
 

 

 

COVID-19 ENTERTAINMENT LINKS – EDITION 22 
 

BOOKS 

“The Toymakers” by Robert Dinsdale …………………………  Recommended by Chris Swann 

“A magical novel, literally, set in a toy emporium. Beautifully and stylishly written, the story centres 

on a fifteen year old pregnant runaway Cathy Wray, who seeks employment and refuge at Papa 

Jack's Toy Emporium. The narrative follows her relationship with the family of toymakers who live 

in the Emporium and spans the First World War right up to the 1950s.There is love, betrayal, 

bravery, fear, war, friendship, jealousy, brotherhood, motherhood and magic connects all of them 

together. The end is profoundly moving and made me cry. 

K, AAudio, Apb, WBS, W 

The Puritan Princess by Miranda Malins       …………………….Recommended by Jacki Mansell 
This is a gripping and unforgettable new historical debut novel on Frances Cromwell, the little-
known youngest daughter of Oliver Cromwell with themes of family, politics and the price of 
love.  
K, AAudio, Apb, Ahc, WBS, W 

 

CLASSICAL MUSIC  

Composer of COMMS 22 – JOSEPH MAURICE RAVEL (1875 – 1937) 

Ravel is often associated with impressionism along with his elder contemporary Claude Debussy, 

although both composers rejected the term. In the 1920s and 1930s Ravel was internationally 

regarded as France's greatest living composer. His Wikipedia page is well worth reading.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maurice_Ravel 

The suite Ma Mère l’Oye, played by the Dutch Radio Filharmonisch Orkest o.l.v. under 

Edward Gardner  

In December 2011, at the Concertgebouw Amsterdam. 

Originally written as a piano duet, Ravel orchestrated the five-piece suite in 1911. This form is the 
most frequently heard today. Later the same year, he also expanded it into a ballet, separating the 
five initial pieces with four new interludes and adding two movements at the start. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o3rir1bWTyI 

Piano Concerto in G Major, composed between 1929 – 1931 and played by the ‘incomparable’ 

Martha Argerich with the Orchestre National de France conducted by Emmanuel Krivine in 

October 2017, in the auditorium of Radio France (Paris). 

Hit SHOW MORE for a lot of information about the piece and its context. 

 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


VOCAL 

Ravel’s "Shéhérazade" sung by the fabulous, multi award winning mezzo-soprano Isabel 
Leonard (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Isabel_Leonard), with the Detroit Symphony 
Orchestra under James Gaffigan in February of last year.  
Gaffigan is the Chief Conductor of the Lucerne Symphony Orchestra. He was a conducting Fellow 
at Tanglewood in 2003 and in 2004 was a first-prize recipient at the Sir Georg Solti International 
Conductors' Competition in Germany. 
 
‘In the early years of the 20th century Ravel met the poet Tristan Klingsor, who had recently 

published a collection of free-verse poems under the title Shéhérazade, inspired by Rimsky-

Korsakov’s symphonic suite of the same name, a work that Ravel also much admired. Ravel and 

Klingsor were fellow members of a group of young creative artists calling themselves "Les 

Apaches" (the Hooligans); the poet read some of his new verses to the group, and Ravel was 

immediately taken with the idea of setting three of them. He asked Klingsor to make some minor 

changes before he set to work on the music.’  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I8jge5lymvE 

JAZZ 

I have suggested a performance by Diana Krall before but I make no apologies for putting her 

forward again – she has been one of my favourite Jazz vocalists/pianists since seeing her in 

Montreal around 2005. For those that know her, they will look forward to hearing her perform 

Arthur Hamilton’s ‘Cry Me a River’, for those that don’t …………… 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cizgXSegrko 

It should be followed by a really interesting interview of her by Elton John……………if it doesn’t 

try……. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mx3L5X0EC_w 

 

From the piano to the tenor sax and ……….’The Hawk’…………….. 

Coleman Hawkins (1904-1969) was jazz’s first major exponent of this instrument. There were 

some tenor players before him, but the instrument was not an acknowledged jazz ‘horn’. Hawkins’ 

biographer, John Chilton, described the prevalent styles of tenor saxophone solos prior to Hawkins 

as "mooing" and "rubbery belches”. Hawkins was the first to tailor his method of improvisation to 

the saxophone rather than imitate the techniques of the clarinet. 

Here he is playing ‘Lover Man’ by Jimmy Davis, Roger Ramirez and James Sherman and made 

popular by Billie Holiday. It has an interesting lead in…… 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uk2hRbHbc0M 

ART 

This may remind some of us of how things used to be. 

Chris Riopelle, the Neil Westreich Curator of Post 1800 Paintings at the National Gallery, 

discusses the depiction of alcohol in paintings. 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QvQjDCtEawQ 

Curator Letizia Treves takes a look at some of the National Gallery's smaller paintings, painted 

on copper. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7WCQnFU-jy8 

 

COMEDY 

Allo Allo ……………. what’s going on here? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zktlIDW62Vg 

Here’s a clip from that great pairing of Fry and Laurie 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HBURlcNpfoo 

 

INFORMATION 

Below is a COMMS is a list of all books, and their citations, so far recommended in all the 

COMMS to date. Just in case our avid reader membership missed any, here is what we 

hope will be a useful aid-memoire.  

 

COVID-19 BOOK RECOMMENDATIONS 

COMMS 2 

 

The Guardian’s COVID 19 reading list 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2020/mar/13/your-coronavirus-reading-list-reader-

suggestions-to-bring-joy-in-difficult-times 

100 21st Century novels to love……..The Times 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/past-six-days/2019-04-07/culture/100-modern-novels-to-love-elena-

ferrante-sarah-waters-martin-amis-colm-toibin-2rkcwlnnf 

COMMS 3 

 

The NYT ‘best seller list’     https://www.nytimes.com/books/best-sellers/ 

And what about Benson’s own author – Rachel Edwards and her book …. Darling. It’s 

available from Amazon in hardcover or as a Kindle download 

COMMS 4 

 

All the Light We Cannot See  is a best selling novel by Anthony Doerr. It won the Pullitzer Prize 

for Fiction in 2015 and and is set in France during World War II. It tells the story of a blind French 

girl forced to flee to St Malo after the Nazis occupy her home in Paris and of a German boy who is 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
https://www.nytimes.com/books/best-sellers/


drafted into the Hitler Youth. Their paths collide in occupied France as both try to survive the 

devastation of the ………………………………………..……Recommended by John Tchighianoff 

COMMS 5 

 

Nathaniel’s Nutmeg by Giles Milton………………………………………recommended by Liz McGill 

For music lovers, any of the biographies of Composers written by John Suchet  

.recommended by Richard Peters. 

“Those who are familiar with his programmes on Classic FM may agree that he has an easy and 

knowledgeable speaking style, and his writing style is similar. He is an acknowledged authority on 

Beethoven in particular. His books are beautifully produced and illustrated and deal not so much 

with the composers’ music as their lives.” 

COMMS 6 

 

‘Sophie’s World’ by the Norwegian author Jostein Gaarder. Many of you may have read it, as it 

was first published in ’95 but it repays the time spent on a re-read unless you already hold a 

degree in Philosophy or even PPE (at a pinch). 

From the original Times review: ….. a wonderfully engaging mystery story that also forms a 

completely accessible and lucid introduction to philosophy and philosophers 

 

COMM 7 

 

Do Not Say We Have Nothing by Madeleine Thien. It’s somewhat topical, as the story unfolds in 

China, from the start of Mao’s reign to 1989 and Tiananmen Sq. ………Available on the Libby Ap 

“Courageous and profound”, the Observer and “Extraordinary - a living, breathing organism”, The 

FT. 

The Beautiful and Damned by F. Scott Fitzgerald…….his devastating satire on ruthless ambition 

and squandered talent in America  (sound familiar) during the Jazz Age……………..Available on 

the Libby Ap. 

COMMS 8 

 

Where the Crawdads sing by Delia Owens (an American wildlife scientist) – about a young girl 

growing up in the marshes of North Carolina with a bit of a murder mystery for good measure 

For those that don’t know, a Crawdad is a Crayfish – literally, a ‘crevice living thingamajig’. 

It was the NYT best-selling fiction book for 30 non-consecutive weeks in 2019 and 2020. 

A Close Run Thing, by Allan Mallinson - historical fiction and probably more for our male 

members - set during the Battle of Waterloo and the start of a series featuring Matthew Hervey of 

the 6th Light Dragoons. 

Effortless and impressive…….it is a pleasure to read a book based on so much genuine 

knowledge, no doubt painstakingly acquired, but lightly worn. - The Spectator 

COMMS 9 

 



The Unconsoled, by Kazuo Ishiguro – published 6 years after The Remains of the Day 

A novel of outstanding breadth and originality: almost certainly a masterpiece, Anita Brookner. The 
Times agreed. 

Our Stream, by Dr David Solomon……………A recently published book about Benson’s 

own ‘Brook’. 

The book is published in A5 format and illustrated in colour with maps, old photographs etc. 

Chapters include water supply, agriculture and water quality, water mills, watercress production 

and wildlife.  

COMMS 10 

 

In Light of India by Octavio Paz………for indiaphiles or those that would like to know a little 

about this absolutely fascinating country and its culture. 

Octavio Paz is one of the great European cultural icons of the 20th century……………….a poet 

beyond praise, a critic beyond criticism and an essayist whose insights illuminate our mediocre 

culture with the gorgeous richness of a stained glass window………Richard Gott, The Guardian 

Amazon: Paperback £9.99 ………. Kindle £5.49 

The Morland Dynasty is for those who like historical novels and a long series. The author, 
Cynthia Harrod-Eagles, recounts the lives of the Morland family of York, England and their 
national and international relatives. There are currently 35 books in the series. The first book 
begins in 1434 and features the Wars of the Roses, the most recent book begins in the 1931 and 
deals with the post-Crash depression. ………………...……………..Recommended by Hillary 
Taylor 

Most are available in at least two formats on Amazon with Kindle editions usually £3.99 or less. 

 

COMMS 11 

 

Red Earth and Pouring Rain by Vikram Chandra (available from Amazon in Kindle, paperback 

or hard-cover forms) 

An epic tale of nineteenth-century India - of Sanjay, a poet, and Sikander, a warrior; of hoof beats 

thundering through the streets of Calcutta; of great wars and love affairs and a city gone mad with 

poetry. Woven into it are the adventures of a young Indian criss-crossing America in a car with his 

friends.  

 

With a crack in her voice – A biography of the amazing Judy Dench by John Miller (available 

from Amazon in all formats) 

“For anyone interested in Dame Judi Dench's long career firstly on stage, then television and film, 

this is the ultimate book on the subject” 

KEY to recommended book availability from now on: 

 Libby App = L; Kindle = K; Amazon AUDIO = AAudio; Amazon = Apb and/or Ahc (paperback or 

hardcover resp.) Waterstones = W; Wallingford Bookshop = WBS 

COMMS 12 

 

Snow Falling on Cedars - a 1994 novel by David Guterson. The novel was published on 

September 12, 1994, becoming an immediate bestseller and winning 1995's PEN/Faulkner 

Award. Snow Falling on Cedars was adapted in 1999 into a film that was nominated for 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


the Academy Award for Best Cinematography. In 2007 it was adapted for the stage by Kevin 

McKeon.  

Available on the Libby App and in Paperback and Kindle from Amazon. 

Beneath a Scarlet Sky by Mark Sullivan. A novel based on the true story of a young Italian boy 

growing up in northern Italy during the second world war. He joins an underground organisation 

helping Jews escape over the Alps. Later he becomes a spy for the resistance after he is recruited 

as the personal driver of Hitler's commander in Italy 

……………………………………………………………… .….Recommended by John Tchighianoff  

Available from Amazon in paperback or Kindle editions 

COMMS 13 

 

The Parisian by Isabella Hammad which gives a glimpse of Palestine between 1913 and 1936 

Recommended by Maureen Bosley 

The Guardian review finishes by saying “…… The Parisian teems with riches – love, war, betrayal 

and madness – and marks the arrival of a bright new talent.” 

It is available FREE on the Libby App or on Kindle from Amazon, and paperback from Amazon 

and other bookshops. 

Fake Law by The Secret Barrister. This is a very enlightening Non-Fiction book that everyone 

should read, particularly in this time of ‘Fake News’. 

 “…..the Law is enveloped by a miasma of lies and misconceptions, pedalled for political 

advantage and ideological gain.” This book tries to show ‘the whole truth and nothing but the truth’. 

It is available online from Amazon, Blackwells and Waterstones, and by phone from the 

Wallingford Bookshop. 

COMMS 14 

 

The Girl at the Lion d’Or by Sebastian Faulks Judging by its reviews, this novel (the first of a 

trilogy) is a bit of a Marmite novel, but with opinion NOT split by gender. Most of the readers that 

enjoyed it went on to read the other two books in the trilogy.  

Availability: - L, K, Apb, W and WBS  

The Beekeeper of Aleppo, by Christy Lefteri. It is the moving and searing (fictional) story of a 
Syrian refugee.  
TIME review: -  “Nuri’s love of beekeeping and Afra’s gift for art, interspersed with happier 
recollections of Syria, offer a glimpse of the beauty still within their reach. By creating 
characters with such rich, complex inner lives, Lefteri shows that in order to stretch 
compassion to millions of people, it helps to begin with one ” 
…………………………………………........…………………….. Recommended by Maureen Bosley 
Availability: - K. Apb, W, WBS 
 
COMMS 15 

 

The Spy and the Traitor by Ben Macintyre 
This is the true story of Oleg Gordievsky, a KGB Colonel, who spied for the British for ten years 
during the Cold War and was finally "exfiltrated" from Russia via Finland by MI6 agents working at 
our Embassy in Moscow. 
K, Apb and audio, W WBS 
 



NOTE:- Ben Macintyre also wrote Agent Zigzag and Operation Mincemeat, the same story as the 
film The Man Who Never Was 
 
Since some or all of us are probably now ordering our tulips for next spring, what about ….. 
The Tulip by Anna Pavord. It’s not a gardening book but the story of a flower that made men 
mad with desire, greed and anguish.   “Written by a scholar, reads like a thriller” – The Daily 
Telegraph 
K, Ahb and audio, W, WBS 
 
COMMS 16 

 

The Dangerous Edge of Things by Candida Lycett Green, the daughter of John Betjeman, 

about growing up post war as a child in Farnborough near Wantage. She and her friends become 

fascinated by the idea of love and their imagination is fuelled by the beautiful Ruby who cleans for 

a reclusive scientist who works at Harwell Atomic Research Centre. If you decide to order the 

book make sure you get the right one as there is a different book by a different author with the 

same title………………………………………. …………………Recommended by John Tchighianoff  

Ahc, Apb, Aaudio, W, WBS 

One for garden lovers - In My Garden: The Garden Diaries of Great Dixter. 

Having just visited Great Dixter and seen its amazing autumnal display I thought it must be 

worth recommending one of Christo’s books. 

“Christopher Lloyd wrote a weekly column in Country Life from 1963. There are many garden 

writers but few whose work can be considered to have the status of literature. There is only one 

who has achieved this at the same time as delivering horticultural information which enlightens 

even the most erudite of plantsmen.” 

Ahc, Apb, W, WBS 

 

COMMS 17 

The Secrets We Kept by Lara Prescott. This is a story set during the Cold War when the CIA 

decides to publish the book Dr Zhivago and smuggle copies back in to Russia where it was 

banned. Although this is classed as a novel much of the story and its characters are true and it is 

interesting how Yuri and Lara in the book correspond to Pasternak and his mistress in real life. 

The film has recently been shown on TV………………….. Recommended by John Tchighianoff. 

K, Apb, Aaudio, W, WBS 

Utopia for Realists by Rutger Bregman, a past Sunday Times and NY Times ‘Bestseller’. 

Bergman's bestselling book, which proposes new ideas for creating a better society, has tapped 

into a void in politics, in which nobody is painting a picture of the kind of world we want to live 

in. It is a brilliantly written and unorthodox page turner………… Read the Independents 

review:- 

https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/reviews/utopia-realists-rutger-

bregman-review-caroline-lucas-book-a7643371.html 

K, Apb, Aaudio, W, WBS 

 

COMMS 18 

 

A Gentleman in Moscow by Amor Towles, …………….………..Recommended by Jacki Mansell 

In 1922, Count Alexander Rostov is deemed an unrepentant aristocrat by a Bolshevik tribunal, and 

is sentenced to house arrest in the Metropole, a grand hotel across the street from the Kremlin. 

about:blank
about:blank


Rostov, an indomitable man of erudition and wit, has never worked a day in his life, and must now 

live in an attic room while some of the most tumultuous decades in Russian history are unfolding 

outside the hotel's doors. Brimming with humour, a glittering cast of characters, and one beautifully 

rendered scene after another, this singular novel casts a spell as it relates the count's endeavour 

to gain a deeper understanding of what it means to be a man of purpose. 

A Gentleman in Moscow was a finalist for the 2016 Kirkus Prize in Fiction & Literature. It was also 

an International Dublin Literary Award nominee (2018 longlist).  

L, K, Apb, Aaudio, W, WBS 

’The Dignity of Difference’ (subtitled ‘How to avoid the clash of civilizations’) 

This is one for those that want a serious or philosophical read. We have just lost one of the world’s 

leading teachers and philosophers……… Rabbi Jonathan Sacks – the previous Chief Rabbi of 

the United Hebrew Congregations of the Commonwealth. He was a deep thinker and prolific writer 

and this is one of his most prescient books  

The Times said….. “It’s a splendid book, timely, sensible and thoughtful.” 

Apb, Ahc, W, WBS 

COMMS 19 

 

Books by Dirk Bogarde 
Dirk Bogarde was well known as a matinee idol in films such as Doctor in the House and later in 
more challenging films such as The Servant and Death in Venice. However, he was also a well-
known author, writing several novels and seven volumes of autobiography which trace his life as a 
child, through his war experience, his life in films, his time living in Provence before finally living 'A 
Short Walk from Harrods'. He won many awards for his writing and I highly recommend his 
autobiographies. His first was published in 1977 – ‘A Postilion Struck by Lightning’.  
…………………………………………………………………………………………..y John Tchighianoff 
K, Apb, Ahb, W, WBS 
 
The Conviction of Cora Burns by Carolyn Kirby. Carolyn lives locally and this was a great 

debut novel set in 19th century Birmingham. It was shortlisted for the Crimefest/Specsavers debut 

crime fiction award 2020. 

CRIME REVIEW said: Carolyn Kirby’s utterly engrossing debut novel raises questions about the 

origins of nature versus nurture, madness and the sinister exploitation of the under-privileged in 

the name of ‘enlightened’ scientific experiment ………………….Recommended by Jacki Mansell 

 

COMMS 20 

 

Restoration by Rose Tremain. ………………………………  Recommended by John Tchighianoff 

This novel introduces us to the young Robert Merivel and his rise and fall through glittering 

seventeenth century society. When a twist of fate delivers an ambitious young medical student to 

the court of King Charles II, he is suddenly thrust into a vibrant world of luxury and opulence. 

Blessed with a quick wit and sparkling charm, Robert Merivel rises quickly, soon finding favour 

with the King and privileged with a position as 'paper groom' to the youngest of the King's 

mistresses. But by falling in love with her he transgresses the one rule that will cast him out from 

his new found paradise 

L, K, Apb, Ahc, WBS, W, AAudio 

 

 
 



The Silk Roads by Peter Frankopan 
“Immensely entertaining. Many books have been written that claim to be “A New History of the 
World”. This one fully deserves the title…….So ambitious, so detailed and so 
Fascinating”……..The Times 
K, Apb, Ahc, WBS, W, AAudio 
 
COMMS 21 
 
We haven’t had many biographies, so to make amends here is… 
“Me: Elton John Official Autobiography” ……………………      Recommended by Chris Swann. 
“I normally hate showbiz biographies but I worked with Dame Elton so gave it a go. It is a very 
good read because Elton is searingly honest and pulls no punches, particularly about his very 
difficult childhood. It seems not to be ghost written and he tells his own tale with pace and style. To 
be honest he is more interesting when writing about his drug fuelled life rather than the rather prim 
sobriety that followed it, but if you want a realistic glimpse into the perils of celebrity then it is to be 
recommended.” 
L, K, Apb, Ahc, AAudio, WBS, W 

The Man on the Street a debut novel by Trevor Wood ……… Recommended by ‘The Guardian’ 
“Solid plotting, strong characterisation and a likable and sympathetic protagonist add up to 
an assured debut” 
                                 
A traumatised Falkland’s veteran, left to fight his own battles with PTSD, and self-medication with 
alcohol, having done time in prison and sofa-surfed away his remaining social capital, has ended 
up sleeping on the streets of Newcastle. Waking from one of his frequent nightmares, he believes 
he may have witnessed a crime but, distrustful of authority and having learned the hard way to 
stay out of other people’s fights, he fails to report it. However, when an appeal made by the 
victim’s daughter jogs his conscience, the two join forces to discover what happened. 
K, AAudio, Apb, WBS, W. 
 


