTRODUCTION

Exactly one hundred years ago a group of just twenty-five courageous women stormed the previously unassailable, male bastion of the Metropolitan Police Service to become the first women officers to patrol the streets of London. In an age of prejudice, gender discrimination and casual sexual harassment, women police were at first resented by both the public and many of their male colleagues. They had to battle misogynistic expectations that they were there to ‘Make the tea, luv’, and fight for the right to do anything other than care for women and children.

Yet, with an ever-growing level of professionalism, female officers won the acceptance and respect they deserved. Even so, it would be years before they were granted the same powers of arrest as the men, more than fifty years before they gained full equality and equal pay, and almost a century before London’s first female Commissioner, Cressida Dick, took charge of the entire organisation.

I served for more than thirty years in the Metropolitan Police, first as a police officer and then as a forensic specialist: my co-author, Bob Strange, is a former Fleet Street crime reporter. Until we began interviewing former and serving female officers for this book, neither of us had expected to find ourselves in New Scotland Yard, chatting to Cressida Dick. We spoke about her career and shared stories with her of the humour, courage and moving emotional triumphs and tragedies now handled everyday by the thousands of female police officers under her command. We found that the Commissioner’s own stories were in many ways typical of the tales we have heard from the hundreds of other female officers whom we have met: their ‘voices from the blue’ revealing both the challenges and the sheer fun and fascination of being a female police officer.

A similar pure enjoyment of being a police officer shone out of Cressida as we spoke. She had been slightly late for our meeting, apologising because she had been out of her office on her own, walking the streets of Westminster, keeping in touch with the public and refreshing her own ‘feel’ for policing life in London. She explained that the fun of working in the police service still motivated her, and that she still has to regularly pinch herself to remember that she is now the Commissioner, the most senior police officer not only in London but in the whole of the United Kingdom.

Cressida Dick’s position at the top of the Met Police command structure is a fitting reminder of the entire point of this book: women’s own accounts of a hundred-year struggle that has seen them advance from jobs as police matrons and baby-minders through to equality with their male colleagues. This is their story of that century-long journey, overcoming difficulties that seem almost unbelievable to today’s #MeToo generation: a journey which has finally proved that female officers are every bit the measure of their male counterparts.

Jennifer Rees
Robert J. Strange


1

IT’S A FAIR COP, LUV

Amanda (M Div) 1990s

A speeding car smashes into a lamppost right in front of us. We slam on the brakes as three armed men run towards us. A huge guy, well over six feet tall, with a bull neck, cannons into the front of our area car. I give chase but, next thing I know, I’m on my own: a 5’6”, lightly built policewoman chasing three armed robbers through a deserted council estate in the dead of night. I don’t even have a truncheon – not that it would be much help: if you’re lucky you can just about break a car window with the ones we female officers are given. They’re so small, and designed to fit into a skirt pocket without ruining the line. I mean, for goodness’ sake!

Because he is a bit slower, I zero in on the big guy; not a great choice, but the adrenalin is pumping. I see one suspect in the distance, and another ducks down into a hedge. That leaves me and the big guy, with me catching up till my fingers brush the back of his sweatshirt. Then he turns on me . . . and I freeze. I know they’ve held up a wine bar, but it’s not till the gun is in my face that I actually register . . . these guys have GUNS! This is also the point where I realise how big my suspect is. I’m dwarfed. I can’t believe it when, instead of shooting me, he throws the gun over my head and swings at my face, breaking my glasses and grabbing me round the neck. Somehow I manage a judo move to reverse the headlock, and his neck is now locked under my arm.

The guy in the bushes is taking aim at me but, because his gun has a hair trigger, he shoots himself in the foot instead and is a tad distracted. My suspect is big enough to just lift me up and toss me into the distance as easily as he tossed the gun aside, so with just one option – holding on for dear life and knowing I have to keep him off balance – I carry on squeezing his neck and start spinning him around as fast as I can so he can’t lift me off the ground. At the same time I keep an eye on the gun, getting ready to make a dash for it.

It feels like forever, but finally my driver comes charging round the corner. The look on his face when he sees me spinning this massive guy around makes me all too aware of the trouble I’ve got myself into. I have never been so relieved to see anyone. He cuffs my still-spinning suspect and I stagger off and finally secure the gun: it’s one of those small derringers, the sort you see in the purses of women in Westerns. The relief . . . it’s a toy! I hadn’t nearly been killed.

Days later I find out it was a real gun and it was loaded. We had been toe-to-toe; any shot could have been fatal.


‘Amanda’, now retired but wheelchair-bound from injuries received protecting a woman from a violent husband, is just one of the many women police officers I met while writing this book. Before then my knowledge about arrests made by women police officers was confined to my own limited years of service as a policewoman in the Metropolitan Police. I had no idea of the wealth of diverse tales of courage, of fun, of tragedy and of laughter I would hear from so many serving and former women police officers who have patrolled the streets of London over the past hundred years.

The more women police I talked to, the more I realised that changes in their working lives mirror how attitudes to women have evolved through the decades. A century ago the first female officers were thought incapable of dealing with anything other than ‘fallen women’, young children and administrative duties. Nothing illustrates society’s changes better than the way that policewomen increasingly carry out what many believe to be the primary duty of the police – arresting those who break the law.

Of course, among the men and women of the Metropolitan Police there are ‘thief takers’ . . . and then there’s me!

When I became a WPC in the late 1960s I received the same training as the men, but there was less pressure on women to get arrests. When we patrolled the streets it was a general wander to show the uniform, to be a police presence, to get to school crossing duty, to go to addresses where a problem relating to women and children had been highlighted, or to make ‘alien enquiries’ about people’s immigration status.

All police officers truly want to be seen to be arresting criminals. So when I took one new WPC out to ‘show her the ropes’, I thought I would try to get her an arrest. Drunks abounded on our ground in East London, and I soon picked out a short, dark-haired, middle-aged man staggering towards us. I knew by heart the short definition of an ‘arrestable drunk’ – the description we would lay before the magistrate in court: ‘He was unsteady on his feet, his speech was slurred, and he smelled of alcohol. He was drunk, Your Honour.’ With this chap weaving all over the pavement I had him in my sights as a perfect arrest.

We approached him. ‘Are you all right, Sir? I asked.

He smiled. ‘Oh yes,’ he said. There was no trace of his speech being slurred by alcohol. ‘I’m fine . . . just my bad leg playing me up again . . . thanks for asking.’

We left him to go on his unsteady, yet utterly sober, way. Luckily for the safety of all Londoners, many other women police officers have proved better than me at making arrests.

The idea that women officers might one day actually be called upon to arrest drunks, let alone tackle hardened criminals, was barely even contemplated when the first ‘Women Patrols’ were recruited into the Police Service in 1919. Indeed, an early Met Police Commissioner, Sir William Horwood, railed against suggestions that women should be sworn in as ‘warranted officers’, a step which would have granted them the same powers of arrest as their male counterparts.




‘If women patrols were “sworn in” they would have to carry out certain duties which, as must be obvious to everyone, they are not physically fitted to perform and I should hesitate to accept the responsibility of any of these women being called upon by the general public to carry out a police duty which it is not within their power to perform.’

Brigadier-General Sir William Thomas Francis Horwood GBE KCB DSO, Commissioner of Police for the Metropolis 1920s
Metropolitan Police Archives




The Commissioner’s comments reflected society’s view at that time. Women were still thought of as ‘the fairer sex’, with neither the physical strength, nor the determination, to tackle violent criminals. Those who believed the fair sex too gentle to make arrests perhaps failed to take into account the determination women would bring to the job. There was no recognition of the fact that physical strength is far from being the only way of influencing events. Sometimes women may defuse situations in a way that a man might not, and even laughter can be a powerful weapon to aid in an arrest.

Jenny (formerly WPC 381 H Division)



Shirley (Z Div) 1950s

There was a problem with street-betting on Lavender Hill’s ground. After a week in which PCs tried but failed to make arrests I was asked if I would have a go. I dressed up in old clothing, carrying my shopping bag and clutching my betting slip (a piece of paper) in my hand. I was assured by the PC that he would be on hand to come to my assistance. I walked down the road and saw the tout with the agent. As I got to the tout, he stepped back for me to approach the agent, I said who I was . . . and arrested him. There was quite a scuffle, with me hanging on to the ‘prisoner’, and the tout trying to part me from the agent. Suddenly the agent said, ‘All right, Miss. I’ll come quietly.’ It was then that the PC decided to appear. We travelled by bus back to the nick. At court on the Monday morning, the public gallery was full of men. The PC told me they had all come to see me. That way I could not be used again as I would be recognised.

Daisy (E Div) 1950s

On Boat Race day, a drunk was causing trouble somewhere up Caledonian Road. When I got there he was being abusive and loud and swearing. I got a neighbour to phone in and ask for the van to come, but the reply was: ‘We haven’t got one available, you will have to walk him in.’ I could see trouble, but he came with me like a lamb – much to the surprise of the front office who thought they were going to have a good laugh. Actually, I always found that drunken women were far more aggressive than drunken men.

Margaret (H Div) 1960s

Being a woman can work in your favour sometimes. When I was at Commercial Street nick, a man came running out of a local basement café crying for help because this big man had terrified him. I led the way down into the café where there was this huge man . . . enormous: he’d got the one-arm bandit machine and was rocking it backwards and forwards like it was a toy.

He wasn’t drunk, just angry. I thought, ‘Christ, what am I going to do?’ Then a vanload of PCs tumbled down the stairs. When they saw the size of him they all stopped dead in their tracks, bumping into each other ‘boom . . . boom . . . boom’, like characters out of a silent Keystones Cops movie. It was hilarious.

He turned his head to me, winked, and held his arm out. I said, ‘I’m arresting you for malicious damage’, or something like that, and he walked off with me as calm as a pussy cat. When I put my hands round his arm, my fingers didn’t meet, he was that big. He loved it, he really loved it. The men were gobsmacked when we got back to the nick. He was charged, but as soon as I walked out of the charge room he went berserk.

Aggie (H Div) 1960s

We didn’t need to patrol in pairs in those days, and we didn’t all have radios. I was patrolling the pedestrian underpass beneath Whitechapel when I came across a chap squatting by the wall, emptying his bowels into a well-defined cowpat. Being a novice, knowing this must be an offence but unsure as to whether it was an arrestable one, I retraced my steps, found a police box and called in. The Station Sergeant, knowing I was new, advised me to arrest the man and bring in the evidence. Fortunately, a fellow officer passing by told me I was having my leg pulled. We just moved the man off with a caution and contacted the council to come and clear up the mess.

Terri (H Div) 1960s

Another policewoman and I chased a young male absconder who jumped onto an old tyre on a building site and catapulted up on top of a high wall. With that, my colleague also jumped onto the tyre . . . which unfortunately sank under her weight. Instead of springing up onto the wall, she missed the top and slid down like a cartoon character. The young lad laughed so much he fell off the wall . . . onto our side. He gave himself up, saying, ‘I’ve not had such a good laugh for ages.’

Diana (H Div) 1960s

My first arrest on Division was of a large drunk found lying in a garage forecourt. Well, I thought I should arrest him, so recited his rights. I then didn’t know how to get him to the station: no radio, and certainly no mobiles in those days. Fortunately, a fire engine came by and the firemen hoisted him onto the tender before they ‘ding-a-linged’ us back to Leman Street nick.

With just a whistle, no radios, and no truncheons or handcuffs, we often had to use tact and good humour as our working tools. I got a commendation for arresting a young lad in Cable Street who seemed to me to be too small for the big motorbike he was pushing: I suspected he had nicked it and had run out of petrol. He was limping and told me he had tried to kick-start the bike, but a ‘kick-back’ had injured his ankle. To avoid any violent confrontation I suggested we go to the station for medical help. Bless him . . . off we went together. As soon as we got to the police station yard I told him he was being arrested and took him to be charged. The CID appeared and took over, but I didn’t mind because the arrest was mine.

Janis (D Div) 1970s

When I was patrolling my beat in the 1970s there was still respect for females, even among men who were otherwise capable of extreme violence. That meant that I would get little hassle on the streets even when reporting or arresting someone. I was posted one day on a van when a call came out about a man armed with a knife. As the passenger in our van, I got out fast and was the first to reach him. He was a scary guy armed with a knife, but I think his respect for me as a woman actually outweighed his ‘thuggery’. He stopped his threats, I arrested him and we took him to the police station. Had I been a male officer I think he would have reacted differently. Good news really as I only had a handbag, not even a truncheon, to defend myself.


As in any job I don’t believe you can characterise police officers merely by gender. There are plenty of female police more than capable of handling themselves in a fight. At training school we were shown self-defence and restraint methods such as using a ‘hammer lock-and-bar’ or a ‘wrist lock’ to control violent suspects. Both holds are painful and both quickly immobilise most people. The problem, however, is that no training can truly equip you for real-life violence on the streets. In school we were attacked by fellow officers playing at being offenders. They were more compliant than any real criminal would be; offering up arms to be twisted up backs, or hands to have thumbs pulled down to their wrists. I know women from the 1950s were given judo lessons, but in my training days the restraint holds were all we had.

I’ve always been tall for a woman, and strong enough to hold my own in those mock fights. But on the streets the fighting was for real. In my probationary period I was patrolling with a Detective Constable who detained a man he’d been looking for. The DC, a big, beefy Scotsman, had no trouble controlling his prisoner, but the suspect’s girlfriend was not happy and tried to join in. I grabbed her and we grappled. Unlike in training school, the wriggling girl had no intention of assisting me; instead it took all my strength to just keep hold.

Afterwards the DC wanted me to arrest her for obstructing police, but I refused. She had been worried about her boyfriend and hadn’t actually hurt anyone . . . or so I thought. Back at the nick, I found my arms were covered in bruises: so much for self-defence classes. I learned a lesson that day: when you’re up against it, instinct takes over because the training was nowhere near intensive enough to be of real-life value.

I did do my job that day, along with other women who over the last century have consistently proved themselves every bit the equal of men. That was not enough, however, for some male officers who twisted facts when it suited them to try and maintain their fiction that the ‘fair sex’ needed men to look after them.

Even criminals felt hard done by when arrested by a woman. A former colleague who served in the Flying Squad, the real-life ‘Sweeney’, recounted a story of detaining a prolific burglar who begged her colleagues not to tell anyone he had been arrested by ‘a bloody tart’.

Jenny



Deryl (P Div) 1970s

My very first Duty Officer was a powerful woman. A typical encounter was her putting a ‘shout up’ for suspects, and when we got there she’d have some guy bent over the bonnet of a car, face down, with an elbow pinning his neck, his arm up his back, while she rolled a fag with her other hand. There was no way she was going to put up with any sort of sexism. Unfortunately, I later worked with a male officer who was almost the opposite in attitude to her. There was a male probationer who, like me, couldn’t drive, but he was always posted as the passenger in a patrol car, while I was left to walk the beat alone by day and night. The new Inspector would delight in comparing our work records: not surprisingly the probationer reached more crimes, more speedily, in a car than I could on foot and so the comparison made him look good . . . and me look bad.

Sexist attitudes like those sometimes extended to falsifying facts to downplay the role of women officers. Once when I did get to go out in the car we took a call on Chislehurst’s ground [the area worked by a given police station]. We were talking to a couple of chaps having split them up, when mine took off. I caught him as he tripped up a kerb and discovered he had a shillelagh hidden under his coat. I arrested him and took him to Chislehurst where I related the facts to the male Station Officer.

To my astonishment he showed my male driver as the arresting officer. Even worse, he was blatant in his explanation of what he was doing: ‘We’ve never had a woman in my charge book . . . I am not changing that now.’ His ploy didn’t work on that occasion, though. As the officers involved, we both wrote our notes showing me as the arresting officer and telling the truth that the driver was not even with me at the time. The case ended up in No 1 Court at the Old Bailey because the guy I arrested turned out to have been responsible for a very serious GBH with the weapon a little earlier in the evening.


At the time I joined the Met I felt safe as a woman in uniform – although I doubt I would say the same if I was serving today. All I had to protect myself was a handbag, although later in my service I could sometimes get hold of a radio. It was the size of a brick – and about as much use when it came to communicating with the station. I suppose it did at least add weight when swinging my handbag.

Most women contributors to this book told me they did not have truncheons until 1986, around twelve years after female officers had been supposedly integrated in every way with the male reliefs [the name given to our individual police teams on duty]. That integration increased the risks for women required to work solo patrols, and made them as vulnerable to attack as the men. There was some slow recognition of that danger, yet women still did not have the same protective equipment as the men.

Size matters. Men carried a full-size truncheon, whereas women were given far smaller ‘girlie’ truncheons they could fit in their handbags. It was a remnant of the idea that women were incapable of wielding larger pieces of equipment. That is a concept hard to justify when women officers were not only meeting violence on the streets but also were being used as decoys on covert operations to catch offenders known to be targeting vulnerable women.

Jenny



Annie (E Div) 1970s

There were not many female officers back in the late 1970s so I was regularly selected for decoy work. It amounted to walking with your handbag, in plain clothes at a crime hotspot, trying to look like a young, vulnerable girl. You were closely monitored by two or three male colleagues in the hope that the local robber would select you as his next victim and be arrested in the act.

I was used as a decoy to capture a bloke targeting and attacking young girls as they entered lifts in the West End. He would leap in as the doors were closing and indecently assault them by grabbing their breasts. I have always been a ‘buxom lass’, which probably went some way towards ensuring my selection.

I was deployed with my minders. Briefing instructions were to wear a tightly fitting jumper and skirt, and to look provocative. However, this was very different from being out on the street, visible and with other people milling around. Once you got into that lift, you were alone. Your covert back-up did their best, but they couldn’t always get vision on the lift doors. I can still remember standing in that first lift, shaking with fear, and hiding a truncheon in my handbag. My hand never left that stick. It was to be drawn the second this miscreant stormed the lift.

After a few days of my feet aching in high-heeled shoes, and with no likely approaches, I started to relax. So, I’m in the lift, doors starting to close, when I hear the sound of running footsteps. My heart rate goes through the roof. In jumps a young man. I unleash a primeval screech and draw my truncheon. He drops to the floor, screaming, ‘Take my wallet, take my wallet . . . don’t hurt me!’ Oh my God – he thinks I’m a robber. He is wailing like a wounded animal and, adding to the carnage, my two beefcake colleagues are trying to rip the lift doors open. Anyway, we pick him up, give him a hug and take him for a large glass of ale at the nearest pub to calm his nerves. He took it very well, and after the third pint was actually laughing.

Needless to say, ‘Operation Breast Grabber’ was wound down.

Cressida (C Div) 1980s

The one thing about the West End, there’s always been a high number of officers per square metre, so if you shouted you got help very quickly. The first arrest I ever made was like that. I was walking down Old Compton Street when I saw a bloke go into a red telephone box, get out a screwdriver and try to get the money out. This guy was a great big bloke and I thought, ‘Oh yikes, this could be quite tricky. He’s got a screwdriver and I haven’t. All I have is this little truncheon in the depths of my handbag.’

So I thought, ‘What am I going to do?’ We didn’t have a truncheon pocket at that point, just a normal skirt. We didn’t have any of the safety training or physical skills they have now (which is marvellous to watch in terms of how professional they are). I ran up and said, ‘Oi.’ He turned round and looked absolutely horrified. The door of the telephone box was half-open and I said, ‘I’m arresting you.’ And he said, ‘No you’re bloody not.’ And I said, ‘Yes I am.’

And I thought, ‘There’s only one thing for it’, and I slammed the door shut and leant back as hard as I could against it, because I could see he would have been able to overpower me in a second. Two members of the public came and helped keep the door shut until my friends came charging round the corner.


Despite increasing dangers we women were stuck with the smaller truncheon for decades, until finally policewomen were allowed to wear trousers with a purpose-made truncheon pocket. A lot of police equipment was only gradually standardised across the gender divide as women took a more active role in the fight against crime. Today, men and women have near-identical equipment including stab vests, reinforced hats, extendable batons, CS gas canisters and Tasers, which rolled out in service across London from 2011 onwards.

Jenny



Jane (H Div) 1990s

Our relief had an unprecedented number of WPCs on it. My friend and I went to deal with a ‘domestic’. We separated the couple and I took the man into the lounge. He was really angry and had been drinking. He started shouting that he wanted to deal with a policeman, not a woman. So I called up for another unit to come and help. Along came another two WPCs. By now he was really steaming and demanding to speak to a policeman. Of course, we got on the radio and told the operations room he was not happy; could they dispatch another car? Which they did . . . and yes – you’ve guessed it – another two WPCs turned up! He literally held his hands out and said, ‘I give in.’ Brilliant.

Mary (L Div) 1990s

I was Section Sergeant at Walworth at a time when racial tensions were high. I’d been to several incidents where locals were barracking police officers and I considered it would have taken very little to turn the situation into large-scale public disorder. There was an armed robbery at a local shop, involving a tall black man with a handgun who took all the banknotes from the till. I stopped a man who loosely answered the description. He was affable and said he’d been at a friend’s flat watching videos. My Inspector told me to let him go, but I didn’t. I asked another male officer to search him; nothing was found. The CCTV was inconclusive. My Inspector again told me to let him go. I asked the man to take me to his friend’s flat, and he replied he’d forgotten which flat it was. I arrested him, to the evident distress of my Inspector. At the station all the cash was found in his underpants and the handgun was found by a police dog, having been posted through the letterbox of a nearby house. The man admitted his involvement and I got a big bunch of flowers from the CID.

Sam (P Div) 1990s

I went round to this flat to arrest a woman who’d been stealing from a pensioner. So I go round to nick her, and she’s in bed in this not-very-nice flat. There were dogs everywhere and as she’s getting out of bed she treads in a pile of dog poo. She doesn’t clean her foot, just puts it into her white stiletto shoe. We get ready to go and she says, ‘I can’t go without tidying up.’ I thought. ‘You’ve got to be kidding.’ She says, ‘At least let me make the bed.’ So she shakes it, and all this shit flies off the bed where the dogs have been sleeping; disgusting. I’ve been to some places where I don’t know how I’ve managed to go in.

Annie (CID) 1990s

I stopped a car driven by a middle-aged man who set off my antenna. Eventually we found a stash of jewellery and cash, which we later discovered was from a number of burglaries he had committed that night, in a high-value residential area. I was seconded onto the subsequent investigation. He admitted over 2650 similar offences and nearly one million pounds’ worth of lost items. He would do five to ten houses in a single street by checking the voters’ register at the local library and calling directory enquiries for the telephone number of each home. If no one answered the phone he would burgle the house.

I am afraid of heights which led to some embarrassment with other arrests. One night I chased a burglar who got up onto a flat roof. I went after him, arrested him up there . . . but couldn’t get down. The Fire Brigade had to be called. A similar incident happened at Chelsea football ground where I had to come down the terrace stairs backwards with my prisoner, because it was so steep it made me feel ill. The crowd thought it was hilarious.

Caroline (Traffic) 2000s

Hammersmith Robbery Squad were having problems with youths stealing laptops, mobile phones and posh watches from lone females in soft-top cars stuck in traffic on the A40. Groups of youths from the local council estate would attack them mob-handed. I was used as a decoy and sat in my soft-top car, pretending to read a newspaper. I was wearing a real Rolex which had been lent to us, and had a fake mobile phone and laptop out on display. Sure enough a group of about twenty youths turned up and started discussing what they would do to get these items.

The officers in our observation van could hear that they intended to slash my face with a knife and, if I resisted, to stab me. I couldn’t hear those details, but my gut feeling was that I was in a dangerous position. I remember only being able to hear my heartbeat . . . all other sounds disappeared (‘audible exclusion’ or something it’s called, when you go into high-stress situations). Anyway, the sergeant decided it was too dangerous and warned me, ‘Get the fuck out of there’ as they were coming for me. They scattered as I drove off, and may have damaged their bikes but tough shit . . . no one ever reported it.


With the exception of a couple of damaged bicycles, that incident had a safe ending. Sadly that is not always the case. I admire the sheer guts and raw courage of policewomen and particularly the bravery of Amanda, the woman officer who chased three armed robbers and whose story began this chapter.

Deservedly she received a commendation for what she did that day; showing courage which helped put three dangerous men behind bars for long prison sentences. Her family were delighted to hear of her award, but understandably worried about her.

‘If you’re not careful you’ll end up in a wheelchair,’ said her grandmother. That chilling warning was to come horribly true. I think Amanda’s final story, told below, is a clear illustration of the dangers facing any police office making an arrest; a fitting closure for this chapter.

Jenny



Amanda (M Div) 1990s

At around midnight we get a shout to a domestic incident in the New Kent Road. We pull up, blue lights flashing and are met by the caller – a lady in her mid-twenties, wearing only knickers and a T-shirt. In her flat we find a tall, skinny bloke sitting in an armchair. We ascertain that he has been drinking and has recently been discharged under the Care in the Community Scheme. As she doesn’t want to press any charges I give him a warning and tell him if we get called back then he’ll get nicked. He’s behaving himself while we are there, and promises to go to bed.

A short time later we’re called back, and again she is outside in knickers and T-shirt, but this time carrying a small ornamental brass iron that the male has hit her with. In the flat he is sitting exactly as before. This is just a couple of days after we had been issued with a baton and trained how to use it, so I have mine in a low profile ‘draw’ position behind my left leg, as does the probationer constable who is with me. I inform the man that I am arresting him for assault and ask him to come quietly. He says that isn’t happening. When I approach to apply cuffs he pulls his jumper sleeve over his hand to prevent the cuffs from fitting, grabs my arm and tries to drag me towards him. I leap backwards, twisting my arm away. I reiterate that he is under arrest, and that if he makes another move without direct instruction I will strike with my baton.

He stands, and I tell him to place his hands behind his back and turn around. As he turns he rips a wooden shelf off the wall and throws it . . . just missing me. I shout into my radio for ‘urgent assistance’ then dart forward and strike him twice on his right leg, just to the side of his kneecap, as hard as I can. During training we had been told this would be enough to cause serious damage to anyone’s leg . . . but he just looks at me, tilts his head and waggles his finger at me in a ‘tut-tut’ fashion. What the training did not cover was dealing with a schizophrenic who’d been taking drugs during the time between our two call-outs to him. I had damaged his knee, but he just didn’t notice because he was high.

I know we’re in trouble when he charges. I strike him with the baton, as does my probationer, but it doesn’t even slow him down. During our desperate fight to suppress him, I hear hammering on the communal door and yelling coming over the radio, ‘Open the door’, but we’re too busy fighting. Our back-up can’t get through the heavy security door, and no one in the block is prepared to buzz the police in.

The male has me pinned against the kitchen cabinet with his arms wrapped around me and is doing his best to pull my head off. I twist and turn till I manage to whip myself backwards and away from the cabinet. Even at the time I realise this is not the way you are supposed to treat your spine and back muscles. My probationer keeps hitting him with his baton, but my attacker hasn’t even noticed his presence. I break free and get a gap between us, but he picks up a broom handle. He’s about to attack again when the back-up guys burst through the door.

The male spins round and swings at one of the officers, breaking his knuckle. Now he has his back to me, so I jump on him, wrap my legs around his torso and my arms around his neck. With my weight behind him, and my colleagues fighting to the front of him, he topples backwards, pinning me to the floor with his full bodyweight. He starts bucking wildly, swinging the broom at the incoming officers, preventing them from helping me. I manage to free an arm and begin applying pressure on his neck. Finally he starts to slow down, but not before throwing a bowl of what smells like cat’s pee all over me. Arms pull me from under the bloke, but it takes six strapping male police officers to restrain and cuff him.

By this point he is quite battered, even though he doesn’t realise it, and it’s decided to take him to A&E under heavy escort. I am also taken to get checked over, along with the PC with a broken knuckle. While at Guys Hospital the bloke manages to get an arm loose and injure a nurse. Subsequently in prison he assaulted a guard who had to retire due to his injuries.

That night my back hurt and I was tired. We finished up, and the following day I still had some paperwork to do from the arrest. I was sitting at the newly installed computers when a mate came to congratulate me on ‘a good shout’. He pushed down on both of my shoulders in a supportive gesture; instantly things started popping, and overwhelming pain tore down through my back and body. I was taken straight home and saw my GP the next day.

I made multiple attempts to get back to work, but the pain was excruciating and my legs weakened to the point that it felt they would buckle beneath me. At that time you could stay on sick leave for an extended period following an assault and not have to worry about pay. I didn’t want to just hang on like that. If I couldn’t be a copper any more I wanted to move on. My family was in Yorkshire and I wanted to go home. The Medical Officer agreed, and I was retired on an injury pension.

Over the next couple of years my back deteriorated and complications resulted in spinal fixation surgery, which increased weakness in my legs and left me only able to walk short distances, with sticks, around the house. The rest of the time I have to use a wheelchair. It doesn’t bother me, though. I have my two kids, a lovely husband and my Support dog, Jupiter. I’ve climbed Snowdon in a wheelchair; become a Serious Incident Investigator for the Ambulance Service, and been selected for the Paralympic Para-potential programme for archery. I’m not sure where that last one will take me because I’d never shot an arrow before . . . but it’s a great honour to have got this far.
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THIS IS THE JOB FOR ME


The headmaster of my secondary modern school believed a girl’s career should be restricted to marriage, being a housewife and having babies. He did concede that in the meantime we might work in a shop or an office. Goodness knows what he would have thought of me joining the Police Force.

My own career with the London Force began on 8 April 1969, fifty years after the first women joined the Metropolitan Police. Barely nineteen, I was a naïve bundle of hope, fired with the desire to do good and to help the general public. I was also, if I’m honest, craving security. My mother died when I was seventeen. She had been the lynchpin that held my family together, and without her we fell apart. I left home shortly after her death.

The first step of my recruitment into the Met was a visit by a sergeant from the local police station. He came to vet my home conditions even though I was living with a friend’s family at the time. Stage two was a day of interviews and medicals at the recruitment centre in Borough High Street in Southwark, South London. The day was both daunting and embarrassing. It was daunting because interview followed interview, making me feel like a bug under a microscope with Woman Chief Superintendent Shirley Becke, head of the Women’s Branch, and a panel of men overseeing the day. The embarrassing part was standing, half-naked, in front of a panel of two women and one man, all sitting comfortably behind a desk in the interview room. I just hoped the man was indeed a doctor.

The mortifying police medical is a memory which seems to be etched on the minds of all female recruits, up to and including the current Met Commissioner, Cressida Dick (although she assures me that it no longer follows the same format in the modern recruitment process). In the days when she and I were recruited, we were told to strip down to our knickers, bend over and touch our toes, turn around with our back to the panel . . . and do the same again. There was no explanation as to what medical facts this might conceivably have offered.

The rest of the medical was more understandable. Eye tests, a weigh-in and the all-important measurement of my height. The minimum height for a WPC then was 5’4” – just as it had been for the first Women Patrols in 1919. I stood 5’9” in my stockinged feet so I knew there was no problem there. However, they put my official height as 5’8¾”. Robbed of that all-important quarter inch I demanded a re-match with the measuring stick. To my disgust they recorded the lesser figure once again. It’s something that still rankles to this day.

Lastly we had general knowledge, English and maths tests. I was, and still am, a complete dipstick when it comes to maths and expected to fail. To my surprise I passed, and a week later was given my joining instructions.

Different women did, of course, have different reasons for wanting to join the police; reasons which have evolved through the decades. My research found that some former women officers had a limited choice of professions. Part of their motivation was that joining the Police Service was better than working in an office, or behind the counter in Woolworths. Yet even with the passing of time, one of the abiding reasons given has been a desire to ‘make a difference’, and to serve those who live and work in London.

Looking through older records of the Met Police, many of which I found at the National Archives in Kew, it’s clear that the first women recruits were expected to be of ‘a certain class’ in society.

Jenny



Lilian 1918

I am a single woman of 35 years of age with no children and I am a British subject. Both of my parents were born in Britain. I was educated in private schools and have previously worked as an unpaid volunteer Women Patrol, and as a Children’s Governess with a family in Hampstead. I have some experience of social work from volunteer work with All Saints Church at Dalston in the East End of London.

Application for employment of Lilian Wyles, 1918
Metropolitan Police Archives

Maureen (V Div) 1940s

My reasons for joining the Police Force might sound a little ridiculous, but were important to me at the time. My mother was an invalid so it was perhaps natural that I became a State Registered Nurse at a hospital during the war. This is the bit that sounds ridiculous: I’m on the bus one day and I see a policewoman walking by. She’s wearing black stockings. Stockings were still on ration coupons at the time, which meant they were in short supply.

‘Ah,’ I thought. ‘I’ve got black stockings: I could do that job.’ So I got the forms and went for an interview, where they were very nice and agreed I could live at home, once I had passed the training, because my mother was not all that well. By 1947 I was twenty-three-years old, and had joined the Metropolitan Police.

Audrey (Q Div) 1950s

I was a secretary in a solicitor’s office, fascinated by the law and wanting a more worthwhile job than typing and shorthand. I considered becoming a probation officer, or joining the police. I chose the Police Service because I did not have a School Certificate and, in those days, I would have had to do a course at the London School of Economics to train as a probation officer. That seems hard to believe now. There were three recruitment days for the police. Out of the original hundred applicants of both sexes, only about ten of us were accepted. I was proud to be one of the few.

Mary (D Div) 1950s

I was brought up on a farm in Dumfries and Galloway and wanted to see what the rest of the world was like. So I upped and volunteered for four years with the WRAF in Singapore. I applied for the police when I was there. It was an unusual choice of career I suppose, but I wanted to work in London, and was lucky to get in because I was twenty-two and they had only recently begun taking recruits as young as that.

I remember that the medicals for both jobs were similar: we had to strip down to our knickers in front of the doctor, bend over to touch toes and then they peeked down our pants to check for any ‘infection’. I remember they asked what experience I thought I had gained from being out in Changi. I was able to tell them about life there because, of course, there was an emergency out there then. They were fighting the communists in the jungle. I think they were looking for girls with some experience. Miss Bather was the Chief Superintendent in charge of women in the Met and she was an ex-WRAF, so I thought I stood a good chance. I was right. I got in.

Shirley (Z Div) 1950s

I saw two WPCs on the beat in Croydon when I was twelve years old, and thought ‘that’s the job I would like to do’. When I was sixteen I went to my local police station and asked a male sergeant at the front desk what I could do before applying for the Job, I was told not to waste his time. I left the Station, thinking if I got into the Job, I would never treat anyone like that. I later found out he could have lifted a phone and asked the WPC on reserve to speak to me. Undeterred, I did apply and went for a one-day interview. My medical was in front of a doctor and the women officers. It amounted to them watching you stand on brown paper in your pants and taking a look at your hands; that was it!

Pamela (H Div) 1960s

I joined in 1960 when I was twenty-one years old. I had left school at fifteen in Aberystwyth and always fancied being a hospital almoner but didn’t have the qualifications. So I diversified towards the Metropolitan Women Police, partly influenced by the knowledge that suitable accommodation would be made available for me in London. I was interviewed by a panel of a woman and two men, and part of the medical was wearing only pants and bra. We had to bend down and touch toes, exposing the back of legs and rear area to the panel. I think it was meant to expose varicose veins, but all I was conscious of was a ladder in my nylon pants. Very embarrassing!

Monica (C Div) 1960s

In my interview they asked about any family connections to the police. I told them my grandfather joined Thames Police in 1864, the start of an almost continuous line of family members since then, including the Royal Irish Constabulary and the Australian Police. Two senior women officers and an elderly doctor were on my board. For the medical we

Carol (C Div) 1960s


Pet (Q Div) 1970s



Lorraine (S Div) 1970s




Jo (T Div) 1970s


Susan (P Div) 1970s



Sally (W Div) 1970s


Gina (G Div) 1970s


Cheryl (Q Div) 1970s–1980s


Mary (R Div) 1980s


Jane (Z Div) 1980s


Caroline (T Div) 1980s


Cressida (C Div) 1980s




Jacqui (G Div) 2000s


Megan (K Div) 2010s
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