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A Brush With The Law

INFORMATION RELATED TO THE TEXT

1 Magistrates and the magistrates’ court
In England, a magistrate is a person appointed to try minor offences. He is ei-
ther an unpaid layman or, in London and some other large cities, a paid judi-
cial officer.

In England, every district has a magistrates’ court. It is the lowest court
of law. The magistrates’ court can only try people for minor, i.e. not very se-
rious, offences. It cannot give prison sentences totaling more than 12 months,
nor can it order fines of more than £400 for one offence.

2 Lawyer, solicitor, barrister
Lawyer is the general term for anyone whose work it is to advise his clients
about the law and represent them in court.

A solicitor (W14 ) is a lawyer who gives advice, appears in lower
courts, and prepares cases for a barrister to argue in a higher court.

A barrister (HERIT) is a lawyer who has the right of speaking and argu-
ing in the higher courts of law.

If a person gets into trouble with the police, he will probably ask a solici-
tor to help prepare his defence and, if the offence is to be heard in a
Magistrates’ Court, he can ask a solicitor to appear for him and argue his
case.- If the case goes to a higher court, the solicitor still advises him, but he
must get a barrister to appear for him.

3 The Sixties’ “youth counterculture”
The word “counterculture” was coined in the 1960’s for the attitude and life
style of many young people who rejected conventional social values and de-
manded more personal freedom. The counterculture first arose in the U. S.
during the 1960’s and soon spread to Britain, France and other western coun-
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tries. These young people were opposed to the Vietnam War and dissatisfied
with the existing state of affairs in their society. Yet, unable to find a more
constructive way of struggling against these, they indulged themselves in sex,
drugs, alcohol and rock music and took great pride in wearing long hair and
unusual clothes and in taking up anything that was unconventional. The coun-
terculture declined in the late 1970’s.
Middle class '
In Britain, the middle class refers to the class of people between the nobility
and the working class. It includes professional men (such as doctors, lawyers
and architects), bankers, owners of business and small gentry. In the United
States, however, the middle class refers to the class of people between the
very wealthy class and the class of unskilled labourers and unemployed people.
It includes businessmen, professional people, office workers, and many
skilled workers.

Apart from occupations and economic status, the term “middle class” can
also be used to describe values and attitudes.

1

Introductory Remarks
We all know that the chief purposes of law are to maintain peace and order,
to protect the rights of citizens, to secure justice and to punish wrong-doers.
Good laws are those that are considered to serve the cause of justice for the so-
ciety to which they apply. But even good laws may be unjustly applied or may
be unjust in certain situations. In the story we’re going to study today, the au-
thor tells us about what happened to him more than a decade ago. It was real-
ly a very unpleasant experience, yet it provides us with much food for
thought.
True / False Statements
Read the following statements one by one and ask the students to give a True /
False response to each of them. If the response is False, ask one or two stu-
dents to correct it and make it a True one.
1) The story took place one February in the 1960’s in Britain. (T)
2) The narrator was a 19-year-old college student at the time. (F)
(He was not going to university until the following October. )
3) He was looking for a job so that he could make some money to pay for his
tuition. (F)
(He wanted to save up some money to go travelling. )
4) He was arrested by the policemen while stealing milk bottles from
doorsteps. (F)
(He didn’t steal any milk bottles. He was arrested because the policemen
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thought he had the intention of stealing milk bottles. )

5) The policemen let him go after he gave a clear explanation. (F)

(The policemen took him to the police station and questioned him for sev-
eral hours. He was not allowed to leave the station until he was officially
charged and told to report to Richmond Magistrates’ Court the following
Monday. )

6) The narrator defended himself so successfully in court that the magistrates
found him “not guilty” immediately after hearing his defence. (F)

(The narrator wanted to defend himself in court, but his father wouldn’t
allow him to do so. Instead, he hired a very good solicitor, who conduct-
ed the defence in court. )

7) The narrator was shocked to find that his release from the charge was
chiefly due to his “right” accent and his middle-class family background.
(T)

8) The narrator feels sure that if he had come from a lower-class family, he
would most probably have been found guilty. (T)

9) The narrator thinks it very disturbing that an innocent person may be ar-
rested arbitrarily by the police and a real criminal may be set free without
being properly punished. (T)

10) The policeman who had arrested the narrator was angry with the court’s
decision. (F)
(He was not happy that another youngster had been turned against the po-
lice and wished that the narrator could have been a bit more helpful in the
incident. )

LANGUAGE POINTS =

1 brush: a short fight or quarrel; an argument or disagreement

Examples:
— to have a brush with the police / the Customs men / the enemy
— It is his third brush with the law in less than a year.
2 take sh. to court: take legal action against sb.
Examples:
— I told him that I would take him to court if he did not repay the money in a
week.
— If you go on ill-treating your wife like this, you will be taken to court.
3 ... it makes a good story now:
. it provides material for a good story now.
Here the verb “to make” means “to have the qualities needed for (sth.
good)”.
Examples:
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— Iced tea makes an excellent drink in summer.
— The wall calendar makes a nice new year gift.
What makes it rather disturbing was the arbitrary circumstances both of my arrest
and my subsequent fate in court. : :
The author was arrested simply because the policemen thought he intended to
steal milk bottles and later in court he was released from the charge just be-
cause he had the “right” accent, respectable middle-class parents, reliable wit-
nesses and so on. That is to say, he was arrested arbitrarily and released arbi-
trarily. And it is this arbitrariness of both his arrest and his release that the
author thinks rather disturbing.
arbitrary: based on one’s own wishes or will rather than reason
Examples:
— If a leader makes decisions without conducting investigations, he is being
arbitrary. :
— The arbitrary decisions of the factory owners caused dissatisfaction among
the workers.
circumstances: conditions, facts, etc. connected with an event or a person
Examples:
— We cannot expect him to continue these activities under such unfavorable
circumstances.
— Because of circumstances beyond our control the meeting was cancelled.
subsequent: coming after, following
Examples:
— Subsequent events proved that my judgment of the situation was right.
— The story will be continued in subsequent issues of the magazine.
a couple of: a small number of; a few, usually two
Examples:
— I’ve got a couple of tickets. Will you go with me?
— Tom is quite busy now. His wife is expecting a baby in a couple of weeks.
... and was not due to go to university until the following October:
In Britain the university terms are: October — December; January — March;
April —June.
due:
1) expected or scheduled to arrive or be ready; supposed (to)
Examples:
— The train from Beijing is due at 1:30.
— The next train to Nanjing is due to leave at ten.
— The young man is due to appear in the Magistrates’ Court next Monday.
2) to be paid or returned
Examples:
— When is the rent due?
— The books are due today but I want to renew some of them.
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temporary: lasting for a short time only. (Its opposite is ‘permanent’— last-

ing for a long time or forever. )

Examples:

— Tim has found a temporary job for the summer in a hardware store.

— This is not my permanent address; it is only a temporary one.

save up: keep for future use

Examples:

— It took him a year to save up enough money for a computer.

— They are now saving up to buy a house in the suburbs.

take one’s time: not to hurry; do sth. in an unhurried way

Examples:

— Just take your time and tell me clearly what happened at the meeting yes-
terday.

— It’s better to take your time over a piece of work and do it properly than to
hurry and make mistakes.

It must have been this obvious aimlessness that led to my downfall. :

I’'m sure my arrest was the result of my wandering in the streets without any

definite purpose.

obvious: easy to see or understand; clear

Examples:

— It was obvious that the policeman mistook me for a thief.

— For obvious reasons, the magistrate dismissed the case after fifteen min-
utes.

«s. this time in uniform ...:

the second policeman was wearing uniform while the first was obviously in

plain clothes

uniform: a certain type of clothing which all members of a group or organiza-

tion wear

Examples:

— Policemen wear uniform(s); so do soldiers, postmen and Customs men.

— The boys and girls take great pride in wearing school uniforms.

... I was left in ne doubt:

I became completely certain of the seriousness of the matter; I realized that it

was no joke and they meant business.

wander: walk around a place in a casual way, often without a fixed course,

aim or purpose

Examples:

— After supper he would go out and wander alone in the streets for about an
hour.

— David wandered through the bookstore, hoping to find a good book for
Lily’s birthday.

. commit an arrestable offence:
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. commit an offence which is serious enough for one to be arrested
commit: do (sth. wrong, bad, foolish, or unlawful)
Examples:
— If we fail to understand this, we shall commit a lot of mistakes.
— During their occupation of China, the Japanese invaders committed many
horrible crimes against the Chinese people.
— The detective concluded that the murder was committed in this very room.
— Can you tell us why the gifted American poet committed suicide (killed
himself) at the peak of his fame?
15 perfectly straight face: a face showing no emotion or humor; a very serious-
looking face
perfectly: very; completely
Examples:
— You’re perfectly right.
— I'm perfectly satisfied with your arrangements.
16 turn out: be found or discovered (to be); prove to be
Examples:
— It turned out that the best student in my class is the son of a classmate of
mine.
— The weather turned out pretty nice that day.
— After a bad start, our English evening turned out (to be) a great success.
— The general manager of the big company turned out to be a young woman
of about 30 years old.
17 ... particularly that of stealing milk bottles:
... particularly the theft (stealing) of milk bottles
18 regard ... as ...: consider ...
Examples:
— I regard him as my best friend.
— Asimov used to regard himself as highly intelligent. Later, he realized that
his intelligence was not absolute.
— Einstein is regarded by many as the greatest scientist of the twentieth centu-
ry.
19 ... in the most casual and conversational tone I could manage:
... trying to sound as unconcerned and informal as I could
casual : relaxed and unconcerned about what is happening or what one is doing
Examples:
— Because of his casual attitude toward work, he was fired.
— He tried to appear casual as he asked the pretty girl to dance.
20 familiar with this sort of situation:
familiar with the situation in which one is confronted with the police
21 ... it confirmed them in their belief that I was a thoroughly disreputable character:

. it reinforced their belief that I was a very disreputable person.
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confirm:
1) strengthen; make firmer
Examples: '
— The sudden snowstorm during the night confirmed my decision not to
leave.
— What you have told me about Steve confirmed me in my suspicion that he
has stolen my gold watch.
— The result of my experiments has confirmed my belief (confirmed me in
my belief) that your theory is correct.
2) prove to be true or correct
Examples:
— The Mayor confirmed the report that his son had been kidnapped.
— Both the special theory of relativity and the general theory of relativity
advanced by Einstein were later confirmed by other scientists.
au fait: (Fr.) familiar; well informed
This French phrase is obviously used to serve a dual purpose: to avoid repeat-
ing the word “familiar” and to show that the narrator had a fairly good educa-
tional background.
‘Aha,’ I could see them thinking, ‘unemployed’. :
Judging by the look on their faces, the author realized that the policemen must
be reasoning like this:
‘Aha, you’re unemployed. That’s why you are stealing.’
The word ‘aha’ is used here to express the satisfaction and joy of the police-
men in finding out the “reason” for the young man’s supposed theft.
charge: blame (sb.) officially for having broken the law
Examples:
— The police charged the driver with drunken driving.
— What is he charged with?
— be charged with murder / stealing / theft / neglecting one’s duty
I wanted to conduct my own defence in court ...:
I wanted to defend myself in court instead of hiring a lawyer ...
It indicates that the narrator was fairly independent in character. He knew for
sure that his parents were rich enough to hire a good solicitor, who would most
likely succeed in getting his release from the charge. Nevertheless, he did not
want to get his parents involved in the case. He would rather rely on his own
efforts to defend himself in court.
conduct: manage; direct; carry out
Examples:
— After failing a dozen times or so, Dr. Wilson decided to conduct the experi-
ment in a different way.
— The police are conducting investigations into these murders.
call (up)on: invite, require; appeal to
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Examples:

— Dr. Smith was often called upon to speak at these gatherings.

— The President called on his people to work hard for national unity.

My ‘trial’ didn’t get that far.:

My ‘trial’ ended before it reached the stage when witnesses would be called on

to give evidence.

The adverb ‘far’ here means “to a certain point, degree, or stage”.

Examples:

— I didn’t know biological science had got that far. (I didn’t know biological
science had developed to such a stage as that.)

— How far can he be trusted?

— He went so far as to cheat openly on exams.

The magistrate dismissed the case ... :

As a rule, the Magistrates’ Court consists of three magistrates, with one

speaking for the others in court.

dismiss: (of a judge) stop (a court case), refuse to consider a (complaint,

plea, etc.) in a court

Example:

— The magistrate dismissed the case because of lack of evidence.

stand a chance: have a chance

Examples:

— 1 would apply for the post if I were you. I think you stand a good chance.

— Without a degree and with no experience in teaching, I don’t think I stand
a chance of getting the teaching post.

— Do you think Mark stands a chance of being elected?

getting costs awarded against the police:

... getting the magistrates to make the decision that the expenses of the case

(¥4 %%) should be paid by the police.

The word ‘costs’ refers here to the expenses of a lawsuit or case which the

court requires the losing party to pay.

Example:

— He was jailed for 6 months and ordered to pay £ 500 costs.

The verb ‘to award’ here means ‘to decide upon or settle by law’ (HIE).

Example:

— A High Court judge awarded him £ 2 million damages.

a criminal record: a record to show that one has committed a crime or crimes

I had the ‘right’ accent.:

This proved that he was well-educated.

respectable: deserving respect (cf. respectful: showing respect to others)

Examples:

— Dr. Smith is a respectable professor and all his students are respectful to
him.



