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PAPERBACKS
The Last Veteran
by Peter Parker
Fourth Estate £8.99
£7.99 inc p&p

Harry Patch, who died last 
year shortly after his 111th 
birthday, was the last 
surviving British veteran of 
the First World War. This 
powerful elegy examines the 
fate of Patch and his fellow 
survivors during the decades 
that followed the Armistice 
and places their lives in the 
context of their times. It also 
considers our changing 
attitudes towards the war that 
was meant to end all wars.

 
The Three 
Weissmanns 
Of Westport
by Cathleen Schine
Corsair £11.99
£9.99 inc p&p

When Betty Weissmann is 
abandoned by her husband 
after nearly 50 years of 
marriage, she is forced to 
leave her swish New York 
apartment and move to a run-
down cottage in Connecticut, 
where she is joined by her 
two grown-up daughters – 
sensible Annie and romantic 
Miranda. As both women 
soon discover, love can 
blossom in the most 
unexpected places. This is 
written as a homage to Jane 
Austen. In lesser hands it 
could have been an exercise 
in archness, but Schine is a 
wonderfully warm writer 
and the book is a delight. 

 
Whole Earth 
Discipline
by Stewart Brand
Atlantic £8.99
£8.49 inc p&p

Stewart Brand is a lifelong 
environmentalist committed 
to raising awareness about 
climate change. You might 
expect him to be a doom-
monger, but the second most 
surprising thing about this 
remarkable book is that you 
finish it feeling optimistic. 
But that’s nothing to the most 
surprising thing, which is the 
way in which it turns 
conventional wisdom on its 
head. Urbanisation, nuclear 
power and genetic 
engineering are the Green 
movement’s biggest 
bugbears, but Brand argues 
that they are all essential to 
our survival.

Simon Shaw

If you 
like this
WHY 
NOT 
TRY...
Born Brilliant: 
The Life Of 
Kenneth 
Williams, by 
Christopher 
Stevens 
(John Murray)

Roger 
Lewis

 If at one extreme we have Peter 
Sellers and Kenneth Williams, 
comic geniuses who were so dif-
ficult they were certifiable, then 
at the other end of the scale 
there’s Ronnie Barker.

He was so normal he might almost 
seem boring. ‘Immaculate comic 
timing, an ability to embellish a 
laugh, always word perfect, tremen-
dous diction, verbal dexterity, 
extraordinary work ethic . . .’ Rich-
ard Webber’s list of Barker’s ster-
ling virtues goes on and on.

Barker wasn’t even a daredevil in 
his private life. He married Beryl 
Joy Tubb in 1957 and had a real bed-
rock of a home life. He was so pri-
vate that he never gave out his 
address or phone number, even to 
close friends such as David Jason.

Time and again, Webber was told 
Barker resembled a retired bank 
manager – chubby and bespectacled, 
content to potter about collecting old 
postcards. In performance, however, 
a transformation took place. It is hard 
to believe that Fletcher, the old lag in 
Porridge, and Arkwright, the miserly 
shopkeeper in Open All Hours, are 
played by the same actor.

What Barker’s characterisations 
had in common was a core of reality, 
no matter how facetious and frivo-
lous the material. Raised in Oxford, 
he was from his teenage years a 
member of several amateur dra-
matic groups. He became an assist-
ant stage manager in Aylesbury, and 
went on to appear in more than 200 
plays, discovering an ability to adopt 
accents and dialects and relishing 
the chance to play a host of charac-
ters from all walks of life.

Barker turned professional in 
1951, spending the next four years 
at the Oxford Playhouse. Here he 
was directed by Peter Hall, who 
from the outset thought Barker pos-
sessed ‘a fabulous talent, although 
nobody really knew him’. Indeed, 
the critics often misspelt his name, 
calling him Robin Barker or Ronnie 
Parker. This at least was an improve-
ment on Bumsy Barker, his nick-
name at school, coined from his 
fondness for rice pudding.

A long run in a supporting role in 
Irma La Douce put Barker off the 
stage for good. ‘It is sad that the 
theatre didn’t get more of him,’ 
Peter Hall reflects. Barker made a 
few films but television was to be 
his main medium. He found lasting 
fame in The Two Ronnies alongside 
Ronnie Corbett, and became so 
famous that he could never set foot 
on a beach with his children without 
being pestered for autographs.

Unlike Morecambe and Wise, who 
could only operate in tandem, the 

beauty of Barker’s partnership with 
Corbett was that they never lost 
their individual styles.

Many of the classic sketches, about 
deaf people or people mispronounc-
ing their words, were written by 
Barker under the pseudonym of 
Gerald Wiley. The famous four 
candles/fork handles scene was one 
of his inspirations. Yet Barker also 
had a habit of purloining gags with-
out attribution, taking advantage of 
writers such as David Nobbs, Dick 
Vosburgh or Bernard McKenna, 
then at the start of their careers. For 
this reason, he was not popular with 
other writers at the BBC.

At a pinch, it might be possible to 
detect from Webber’s book that 
there was a streak of arrogance in 
Barker. If the scriptwriters he knew 
were left feeling ‘absolutely furious’, 

then other departments found him 
meddlesome. Barker wanted to be 
in control of make-up, set design, 
editing and direction. Corbett, mean-
while, was happy to leave these mat-
ters to the technicians and experts.

And was Barker always wholly 
honest? Was there a sneakiness in 
his nature? There is a strange epi-
sode recounted here about Barker, 
after he had retired, running an 
antiques shop in the Cotswolds. He 
offered £20 for a silver salver that 
he knew full well was worth consid-
erably more – ‘a very dismal affair’, 
says Webber.

Barker retired aged 57. Apart from 
a couple of cameo roles, he was not 
to be seen on our screens again. He 
died in a hospice in 2005, having lost 
so much weight from heart disease 
that he wouldn’t allow visitors.

How boring 
Ronnie kept 
us laughing

TIMELESS 
CLASSIC: 
Ronnie Barker, 
as Fletcher, with 
Fulton Mackay 
as the warder in 
the 1979 film 
version of 
Porridge

Remembering
Ronnie Barker
by Richard Webber   
Century £20

 £16.99 inc p&p

 

Andrea 
Wulf

Blame the Romans for all this vice and lust
City Of Sin
By Catharine Arnold
Simon & Schuster £14.99 

 £12.99 inc p&p

From Roman slave girls who 
arrived chained and shivering 
at the dockyards at Queenhithe 
to the exploits of call-girl Belle 
de Jour in the 21st Century, 
Catharine Arnold takes her 
readers on a galloping ride 
through two millennia of sinful 
exploits in London.

The story starts with the 
Romans, who believed that 
brothels provided an ‘essential 
public service’. They also 
introduced strict regulations 
which required prostitutes to 
get a licence, undergo regular 
inspections for veneral 

diseases and wear clothes that 
distinguished them from 
‘respectable’ women. After the 
Romans left, the Church took 
over, raking in their own 
profitable share by renting out 
properties to pimps. 

It was Henry VIII, not a man 

normally associated with 
virtuous piety, who ordered the 
closure of brothels due to the 
rapid spreading of syphilis. 

But the trade in sex continued 
to flourish. In the 18th Century, 
for example, highly-paid 
courtesans based themselves 
in the West End, while poverty-
stricken girls flocked to the 
East End. 

However, according to 
Arnold, it was not until Queen 
Victoria’s reign that we saw the 
‘golden age of prostitution’, 
with more than 50,000 women 
offering their bodies for sale.

Arnold approaches her 
subject with fun and charm 
rather than any sense of 
moralising. 

Although prostitution takes 
up the main part of the book, 
Arnold brings alive other areas 
of the ‘sinful’ capital, from the 
foreigners who were shocked 
(and delighted) by the deep 
cleavage Tudor women had on 
show, to homosexuality in 
public schools.

Unsurprisingly, 17th Century 
diarist Samuel Pepys makes an 
appearance with his frank 
accounts, including one in 

which he describes touching 
his servant’s breasts, ‘they 
being the finest that I ever saw 
in my life’.

Casanova was delighted by 
London’s bathhouses, saying 
they made ‘a magnificent 
debauch’; and James Boswell 
enjoyed a stroll through the 
park where he ‘took the first 
whore I met . . . ugly and lean’. 

With a keen eye for detail and 
unfrilly prose, Arnold brings 
alive the whole spectrum of sin 
in London, from eccentric 
Victorian cross-dressers to 
frivolous girls and joyous sex.


