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Introductory note from the Dickens Journal Online: 
 
The Detective Branch of the Police was established in 1842 with two detectives attached to 

each division of the force and two inspectors and six sergeants at headquarters in Scotland 

Yard. Their role was primarily to prevent crime happening rather than to detect criminals 

after the event, and their necessary contacts with the criminal world made them initially the 

object of much public suspicion. A series of successful cases of tracking down perpetrators 

of crime, culminating in the celebrated Manning murder case referred to here by Dickens (a 

case in which nearly all the officers he is entertaining were directly involved), led to a 

change in the public's attitude and this is reflected in the intensely admiring series of articles 

Dickens published in HW. The first of these, by W.H. Wills, entitled 'The Modern Science of 

Thief-taking', appeared on 13 July and compared the detective to a connoisseur of paintings 

- he 'at once pounces upon the authors of the work of art under consideration, by the style 

of performance'. Wills also asserts that detectives are 'so thoroughly well acquainted' with 

the kind of criminals known as 'swell mobsmen' (clever confidence tricksters, superior 

pickpockets, etc.) that 'they frequently tell what they have been about by the expression of 

their eyes and their general manner' (HW, Vol. 1, pp. 369, 371). 

In this follow-up article Dickens describes his entertainment at the journal 's office opposite 

the Lyceum Theatre of a group of detectives from the Yard, giving them transparently 

fictitious names. 
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