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Continuing our series on iconic Londoners, Marianka Swain goes on the beat 
with a Metropolitan policewoman. Photography by Arnhel de Serra

MAYBE IT’S BECAUSE I’M A LONDONER 

The most frequent question PC 
Isabella Grotto has to answer? 
“Where the M&M shop is! But 
I don’t mind, because giving 

directions is one of the easiest ways to help, 
and we’ve all been lost in a foreign city. If 
I can help them have a good experience 
of London, that makes me happy.” 

It’s no wonder Isabella is part-tourist guide, 
as she’s a ward officer for the West End and 
Chinatown, “so we cover busy areas like 
Leicester Square. It’s a really exciting, varied 
place to be. I’m a year and a half in, and 
it’s still something different every day.”

Isabella was born near Venice in Italy and 
came to the UK to study politics, philosophy 
and economics at Durham University. “I was 
applying for law school, and then I heard about 
the Police Now graduate programme. 

“As I was interested in working in serious 
organised crime, this seemed a more direct 
route to do that. My family was a bit surprised, 
but mainly proud.”

Isabella did an accelerated seven-week 
training course. “It was 12-hour days, with 
a mix of theory, law, police procedure and 
practical exercises about engaging properly 
with people – very intensive, but the most Metropolitan policewoman Isabella Grotto
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amazing thing I’ve done. It called on every  
part of my brain, and you can see how much 
your instructors care about you becoming an 
asset to the service.”

That service has a long history, created in 
1829 by an act introduced in parliament by 
then Home Secretary Sir Robert Peel, which led 
to London officers being nicknamed “bobbies” 
or “peelers”. The first female Met officer was 
Sofia Stanley in 1919, although women were 
not initially allowed to carry handcuffs and 
their powers of arrest were limited.

Now, Isabella’s team is mainly female, 
and, she says: “I’ve always felt supported by 
colleagues. You get the odd response from a 
member of the public, otherwise a number 
of different languages are spoken in the 
office, with different ages, sexual orientation, 
backgrounds and experience, which is great as 
we reflect the community we’re serving.”

Policing in the UK is “different to other 
countries. I like that we’re not armed – it makes 
it a more friendly style and philosophy. When 
I was little and came to London on holiday, my 
mum would say, ‘If you get lost, just go up to a 
police officer and ask them to look after you.’ 
We’re often a reassuring presence.” 

As part of the Safer Neighbourhoods team, 
Isabella’s work involves watching out for 
antisocial behaviour and liaising with partners 
in the local council. “We’re a point of contact 
between the community and the Met, so I really 
get to know people on my patch. There are days 
when you’re doing lots of paperwork, but it’s all 
worth it when you can solve a problem – even 
something that might seem minor, like noise 
issues, can make a real difference in someone’s 
life. You also have to be sensitive to the causes, 
like persistent begging might involve addiction 
or be mental health-driven.”

In her distinctive uniform – a shirt with 
epaulettes showing her number, trousers, boots, 
a Met vest and hat – Isabella is a recognisable 
London figure. “People do ask for selfies all the 
time. It’s nice to feel they can approach you.” 
She’s also kitted out with everything from a 
first aid kit to radio, handcuffs, baton and CS 
spray, plus she’s in a pilot area for body-worn 
cameras. “It’s really helpful, as it shows why 
you make certain decisions, and it’s great for 
conviction rates.” There’s also a ceremonial 
uniform for events such as the passing out 
parade and testifying in crown court.

As she’s on foot patrol, “I know the West End 
like the back of my hand... I love getting to see 
a side of the city that visitors or even residents 
don’t – often we’re looking for the anomalies 
rather than the usual sights. It’s an incredible 
city that’s always changing, and I’m very proud 
to be part of the tradition of serving it.” n

“The first female  
Met officer was Sofia 
Stanley in 1919, 
although women were 
not initially allowed to 
carry handcuffs”

“When I was little and came to London 
on holiday, my mum would say  

‘If you get lost, just go up to a police 
officer and ask them to look after you.’ 

We’re often a reassuring presence” 

Favourite London attraction
I really like the National Portrait 
Gallery – you invariably come out of it 
knowing something about amazing 
people you’d never heard of before. 
Plus, most museums around here are 
free, so you can explore them all.

Favourite London view
Walking through Chinatown at sunrise 
after a night shift on the way back to 
the station, knowing everyone’s safe 
and you’ve done a good night’s work.

Favourite London meal
There’s a café on St Martin’s Lane, 
Fernando’s, that sells the best 
bacon sandwiches – I go there 
for breakfast with my team.

Favourite Londoner 
Tony Robinson. He’s so interesting 
and funny, and he makes history 
and culture accessible. He’d be a 
great person to explore London 
with and then go for a pint.
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