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CHAPTER ONE

Of lockdowns, mentors and the shop that couldn’t close

My mistake that time, I now realise, was to assume that I could make the journey from my bed to the bathroom. And, in fairness to myself, why wouldn’t I have thought that? It wasn’t as though it was a mission I had never completed before.

On the contrary. I knew the terrain very well – the ups and downs, the ins and outs, the tricky corners. Why, I could have made that journey in the dark – and did so most nights, in fact, often a couple of times.

And on this occasion I was going to be doing it in broad daylight. So, a piece of cake, surely.

The difference was that up to now I’d been making the trip uninfected by Covid. The dreaded virus had packed me off to bed a couple of days before this, with the ‘flu-like’ symptoms which all of us very quickly learned to call ‘typical’ – a cough, shortness of breath, exhaustion, etc.

But unbeknown to me, while I’d been lying there, feeling sorry for myself, Covid had also decided it might be amusing to take all the strength out of my lower limbs – a bit like a kid sucking the last bits of a milkshake out of a carton with a straw, but secretly and without the giveaway slurping noises.

Consequently, one moment I was rising confidently from the sheets – bathroom-bound, a man with a purpose. The next I was face down on the carpet and unable to get up.

Now, I’m as fond of a comedy pratfall as the next person. Dear reader, I’ve even, I might humbly mention, attempted a few in my time, in search of the sweet music which is an audience’s tinkling laughter. But even if my life had taken a different direction and I had never had cause to fall over in a professional capacity, I would appreciate that somebody taking a tumble is frequently funny, certainly if it’s done well.

And somebody tripping and not falling over is always funny. That’s just one of humour’s founding laws. Certainly the history of comedy would be an awful lot shorter if you took out all the bits in which humans come a cropper. Finding this kind of thing amusing may, indeed, be one of those things that separates us from the animals, who don’t tend to fall over anywhere near as much as we do, nor laugh about it all that frequently when it happens.

However, on this occasion, down there on the bedroom floor, any amusement that I might have been able to muster was quickly eclipsed by other feelings, including, I must admit, fright. There seemed to be a number of genuinely alarming things to consider in that moment, beyond comedy.

First of all, why weren’t my muscles working any more – and did they have any plans to resume work any time soon? Or, indeed, ever?

And secondly, given that my muscles weren’t working any more, how was I going to get up?

And thirdly, given that my muscles weren’t working any more and I had a mouthful of carpet, how was I going to attract the attention and assistance of my wife, Covid-free and carefully isolating elsewhere in the house?

I’ve written about them before, so I won’t dwell too long here on the contortions which occupied the ensuing minutes – the struggle during which, without functioning arms or legs to help me, I tried to row my body in the direction of the door using my forehead as an oar.

Suffice it to say there was one main lesson I learned during this protracted struggle: your forehead is not intended to be used as an oar.

By the time my wife had heard my muffled noises of distress – plus, of course, the muffled noises of my face dragging along the floor – and had burst through the door in a state of alarm, I was several feet across the room, heading in a roughly easterly direction, and with carpet burns stretching from my hairline to the tip of my nose.

I think back wonderingly to the picture the two of us must have presented at that bleak moment. There was me, with a grazed beak, stretched out pathetically on the floor; and there was Gill in her improvised PPE – two face masks, a pair of surgical gloves and a Better Call Saul-branded onesie with the hood pulled over her head. Remembered from this distance, this whole scene has the flavour of a bizarre dream, like so much of that extraordinary and puzzling period in all our lives.

That was in the summer of 2022. The worst of the pandemic was technically over at that point. Freed from the shackles which had descended on us all, the world was getting back to normal, or something like it. And I looked like seeing out this challenging spell as one of the fortunate ones – entirely untouched by the bug.

For two and a half years, the virus had been out there, looking for me. And for the whole of that time I had escaped its clutches, using all the tricks I had learned in my years working undercover in elite-level espionage.fn1

I changed my routines to confuse it. Whenever I went out, I did so in disguise – with a mask over my face. I kept it at a distance – two metres generally, in accordance with the recommendations. I took special potions to make myself invisible – or, at least, I got the vaccine and the boosters.

And it was all working. I seemed to be getting away scot-free.

But it reached me in the end, as it reached so many of us. I got Covid unfashionably late, but when I did, I got it good and proper. And, as I lay and gradually recovered from that episode on the floor, it led me to a fuller understanding of exactly how powerfully that virus could operate, when it had a mind to – and how lucky I had been to be on the right side of the vaccination programme, and therefore bolstered against it, when it finally chose to visit me. You will quite likely know people who were less lucky. And if you do, you have my sympathy.

As soon as my strength fully returned, which took a while, I was back on my feet and looking forward to work returning, too. I don’t know about you, but I found lockdown extremely difficult to cope with. Being occupied has always suited me far better than being unoccupied. And during that period, in the place where work had been, there was nothing, unless you count staring mournfully out of the window and sighing quite a lot.

I think one of the reasons that the emptiness of that period sent a shiver down my spine was that it felt like a dry run for retirement. For many of us in the acting trade, retirement is something that happens to us despite ourselves, when the work dries up. Actors don’t retire, in the main. They get retired – by producers and by casting directors and, beyond them, of course, by the public, who sit in ultimate judgement on what you do. These will be the people eventually telling you that the time has come and that you are now surplus to requirements. And accordingly, because retirement is outside our control, it’s a truly chilly prospect for nearly everyone in my trade.

Mostly we actors spend our lives dreaming of the next role that’s going to turn up and wondering whether that’s going to be the big one, the one that really makes the world sit up and listen. That’s the habitual mindset of the jobbing actor, almost irrespective of what stage you are at in your career, and it’s a hard habit to shake once you’ve acquired it.

Consequently I’ve met vanishingly few professional thespians who have decided, off their own bat, to retire – to draw a line under it all and walk off into the sunset clutching the gold carriage clock and the best wishes of their still active peers. Rare is the actor who isn’t, in some part of their mind, however small, entertaining the hope of future work, even if they aren’t necessarily saying as much out loud.

Now, one striking exception to the rule was my old pal Ronnie Barker. Ronnie, entirely of his own volition, began his retirement promptly on New Year’s Day 1988. It didn’t happen arbitrarily, either. It was thoroughly planned in advance. He’d set the date two years earlier, and told only a handful of people about it.

I was really disappointed when I heard the plan because I felt it was far too soon for a man of Ronnie’s talents to be stepping down. Ronnie said, ‘No one wants to see a seventy-year-old on television who can’t remember his lines.’ But Ronnie wasn’t seventy. He was only fifty-nine. He wasn’t merely proposing retiring, he was proposing taking early retirement.

But there was nothing I or anyone else could do or say to change his mind. He was adamant and it was hard to challenge him on it because I knew he had his own personal reasons for being so. Put bluntly, he feared the work might one day kill him.

Two of Ronnie’s peers had recently suffered heart attacks and died while working in theatres. In 1984, Eric Morecambe, who had been beset by problems with his heart for some time, had taken part in a charity show at the Roses Theatre in Tewkesbury and collapsed in the wings as he came off after the curtain calls. He died in hospital that night.

Then, just a few months later, Leonard Rossiter collapsed and died while waiting to go on stage at the Lyric Theatre in London to appear in the Joe Orton play Loot. Leonard was fifty-seven and Eric was fifty-eight – no age at all. The nature and timing of those deaths affected Ronnie profoundly. And don’t forget that they came on top of the death of the exceptionally talented Richard Beckinsale, Ronnie’s co-star in Porridge, who suffered a heart attack at home one weekend in 1979, at the age of just thirty-one. It took us all a long time to get over the shock and sadness of that.

But in addition to grief, Ronnie felt that all these losses were warnings to him. So, he withdrew and spent the next ten years very happily tending to his house and his garden and his antique shop, the Emporium, in the Cotswolds.

Except that even Ronnie was tempted out of the garden eventually. He made a couple of television appearances with Ronnie Corbett, presenting Two Ronnies tribute programmes. And then, in 2002, aged seventy-three, he played the part of Winston Churchill’s butler in a drama for the BBC, The Gathering Storm, before, a year later, taking a role alongside the great Maggie Smith in a TV movie, My House in Umbria.

And yes, he was seventy-plus by the time he made those appearances, but he didn’t forget his lines or even look like doing so, and people were very happy to see him. Very happy, too, to be reminded of the extent to which Ronnie was an actor as much as he was a comic. And clearly the acting bug had not left him. For those of us who get bitten by it, I’m not sure it ever does.

Incidentally, on the subject of Ronnie’s skills as an actor, you may not know that the show The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin, from the David Nobbs novel, was originally planned to be a two-part drama. And in the role of Reggie Perrin was going to be not Leonard Rossiter as eventually happened but … Ronnie Barker.

Then the plan changed and the show became a sitcom. David Nobbs tells a story about meeting the BBC’s head of comedy at that point and being asked who he had in mind for the title role.

‘Ronnie Barker,’ David said.

‘Right,’ said the head of comedy. ‘Leonard Rossiter it is, then.’

And thus do casting decisions get made.

Anyway, I digress. The point is, retirement is a dirty word for most of us acting types, but in 2020 the pandemic made retired people of us all. With productions postponed or cancelled and everything frozen, I suddenly found myself flicking through a painfully empty diary – page after page of days stretching ahead in which I had nothing to fill my time except golf.

And the problem with that was I don’t even play golf. And the courses were shut anyway.

So what did I have to fill those idle hours, if I didn’t have golf? Well, I had making tomato chutney, I suppose. Before lockdown, that was one of the things that happily filled a few of my days off. But could I eventually expand it to fill all of my days? That was the question lockdown seemed to be asking.

And the answer to that question seemed to me, quite quickly, as the jars of chutney mounted up in the kitchen, to be ‘not really, no’. It turns out there’s a limit to how much tomato chutney anyone needs.

And I’ve a shipment of a couple of tons of the condiment still bottled up and waiting to move out, if anyone’s interested. Decent stuff, and you won’t eat a better tomato chutney this side of the next pandemic. Let me know.

Model-making – that was another time-filler. I decided to occupy my twiddling thumbs by building things. Again, this was something I had always liked to do during time off – repairing and restoring old slot machines in particular. I love those machines that have an animated element in them – love getting into the mechanics of all of that. Maybe making animated models could fill the much bigger gap that was now available.

So I sent off for a kit and made it. Then I sent off for another one and made that. And then I sent off for another one. Model-making very quickly grew to be quite addictive. My table started to fill up with the products of these labours: a six-inch-high wooden man playing a trumpet; a slightly smaller figure rowing a boat; a wooden traction engine with a wooden engine driver … all with their own little animated elements.

On it went. I could sense my wife beginning to cast a wary eye. It was like I was creating a kit-built version of the Terracotta Army in there. If lockdown went on much longer, the entire house would be occupied by finely detailed men operating various modes of transport or musical instruments. Then, quite possibly, they would rise up and take over one night, and we would have no alternative but to hand the place over to them and go and live in the garden.

Things may have reached a literal tipping point with the fully operational ball chute. That one was, let me tell you, a real challenge to build – an intricate miniature obstacle course, a kind of Heath Robinson contraption, through which a small steel ball could be made to wend its way.fn2

Give me credit for patience, though. Sitting back after my long hours of intricate labour, and sending that little ball down on its first run, I was filled with pride at what I had created. Well, for a little while, anyway. After a couple more runs, the novelty wore off and I moved on to the next model.

Well, it’s the journey, I always say, not the arrival. And I normally mean it in relation to one’s passage through life: worry less about conceiving some big goal for yourself, and take your pleasures instead in the immediate work along the way. That approach has always seemed a wise one to me, and it hasn’t served me badly with acting through the years.

But it applies to most things, I would suggest. And it definitely applies to model-making. Model-making is all about the journey, I’m here to tell you, having made many, many such journeys during lockdown.

And then there was my excursion into making riding-boot lamps. What’s a riding-boot lamp? It’s a lamp, made from a riding boot. What else did you think it could be?

And trust me, it’s a thing. You’ll see them on American websites going for $800 a time. Well, that’s the price tag on them, anyway. Whether anyone actually pays $800 for them is another matter.

Anyway, I made six of them – half a dozen riding-boot lamps. I found three pairs of old riding boots, left behind by the previous owners of the house, made moulded wooden inserts for them, kitted them out with light fittings and wired them up. Then I added a shade, polished them and gave them a finishing coat of dubbin. Hey presto – an elegant and practical ornamental addition to any home, and a guaranteed conversation starter.

‘Is that lamp actually a riding boot?’

‘Now, it’s funny you should say that …’

Still, half a dozen of them was probably more riding-boot lamps than we strictly needed. My wife thought so, definitely. My daughter Sophie offered to flog them for me online, which seemed like a good idea, although then there would be her commission to consider, which was going to eat into the profits a bit. And I was already in for the price of the brass lamp fittings and the shades, the wiring and the plugs. If I wasn’t careful I’d be selling for cost, or worse.

The business idea faded. The riding-boot lamps are currently sitting together in the workshop, waiting for … I’m not sure what. Christmas maybe.fn3

All in all, I think you will probably agree that, after a year and a half of this kind of thing, work could not return to take its place in my life soon enough. Even the dogs had started looking slightly anxious about my constant company. Initially they had seem quite pleased that I was suddenly always around and permanently available for consultation on the things that matter to them, such as food, walks and food. But later I’d catch them giving me looks across the room that seemed to say, ‘No plans again?’

And there was nothing I could really do except look back at them, shrug, and say with a sigh: ‘Nope. No plans.’

There had been a couple of projects in particular that I was looking forward to starting in on before the pandemic intervened and skittled everything. One of them was a small role in a film – but I had learned to lower my expectations of film roles ever coming to anything, for reasons which I’ll talk about later, so it wasn’t too hard to let that one linger in the ether for a little while longer. Indeed, if the precedents were anything to go by, it would probably end up lingering in the ether forever.

But the other project was a new series of Still Open All Hours for the BBC, which was, for obvious reasons, a more solid proposition. And the postponement of that project really did cause me some disappointment – and even more so when that postponement then turned into a cancellation.

I loved doing Still Open All Hours, just as I had loved doing Open All Hours, the original series with Ronnie Barker back in the 1970s and 80s. Some characters you play stay with you long after you’ve stopped playing them, and I suddenly had this thought one day: I wonder what Granville would be doing now?

Would he have inherited his departed Uncle Arkwright’s corner shop? Would he be keeping it going – maybe even keeping Arkwright’s spirit alive? Would he be any further along the road to finding contentment in his love life? Would any of the old customers still be knocking around? There seemed to me to be so many rich routes that story could go down.

With the encouragement of Mark Freeland, the then Head of Comedy at the BBC, I took that idea to the show’s writer, Roy Clarke, who converted it into words and stories. To see that show get made and broadcast on national television – in 2013 initially – brought me a lot of satisfaction and pride.

Some people accused the show of being old-fashioned, but it was meant to be old-fashioned. That was the point of it. It harked back to an old programme, and to people’s memories of that programme, and it was intended to be the kind of early-evening sitcom that doesn’t get made very often nowadays but which some people still love to watch and for which I firmly believe there is still a space. The fact we ran for six series over the next six years seems to back me up on that.

The BBC had commissioned a seventh series of the show in 2019, and by the end of the year Roy Clarke had written all six episodes for it. I thought they were brilliant. They were going to bring the story to a close. They were going to see Granville finally married to the ever-hesitant ‘Wavy Mavy’ – Maggie Ollerenshaw’s Mavis. It all seemed like a very fitting and highly satisfying resolution – a lovely note for the show to end on. Everything was set to go, with filming scheduled for the spring and summer of 2020, and I couldn’t wait to get cracking.

But then, of course, along came Covid and the project got postponed and I ended up making a model of a man in a rowing boat instead.

Also a Saturn V rocket. And a wooden cityscape with a working big wheel and boats bobbing on water.

By the time the pandemic had cleared off, I was absolutely desperate to get on and make that show. But days and weeks went past, and the call never came. What had happened to our commission? There followed a spell of something which you get used to if you work for the BBC, which is a long period of not knowing where you are or what’s happening, and waiting for someone, somewhere, to make a decision.

This went on until the beginning of 2023, at which point we heard officially what some newspapers had been reporting for some time: that the show was cancelled. I was extremely upset about it, and so was Roy Clarke. Why were they doing this? No clear explanation was ever forthcoming. And OK, if six episodes was going to be too much of a stretch, what about just making three of the proposed six episodes – at least allowing the story to reach its conclusion? But no. All our protests and cajolings were to no avail. The moment had gone, apparently.

I had all sorts of reasons to regret and resent this decision. But in particular I regretted and resented it on behalf of Ronnie Barker. Does that sound odd? Let me explain.

I was fortunate enough to be able to call Ronnie B a friend, but, as you’ll know if you’ve been with me in previous books (and paying attention), he was also a mentor. Very early on he spotted in me someone he could work with, and also someone he could help develop. Some of my earliest pieces of television were as part of the cast for the glorious bursts of madness which were Ronnie’s late 1960s and early 1970s series, Hark at Barker and His Lordship Entertains.

And I was with him in Porridge, of course, the prison sitcom written by Dick Clement and Ian La Frenais, where I played Blanco opposite Ronnie’s Norman Stanley Fletcher, arguably his greatest piece of comedy character creation. Being opposite Ronnie while he was bringing that character to life counts as one of the most electrifying experiences of my working life – and even a little bit eerie. The Ronnie you knew would entirely disappear and this person called Fletcher would be talking to you, with Ronnie nowhere in the room. I’d never seen a person so subsumed in the character he was playing.

He was eleven years my senior and well established, and he had long since worked out a lot of stuff that I was still struggling with at the time. He had such a mature perspective on it all and consequently, yes, he was someone from whom I learned all manner of things about comedy and playing roles and timing jokes and working with cameras and that sort of thing.

But even more than that, I watched the way he carried himself on a set and the way he interacted with others – always respectful, always willing to listen. I watched how, even though he was the star of the show, he made himself a team player, and the way that he always regarded the finished work as more important than his individual part in it.

Plus he had never lost touch with the fact that being paid to make people laugh is a rare privilege, never to be taken for granted. He was a role model all round, and I couldn’t have asked for a better one.

‘Working with Ron was easy,’ Ronnie Corbett once said. ‘He wrote a sketch and I queued for his lunch.’

Well, I, too, can vouch for Ronnie’s interest in food. Breakfast might have been the most important meal of the day, but that didn’t mean that lunch was in any way unimportant. And of course, there was no point downgrading the significance of supper, either. It was one of Ronnie B’s mantras: ‘You can’t be funny on an empty stomach.’

But I can also vouch for the fact that working with Ronnie was easy.

Now, I had been around established actors before this. For example, I worked with Terry Scott on a couple of things. The first time was back in the sixties, when I was a nobody from repertory theatre who, to his own surprise, had come by his first, tiny television role – on the BBC’s annual pantomime. Terry was the star of that panto, and a big star in general, not just in British television but in British films as well. I was understandably quite mesmerised by him.

Soon after that, when my own star was burning no brighter, I got a small role in the sitcom Terry was starring in with Hugh Lloyd, Hugh and I – a small role, I might add, which got even smaller after Terry noticed that one of my lines was quite funny, had a quiet word with the director, and got the line switched to him. For this wet-behind-the-ears performer, who was still cautiously making his way into the business and in no position to complain, that was quite an eye-opening moment.

And then, in the 1980s, when I’d now made more of a name for myself, fate brought Terry and me back together again on Danger Mouse, where Terry played Danger Mouse’s hamster sidekick, Penfold. (Code name ‘the Jigsaw’, of course, because at the first sight of trouble he fell to pieces.) Both of us were older and wiser by then, but Terry struck me as far more relaxed than I had remembered him from our initial encounters, and we got on very well during those sessions. No line-poaching – just a lot of laughter.

So, all in all, I think I’m well placed to say that Terry was a naturally talented comedian – perhaps as naturally talented as anyone I have worked with. He was an instinctively funny man.

But because it came instinctively to him, he was not a teacher – not someone who took other people along with him. He knew how it was done, and he didn’t need or want to explain it to anyone else. He was in his own world – the world of his own talent. Many top-ranking comedians are like this.

Ronnie Barker was different. He, too, had an instinct for comedy, certainly, but he also had something which, in our business, is far rarer, which is an equal instinct for generosity. He really was a teacher. He could share what he knew, and he did so. And he could make space for the people around him to be funny, too.

I knew this very well from one particular experience with him on the first series of Open All Hours.

This was in 1976 – a time when Britain was hit by industrial turmoil, with strikes and unrest, plus soaring energy prices, a rising cost of living, political turmoil and constant arguments about our trading relationship with Europe.

Hard to imagine such a thing these days, isn’t it?

Anyway, we’d reached the last episode of the first series, and I found myself at a low ebb. This was nothing to do with the show itself. On the contrary, the filming had been going well, and I had been enjoying working with Ronnie enormously. The work was a pleasure, and so was the time off. There were those important meals, obviously. But on days off when we were on location in Yorkshire there were also the obligatory trips into the countryside so that Ronnie could hunt for bargains in the antique shops.

I’m not sure how useful I was to Ronnie on those trips. Basically, he would prowl round the shop, exercising his trained eye for a worthwhile piece while I followed somewhere behind him, picking up the odd thing and putting it down again and trying to look like I knew what I was doing.

But we had a lot of fun in the process – and maybe I even learned something about the value of unique ornamental pieces. Riding-boot lamps, for instance.

But there was this particular day during the filming when I was having a bad spell. Gloom had overcome me, and I was feeling despondent about where I was going with my career. Because, to me, at that point, it felt worryingly like nowhere.

Let’s just briefly recap some of the false dawns I had endured to this point – the points where everything in my career seemed to be about to come up roses, only for the plant to wilt in the pot and all its leaves drop off.

First, the well-known one. Somewhere in 1968, I secured the part of Corporal Jones in a new sitcom by Jimmy Perry and David Croft called Dad’s Army – only to unsecure it a matter of hours later when the BBC discovered that Clive Dunn (whom they had originally wanted for the role but thought they couldn’t get) was available after all.

‘Ah, well,’ I had consoled myself. ‘It was a long shot. Most likely nothing will come of that show anyway.’

And I then spent the ensuing eight years watching Dad’s Army become one of the most popular comedies on television, on its way to embedding itself in the culture seemingly eternally.

Not to worry, though, because since then I’d got a job on Do Not Adjust Your Set, a zany children’s sketch show attracting rave notices on ITV and all set to earn its cast secure employment and a lasting place in televisual history.

I have in my possession a letter from March 1968, typed on Rediffusion Television Limited headed notepaper, from Jeremy Isaacs – later Sir Jeremy, of course, and the former chief executive of Channel 4, but then producing some of Rediffusion’s television output – and inviting me to lunch the following Wednesday.

Yes, a letter. It seems a little quaint now, possibly even as quaint as sending a messenger on horseback, but in those days, if you wanted to invite someone to lunch, you did so by post. And if you wanted to accept the invitation, you probably did that by post as well. I hate to say it, but the postal service was just that little bit more reliable back then. Try that today and the lunch would most likely be cold before you got there.

Anyway, Jeremy says further details will follow, but promises ‘food, drink and talk about the future that lies ahead’. Oh, those heady days! Given the date, I can only assume that this was the meeting at which Jeremy confirmed plans for a second series of Do Not Adjust Your Set, and raised a glass to the future with me and the rest of the cast, namely Denise Coffey, Michael Palin, Terry Jones and Eric Idle.

When we made that second series, later that year, an American with long hair and an Afghan coat would come on board and begin supplying the show with cartoon sequences. That was Terry Gilliam.

You may already be spotting a connection between some of these people.

Yet only a year later, the last four of those mentioned would have ditched the programme and, without so much as a ‘thanks and see you later’, gone off to form a comedy troupe with a couple of other friends, called John Cleese and Graham Chapman, in order to make a madcap sketch show for adults.

And they had left yours truly and Denise behind, where our consolation prize from Rediffusion was to be given a children’s show called Two D’s and a Dog.

Have you ever seen Two D’s and a Dog? I hope you haven’t, in a way … It is not, shall we say, the most glittering of baubles on the decorated tree which is my career in show business. The D’s of the title referred to the leading characters in this escapade: Dotty Charles, played by Denise, and (CAUTION: terrible name for a character coming here – turn the page now if you are in any way sensitive to terrible puns which don’t really take you anywhere) Dingle Bell, played by me.

And the dog in the title was an actual dog, played by an actual dog. An Old English sheepdog, to be precise, called Fido.

Maybe you’ve seen an Old English sheepdog in the commercials, doing clever things with Dulux paint pots or bounding attractively past freshly painted walls. Well, that was our dog, in one of his better paid and longer lasting roles.

OK, just to be exact, our Fido appeared in at least some of the Dulux ads. He wasn’t in all of them. I hate to let light in on magic here, but I believe the Dulux dog changed from campaign to campaign. It was not always the same Dulux dog. But then (and apologies, again, if this is disturbing news to you), there were likewise a number of Rin-Tin-Tins, and a number of Lassies over the years. Such, I’m afraid, is the illusory nature of show business.

Anyhow, despite clearly being, at least to some extent, an experienced performer, I’m not sure acting was Fido’s first love. Certainly it was quite hard to get him to sit still when you wanted him to sit still. And it was also quite hard to get him to move around when you wanted him to move around. And as for learning his cues …

Look, I’ll say no more about Fido, in case his fan club comes after me. Or, even worse, his lawyer. But this was not the happiest of shoots. I’ve been in shows that went out on the air and bombed. You have to accept that from time to time. But this was, I think, the only time I’ve been involved in a show where we all realised it was going to bomb even while we were filming it. I don’t recommend being in that position. It tends to cause you to drag your feet a little on the way into work in the morning.

And meanwhile what were our former Do Not Adjust Your Set colleagues doing while Denise and I were trying to get a dog to sit up straight in a motorcycle sidecar? Well, don’t worry about them unduly. For, yes, I think we can all agree that Monty Python’s Flying Circus, much like Dad’s Army, went on to do OK for itself.

Once again I seemed to have climbed on board a spaceship bound for the stratosphere, only to be asked to get out and go for sandwiches just before it launched.

One more item for this painful list of false starts: The Top Secret Life of Edgar Briggs, which went out on ITV in 1974. I got the lead in that series after auditions, and I couldn’t have been more excited about it. At last, I thought: the solo comedy vehicle that will transform my fortunes!

Edgar Briggs is a member of the Secret Service who doesn’t realise quite how bad he is at his job. Did someone mention Rowan Atkinson’s Johnny English? There was certainly a foreshadowing of that in this show. But anyway, here was an opportunity to do lots of the physical comedy that I’d been honing in the theatre over the previous decade. The scripts had me diving onto sofas which then tipped over backwards, hanging out of windows, tumbling down staircases, and even plunging, fully clothed, into the Thames, which, given the current state of the water, would nowadays rank as the most physically reckless of these stunts.

Funnily enough, looking back, Briggs’s flat in that series, with its orangey-brown curtains and its view of other flats through the window, was an awful lot like the Trotters’ abode in Nelson Mandela House. Why, rough up the soft furnishings a bit and stick a sunburst wall-clock and a dopey plaster dog statue in there, and one could have passed almost exactly for the other.

Yet somehow that wasn’t enough on its own to buy the series critical acclaim and a long life in the public’s hearts. Indeed, the show came out a bit … well, the word ‘raw’ comes to mind. To be perfectly honest with you, I wince to think about it now. I was doing a lot of broad stuff that had worked really well for audiences in the theatre, but which I didn’t have the experience to translate for the cameras, so it ended up looking overcooked, as if I was trying too hard – playing to the gallery, you could say, which was exactly what I was doing. Poor old Edgar bluffed and blustered his way through one series and was never asked back.

As the old theatrical saying has it: up like a rocket, down like a stick.

So, all this was behind me in 1976 while we were making that first series of Open All Hours. Not all that far up ahead of me, meanwhile, I could see my fortieth birthday looming, which felt pretty monumental. If I hadn’t broken through by then, surely that was a signal that I never would – that my best opportunities had come and gone and all that lay ahead for me was a life of bit parts and playing second fiddle, just like I was in Open All Hours really.

Always the sidekick, I suppose you might say, and never the one doing the kicking.

Of course, now I can look back and shake my head and think: why was I so impatient? How lucky I was at that stage in my life to be working on a BBC sitcom with Ronnie Barker and laying some foundations to build on. But that’s the calm wisdom of hindsight speaking, and clearly there was something restless inside me in those days that was agitating for more and worried that time and opportunity were not on my side.

When I went, glum-faced, to Ronnie and relayed these feelings to him, he urged me to be patient. But he did more than that. In order to cheer me up, he crafted a moment for Granville in the show.

It’s there in that final episode of the series. We see Granville taking his heavily loaded delivery bike down a back alley and spotting, amid the piles of rubbish, a pair of bare legs poking straight up out of a bin. A concerned expression crosses his face. What on earth has he happened upon here?

On closer inspection, and to Granville’s clear relief, these stray body parts turn out to be the detached limbs of a shop mannequin. Granville inspects his find, and we sense a plan hatching in his brain.

Cut to Granville cycling up the high street wearing a very pleased-looking smile and with the legs sticking up merrily out of the basket in front of him, the feet framing his ears on each side.

We shot that during a busy morning in the middle of Doncaster. Those aren’t extras turning and stepping off the pavement in startlement as Granville goes by; those are people out shopping, doing genuine double takes at the sight.

Then cut again, to the park, and this time Granville is seated on a bench, with his real legs folded beneath him and his shirt untucked to form what at first glance could pass for a white skirt, from beneath which the long bare plastic legs extend outwards onto the path.

There he sits, half-man, half-mannequin. A rather conventional-looking gentleman eating his lunch on a bench opposite seems both confused and slightly threatened by what he’s seeing – even more so when Granville gives him a coquettish look and crosses one of the legs over the other. The gentleman gets up and hurries away.

And then Granville is back on his bike and on his
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