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When Lord Archer published volume one of his prison diary, Belmarsh: Hell , in , the critical consensus was
that 'Jeff',as he likes to be known in the slammer, had surpassed himself. In a moment of unusual
self-knowledge, Lord Archer describes himself as having the instincts of a barrow-boy. Thin on the human
side of doing time, Jeff's diary is positively threadbare when it comes to his favourite subject: himself. If
prison is supposed to bring the miscreant face to face with himself, then this diary tells us that, behind the
mask, there's only a loud voice with nothing much to say. Strictly speaking, Wodehouse was not 'jailed' but
'interned', but never mind. He charts each day in varying levels of detail depending on whether anything of
interest happens. How should Mary handle the Today programme? He writes like a person a quarter of his age,
as if for a school magazine. He seems to be indestructible: and his relations in Wayland with a Colombian
called Sergio are symptomatic of his capacity to turn any situation to his own advantage. It starts with his
transfer to Wayland Prison in Norfolk, a lower security establishment where the regime is considerably more
relaxed than at Belmarsh, and ends on the day of his removal to open prison. The second instalment, covering
a period three times as long, is subtitled "Purgatory". I think it is the banality of Lord Archer's mind that does
it, the complete absence of originality, of poetry or indeed of any outstanding quality, good or bad. He refused.
When he meets 'Sergio', whose mother is a friend of the Latin-American artist Fernando Botero, he is thrilled:
'I have long dreamed of adding a Botero to my art collection in London or my sculpture collection in
Grantchester,' he writes. His prose is as flat as that of a local newspaper's report of a wedding or a funeral: I do
not remember a single striking metaphor in the entire book. Although Archer spent less than a month there,
Belmarsh is described as a real hell-hole. Where Jeff-in-Hell showed promising signs of becoming Everyman,
Jeff-in-Purgatory turns out to be Mr Pooter: 'Certainly,' he writes on 25 August , 'incarceration is something to
be added to one's experience. Belmarsh: Hell was fuelled by Jeff's indignation at his treatment 'This is not
Turkey, not Nigeria, not Kosovo,' he spluttered and although it was neither De Profundis nor Pilgrim's
Progress it held out the intriguing prospect that a few months in the nick was going to do for Jeff's prose what
30 years of 'editing', followed by dinner at the Caprice, had never managed to achieve. Jeff's diary, a
laugh-free zone, does have this one Wodehousean quality: it is a monument to the stiff upper lip. It is odd, in a
way, that he ever went in for writing books, and odder still that he should have been so successful at it. Is he
remorseful? His story-telling skills are incredibly sharp and finely-honed, and in that regard, he reminds me
very much of Dan Brown or J. Alas, in volume two, Jeff's readers will discover that Picasso was right. He is a
man who appears entirely focused on the flux of day-to-day existence, without any yearnings whatever for the
transcendent.


