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INTRODUCTION





‘The unexamined life is not worth living.’ Socrates

‘Get in, get out, don’t look back – that’s my motto.’ Derek Trotter



February 2nd 2020. On the face of it, it was just another day. The sun rose in the east, as it tends to when it gets it right. Birds awakened from their slumbers to herald the dawn in all its dewy newness. And whistling milkmen began their rounds – at least in places where they still have milkmen, and in places where those milkmen still whistle.

Meanwhile, at my humble home in the heart of Buckinghamshire, the world stirred as it always does. Horses shook themselves and whinnied restlessly in the stables, maids began their tireless labours in the scullery, and the Highland bagpipe player employed to rouse me daily from beneath my bedroom window completed his performance and departed on foot across the West Lawn, bound, no doubt, for his next gig, at Windsor Castle.

As ever, I eased my noble yet surprisingly flexible figure from beneath the counterpane and rose to don the silk dressing gown laid out for me by Strobes, my wrinkled retainer, who, having parted the bedroom curtains, drawn a bath and squeezed the toothpaste onto my brush in anticipation of my morning ablutions, had now gone downstairs to iron my newspaper. In due course, I would follow him down to the breakfast room, help myself to my usual serving of kedgeree from the heated silver salver on the rosewood sideboard, and then settle down to peruse my schedule for the morning.

Just your typical day, then, in the life of your typical knight of the realm and multi-award-winning television actor, namely myself.

Except for one detail: it was my birthday.

Now, if truth be told, I have never been all that fussed about birthdays. I can take them or leave them. And mostly, as time has gone on, I’ve found myself more inclined to leave them than to take them. But this one was going to be a little harder to ignore. It was one of the so-called big ones. One of the round-numbered ones. It was the day I turned …

You know what? I’m actually a little reluctant to write the number down. I find it almost unthinkable that my name and a figure this large belong in the same sentence.

However, needs must.

February 2nd 2020 was my eightieth birthday.

Eighty! I know! How did that happen? I’m not sure that Shakespeare’s seven ages of man even go up this far, do they?

I don’t mind admitting, I have quite a lot of trouble with the idea of getting old. I know it happens to people – I see it all the time. But surely it’s not going to happen to me, is it? In my head, I’m still more or less that bloke you see fooling around in old episodes of Only Fools and Horses. When I look in the mirror, I see a twenty-year-old staring out from the body of a senior citizen. How does that work? Young at heart, I suppose you would say, although I can’t deny that, in physical terms, my heart is exactly the same age as the rest of me.

Nevertheless, if anyone even mentions the subject of old age in my vicinity, I reflexively go straight into the character – the thin, wavering voice and distant expression – of Blanco, the old lag that I played in the prison comedy Porridge. Blanco was the seemingly innocent ‘lifer’ carefully protected by Ronnie Barker’s Fletcher and whom I originally portrayed (and here’s a grimly ironic thought, in the present circumstance) at the tender age of thirty.

Comical elderliness? That was one of my earliest calling cards as an actor, right from the first time, in 1969, that Ronnie B asked me to play Dithers, the spectacularly desiccated yet somehow still upright hundred-year-old gardener that Ronnie created for Hark at Barker and later for His Lordship Entertains. Oh how easily the humiliations of age lent themselves to those slapstick gags! And how we chortled at the terrible varicose veins which were painted on Dithers’ legs and which became visible as he disappeared unsteadily up a step ladder in a nightgown! I was twenty-nine when we filmed that sequence. I’m not sure that Jo Tewson ever fully recovered from that scene, as she was holding the steps for Dithers and, as he descended, the nightshirt slowly covered her head and shoulders. Heaven forgive me.

And now I’m eighty. I have outlived Blanco – although not yet Dithers. I’m still working on that.

And I’m not going to complain about it, either. Here’s an important truth: getting older most certainly has its downsides. But it still beats the alternative, every time.

Also, as it turned out, I discovered that I was in some extremely good company as a novice octogenarian. Also facing an eightieth birthday at some stage in 2020 were Al Pacino, Tom Jones, Ringo Starr, Raquel Welch and the Battle of Britain. Now, what a dinner party that would be.

Oh, and it was heartening to discover that Batman is even older than me. He came into the world in 1939, making him a sprightly eighty-one. You would never know it to look at him, would you? He’s kept himself in pretty decent trim down the years. An example to us all.

I played the part of Batman once, you know. It was in a certain sitcom, and it caused a bit of a stir. But we’ll get to that later in these pages.

Eighty though? Look, if it’s good enough for Tom Jones and Raquel Welch, it’s good enough for me. And furthermore, as I arrived at this distinguished age, it struck me that it would be a perfect moment to take stock – to pause before stepping out into my ninth decade, look back across the journey of my life so far and recount some of the lessons that I’ve learned along the way.

I’ve had a long and eventful career – and am still having one, in fact. I’ve been fortunate enough to be a part of some very successful television shows and even to make a few bits of television history. Along the way I’ve been given all sorts of advice and learned huge amounts from some great and enormously talented people I’ve been lucky to work with. I’ve also learned a lot from some extraordinary characters I’ve been blessed to play. And I’ve worked a few things out for myself as well.

All in all, the lessons have been plentiful. Lessons about working; lessons about ambition; lessons about rejection; lessons about success and failure; lessons about fortune and adversity; lessons about friendship; lessons about falling through bar-flaps … It occurred to me that maybe this would be a very good time to pass those life lessons on – before I put them down somewhere and can’t remember where I put them.

Those lessons are the substance of this volume. Think of it, if you will, as a summary of what I’ve learned these four-score years – a review of my life, issuing in a collection of accumulated wisdom, and a compendium of reflections, offered to you from the vantage point afforded me by my extremely impressive maturity.

It’s an attempt, I suppose, to find the middle ground somewhere between Socrates and Derek Trotter, with whose famous words this introduction began. (We’ll have cause, I’m sure, to seek enlightenment from both those great philosophical thinkers in the ensuing pages, although probably from Derek Trotter more often than from Socrates, if I’m being honest.)

With any luck, some of these thoughts and observations, based on circumstances in which I have found myself, will chime with episodes and challenges you have faced, or are facing, in your own life. And if they don’t … well, hopefully, at the very least you’ll get to have a good old laugh at my expense.

I should say straight away that my ninth decade didn’t get off to the best of starts. Barely had the birthday cards come down off the mantelpiece than an unprecedented global health crisis was breaking out. Suddenly something called the coronavirus showed up, and we were all obliged to put our lives on hold and go into lockdown for a while. It was a frightening and uncertain period for everybody, for all manner of reasons, and it’s still by no means over as I write.

Speaking personally, it was a period when I found myself facing one of my gravest fears, and possibly the thing that haunts all actors, no matter who they are: having no work to do. My essential philosophy all this time, as we’ll see, has been to work as hard as I can at every decent opportunity that’s been given to me. All of a sudden, though, the entire country froze up and working was no longer an option. Everything in the diary was wiped, and I was actually obliged to sit still for five minutes – in fact, for an awful lot longer than five minutes. All of that was a lesson in itself, and I’ll recount that here.

I’ll also recall my first tentative return to work under the conditions of ‘the new normal’ – to present, as it so happened, a programme about my contemporary, the Battle of Britain. That’s a documentary that I am very proud to have helped put on the air.

But, before we get to that, by way of an opener, and to set the tone for much of what follows, let me offer you a story with, I think, a strong moral attached to it. It’s the story of a pot plant of my acquaintance.

No, seriously. Bear with me.

There are, of course, no horses, stables, sculleries, maids or Highland pipers at my Buckinghamshire home. But not far from me as I write, out in the yard in a giant tub, is a tall, stout grapefruit tree. Now, I’ve known that grapefruit tree since it was a pip – indeed, since it was a pip in my very own breakfast. To look at it sitting there, all bushy and green, you would never know that it once tried to kill me.

But, to set the scene, I need to take you back to the early seventies – the time of my glory years in the pulsing West End of London. This was when I had just landed the plum role of Brian Runnicles, taking over from Michael Crawford, in the massively successful farce No Sex Please, We’re British at the Strand Theatre. Up until then, as a jobbing rep actor with barely two pennies to rub together, I had been living in a one-bedroom flat above my sister-in-law’s hairdressing salon, ‘Joy’s’, in Thornton Heath in deepest south London. That flat was fantastically handy if I needed a perm, but less handy if I needed to be at work in the centre of the city which, with my career finally beginning to take off, I increasingly needed to be. A lot of my work at that time was in central London recording studios, doing voice-overs and providing those rich, fruity tones you hear on all those commercials that are so necessary but so irritating and disruptive of one’s viewing pleasure.

But then I lucked out. Jo Tewson, the victim of the traumatic nightshirt episode, happened to mention one day that she was about to move out of a rent-controlled flat where she had been living, in a Peabody Estate building just north of Oxford Street. Would I be interested in taking it over? Would I ever. No disrespect to Thornton Heath, but that flat in Newman Street put me at the beating heart of the metropolitan action. A short step north: the One Tun pub in Goodge Street, a notorious watering hole for actors and other reprobates. A short step south: Soho, Seven Dials and the theatres. I could walk to work, and always did.

My new bachelor pad was well-positioned, but it certainly wasn’t spacious. The kitchen, in particular, was a poor choice of place to go if you had a cat to swing. I remember, in what was, for me, a brave early stab at sophisticated behaviour, inviting Simon Williams, who was in No Sex Please, and his wife Belinda Carroll to ‘dinner at my place’. I roasted a chicken. The table in that cramped kitchen was basically a pine plank screwed against the wall with angle brackets and boned up by sandpaper and elbow grease. Those days I spent in the building trade didn’t go to waste. Anyway, it meant the three of us had to sit in a row, balancing our plates on this narrow surface and staring at the wall. Which must have seemed a little odd to my guests, though they were nice enough not to mention it.

Anyhow, in another stab at sophistication, I had taken during this period to eating grapefruit for breakfast. It’s hard now to relate quite how much of an exotic move that was at the time. The great English fry-up was in retreat, or certainly among a certain class of breakfast consumer. People were talking up the health-giving value of starting your day with a lump of citrus fruit, and smiling bravely while plunging teaspoons into the segmented flesh of halved grapefruits. Never mind that an imported grapefruit could be both rock solid and punishingly sour. And never mind, either, that if you dug your spoon in at the wrong angle, a fine jet of grapefruit juice would arch directly into your eye and blind you for the rest of the day.

And that’s before we even mention the pips. It was a pip that nearly did for me. I was gamely chipping away with the spoon one morning, and no doubt eagerly enjoying my breakfast’s invigorating bitterness, when a pip got stuck in my throat. There ensued a coughing fit so violent and protracted that it’s a wonder both of my eyes remained in my head at the end of it.

At least the pip was no longer in my throat, though. It was now on the kitchen table in front of me. Still breathing heavily, I looked down at it. The pip looked back up at me. Something about its expression seemed to plead for forgiveness. I looked at it long and hard. It looked at me long and hard. Well, I suppose it was one of those mornings … I had nothing planned, at least until the evening, when I would be tripping my way down Newman Street, across Soho Square, down to Garrick Street and on to the Strand Theatre. Meanwhile, across the top of Newman Street, just off Goodge Street, was a little road called Goodge Place where a small builders’ merchants sat in the corner of what used to be a stable yard. It was a tiny, family-run business, absolutely nothing like the giants we have today, and, indeed, it was the place where I had got the wood for the kitchen table that so impressed my co-stars, Simon and Belinda. It was also the place I used to go to fetch paraffin for my heater, which I kept in the hall and which acted as central heating on those cold, winter days. When I returned after the show on a winter’s night, the hall would be warm as toast and, by clever opening and closing of doors, I could get each room to warm up to just below freezing.

Anyway, it was to that little builders’ merchants that I took myself that morning to purchase a small bag of compost and a plastic pot. I then carried those items back up the four flights of stairs to the flat where I filled the pot with soil and, pausing only to forgive it for trying to throttle me, planted the pip.

The back of the flat looked out onto a well in the block, which was quite gloomy but had been white-tiled to make it a bit lighter. It seemed unlikely that I would be able to get anything to grow out there, but it was the best bet that I had, so I gave it a go. I stood the pot out on the kitchen windowsill and began watering it diligently.

I didn’t give it much hope, but one morning, some weeks later, I looked out and a tiny bud had emerged from the soil. Amazing: this thing was alive. I was genuinely moved. It was a tribute to the powers of nature, and also to the power of London tap water. I continued to water it, and it continued to grow. Initially a rather unpromising-looking sapling, it was soon something more clearly definable as a ‘plant’.

Sometimes in the ensuing years, work took me away for whole weeks at a time, doing summer seasons. At such times, I would ask Micky and Angie, my good friends and neighbours across the hall, to water my plant for me. They would have to unlock the flat and go in just to tend to this one small pot out on the sill, which must have seemed like a lot of effort for not very much. But I didn’t care. I was now hooked on horticulture. And the grapefruit stayed alive. There were only a couple of occasions when I came home and found it gasping for water and apparently on the verge of quitting on me. But bless its cotton socks, it always recovered and stuck with the programme.

In due course, it was big enough that I had to re-pot it. Soon after that, it was big enough that I had to attach a piece of wire around the pot to stop it dropping off the windowsill and into the well and braining someone. Obviously the safety of my fellow tenants was my first concern here. Actually, it probably wasn’t. My first concern was the safety of the plant.

Eventually, whole years later, when I moved out of London, it came with me. When I moved again, it came, too. Once – just once – it tried to fruit. There were three little grapefruits on it, each the size of a pea. I was incredibly proud. About a week later, they all fell off.

Someone suggested keeping it indoors in a more constantly warm environment to see if it could be induced to fruit again. The plant rebelled against its domestication by developing some kind of leaf infestation. I treated it for the rot and stood it outside again.

And now here it is, still with me half a century later, in its huge container, standing tall with a trunk which is about four inches in diameter. It spends every winter in the summerhouse, because a sharp frost would probably do for it, even now. And then in the summer, I drag it out into the yard, practically doing myself a mischief every time because it’s so heavy. It tried to kill me then, and, in its own sweet way, it’s still trying to kill me now. Nevertheless, in some strange way, I love that plant and I still care for it. I suppose, in return, it reminds me of that very particular part of my journey – those days in London.

So what’s the moral of this story? The moral of this story is that if you take an unpromising little seed and patiently water it, then eventually it will get so big that you’ll put your back out trying to drag the damn thing into the daylight.

At least, that’s one way of expressing the moral. But you could also say that what this grapefruit tree of mine demonstrates is that, if you very carefully nurture something, and stick at it determinedly, you may be surprised by the scale of what you create. Overwhelmed by it, even.

There’s a pretty strong parallel with my life story here. But let’s find out.




CHAPTER ONE

On matters medical and constitutional





‘I mean, look at him. His brain went years ago. Now his legs have gone. There’s only the middle bit of him left.’ Derek Trotter, discussing Grandad



As a multi-award-winning television actor and knight of the realm who now finds himself sashaying down the catwalk of his ninth decade, I am often asked – by magazines and television programmes mainly, but sometimes also by overawed strangers in the street who grab me by the arm – to share the secrets of my longevity.

‘So lithe,’ they say. ‘So spry and sparkling. So uncannily youthful. How on earth do you do it?’

Well, what can I tell you? An hour of tai chi first thing in the morning; an intense work-out with my personal trainer, mostly concentrating on squats and lunges in order to fire the glutes and maintain that all-important core strength; a bowl of steamed kale and a handful of almonds for lunch; then two hours of yoga in the afternoon followed by an ice bath – this is a routine which I’m sure would work miracles for anyone of any age, although I can’t be entirely sure because I haven’t myself adopted any aspect of it at any point.

To what, then, can I genuinely attribute the robustness of my constitution at this impressively late stage of the game? Fluke, I fear. The great good fortune of one’s genes. Along, I suppose, with a general avoidance, by and large, down the years, of life-endangering excess, unless you count operating a Flymo (see later).


The lesson being: everything in moderation, including moderation.



Or, as the other old but undimmed piece of wisdom has it: try everything once, with the exception of Morris dancing and incest. Consequently, at the time of writing I am delighted and relieved to be able to report that I don’t yet match Del’s somewhat uncharitable verdict on the state of Grandad, above.

Incidentally, I can’t think about those typically great John Sullivan lines without affectionately remembering how the late Lennard Pearce, who played Grandad in Only Fools, would use his relatively advanced years to excuse all manner of misdemeanours on his part, whether it was fluffing a line or jumping the queue for tea in the canteen. ‘I’m old,’ he would say. ‘I’m allowed.’

Now, that’s a philosophy which, for some reason, I increasingly find myself inclined to stand by. You’re old – you’re allowed.

But it’s clear that I am lucky. Every year I have to go for the standard aviation medical in order to keep myself qualified as a helicopter pilot. And every time, I’m nervous as a kitten beforehand because I’m worried that this will be the year the doctor consults his charts, looks at me with a sympathetically pained expression and says, ‘Have you ever considered golf?’ Flying is one of my greatest passions, and the best thing outside of acting that I ever learned to do, and I’m going to be extremely upset if the time comes that I have to leave it behind.

Up to now, though (and here you must imagine me reaching for the nearest wooden surface), I’ve come through those aviation medicals with no problem. You could even say I’ve flown through them. And statistics would encouragingly suggest that I’ve got plenty of helicopter hours left in me. According to Guinness World Records, the oldest solo pilot helicopter flight was conducted by a gentleman named David Marks, who was a mere eighty-seven years and forty days old when he took an Enstrom F28 from Northampton Sywell Airfield to Fenland Airfield in September 2017. Good work. I would love to take that record away from him one day. It’s a target to aim for.

Anyway, according to the most recent of those medicals my constitution remains blessedly sound, here in the summer of 2020. My hearing and my eyesight both appear to be in decent fettle and my blood pressure is where it ought to be. In addition to that, I can also confirm that I have my own teeth – and frankly, at this stage, I wouldn’t be all that keen on having anyone else’s. And I still appear to be playing with a more or less full complement of marbles, a privilege which none of us can take for granted and for which I thank my lucky stars every day.

I guess the decision to quit smoking a while ago was probably a good one. As Dr Shaheed (played by Josephine Welcome) once asked Del, in an episode of Only Fools that saw him rather reluctantly going to get some stomach pains checked out:

‘Do you smoke, Mr Trotter?’

And as Del replied:

‘Not just now, thank you, doctor.’

I don’t smoke, but I certainly did, and for a long time. I quit when I was sixty, in fact, when my wife Gill and I decided we were going to have a baby. Had I come to fatherhood earlier, maybe I wouldn’t have smoked for so long, but that was not how it panned out.

I enjoyed smoking while I did it but, my word, what an extraordinary habit it was, really. The more I think about it, the less sense it made. It wasn’t just a drain on my financial resources during a period (the late 1950s and the 1960s) when I could ill afford it, it was also spectacularly bad for you – although, in fairness, nobody really told us that, back in the day. But over and above those considerations, it was also, when looked at in the cold light of day, just a plainly ridiculous thing to be getting up to.

The fundamental absurdity of smoking has never been better exposed and exploited for laughs than by the American comic genius Bob Newhart (aged ninety when I wrote this, by the way, and still performing). Newhart wrote a sketch called ‘Introducing Tobacco to Civilisation’, where he set himself up as the head of the West India Company taking a call from Sir Walter Raleigh, at some unspecified point in the late sixteenth century, about this new tobacco thing that Raleigh seems to have discovered in the West Indies, and responding with increasing disbelief and bemusement, which shades eventually into outright mockery.

‘It’s a kind of leaf … and you bought eighty tons of it … Walt, don’t tell me: you stick it in your ear, right? … Oh, between your lips … Then what do you do, Walt? … You set fire to it? … You see, Walt, we’ve been a little worried about you, you know, ever since you put your cape down over that mud.’

That sketch was on Newhart’s 1960 album, The Button-Down Mind of Bob Newhart, which was an enormous hit, as comedy albums could be in those days, both in the US and in the UK. It beat Frank Sinatra to the Grammy for Best Album that year, which just about sums it up. I bought and devoured that record. I thought it was the funniest thing I had ever heard – verbal humour and comic timing on another level. I laughed at that tobacco sketch then, and I laugh at it now. It was the perfect skewering of a habit which, at the time, we all took for granted.

Yet I carried on smoking, of course.

The thing was, smoking looked so great when people did it in the movies. That was where me and my teenage chums first got the idea that Sir Walter Raleigh was on to something. Humphrey Bogart could talk and drive while smoking and the cigarette would never leave his lips. That seemed like a rare kind of magic to us, and a skill very much to be emulated at the earliest possibility. Not to mention the fact that men who smoked in films seemed very often to end up with women, who also smoked. In our impressionable teenage minds, cigarettes were a symbol of the great but thus far inaccessible pleasures of adulthood. Indeed, they were more than that: they were an actual ticket to those pleasures.

Our curiosity was bound to overcome us eventually. When I was about fourteen, a gang of us used to go ice skating at the rink in Church End, Finchley. That venue boasted, in a conveniently discreet location, a cigarette vending machine. None of us in my bunch had the money with which to buy cigarettes, but we did have the entrepreneurial foresight to realise that, with a little jiggery and a little pokery, that particular machine, which must have had a few screws loose here and there, could be made to yield its desirable contents for the price of exactly no money at all.

And as my father used to say: ‘What costs ya nuffink can’t be dear.’

When nobody was looking, we duly jiggered and poked, and bingo: not just one but several packets dropped out of the machinery, a veritable tobacco jackpot. We were so happy: now we could become smokers. For free!

We rushed back to our favoured hang-out – the alley by the Finchley Postal Sorting Office at the bottom of Lodge Lane – in a hurry to light up and instantly become grown-ups.

It’s a shame the next few moments weren’t captured on film. Cigarettes were solemnly handed around. I believe the brand was Capstan Full Strength – and maybe the clue was in the name. Someone had some matches. We all lit up and sucked, drawing the warm smoke into our lungs for the first time. Alas, our lungs were less sure about the wisdom of this than we were and, in unison, they promptly shoved the smoke back out again. Lodge Lane probably hadn’t witnessed an explosion like it since that bomb dropped. Every one of us instantly choked in a cloud of exhalation. I personally endured a coughing fit the scale of which I wouldn’t know again until all those years later when I swallowed the grapefruit pip. I believe at least one among our number coughed so hard that he was actually sick. That might have been me, actually.

You might think the glamour would have gone out of the game at that point. Not a bit of it. We might have been foolish, but we were persistent. And persistence is, in the end, what separates the merely foolish among us from the, er … persistently foolish. Far from renouncing smoking as a bad idea there and then, we simply decided that, like any skill that was worth acquiring, it was obviously going to need practice. And practice we did, with the result that we were all soon – if you don’t mind me saying – rather good at it.

Incidentally, here’s a coincidence. Exactly at this time, in the mid-1950s, in a drive to encourage more women to smoke their products, Capstan were using the extremely popular singer and actor Evelyn Laye in their advertising. There was a wonderful ad featuring a picture of Evelyn looking impeccably glamorous with a fag on, and the following lines of copy: ‘If you were Evelyn Laye – sweet-singing star of Wedding in Paris – and you had a few minutes’ interval between scenes, what would you do?’

Well, what do you think? Have a glass of water? A throat lozenge? A quick rub-down with a cold flannel? Wrong.

‘Have a CAPSTAN – they’re made to make friends.’

Or made to make friends sick, in my case. But the reason I mention this is because about twenty years after this experimental episode in the alley, I would be acting with Evelyn Laye on the West End stage in No Sex Please. And if you had told me that while I was coughing up my teenage guts at the bottom of Lodge Lane that evening, I probably would have laughed so hard at the absurdity of the notion that I would have ended up being sick all over again.

Anyway, I moved on to Silk Cut eventually – probably between five and ten a day, always in the evenings. I wasn’t a particularly heavy smoker, then – or it didn’t seem so, comparatively. I was never one of those smokers who fumbled blearily for the packet on the bedside table in the morning, or who really had to worry if they ever ran out. But I was consistent, and I stuck with it – or got stuck with it, depending how you want to look at it.

Of course, it was so much easier to be a smoker in those days. There was nowhere you couldn’t do it: buses, trains, pubs, rehearsal rooms, dressing rooms, theatres – down in the London Underground, even. Most amazing of all, in retrospect, was the smoking section in aeroplanes – two or three rows at the back of the plane, reserved for us leaf-burners, because obviously there was no way the smoke would drift forward from there and affect the experience of the travellers in the rest of the cabin. Again, one’s jaw drops to reflect on how perfectly reasonable this felt at the time.

Nowadays, smoking seems mostly to be done outside office blocks, by slightly guilty-looking people in little clusters or, even more poignantly, on their own, furtively grabbing a fag and braving the elements to do so. When I see them, I always feel a twinge of solidarity (once a smoker, always a smoker, at least in spirit, surely) but also a touch of sadness. Needs must, of course, but it always seems a bit forlorn to me. Has smoking’s once great promise come to this? It didn’t look like that when Humphrey Bogart did it.

I’ve been lightly bragging about my durability here, but of course I’m as subject as anyone else to what I have come to think of as ‘ageing primate syndrome’. And what extraordinary effects that syndrome can have upon the human frame. The automatic extension in later years of the male stomach, for instance, is, whatever else you want to say about it, truly one of the great wonders of biology. You don’t need to apply for planning permission, or anything. It just happens, and where once you may have prided yourself on your washboard abs, the next thing you know you’re looking down at the laundry basket.

And what goes on with earlobes, too? Boy, do earlobes enjoy themselves during the autumn of your years. You barely think about them for the majority of your life, and then suddenly they decide to deflate like old car tyres and set off in the direction of the floor as if in tribute to Disney’s Pluto.

And then there’s your hair. Or rather, and then there are the places where your hair used to be. Not unlike my life insurance policy, my hair started to offer diminishing coverage as I reached my forties. ‘Typical male-pattern baldness’ was the term for it – or, as I preferred to express it at the time: ‘Typical! Male-pattern baldness!’

One day, all was thick and lustrous back there, and the next I noticed that my crown was privately auditioning for a role in a drama about monks. That was unhelpful of it – especially as the rest of me had just been asked to resume the role of Granville the shop-lad, opposite Ronnie Barker’s grouchy shop-keeper Arkwright, in Open All Hours.

More than five years separated series one of that show from series two – an unusual gap in the life of a comedy, and, indeed, in the meantime we had all come to assume the show was dead and buried. The BBC had taken the decision to put that first series out on BBC2, much to the disappointment of all of us who had worked on it. BBC2 was where the off-beat, the irregular, the non-mainstream programmes were given their home, and I think all of us had thought that Open All Hours was a show with really broad appeal, strong enough to duke it out with the kinds of programme that were trusted to draw bigger audiences on BBC1.

Yet, somewhere within the corporation’s upper echelons, the view had taken hold that this was a ‘gentle comedy’. Ronnie Barker absolutely hated that term. He would point out that when people describe a comedy as ‘gentle’, what they generally mean is that they don’t think it’s very funny. It’s the same when people tell you that something you were in ‘made me smile’. Lovely compliment and everything, and you can never have too many. But really? Only smile? It was meant to make you laugh …

Anyway, series one of Open All Hours duly went out on BBC2 and, in what was basically a self-fulfilling prophecy, it attracted only minor interest and generated unspectacular audiences. I was very glum about that at the time. It was yet another occasion (and trust me, there were a lot of these along the way) when I had found myself in a show that I was really convinced was going to do well, garner vast amounts of critical acclaim and finally thrust my television star firmly into the firmament. But no. Instead of a ‘bang’, I heard a ‘phut’.

Fully five years later, that first series got repeated – this time on BBC1, which should have been its home all along. And it wouldn’t have happened if Ronnie Barker and Ronnie Corbett hadn’t decided to take themselves off to Australia for a year. This was a period of history when UK tax was eye-wateringly high. Eighty-three per cent was the top rate, going into 1979, and even the basic rate was a stiff 33 per cent. Dick Clement and Ian La Frenais, the writing team behind Porridge, had apparently alerted Ronnie B to the perfectly legal loophole wherein you could ease your tax burden by the simple expedient of going abroad for a year. The Ronnies thought about this and decided that Australia looked nice. Ronnie B used to laugh about the tax expert that he and Ronnie Corbett consulted about this, who simply said to them, ‘I wish I was coming with you.’ In 1979, the Ronnies packed up their families and went to live in Sydney.

That left the BBC staring into a big void where two of its most popular and most prolific comic artists had been. One of the remedies was to plug the gap with a repeat screening of Open All Hours, but this time on BBC1 – where, what do you know? People seemed to really like it and started showing up for it in big numbers. Roy Clarke was commissioned to write another series, and when Ronnie B returned from Australia, the team got back together again for what felt more like a revival than a continuation of the job.

By this time, my hair had had four years in which to start turning grey at the temples and, in the case of that vulnerable area at the back of my head, to vacate the premises completely. I’d been acting younger than my years when I played Granville in the first place. He was meant to be about thirty, and I was thirty-five the first time, and what felt like the creakingly ancient age of forty now. Thank heavens, then, for the magic of showbusiness, where you are only ever really as old as the make-up department makes you look. There was nothing that couldn’t be lastingly remedied by the application of a small hairpiece, clipped to the affected area, and some dye. Three further series ensued, and nobody was any the wiser, really. Well, except, some years later, for my daughter Sophie, who was quick to twig that something was up. When she was little she used to refer to it as ‘that programme when Daddy had black hair’.

By then it was 1981 and I had just started working on another comedy show whose first series met with a mostly indifferent reception, and whose future at first didn’t look all that bright. It was about a pair of wheeler-dealers living in a tower block in Peckham. I would have to wait and see how that went.


The lesson being: you may hear many phuts before you hear a bang. But nothing beats the sound of a bang after a succession of phuts.



It was ageing primate syndrome, I guess, that left me needing a canalicular bypass. Stay with me: it’s not quite as painful it sounds. The canal in question was in my eye, where a little blockage had started causing it to get a bit weepy from time to time. You can sort that out pretty straightforwardly by having Jones tubes inserted. Simple but brilliant devices, Jones tubes are named after their inventor, Lester Jones, who, with a name like that, would probably have done quite well as a jazz trumpeter if the ophthalmology hadn’t worked out. The procedure is very straightforward and is called a conjunctivodacryocystor-hinostomy.

Try saying that with a mouthful of Werther’s Originals. Actually, try saying that while someone is poking around in your tear duct with a Jones tube. If you had asked me a couple of years ago what a dacryocystorhinostomy was, I’d have said it had probably died out with all the other dinosaurs. But you live and learn.

Jones tubes do a very good job, but they have one drawback, which is that they tend to come out and you lose them, and then you have to go back and have them replaced. The first time I had mine inserted, I asked the specialist, ‘How do they stay in?’ Because they were just tiny tubes, completely smooth. There didn’t seem to be anything to hold them in position.

I couldn’t help myself. The ghost of my early years as a jobbing electrician who worked on building sites awoke, as it still does surprisingly often, and I found myself standing there, hands on hips and an appraising expression on my face, saying, ‘You know what? You want to get a flange on that, mate.’

I’m sure the specialist thought: yes, well, thank you for your brilliant medical input, and the next time we’re designing these things, we’ll contact you if we feel we need to.

But let me tell you something: two years later, I was back in the surgery for a re-fit and the doctor was showing me the latest tubes that had just come in, hot out of the factory – and they had flanges on. Flanges in order to hold them in place a bit better.

I hate to say I told you so, but … I told you so.

I missed a trick there. I should have stuck to my guns when the idea occurred to me and then hopped straight down to the patents office. Never mind Jones tubes, we could be talking about Jason tubes, and I’d be quids in. Opportunity squandered.

Canalicular bypass aside, though, I’m aware that I have been a highly fortunate man. I’ll be struggling to regale you otherwise with tales of my times in hospital. I did once upon a time go to A&E after running over my foot with a Flymo, but even mentioning that in this context makes me sound a bit like Del again.

Dr Shaheed: ‘Do you have trouble passing water?’

Del: ‘I had a dizzy spell going over Tower Bridge once.’

I know I’m lucky in that I’ve been able to spend nearly my whole working life acting. And acting is many things. It’s difficult sometimes. It can involve long hours – and unsociable hours, too. It requires concentration and physical effort. But it’s not constantly punishing in the way that so many jobs are – ‘proper jobs’, some would say, though I wouldn’t be among them. I think acting is a proper job. I’ve certainly always treated it as one, and I’m certain I wouldn’t have got as far as an actor if I hadn’t. But nobody should pretend that it’s punishing in the way that manual labour is punishing.

My first job after I left school at fifteen was at Popes Garage in Finchley. There was a gap along the bottom of the main doors to that workshop through which you could have slid a car-jack and, in the winter, the wind would come whistling right through – most painfully if you happened to be on the concrete floor under a car at the time. When I was setting off on my acting journey, slogging around the provincial theatres in under-par farces, and the breaks weren’t coming and I was thinking of throwing it all in, the memory of that draught shooting up the legs of my overalls while engine oil dripped on me from above was one of the things that inspired me to keep at it. I didn’t want to go back there if I could avoid it.

I also think of my dad, who spent his working life sloshing about in cold water, as fishmongers are destined to do, and then paid for it later with crippling arthritis. Acting’s not like that. It isn’t hard labour, however much actors will try to persuade you to the contrary.

The secret of my longevity
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