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About the Book

Ronnie Barker was the glittering star of the much-adored comedy classics Porridge, The Two Ronnies and Open All Hours and held pole position as one of our most respected and best-loved comedy actors. Universally admired by the public and industry insiders alike, his talents stretched beyond his performances on the stage and screen. As an accomplished comedy writer, Barker provided many of the sketches and songs for The Two Ronnies, contributed material to a number of other television and radio shows and penned his own sitcom Clarence. And despite his retirement he remained paramount in the public’s affection, returning to the screen in 1999 to team up with his erstwhile comedy partner and great friend Ronnie Corbett for a Two Ronnies night on BBC1, followed by a BAFTA tribute in 2004 and a final appearance on television in 2005 on The Two Ronnies Christmas Sketchbook.

Effortlessly funny, universally adored and an actor and writer responsible for some of Britain’s classic comedy, Ronnie Barker was a true legend. Here Richard Webber delves deep into the heart of Barker’s life and career as he’s remembered by those who best loved and knew him.
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Introduction

It was a defining moment in Ronnie Barker’s life. Sitting in the spartan rehearsal room above a workshop in Oxford’s Cowley Road, he watched ardent members of the Theatre Players, a respected amateur dramatics group, put the finishing touches to their latest show. Momentarily, he was transported into the make-believe world unfolding in front of his eyes and knew he wanted to be part of it.

The seventeen-year-old had, like many, drifted through school unaware where his future lay: he’d considered – briefly – being an architect and was currently a penpusher at the local Westminster Bank; this was assuredly not his metier. But as the Players performed that evening in 1946, Ronnie was sure of one thing: he didn’t want to spend the rest of his working days among the dusty banking ledgers; instead, he was keen to chance his luck in the capricious world of acting. Two years later he was on course to realising his dream when hired as an assistant stage manager in Aylesbury.

Over the coming decades, Ronnie Barker rose through the ranks to become one of the true greats of comedy, exploiting his extensive repertoire of talents to the full. Actor, writer and, at times, a seeming jack-of-all-trades, his incessant drive for perfection saw him, increasingly, take an active part in every aspect of production; yes, this may have ruffled a few people’s feathers along the way, and Ronnie was aware that he was seen by some as pernickety; but his desire to produce the best possible product combined with his obvious knowledge and experience in the field meant he often resembled an assistant director.

While researching this book, I was told about a humorous Christmas card designed by the Two Ronnies’ camera crew one year, depicting a scene being shot in the studio. A camera stands ready and waiting, with Ronnie at the head of the queue with his eye pushed firmly against the eye piece, followed by the director and, thirdly, the poor cameraman, unable to get a look-in. It was sent in jest, as most people not only liked the man but learnt much from him, too. But it represented what life was like on a show starring Mr Barker. Never the demonstrative type, Ronnie’s style was to shepherd colleagues towards his way of thinking by delicately and subtly guiding them.

Although he sought perfection throughout his career, he was fastidious from an early age: even as a child staging little plays with his mates in back gardens in Oxford, everything had to be just so. And from the first days of his career, Ronnie Barker understood the mechanics not only of comedy but of how a show should be structured; although he learnt so much in repertory theatre, the classroom of the medium where skills are honed, he possessed an innate talent, particularly comedic, which he put to good use in an array of classic programmes, including The Frost Report, The Two Ronnies, Porridge and Open All Hours.

Immaculate comic timing, an ability to embellish a laugh, always word-perfect, tremendous diction, verbal dexterity, extraordinary work ethic and an ability to inhabit a multitude of characters were some of his qualities as a performer. The last came to the fore while making The Two Ronnies, where a host of characterisations was required each week to populate the various sketches; in fact, it’s just as well, because he hated facing cameras as himself. A diffident, self-effacing and intensely private man, he shunned the limelight and needed a mask, even if just a pair of glasses, to shield his true identity when in front of the camera or on stage.

Whichever character he chose to be for those few moments, he would always elicit a laugh from the audience. ‘I’ve always said it’s impossible to quantify or try to define that strange quality in someone that makes them funny. Of course, Ronnie had it, and importantly knew exactly how to use it,’ said writer David Renwick, who I interviewed for the book. ‘Comedy technique has to be mastered but never advertised. Ronnie’s supreme skill was in controlling and manipulating his material via whatever character he was playing, in a way that made the whole thing seem effortless. If you study the actual mechanics of his performance in, say, a party sketch from The Two Ronnies you become aware of the way he deliberately directs a lot of his dialogue away from Ronnie Corbett, almost into mid-air, because there is something about that dismissive, non-directional treatment of the line that gives it an insouciant, “throw-away” quality. He also has a trick of widening his eyes at certain key points as a kind of punctuation device. Both of them were expert at controlling and absorbing an audience laugh by means of a sip, or an aborted sip, from a glass of wine.’

As well as acting, his writing talents were indubitable too. Although displaying a penchant for humour influenced by McGill’s seaside postcards, which flavours much of his work, he didn’t write exclusively in this manner; wordplay was not only his forte as a performer but as a writer, too.

Writing under numerous pseudonyms, most notably Gerald Wiley, his sketch contribution to The Two Ronnies was immense. Through his work, he didn’t set out to be a harbinger of new-style comedy, simply to entertain the masses – and that is what he did so successfully. For an example of his prolificacy, let’s visit two village idiots who have met at a stile.

RC: Morning.

RB: Afternoon.

RC: Nice evening, isn’t it?

RB: It’s not as nice an evening as it was yesterday morning.

RC: No. Yesterday morning was a lovely evening.

RB: I blame the weather, you know.

RC: You’re the village idiot, aren’t you?

RB: Yes.

RC: I’m the next village idiot.

RB: How do you know?

RC: I’m the idiot from the next village.

Let us leave the village idiots to their profound conversation and pop in to the Brooklea Hearing Aid Centre where Mr Crampton has an appointment with a specialist.

RC: Is this the hearing aid centre?

RB: Pardon?

RC: Is this the hearing aid centre?

RB: Yes, that’s right, yes.

RC: Ah. I’ve come to be fitted for a hearing aid.

RB: Pardon?

RC: I said I’ve come for a hearing aid.

RB: Oh, yes, do sit down. I’ll just take a few details. Name?

RC: Pardon?

RB: Name?

RC: Crampton.

RB: Pardon?

RC: Crampton.

RB: Oh, Crampton.

RC: Pardon?

RB: I said Crampton.

RC: Crampton, yes.

RB: Right, Mr Crampton. Now, I take it you are having difficulty with your hearing?

RC: Pardon?

And so the sketch continues towards its wonderful pay-off line. But while Mr Crampton needs help with his hearing, Arnold Splint requires assistance of another kind, appealing for women only; his target audience, though, is men.

RB: If you have an old woman you no longer need – send her to me. Simply tie her arms and legs together, wrap her in brown paper, and post her to me, care of the BBC, with your own name printed clearly on the bottom. Because that’s the bit I shall undo first. Of course, I cannot guarantee to make use of all women sent to me. It depends on the condition, so make sure you enclose a self-addressed pair of knickers. Send as many women as you like, no matter how small. I assure you, all those accepted will be made good use of by me and my team of helpers – who, incidentally, carry on this work, many without any form of support.

I do hope you can find time to send me something: we did originally start collecting with a van, from door-to-door, but this scheme was abandoned owing to the wear and tear on the knockers.

Mr Splint continues with his self-indulgent appeal, just one example – like the two previous sketches – of the creative talents of doughy-faced Ronnie Barker, whose splash of silvery wavy hair, dark-rimmed specs and often garishly-coloured jackets became the trademarks of this consummate professional. There was a sense of assurance in his mien: you knew you were in for a treat when sitting down to watch a Barker programme. Rarely were you disappointed.

As well as natural talent, many of his fine performances were a result of hard graft, shaping the character and learning his lines; he expected the same level of dedication from everyone else working on any given programme. As Richard Briers told me, he didn’t like amateurs, people who weren’t dedicated to becoming First Eleven players. Here was a high octane talent who, naturally, wanted to plough his own furrow because he thought he knew what was right; he wouldn’t have reached such stature without treading on a few toes here and there, but Ronnie’s targets were always focused on improving the show – after all, it was his head on the block if a show bombed. Yes, like any human being he had his faults, but these were far outweighed by his many virtues.

But Ronnie was a generous performer, particularly when it came to fellow thespians. A sage actor, he was always willing to help less experienced colleagues; and he was never one to hog the spotlight: if he felt a line of script would help the end product if said by someone else, he’d willingly pass it on.

A life enhancer with his wit, warmth and ebullience, he earned respect from contemporaries and was regarded as a national treasure among the general public. It’s not surprising several classic shows bear Ronnie Barker’s hallmark, such were his abilities, many of which are examined in this book.

This volume attempts to complement rather than compete against any books previously written about Barker. Here, for the first time, is a biography of Ronnie’s life and, predominantly, his work, told largely through the words of those who either worked with or knew him. I make no excuses for slanting more towards his long and varied career, much of which I’ve appreciated like the millions of others who delight in watching Barker don a prison outfit for another dollop of Porridge or slip on the brown overall to run his corner shop in Open All Hours.

So sit back, put your feet up and enjoy reading about a national icon.

Richard Webber

Minehead, May 2010


Chapter 1

Head sixty miles north of London and you arrive at the county town of Bedford, where agriculture, wool, lace and brewing have all played their part in the town’s economic growth over the centuries. Leaf through the pages of its history some more and you discover that the seventeenth-century writer and preacher John Bunyan, author of the Christian allegory The Pilgrim’s Progress, was imprisoned in the town’s jail for twelve years.

Bedford also boasts a history when it comes to the world of entertainment. Not only were many scenes from the 1970s sitcom Some Mothers Do ’Ave ’Em, starring Michael Crawford as hapless twit Frank Spencer, filmed in and around the town, but chunks of the 2005 feature film Batman Begins, with Christian Bale playing the caped crusader, originated from the town, too. It’s also the birthplace of a list of well-known people from all walks of life, including television presenter and maths genius Carol Vorderman and popular actor John Le Mesurier, who will forever be remembered as languid Sergeant Wilson in the classic sitcom Dad’s Army.

Another native of this unassuming town, and among its most famous, made his first public appearance on 25 September 1929 – his name, Ronnie Barker. When his father registered the birth of his son at Bedford’s register office on 2 November, five weeks later, his full name of Ronald William George was recorded; it would be some thirty years before the truncated version by which our subject is known would come into being, thanks to a radio producer who regarded ‘Ronnie’ as snappier than the more formal ‘Ronald’ when compiling the cast list for a radio show in which Barker was appearing – but more of that later.

Life for Ronald William George Barker began at 70 Garfield Street, Bedford, a red-brick nineteenth-century, two-bedroom terraced house around the corner from Bedford Park. It was home to Ronnie’s maternal grandparents, the Carters; in those days it wasn’t unusual for daughters to return to their parents’ house during the latter stages of pregnancy.

The only son of Leonard William and Edith Eleanor Barker, who had married in 1925, Ronnie was their second child, three years behind sister Vera, born in 1926, and four ahead of sister Eileen, the baby of the family.

In the 1920s it was commonplace for mothers to stay at home, while the man of the house was the sole breadwinner, and in the Barker household Ronnie’s mother, more commonly known as Cis (a nickname coined, it’s believed, because she grew up as the youngest sister in her family), spent her years, save for a spell in munitions during the Great War, as a full-time housewife and mother.

His father Leonard – who for some unknown reason was usually called Tim – worked as an oil clerk with petroleum giant Shell-Mex. Moving back a generation, while Leonard’s father earned his living as a master butcher, Edith’s was a plumber; it seemed there wasn’t a whiff of greasepaint in the Barker family tree: Ronnie would grow up and change all that by taking to the stage, initially as an amateur, before a glittering career spanning more than five decades saw him become one of the nation’s most treasured comedy actors. Even though it seems there was a dearth of professional entertainers in the Barker lineage, it’s clear from the myriad stories with which he regaled readers in his autobiography that Ronnie inherited his performing talents and quick wit from his father. One of Ronnie Barker’s strengths was his adeptness at witty, sharp ripostes, a quality his father possessed. ‘Father had an office job, but he wasn’t your stereotype little clerk. He had a great sense of humour … he had a fund of funny remarks … “Any fear of lunch?” he would ask my mother, making me laugh and her annoyed.’1 Another utterance regularly used by Leonard to bring a little mirth to the Barker household was, ‘Money doesn’t buy happiness, but it lets you be miserable in comfort.’2

An early friend of Ronnie’s, Ivor Humphris, now in his eighties, is convinced that his pal had his father to thank for many of his personality traits. ‘His father was an extrovert and I think Ronnie got his acting qualities from him; his father could be described as the life and soul of the party and always had a story to tell or something to contribute. His mum was very hospitable, but wasn’t like Ronnie at all. She was quite different – shy and timid; I think Ronnie inherited his father’s personality. Tim would take over things, such as conversations.’

It’s clear that Barker Senior was a frustrated entertainer at heart, occasionally donning a straw boater to entertain his children, and making rare performances in local amateur events, with a repertoire normally consisting of the music-hall number, ‘I’m Not All There’. Another sign of Leonard Barker’s leaning towards the world of entertainment was tucked away in the back of his wardrobe in the shape of a Pierrot outfit; it interested his impressionable son, who, after checking no one was around, would creep into the bedroom and take a peek at the costume, hidden from inquisitive children. Ronnie reflected on whether such experiences could have been responsible for inspiring an interest in the world of performing, even at such a young age, but thought it was unlikely. ‘We simply loved dressing-up games and the Pierrot suit was nice.’3

Leonard Barker’s job with Shell-Mex took him from Bedford to Ilford for a brief period, before the crates were packed again as the family returned briefly to Bedford, before heading to Oxford, where Ronnie spent the remainder of his childhood and early part of his working life. Although it’s unclear exactly when the family moved to the Essex town of Ilford – where John Logie Baird, the inventor of television, beavered away on his new invention during the 1920s – the Barkers were recorded on the electoral register from 1932–4, with Ronnie still being pushed around in a pram. Home was a flat at 87 York Road, a stone’s throw from the main railway station and the A406, better known as the North Circular Road.

Work commitments meant the family were soon on the move again: after a brief spell back at 70 Garfield Street, they settled in Oxford, where Ronnie attended the newly built Donnington Infant and Junior School in Cornwallis Road. Local records in the city show that the family was first registered in the area in 1935 with home initially at 386 Cowley Road. The following year they moved to a recently constructed terraced brick property at 23 Church Cowley Road, built on farmland by a Welsh builder along with a host of other houses. The houses were originally intended for Welsh miners who had uprooted to the city to work in the Morris car plant in Cowley after losing their livelihoods down the pits back home.

Around five hundred yards away in Church Hill Road was Ronnie’s school friend, Mike Olive. ‘During the time we were at school, Ronnie would often call at my house after lessons to look at the rabbits and ducks I kept. We both left in 1939; I was eleven years old and Ronnie a year younger. We lost touch when he passed the eleven-plus and attended the City of Oxford High School and I went to the City of Oxford Technical School. I remember him being a quiet boy.’

Although in many respects Ronnie’s childhood began in earnest in Oxford, he didn’t lose touch with his birthplace, returning to Bedford during school holidays to visit his grandparents, who remained at Garfield Street, and other relatives in the district. While the adults caught up with the latest news, Ronnie found a route to escape grown-up chatter, befriending two older boys living nearby who introduced him to the schoolboy game of conkers and took him apple scrumping.

If he wasn’t out with the boys, Ronnie often became part of the audience which gathered for the little concerts his sister Vera and her friend Barbara, whose family also lived in Garfield Street, staged in the garden during clement weather. For the price of a farthing the spectators were treated to a medley of singing and dancing. Although in later years Ronnie wondered whether these performances, staged in the afternoon sunshine, made any degree of impact, an impression was almost certainly indelibly printed in the depths of his subconscious: in later years he would create his own mini-shows with friends in Oxford; ultimately, performing was the path he trod with such aplomb.

It wasn’t long, either, before Ronnie experienced what it was like to be the cause of ripples of laughter emanating from an audience – even if it was a classroom of nine year olds at Donnington Junior School. The class had been assigned a poem involving a windmill to learn. One morning, a pupil was struggling to remember a particular line. While he uttered the same line repeatedly, hoping that the next would eventually surface in his mind, Ronnie grasped the opportunity. As he recalled, the boy, Thornton, kept saying, ‘The swirling sails cut through the air – um, through the air, cut through the air …’ ‘“He’ll be bald,” I predicted, “if he goes on like that, cutting through the ’air.”’4 The quip had everyone in the class in stitches – well, almost. The teacher was far from amused and with a face like thunder proceeded to reprimand the class’s young comedian. Although a whack of the cane was inevitable for his impromptu actions, once the soreness had subsided Ronnie regarded the enduring of such pain as well worth it, purely to experience the gratification of hearing other people, albeit children, respond so uproariously to something he’d said in jest.

Another lasting memory of this period at Donnington Infant and Junior School involved an enforced absence of four months from his desk after Ronnie was hospitalised with nephritis, an inflammation of the kidneys. For a time his condition had his parents worried for their son’s well-being. But thankfully, they saw him slowly recover strength and fitness – surprising, really, when his diet at Oxford’s Radcliffe Hospital consisted largely of barley sugar sweets and rice pudding. He returned to junior school with no lasting ill-effects and, in 1939, aged ten, passed his eleven-plus, securing him a scholarship to the City of Oxford High School; it was a proud moment for the Barker family, whose meagre finances wouldn’t have stretched to paying the school fees.

Just as Hitler was invading Poland in September 1939, Ronald Barker, wearing his brown uniform with blue trimmings and cap to match, started at his new school. It was the first day of a new school year. Founded in 1881 by English philosopher Thomas Hill Green to offer local boys an education that would prepare them for the rigours of university, the City of Oxford High School had its share of soon-to-be prominent individuals pass through the doors of the Victorian stone building. One pupil was Thomas Edward Lawrence, alias Lawrence of Arabia, whose boyish signature was scribbled across the flyleaf of the chemistry book given to Ronnie.

The usual first-day nerves were present as Ronald Barker joined Mr Soulsby’s class, sharing a double desk with Brian Cobby, who recalls, ‘We were very impressed with this grand building, in which our initial lesson was Latin, but were both shocked when our first day also included a sex education lesson. Ronnie and I giggled like mad because we had no idea school would be like that. We got on terribly well. He was slightly chubby and quiet; I was the noisy one because, wanting to be an actor, I was always showing off. I don’t think Ronnie had any idea about what he wanted to do with his life.’ Cobby did, in fact, realise his dream by becoming a professional actor and appearing in, among others, the television series The Man Outside, Crane and The Detective, as well as being the voice of the Speaking Clock from 1985 to 2007.

Another classmate, Bill Denton, concurs with Cobby concerning Ronnie’s quietness. ‘He was never outgoing and didn’t seem to have any particularly close friends in those early days; he seemed very shy.’ It was the vogue in the high-school classrooms for nicknames to be dished out, and Ronnie didn’t escape. ‘Everyone had nicknames: I was called Skinny Bill, even though my name was Clive. Ronnie’s was Bumsy Barker, because he had a big bottom!’ laughs Bill. ‘He was continually being picked on – not bullied – just lighthearted banter. I don’t think he liked it, but didn’t get annoyed.’

Ernest Ames, who now lives in Australia, confirms that nicknames were used extensively throughout the school. ‘I thought that even in those days it was unkind and inappropriate, but I think Ronnie had a thick skin and ignored it, from what I saw. I was given quite a few nicknames, too – and none of them complimentary. Ronnie wasn’t fat as a schoolboy, just on the chubby side, which gave him a jolly look when he laughed at some prank. His facial expression was similar to that of Benny Hill at times, needing no words to elicit a laugh.’

Ernest, just a casual school friend, often met Ronnie while cycling to school, spotting him at the bottom of Church Hill Road. The conversations mainly consisted of mundane matters, but Ernest remembers a discussion concerning a prediction made by Mr Brodie, a physics master. Of all the subjects in the curriculum, the sciences weren’t Ronnie’s strongest, something Brodie hoped to rectify for the pupil’s own good. ‘Ronnie said sometimes that our esteemed Pongo [Mr Brodie’s nickname] would tell him, in as many words, to get his act together or he wouldn’t make anything of himself,’ recalls Ernest, who has lived down under since 1957. ‘As Ronnie was not inclined towards science – preferring the arts instead – it’s not surprising that he received a comment or two, but as he eventually followed an artistic career and finished up laughing all the way to the bank, it proves that the education system at the time couldn’t recognise talent when it saw it and should have nurtured it.’

The trouble was, the usual opportunities one associates with school weren’t open to the young Ronald Barker, who never evinced any interest in considering acting as where his future lay. ‘Because I was at school in the war years, a lot of masters had gone into the army and so the school was very short of staff,’ he recalled, when I interviewed him in May 2000. ‘As a result, they decided not to do many theatre productions or school plays.’ However, one opportunity to taste a bit of classic literature arose when the English master introduced the class to Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice, with Ronnie reading the part of Shylock, the Jewish moneylender. Uttering the words of the great bard, Ronnie enjoyed the experience – even if he still couldn’t see beyond the four walls of the classroom. ‘I was interested in it and thought it fun, but it was only in the class and I didn’t do any more.’

Academically, Ronnie performed admirably and, although never top boy, found himself in the upper third of the class. Another of his strengths, understandably, was English and he began his writing career early with a poem which won him the school’s Sir Oswyn Murray English Essay Prize; the poem was later published in the school magazine, circa 1943.

In the sweet, romantic spring time,

(It was May, I well remember.

When the trees were decked with blossom),

I was asked to write an essay. This was for a competition

Which is held once every twelve month

In the sweet, romantic springtime.

‘Prizes both of books and money

To the value of two guineas

Given by Sir Oswyn Murray,’

Urged me to commence my travail.

I had but one day to do it;

So I set to work, that evening

Scribbled, swore, and sobbed and sweated;

And, by morning, got it finished.

Next day I took in my effort –

Waited for another fortnight –

Heard with glee the brief announcement,

‘“Oswyn Murray” won by Barker.’

Then patiently I waited

All through the sweet, romantic springtime,

Watched the blossom fade and perish,

Watched the fruit spring from the blossom,

Ne’er heard mention of the Prize.

Now ’tis autumn, ’tis September,

Now the fruit is picked and eaten,

Now the trees their leaves are shedding,

Still no mention of the prizes.

Yet I will not give up hoping,

For I have my life before me,

Maybe in ten years (or twenty:

I must not be impatient)

I’ll receive a printed letter

Typed out by the Secretary,

Short and simple, merely stating

That ‘Your two and forty shillings

May be had on application.’

Until then I’ll wait with patience,

Though my hair be turned to silver,

Though my bones be bent and weary,

Still I’ll wait in passive patience

Since I would not dream of asking

For the cash I was awarded

In the flower of my childhood,

In the sweet, romantic spring time.

(When the poem was published, the magazine’s editor included a line at the end confirming that Ronnie eventually received his prize.)

Analysing the poem, John Freeman, a published poet and teacher of creative writing at Cardiff University, states the work is written in a very distinctive rhythm made popular by H. W. Longfellow, in his poem Hiawatha. ‘Not only the rhythm but the motif of repeated lines and phrases can be found in that poem. Ronnie Barker’s work is, of course, intended to be funny, but all the funnier for keeping a fairly straight face. A sign of things to come in Barker’s career?

‘One thinks to begin with it is a straight but rather naïve and cliché-prone poem of romantic sentiment. As the image of the poet becoming improbably aged and still waiting for his cash becomes more exaggerated, the comic purpose becomes clear; one sees that this is where it has been heading all the time, and there is a hint of the poem’s real stance in the interruption of the prevailing sweetness by the line about sweating over the essay. The comic tone allows the boy-poet to have his cake and eat it, enjoying the lush excess of language but assuring us that he sees its absurdity, at least as he has deployed it. The whole poem has a vigour and momentum and overall formal control which is impressive, in the way a bright teenager can impress. The language, judged by the highest standards, is hackneyed and undistinguished, though the comic tone turns this lack of distinction to advantage. It’s an invigorating romp, and its playful energy is contagious – another sign of the mature Barker’s hallmarks.’

Whereas Ronnie is remembered for his quietness and being rather reserved in the early years at the City of Oxford High School, it appears he came out of himself by the time he reached the fifth form, when he was something of a practical joker, as his school friends confirm. ‘He was a good joker,’ says Ivan Mason. ‘In our classroom there were pictures on the wall and he used to hang little cartoons he’d drawn on bits of paper and place them behind the picture frame. He tied cotton to the paper and from his seat would pull the cotton when the teacher wasn’t looking, causing the cartoon to pop up from behind the frame.’

Paul Jocelyn recalls an incident involving imitation ties and a new French master, Eddy Swire. ‘Ronnie could be quiet, but was also a joker. I remember the new French master wore a different tie each day, so Ronnie made about twenty paper ties and we all wore them on our lapels. The master wore thick glasses and was unable to see the ties until one day Ronnie accidentally knocked them on to the floor – the teacher wasn’t amused.’

Then there was the occasion with the buzzer, as Roy Beaumont – who also remembers playing in Florence Park with Ronnie, climbing trees, crossing the stream and trying desperately to dam its flow – recalls. ‘He was good at practical jokes. At the front of the class there was usually a wooden platform on which a table stood so that the master was slightly above the level of the pupils. Ronnie managed to fix up a Morse buzzer underneath the platform and connected it to a wire. Occasionally, he’d buzz it and the teacher would hear this mysterious noise, but not know where it came from. That caused a lot of giggling and was probably the most outrageous thing he did. God knows where he got it; there was an ATC [Air Training Corp] at the school, so he might have borrowed it from someone,’ says Roy, who remembers Ronnie as jolly, amiable and a lover of drawing.

Overall, Ronnie enjoyed his schooldays, although witnessed the usual shenanigans and acts of occasional cruelty handed out by prefects, who were free to issue detentions and administer punishments for what, at times, seemed like no apparent reason: a punishment detailed by Ronnie was standing on one leg while stretching one’s arms out straight; if the poor victim happened to place the other foot down, even briefly, he was forced to stand on the other leg, this time for twenty minutes.

One pupil chosen as a prefect during Ronnie’s time at the school was Denis Tomlin, who went on to teach English and Latin in Solihull. Denis, who is proud to have been associated with the City of Oxford High School, can’t recall the aforementioned punishment being administered, and describes the use of prefects as ‘generally a benign system’. He says, ‘I can’t remember anything of that nature, although physical jerks were dished out in the playground after school, as in most schools. Nothing barbaric went on; the prefects would just help the staff by getting boys from one place to another, keeping our eyes on behaviour. But if the treatment of the sort that Ronnie recalls was given out, it wasn’t typical.’

Denis realises, though, that prefects weren’t Ronnie’s favourite people. ‘When the headmaster of the school I taught at went along to a local bookstore in Solihull, where Ronnie was signing copies of his latest book, he happened to mention that a member of his staff – me – was a near contemporary of his. When he was told my name, Ronnie replied: “Yes, I remember, he was a prefect. I didn’t like him much.” I don’t know why he didn’t like me, because I have no recollection of coming across him in any disciplinary way. It sounds as though he thought it was a very repressive regime, but I regarded it as a happy period in my life. It was a wonderful school to attend.’

While friend, Roy Beaumont, who attended Donnington School with Ronnie before also winning a scholarship to the City of Oxford School, became a prefect, he doesn’t remember any such punishments taking place, either. It was, however, common among those schools where prefects roamed the corridors for punishments to be dished out. But Ivan Mason, who was in Ronnie’s class in the fifth form, does recall such occasions. ‘I remember there were detentions organised by the prefects where we were made to lean against the wall with legs spread apart and arms above the head – it was uncomfortable.’

Each playtime everyone was required to leave the classrooms and go outside, although some boys chanced their luck by hiding behind their classroom’s heavy curtains, risking the wrath of patrolling prefects if spotted. Although Ronnie wasn’t a keen sportsman, he usually spent break times kicking a football around the playground or nipping behind the air-raid shelters for a quick game of pontoon with pals. Ivan Mason remembers Ronnie became an adept pontoon player. ‘After he left school, we used to play pontoon in the garden of a friend called Charles Jefford, and Ronnie was very successful.’

But none of the games he played at school lent themselves to the world of performing, although he soon delighted in seeing his first professional production: Geoffrey Kerr’s Cottage to Let, at the local New Theatre, starring Alastair Sim. With money tight in the Barker household, the expensive seats were out of reach on Leonard Barker’s income; if on arriving at the theatre or cinema the cheaper tickets had already been snapped up, the family faced the disappointment of returning home. But despite having to count his pennies, Leonard tried his utmost to take his children to the theatre, cinema and pantomime.

Ronnie would grow to admire Sim as an actor, and his friend Ivan Mason remembers the day they tried inviting him over for tea. ‘We were having a party at my house in Oliver Road. Knowing that Alastair Sim was performing at the theatre, we headed for a phone box to phone the Randolph Hotel, where we thought he’d probably be staying. We didn’t have any success, of course.’

While Ronnie enjoyed every minute of pantos, he was equally enamoured of the big screen, with comic strip-turned-screen hero Flash Gordon in his 1938 adventure Flash Gordon’s Trip to Mars, and 1940s Bitter Sweet, an adaptation of Noël Coward’s operetta, among the first films he saw at the local Regal Cinema.

When, on that fateful night of Sunday, 3 September 1939, the sombre tones of Neville Chamberlain’s voice boomed out of wireless sets around the British Isles declaring war on Germany, cinemas throughout the United Kingdom were immediately closed as a safety precaution. But the doors didn’t stay shut for long, and within weeks many were trading again as it dawned on politicians that the public’s immediate worries of war could be diminished, albeit temporarily, by patriotic, spirit-lifting films; it wasn’t long, either, before the value of cinema screens was reinforced when newsreels came to the fore in helping keep audiences abreast of international developments; morale-boosting productions, propaganda offerings and instructional films all projected vital messages to audiences during the war-ravaged years.

Oxford, fortunately, was spared the destruction and casualties (save those who died on active duty) inflicted upon other cities by the Nazi war machine. It remained largely untouched, except for a handful of isolated incidents, like the time in 1941 when a stick bomb landed close to the Nuffield Works in Cowley – no casualties were reported.

For the younger generations, no obvious daily effects from the war on their own little worlds meant life ticked along pretty much as normal; in the Barker house, however, there were inevitable domestic changes: when presented with the choice of donning khaki and joining the army or learning to drive a petrol tanker, Leonard Barker, in his early thirties, opted for the latter. Although he wouldn’t have to face the enemy on the front line, he was tasked nonetheless with a job possessing an element of danger: driving fully laden tankers to the south-coast city of Southampton, which had suffered badly under incessant Nazi bombing sorties.

Other alterations to the family’s lifestyle which became part of everyday existence included retreating to the cold and damp metal Morrison shelter at the end of the back garden on hearing the plaintive wail of air-raid sirens. But even though airfields were sited in the locale, the German bombers droned across the sky intent on wreaking havoc on some other poor community – Oxford wasn’t on their agenda.

The other main consequence of war was rationing, and every weekend Ronnie and his younger sister Eileen would hop on a bus and journey to the other side of Oxford, simply to buy half a dozen jam tarts from a bakery. But as the war showed little sign of relenting, Ronnie continued with his own particular pastimes, including playing near – and sometimes in – local rivers and streams, often feeling the sharp edge of his mother’s tongue on the occasions he trudged into the house at Church Cowley Road dripping wet. Climbing trees, messing around at the water’s edge and wandering in the countryside kept Ronnie, his friends and sister Eileen (who was often in tow) content. One of Eileen’s most memorable jobs involved carrying a bag whenever Ronnie ventured out in search of grass snakes to add to his collection of mice and tadpoles. Shirley Day (née Noble), who lived nearby, remembers the time Ronnie returned with a surprise in a biscuit tin. ‘It was a big grass snake and he asked me to feel it; I nearly died,’ she says, shuddering.

With his friend Mike Ford, who went on to exploit his interest in sound and technology by becoming a radio producer at the BBC, Ronnie staged playlets. It was just lighthearted fun, of course, but hard toil and effort were invested to try and make each show as good as possible. Ronnie commented that he ‘wanted it to be done right and go well’5. Even though, at that time, it never inspired him to pursue acting in any form, it’s noticeable that he was not only taking the job very seriously, but establishing a philosophy that would remain with him. In later years, as a professional actor, his application and desire for perfection became traits deeply engrained in his psyche, always wanting the best for himself, his fellow colleagues and, ultimately, the show.

Back in Oxford during the 1940s, the one-act plays were performed in front of parents, with lemonade and Leonard’s homegrown strawberries on offer. Those self-created adventures on a make-believe stage from the fertile imagination of a young Ronnie Barker were, arguably, the first signs of what was to come; meanwhile, the regular supply of American comics, spotlighting such colourful characters as Buck Rogers and Tarzan, passed on by a neighbour up the road, helped charge his imagination, with Ronnie regularly acting out the adventures with friend Ian Kempson. Pamela Jocelyn (née Cooper) also participated in the plays. ‘Ronnie would write the scripts and I’ll always remember he chose me for Cinderella while he played Buttons. It was sweet fun.’ While costumes were designed out of crêpe paper and old clothes, a stage was erected from blankets thrown over a clothes line. ‘We normally performed in Geoffrey Broadis’s garden, because he had a raised section which was ideal. We always received a good reception from parents and refreshments were given out, including sandwiches, cake and pop,’ says Pamela, whose parents adored Ronnie. ‘He was nice-natured and not a bit quarrelsome. My mother thought the world of him, while my dad always said, “That boy is going to go a long way, but he’ll have to be a comedian because of his figure.” He was a chubby little boy.’

The seeds were being sown, but the influence of entertainment remained in the subconscious; he still didn’t possess an inkling that he’d want to forge a career in front of the footlights – that wouldn’t happen for a few years, not until the night he piled into a tiny car with friends and headed for a theatre outing in Aylesbury.

In 1944 the release of the Laurence Olivier-directed film Henry V – in which Olivier also played the title role – led to Ronnie playing truant from the City of Oxford High School. The movie spotlighted Shakespeare’s play being staged at the Globe Theatre at the beginning of the seventeenth century, but as the production progressed the scenery became increasingly realistic. It was nominated for an academy award as ‘Best Picture’, while Olivier was put forward as ‘Best Actor’. The High School took a group of pupils to watch the film. Such was its impact on Ronnie that he left the cinema desperate to see it again. Hatching a plan, the following Wednesday afternoon he didn’t don his PE kit, but slunk off to join the queue gathering outside the cinema for a further glimpse of Olivier at work in the highly rated film.

Another medium was playing its part in developing Ronnie’s latent talent in mimicry and comedy, too. Radio was the primary source of entertainment in most households during the 1940s, with families gathering around their wireless and listening to their favourite programmes. Comedy shows were particularly popular, especially during the dark days of war. There wasn’t much to guffaw about, but the escapism of the airwaves afforded many the chance to forget the world’s troubles momentarily. A favourite with Ronnie was ITMA, an acronym for It’s That Man Again, a title coined from the increasingly frequent news stories in the pre-war press about Hitler laying claim to more territories, and a particular headline in the Daily Express. The show was written primarily by Tommy Handley, Ted Kavanagh and producer Francis Worsley, their lines brought to life by a succession of comedy performers during nearly ten years of broadcasting, including Molly Weir, Jack Train, Maurice Denham and Clarence Wright. After a trial, the first series aired in 1939 with Handley, star of the show, playing the Minister of Aggravation and Mysteries at the Office of Twerps. The show’s premise underwent several makeovers during its lifetime, but the content remained largely unchanged, including a myriad of funny voices and comic situations. Ronnie recalled, ‘I was twelve or thirteen. I think that’s when I started to appreciate funny-line comedy. Radio was the thing and you never missed a minute of it.’6 ITMA ran to over 300 episodes until its star’s sudden death also sounded the death knell for the show.

The radio series ran beyond the cessation of hostilities which had engulfed the world, but as the final embers of battle were being extinguished in 1945 a sense of optimism – albeit muted by the longer-lasting effects of, among other things, rationing – coursed through the streets. Normality would be restored and futures unfettered by the threat of invasion could, once again, be considered. Ronnie was no exception, because the ending of World War Two coincided with the final days of his formal education. Having earned his School Certificate a year early, he faced the prospect of enduring a further two years’ schooling to secure his Higher School Certificate. Unsure which direction to take, he enrolled in the school’s sixth form and began studying Spanish. But, lacking guidance, he found himself drifting along in further education without a clear objective of what he wanted to achieve. Ronnie began questioning where his life was heading and concluded that he didn’t possess any burning desire to earn his Higher School Certificate and couldn’t bear to extend his schooling.

So he waved goodbye to the High School and considered his options: with drawing and mathematics among his best subjects academically, the thought of combining the two in a career appealed – temporarily. Wrongly believing that being an architect was all about drawing pictures of beautiful designs, he enrolled on an intensive five-year course at the Oxford School of Architecture, which had just relocated to a former girls’ school, close to the city street called The Plain. Already studying at the establishment were twins Ian and Alistair Smith, who had been one year ahead of Ronnie at the City of Oxford High School. Their younger sister was Maggie, with whom Ronnie would later work at the Oxford Playhouse before she gained prominence as one of the industry’s most respected and talented actresses – not bad for someone who Barker admitted he’d advised to give up the profession, one of the few judgements he got wrong in his lifetime.

Ian Smith, now living in America, remembers Ronnie at school. ‘He was a round boy and very funny, even then. We’d see one another from time to time because our parents lived near each other.’ Ian was in his first year of studying architecture when Ronnie suddenly turned up. ‘I had no idea he was interested in architecture and, in fact, it proved that he had no ability whatsoever in the subject; he probably lasted a term, if that,’ recalls Ian, smiling.

It didn’t take long, either, before Ronnie realised that becoming an architect wasn’t for him. Discovering the job was much more technical than simply drawing beautiful pictures, and finding that the subject involved physics and other topics in which he didn’t have any interest, he knew his future belonged elsewhere. ‘He didn’t seem to get the knack of thinking in three dimensions and being able to get everything down on paper,’ explains Ian. ‘It became more and more obvious to him that architecture was something he couldn’t handle and he’d be better suited doing something else.’

The amount of work overwhelmed Ronnie, too, with lectures extending into evenings and Saturday mornings; there wasn’t a break at home, either, with burning the midnight oil essential simply to keep abreast of the relentless stream of assignments. It was inevitable something had to give and, six months into the course, Ronnie packed away his pens and pencils and quit. ‘It was a seven-days-a-week business. As well as the assignments, we had lectures as well – it all got progressively more complicated as the course progressed. It was quite clear Ronnie’s heart wasn’t in it and he left.’

Despite Ronnie realising that joining the school had been the wrong decision, it didn’t dampen his spirits and zest for life; he still found time to amuse his fellow students, as Ian recalls. ‘We spent most of our time in the studio and, inevitably, there was a certain amount of gassing and fooling around. One day, he was sitting behind me and we got chatting; he continued to be a great source of humour. It wasn’t a silly schoolboy humour; he was quite seriously funny, making interesting statements and observations which were humorous and particularly perceptive.’

Ian recalls one laughter-inducing moment in particular. ‘He made an instrument he called the razor-bladerphone, as in gramophone. He found that by getting a razor blade, which we used to sharpen pencils, and embedding it into the edge of his drawing table, he could play quite a reasonable tune on it – he was always rather entertaining!’

Finally making the decision to throw away his drawing pencils was a great relief for Ronnie, removing a gigantic weight from his shoulders; trouble was, he had to decide what the next step would be in his attempts to not only make a living but establish a career. A fortnight later it seemed the next stage of his working life was underway when he joined the payroll of Westminster Bank’s local branch. Ronnie’s older sister Vera had always harboured dreams of becoming a nurse, but ended up a bank clerk at the Westminster Bank’s Cowley Road branch. When she eventually managed to pursue her dream, she recommended her brother apply for her position. Before long, wearing his best jacket and trousers, Ronnie was walking to work as the branch’s newly appointed junior bank clerk. But, once again, he was soon to realise his long-term future didn’t belong among the dusty ledgers and well-thumbed bank notes. ‘I didn’t enjoy it at all. I found it very boring,’ he told me. ‘As a junior, everything was done by hand. The ledgers were terrifying and completed in pen; if you blotted them you were in terrible trouble.’

While researching this book, it was interesting how the number of people who, while trying to explain what Ronnie was like away from the rigours of work, described him as a pleasant chap, resembling a retired bank manager, with a name to match. But the thought of a long career in the banking sector, slowly progressing up the career ladder until reaching the pinnacle of branch manager, didn’t appeal. Unlike architectural school, where he quit upon realising it wasn’t for him, Ronnie didn’t tender his resignation immediately. Although he found his duties vapid, he was earning a much-needed wage, so he decided to put up with the monotony for the time being, especially when
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