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MAY WE WELCOME YOU TO FAWLTY TOWERS.


WE TRUST YOUR STAY WILL BE AN ENJOYABLE AND A GRACIOUS ONE.
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FOREWORD


We’ve been waiting fifty years for this: half a century of hoping. The wonderful surprise is that now, at long last, it has actually arrived, because Fawlty Towers as a television sitcom, a West End play and a worldwide cultural phenomenon, has always seemed such a paean to the principle of denied gratification.
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The corridors of that hotel are littered with the gho34sts of thwarted hopes and undelivered dishes. Think of the Waldorf Salad; the green salad; the pair of filet mignons; the couple of Screwdrivers; the Duck Surprise; the Gin and Orange, Lemon Squash and Scotch and Water; the lobster; the lamb; Manuel’s paella; the Japo-Scandinavian veal substitute; the Windsor soup and the pâté; the sliced snack for the snapping shih-tzu; the two egg mayonnaise; the bottle of proper salad cream; the Prawn Goebbels, the Hermann Goering and the four Colditz salads; the televisual treat about Squawking Bird; Mr Leeman’s morning meeting; the clandestine wedding anniversary party; the object of Kurt’s lust; the object of Mme Peignoir’s passion; the winnings from the wager on Dragonfly; the reservation for the large garden gnome; and that room with a better view.
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None of them ever arrived as requested, and, on top of all of that, the car continues to need fixing, the key to the fire alarm keeps going missing, the radiator has stayed unrepaired, Ben’s still not been back for his pens, the picture still hasn’t been put up in the lobby, and, no, they’ve still not been sewn back on. Granted, the kippers did turn up, but only after the designated diner had died; the doctor did get his sausages, but not in a condition he deemed edible; the Aloxe-Corton did arrive, but not in a state fit to drink; and although the cheese and biscuits were indeed presented promptly, the unrequested rat put an end to any of that.


All of this relentless waiting makes painfully perfect sense to the British, of course, for whom the phrase ‘B&Q’ denotes not so much a DIY chain as it does an existential instruction. It also makes quite a bit of sense to everyone else, anywhere else, who fears that the thing most desired will be delayed until the bell tolls and that crushing exchange is heard: ‘Zhoom! What was that? That was your life, mate!’


That’s the thing about Fawlty Towers. The most enjoyable wake-up call (‘Perhaps it’s a dream [Bangs head on desk]. No, it’s not a dream. We’re stuck with it!’) anyone’s ever had, it’s been so absorbingly, unnervingly, exhaustingly, hilariously pertinent for so many for so long.


Half a century, in fact. Half a century since Basil burst out of Britain’s subconscious, as abruptly and alarmingly as that creature escaped from John Hurt’s chest, and put in front of us what we had previously tried so hard to pretend wasn’t also within us – and made us laugh, as well as wince, at the silliness of it all.


Half a century since Sybil first slithered into view from a similarly dark and secret place to snap at and assault those who threatened to disrupt her aimless orderliness, using her leisure as a displacement for her life while twittering away on her telephone (‘Oh, I knooow . . .’) to such an extent as to anticipate the worst excesses of social media by several ominous decades.


Half a century, too, since the sensible but stranded Polly, the endearingly and/or exasperatingly incompetent Manuel, the chronically befuddled Major, and all of the others, from the infuriatingly fastidious spoon salesman, through the twitching and hard of hearing, to the tragically optimistic Orelly man, first lodged themselves somewhere in our emotional landscape. They have never left us; they live on inside us.
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In Basil, especially, we have a comic icon for the ages, a figure to stand alongside the likes of Falstaff, Pooter, Hancock and all the rest of those famously flawed few. When we look at him, as at them, we see, whether we like it or not, an aspect of ourselves staring straight back at us, a mirror of our mind and manners.


Emerson once remarked of the English: ‘The Englishman finds no relief from reflection, except in reflection. When he wishes for amusement, he goes to work. His hilarity is like an attack of fever.’ That’s so Basil.


Santayana once observed, ‘Instinctively the Englishman is no missionary, no conqueror. He prefers the country to the town, and home to foreign parts. He is rather glad and relieved if only natives will remain natives and strangers strangers, and at a comfortable distance from himself.’ That’s so Basil.


Bagehot once wrote of the English that they ‘never think if they can help it – that they invent devices to avoid it – that, however greedy of enjoyment in other ways, they decline, if possible, to enjoy themselves in this’. That’s so Basil.


All of that is so Basil – and most, if not all, of that is so us too, albeit at our worst, in all of our impossibly hopeful, profoundly fearful, twitchily sceptical, ridiculously contradictory ‘grown-up’ guises and gambits. For fifty years and counting, ‘Fawltyesque’ has served as our common adjectival admonition and our shared salute of social recognition.


This brings us to one of the real pleasures and privileges of a foreword, which is the opportunity it affords us to be considerably more candid about the author’s importance than he is ever likely to be himself. Of all the many features of Fawlty Towers that merit celebration, and yet arguably has not yet been celebrated quite as much as it deserves, is the writing partnership of John Cleese and Connie Booth.


What the two of them achieved together, in just twelve half-hour episodes, is surely at least as impressive, if not more so, than anything else that has been written, anywhere in the world, in the entire history of sitcoms – by one, two or even whole huge teams of gifted humourists. The plotting, the pacing, the quality of the characterisations, the blend of the verbal and the visual, the sheer holistic intelligence and intensity of it all, is simply second to none.


Countless others, with the best intentions, have tried to collect the same ingredients (‘No cheese – it’s celery, apples, walnuts, grapes. . .’; ‘Right! Now come on!’). None of them, in spite of their best efforts, have combined them all so well into something – with more than a touch of class as well as craft – so breathtakingly right.
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It’s been said (by Schopenhauer – never knowingly confused with a barrel of laughs, admittedly, but in this particular instance probably the sharpest tool in the box) that, while ‘talent hits a target no one else can hit, genius hits a target no one else can see’. Well, what those two did, so many of us think, really was genius.
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Which is why this book, by one of them, could not be more welcome. Here, in all the fascinating pages that follow, those of us who so love what we have seen, will be given a very special insight – straight from the moose’s mouth – into what, until now, remained largely hidden: the rare invention, industry and experiences (even rarer than a packet of sliced hippopotamus in suitcase sauce) that helped bring all the magic to the screen.


I therefore could not be more confident that, by the time you’ve reached the end, you’ll feel the same strong need as me to say: ‘Thank you, John. Thank you so bloody much!’


It’s been well worth the wait.


Graham McCann







RESERVATIONS
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Me as a baby, toddler and boy with my mother, Muriel, my father, Reg, and teddy.









1.

EARLY DAYS AND INSPIRATIONS

In a way it all began in Weston-super-Mare. I grew up there in the 1950s, learning all about little English seaside resorts. Nowhere near as posh as Torquay, of course, but with a certain orderly lower middle-class charm about it. The Westonians were an ever well-mannered, kind, friendly lot, whose main aim in life was to get safely into their graves without ever having been seriously embarrassed. Respectability was the name of the game, but respectability of a particularly lower middle-class kind.

My parents were from different levels within that class. My mother’s father was an auctioneer, and her family had maids, so she was upper middle lower middle class. Dad, on the other hand, was the son of a solicitor’s clerk in Bristol, called John Edwin Cheese, so he was lower middle-class. As the auctioneer regarded Dad as riff-raff, my parents had to elope to London to get married. They were later forgiven.

So, this class consciousness permeated my life in Weston. There was nothing cruel or harsh about it, just a constant preoccupation with using the right fork, or pronouncing the word ‘garage’ with an ‘ah!’ sound at the end, or watching the BBC and not ITV.


[image: Postcard of views of Weston-super-Mare]


A 1950s postcard of Weston-super-Mare.





So, Basil Fawlty’s preoccupation with class was something I understood intimately. The moment a guest arrives, Basil instinctively calibrates their position in the class system and takes up the appropriate attitude to that position, whether it is fawning, condescension, or outright contempt. In each of these modes he is attempting to present himself as grander than he is. Even when he’s grovelling, he’s trying to show that he himself is a member of the class to which he is grovelling – his vocabulary and body language show he is sophisticated enough to recognise superior beings when he sees them.
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Weston-super-Mare’s coat of arms, as pictured on an old cigarette card.





When dealing with folk from the lower middle class he in fact inhabits, he slips momentarily into something resembling courtesy and continues to do so as long as they play their cards right. But when dealing with the working class, he becomes Lord of the Manor, behaving with an absent-minded dismissiveness that reminds riff-raff of their position in society.

Basil’s other main motivation is fear – mostly, of course, of Sybil. But not exclusively, since he is alarmed by people who can harm his hotel’s reputation: writers for hotel guides, food inspectors, influential guests. Connie and I used mistaken identity a lot, because it is always funny when someone behaves in a specific way to a person only to discover it’s the wrong sort of behaviour. The change of gears is funniest when it’s very smooth. And mistaken identity reminds me of how much our own behaviour is transactional – or manipulative.

But, in a way, Fawlty Towers also began when my parents used to take me each year to the same hotel in Bournemouth, for there I was able to see for the first time how a hotel worked. I knew how my school worked, and how my family functioned (after a fashion), but this was my first experience of watching grown-ups dealing with each other.

One of the great advantages of setting a sitcom in a hotel is that almost all of the viewers know how hotels are supposed to work. You don’t have to spend half of the first programme explaining the norms.

What I noticed in that Bournemouth hotel was that there was a backstage, and a front stage. The frontstage consisted of the lobby, reception, the restaurant and bar – everywhere the guests would expect to go. Everything on the front stage was calm, organised and efficient. Backstage wasn’t. Every problem, squabble, crisis and panic took place there, out of sight – what a great source for humour. At any time something has to be covered up, you have the makings of a farce. The other advantage of a hotel setting is that any kind of guest can turn up at any time – and be gone again by the start of the next episode.

The first inkling of Basil’s personality came from an incident at my beloved prep school, St Peter’s, on a summer evening in 1953. I learned something that I have never forgotten. There was a boy in my maths class called David Rogers. I didn’t use his first name, because in those days calling a boy by his Christian name would have been considered evidence of carnal intent.

Rogers and I were taught maths by Mr Bartlett. He was a very good teacher, the sort of unambitious Oxford intellectual, with fastidious and classical taste, that I became familiar with in later years. As we were in awe of him, we desperately – desperately – wanted to please him with our work. If he was not pleased, he would declare that we had started a war with him, and he would behave like a rejected lover (I now realise) and we would all feel absolutely terrible and want to die.
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A delightful strip of photo booth photos of me aged 9 . . . already displaying a range of comedy faces, from mildly confused to amused, via quizzical!
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Me (back row, third from left) pictured with my St Peter’s prep school cricket teammates. Rogers, back row, second from right.





This particular evening, we were doing a geometry ‘prep’ for him, which involved using compasses to draw geometrical ‘proofs’. I began to notice that Rogers, at the next desk, was not having a good time. He looked panicky and sweaty, because every time he tried to draw a circle, the sharp point of his compass would slip and the pencil completing the circle would slip too, and ruin the circle he had almost drawn.

This sequence of events repeated itself for some time, with Rogers’ pencil slipping, and Rogers furiously rubbing out the almost-circle, until he had done it so many times that the page in his exercise book was looking like an impasto of a heavily ploughed field. Rogers meanwhile was oscillating between rage at the compass and terror at Bartlett’s impending judgement, and he was emitting tiny squeaks of panic and fury as he attracted more and more attention. Most of us thought he had gone completely mad.
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Rogers’ compass and pencil!





Then suddenly, an icy calm came over him. He stood up, walked very purposefully over to the waste-paper basket, pulled a penknife out of his pocket and started very deliberately to sharpen the metal point of the compass. There was something about the steely determination with which he attempted to sharpen a metal point, combined with the carefully controlled ice-cold savagery he affected while doing it, that remains one of the funniest things I have ever seen.

So maybe it follows naturally that when I was trying to make people laugh at Basil, I created situations where his suppressed anger affects his behaviour to everyone else. It’s not his anger that’s funny. It’s the fact that he can never express it properly, and that bottling it all up distorts all the rest of his emotional life!

What is odd, in retrospect, is that before Connie and I created Basil, I had a practice run at writing his part.

In the early 70s I used to pay regular visits to the Westside Health Club on Kensington High Street in London. I was particularly fond of one of the instructors there, one Bill Williams, who was from a family of sports trainers, who had all spent their lives getting boxers and swimmers and gymnasts super-fit. Bill was particularly good at varying workouts, and he had a number of older clients who thrived under his tuition.

One day, I made a mistake. I told Bill that if he ever wanted to open a small club of his own, I’d be interested in backing him. Of course, within six weeks he had found one . . . It was in Brighton, where, as he pointed out, there were lots of retired folk, who were much better customers, as they needed individual sessions.

So, in June 1970, our health club opened in Brighton. And six weeks later, Bill was dead. Just like that.

Not a great start for a health club.

The poor man, who was tough as they come, suddenly felt stomach pains. In hospital they opened him up and quickly sewed him up again. Stomach cancer. Bad stomach cancer. So, they sent him home to die.

Lovely man . . .

I never said goodbye to him, because his business partner, Dennis, apparently wanted to be sure Bill was stone-cold before he updated me on business prospects (and immediately scarpered with the thousand pounds I had lent him).

And now we get to the point of this story.
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An advert for the Westside Health Club from the Friday, 12 March 1971 edition of the Marylebone Mercury.





I had to pay off a number of builders, equipment salesmen and justifiably disappointed new club members. To do this, I approached an old friend who commissioned sitcoms for Thames Television: Humphrey Barclay. Humphrey had directed me in the Cambridge Footlights Revue of 1963, which got me into show business, and then into over a hundred episodes of the radio show I’m Sorry I’ll Read That Again with Tim Brooke-Taylor and Bill Oddie. A couple of years earlier, he had asked Graham Chapman and I to write the pilot episode of London Weekend Television’s Doctor in the House. Since Gra had been a medical student at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, the job was a bit of a doddle, and the series took off splendidly.
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The title card and credit for me and Graham Chapman from the first episode of Doctor in the House: ‘Why do you want to be a Doctor?’






[image: Photo of Humphrey Barclay]


Producer Humphrey Barclay on location for Do Not Adjust Your Set in 1968.





Many of the episodes were written by Graeme Garden and Bill Oddie; the other Graeme was a qualified doctor too.

So, I said to Humphrey, ‘Can I write a few Doctor episodes for you?’

And Humphrey said, ‘With Graham?’

And I said, ‘No, on my own. I need the money.’
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John Le Mesurier and Barry Evans in the Doctor at Large episode ‘Mr Moon’.





And Humphrey said, ‘How about six?’

That’s how we used to do business in the old days, before TV executives invented ‘commissioning editors’. So, in 1970, I wrote six episodes of Doctor at Large, the spin-off of Doctor in the House, on my own, which did not please Gra. All writing partnerships can get a bit like marriages: ‘I hear you’ve been writing with someone else?’

‘It was just . . . a fling.’

Of those six episodes I can remember just two. One, called ‘Mr Moon’, featured John Le Mesurier, whom I had always adored, until he fucked up the whole show because he couldn’t remember his lines. I adored him a bit less after that.


[image: Photo of Timothy Bateson and guest at hotel reception desk]


Timothy Bateson as hotel proprietor Mr Clifford in ‘No Ill Feeling!’





The other one I recall was called ‘No Ill Feeling!’ In this episode, the usual highly likeable gang of Barry Evans, Robin Nedwell, George Layton and Geoffrey Davies were to stay at a hotel.

I modelled this hotel on a memorable one that the Pythons had stayed at in Torquay during location filming a year before: The Gleneagles. I used my recollection of that hotel’s owner, Donald Sinclair, to create the character of Mr Clifford, played by Timothy Bateson.
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Title cards and my on-screen credit from the Doctor at Large episode ‘No Ill Feeling!’





On these pages, I have chosen some parts of ‘No Ill Feeling!’ to investigate how closely Mr Clifford’s character tallied with Mr Fawlty’s, four years later. You can watch the whole thing on YouTube. Incidentally, the character of an extremely irritating guest, played by the late, great Roy Kinnear, was echoed four years later by the superb Bernard Cribbins in ‘The Hotel Inspectors’, who also finishes the episode covered with food.

After the recording, Humphrey Barclay told me: ‘There’s a series in that hotel!’ I remember thinking, ‘Typical producer – always looking for a series!’ I had no idea how right he was . . .
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A group of old ladies in Mr Clifford’s hotel . . .
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Mr Clifford gets his own back on the wise-cracking hotel guest Mr Davidson (Roy Kinnear).
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Mr Clifford, the put-upon hotel proprietor. . .
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. . . and Mrs Clifford (Eunice Black), the domineering lady of the hotel.
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The TV listing billing for the episode which was first broadcast on 30 May 1971.
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A promotional postcard for Gleneagles Hotel from the 1960s.
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Proprietors, Donald and Beatrice Sinclair.





So, what was it about Gleneagles and its proprietors, Donald and Beatrice Sinclair, that had stuck in my mind so clearly?

I arrived in Torquay, Devon on the afternoon of Sunday, 10 May 1970, the day before location filming began for the second series of Monty Python (for sequences as the announcer on Broadsands Beach, if you must know!). I and all the Pythons and Connie Booth (we were married at the time) were booked into the Gleneagles Hotel on Asheldon Road in the Wellswood district.

Donald Sinclair was a former naval officer, and he had a temperament and manner that established him in my mind as the rudest man I’d ever come across in my life.

As Michael Palin described him in one of his diaries: ‘He seemed to view us from the start as a colossal inconvenience.’

My clearest memory was of a Python group dinner on the first evening. I was mildly amused at the way Sinclair was stalking around the dining room, looking rather commanding but never actually doing anything. The Pythons were all at a long table, and as he strolled past, he suddenly stopped and stared at Terry Gilliam. Terry was eating his steak in the American fashion. He cut up all the meat, discarded his knife, and taking the fork in his right hand, speared the meat with it. He became aware of Sinclair’s scrutiny and looked up at him. Sinclair said, with stern disapproval, ‘We do not eat like that in this country,’ and walked off . . .

I don’t think I can convey just how extraordinary that was. In my entire life, I have never seen a restaurant manager reprove a guest’s table manners. And doing so by picking Terry out from a group of his companions and telling him off in a loud and clear voice was utterly breathtaking. It was, above all, so wonderfully gratuitous. What was he hoping to achieve? He could not have done anything more inappropriate if he had struck Terry on the head with the flambéed pineapple. Nobody spoke. We looked at each other with a ‘Did that actually happen?’ look, familiar to us all from Candid Camera.

My own encounter was no less bizarre. I walked into the lobby and saw Sinclair sitting at the reception desk, staring into space. Suddenly he saw me coming and spun around, turning his back on me, pretending he was busy with some paperwork. I came up to the desk and waited politely. And waited . . . and waited.
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Monty Python title card; filming on Broadsands Beach.





It was impossible to believe that he did not know I was there. But he continued to pretend he was busy. I decided that he was hoping I would just go away. Or . . . could he just possibly think that I had left?

I cleared my throat tentatively and he whipped around to face me with an exasperated ‘Oh, what?!’, as though my intrusion was the last straw, the 150th time he had been interrupted in the last ten minutes.

I was slightly taken back.

‘What do you want?’ he shouted.

‘Er . . . Could you call me a taxi?’

Incredulity. Clearly he thought I was unhinged.

Long silence.

‘Call . . . you . . . a . . . taxi?’ It was as though I had asked him for a dance.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘a taxi.’

Silence.

‘Can you?’

‘I suppose so’. And he dialed a taxi.

I was astonished that I had won.

The hotel was so awful that most of the Pythons moved to the five-star Imperial Hotel after a couple of days, leaving only Eric Idle, Connie and me, at the mercy of Basil’s prototype. Why did we continue to stay there? Sheer laziness . . . And phenomenal luck . . .

One morning Eric left a bag behind when he went off to work. On returning that night, he asked Sinclair where the bag was.

‘Behind the wall,’ he replied, pointing out of the front door, at a wall on the other side of the swimming pool.

Eric was bamboozled.

‘Why did you . . . ?’

‘What is it now?’

‘Why did you put it out there?’ Pause.

‘We thought it might be a bomb.’

‘A bomb??!’

These were the days before the IRA had started letting off bombs in London. The last bomb had probably been during the Blitz.

For once, Sinclair seemed to think he needed to explain.

‘Well . . . We’ve had a lot of staff problems recently.’
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A 1970 newspaper advert for the Gleneagles Hotel.
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A glossy colour advertisement for the Gleneagles Hotel from the early 1970s.
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Strolling in one of the Monty Python ‘Ministry of Silly Walks’ sketches.









2.

ESCAPING PYTHON . . . WITH AN INVITATION FROM JIMMY

I wrote my six episodes of Doctor at Large in 1970, about a year after we’d done the first series of Monty Python.

I never wrote any more episodes, because at this point Python pretty much took over my life. What had at first been a TV series that took roughly six months to write and perform, now sprouted records, and books, and then . . . tours!

Slowly I found myself hemmed in by the procession of Python projects. I had loved the first series and had enjoyed most of the second, but by the third series in 1972, a lot of things were beginning to grate.

Firstly, I wanted to write stuff that was not in the Python style. I’d written a lot of sketches since 1966, and I wanted to try my hand at longer formats. I was fascinated by learning about plotting.

Secondly, Graham had, out of the blue, become a problem. Within a few months there were days when, in the afternoon, he couldn’t remember what we had written in the morning. It also affected his acting, and he was a really fine actor – until he couldn’t remember his lines.

There was one sketch that had to be abandoned in front of the studio audience because he simply couldn’t get it right and we were running out of recording time.
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Monty Python in 1969: left to right, Terry Jones, Graham Chapman, me, Eric Idle, Terry Gilliam and Michael Palin.
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Me as Inspector Praline, Graham Chapman as Superintendent Parrot, and Terry Jones as Mr Milton in the ‘Crunchy Frog’ sketch, from the first series of Monty Python’s Flying Circus.





And the other Pythons regarded old Gra as my problem. Nobody else wanted to share writing duties with him.

Thirdly, I was getting tired of the endless arguments with Terry Jones. Normally there were disagreements about a script. I found it easy to work with Michael and Eric. Graham flitted in and out of script discussions, but presented no problem. Terry Gilliam attended very few script meetings; his work came later when we told him how many animations the script needed, and how long, and where the starting point should come.

But then there was Terry Jones . . .
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The first Monty Python’s Flying Circus album, with art, of course, by Terry Gilliam.





Most writers feel strongly about some points, and less strongly about others, so that there’s room for discussion and compromise. Terry felt strongly about everything. There was no hill he was not prepared to die on. No molehill either . . .

I remember on one occasion when he and I argued about what seemed to me a very important decision, and as our tussle continued, the others began to find my arguments more persuasive, and as the light began to fail, dear Terry finally conceded, and I experienced a moment of exhilaration that, finally, the Pythons had got it right!

The next morning we were back at Terry’s house, and he was making us all coffee, when I heard something that froze my blood – ‘I was thinking last night . . .’ Terry said, in the high-pitched whine that always heralded an impassioned display of Celtic self-confidence. ‘And I reeeeally feel . . . ’, and we were off again, regurgitating yesterday’s debate word for word. Terry Jones always believed that the way to win his point was by becoming even more impassioned, rather than improving on his arguments. And, after two series, it had begun to grate on me.

The other reason I was tired of Python was that we were beginning to repeat our ideas. The first series included some really special and original humour. The second series was pretty good too, but towards the end I felt – though not passionately – that we were becoming a bit predictable.

For all these reasons I was able to slow down the stampede towards a third series. In my heart of hearts, I didn’t really want to do another one, but I felt guilty about letting the others down. This was compounded by my agent, David Wilkinson, telling me that the BBC would not commission the series if I was not in it. So, I argued to do a shorter series. As Terry Gilliam put it, I ‘came to heel’!
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In entirely appropriate attire during filming of the opening show of Monty Python’s Flying Circus, Walton-on-Thames, 21 August 1970. Spot the other Python...





But the new half-series came and went, and nothing improved, and I caved in again and agreed to do the other half and finally had to tell the others that I did not want to do any more Python TV shows.

Mike and Eric took it in their stride, but Gra and Terry Jones were angry. Terry Gilliam wanted to direct films, so I don’t think he minded.

So anyway . . . my sanity was saved, and my only immediate concern was my bank manager.

Python was never that well paid. Back in 1969, for the first series I was paid £280 per episode for performing, plus an additional fee for writing. In total, each of us earned around £2,000–£3,000 for the entire series – which kept us busy for about six months. We paid income tax of around 90 per cent on that, so none of us were perusing yacht catalogues.

Measly though these sums seem now, I did realise that leaving Python would mean taking a cut in income.
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Michael Palin and me in the little-known ‘Dead Parrot’ sketch from the first series of Monty Python’s Flying Circus.





I’d always told the Pythons that my dislike of the TV demands did not extend to film, which I found much more interesting, especially as film presented us with writing challenges very different from three-minute sketches.

So, at the beginning of 1973, we started writing Monty Python and the Holy Grail. This took us a very long time as we had no idea what we were doing, but by 1974, we were able to start shooting, which brought me some much-needed cash. Now that we were film stars, we were paid proper fees: £4,000 each . . . although, before leaving for filming in Scotland, the producers told us they could only pay us £2,000, and they hoped to be able to cough up the balance later.
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A tea break in costume for Monty Python and the Holy Grail.





Shortly after Holy Grail was shot, I was pleased to get a call inviting me to a lunch to discuss my future, with the BBC Head of Comedy, my old friend Jimmy Gilbert.

Jimmy had been the producer/director of The Frost Report, in which I first appeared on British television, in 1966. I’d never done television before, but at David Frost’s invitation I found myself performing to an audience of 14 million, LIVE!!!, every Thursday. I’ve never been so scared in my life, but the people around me – David, Ronnie Barker, Ronnie Corbett, Nicky Henson, Bernard Thompson and Jimmy himself – were kind and reassuring and got me through my early screen fright.

Jimmy also presided at the weekly script conference, where Marty Feldman (the script editor!), John Law, Barry Cryer, David Nobbs, Dick Vosburgh, Frank Muir, Dennis Norden and five Monty-Pythons-to-be, put together the next week’s script.
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The theatrical poster for the film.
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At the Montreux Comedy Festival with James Gilbert (front right) and cast members of The Frost Report.





Jimmy was the ideal host. With his soft-spoken, elegant Glaswegian accent, he nudged and coaxed us each week towards a finished script. Highly experienced, his occasional interventions were respected without question. The Python members would sometimes suggest something whacky, or zany, or off-the-wall, and sometimes these ideas brought gales of laughter from all the writers, but Jimmy would grin and say, ‘Sorry, boys, but they won’t get it in Bradford,’ and it was instantly dropped and forgotten (later perhaps to re-emerge in Monty Python). Jimmy was one of the most admirable men I ever met. He was so good at his job and so fundamentally kind that he was an ideal Head of Comedy, in the days when such executives had risen through the ranks and had actually made many programmes themselves.


[image: Photo of John Cleese, Ronnie Barker and Ronnie Corbett in class sketch]


With Ronnie Barker and Ronnie Corbett in The Frost Report’s ‘class sketch’, first broadcast on 7 April 1966.





So anyway . . . Jimmy and I lunched at Cibo in Holland Park. Conversation flowed so easily that when Jimmy asked me if there was anything I’d like to do post-Python at the BBC, I simply said, ‘Yes, I’d like to do something with Connie.’ Jimmy asked me, ‘Do you know what?’ ‘No. . .’ I said. ‘Well, why don’t you go home and talk with Connie, and then call me and tell me, and I’ll commission it?’ And then we finished lunch.



Jimmy Gilbert Head of Comedy

BBC Comedy of the 60s and 70s would have been very different without the careful stewardship of Cecil James Gilbert.

Edinburgh-born Jimmy fell in love with performing at school, but the outbreak of war set aside any dreams of performance and the RAF beckoned.

After the war, Jimmy enrolled into RADA with the hope of entering the film industry as a director. Parallel with his studies, Jimmy also performed and wrote for theatre, writing the satire-based musical Grab Me a Gondola, which proved a great success, and led to him being offered a role in the BBC, initially focused within music programming. Rising through the ranks, he was soon identified as having an affinity for managing talent within the pressures of the studio.

Along with David Frost, Jimmy developed The Frost Report, and in the process put together Ronnie Barker and Ronnie Corbett, as well as several of the Python team.

As a director, Jimmy set the tone for the first series of The Two Ronnies, Whatever Happened to the Likely Lads? and Last of the Summer Wine. Later as Head of Comedy, Jimmy was able to green light dozens of series now considered classics. This usually meant hours in agonising meetings, which tended to lobotomise people’s funny bones; Jimmy however still managed to keep his.

Going freelance in the early 1980s, Jimmy produced comedies for Thames Television, before going on to enjoy a well-earned retirement after his time in the television trenches.
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Jimmy Gilbert in his office at BBC Television Centre.





Again, that’s how things were done at a time when the BBC was making the best comedies in the world, before bureaucrats introduced committees and commissioning editors who had never actually made any programmes.

So I went home and talked to Connie. We felt that all the man–woman comedy was being done very well at the time by John Fortune and Eleanor Bron, who were starring in a TV series called Where Was Spring? So, there was no point in going there . . . and then one of us suggested doing a comedy about a badly run hotel, like the one we had stayed at, Gleneagles, four years earlier.

I called Jimmy and said, ‘Connie and I would like to do a comedy set in a hotel, based on one we once stayed at when we were filming for Monty Python’, and the BBC Head of Comedy said, ‘OK. I’ll commission it.’

Just like that.

And so, we went to work on putting together a pilot programme for the new series. At this point in my life, I had done a fair amount of writing, mostly with Graham. There were all the sketches for The Frost Report, At Last the 1948 Show, and Monty Python, a number of 30-minute sitcoms including Doctor at Large, a Sheila Hancock special, a Ronnie Barker special, an American special called How to Irritate People and three film scripts for Peter Sellers (Rentasleuth, The Magic Christian and The Rise and Rise of Michael Rimmer).

I had written one pilot for a new series (also with Gra) but that was for the already established Doctors series. This new programme would really be something completely different . . .
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With Connie at the opening night of Harvey at the Prince of Wales Theatre on 9 April 1975.









3.

ESTABLISHING A COMEDY

In what ways did writing a pilot differ from one of the ordinary series episodes I had written in the past? The first thing, obviously, is that you need to spend most of your script introducing the main characters. This means you simply don’t have enough time to create a very funny show – the plot needs to be a simple one. A very funny show would need to be more complex.
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The second thing is to introduce the audience to the environment in which the characters live. If we had set the show in an undertaker’s or food production company, we would have had to show whatever daily life was like there, what was normal and what was unexpected. We didn’t have that problem with a hotel: everyone’s been in one and knows how they’re supposed to work. So, the very conventional setting of a hotel worked well for us.

The next essential ingredient was to establish the style of the comedy. Each show has its own level of reality. Some are much more naturalistic: Friends, Steptoe and Son, The Office, Porridge. Some get slightly less real: Dad’s Army, Are You Being Served? Some are broader still: ’Allo ’Allo! and Only Fools and Horses. Some of the best depart a long way from reality: Blackadder.

It doesn’t matter which style each show chooses, provided only that it does not stray from that level of reality. If it does, everything collapses. The audience stops understanding how seriously to take the characters’ behaviour. Motivations become random. No one knows what to believe and the audience loses its bearings and switches off.

Over the next six pages, we’ll look at the pilot episode of Fawlty Towers and how we established it all.
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