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Where it all began – East Riding Constabulary Triumph 650 Saint 

A colour slide of my first bike, taken around 1974 at Brough 
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First rule: 
Never give up  
 
Second rule: 
The older it is, the less is likely to be known or can be found out 
 
Third rule: 
The smaller the force it came from, the less is likely to be known or discoverable 
 

Introduction 
 
I have spent a lot of time recently researching a small group of unique police motorcycles - with 
varying degrees of success - made and sold in the early 1970’s, to a small number of forces. 
 
The following notes are specifically about ex UK police motorcycles, but can be applied to any ex 
emergency service vehicle and also British motorcycles, supplied to overseas forces. 
 
This guide is written from personal experience.  If you are a retired member of a service, you will 
have some advantage, but if not, you can usually find someone who is, who can help. 
 
I have included a number of web addresses at the end.  I do not pretend the list is complete, nor do I 
guarantee that the address works when you try them.  Websites come and go.  Look at the top of 
this page to see the date and issue number of this mini guide.  The links all worked on the date it was 
published. 
 

Which force? 
 
One of the really useful books about police forces of the recent past and today can be found in most 
libraries. 

 
The Police and Constabulary 
Almanac was published 
annually from 1869 until 2016, 
when it went digital.  It doesn’t 
give details of motor transport, 
but does list police stations and 
offices and in the days when 
there were rural police houses, 
those too. 
 
Names of officers and fleet 
managers are included, so if 
you have some information, 
you may be able to contact a 
retired officer or member of 
the civil staff to find out more. 
 



If your local library does not hold a copy of the year you want, you can request that they obtain the 
year copy you need on your behalf from the British Library.  If you live close enough, you can go to a 
British Library reading room yourself. 
 
Two on-line sources are the Wikipedia list of current UK Law Enforcement agencies, and the 
Wikipedia list of past (defunct & amalgamated) agencies.  They are about as accurate as you can get. 
 
A “Family Tree” list of English and Welsh geographic police forces is contained in the History of the 
HMIC, published in 2006 as a pdf to commemorate the first 150 years. 
 
A similar document for Scotland was published in 1970 entitled Chief Constables (Scotland) 
Centenary Book.  This booklet doesn’t seem to be available anywhere online.  Old copies of Police 
Review are another good source of information about forces and motorcycles. 

 
 
  

https://www.bl.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_law_enforcement_agencies_in_the_United_Kingdom,_Crown_dependencies_and_British_Overseas_Territories
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_defunct_law_enforcement_agencies_in_the_United_Kingdom
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/media/the-history-of-hmic-the-first-150-years.pdf
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/media/the-history-of-hmic-the-first-150-years.pdf


What’s in a number? 
 
Let’s start with the registration number, the VRM (vehicle registration mark to use the parlance).  
There is a lot of information about number plates available on-line, but if you can get to see a copy 
of the Glasses Guide, a restricted circulation publication, it is a very authoritative source. 
 

 
 
This page is for two letter prefix letters, so looking at RH, you can see that the series was issued by 
Kingston upon Hull LTO. RH 1 to RH 49 were issued in December 1929, RH 50 to RH 2382 during 
1930 etc. 
 

 

 
 
The book also includes three letter prefix and suffix letters and the first year letters (see later in this 
article) 
 
Until 1974, there were almost no changes to who issued a number plate.  The last two letters in a 
three letter plate identify the issuing authority. 
 
Originally, vehicle registration was the responsibility of Borough and County Councils throughout 
Great Britain, a system created by the Motor Car Act 1903. The licensing system was centralised in 
1965 and administered from the new Driver and Vehicle Licensing Centre (DVLC) in Swansea.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Motor_Car_Act_1903


 
However the change from local issuance and recording of ownership to a central agency, but with 
local offices took over ten years. 
 
A notice to police forces issued in 1976 states thus: 
 

In 1971 the legal provisions relating to vehicle licensing and registration were 
consolidated in the Vehicles (Excise) Act 1971 and the Road Vehicles (Registration 
and Licensing) Regulations 1971. These Regulations also revoked the Index Marks 
Regulations by which registration marks were allocated to Councils before 1 April, 
1971. They are now allotted on an administrative basis by the Secretary of State.  
 
Centralisation of vehicle registration and licensing commenced on I October, 
1974,' when the 81 Local Vehicle Licensing Offices (LVLOs), which have been 
established throughout Great Britain, started to issue licences for all new and 
unregistered vehicles and allocate registration marks to them.  
 
The Driver and Vehicle Licensing Centre (DVLC) at Swansea will hold the records of 
vehicles registered and licensed by the LVLO's.  
 
The records of vehicles registered before I October, 1974, will be transferred later 
from Agent Councils to DVLC; until a particular vehicle's record is transferred the 
Agent Councils will continue to deal with any matters relating to its licensing.  
 
This centralisation programme does not affect Northern Ireland, the Republic of 
Ireland, the Channel Islands or the Isle of Man. 

 
 
In 1990, the DVLC was renamed as the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA), becoming an 
executive agency of Department for Transport. 
 
Before the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Centre was established in Swansea, all vehicle registrations 
(and driving licences) were issued by local councils.  The issuing of number began in 1903/04 as the 
result of the Motor Car Act, 1903.  But until 1921, numbers were continuously reissued.  As very few 
forces were using vehicles of any kind in this era, it probably will not be an issue for you. 
 
The sequence was two letters followed by one to four numbers.  Only motor vehicle dealership 
“Trade Plates” had letters followed zeros in front of single or double digit numbers. These were red 
digits on a white background rather than the silver on black, before reflective plates became 
available and later mandatory on new vehicles from 1st January 1973. 
 
Note that on motorcycles, front number plates were no longer required from August 1975, but there 
was no requirement to remove number plates which were fitted. 
 
When the number started to run out in some areas, a third letter was added in front of the two 
identifying letters, but (except in Northern Ireland) only three numbers followed three letters. 
 
By the 1950’s with a theoretical maximum of 22,997 registrations for each two letter identifying 
series, some places were again running out, so the sequence was reversed.  So for example FKH 900 
was issued in April 1940, and 900 FKH in October 1963. 
 



This was the very end of six digit registrations because from 1963 a suffix letter indicating the year of 
first registration was added. 
 
Local Taxation Offices continued to issue six digit registrations until the sequence of numbers was 
exhausted, but where LTO’s had already a number shortage, they started to issue numbers with an 
‘A’ suffix.  However, very few authorities actually issued numbers with an ‘A’ suffix letter. 
 
Many LTO’s did not start issuing seven digit plates until 1964, with the suffix B.  They also went back 
to the start of the series.  So KH (Kingston upon Hull) issued its last six digit plate GKH in April 1964, 
then started with AKH 1 B in May 1964.  AKH had been issued with six digits in February 1959, so just 
five years later the same series was being issued, but with the letter ‘B’ at the end.  Doubtless this 
caused some confusion at the time. 
 

 
Bristol Vehicle registry – Photo: Mark Thompson 
 
Suffix Letter Dates of issue 
A 1 February 1963 – 31 December 1963 
B 1 January 1964 – 31 December 1964 
C 1 January 1965 – 31 December 1965 
D 1 January 1966 – 31 December 1966 
E 1 January 1967 – 31 July 1967 ** Note ‘E’ only issued for seven months** 
F 1 August 1967 – 31 July 1968 
G 1 August 1968 – 31 July 1969 
H 1 August 1969 – 31 July 1970 
J 1 August 1970 – 31 July 1971 
K 1 August 1971 – 31 July 1972 



L 1 August 1972 – 31 July 1973 
M 1 August 1973 – 31 July 1974 
N 1 August 1974 – 31 July 1975 
P 1 August 1975 – 31 July 1976 
R 1 August 1976 – 31 July 1977 
S 1 August 1977 – 31 July 1978 
T 1 August 1978 – 31 July 1979 
V 1 August 1979 – 31 July 1980 
W 1 August 1980 – 31 July 1981 
X 1 August 1981 – 31 July 1982 
Y 1 August 1982 – 31 July 1983 
 
By 1980, numbers were once again running out, so a decision was made to reverse the single letter 
into a Prefix letter and start all over again. 
 
Prefix Letter Dates of issue 
A 1 August 1983 – 31 July 1984 
B 1 August 1984 – 31 July 1985 
C 1 August 1985 – 31 July 1986 
D 1 August 1986 – 31 July 1987 
E 1 August 1987 – 31 July 1988 
F 1 August 1988 – 31 July 1969 
G 1 August 1989 – 31 July 1990 
H 1 August 1990 – 31 July 1991 
J 1 August 1991 – 31 July 1992 
K 1 August 1992 – 31 July 1993 
L 1 August 1993 – 31 July 1994 
M 1 August 1994 – 31 July 1995 
N 1 August 1995 – 31 July 1996 
P 1 August 1996 – 31 July 1997 
R 1 August 1997 – 31 July 1998 
S 1 August 1998 – 28 February 1999 
T 1 March 1999 – 31 July 1999 
V 1 August 1999 – 28 February 2000 
W 1 March 2000 – 31 July 2000 
X 1 August 2000 – 28 February 2001 
Y 1 March 2001 – 31 August 2001 
 
DVLA have been issuing “Age related” VRM’s where the owner of a vehicle has been unable to prove 
to DVLA’s satisfaction that it already has a genuine number.  If no number is known, then an age 
related VRM can be applied for. 
 
However in many cases where a vehicle is allocated an age related number by DVLA, numbers in that 
series were never issued in the format.  An example I have seen is NAG 773 A.  The identifier series 
AG was never issued with an A suffix, and was one of very few Scottish registrations which did not 
have an ‘S’ as the first or second letter in the identifier.  AG was an Ayrshire identifier until 1974 
when it was transferred to England. 
 
So while an age related VRM may match a vehicle’s age, it may not be very accurate at all. 
 
  



This is an example of a different age related plate.  The 
motorcycle is a genuine ex police Triumph.  KH is a 
Kingston upon Hull letter series. 
 
But this machine is an ex City of London bike. 
 
It is a beautiful restoration, but Hull police bikes were 
white, PKH wasn’t issued by Hull LTO with an F suffix and 
Hull City Police used Cossor not PYE Cambridge radio sets. 
 
However this is the number that DVLA issued when the 
owner couldn’t obtain enough evidence to retain the 
original VRM. 
 
Excluding the police in London, there were two kinds of 
governing bodies for geographic police, prior to April 
1974. 
 
Borough and city police forces were governed by “Watch 
Committees”.  County and joint police forces were 
governed by county “Standing Joint Committees”. 
 
The ownership of a vehicle listed in the log book could be 
“The Chief Constable”  x force, or “x Watch Committee”.  

Whilst the log book might be signed by the incumbent 
chief constable, they were generally not named. 

 
It was not until the 1970’s when the growth in the number of police vehicles in use required a 
special department to manage them, that Fleet Managers were appointed as civil staff members and 
their names started to appear on vehicle registrations. 

 



It was only after DVLC took over the issuing of vehicle registration documents from LTO’s that the 
first V5 registration documents were issued by Swansea.  This was in 1974. The new process broke 
the local ties to vehicle registrations being issued, although in most cases the familiar two letter 
identifiers were still being used. 
 
There was a huge undertaking to transfer all the hand written card records to DVLC ready for the 
system to go live in 1974.  In most cases the card indices or the early record books still exist and are 
held by local County Record Office. 
 
The Kithead Road Transport Archive holds around two million vehicle records, which are available to 
the public. In addition they have surveyed where other collections of vehicle records exist and have 
listed them on line. 
 
There is a statutory requirement for local record offices to retain this material in perpetuity, 
however there is no requirement to make it available on line.  The amount of information is huge, so 
there is little chance of the millions of records being scanned and then being made available on line 
anytime soon. 

 
 
These are the four Brough Superior 
motorcycles listed in the cards above. 
 
I have tried and failed to locate any of them, 
so I doubt any still exist. 
  

http://kitheadtrust.org.uk/about-us
http://kitheadtrust.org.uk/england-wales#UX


If you want to research an older registration number it will mean a visit in person to the county 
records office holding the books/cards, or where they offer a remote service for payment, to use it. 
 
It was once possible to obtain previous owner details for a vehicle you owned from DVLA, but with 
the advent of data protection legislation, this service is no longer available. 
 
 

Log Books 
 
Have you got a log book for your bike?  Is it original? 
 
Log books can tell you a lot about a vehicle, and original log books can in particular.  The concertina 
log book pre-dates the V5 forms issued by DVLC.   
 
The Roads Act of 1920 introduced the requirement for all vehicles to have a “Road Fund Licence”, 
that circular coloured disc that was issued every year to a vehicle, known colloquially as the “Tax 
disc”. 
 
At the same time the first vehicle registration documents were issued.  Prior to 1921, the issuing 
authority provided owners with a paper certificate of ownership.  The buff coloured log books were 
first issued from 1st January 1921 as form RF12.  This was later renumbered to RF60. 

 
The buff coloured log 
books continued to be 
issued until the Vehicle 
Excise Act of 1962 
changed them to green, 
altered the format and 
the form number 
became VE60. 
 
The link between the 
payment of the Road 
Fund, which went 
directly towards the 
cost of maintaining the 

highways had actually ceased in 1937, when it was renamed Vehicle Excise Duty.  It then just 
became part of general taxation. 
 
Up until 1983, it was possible to exchange a log book for a V5 from DVLC, free of charge. 
 
Log books used to be stamped annually or in the case of motorcycles which could be taxed just for 
three months at a time, every time a new Vehicle Excise Licence (VEL) was issued.  Because of this, 
concertina log books were replaced when there was no room for any more stamps.  This 
requirement to stamp the log book each time a VEL was issued was stopped in 1967 and from then 
until the V5 system started, the vehicle log books had no space for the circular stamps. 



 
 
 
Because motorcycles could be taxed for three, six 
or 12 months, and the log book was stamped each 
time, it is quite common where you actually have 
one of these style vehicle registration documents, 
that it is a duplicate, to replace one that has no 
more spaces for stamps.  The original log book 
may still accompany the vehicle but will have been 
marked “CANCELLED” on every page. 
 
When you are doing your research, don’t overlook 
the VEL’s.  Often the new VEL would be placed in 
the holder on top of the previous year’s issue. 
 
Documents like these help in proving to DVLA the 
provenance of the VRM and can help you to retain 
it. 

 
 
A company called Buff Log Books will legally reproduce one of the old style concertina log books for 
you, if you can provide sufficient information for them to be able to do so. 
 
 

Police archive material 
 
A tiny minority of current forces have kept an archive of their vehicle records.  In the majority, little 
information older than six years – the standard legal time for retaining non evidential material – is 
held. 
 

http://www.buffbooks.co.uk/


Force archives 
 
Some current forces keep their own archives, some have handed archives over to their local archive 
service and most because of expense keep only what they are required to by statute and destroy the 
rest. 
 
In the 1980’s the Open University carried out an audit of all police records then in existence and this 
is still available on line, called A Guide to the archives of police forces of England and Wales. 
 
Quite a lot of these records have since been lost one way or another.  Some have been destroyed, 
some handed to county archives, some have just gone “missing”. 
 
 
Local newspaper archives 
 
The British National Newspaper Archive is an online resource for local and national newspapers. 
 
Quite often the local newspaper would feature the purchase of new police motorcycles, especially in 
the days of the borough and city police forces. 
 
There are still a number of local newspapers, some with online archives that can be searched, for 
example the York Press.  Not every photo in the often quite extensive negative archives are on line, 
so again, a personal visit to a newspaper office may result in tracing a photograph of your vehicle in 
police use.  It will entail much research.  It could be when a new fleet was purchased, at an HMI’s 
inspection, or it could be caught in the scene photographs of a crash or at an incident.   
 
This does tend to work best for small forces, with small fleets though. 
 
There are still local newspapers printed and sold, some with on-line editions.  These papers are 
ALWAYS looking for a new News story.  Think about writing about your motorcycle, your research, 
include a photograph if you have one and see if they would publish a request for former riders to get 
in touch. 
 
For many older people, the local news paper is still their main source of information, and especially 
where the person does not use the internet, it may be a way of accessing information about your 
machine. 
 
For counties, where there may have been several local papers, don’t dismiss BBC Local Radio.  They 
also are listened to, and with the right approach, may help publicise your research request.  Look at 
their online schedule, see if there is something about local history and archives, or genealogy and 
email the presenter if there is. 
 
The weekly printed magazine “Police Review” carried many photographs each week.  The magazine 
ceased publication in November 2011.  I have been unable to find what happened to its archive of 
material, but copies were sent to libraries, to the British Library and I know that the Durham 
Constabulary has a complete set from 1893 to 2011 in its archive. 
 
Another source of information is the Police Federation magazine “Police”. 
 

http://www.open.ac.uk/arts/research/policing/sites/www.open.ac.uk.arts.research.policing/files/files/ecms/arts-policing-pr/web-content/guide-to-police-archives.pdf
https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/
https://www.yorkpress.co.uk/news/14612400.more-added-87-old-photos-of-york-north-yorkshire-police/#gallery1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Police_Review


Whilst this only started publishing photographs in the late 1960’s they also reported on new 
innovations, and you may find period photographs of vehicles and uniforms, even if you can’t find 
your exact bike. 
 

 
Photo: Gordon Groves (2nd right in photo) 

 
 
Watch Committee / Police Authority records 
 
Being statutory public bodies, they were required to create and publish detailed records.  These are 
generally now held by local archive services.  These records will include reports from Chief 
Constables giving the business case, background and costs of purchasing new vehicles.  It will not 
include registration numbers, but these rather dry and stuffy documents may provide gems of 
information.   
 
There will also be lists of accepted tenders, which could tell you the dealer who supplied your 
motorcycle.  Dealerships are generally quite long lived and they might even have some records. 
 
 
Clubs and societies 
 
The VMCC is a superb resource for some motorcycle manufacturer’s records. 

https://www.vmcc.net/Factory-Records


 
They are the custodians of vast numbers of records from several, although by no means all, of the 
leading British motorcycle manufacturers.  To effectively search for your motorcycle, you need to 
have the original engine and frame number. 
 
Some makers like Triumph and BSA very helpfully included a ‘P’ in the engine and frame numbers at 
various times, to identify a machine as destined for police service.  Others like Velocette actually 
stamped “police” on parts of police machines. 
 
The VMCC has a library where all their records can be accessed by members. 
 
You will need to search across a number of books.  Here the dispatch book records are for Triumph 
TR6, showing several TR6P models. 
 

 
 

They show DU86677 going to Kent County Constabulary, 86635 to 
Essex Constabulary, 86680 and 86681 to the East Riding Constabulary, 
then bikes for the Pakistan Police followed by 86753 for the RUC. 
 
This is TR6PDU86680, LWF 320 F ridden by PC (later Inspector) Keith 
Watson, pictured in High Ousegate, York outside All Saint’s Church.  
The motorcycle was first registered on 9th November 1967.  It is now 
red and the last MOT expired on 19th May 2018. 
 
It’s possible to join lots of pieces of information together to build a 
picture. 
 
Other clubs and societies exist for various Marques and even specific 
models and their members are extremely knowledgeable.  An on line 
search may throw up a club or society for your motorcycle make or 

model. 
 
These groups can come and go on line.  It is infuriating to find following a Google search, that there 
is a group, but when you click on the link, the group no longer exists. 
 
All may not be lost because Google may have a “cached” page (a record of the page when they last 
scanned it) or use the Internet Time Machine, a huge archive of pages, including images, from many 
sites that no longer exist.  You do need the URL of the site you are looking for though. 
 

http://library.vmcc.net/Archive
https://archive.org/web/


The British Library does a single annual scan and records of all web pages that are hosted on UK 
internet servers, called The UK Web Archive.  So an old UK club page might just be available through 
the British Library. 
 
 
FaceBook 
 
Like it or loathe it, social media has managed to become an indispensible part of everyday life for 
large numbers of people. 
 
FaceBook has morphed into a platform where there are huge numbers of specialist groups, with 
anything from a few tens to several thousand like-minded members. 
 
It may be possible to find a group of owners for your machine make or type, or you could even set 
up your own group. 
 
Groups can be ‘open’, ‘closed’ or ‘secret’.  A FaceBook search will find the first two, but secret 
groups are not listed anywhere and you have to find a member to even hear about such a group. 
 
There are groups for every current police force, fire and rescue service, and a number of ambulance 
and other emergency services. 
 
These generally include former constituent forces as well.  It is here that you may be able to find out 
about former riders of motorcycles.  But be aware that the longer a police motorcycle officer has 
been retired, does mean that the chances of him (or her) being on FaceBook reduces. 
 
Most of the police groups are “closed” and a few are “secret”. 
 
There are quite a number of groups dedicated to preserving former emergency service vehicles.  I 
list the ones I know of – because there may be more and new ones spring up all the time – under the 
links section at the end. 
 
There is a significant use of FaceBook groups though, especially relevant to owners of foreign bikes.  
FaceBook is truly international and it makes it very easy to connect with groups of collectors 
overseas.   
 
If you are researching a foreign bike, or a British made bike used overseas, make contact with the 
relevant group.  It might take a bit of time, but the results could be worth it. 
 
One warning about FaceBook to be aware of though.  If you send a PM or Private message, it may 
not get through to the recipient.  If you don’t get a reply to you PM, it may not be that it has been 
ignored, rather it has never arrived. 
 
There are other groups on FaceBook like the Hull & East Yorkshire Motoring Memories who are 
recording every vehicle from 1903, registered in Hull or Beverley – a mammoth undertaking! 
 
You may need to apply to join the closed FaceBook groups, but an explanation to the “group admin” 
of what you are doing will generally suffice. 
  

https://www.bl.uk/collection-guides/uk-web-archive
https://www.facebook.com/groups/263411643998105/


Retired officers 
 
Not all retired police officers have computers or are on Social Media.  But many, especially older 
retirees, are members of NARPO.  Almost all NARPO branches have email and many are on FaceBook 
too. 
 
NARPO branches are generally aligned to current police force boundaries, but in a few cases there 
will be two branches within a current police area. 
 
A request to the secretary of the local NARPO branch for help in contacting anyone who remembers 
your motorcycle might bear fruit.   
 
They generally produce newsletters in electronic and printed form so a photo and information you 
have may potentially be published. 
 
Remember that NARPO secretaries are also retired and do the job voluntarily, generally part time, so 
replies will not be instantaneous. 
 
There are a number of “Old Comrades” associations.  It may require a little detective work on line to 
find if there is one for the area your motorcycle came from.  Not all of them have an on-line 
presence either. 
 
If there is an “old comrades” group, then a polite request to the secretary for a mention in their 
newsletter may help make contact with someone who knows. 
 
Just by way of example, retired police officers do not want to advertise the fact, for very obvious 
reasons, so HCPOCA does not appear to be even slightly police related.  However it is the Hull City 
Police Old Comrades Association.  This group of members are all former members of the Hull City 
police, a force which ceased to exist in 1974. 
 
There are many examples of similar groups, so think outside the box when you are searching, as 
“police old comrades” is unlikely to come up with many results. 
 
For retired officers, the International Police Association is another source.  There are a number of 
retired officers who are members, and there are branches in most countries, so searching for people 
or information, you can contact the local branch and ask for a message to be put on their website, in 
the newsletter or on their FaceBook group page. 
 
In the UK the Institute of Advanced Motorists (IAM) has branches in most counties.  Traffic police 
motorcyclists were generally members of IAM, and many were trainers and examiners, continuing 
well into retirement. 
 
The local IAM branch may have a newsletter and often welcomes an article.  It is another avenue to 

explore when researching people, 
places and motorcycles. 
 
 
Police Newspapers and Magazines 
 
From the late 1960’s until the mid 
1980’s most forces published a 

https://www.narpo.org/discover/narpo-branches/
http://www.hcpoca.co.uk/HCPOCA/Welcome.html
http://www.hcpoca.co.uk/HCPOCA/Welcome.html


monthly (sometimes fortnightly) newspaper.  There were also quarterly glossy magazines.  But as 
budget cuts started, so the easy cuts, like non essential, internal publications were cut. 
 

 
 
These publications went by a variety of names, but it’s not always obvious where they originate.  The 
West Yorkshireman has the clue in its title.  But Context, published by Humberside Police, Alert by 
Lincolnshire Police, Patrol by Sussex Constabulary, or The Job, by the Metropolitan Police are not so 
obvious. 
 
Sgt Barry Shaw started the West Yorkshireman, and there is now a FaceBook group where back 
copies are posted.  New police newspapers have this kind of ready availability though. 
 
Magazines like “Police Box”, from North Yorkshire Police are equally not immediately identifiable as 
a NYP publication from the name. 
 
These along with the statutorily required Chief Constables Annual Report always contained a wealth 
of information and photographs, especially around new vehicles being introduced, specialist 
sections, for example the motorcycle units, and the people involved. 
 
A little known legal requirement is that every newspaper, magazine and periodical published in the 
UK, including those by statutory bodies, like the police, had to deposit  a reference copy with the 
British Library. 
 

In addition, 
especially the 
Annual Reports 
were also sent to 
local reference 
libraries.  If you can 
establish the 
original owner of 
your motorcycle, 
and it  fits into the 
1970’s and 1980’s 
age group, these 
publications may 
be worth 
researching. 
 
 
This photograph is 
taken from Patrol, 
the Sussex Police 



magazine, published in 1971, it has a surprising amount of information about service configuration 
of the Norton Commando Interpol fleet then in use.   
 
Photo collections 
 
There are a number of local and national collections of police vehicles in general and some also 
include police motorcycles. 
 
I have already mentioned the VMCC, but other groups like the Triumph Owners Club have 
collections.  Local archives often have on-line indices of photographs, and there are FLICKR groups 
specialising in retired police vehicles and just motorcycles. 
 
There are also one or two individuals with extensive archives of material related to motorcycles and 
last but not least is the National Science and Media Museum, formerly the National Museum of 
Photography, in Bradford, which houses over three million photographs. 
 
Another source of information are the many video collections.  There are a very few films made 
specifically of and by the police, and these are usually restricted to large forces like the Metropolitan 
Police. 
 
But thinking about when you might have seen motorcycles, look for videos of Royal Visits, because 
these may have a video of the convoy arriving at venues which include the motorcycle escort. 
 
The Yorkshire Film Archive is one example.  A search for “Police Escort” produces 17 results, several 
of which are Royal Visits to locations across North, East, West and South Yorkshire.  If nothing else, 
there are videos of policing in bygone eras with the vehicles of the time. 
 
Police history societies 
 
There are several specific police history groups.  The National Police History Society (PHS) has an 
active FaceBook Group, the North East Police History Society, based at Beamish Museum in Durham 
is another very active group.  It will cost you a subscription to join a club, but most FaceBook groups 
are free. 
 
Several existing forces have groups who are preserving the history of those forces.  In addition, 
several current police force websites have pages devoted to the history, some with photographs of 
police vehicles.  Two examples of good sources are Gloucestershire police archives, and a pdf blog 
created by Sergeant John Fenn a retired Cambridgeshire officer, just about the history of their 
motorcycles. 
 
There are a huge number of local history groups.  Almost every pre-1974 county has a group who 
collates the history of their area.  Their websites vary in the content but they are another avenue for 
the serious researcher. 
 
Some have even produced booklets.  The Services of Rutland, published by the Rutland local history 
society includes some photographs of the Rutland county police, fire brigade and ambulance service 
vehicles. 
 
  

https://www.flickr.com/photos/88049156@N07/
https://www.scienceandmediamuseum.org.uk/researchers/research-collection
http://www.yorkshirefilmarchive.com/search?search_api_views_fulltext=police+escort&sort_by=search_api_relevance&sort_order=DESC
http://www.policehistorysociety.co.uk/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/POLICE.HISTORY/
https://gloucestershirepolicearchives.org.uk/content/from-truncheons-to-tasers/the-development-of-mobility/police-motorcycles
https://cambsnarpo.co.uk/images/motorcycleblog.pdf


Police Force Histories 
 
All the current county police forces have their origins in the creation of county forces in 1856, but 
borough and city police forces go back to the 1830’s. 
 
1956 was the centenary of the founding of the county police, and almost every county produced a 
centenary history book or booklet.  Some have photographs of their current (in 1956) and older 
vehicles. 
 
Cities and borough’s, whose centenaries were in the 1930’s did produce booklets, but with few 
photographs. 
 
In the years since 1956, especially in more recent times, retired police officers and others have 
researched and produced detailed histories of their forces.  Some police forces have also published 
histories and there are several specialist books just on police vehicles, although I know of none solely 
about motorcycles. 
 
In your researching, it is worth trying to track down any written histories, just to see what they may, 
or may not include. 
 
Don’t discount the current police force website.  Some have dedicated “History” sections and on-line 
archives of photographs, for example the Greater Manchester Police. 
 
Others link to their historical society/association, for example Sussex.  Following these links can 
unearth valuable photographic information, like the Sussex Police Motorcycle Display team. 
 
With eleven motorcycles visible, several of the registrations can be read.  The lead Norton VNJ617H 
is ridden by Sgt Frank Morgan.  The fleet was registered by the East Sussex LTO in April 1970. 
 
The front four numbers are readable, VNJ 615 H, 619H, 617H and 613H.  If you can find the original 
negative or an original print rather than a scan, more may be readable. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.oldpolicecellsmuseum.org.uk/content/photo-gallery/brighton-photo-archive/police-motorcyclists


Research using the DVLA Tax Check website, shows a fleet of at least seventeen Norton 
Commando Interpols were registered by Sussex in April 1970, from VNJ 612 J to VNJ 627 J.  
None currently are on a SORN.  The last to be taxed was VNJ 619 H in October 2004. 
 
There may have been more, but several records for numbers between 608 and 612, and 
between 627 and 634 never made it to inclusion on the DVLC in the 1970’s, so they may or 
may not include Nortons.  This kind of fact checking, when combined with a check of the 
company records at the VMCC library may give you some delimitative information. 
 
It would then need personal follow up at the East Sussex Record Office, The Keep, Woollards 
Way, Brighton, BN1 9BP.  They hold registers up to SNJ *** N suffix. 
 
 
Recording your research 
 
Be meticulous about how you record your research.  Get as much information as you can, at the 
time.  Use a pocket recorder if you are interviewing former riders.  Keep an index of source material, 
so you can go back to it at a later date. 
 
I have already mentioned about web pages disappearing.  The same can happen to FaceBook 
groups.  It is possible to do a copy and paste of any FaceBook material.  I keep interesting, 
informative posts, with the thread details of where they appeared, in a simple WordPad text file. 
 
This removes all the links and junk that might be caught when you save a post, but still allows word 
searches. 
 
It is infuriating to spend time, energy and effort on doing research, only to lose it or be unable to 
find it when you need it. 
 

Conclusion 
 
This has been a very superficial guide to give you some starters for researching the history of a police 
or emergency service motorcycle. 
 
If you have any suggestions for useful websites you have found, interesting search methods, or other 
places to visit, please Message or email me, for inclusion in the next version. 
 

  

https://vehicleenquiry.service.gov.uk/
https://www.facebook.com/norman.woollons.5
mailto:%20norman@hvar-digital.com


Links 
 
http://www.buffbooks.co.uk/ 
http://www.oldclassiccar.co.uk/registrations/reg-letters.htm 
http://kitheadtrust.org.uk/motor-vehicle-records 
http://kitheadtrust.org.uk/surviving-motor-taxation-records 
http://kitheadtrust.org.uk/england-wales#UX 
http://kitheadtrust.org.uk/scotland 
https://gloucestershirepolicearchives.org.uk/content/from-truncheons-to-tasers/the-development-
of-mobility/police-motorcycles 
Facebook historic emergency service vehicle groups. 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/748824451796673/?ref=group_header    classic british poilce 
vehicles of 20th century 
 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/253876248608996/?ref=group_header   Register of classic and 
history police motorcycles 
 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/949961925054330/?ref=group_header   Emergency vehicle 
restortion group 
 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/659176797451444/?ref=group_header   BLVPG  blue light veh 
preservation group 
 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/PoliceVehicleClub/?ref=group_header   police vehicle 
enthusiasts club 
 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/JUST.British.Blues.and.Twos/?ref=group_header   just british 
blues & twos 
 
 
https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/  
https://archive.org/web/ 
https://www.bl.uk/ 
 
 
Nat Mcy museum  http://www.nationalmotorcyclemuseum.co.uk/  
 
Sammy miller collection  https://sammymiller.co.uk/  
 
Craven collection  http://www.cravencollection.co.uk/  
 
 

 

DVLA Vehicle check  Check if a vehicle is taxed and has an MOT 

UK  VRM history check  

http://www.buffbooks.co.uk/
http://www.oldclassiccar.co.uk/registrations/reg-letters.htm
http://kitheadtrust.org.uk/motor-vehicle-records
http://kitheadtrust.org.uk/surviving-motor-taxation-records
http://kitheadtrust.org.uk/england-wales#UX
http://kitheadtrust.org.uk/scotland
https://gloucestershirepolicearchives.org.uk/content/from-truncheons-to-tasers/the-development-of-mobility/police-motorcycles
https://gloucestershirepolicearchives.org.uk/content/from-truncheons-to-tasers/the-development-of-mobility/police-motorcycles
https://www.facebook.com/groups/748824451796673/?ref=group_header
https://www.facebook.com/groups/253876248608996/?ref=group_header
https://www.facebook.com/groups/949961925054330/?ref=group_header
https://www.facebook.com/groups/659176797451444/?ref=group_header
https://www.facebook.com/groups/PoliceVehicleClub/?ref=group_header
https://www.facebook.com/groups/JUST.British.Blues.and.Twos/?ref=group_header
https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/
https://archive.org/web/
https://www.bl.uk/
http://www.nationalmotorcyclemuseum.co.uk/
https://sammymiller.co.uk/
http://www.cravencollection.co.uk/
https://vehicleenquiry.service.gov.uk/
https://carsgt.co/vehicle-history-check/UKB114H


 
Acronyms 
DVLC - Driver and Vehicle Licensing Centre – located in Swansea 
DVLA - Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency - from 1990 
IPA - International Police Association 
LTO - Local Taxation Office 
LVLO - Loc al Vehicle Licensing Office 
CC - Chief Constable 
VEL - Vehicle Excise Licence 
VMCC - Vintage Motorcycle Club 
NARPO - National Association of Retired Police Officers 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Every effort has been made to ensure that the content provided in this Ten Minute Guide is accurate 

and helpful for our readers at publishing time.  However, this is not an exhaustive treatise on the 

subject.   No liability is assumed for losses or damages due to the information provided.  You are 

responsible for your own choices, actions, and results. 


