
Crime and Punishment

ChaPter 6

Pouncing on a boy who didn’t know his tenses, 
Peering at him grimly through refracting lenses; 

Seized him by the collar and removed the defences 
Of a Shorter Latin Primer by Charles a Menzies. 

 
Flashing out a cane with a leer of satisfaction, 

Yanking up the blazer and leaping into action... 
a horrifying scream was the hideous reaction, 

and the mob gazed on with unbelieving stupefaction. 

    a n o n , f o r m  d 1,  
w h i t g i f t i a n , d e c e m b e r  1958.

Caning went on long after this 1948 film, in which Dickie Attenborough plays a bright working-
class boy at a public school. Most Whitgift masters were more strongly built than this one.
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this is the section that I suspect boys at today’s school will find most star-
tling. But, yes, right up until near the end of our period masters caned 
boys, slippered them, threw missiles at them, thumped them over the 

head with books, cuffed them round the ear, twisted their ears and the hairs 
behind them, and more. the worst one I recall was the simple one of the edge 
of a wooden ruler on the back of the hand. Do it to yourself, quite gently, then 
imagine a master holding your wrist with the hand flat on the desk, and hitting 
it as hard as he could. to teach them the error of their ways masters would use 
any method to hurt a boy, many of them convinced that it was the only way 
to keep order. It hadn’t done them any harm… Below are a few general obser-
vations, but you’ll find each master’s own individual punishment preferences 
dotted through the book. there are plenty. It wasn’t always that way. We tend to 
think of the Victorian era as the worst, but in fact in Brodie’s time before 1900 
physical punishment seems to have been less common than it became later:

Looking back, I realise what an enlightened headmaster Brodie must have been. For 
example, there was very little beating at Whitgift in those days, and what there was 
was reserved for disgraceful offences. Putting it simply, a boy was beaten for behav-
ing like a cad, not because he was mischievous or lazy: there were other and perfectly 
efficient ways of dealing with the shortcomings of fundamentally decent boys.

But that didn’t last. this enterprising boy subsequently became a (thoroughly 
modern…) Major General:

I went to Whitgift in 1919 when I was eleven. I soon took exception to the wide-
spread use of corporal punishment and decided to do something about it. So on my 
next free afternoon, I climbed through the window of the room where we used to be 
beaten and proceeded to collect the canes lying around and broke them up. I did no 
other damage and heard no more about what I had done. It is evident that my views 
were well ahead of those prevailing at the time.

the ‘whacking-room’ at North end was a small wash-place for masters, part of a 
bare, dismal and oppressive building designed in the style of a penitentiary. 

a lot of boys behaved very badly in class despite the fact that the cane was adminis-
tered extraordinarily freely, sometimes for very trivial offences.

the story when I was at school was that boys expecting a caning would put a book 
inside their trousers. It seldom worked, and was usually detected. But in 1957 
sponge rubber had recently been invented, and we in D5 watched in fascination as 
alan Goddard took a bathmat and cut it carefully to the shape of his bottom. he was 
assured of a beating from Dr (Cheese) Prime – I forget why. So in went Goddard to 
receive his punishment, and there was a frightful noise as cane came into contact 
with sponge rubber. Followed by an unusual spectacle: both emerged with smiles. 
Goddard because he had hardly felt a thing, and Prime pleased with a job well done.

there was an english master at Whitgift called Mr taggart. his favourite method of 
punishment was to hand out ‘lines’ which he required to have you complete by the 


