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PREFACE


Michael Palin


Since the publication of my diaries I’ve received reactions from many people in many different areas of life. Some respond to the family material, particularly those entries dealing with illness and loss. Others find particular interest in locations and shared neighbourhoods, others in political asides, still others in my involvement in transport, and trains in particular. In many ways the most surprising and gratifying response has come from writer-performers, often much younger than myself, who see in my descriptions of the agony and ecstasy of creative work, reassuring parallels in their own experience.


As diaries are about work in progress, rather than achievement explained or reputation gained, they have a directness unvarnished by time. The creation of Monty Python, through the pages of a daily diary, is a nagging reminder of the unglamorous process rather than the glamorous result. I can understand why people in the same line of work might find this helpful. I was often lifted from the gloom of elusive inspiration by reading, in her diaries, that Virginia Woolf had bad days too. Similarly, I’ve been told by aspiring young comedy writers and performers how encouraged they are by the travails of Python.


When my friend and scrupulous editor, Geoffrey Strachan, asked me if he could extract my Monty Python experiences from the diary into a single compact volume he made much of the fact that this could almost be an educational tool. I wasn’t so sure about that. There’s little point in a Do-It-Yourself Python. Monty Python is what it is and can never be recreated by following steps one, two and three. And Python is a product of its time. The way we did things will never be possible again. But the important thing is that the will to do them and the spirit that created Python is timeless. If this account of the hoops we went through to turn that spirit into reality is instructive and inspirational today then I think it will indeed have proved itself to be some sort of educational tool, albeit in a very silly syllabus.


London, January 2014




 


 


 


 


 


 


INTRODUCTION


Michael Palin


I have kept a diary, more or less continuously, since April 1969. I was twenty-five years old then, married for three years and with a six-month-old son. I had been writing comedy with Terry Jones since leaving university in 1965, and, in addition to contributing material to The Frost Report, Marty Feldman, The Two Ronnies and anyone else who’d take us, we had written and performed two series of Do Not Adjust Your Set (with Eric Idle, David Jason and Denise Coffey), and six episodes of The Complete and Utter History of Britain. After the last one went out in early 1969, John Cleese rang me.


‘Well, you won’t be doing any more of those,’ he predicted, accurately as it turned out, ‘so why don’t we think of something new.’


So it was that, quite coincidentally, Monty Python came into my life, only a month or so after the diary…


The motivation for keeping the diaries remains the same as it always was, to keep a record of how I fill the days. The perfect, well-crafted, impeccably balanced entry persistently eludes me. Prejudices bob to the surface, anger crackles, judgements fall over each other, huffing and puffing. Opinions and interpretations are impulsive, inconsistent and frequently contradictory… After all, that’s where a daily diary differs from autobiography or memoir. It is an antidote to hindsight.


In the course of these diaries I grow up, my family grows up and Monty Python grows up. It was a great time to be alive.


London, January 2006




 


 


 


 


 


 


EDITORIAL NOTE


Geoffrey Strachan


During the second half of 1969, Michael Palin and Terry Jones joined forces with John Cleese, Graham Chapman, Eric Idle and Terry Gilliam to create and perform the BBC television comedy series Monty Python’s Flying Circus. Palin and Jones had written and performed together in student revue and cabaret at Oxford University, before going on to work professionally in television comedy. Cleese, Chapman and Idle had all three had parallel experience, first in Footlights revues at Cambridge University, then with the BBC; and Terry Gilliam, an American-born artist, had done animated cartoons for London Weekend Television. Over the course of the next fourteen years, collaborating as Monty Python, they created three more television series, four cinema films, and various live stage shows in the UK, Canada and the USA, as well as five books and nine record albums. Throughout these years Michael Palin kept a diary, recording many aspects of his working, private and family life. The first two volumes of his diaries, edited by himself for publication, appeared in 2006 and 2009. Together they cover the years 1969 to 1988.


In preparing this selection from those published diaries, my intention has been to focus simply on the accounts of the working methods of the Monty Python sextet by distilling from them the passages that record scenes from the Monty Python side of Michael Palin’s working life, and that of his fellow Pythons.


Readers of the complete Diaries will be aware that, between 1969 and 1983, Michael Palin was also involved, as writer and actor, with a great range of other television, film and book projects, notably the Ripping Yarns TV series and books, co-written with Terry Jones, and the film, The Missionary, which he also wrote and starred in. The other Pythons were similarly active. Among other things, John Cleese, with Connie Booth, wrote and starred in the TV series, Fawlty Towers. Terry Gilliam co-wrote and directed two films, Jabberwocky and Time Bandits (which involved Michael Palin as co-writer and actor). Eric Idle wrote Rutland Weekend Television (in which he starred) as well as The Rutland Dirty Weekend Book and a filmed Beatles spoof, All You Need is Cash. Graham Chapman cowrote and starred in two films, Yellowbeard and The Odd Job, as well as writing A Liar’s Autobiography, in which he gave his angle on Python. Terry Jones wrote several TV plays with Michael Palin, as well as their spoof children’s book, Bert Fegg’s Nasty Book for Boys and Girls, and his literary historical study, Chaucer’s Knight.


The fact that, at irregular intervals throughout the period of their collaboration, all six of the Pythons took leave of absence from Monty Python to work on projects of their own was doubtless crucial in enabling them to come together again, as Monty Python, with renewed energy and inventiveness. The diaries show this pattern clearly. From time to time Michael Palin records that he (and the other Pythons) thought the Monty Python partnership had ground to a halt – sometimes amicably, sometimes less so. Then some inner drive, or outside circumstance, provided a trigger for work on a new project. This ‘log’ of the first fourteen years of their voyage together provides a record of how some of these moments looked, at the time, to one of the six members of this extraordinary group of writer-performers and writer-directors. His diary entries give day-by-day accounts of his own involvement, and theirs, in the planning, writing, rehearsing, financing, filming, performing, editing, and – on occasion – the defence of the works of Monty Python.


In the published editions of Michael Palin’s Diaries, he occasionally bridges a gap in continuity, or introduces a new phase in the story, with an explanatory paragraph, set in italic type. He also supplies the occasional footnote to explain a new name, as it occurs in the text. These explanatory notes and footnotes have been retained in this selection from his published Diaries where they occur. On the rare occasions where I have added a further explanatory note of my own, sometimes called for by a reference to a person or matter mentioned in a diary passage not here included, this has been placed between square brackets. I have also divided the book into twenty-two chapters, to assist readers in following the various, often overlapping, stages of the Pythons’ progress.


I am grateful to Michael Palin and his publishers for allowing this compilation from his published Diaries to be presented in this form.


London, December 2013
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The first BBC television series: Monty Python’s Flying Circus (July–December 1969)




 


 


 


 


1969


I’ve opened the diary on the first day of Python filming. All the entries were written at my house in Oak Village, North London, except where otherwise noted.


Tuesday, July 8th


Today Bunn Wackett Buzzard Stubble and Boot1 came into being, with about five minutes of film being shot around Ham House. We were filming Queen Victoria’s slapstick film with Gladstone, and the beautifully kept lawn and flower beds at the back of the house provided just the right kind of formality to play off against.


In the afternoon the changes in light from sudden brightness to dullness caused us to slow down a little, but by 6.00 we had quite a chunk of ‘Queen Victoria and Her Gardener’ and ‘Bicycle Repairman’ done, and it had been a very good and encouraging first day’s shooting.


Wednesday, July 9th


Arrived at TV Centre by 10.00, and was driven in a BBC car, together with John (Cleese), Graham (Chapman) and Terry (Jones), out beyond Windsor and Eton to a tiny church at Boveney. Dressed to the hilt as a young Scottish nobleman of the Walter Scott era, I was able to cash a cheque at a bank in the Uxbridge Road, without the cashier batting an eyelid.


Thursday, July 10th, Bournemouth


At Bournemouth we were met by a minivan and driven to the Durley Dean Hotel, where we were to stay that night. What with the grey weather, the lack of much to do (it was mainly Terry’s ‘Changing on the Beach’ film) and the gradual realisation that all Bournemouth was as drab and colourless as the Durley Dean, I felt very low all morning.


After lunch we filmed on, collecting crowds of people watching Terry take his trousers down.


Friday, July 11th, Bournemouth


In the afternoon filmed some very bizarre pieces, including the death of Genghis Khan, and two men carrying a donkey past a Butlins redcoat, who later gets hit on the head with a raw chicken by a man from the previous sketch, who borrowed the chicken from a man in a suit of armour. All this we filmed in the 80° sunshine, with a small crowd of holidaymakers watching.


John, Graham, Terry and myself took a first-class compartment and talked about Shows 4 and 5 and decided that we really had an excellent week filming. Ian Mac2 is marvellous – the best director to work for and, with a fellow Scots cameraman, Jimmy Balfour, he really gets on with it.


Wednesday, July 16th


Filming today in Barnes. The weather continues to be excellent – if anything a little too hot – 80°+ all day.


Ended up the afternoon prancing about in mouse-skins for a documentary about people who like to dress up as mice. That really made the sweat pour down the chest.


Thursday, July 24th


Met with Ian and the two Terrys at the BBC. We listened to some possible title music – finally selected Sousa’s march ‘The Liberty Bell’ from a Grenadier Guards LP. It’s very difficult to associate brass-band music with any class of people. Most enthusiasts perhaps come from north of the Trent working class, but then of course it has high patrician status and support from its part in ceremonial. So in the end it is a brass-band march which we’ve chosen – because it creates such immediate atmosphere and rapport, without it being calculated or satirical or ‘fashionable’.


Friday, August 1st


We have four shows completed, but apart from the two weeks’ filming in July, there has been no feeling yet of concerted effort on behalf of the show (now, incidentally, renamed Monty Python’s Flying Circus). However, it seems that the next two weeks will be much harder work. August 30th is our first recording date, and we have another week’s filming starting on the 18th. Time is getting shorter. [Filming would be done on location, to provide scenes for insertion when the show was recorded with an audience in the studio.]


Sunday, August 3rd


John C rang up in the morning to ask if I felt like working in the afternoon, so I ended up in Knightsbridge about 3.00. It’s funny, but when one has written in partnership almost exclusively for the last three years, as Terry and I have done, and I suppose John and Graham as well, it requires quite an adjustment to write with somebody different. Terry and I know each other’s way of working so well now – exactly what each one does best, what each one thinks, what makes each of us laugh – that when I sat down to write with John there was a moment’s awkwardness, slight embarrassment, but it soon loosened up as we embarked on a saga about Hitler (Hilter), Von Ribbentrop (RonVibbentrop) and Himmler (Bimmler) being found in a seaside guest house. We do tend to laugh at the same things – and working with John is not difficult – but there are still differences in our respective ways of thinking, not about comedy necessarily, which mean perhaps that the interchange of ideas was a little more cautious than it is with Terry. However, by the time I left, at 7.15, we had almost four minutes’ worth of sketch written.


Tuesday, August 5th


Another workday at Eric’s.3 A good morning, but then a rather winey lunch. That is the trouble with working at John or Eric’s – both are surrounded by a very good selection of restaurants, temptingly easy to go to.


Wednesday, August 6th


Terry and I are determined to make this a really productive day. We work on till 8.00, finishing our big ‘Them’ saga. An 85% success day. Very satisfying – and we really worked well together.


Monday, August 18th


Started off for the TV Centre in some trepidation, for this was the first day’s filming (and, in fact, the first day’s working) with John Howard Davies, our producer for the first three shows. [They had already done some filming on location with Ian MacNaughton.] John has an unfortunate manner at first – rather severe and school-prefectish – but he really means very well. He consulted us all the way along the line and took our suggestions and used nearly all of them. He also worked fast and by the end of the day we had done the entire ‘Confuse-a-Cat’ film, a very complicated item, and we had also finished the ‘Superman’ film. All this was helped by an excellent location – a back garden in a neat, tidy, completely and utterly ‘tamed’ piece of the Surrey countryside – Edenfield Gardens, Worcester Park.


Thursday, August 21st, Southwold


Out to Covehithe, where we filmed for most of the day. The cliffs are steep and crumbling there and the constant movement of BBC personnel up and down probably speeded coastal erosion by a good few years.


Mother and Father turned up during the morning and appeared as crowd in one of the shots.


In the afternoon heavy dark clouds came up and made filming a little slower. We ended up pushing a dummy newsreader off the harbour wall, and I had to swim out and rescue this drifting newsreader, so it could be used for another shot.


Saturday, August 23rd


In the afternoon I went over to the TV Centre for a dubbing session. Everyone was there, including Terry Gilliam, who has animated some great titles – really encouraging and just right – and Ian MacNaughton, short-haired and violent. He seems now to have dropped all diplomatic approval of John HD, and is privately cursing him to the skies for not shooting all the film he was supposed to. I think this sounds a little harsh, as the weather was twice as bad with John as with Ian.


Thursday, August 28th


This morning rehearsed [in the studio] in front of the technical boys. Not an encouraging experience. I particularly felt rather too tense whilst going through it.


Watched the final edited film for the first show. A most depressing viewing. The ‘QueenVictoria’ music was completely wrong, and the Lochinvar film4 was wrong in almost every respect – editing and shooting most of all.


Terry and I both felt extremely low, but John Howard Davies, relishing, I think, the role of saviour, promised to do all he could to change the music on ‘Victoria’.


Saturday, August 30th


The first recording day. Fortunately Friday’s fears did not show themselves, so acutely. From the start of the first run [i.e. a rehearsal on the sets] the crew were laughing heartily – the first really good reaction we’ve had all week. The sets were good, John kept us moving through at a brisk pace and our fears of Thursday night proved unfounded when ‘Lochinvar’ got a very loud laugh from the crew. In the afternoon we had two full-dress runthroughs, and still had half an hour left of studio time [before recording the show with an audience].


Barry Took5 won the audience over with his warm-up and, at 8.10, Monty Python’s Flying Circus was first launched on a small slice of the British public in Studio 6 at the Television Centre. The reception from the start was very good indeed, and everybody rose to it – the performances being the best ever. The stream-of-consciousness links worked well, and when, at the end, John and I had to redo a small section of two Frenchmen talking rubbish, it went even better.


The diary almost buckles under the weight of writing, filming and recording. My resolve weakens and the 1960s slip away without another entry. How could I miss the creation of the Spanish Inquisition and ‘Silly Walks’? To be honest, because at the time neither I, nor any of us, I think, saw Python as a living legend, pushing back the barriers of comedy. We were lightly paid writer-performers trying to make a living in a world where Morecambe and Wise, Steptoe and Son and Till Death Us Do Part were the comedy giants. Monty Python’s Flying Circus was a fringe show, shouting from the sidelines.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


1. The name of a fictional forward line from a John Cleese soccer monologue, and the current name for what was later to become Monty Python’s Flying Circus. Among other titles we tried unsuccessfully to get past the BBC were ‘Whither Canada’, ‘Ow! It’s Colin Plint’, ‘A Horse, a Spoon and a Bucket’, ‘The Toad Elevating Moment’, ‘The Algy Banging Hour’ and ‘Owl Stretching Time’. Increasingly irritated, the BBC suggested the Flying Circus bit and we eventually compromised by adding the name Monty Python.


2. Ian MacNaughton produced and directed all the Python TV shows, apart from the first three studio recordings and a few days of film, which were directed by John Howard Davies.


3. Eric Idle.


4. John C dressed as Rob Roy is seen galloping urgently towards a church where a beautiful girl is about to be married. Cleese arrives in the nick of time – ignores the girl and carries off the bridegroom.


5. Co-writer of many shows including Round the Horne, father figure of Python. He pushed our series forward, and lent it an air of respectability at the BBC.
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The second BBC television series; the first film: And Now for Something Completely Different; the first record album (January–December 1970)




 


 


 


 


1970


Wednesday, January 14th


Since the last entry, just over four months ago, we have completed the first series – thirteen episodes of Monty Python’s Flying Circus. The press were unanimously in praise of the show – Milton Shulman wrote a major article on it after the BBC mysteriously dropped it for two weeks after the fourth show. Jimmy Thomas of the Daily Express attacked Frost on Sunday for not realising that Monty Python had changed humour and brought it forward when Frost was trying to put it back, we have had an article in the New York Times and, two days ago, received the final accolade: an appearance on Late Night Line-Up!!1 Letters of congratulation came from Spike Milligan,2 Humphrey Burton,3 to name but two.


Viewing figures averaged out at three million, not bad for 11.10 on Sundays. Practical results are promises of another series, repeats of this series at a popular time, an entry for Montreux, and a possibility of a ninety-minute cinema film of the best of the series for showing in the States. This last is the pet project of Victor Lownes, London head of Playboy, who raves about the show and is, at this moment, in Chicago selling it to his boss, Hugh Hefner.


The most gratifying feature of the show’s success is the way in which it has created a new viewing habit – the Sunday-night late-show. A lot of people have said how they rush home to see it – in Bart’s Hospital the large television room is packed – almost as if they are members of a club. The repeats – at [a more] popular time – will show us how big the club is!


Yesterday we went further into negotiations about forming Python Productions Ltd – which now seems to be decided – and next week we will set to work producing a film script for Victor Lownes.


Monday, February 16th


Somehow, since Monty Python, it has become difficult to write comedy material for more conventional shows. Monty Python spoilt us in so far as mad flights of fancy, ludicrous changes of direction, absurd premises and the complete illogicality of writing were the rule rather than the exception. The compilation of all the last series, plus new links, into the film script And Now for Something Completely Different has been completed, and the script should be with Roger Hancock.4 No further news from Victor Lownes III, under whose patronage the work was done.


I am about to start writing Monty Python II, for, as Eric reminded me on the phone today, there are only eleven weeks until we go filming in May, and we are seriously intending to have eleven shows written by then.


Sunday, March 8th


We watched David Frost ‘hosting’ the Institute of Television and Film Arts Awards at the London Palladium. Monty Python was nominated for four awards and won two. A special award for the writing, production and performance of the show, and a Craft Guild Award to Terry Gilliam for graphics. But somehow the brusqueness of the programme, and its complete shifting of emphasis away from television and towards Frost and film stars, made the winning of the award quite unexciting.


None of us was invited to the awards ceremony, as the girl who was organising it ‘didn’t know the names of the writers’ of Monty Python.


Friday, March 13th


Drove Graham down to Terry’s for our first major script meeting for the next Monty Python series. At the moment we have no contract, as we are holding out for a bigger programme budget. The BBC are obviously not used to artists stipulating total budget, but it is something we feel very strongly about, and a stiff letter from Jill Foster [Michael Palin’s and Terry Jones’s agent] was followed by a prompt BBC offer of £4,500 per show plus £25 extra for the writers – a total increase of over £1,000 per show over the last series. (But £4,500 only makes us equal with, e.g. World in Ferment, Charley’s Grant.) We are holding out for £5,000.


We spent most of the day reading through. Terry and I had written by far the most, and I think this may have niggled John a little.


Sunday, March 22nd


Back at TV Centre we were having an optimistic meeting with Ian M. He was sober, confident and relaxed. We talked about the BBC’s idea of making an album of the best of the first series, the budget for the new series.


Thursday, April 16th


At 10.00, cars arrived to take us to the Lyceum Ballroom off the Strand to be presented with our Weekend TV awards. We were rushed into the stage door, where a few girls with autograph books obviously thought we were somebody, but none of them was quite sure who.


A dinner-jacketed young man with a vacant expression and an autograph book asked me if I was famous. I said no, I wasn’t, but Terry Gilliam was. Gilliam signed Michael Mills’5 name, the twit then gave the book to me saying, ‘Well, could I have yours anyway?’ So I signed ‘Michael Mills’ as well. We all signed ‘Michael Mills’ throughout the evening.


Friday, April 24th


Down at Terry’s and from there to the BBC, where we all gathered to watch the playback of two of the last Monty Python series, which were being shown to an American named Dick Senior, who is interested in syndicating them in the States.


The first one we were shown was Show 11, and it was painfully slow – the ‘Undertakers’ and the ‘World of History’ were two ideas ground underfoot by heavy-handed shooting and editing and also performance. It made us look very amateur and our face was only partly saved by Show 12 – a much better-looking show with ‘Hilter’ and ‘Upper-class Twits’ providing two of the most remembered items of the series.


Dick Senior seemed a little taken aback, but he was a very intelligent man and could obviously see that there was a cumulative attraction in Monty Python, which an isolated showing could not necessarily convey.


Saturday, May 2nd


By 10.00 was at the Camden Theatre for the recording of a Monty Python LP. The original impetus for this had come from the unaptly named BBC Enterprises.


Straight away the pattern of the day was established. The record, we were told, was to be done extremely cheaply, we were not going to have it in stereo, we could not afford to pay any copyright for the use of our invaluable music links – so it was all done on an organ, which reduced everything to the level of tatty amateur dramatics.


Helped by Graham Chapman’s bottle of Scotch, the actual recording, at 4.30 in the afternoon, was really quite enjoyable. Not having cameras to play to, one could judge one’s audience, and one’s effect on the audience, much more easily. However, the audience was small, most of the sound effects were inaudible, and we had never had time to rehearse side two, so there were many things which got little or no response – ‘Hilter’, ‘Nudge-Nudge’ and ‘Soft Fruit’ were especial casualties.


Monday, May 11th, Torquay


Set out for Torquay and our first two-week filming stretch away from home.


Our hotel, the Gleneagles, was a little out of Torquay, overlooking a beautiful little cove with plenty of trees around. However, Mr Sinclair, the proprietor, seemed to view us from the start as a colossal inconvenience, and when we arrived back from Brixham, at 12.30, having watched the night filming, he just stood and looked at us with a look of self-righteous resentment, of tacit accusation, that I had not seen since my father waited up for me fifteen years ago. Graham tentatively asked for a brandy – the idea was dismissed, and that night, our first in Torquay, we decided to move out of the Gleneagles.6


Tuesday, May 12th, Torquay


That afternoon we filmed ‘Derby Council v. the All Blacks’, at Torquay rugby ground, and then in the evening some night-time election sequences at a vast neoclassical mansion in Paignton, which used to belong to the sewing machine millionaire, Singer, who married Isadora Duncan. Here we filmed until midnight.


Wednesday, May 13th, Torquay


After breakfast Terry went off to film at a rubbish dump a piece of Jean-Luc Godard cinéma-verité involving an exploding lettuce.


We drove out to the location and spent the rest of the afternoon playing football dressed as gynaecologists.


Tuesday, May 19th, Torquay


A day on the beach. We start filming ‘Scott of the Sahara’, an epic film/sketch scheduled for three days. I play Scott, a sort of Kirk Douglas figure swathed in an enormous fur coat with perpetual cigar, looking more like George Burns. John plays the drunken Scottish director James McRettin, Terry plays Oates, Mike, a coloured ex-van-driver with a disconcerting Devonshire accent, plays Bowers, and Carol7 plays Miss Evans. An absurd-looking bunch, we set up on Goodrington Sands, a stretch of rather stony sand south of Paignton.


Friday, May 22nd, Torquay


Today’s filming, consisting mainly of short bits and pieces with the milk float (‘Psychiatrists’ Dairies’), had very much the end-of-term flavour.


Thursday, June 18th


To Camberwell. The morning’s work interrupted by the delivery of a large amount of dung. We were sitting writing at Terry’s marble-topped table under a tree sheltering us from the sun. All rather Mediterranean. Suddenly the dung-carriers appeared. Fat, ruddy-faced, highly conversational and relentlessly cheerful, they carried their steaming goodies and deposited them at the far end of Terry’s garden. After about twenty-five tubfuls they were gone, but at least they left a sketch behind.8


Friday, June 26th


Yesterday we recorded the first of the new Monty Python series. Although there was only about fifteen minutes of studio material to record, it had gone remarkably smoothly. There were small problems during the day, but generally there was an optimistic air about the show. None of us had all that much to do, so there was perhaps less tension than usual. We even managed a complete dress-runthrough, which is almost a luxury compared to some of our hectic recordings in the last series.


The audience was full, and, even in our completely straight red-herring opening – the start of a corny pirate film which went on for nearly five minutes – there was a good deal of laughter, just in anticipation. Then John’s ‘Hungarian Phrase Book’ sketch, with exactly the right amount of lunacy and scatology, received a very good reaction.


Out to the Old Oak Common Club for a rehearsal of Show 2.


A most strange atmosphere at the rehearsal. Ian seemed a good deal less happy than last night; everyone seemed rather quiet and unenthusiastic. Perhaps it’s the structure of this particular show, which consists mainly of myself as Cardinal Ximenez and Terry J and Terry G as the two other Cardinals, so the other three members of the cast have comparatively little to do.


Saturday, August 1st, Roques [Lot Valley, France]


The last recording was Show 6 on July 23rd. Eric flew to the south of France on the 24th. On that day the rest of us met Roger Hancock for lunch and formed Monty Python Productions Ltd, on the corner of Dean Street and Shaftesbury Avenue, after a convivial, but expensive and badly served meal at Quo Vadis restaurant.


Graham flew to Corfu on the Sunday morning, secure in the knowledge that his extraordinary gamble in trying to write Monty Python and thirteen Ronnie Corbett shows at the same time had been successful, for the simple reason that everyone had done the work for him on Monty Python. In fact, on Monday, when John went off to Rome, Terry and I were, as usual, left to pick up the pieces, tie up the loose ends and make sure that Ian was happy from the writing point of view before we all vanished.


Sunday, August 23rd


The last week has been spent filming in or around London, ending up at our traditional location – Walton-on-Thames – on Friday. It was less hot this time than in the past – I noticed this because for the last shot of the day I had to stand beside a fairly busy road clad in the It’s Man9 beard and moustache and a bikini. Next to me was John Cleese, also in a bikini.


Saturday, September 19th


Our running feud with the BBC Planners has come to a head, for not only is the new series going out at a time – 10.00 Tuesday – which is also the regional opt-out slot, so Wales, Scotland, Ireland, the Midlands and the South don’t see M Python, but there is to be a break after three episodes when Python will be replaced by Horse of the Year Show.


Our only positive reaction in this matter was to write a very gently worded letter to Paul Fox10 expressing our disappointment. Last Wednesday we were visited at rehearsal by Huw Wheldon, managing director of BBC TV. It was obviously a peacemaking mission. But in his favour it must be said that he did come, he avoided being patronising or pompous, he had arranged for us to see Paul Fox next week, and he had rung the Radio Times editor to ensure some more publicity.


The visit made us feel a little better and it does make us feel in quite a strong position for next week’s meeting with Paul Fox.


Thursday, September 24th


At 6.30 we all trooped up to the sixth floor for our meeting with Paul Fox, Controller of Programmes, BBC1. He was clearly more nervous than we were – but then he was in a fairly indefensible position, and there were six of us.


Fox started by explaining why MP went out at 10.10 on a Tuesday night. Two things I felt were wrong here. One was his premise that it wasn’t a pre-nine o’clock show, although I would reckon 8.30 would be its ideal time, judging from the reactions of my ten-year-old nephew, his six-year-old brother, and the large teenage section of the audience at the shows.


But Fox was conciliatory throughout. He sugared the pill with promises of a repeat of eight episodes of Series 1 immediately following our present series and, next year, a total repeat of Series 2 at a national time. He clearly realised that he had underestimated Monty Python, but his apologetic manner did encourage us to talk freely with him about some of our other complaints, e.g. lack of any BBC publicity for the new series, the removal of our invaluable researcher, the budget (which he hotly defended as being above average for LE [Light Entertainment]: moot point) and the two-week break in our transmission after the first three shows.


Monday, October 26th


Today we started filming And Now for Something Completely Different. I was picked up in an enormously comfortable black Humber Imperial and driven, in the company of Graham and Terry, to our location in Holloway. It was a school gymnasium where we were filming the ‘Soft Fruit’ sketch,11 but when we reached the location I felt a sudden, nervous tightening of the stomach, as I saw a line of caravans parked by the side of the road – and opposite them a large white caterer’s lorry and lighting generator.


Terry and I were sharing a caravan. It was very spacious and comfortable, with a dressing room and a kitchen in it.
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