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Introduction

Hello. My name’s Richard and for 13 years, 22 series and 175 episodes I was the script editor on what accidentally became the world’s biggest car show.

When we started making the new format of Top Gear, beginning in 2002 with a pair of disastrous pilot episodes, we had no idea that our sincere but often inept efforts would become so popular around the world. All we wanted to do was create a car programme that wasn’t like anything that had gone before. BBC2 told us that was ambition enough, and if we could get to three million viewers they’d be very pleased. By 2015 our combined television and iPlayer numbers were banging on the door of 10 million in the UK alone, and had topped 350 million viewers worldwide.

In the early days we were happy enough testing a mediumsized Mazda in the English countryside. By the end, we were making mini-movies featuring million-dollar supercars. At the beginning we’d cheerily take any minor celebrity guest we thought might be slightly interested in cars. By the 15th series, we were playing host to Tom Cruise. We shot the first few series on location without raising an eyebrow or attracting a crowd. A decade later, we had to hire security to repel the excitable crowds and it was the same whether we were filming in Monte Carlo or Macclesfield.

In the course of making the show we got chased by angry mobs, caused hysterical headlines in newspapers and almost killed one of our presenters. We also argued, bickered, made mistakes and had a lot of fun.

This book tries to give a little bit of insight into the deranged roller-coaster ride of the crappy BBC2 motoring show that became, according to Guinness World Records, the planet’s most watched factual programme. Quite an achievement for a show that didn’t have any facts in it.

This isn’t an exhaustive history of Top Gear because I don’t know anything about camera lenses, I can’t remember the name of the song that was used as background in that sequence everyone likes and it escapes me for now why we never featured the Ferrari 458 Speciale.

On the other hand, I do remember who suggested we call our in-house racing driver The Stig, I can recall the time I had a furious argument with Jeremy and then got trapped behind a naan bread and I know which member of the team came up with the inspired yet idiotic idea for us to get a dog. So if you want that sort of thing, read on.

If not, don’t worry, there’s probably a repeat of Top Gear on telly.






Old Top Gear

If you’re very young or not interested in cars or you were sentenced to 28 years inside a Dutch prison back in 1974, you may not realise that Top Gear wasn’t always a programme about three silly men arguing and falling over.

Once upon a time Top Gear was a sensible, magazine-style show in which fuel economy was assessed and classic traction engines were driven and almost nothing caught on fire. When it started in the late seventies it was presented by prim news doyenne Angela Rippon, shortly to be joined by beardy box-opening enthusiast Noel Edmonds. This is a useful thing to know if you’re ever in a pub quiz and the question comes up, ‘Who first presented Top Gear?’ Don’t be tempted to shout out ‘Richard Hammond!’ That would be wrong. Also, it’s bad form to shout out stuff at pub quizzes.

Originally, Top Gear was broadcast only in the Birmingham region before it was promoted to national status and became a mainstay of the BBC2 schedule. Then Rippon went back to the news, Edmonds wandered off to have his late breakfast and the show settled into a steady rhythm of sensibleness under the reliable watch of solid, authoritative presenters, most notably William Woollard and Chris Goffey. Woollard was the raffishly-haired one who would loft a foot onto a car’s bumper and stand there delivering information like an especially learned catalogue model. Goffey was the bearded one who sported chunky jumpers and seemed like the sort of solid chap who’d lend you his lawnmower, though woe betide you if you returned it in less than perfect order. There were other presenters of course – among them aquiline Frank Page and dads’ favourite Sue Baker – but Woollard and Goffey were the figureheads, placing their hands firmly upon the wheel and carefully checking their mirrors before pulling off into another long and informative piece to camera.

As a kid in the 1980s, I loved Top Gear. It was varied and unashamedly a bit nerdy. Also, in a world before the internet, it told me things I hadn’t heard before. Plus it was about cars and I liked cars a lot. Even today, hearing William Woollard solemnly intone his ‘drive safely and goodnight’ sign off gives me a little thrill as seven-year-old me thinks, Oh good, that’s the sound of Top Gear. And then a little sadness, as seven-year-old me thinks, Oh bollocks, that’s the end of Top Gear for another week. That was the programme throughout the eighties. Serious, sensible, and required viewing for a carobsessed child.

In the nineties, however, things changed. Woollard and Goffey were quietly shuffled off and in their place came a roster of exciting new presenters. There was racing driver Tiff Needell, who drifted like a demon and spoke like something with teeth had got into his trousers. There was urbane car trader Quentin Willson, who had a nice line in silken metaphors and a wry smile which said see me after the show and I’ll sell you this car at an excellent price. There was coquettish siren Vicki Butler-Henderson, husky of voice and deft of steering. And there was a well-spoken chap with an alarming Afro who had the wit and brilliance to change car television for ever. His name was Kingsley Flistwipe and unfortunately he was killed in a blimp accident just before his first Top Gear shoot. Which is when they hired a short-notice replacement called Jeremy Clarkson. I might have dreamt this last bit.

Anyway, Top Gear hit a golden patch in the 1990s as it became spikier and funnier and with a bit more bite. Not that you’d notice it if you watched an episode now, since it all looks very staid and someone is almost certainly at a steam rally, but it was a gentler time and people were still amazed by those T-shirts that change colour when you get sweaty. Jeremy led the charge to give Top Gear more attitude, whether it was driving a car four yards and then declaring the steering too heavy or refusing to drive a car at all simply because it was so dreary. His style was bold and noisy and most of all funny. Sometimes, Clarkson would appear in the same scene as Needell and Willson – perhaps at a motor show or capering around in their newly declared car of the year as Tiff embarked on an honest attempt to invert it – and they’d all say funny things and pull funny faces and seem like the gang you’d want to be part of. It was an unwitting prototype of what was to come. If you were a kid, or even just a bit childish, it was brilliant. I had loved Top Gear in the eighties, but I loved Top Gear in the nineties even more.

That said, I believe Top Gear presenters are like the actors playing James Bond or Doctor Who. In your heart, you can never break the sacred link with whoever was doing it in your early childhood. That’s why I can’t shake my fondness for the memory of Woollard looking earnestly into camera with one foot perched on the front tyre of a Rover 800 or Goffey bristling from inside his cable knit as he grumbled about the headlamp switch placement on some new Datsun. They weren’t funny or flippant or silly, but they weren’t trying to be. They were proper broadcasters and they told you stuff.

Much though it might appear that new Top Gear had no real link to the past, we never forgot Woollard and Goffey on the 21st-century version of the show. That might seem a strange thing to claim, since at no point did we take an in-depth look at the workings of the Transport Research Laboratory or investigate a new type of anti-jackknifing tow hitch for caravans, yet the shadow of old Top Gear was cast over our work in one very specific way. Every so often we’d be watching edited footage of something especially idiotic we’d shot, or be standing on location waiting for a caravan full of jelly to explode, and one of us – usually Jeremy – would say, ‘Uh-oh, this is going to make William Woollard VERY CROSS’ or ‘Oh dear, Chris Goffey is going to HATE this.’

And then in our minds we would picture the former presenters sitting in their homes – in my head they both had very nice oak-panelled rooms and wing-back chairs – wearily flicking onto Top Gear, even though they had told themselves they shouldn’t, and hoping for once to hear some information about boot capacity or optional tilt/slide sunroofs only to find three utter buffoons looning around in beekeeper outfits or filling each other’s gloveboxes with cake on what used to be THEIR programme; and their teeth would grind and their fists would clench and then, in a fit of despair, they would hurl the remote to the ground, frightening the flatulent Labrador by the fire.

I’ve no evidence that any of this happened. I’m pretty sure William Woollard and Chris Goffey, both very successful businessmen in their post-Top Gear careers, had much better things to be doing with their Sunday evenings. But if they did watch the show, I rather hoped that in fact they liked it or at least grudgingly respected what we’d done with it. Because in a way, without the legacy of old Top Gear, there wouldn’t have been what followed.






Matching Tie

You might remember Jon Bentley from old Top Gear. He was the well-spoken presenter with the energetic, infectious enthusiasm of an excellent uncle or favourite college professor. He later went on to apply his plummy glee for technical things to The Gadget Show. and once, for reasons too complicated to explain, followed me down London’s Oxford Street intently observing me trying to buy a cheap mobile phone.

On Top Gear, however, the presenting job was just a sideline, since by day Jon was the programme’s series editor. And because of this, he was able to give himself the mandate to pop up at the end of a Thursday evening’s programme some time in late 1997 to announce that Top Gear was looking for researchers. Anyone interested should write in with a CV and three ideas for the show.

At the time I was working in the Wilmslow branch of Next. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my days folding jumpers. I wanted to work on Top Gear. This unconventional job advertisement was so exciting I could barely breathe. As it turned out, the on-air ad broke several BBC rules on recruitment, as a result of which Bentley got a slap on the wrist along with a stern instruction to go away and put a proper ad in the paper. I didn’t know this at the time. I just knew how to fold jumpers.

Unless Top Gear was branching out into a chain of mid-priced clothes shops, I was plainly unqualified for this position but I gave it a go nonetheless, agonising for hours until I had three ideas I thought good enough to send in. One suggested comparing brand-new cars with their direct ancestors from 30 years ago to see how far we’d come. Another had Quentin highlighting cars that would become used bargains in the future. The final one imagined Jeremy lurking in a hedge pretending to be one of those spy photographers who pap shots of secret new models before they’re announced. It was 1997. The bar was a lot lower, editorially speaking.

My thoughts went into an envelope along with my CV, which I stuck at the back in the hope that the reader would be wowed by the ideas and fail to notice that my main employment experience was rearranging the sock display. I didn’t mention my other skills which were: walking briskly around the shop holding a single item of clothing to give the impression of being busy; hiding in the stockroom to avoid having to deal with actual customers; and happily agreeing to see if we had a different size in stock but really using it as an excuse to go into the back for a quick sit down.

Many months went by. The on-air recruitment drive had been a bit more successful than they’d expected. Thousands of people had written in and even once they’d discounted the ones who refused to share their ideas, and the ones who couldn’t count to three, and the ones who didn’t know what a CV was, there were still a lot of applications to read. In the face of radio silence I just assumed that I’d been unsuccessful and went back to reordering the big cupboard where we kept the shoes.

It was quite a surprise when the BBC rang my parents’ house and invited me for an interview. If you’re ten you might be wondering why anyone would ring a building rather than a person, but it was 1997 and I didn’t have a mobile. Another thing I didn’t have was a car, so on the day of my interview I got the train to Birmingham wearing my best Next suit, a Next shirt ironed to the point of translucence and a pair of Next shoes buffed to a mirror finish. As a final touch, I rifled through my growing collection of Next ties and picked the one I thought most appropriate. It was bright yellow. There were two reasons for this. Firstly, bright ties were quite fashionable at the time. And secondly I thought it would make me stand out and I’d been told this was a good thing when applying for a job. By the same logic, when applying for other jobs I’d started sending out my CV on brightly coloured paper and once had the brilliant idea of sending an unsolicited request for work to an ad agency in which, for no readily apparent reason, I pretended to be asymmetrically-hairstyled Human League singer Phil Oakey. I think I might have been losing my mind. They never wrote back. When it came to the Top Gear interview, I had this vague notion that the bright tie might make me memorable. As in, ‘God, do you remember that weird bloke in the awful tie? You know, the one who arrived at the interview and started asking if we wanted to sign up for the Next directory.’

Inadvertently, it turned out to be a good tactic. When I walked into the interview room at BBC Pebble Mill, the actual Jon Bentley off the telly was standing there. He was wearing the same tie as me.

‘Oh, I like your tie,’ he said.


‘I like your tie too,’ I replied.

‘Yes! Ha haaaa!’ he said. Things seemed to have got off to a good start.

The interview was conducted by Bentley, show producer John Wilcox (not wearing the same tie) and a nice lady from HR (ditto). The questions were firm but fair. One of them asked what I would do if I was asked to find a Lamborghini for filming.

Afterwards I regretted that my answer was, ‘Ring Lamborghini’. It sounded like an idiotic response, verging on the sarcastic. It’s only a while later that I found out that this really is what you do. Throughout Top Gear history, if you wanted to borrow a Lamborghini, you rang Lamborghini. And then maybe, if they said no, an owners’ club or something. Without knowing, I’d accidentally given the right answer.

The rest of the interview seemed okay. Not as inadvertently successful as wearing the same tie as the most senior person in the room, but not too bad, all told. Buoyed by this success, mostly surrounding the tie, I met up with a mate in Birmingham afterwards and had a drink that turned into several drinks then we forgot to have dinner but did think perhaps another drink would be a corking idea. I’m mentioning this only as a way of explaining what happened next, which is that I got on my train back to the North West, began to feel a bit queasy and eventually had to run to one of the carriage doors, whack down the window and vomit out of it with great force and volume, which would have been fine except that we were pulling into Stafford station at the time.

I can only apologise if you were one of the people on that platform, maybe thinking, Oh, look at that young man in his smart suit and vibrant tie, perhaps returning from some vital business in Birmingham or London and . . . OH MY GOD, HE’S MACHINE-GUNNING THE STATION WITH VOMIT!


Some time after this, I got offered a position as a junior researcher on Top Gear. The money wasn’t great, it required moving to Birmingham and I’d lose my attractive staff discount at Next, but none of this mattered. I’d got a job on my very favourite TV programme. I’ve never asked Jon Bentley this, but I’m pretty sure it was all down to the tie.






An Exceptionally Large Face

BBC Pebble Mill in 1998 was a very jolly place to work. Not the building itself, which was a dreary sixties monolith with a small, gloomy reception area at the front and a bright, unused atrium where the lifts lived at the back, leading to the jocular suggestion that it had been built the wrong way round. But it was steeped in knowledge and full of friendly people who were willing to share it, which was useful to someone who’d just come from working in a shop and knew the square root of sod all.

Better yet, under the mildly bonkers stewardship of Jon Bentley, Top Gear seemed very happy to let someone with no experience have a crack at whatever they fancied. Not something complicated like working the cameras or operating a machine gun, obviously, but fine with letting you learn smaller stuff on the job. Within a few weeks of being there I’d been allowed to have a crack at writing a script (wonky, but passable), followed shortly by a stab at presenting (arms looked freakishly long, appeared to have terminal disease, generally hopeless) and, later, an attempt at directing (forgot to get vital shots, found editing rather boring, generally hopeless). There was also a bit of ‘acting’, as long as you accept that ‘acting’ means clowning about on camera pretending to be a car dealer or a punter or a bit of background interest. This carried on for some time until eventually the series producer told us that if we didn’t stop titting around on screen every other bloody week he would have to enrol us in Equity.

The anything goes attitude was summed up in my first-ever credit in television, which was for an episode of spin-off show The Car’s the Star, about Ladas. After unexpectedly writing the words and then even more unexpectedly appearing as a vagrant lying in some rubble on an abandoned industrial site in the East Midlands that was doubling for Mother Russia, I was listed at the end of the programme as ‘scriptwriter and tramp’. I’ve never been more proud of a billing.

I liked the relaxed, have-a-go spirit of the Beeb’s Birmingham branch office. I also liked the crackle and excitement of knowing that actual television was being made in the building, and with actual television came actual celebrities. I stood behind kids’ news guru John Craven in the canteen. I heard former Blue Peter doyenne Sarah Greene tell a colleague it was ‘pissing it down’. I watched with bemusement as hyperactive Ready Steady Cook-ist Ainsley Harriott inexplicably poked his head through our office door, went ‘WAAAAH!’ in the manner of a cooking lunatic and then ran off. It was brilliant.

Then there were the Top Gear presenters themselves. Quentin would pop in and with a knowing smirk tell you a story about buying an old Maserati for a song. Some days Tiff would appear, bouncing around and asking a million questions, like an intelligent, oversteering Tigger. Motorcycle man Steve Berry would arrive and pronounce the names of bike makers with such thick Lancastrian vowels it sounded like he was permanently consuming an enormous toffee. They were all exactly like they were on the TV, but funnier and friendlier and swearier.

Only Jeremy didn’t show himself in the office during that first summer at Pebble Mill. He was off filming segments for an aquatic sub-show called Waterworld. This was a shame. Out of all the presenters, Clarkson was the one I most wanted to meet. Firstly, because he was that amusing bloke off the telly. Secondly, and more importantly for me, because I was a huge fan of his written work, ever since first reading his columns in Performance Car magazine, long before he ended up on screen. In print, he was one of the few car journalists who didn’t get bogged down with mundane things like boot space and fuel economy, preferring to be interesting and entertaining, letting fly with deliberately contrary opinions which he backed up with flair and fifty million tons of exaggeration. Best of all, he was funny. Most car journalists didn’t seem to have much sense of humour at all, whereas Clarkson peppered his pieces with gags and analogies and wonderful absurdities. He was unique and clever and having read him for years he was pretty much the entire reason I wanted one day to write about cars for a living.

You can imagine, then, my excitement when word went round the office that Jeremy had finished mucking about with boats and would be filming something on dry land that very week for which extra help was needed. Immediately I put myself forward to the director, an ebullient chap called Ewan Keil who had terrible trouble getting email past firewalls because his name contained the word ‘wank’. Yes, he said, you can come along.

The gist of the shoot was this: A whole episode of Waterworld was being given over to Jeremy on board an American aircraft carrier and it was decided that the show would be enhanced if some of the usual similes, metaphors and analogies were literally acted out. So he’d say, ‘sleeping on this boat is like trying to sleep inside a lorry trailer while people bang on the outside with hammers, a man barks orders through a megaphone and a child practises violin next to your head’ and then there would be a cutaway to Jeremy inside a lorry trailer with people banging on the outside with hammers, a man barking orders through a megaphone and a child prac . . . You get the idea.

So that’s how we ended up standing on a disused airfield in Oxfordshire with a lorry, a tone-deaf child and a lot of hammers. There were various other props too, because there were several other set-ups, the filming of which was set to take all day. But the first thing we did was stand on the old runway, idly milling around. I was yet to realise that in the making of television there’s a lot of milling around. It’s why one of the most popular pastimes among people in television is smoking, simply because it gives you something to do while the crew fiddle with their lenses or the sound man says he can hear a small aeroplane somewhere within a 20-mile radius and we’ll all have to wait five minutes for it to pass.

In this case, we milled about because we were waiting for Jeremy. I was excited. They say you should never meet your heroes and normally I’d agree. I could imagine myself going to extraordinary lengths to avoid talking to, say, David Bowie just in case the encounter turned out to be disappointing for me and downright embarrassing for him. But with Jeremy we both seemed to like cars and we both seemed to like words, so at least we’d have something in common. Also, technically we worked for the same place and it would be a bit odd to spend my new career studiously avoiding a particular colleague in case he turned out to be a twat.

Suddenly, a black Jaguar XJR appeared on the horizon and began cruising slowly towards us. In my mind, it approached through a shimmering heat haze, but though it was summer it was also Oxfordshire and I think this is pretty unlikely. The Jag rolled to a stop and from it stepped that familiar bloke off the television. The director went over with an energetic greeting and there was some chirpy back-and-forth during which Jeremy pointed out that one of the headlights on his XJ had come loose, leading to a brief routine about car makers knocking off early which he delivered in a funny Brummie accent, and everything was extremely cheery.

They say that some people have a star ‘vibe’, that they radiate something that makes them the centre of attention in any given situation, and even on a draughty old airfield Jeremy definitely had that. As soon as he got out of the car, the whole crew seemed to gravitate towards him and he became the totem at the centre of the shoot. As far as I could see, several things gave him that natural presence. Firstly, he was very tall. Secondly, he had a big personality, a loud voice and the perfectly timed comic chops of the seasoned anecdotist, which made him arrive at the head of his own bow wave of charisma. Thirdly, he had an exceptionally large face.

The first two things you could have guessed from watching Jeremy on television. But seeing him compressed onto your TV screen gave little sense that his entire head was like a 120 per cent model of itself. This, more than anything, was what really struck me upon first meeting Jeremy. Not literally. I was slightly mesmerised by the size of his face as we began our filming, mucking around inside the lorry trailer with the violining and the megaphone and all the various other metaphors made real.


During the day there was a break in filming and he sat next to me on the back of the lorry trailer. ‘Where have you come from?’ he asked. I told him I used to work in Next. ‘Are all your clothes from Next?’ he said, eyeing my shirt and trousers, which were indeed from Next. I told him that I was afraid they were. ‘What about your shoes?’ Yes, even my shoes were from Next. ‘And is that a Next haircut . . .?’ Up close, he was friendly and funny and everything I would have hoped for from the man who proved that car writing didn’t have to be dull. He also had an exceptionally large face.

Later that day I noticed some other things about Jeremy that would prove to be constants throughout future iterations of Top Gear. Just because there was a script and a set-up didn’t mean he wasn’t constantly thinking about the editorial and ways to make it bigger, better and more amusing. In one scene he’d compared being launched off an aircraft carrier to sitting in a deck chair and then being hit by a lorry. As written, Clarkson would sit in the chair, say a few words and then a lorry would smash him out of the way. By using a locked-off shot – the camera in a fixed position on a tripod so the shots perfectly match – Jeremy’s place could be taken by a dummy before the impact and a quick cut in the edit would make it appear that he’d been clobbered. On the spot, he came up with an additional idea. After the impact we should cut to a shot of the fast-moving lorry, with him clinging to the front, screaming. There was no provision to have a man dangling from the radiator grille of a massive truck but that didn’t matter. Jeremy thought it was worth doing and he would simply ‘hang on’. It’s another thing I learned about him that day; he was uncommonly fearless. For the sake of adding something to the scene he was happy to spreadeagle himself on the front of a moving lorry, held in place by nothing more than a strong grip and some string. There was something very cool about a man who for the sake of his art was prepared to risk getting horrifically run over. It was impressive to watch him at work. Especially since he didn’t fall into the path of his own joke.

As it happened, all of this filming turned out to be in vain. Back in the edit suite at Pebble Mill it was decided that the footage from the actual aircraft carrier was ample and interesting enough to sustain a whole programme without comedy cutaways and everything we’d shot, from the child violinist to the impromptu stunt work, was thrown away.

It didn’t matter to me though, because the shoot had been another few feet up the steep learning curve of my new job in television. More than that, I’d finally met my car-writing idol. And he’d turned out to be a good bloke. A good bloke with an exceptionally large face.






The Paddy Ashdown of Motoring

It was early 1999. All was quiet in the old Top Gear office, although we didn’t call it by that name because it would have been weird, like someone in the trenches referring to ‘the First World War’. So all was quiet in what was, at that point, simply the Top Gear office. I remember that it was quiet because when our series producer Chris Richards came off the phone looking slightly ashen he didn’t have much of an audience with whom to share something earth-shattering – Jeremy was leaving the show. Those of us who were there received this news as you would that of someone dying. I think I said one word. That word was ‘shit’.

Later, Jeremy would claim he threw in the towel because a Renault Clio had been delivered to his house, he couldn’t think of a single thing to say about it and resigning was his only option. On the phone that day he hadn’t mentioned any small French cars, but he did claim he’d heard Paddy Ashdown resigning as leader of the Liberal Democrats by saying he felt he’d taken it as far as he could and had decided that this sentiment applied to him too. In more recent times, Jeremy wrote a piece about giving up drinking and related it to the late Charles Kennedy. On this basis, he appears to be engaged in a slow-motion project to compare himself to every Lib Dem leader of recent times and I for one can’t wait until 2031 to see what he can do with Sir Menzies Campbell.

Back at Pebble Mill we, like the Lib Dems, had a problem. Top Gear wasn’t Jeremy’s show but he was a huge part of it and it would be naïve to ignore how much of the programme’s appeal in those heady and top-rated days came from the prospect that he would pop up and enliven a review of some dreary car with a metaphor about underpants or something. Nonetheless, as the news sank in we tried to put a brave face on it. The show was bigger than any one presenter, we said to ourselves. Top Gear can and will carry on. We have Quentin. We have Tiff. We have Vicki. We have Tony Mason for heaven’s sake. Those steam rallies won’t report themselves, you know. Deep down, though, I think we all feared that Top Gear had lost its biggest attraction. Yes, it could carry on and viewers would still watch, but it would be like going to the zoo knowing that their tiger had died.

One of our first jobs, post-Paddy Clarkson, was to find a new presenter or two. This was pretty much an ongoing task at Top Gear anyway. Not long after I’d started there Jon Bentley had told me to unearth some likely car journalists to screen-test and when the roster I’d found turned out to be people they’d already seen, or people they didn’t want to see, Bentley insisted I had a go instead. We went down to the local park where he pointed a camcorder at me while I pretended that a small bush was actually a large Peugeot and entirely on the basis of this deliriously weird footage I was allowed to go away and make an item on car colours (which was too rubbish to broadcast) and then present a road test of a Subaru Legacy (which was also rubbish but eventually made it to air because the show was short an item one week and therefore desperate). After this Jon wisely realised he had not, as he hoped, found the new Clarkson. What he’d actually found was a man who betrayed the old adage about the camera adding pounds by looking thinner when viewed through the prism of television and with arms that seemed to be nine feet long, giving him the appearance of an anorexic octopus struggling to maintain eye contact with the camera. My presenting career was sensibly brought to an end. Besides, this was 1998 and at this point he still had the actual Clarkson.

When Jeremy left we looked again for fresh talent and invited a few people in for screen tests. One of them was a chap called James May. I admired James enormously for his clever and witty column in CAR magazine and for his clever and witty presenting on the Channel 4 car show, Driven. We liked Driven in the Top Gear office and everyone on the team watched it avidly. This was for two reasons. Firstly, because competition was healthy. And secondly because we secretly hoped that their show would be crap so that we could laugh about it and feel better about ourselves. Hence the howls of delighted laughter when we discovered that their branded lorry was always mysteriously driving on the wrong side of the road during their ‘time exposed to danger’ overtaking test because they’d had their logo painted on the wrong side of the trailer and couldn’t afford to have it fixed.

On the day of the screen tests I made sure I was the one who met James at reception and since we were running behind schedule I took him up to the café on the first floor to distract him for a bit. Really, I just wanted to talk to him and find out if he was as funny and interesting as his CAR columns had led me to believe. With excitement, I offered him a tea or a coffee. He chose a coffee and then winced at the first sip. I apologised for the state of BBC coffee, as Ronnie Corbett and Terry Wogan had inadvertently taught us to do.

‘Oh no, it’s okay,’ James replied. ‘It’s just that I don’t really like coffee.’

That’s no problem, I said eagerly, I can get you a tea if you’d prefer.

‘No, no. You see, I love tea and I couldn’t bear to have a bad cup of it,’ James explained. ‘That’s why I asked for coffee.’ I remember thinking he was a bit odd.

Later, James did a very good screen test, off the back of which he got a presenting job on Top Gear, where he proved himself to be an excellent person to work with and was actually as funny and interesting as I’d hoped. I never bought him a coffee again.

In our worst nightmares, post-Clarkson Top Gear would become a hollow shell of itself, watched by seven uninterested people. In reality, the show was fine. Producer Chris Richards compared it to running a football team: Yes, we’d lost our star striker, but we’d simply moved our other heavyweight players up front, brought in a talented player from Driven United and carried on as best we could.

Unfortunately, further up the Beeb food chain it was decided that things could be better. James May fulfilled the BBC’s quota for people who had shaggy hair and were very nice, but not their quota for women. So they got rid of him and brought in Kate Humble, who fulfilled all three of those criteria. Kate was enormous fun to work with but making the show itself was becoming less of a joy. A new producer had been dropped in; some of the long-standing production team were shuffled off to other shows; it felt like management was meddling with our stuff. When it was suggested from on high that we should make an entire item in which we tested petrol-station sandwiches I decided that it wasn’t the Top Gear I wanted to work on.

It was time to make like Paddy Ashdown and leave. I mean, Top Gear’s Paddy Ashdown. You’ll note that even after resigning as leader of the Liberal Democrats the actual Paddy Ashdown remained very active within the party. I’m not sure what happened to that Jeremy Clarkson chap.






We’re Re-forming the Band

I left old Top Gear in summer 2000 and went to work for an online car seller run by a nice man who appeared to have misplaced his sideburns. I used to help write his speeches whenever he went to speak to rooms full of car dealers, all of whom hated him because he was trying to steal their lunch. When he wasn’t around, the place was overseen by another chap who couldn’t say words like ‘problem’, ‘disaster’ and ‘massive cockup’ but instead used to describe everything, no matter how catastrophic, as an ‘issue’. I spent my days desperately trying to trick him into a situation in which he would discover severe troubles with a tissue, Vishnu or the Somalian city of Mogadishu but without much success. Compared to Top Gear, it was quite a boring place to work. After six months I handed in my notice and went to work for a new media company.

That was more interesting. It was 2001. There were lots of new media companies springing up. The one I worked for ticked all the boxes. Office in an old warehouse? Check. Table football in the office? You bet. Comfy seating area full of sofas and beanbags? Oh yeah. Hosing through a load of cash and going bust even before the massive fish tank had been delivered? Yes, that too. Bugger.

I was unemployed. The good thing about being a writer is that, like an actor claiming to be to be ‘resting’, you can stave off trips to the Job Centre and deflect worried questions from your parents by claiming to be ‘freelance’. The freelance life suited me, especially the way it was unsullied by much in the way of work. At some point during this period of inactivity I signed up with a new internet provider and their package came with some free web space. It was still 2001. Having a website seemed like a fashionable thing to do so I set up a silly, badly made car thing called Sniff Petrol. It was meant to be satire in the mould of The Onion or Charlie Brooker’s TV Go Home, though obviously not as good as either, since it was hamstrung by the simple fact that cars aren’t inherently funny. I did my best to get around this snag by the simple expedient of making everything up, hence the first issue claimed that Volkswagen was about to launch a horse and F1 star Mika Hakkinen was to spice up his dull image by racing with a pair of underpants on his head. Things just carried on from there. I never put my name on the site so it was intriguingly anonymous and this, probably more than the actual drivel on the page, seemed to generate some interest. One of the newspapers mentioned the site. Autocar magazine ran a whole feature about it. It was given a hearty plug on the motoring page of a midrange pornographical magazine, who



















Richard Porter worked alongside Jeremy Clarkson, Richard Hammond and James May for thirteen years as the script editor for BBC’s Top Gear.
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