
 
          

 
( US = “The Little Kidnappers” ) 
UK  :  1953  :  dir. Philip Leacock  :  Rank / Nolbandov-Parkyn                                     :  95 min 
prod: Sergei Nolbandov & Leslie Parkyn  :  scr: Neil Paterson  :  dir.ph.: Eric Cross 
Jon Whiteley; Vincent Winter; Chris Beeney ……………………………………………………… 
Donald Macrae; Adrienne Corri; Jean Anderson; Theodore Bikel; Jameson Clark; John Rae; 
Howard Connell; Jack Stewart; James Sutherland; Francis De Wolff; Eric Woodburn  
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       Ma he’rt’s in the hee’lands, wherever I roam..          Source:  The Moving Picture Boy 

The Kidnappers  



 

 
Lobbing rocks at the Boer – naughty boys! 
                Source:  NFT Bulletin Feb/Mar 72 

 
 
Leonard Maltin’s Movie and Video Guide 

2001 review: 

 

“Splendid children’s story set in Nova Scotia, 

1900.  Two orphan youngsters adopt 

abandoned baby when strict grandfather 

forbids them having a dog.  Whiteley and 

Winter won Special Oscars for Outstanding 

Juvenile Performances.  Remade for cable.  

***½ ” 

 

 

Speelfilm Encyclopedie review – identical to 

above 

 

 

Halliwell's Film Guide review 

 

“In a Nova Scotian village at the turn of the 

century a stern old man denies his young 

grandchildren a pet, so they "borrow" a baby 

and hide it in the woods.  Fairly pleasing and 

popular whimsy for family audiences.  * ” 

 
 
The Good Film and Video Guide review: 

 

“The secret world of childhood, as written by 

Neil Paterson, whose dialogue for the children 

is better than that for the adults.  Two small 

Scottish boys (Jon Whiteley, Vincent Winter) 

come to live in a remote part of Nova Scotia 

with their grandparents (Duncan Macrae, Jean 

Anderson) and "steal" a baby when the grim 

old man won’t let them have a dog.  With 

Adrienne Corri and Theodore Bikel.  Both 

boys give very touching performances.  *** ” 

 

 

 

Movies on TV and Videocassette 1988-89 

review: 

 

“Two boys kidnap a baby because they can’t 

have a dog.  Brilliant, simple, moving and 

amusing film.  That’s all there is to it, but it’s a 

gem.  Jon Whiteley and Vincent Winter, the 

boys, won Special Oscars.  **** ” 

 

 

The Sunday Times Guide to Movies on 

Television review: 

 

“Get your furtive handkerchief ready for this 

1953 sob-story about flint-hearted Nova 

Scotian Duncan Macrae who drives his 

grandchildren into stealing a baby because he 

won’t let them have a pet.  Philip Leacock’s 

direction makes it almost believable.   ” 

 

 

TV Times Film & Video Guide 1995 review: 

 

“Child actors Jon Whiteley and Vincent 

Winter won special Oscars for their roles in 

this wonderful Ealing Studios family film, set 

in Nova Scotia, as two orphaned boys ruled 

over with a rod of iron by their stern, bigoted 

grandfather (Duncan Macrae).  The boys steer 

just the right side of cuteness and deliver 

delightfully natural performances.  *** ”  

 

 

NFT Bulletin – Feb/Mar 72 – review: 

 

“Philip Leacock’s enchanting film from Neil 

Patterson’s own story was shot on location in 

Scotland.  Two small boys "kidnap" a baby 

(christening it Rover) because they cannot 

have a dog.  The film has a marvellous sense 

of atmosphere (the setting is Nova Scotia), 

some very funny moments and great warmth 

and accuracy.  With Jonathan Winter.
1
”  

 

 

The Moving Picture Boy entry on Whiteley: 

 

“In 1951 the six-year old Jon, son of a village 

schoolmaster, won a prize for verse-speaking 

at the Aberdeen music festival.  A BBC van 

visited his school, and Jon repeated his 

recitation for the benefit of Scottish radio 

listeners.  It was overheard by a talent scout, 

who reported back to studios in the south –  

 

 

                                                           
1
 Not too much accuracy in this review, however 



 
It’s a dogless life in Nova Scotia  

      Source:  A Pictorial History of the Talkies 

 

 

and so Britain discovered one of its most 

unusual and likeable child actors. 

 

Charming as his appearance was - a serious, 

square little face with watchful features 

beneath a tangle of blond hair – Jon’s most 

precious attribute was his beautifully old-

world Aberdeenshire voice: melodious, 

quaintly measured, almost pedantic.  No 

child’s voice quite like it had been heard in the 

cinema before, and it added a special quality to 

the parts he had to play, which were in general 

of the John Howard Davies type (delicate child 

thrown into tough or harrowing situations)... 

 

The Whiteley manner was perfectly suited to 

"THE KIDNAPPERS", conversing with an 

even smaller Scot, Vincent Winter, over the 

ownership of an unidentified but hearty baby 

they had stumbled on. "Is it our babby now, 

Harry?" asks Winter . "It’s mine," says 

Whiteley with sweet solemnity, "but you can 

have a loan of it while I’ve other business.  

You can feel it.  Go on, feel it, if you crave to."  

(There is later a wonderful argument about a 

name for the baby.  Winter favours "Rover".) 

 

An attractive remake of "THE KID-

NAPPERS" – now called "THE LITTLE 

KIDNAPPERS", which had been the original 

film’s US release title anyway – was shown in 

1990, with two very similar-looking children 

(Leo Wheatley and Charles Miller) as the two 

boys. 

  

In Jon Whiteley’s other roles (a frightened 

runaway in "HUNTED", a puzzled orphan in 

"MOONFLEET", a supposed murderer in 

"THE WEAPON", and the affection-starved 

son of a diplomat in "THE SPANISH 

GARDENER") his sober charm was used with 

varying success.  But he was always a pleasure 

to watch and listen to.  Whiteley got a degree 

at Oxford, wrote books on Ingres and the Pre-

Raphaelites, and became curator of an Oxford 

college art collection.” 

 

 

[no listing in "The Critics’ Film Guide", 
"Rating the Movies (1990)", "The Time Out 
Film Guide", "Variety Movie Guide 1993", 
"Video Movie Guide 1993" or "The Virgin 
Film Guide"] 
 
 
What’s On TV review: 

 

“An endearing, wide-eyed tale of two little 

children and their stern grandad set in turn-of-

the-century Nova Scotia.  Duncan Macrae is 

the domineering old-timer and Vincent Winter 

and Jon Whiteley (who won special Oscars) 

are the innocent tykes [sic] who hide a baby in 

a cave because he won’t allow them to have a 

pet.  ” 

 

“Two orphaned boys go to live with their cold-

hearted grandfather in Canada.” 

 

 

The Sunday Telegraph review: 

 

“Philip Leacock’s whimsical tale of a Nova 

Scotian childhood was much admired in its 

day.  Flinty village elder Duncan Macrae takes 

his two orphaned grandchildren into his home 

but denies them affection.  He won’t even let 

them keep a pet so they kidnap a baby and care 

for it in secret.  Jon Whiteley and Vincent 

Winter give natural performances as the two 

boys, establishing Leacock’s reputation as a 

fine director of children.”  



 

 

 

 

No further information currently available. 
 
Whiteley made only five films, this one included – John Howard Davies before him had made 
only four – a very meagre crop from two of the best-known British boy actors of their 
generation.  Dean Stockwell for example, in 1947, made that many films in a single year.  
Director Leacock extracted the best from Whiteley, who was not especially spirited either in 
“MOONFLEET” (55) or “THE SPANISH GARDENER” (56) attaching himself emotionally first 
to Stewart Granger, then Dirk Bogarde.  His distinctive speech mannerisms, so charming in 
“THE KIDNAPPERS”, began to sound increasingly petulant in these later films. 
 
See also “BADKONAK-E SEFID” and “BASHU” - both recent Iranian films, and subject index 
under ARAB WORLD / MIDDLE EAST. 
 
 


