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INTRODUCTION

Au revoir. Derek Trotter here, bidding you a warm and cushty welcome to this official celebration marking 40 years of the life and times of the Trotters of Peckham. Now if that ain’t bonnet de douche, I don’t know what is!

A lot has changed since Trotters Independent Traders first set out on the road to fame and fortune.

At the time we were just a small family firm with big dreams. The matriarch of the family, my dear Mum, Joan, had long since departed (she died) and the last time I’d seen my old man, Reg, was on a wanted poster printed in 1965.

Anyway, back to the firm:

There was me, the ambitious and good-looking chairman of the board, you know, charm like laser beams, winning smile, own teeth and all that game. I was the founder and driving force behind the whole enterprise. On top of that, I was (and still am) the external optimist, and I knew deep down in my heart of hearts that no matter what life threw at us, one day we’d make it and become millionaires.
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Then there was Rodney, my moist-behind-the-ears and suspiciously tall and dippy younger brother.

Also known, among other things, as ‘Peckham’s conscience’, he was very much a diamond in the rough that required frequent polishing, so much so that to this day I’m still not quite sure what his role in the firm was. Over the years he had more titles than Waterstones, everything from Financial Advisor to Director of Sales and Commercial Development to Chief Car Cleaner. Nothing ever really stuck. He did have two GCEs, one in maths and one in art, but the only time they came in handy was when I asked him to count some tins of paint.
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There was also Grandad, our old and frequently comatose … well, Grandad. Every now and then he’d prise himself out of his armchair and do what he could to help, usually when the telly was at the menders or his Nobby Stiles were playing up. When we lost Grandad (we didn’t actually lose him, he died) our great uncle Albert joined the team. And whilst his long and winding tales of a life spent mostly on (and under) the ocean waves proved a great incentive when you just wanted to zone out and give the old filbert a break, it’s fair to say his contribution to the business side of things was lacking somewhat. Then again, he would lug a box or two around if you blackmailed him with enough brandy. There’s not a day goes by I don’t miss the old sods, God rest their souls.
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Now, in order for you to fully grasp what lies ahead (or behind … whichever way you look at it I s’pose), I first need to transpose you back in time to where it all started. It was the beginning of a new era; an imperfect time, granted, but there were still reasons to be cheerful. The seventies had just ended and we were enjoying the fruits of the common market, which – as a man who’s always been partial to a bit of the par les vous the old Francais – was right up my street! In many ways everything felt right with the world. Hot summers were still just hot summers, Tizer still tasted like Tizer, and breaking news was still breaking. Oh, and everyone tolerated gluten (seriously, back then I’d never even heard of celeriacs, let alone met one!).

Yes, you could say that overall it was a more innocent and straightforward time and that people in general were a lot less frail and … well, to put it politely – dippy! Of course, there was none of this social-media lark; no ‘smart’ devices, no Zoom sessions and no apps to download (back then ‘Angry Birds’ had an entirely different meaning). This was a time when there were actual communities and people actually went outside and looked at each other when they talked. Don’t get me wrong, there were still plenty of dipsticks about, it’s just that without the internet there was no way for them to consolidate and inflict their dipstickishness on everyone else. We only had four television channels and two of them were usually on the blink, so when pandemics came along people either didn’t get the memo or they just put their heads down and ploughed on (I don’t know about anyone else, but I always found a tub of Vicks and a twice-weekly mutton vindaloo was more than enough protection). There was none of this ‘new normal’ or ‘freedom passport’ cobblers – we’d only some thirty-odd years earlier given the Third Reich a good clump, so that sort of thing just wouldn’t wash. Yeah, back then the only people who wore masks were bank robbers, and the only time I recall Rodney and I ever ‘self-isolating’ was that afternoon Grandad dropped a particularly violent one on us, the dirty old goat. In many ways these were the halogen days, a time when you could pop out for a pint of milk and a packet of Castellas and come back again without once being picked up by a camera. Nowadays it’s pretty much impossible to stand on a street corner and attempt to flog a consignment of fire-damaged Cabbage Patch dolls without being recorded by some invisible twonk. Take it from me, I’ve tried it. Twice.

Another major difference was football, which was all about mullets, broken noses and beer guts (and that was just the WAGS!).

Oh yes, back then professional footballers were full-sized adults whose main focus was on playing football. They had names like Trevor, Norman, Razor and Psycho. This was when men were men, you see, long before the advent of skinny jeans, shoes made out of pineapple and the ever-pressing need to ‘create awareness’. They just missed their penalties, advertised pizza and moved on. You couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride!

That reminds me, I’ve still got a crate load of personally signed Gareth Southgate football boots in the garage. Not one of my best investments, granted, but we all really did think football was coming home. Let that be a lesson for you: never use permanent ink.

Where was I? Oh yeah, the most important thing to know is that it was the perfect time for us Trotters to spread our wings, and for me to put TITCo firmly on the map. With ground-breaking ideas as my tinder and unstoppable enthusiasm as my flint, I set out to light the world on fire. And while you could argue that I didn’t quite pull it off (the closest I got was a coach), I still like to think that we left a dent. Now, do us both a favour and pour yourself a Singapore Sling, maybe a Lilt and Pernod (or even a non-alcoholic lager-top, if that’s the way you roll), lean back in the old chaise-lounge and come along as we take a blow-by-blow account of the saga that is our dent. With insightful commentary from those who lived it (including a few recently unearthed notes from Grandad and Albert) and a load of others who both witnessed events and played their own part, I guarantee that you’re already onto a winner!

Cotes du Rhône.

    DT
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John Sullivan’s BBC press photo from 1977.
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BBC Television Centre in 1978.
Chandelier-smashing, bar-falling and countless days on the market ducking ’n’ diving – for 40 years, the priceless exploits of the Trotters have been a source of belly-laughs and quotable catch phrases which have brought together generations of television viewers. Looking back now it is almost unthinkable to imagine that it all came from the pen of one man, John Sullivan.

Born in Balham, south London, in 1946, Sullivan grew up in a tough working-class community, populated by colourful, strong-willed characters living off their wits in the wake of the Second World War. Money was tight, and tempers often frayed, but in close-nit communities there was fierce loyalty and a constant supply of humour.

For Sullivan, school was something to be tolerated, and hopes were not high. However, in the English classroom Sullivan was introduced to the works of Charles Dickens. Thanks to a teacher who drew out Dickens’ vibrant characters and richly painted situations, Sullivan soon recognised a London he knew and the community he lived in. Inspired by what could be done on the printed page, Sullivan put pen to paper and began to craft characters and stories of his own.

[image: ]
Title cards for Steptoe & Son and Porridge.

Leaving school in 1961, aged 15 and with no qualifications to speak of, Sullivan began working a succession of jobs, selling at markets, plumbing and even working in a brewery. He spent the next 17 years grafting a living in a range of trades, continuing to write and create characters in his free time.

The year after Sullivan left school, Galton and Simpson’s comedy Steptoe and Son first aired on BBC 1. With its well-observed mixture of humour and pathos, and massive laughs woven into realistically drawn situations, Sullivan saw what could be done with television comedy and realised that this was what he wanted to do.

Now writing with a focus, Sullivan began developing new material, and, throughout the late sixties and seventies, sent countless scripts to the BBC, only to be met by a steady stream of rejection letters. By 1974, he finally decided that his best chance of fulfilling his dreams would be from within the organisation.

Enquiring for job vacancies, Sullivan was duly employed behind the scenes at Television Centre within the scenic department. Beginning in props, he soon moved onto set dressing, famously preparing the studio waterproofing and kerb stones for the Morecambe and Wise ‘Singing in the Rain’ sketch. The job gave him invaluable insight into the making of programmes, including the presentation and lay out of scripts.

It was whilst working on the set of the sitcom Porridge that Sullivan met its star, Ronnie Barker, who kindly agreed to look at some of Sullivan’s sketches. Barker was impressed by the quality of the writing and arranged for Sullivan to be put on contract as a writer for his popular Saturday evening sketch show, The Two Ronnies.
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The interior of BBC Television Centre’s studio 6, showing a sitcom set, cameras and lighting equipment and audience seating and playback monitors.
[image: ]
John Sullivan’s BBC ID card.
His confidence boosted, Sullivan seized the opportunity to approach comedy producer Dennis Main Wilson in the BBC bar, handing him a brand new script for an original series. The producer admired this determined and tenacious scene shifter and agreed to read the script, titled Citizen Smith.

Set in Tooting and telling the story of the likeable but hapless urban guerrilla Wolfie Smith (self-appointed leader of the Tooting Popular Front), Wilson was impressed and passed the script to the head of comedy, Jimmy Gilbert, who, equally taken, commissioned a pilot episode. John Sullivan’s first television sitcom went into production.

Broadcast as part of the BBC’s ‘comedy special’ (a strand to showcase new talent), on 12 April 1977, the pilot’s positive audience response lead to a full series following later that year.

[image: ]
A script to one of Sullivan’s ‘George and Sid’ sketches, and how the scene appeared on screen, in the opening episode of The Two Ronnies’ seventh series in 1978.
Cast as Wolfie Smith was actor Robert Lindsay in his TV breakthrough. Lindsay carried off Sullivan’s playful premise perfectly, shifting instantly between his earnest determination to change the world to an average easy-going London lad. One of the main strengths of Citizen Smith was that it mixed suburban authenticity with playful comedic scenarios.

[image: ]
BBC comedy producer Dennis Main Wilson holds court at the BBC bar.
Lindsay was joined by an ensemble cast that included Mike Grady as Ken Mills, George Sweeney as Speed, Tony Millan as Tucker, and Cheryl Hall as Shirley Johnson – Wolfie’s girlfriend. Hall only appeared in the first two series, but Sullivan cleverly worked out how to keep her character alive within the world of the series.

Initially produced by Dennis Main Wilson, by the second series Wilson was joined by another producer and director, Ray Butt, whose own working class routes were similar to Sullivan’s.

[image: ]
Robert Lindsay as Wolfie Smith in Citizen Smith.
The series was mostly studio based, but enjoyed a healthy location budget. The Glorious Day episode memorably saw the cast ride a Scorpion Tank to Westminster. For the 1980 Christmas special the cast and crew visited Portmeirion in North Wales as a stand in for Italy.
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    Left:The rehearsal script for the Citizen Smith episode Changes.

Top right: The Radio Times feature to launch the first series
 of Citizen Smith in November 1977.

Bottom right: An audience ticket stub for a recording of an episode of Citizen Smith.

After four successful series, in 1980 both Lindsay and Sullivan were ready to move on to different projects and decided that Citizen Smith had run its course.

Sullivan had been developing an idea for a new sitcom entitled You’ll Never Walk Alone, set in the fictional northern town of Hoddensey, which followed the exploits of an optimistic football manager, Ron Wilson, and his underachieving club Hoddensey Athletic. The stories followed their progress as well as Wilson’s dealings with his unforgiving landlady, Mrs Allardyce.

Jimmy Gilbert was very interested, and a pilot episode, now retitled Over the Moon, went into production under Ray Butt’s direction. The star of this new series was to be Brian Wilde, the genial actor most known for playing Mr Barrowclough in Porridge and Foggy in Last of the Summer Wine. After reviewing the pilot episode positively, the BBC asked Sullivan to write a full series.

Sullivan was midway through writing the fourth episode when he received a call from Ray Butt. The controller of BBC 1, Bill Cotton, had serious concerns about the series, as the channel was already committed to another sporting-themed comedy to air in January 1981, Seconds Out, ironically staring Robert Lindsay as boxer Pete Dodds. The BBC had decided to cancel Over the Moon.

Incredibly disappointed by the news, and worried what it could mean for his young family, Sullivan had to go back to the drawing board and come up with another idea.

To discuss future plans, he met producer Ray Butt for a drink and they talked about the various jobs the both of them had done before working in television. As fellow working class Londoners they had both worked in markets and realised this was a world that had never been explored in comedy in a satisfying way.

Sullivan immediately hit upon the idea of a market fly-pitcher – a hard-working salesman who is part stand-up comedian and part crafty entrepreneur. Having seen such characters on the market, the writer often wondered where they went when the day was over. Were they that loud and funny at home with their family?

On developing the idea further, Sullivan thought of the fly-pitcher’s assistant; surely no one would do that just for the money, they must be related? So the writer added this to his idea, and expanded it further by adding an older man, resulting in a family of three, each a generation apart from one another – surely fertile ground for tension and comedy.
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Actor Brian Wilde (pictured here as Mr Barrowclough in Porridge) was cast in John Sullivan’s Over the Moon.
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Robert Lindsay leads the cast in the 1980 Citizen Smith episode Only Fools and Horses.
Due to tragic circumstances, this family – the Trotters of Peckham – were without a mother and father. In fact, a sense of something always being missing in their lives became a key motif in Sullivan’s mind, and even their chosen mode of transport was missing a wheel.

Wishing to write about the gritty, modern and multi-cultural city that he knew, Sullivan pulled no punches in framing the situation of his new comedy and its portrayal of 1980’s London. The home of the Trotters would be a grim-looking tower block, a smoky pub was the centre of the characters’ universe and take-aways their regular cuisine. Their lives would revolve around buying and selling, and they would only ever deal with cash on the hip. Never cheques. Always in ‘readies’. Littering each page with visual gags and witty lines, and all threaded with a tightly plotted story, he sketched a family who were frequently short-tempered and dismissive of one another, yet just beneath the surface ran genuine love and affection.

A draft script, under the working title of Readies, was promptly given to Jimmy Gilbert, who was instantly taken by what he read. An admirer of Sullivan’s work since Citizen Smith, Readies was just what he had been looking for.

Since October 1979 ITV had enjoyed success with their post-watershed comedy drama series, Minder, which was set in a gritty London and featured some charming yet unsavoury characters. Gilbert and the incoming head of comedy, John Howard Davis, were both aware they were missing a trick, and Sullivan’s Readies could very well be the answer. With its accessible family set-up, it also had the potential for even greater appeal.

In an unusual move, Gilbert bypassed the pilot episode stage and instantly gave Sullivan the green light to write a full series of six episodes.

[image: ]
John Sullivan with his son Jim, on holiday in Cornwall in 1979.
For Sullivan, however, Readies was only ever a working title. Big Brother was the first title he submitted, but with the year 1984 approaching, Gilbert was concerned about viewers tuning in expecting some George Orwell-inspired series.

Sullivan hit upon a longer and more memorable title for his new series. It was a title he had used for an episode in the last series of Citizen Smith. Putting forward his suggestion, Gilbert and Davis were unsure. A tactical Ray Butt suggested to Sullivan that he let them have a go at choosing a title – knowing full well that they wouldn’t ever reach a decision and would fall back to the writer’s offering. Duly, Sullivan got his way and his new series was to be named after the old saying “only fools and horses work for a living” – Only Fools and Horses was born.

[image: ]
John Sullivan pictured in 1981 to promote his new comedy series, Only Fools and Horses.
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    Left: The BBC rehearsal rooms in Acton.

    Middle: St Nicholas Church Hall in Chiswick, another popular BBC rehearsal space, as seen here in Homesick, doubling as the Peckham community hall.

Right: Marking out a set in one of the rehearsal rooms’ 18 spaces.

THE BBC SITCOM

The BBC sitcom had become one of the mainstays of the corporation’s entertainment output since the early 1960s, transmitted in a series of six or seven 30-minute episodes and screened in weekly instalments.

Similarly, whilst in production, sitcoms were made on a weekly turnaround, with the cast receiving a completed script on a Tuesday, beginning a week of rehearsals. The production would usually only get access to the sets and studio on the Saturday for an on-set rehearsal and camera rehearsals in advance of the audience recording on the Sunday evening. Whilst the cast would usually have a day off on a Monday, the director and a VT editor would spend that day editing the previous evening’s recording.

With Television Centre always in use, the BBC had a purpose-built block in Acton. The BBC rehearsal rooms had five floors of rehearsal spaces where dummy sets would be mapped out with tape on the floor. Poles were used to indicate where doorways and walls would be. For Citizen Smith and the early episodes of Only Fools, however, producer Ray Butt preferred to take his rehearsals into St Nicholas Church Hall in Chiswick whenever possible.

In addition to studio recordings, sitcoms were allocated an average of one hour of location filming for each series. This would be utilised per the writer’s discretion, but was usually spread over the series’ run. This footage would be filmed and edited on 16mm film, prepared in advance of an audience recording.

During the Sunday evening recordings, filmed segments were played back in sequence amongst the live studio portions of an episode. This meant the audience were presented with a seamless version of the story. Since their live laughter was recorded and added to the final mix of the televised episode, this was essential.

During recording, up in the gallery, the director and producer would work with the vision mixer to piece together the episode live – although carefully prepared camera scripts and camera rehearsals had helped to plan shots and cuts in advance.

“Technically in those days it was far more basic. But it really had an air of electric excitement,” remembers director Tony Dow. “We didn’t isolate any cameras, so that was when the vision mixer came in. It was frightening, you were actually cutting the show live, you could do odd cutaways and things to get you out of trouble afterwards. But what was going through the machine was it.”

To add even more urgency, BBC studio recordings worked to a strict time-scale, usually requiring all recording to be completed by a 10.30pm curfew.
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    Left: Television Centre’s TC3 with producers’ gallery visible. Only Fools would be recorded across several Television Centre studios over its run.

Middle: The corridor sign for TC6, the studio where Big Brother was recorded on Sunday 7 June 1981.

Right: A young Ray Butt manning the vision mixer next to producer Mary Evans in 1960.
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Ronnie Barker, Lynda Baron and David Jason in Open all Hours (1973, 1976-1985).
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Andrew Hall, Geoffrey Palmer, Wendy Craig and Nicholas Lyndhurst in Butterflies (1978-83).
CASTING

At the heart of John Sullivan’s original idea for Only Fools were a trio of characters, Del Boy, Rodney and Grandad. The success of the series would greatly depend on getting the right actors to play them.

The casting for the series’ youngest character was the easiest.

“John Howard Davis, told me he wanted to bring in Nicholas Lyndhurst,” remembered John Sullivan, “I thought it was a wonderful suggestion because I had seen Nick in the Ronnie Barker series Going Straight and he was terrific. He played a great cockney and a great character.”

Lyndhurst was also well known at the time for starring in the BBC comedy Butterflies, written by Carla Lane. In this series the actor played a suburban middle-class kid, but showed he had the skills to convey a young man’s petulance and attitude perfectly.

For the role of Grandad, Sullivan was immediately convinced by actor Lennard Pearce with his gentle, lackadaisical cockney delivery. During recent years Pearce had mostly worked in the theatre, but he had also built up a list of small screen credits in the likes of Dixon of Dock Green in 1965 and Softly Softly: Task Force in 1972. His most recent role, however, was as a court clerk in the Arthur Lowe sitcom, Bless Me Father in 1981.

Finding someone to play the lead role would prove to be more difficult. Future Oscar-winning actor Jim Broadbent was the initial choice put forward by John Howard Davis, but the actor turned down the role when he realised it would conflict with his theatre work.

The part was also offered to Scottish actor Enn Reitel (best known today for his voice over work), but he was committed to another project.

It was whilst watching a Sunday evening repeat of an episode of Open All Hours that Ray Butt saw Del Boy for the first time. To begin with, Sullivan had concerns that the series’ co-star, David Jason, might not have a sharp enough edge to play Del. As well as soppy Granville in Open all Hours, Jason had previously starred in ITV sitcoms Lucky Fella and A Sharp In Take of Breath, all in which he had portrayed playful innocents, a far cry from the tough and streetwise fly-pitcher.

Hearing Sullivan’s doubts, Butt assured the writer that he knew Jason had the range and could be a perfect Del. Duly the three actors were assembled to see if they had the required chemistry.

“If you’re casting a three-hander, you’re casting them one at a time, but before you book ’em you’ve got to see them together,” remembered Ray Butt.

When the trio came together it was immediately clear that this was going to be the Trotter family. The physical differences between the tall and slim Lyndhurst and Jason’s shorter, stockier build was the perfect improbable balance the series needed for its unlikely siblings. With the addition of the retiring older figure, the picture was complete. This was the cast.

“It was inspired putting David and Nicholas together,” remembers director Mandie Fletcher, “they’re really different as actors. Nick sort of came with the performance, so it always looked quite easy for him, whereas David finds the character and performance. They came at it differently but were brilliant together.”

[image: ]
A signed publicity shot of a young Lennard Pearce.
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Left to Right: Phoebe De Gaye’s concept sketches of Del Boy, Rodney and Grandad.

The original “D” medallion worn by Del in the early years of the series.



COSTUME DESIGN

The Trotters’ wardrobe in the first series of Only Fools was carefully researched and assembled by BBC Costume designer Phoebe De Gaye, in her first professional job in costume design.

The whole look of the series had to fit the brief of the contemporary gritty London John Sullivan was writing about, away from the caricatured TV image of what a cockney was seen to be. The look of Citizen Smith and ITV’s Minder had shown how a realistic London could be brought to screen successfully. And the hope was for Only Fools to take this further, as if the studio doors had opened and half of Shepherds Bush street market had walked in.

To inform her work, De Gaye explored the streets and markets of London, capturing dozens of research photos to inspire her designs and the costumes she would buy.

In this pre-production period a collection of clothes for Del were assembled from warehouses and boutiques dotted around the capital. From these trips, gaudy coloured shirts, leather jackets and a certain sheepskin coat (which would become synonymous with the series) would emerge.

De Gaye soon realised that jewellery was a central part of the culture of people working on the market, garish gold chains and rings were an important part of many traders’ looks, geared to inspire confidence and show their wealth. Identity was also key and monogrammed clothes and jewellery were popular.

[image: ]
Reccie photos taken by De Gaye to inform her costume designs.
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An alternate Del Boy concept sketch by De Gaye.
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Nicholas Lyndhurst and David Jason in a publicity photo taken at Islington’s Chapel Market.
For Rodney, one of De Gaye’s research photos would directly inspire the character’s first series ensemble of weather-beaten black leather jacket and moth-eaten scarf, whilst a faded ‘Dan Dare: Pilot of the Future’ T shirt and painfully-fitted light gray suit would complete the character’s early wardrobe.

Tellingly, De Gaye’s concept sketch for her Grandad costume has the character sitting in his arm chair. The lovable old-timer’s limited wardrobe of striped shirts and muted cardigans helped to quickly establish the character, along with the long overcoat and Trilby Hat which would complete his basic look.

“Lennard made a lovely costume statement with his pyjama top,” remembered John Sullivan. “Even when Grandad was going out, under his mac he’d still be wearing it. So he was always ready for bed.”

Although De Gaye would only contribute ideas for the first series of Only Fools (before embarking on an award-winning career in costume design), her work in 1981 would set the tone and still be felt decades later.


GETTING THE TROTTER STYLE



Jason as seen in an outtake from the series’ original title sequence shoot.
As much as fashion changes, true style remains eternal. Not a lot of people know this, but when it comes to dress sense, God is my inspiration. After all, it was the Good Book itself (Matthew 3:4) that said ‘John’s clothes were made of camel’s hair, and he had a leather belt around his waist. His food was locusts and wild honey.’ I first heard that in Sunday school when I was a nipper and it stayed with me ever since. Decades later it struck me just how similar John and I are in our fashion outlook; I’ve always been a big fan of camel hair and most of my belts are made of leather – genuine synthetic leather that is, none of that stimulated rubbish. Mind you, I’ve never been one for honey or locusts. A plate of egg and chips or a mutton madras is more my thing. You know, sometimes, when I’m really bored, I like to imagine I’m back in biblical times with John, out in the wilderness, going around spreading the good word and dunking people’s heads in ponds. I reckon I could have flogged him a decent pair of desert boots. Lovely jubbly!

Del Boy

[image: ]
A shot of both Jason and Lyndhurst together taken at the same time as the title sequence photography.
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With the two armchairs, the curtains and the kitchen units being the only constants, the Trotters’ flat changed a lot over the first seven years. The print of David Shepherd’s painting Wise Old Elephant was first seen in 1983, the same year the first of four different cocktail bars was introduced. The distinctive bamboo wallpaper didn’t make its debut till series five (in 1986).
THE FLAT

In the script of Only Fools’ first episode, Big Brother, John Sullivan wrote a detailed description of how he wanted the lounge of the Trotters’ flat to look:

The room should reflect their style of business. Nothing is permanent. The settee and two armchairs are from three separate suites as the other pieces were used as make-weights in various other swaps. There are three TV sets; one colour, one black and white, and one with its back off awaiting repair. There are a couple of stereo music centers standing one on top of the other. Various video games, talking chess games, etc, litter the room. Their phone is one of the ornate 1920s type with separate ear-piece on an alabaster base. The decor is clean but gaudy. Dozens of clashing patterns. It should look like the start of a bad trip.

Throughout the years, this would essentially remain the design brief for the many production designers who would contribute to the series. Nothing was permanent and everything was for sale … although the flat’s orange-patented curtains would remain in place throughout.

[image: ]
The set as it appeared in series six, featuring the “El Del”poster on the kitchen door (Above).
“We used to change the table that they’d sit at every week,” remembered producer Ray Butt. “One week it would be a bit of teak, the next week an old garden table, just a throughway gag to keep on the continuity of what they were doing. They were wheelers and dealers.”

Amongst the gaudy decor and revolving door of furniture, the Trotters managed to relax after a hard day on the market’s streets.

Yet, ironically, for millions of viewers, instead of looking ‘like the start of a bad trip’ as Sullivan intended, the uncoordinated mass of mismatched colours (not to mention the tacky tropical trappings of the cocktail bar) would become a comfortable sight. The combination of the exciting panoramic view of London outside the balcony window, and the constantly changing stock, hints at all the adventures Del and Rodney must have had trying to flog it all on Hooky Street.

[image: ]

The width of the set was significantly extended in 1990 to better fit the larger cast.

Inset: In 2001, the set of the flat was reduced to be closer to its original proportions.
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Left: A shot of the original A-reg van as seen in The Russians are Coming.

Middle: Pushing Grandad into the van in A Touch of Glass.

Right: Del dives into the D-reg van for a quick getaway in Healthy Competition.


THE VAN

Trotters Independent Traders’ yellow Reliant Regal Supervan would serve Del Boy and Rodney throughout their many years on Hooky Street. Within the world of the television series this smoky ‘old banger’ would be a figure of fun, but for millions of viewers it would become a national icon.

John Sullivan chose the Trotters’ vehicle very carefully: “In Big Brother, Rodney says that everywhere they look there is something missing in their lives; they’re motherless and fatherless and even their van is lacking something – a wheel. Another reason for picking a three-wheel van was because in those days you only needed a motor cycle licence to drive one. So, as Del Boy was a Mod and rode a scooter, this would have been the only type of car he could have driven. And I asked for the Reliant Regal just because it was so gaudy!”

Manufactured from 1969 to 1973, the Reliant Regal Supervans featured in Only Fools were just over a decade old when they first appeared in the series, but thanks to their three-wheeled design they already looked every bit the dated product of a bygone age.

Throughout the 22 years of Only Fools’ production, several Supervans were sourced for the series and given full Trotter livery to be used on screen.

As was the practice with a BBC comedy production at the time, vehicles would be hired from specialist car hire companies on a short-term basis for the required shoot of a series. In the case of the Trotters’ van, the film and TV hire company Action Cars were tasked with providing vehicles for the early years of the series. When the van was returned to Action Cars after the location filming of a series, the company would remove the distinctive side panels and rear door, before scrapping the rest of the vehicle, finding it more cost effective to purchase a new model for each series and reattach those elements.

Because of this, the precise number of vehicles used is a matter of much discussion and conjecture. Cosmetic changes and subtle differences within the Trotters’ handwritten signage illustrate several variations however.

[image: ]
The Reliant Regal Supervan in full Trotter regalia.
[image: ]

Left: Slightly different writing appears on the van’s side panel, as seen in Happy Returns.

Right: John Sullivan’s children, Dan, Jim and Amy on location with the Trotter Van as seen on Buster Hill in 1986’s Tea for Three.

Bottom: A stunt van was used for the jump scene in Dates.



The first van used in the series (seen in the title sequence and throughout series one and two) was a 1969 model with registration APL 911H. This vehicle featured a distinctive off-white section on the bonnet and a range of travel stickers on the rear door. The inside colour of this van was red, suggesting that it started its life completely red.

1982’s Christmas Special Diamonds are for Heather introduced the first major variation in the van, with a model taken from the end of the Reliant Regal Supervan production in 1972. This vehicle featured the fictional number plate which would remain for the rest of its life onscreen: DHV 938D. This van and all subsequent vehicles would dispense with the travel stickers seen on the back window, and the handwritten signage on the side panels is noticeably different.

As the series moved into the sixth series (preceded by the 1988 Christmas Special Dates), two new vans were purchased by hire company Telefilm Cars for the production team to use on location in Bristol. A green 1973 Supervan was painted yellow for general filming, whilst another red van was painted yellow for the famed stunt jump scene. Duplicate DHV 938D plates were applied to both models and copies of the Trotter side panels were made.

By the time series seven went into production in 1990, MGM Cars in Elstree were supplying vehicles for the series. MGM decided it was worth having one good-quality functioning van which could be kept in full Trotter regalia and used whenever the BBC required it for a new episode. This van would be used for the rest of the series.

[image: ]

Left: A Reliant Regal Supervan brochure from 1969.

Right: The final van, pictured ready for location filming for the 1996 Christmas Trilogy.



THE TROTTER TRIO

[image: ]
Two alternate sequences of David Jason in character as Del were considered in 1981 but not used. The leather jacket sequence would be revisited in 1985.
With his quick-witted charm and smooth-talking ways, Del Boy is a natural market trader. Providing for his family since his father, Reg, walked out on his 16th Birthday, Del’s intuitive knack for wheelin’ and dealin’ had managed to keep his family above water for decades. In that time, he also managed to keep his promise to his late mother, Joan, in raising and looking after his kid brother, Rodney (despite the way he went through shoes).

“My main inspiration for Del Boy came from the guys in the used car trade,” remembered John Sullivan. “Everything about these traders would say ‘look at me, I’m successful and doing well’. Even though mostly it wasn’t real and maybe a lot of it was on borrowed money, but it didn’t matter. These guys had to keep this image up, just like Del Boy.”

It was also important for Sullivan to show that Del wasn’t purely a streetwise rough diamond and that there was also a sensitive side to him: “He’s the kind of man who I believe, secretly, would cry quite easily, particularly over his mother. I think he was always worried about Rodney, trying to replace that woman who had been so important in their lives.”

Rodney is the conscience of Peckham, with a diamond where his heart should be. The proud achiever of two GCE certificates (one in maths, one in art), Rodney was also, according to Del, the winner of several “ugly bird contests”. Not as streetwise as his older brother, but nowhere near as much of a plonker as he suggests, Rodney is Trotters Independent Traders’ executive look out, resident art lover and moral compass.

“There’s a lot of me in Rodney,” remembered Sullivan. “When I was younger I was a little naive and a bit of a dreamer. I also had a few friends growing up who were like Rodney – they were never quite growing up fast enough. Rodney was very well protected by Del, so that was probably why he had this early naivety to him.”

Whilst it is true that Rodney never smoked Astroturf, he was expelled from Basingstoke art college, where he was caught smoking a Moroccan woodbine with a Chinese girl.

[image: ]
Alternate cropped stills from the 1981 cast title sequence.
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Shots from the original Only Fools title sequnce photograpphed by John Jefford. The smartly suited Del was chosen in favour of the duffel coat and leather jacket shoots.
Since living in Nelson Mandela House, Grandad has been patiently waiting for colour TV to be invented. Absent-minded and a truly terrible cook, Grandad has a firm sense of justice and is fiercely loyal to his grandchildren.

Sullivan based Grandad on his mother’s father. “When I wrote the scripts, I’d described Grandad as being quite a lazy man who didn’t do anything, because as a kid that’s how I perceived my own grandfather. But in fact, he’d been gassed during the First World War and he’d also worked as a coal man. As a result, he suffered terribly from emphysema, which is why he wasn’t very mobile. When Lennard Pearce first came to read for the part I immediately knew he was the right man. He had that lovely gravelly voice, which was an echo of my own grandfather – whose voice had been like that because of his condition.”

    [image: ]
        
            Left: Nicholas Lyndhurst in costume as Rodney in an outtake from the shoot.

            Right: It was decided that Grandad should be seated in his sequence and eating a hamburger, In reference to his dialogue in Big Brother.

    
LOGO AND TITLE SEQUENCE

On John Sullivan’s first Only Fools script, he wrote a description of how he saw the series’ titles:

We see various stills: Del Boy selling from a suitcase on the corner of Oxford Street – with Rodney acting as lookout, Bartering with a market trader, bidding at a second-hand car auction, drinking in pubs and discos. (In each of the stills, Del is wearing a different set of wide awake clothes. Rodney appears to be wearing the same clothes throughout.)

We see the South London council estate where they live. Parked there is their three-wheeler van. A Sign upon the side of which reads, ‘Trotters Independent Trading Co’ ‘New York, Paris, Peckham’. We pan up to a window on the fourth storey of a tower block then zoom in.

[image: ]
Peter Clayton’s original on-screen logo used from the beginning of the series to 1985’s Strained Relations … followed by the slightly amended logo used from Hole in One to 1996’s Time on our Hands. An horizontally scaled version of this title card was used for the final trilogy of episodes from 2001–2003.
BBC graphic designer Peter Clayton was tasked with interpreting Sullivan’s outline and developing it into a full sequence:

“Ray Butt called me up to his office and said, ‘We’ve got this new show coming up, it’s got a strange title, Only Fools and Horses’ and he said it was about London boys who were market traders who do all these dodgy deals, but don’t seem to ever hold on to any money.”

Clayton had designed many pioneering animated sequences for various light entertainment series in the late seventies and early eighties, including The Paul Daniels Magic Show (1979) and Mike Yarwod in Persons (1981). For Only Fools, Clayton purposely stepped away from his established slick and modern approach in favour of something more down to earth and authentic to the series.

“When I sat down and thought about it, I thought that they have money, but it sort of blows away in the wind all the time and they keep losing it. That was roughly the original concept. It was also important in the titles to get the cast involved and establish the main characters, so Del had money and was flicking though his notes, and Rodney never had money, with his empty pockets.”

Clayton hit upon the memorable device of an animated peeling note to house the series logo.

“I storyboarded the rough idea and took it up to Ray, and he just said ‘go ahead mate’, that was it. First of all I needed to get the three actors into a photographic studio and did a sequence of stills of them doing their actions, and then it was a process of getting all the prints made. It was a rostrum photo-shoot, all filmed on 35mm. We then needed to get a kind of ‘page turn’ feel, so we spoke to an animator, Brian Stevens, who animated all the mattes and masters for the flicking away of the notes.”

For the logo itself, Clayton had originally considered using a bank note featuring Del Boy instead of the Queen, before realising the issues of replicating a bank note on screen. For the logo Clayton eventually settled on, the designer was inspired by several 1930s cigarette boxes that he used to collect, and decided to use the casual-scripted Mistal typeface as it suitably fitted into the theme.

[image: ]
Clayton roughly based his logo and peeling sticket design on Woodbine and Gold Flake cigarette boxes from the 1930s.
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Opening title photography by John Jefford, featuring Islington’s Chapel Market and the Alma pub.

Taking the lead from Sullivan’s original suggestions, Clayton and photographer John Jefford went on a journey around North London to assemble a group of shots: “We needed some stills to put behind the moving stickers, so we went out to some typical places that Del Boy would find himself in.” Their travels took in Islington’s Chapel Market, a car lot in Brentford and a bustling Holborn, before ending at the north Acton tower block which doubled as Nelson Mandela House. On this final frame of the sequence, the Ford Cortina from the episode Go West Young Man can just be glimpsed parked outside the flat on the far left of the frame.

Alternative shots of the final frame of the sequence show a “Del – Pauline” window sticker on the Trotter van, revealing an out-take from the episode The Second Time Around. John Sullivan would reuse this gag to great effect in the 1982 episode Diamonds Are For Heather.

The resulting 40 second clip would be used throughout the entire run of the series, with the only changes being made to the cast stickers in 1985 and 2001.

[image: ]

First two rows: Shots of the inside of the car lot in Brentford were considered for the sequence but not used. Outside the car lot, Clayton is pictured by a sports car. The exterior of the car lot would be closely cropped in the final sequence.

Bottom two rows: A shot of Eden’s restaurant and wine bar – next to Holborn tube station – was featured in the final sequence, but these other West End street views were left on the cutting room floor.

Right: Clayton’s final cast notes as they appear on screen, with animation by Brian Stevens.



[image: ]

Top: The penultimate shot of the opening sequence showing a panoramic shot of Nelson Mandela House; in reality the shot shows Corfe Tower and Harlech Tower, Park Road East, Acton.

Middle: Designer Peter Clayton leans on the original Trotter Van, outside Beaumaris Tower, Park Road East, Acton.

Bottom left and right: The first shots taken of the Trotters’ van outside Harlech Tower, feature an unused gag from The Second Time Around a “Del Pauline” window sticker on the windscreen. As it wouldn’t be right to tie the sequence to one episode, this sticker was duly removed and rephotographed for the shot which ended up in the final sequence.


The original closing credits for series one used the same animated stickers as the opening titles, but with the cast and crew credits listed on each and with the stickers on a black background. Too time consuming and expensive to do every week, a traditional roller caption was employed for the second series.

As assistant floor manager, one of Tony Dow’s early duties on the series was to record these captions. “It was a bit rock and roll in those days,” says Dow. “I remember the final credits were on a roller and we’d have to put them in a machine on the studio floor, and at the end of recording you’d film all those credits turning in the machine.”

For the third series, graphic designer Mic Rolph was tasked with adding a little additional ‘Trotter texture’ to the end roller captions: “The brief I was given from Ray Butt was that the credits were meant to look like something the Trotters could have done themselves, as they were street traders and they didn’t want it posh, they wanted it to look rough – so they got the ideal person to do it!” Mic’s hand drawn credits featured various market stall doodles, drinks and stars, which although they only appeared in seven episodes, became synonymous with the series. From series four onwards the end credits would all be rendered within a computer in a range of styles.

MUSIC

John Sullivan’s original brief for the music of Only Fools was for a ‘honky tonk, Chas & Dave London sound’ to reflect the gritty streets from which the Trotters flogged their wares.

Ronnie Hazlehurst was the BBC’s Light Entertainment musical director, and had been composing the music for the majority of the corporation’s comedy shows for the previous twenty years (including the theme tunes to Some Mother’s Do Have ’Em and Last of the Summer Wine). Hazlehurst had also collaborated with Sullivan on Citizen Smith’s closing theme song ‘The Glorious Day’, sung by that series’ star Robert Lindsay.

[image: ]
Composer Ronnie Hazlehurst in the studio.

When approached to write the Only Fools signature tune in the summer of 1981, Hazlehurst composed a light jazzy brass instrumental. A solid enough piece for a variety comedy series, it didn’t really reflect the authentic city where Only Fools was set.

For Only Fools’ second series, John Sullivan decided to change things up and wrote and recorded his own opening theme. In part, the resulting song explains the programme’s unusual title, but its lyrics also give a brief summary of the series’ ethos and some of the slang the characters use.

[image: ]

An example of the closing credits as seen in the first series (left) and how they appeared in 1985 (right).


Sullivan also gave the series its closing theme song, ‘Hooky Street’. Taking the form of an almost spoken-word rap, the lyrics of this piece also gave details of the series’ central characters and their attitude to life and business, via a catchy list of goods they have to offer.

Sullivan’s original idea was for Chas & Dave themselves to sing and perform both of these themes, and the duo were on board right up until touring commitments made it an impossibility. With time running out, and after several pints of Dutch courage, Sullivan decided to sing them himself. The writer, already passionate about music and songwriting, possessed a natural laid-back rock voice, perfect for bringing the themes to life. Accompanying Sullivan, Hazlehurst arranged and conducted a bass-heavy rhythm section which instantly sounded much more appropriate.

    [image: ]
        
            Only Fools and Horses

            Stick a pony in me pocket

            I’ll fetch the suitcase from the van

            Cause if you want the best ’uns

            And you don’t ask questions

            Then brother I’m your man

            Where it all comes from

            Is a mystery

            It’s like the changing of the seasons

            And the tides of the sea

            But heres the one thats driving me berserk

            Why do only fools and horses work

            La la lala – la la la la la

            Hooky Street

            We’ve got some half priced cracked ice

            And miles and miles of carpet tiles

            TVs, deep freeze and David Bowie LPs

            Pool games, gold chains, wosnames

            And at a push

            Some Trevor Francis track-suites

            From a mush in Shepherds Bush, Bush, Bush,

            Bush, Bush, Bush, Bush, Bush

            No income tax, no VAT

            No money back, no guarantee

            Black or white, rich or broke

            We’ll cut prices at a stroke

            God bless Hooky Street

            Viva Hooky Street

            Long live Hooky Street

            C’est magnifique Hooky Street

            Magnifique Hooky Street

        

        Some of Mic Rolph’s distinctive doodles seen on the end credits of series three.
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Mic Rolph’s end credit roll created for Friday the 14th.




SERIES ONE

★★★★★★★★★

A lot of people said I was a right dipstick to make Rodney a partner in the firm. And within a fortnight of doing just that he’d proved them all correct. A new decade of golden opportunities lie before us. There I stood, at the helm of the good-ship Trotter, scouring the horizon for business opportunaire, ready to pounce at a moment’s notice, and determined, one way or another, to make Trotters Independent Traders a success! Meanwhile that lazy little twonk was sitting on his brains doing the company accounts! Fair enough, I did tell him he could be the firm’s accountant, but I never thought he’d actually do it! I had a right mind to make him walk the plank there and then, but he’s family and I’d never have heard the last of it. Of course, there was also Grandad. He did what he could, bless him, but at the end of the day he was about as helpful as a wetsuit in a bath. All that said, the life of the general trader was the only life for me. It was exciting and unpredictable. I imagine the way I felt back then, when I loaded the van up of a morning before setting off for market, was how Coloumbo must have felt when he set sail to discover the new world. And despite everything, I wasn’t too worried. With my charm, foresight, cool head and business acumen, I knew there’d be no stopping us. In fact, I think I can recall saying at the time, with some confidence: “This time next year, we’ll be millionaires!”

★★★★★★★★★


    

SERIES 1 EPISODE 1

BIG BROTHER

8 SEPTEMBER 1981



We were definitely onto a potential winner with this one. Twenty-five executive briefcases of exceptional quality: old English vinyl, dinky little handles, combination locks, the full monty! Oh yes my son, Samsonite himself would’ve been proud! Only a wally of the highest order would have swerved such an opportunity, which is why it didn’t at all surprise me when Rodney turned his nose up. I wouldn’t have minded, but then he stuck that nose into the negotiation process and forced me to pay top whack for ’em! Anyway, it was a couple of hours later when we discovered that the combination codes for the locks were inside the briefcases, meaning I’d just coughed up two-hundred notes for twenty-five executive briefcases that no sod could open!



Rodney and I then got into a right old barney about his ‘role’ in the firm. He saw himself as a ‘financial advisor’ (of all things!) whereas I saw him as …. well, as a Rodney. If that weren’t grim enough, Grandad then threw his pennies worth in and started banging on about how much he hated cheeseburgers. Carte Noir! I knew they’d said never to work with family, but this was taking the piss!

Del



Grandad enjoys a film in stereo.

As the camera pans across the Trotters’ Nelson Mandela House flat for the first time, Big Brother instantly draws us into the family’s world. From Grandad’s doddering cinematic confusion, Rodney’s distracted nonchalance and Del Boy’s playful vanity (“What an enigma. I get better looking every day. I can’t wait for tomorrow”) the scene and characterisation is perfectly set.

In the space of five minutes, John Sullivan establishes the family dynamic and Trotters Independent Traders’ raison d’être. Del Boy almost pre-empts the series end theme song when he counts on his fingers all the things the brothers do and don’t do: “we don’t pay VAT, we don’t pay income tax.”

Location filming for the entirety of Only Fools and Horses’ first series took place from 6 to 23 May 1981 (with an additional day for pick-up shots on 15 June). It was during this location filming period – a night shoot for A Slow Bus to Chingford in Stamford Hill – that producer and director Ray Butt suddenly suffered a serious back injury. That evening, fellow BBC director Martin Shardlow was quickly appointed and rushed down to take the reins and oversee the rest of the location filming and the studio recordings a few weeks later, with Butt staying on as Producer.

Despite being (quite literally) an eleventh-hour replacement, Shardlow was more than up to the task, having cut his teeth on Last of the Summer Wine, he would soon help to introduce Blackadder to viewers.

The main studio recordings for the first four episodes took place on consecutive Sundays from 7 June, with the last two episodes recorded on Saturday evenings (4 and 11 July).


Joyce the Nags Head’s barmaid (Peta Bernard).


Trigger (Roger Lloyd Pack) has some briefcases to sell …


As well as establishing the Trotter Family, Big Brother also introduced to the world another, soon to be iconic, comedy character: Trigger (effortlessly brought to life by actor Roger Lloyd Pack). Cast by Ray Butt, after having seen him in Stanley Price’s play Moving, Lloyd Pack had enjoyed a host of impressive guest spots on British television over the last decade, from Dixon of Dock Green to The Professionals.

    On location in Islington’s Chapel Market.

Originally introduced in the script as being ‘a local part-time villain’ whose ‘colour is of no importance’, Lloyd Pack’s immaculate performances are seamless from the starting gun, and when the actor utters his first “Dave” – a bit of TV history is made.

Appropriately, it is Trigger who sets the plot in motion as he sells Del some hooky briefcases, which turn out to be useless since the combination codes are locked inside the cases! The montage of Del Boy attempting to sell his consignment of reject suitcases sees him wandering around Chapel Market in Islington, along some of the same streets featured in the series’ opening titles. The ‘Costumier and Furrier shop’ we see Del enter is situated on the nearby White Conduit Street, a popular curiosity shop which remains largely unchanged to this day.

Interestingly, this sequence is the only place to still hear Ronnie Hazlehurst’s original Only Fools and Horses signature tune. All repeat screenings and home video releases of series one episodes have had the opening and closing titles edited to feature the more well-known themes introduced in series two.

The opening episode of any television series has a lot of work to do, but Big Brother does it brilliantly and succinctly by establishing a world and situation right off the bat. Whilst being jam-packed with wit and laughter, the tension of the situation and the sense of the characters being trapped by their circumstances is palpable.


“illegal move!” Grandad is outwitted by a talking chess game!


A happy ending after Rodney’s homecoming.


Left: “This is where our future lies Rodney, second hand motors” – Del consults a car price guide.

Right: Boycie (John Challis) has a favor to ask of Del …


In 1980, Ray Butt was looking for an actor to play a bent Chief Inspector for the Citizen Smith episode Letter of the Law. Eventually, John Challis was cast in the role, transforming himself into an uncompromising Londoner with a distinctive drawl. Challis recalls the moment well: “After the recording of the episode, John Sullivan very kindly came up to me and said, ‘I really like what you did to that character, I’m going to try and use it again one day’. And I thought that’s very nice, thank you very much, but years as a jobbing actor taught me not to think any more of it really.”

A year later as Butt and Sullivan were preparing Go West Young Man, they remembered Challis’ Inspector and realised they had the perfect man to play the part of their used car dealer. When Challis arrived at the Kingsbury Road location doubling as Boycie’s forecourt on a May morning, little did he know what was just beginning: “It was a great scene and a nice little character, and I just put the same inflection I had given the Inspector in Citizen Smith, which was actually based on someone in my local pub who had that way of talking.”

In his first brief scene as Boycie, Challis instantly brings forth a fully formed creation: “I put it all down to the writing, which gives you the opportunity to say those words and flesh out that character. I had no idea that the character was going to become a regular, I just enjoyed doing that one episode and then went back to the National Theatre.”

Aside from introducing a soon-to-be comedy icon, Only Fools’ second episode manages to pack a lot of plot into its half hour, with Del Boy taking Trotters Independent Traders into the second-hand car trade and a memorable trip up west.

Guest starring in the episode as the Australian who buys the Ford Cortina from Del was actor Nick Stringer. Stringer recalls producer Ray Butt being genuinely convinced he was Australian, despite heralding from Devon. No stranger to sitcom, Stringer had recently acted alongside both David Jason and Nicholas Lyndhurst in Open All Hours and Butterflies. Required for Go West Young Man’s night shoot, Stringer would never forget the date: “We filmed in Chiswick on the night of the FA Cup Final replay between Spurs and Man City (Thursday 14 May 1981) and I remember the sparks and the chippies, all rooting for the London team, standing around a TV they had purposely rigged up to watch the game … Spurs won!”



Left: An Australian car buyer (Nick Stringer).

Right: At a nightclub, Rodney and Del meet Nicki (JoAnne Good) and Michelle (Caroline Ellis).



Cast as the two girls who Del and Rodney chat up in the night club were actresses JoAnne Good (as Nicki) and Caroline Ellis (as Michelle). “When we started rehearsals, the series hadn’t been seen by anyone, but even then, the cast and crew found it very difficult not to laugh,” Caroline Ellis recalls. “We all quickly realised that the script was first class and that we could be on to something special.”


“Drink up Rodney, we’re leaving!”


And first class it certainly was, from the Ford Cortina’s dodgy brakes and the transvestite reveal in the night club, to Rodney admitting that he has yet to smoke AstroTurf. Go West Young Man is a bit of an early Only Fools and Horses classic, packed to the brim with memorable moments.

Additional location filming for the episode saw Pitshanger Lane in Ealing used for the scene when Del and Rodney drive away from the night club in Boycie’s E-type Jag. For this shot, the art department added a “Camberwell / Peckham” road sign to maintain the illusion of the series’ setting. This episode would also mark the first episodic appearance of the North Acton estate, used as the location of the Trotters’ home seen in the title sequence.

Behind the scenes, the opening shot of the episode would hold a special place for videotape editor Chris Wadsworth: “The first thing I ever did for Only Fools was to edit the Open University programme which Grandad was watching on his two TVs. I had to prepare this before the studio recording, as Ray Butt wanted the audience to react to the little bits of sound coming from the telly.” Wadsworth would gradually move up the ladder to become the series’ only editor and went on to work on dozens of other much loved TV shows.


SERIES 1 EPISODE 2

GO WEST YOUNG MAN

15 SEPTEMBER 1981



The moment I agreed to go up West with Rodney, I knew I’d end up regretting it. He kicked the evening off by taking us to a club called ‘The Pink Panther’, a dingy little gaff that was so dimly lit I almost went arse-over-tit twice just trying to get in. I dunno, either they were well behind on the electricity bills or they were holding a dummy run for a coal miners’ convention. The staff were no better either. I mean, what kind of waiter hasn’t heard of a Caribbean Stallion? Then, just as my eyes began to adjust to the gloom, Rodney confessed to me, in a gentle and round-about way, that he is in fact a warped, corrupted, twisted pervo. He followed that up by convincing me to pull a couple of birds who turned out to be a pair of dockers in drag! Just when I thought the evening couldn’t possibly get any worse, he goes and gets Boycie’s E-type Jaguar rear-ended. Stone me! I only went along cos he was hard-up for a bit of company.

Del




SERIES 1 EPISODE 3

CASH AND CURRY

22 SEPTEMBER 1981



I’ve always had an eye for a bit of sculpture, fine porcelain and the like, so when I got caught up between Vimmal and Ram – two business associates involved in a centuries old barney over the statuette of some ancient Indian God or another – I was only too happy to act as the middle-man. I didn’t reckon much of the statuette when Vimmal showed it to me, grubby looking little thing it was, but then I’ve always been more of a Ming man myself. That said, Ram was ready to pay £4,000 for it! The only problem was that he wouldn’t cough up a single penny until he had the statuette safely in his hands. And that’s when I seized the opportunity to tell Vimmal that the offer was £2,000. He knew it made sense and accepted, but only on the condition that he had the money safely in his hands before handing the statuette over. That’s when I seized another opportunity (I had them coming out of my lug’oles back then). If Rodney and I could raise two grand, we could pay Vimmal and then nip the statuette over to Ram and pick up the four grand. That way, Vimmal would get two lovely grand, Ram would get his precious statuette and Rodney and I would double our money – everyone’s a winner, apres moi la deluge! It weren’t easy raising the dosh, though. We had to get shot of Rodney’s leather coat, all my jewellery and Grandad’s telly, but we finally managed it. We whipped round to Vimmmal, handed it over and then shot the statuette straight round to Ram, only to discover that the bloke we knew as Ram didn’t actually exist, and that the statuette we’d just paid £2,000 for was selling in the market for 17 nicker. Needless to say, we then discovered that Vimmal had done a complete vanishing act. As Macbeth said to Hamlet in A Midsummer’s Night Dream, “We’d been done up like a pair of kippers.”

Del



Rodney parks the van next to Del’s Vauxhall Velox.


Like many long-running television series, early episodes can often illuminate roads not taken and show the early development of soon to be familiar characters. Out of all the episodes of Only Fools’ first series, Cash and Curry, is the prime example of a story which shows a series still establishing its direction.

After the titles, the story opens with a slightly mysterious piece of incidental music as Rodney parks the Trotter Van next to a 1964 Vauxhall Velox (which we later find out belongs to Del) and we see two shadowy figures look on. As the music shimmers to a crescendo, Rodney meets a slightly drunken Del in a grand foyer. The brothers are about to get caught between the heads of two rival Indian families, Mr Ram and Mr Malik, each of whom make a claim to an ancient statue which is in the possession of one family, but desired by the other. With the families unwilling to deal directly with each other, Del steps forward to serve as a ‘go between’ …

Cash and Curry is a story-led caper, with the Trotters woven into the plot from the opening moments. Tellingly we don’t see the inside of the Trotter flat in this episode, and whilst he is mentioned several times, Grandad doesn’t feature in the story.

Cast as Mr Ram, Renu Setna had just a few months previously appeared with David Jason in the Open all Hours episode Laundry Blues. Joining Setna as Vimmal Malik was actor Ahmed Khalil, who had notably appeared in the Minder episode The Bengal Tiger in 1979.

With its rhyming potential, a Vauxhall Velox is a perfect car for Del Trotter to drive (and dating from the early sixties it is tempting to suggest it came from Alberto’s Autos as seen in Rock
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