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For everyone who ever laughed at an exhaust note, wept at a broken gearbox, or argued about the best way to pronounce “Koenigsegg”.
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Few stories of modern television have been told with more noise and less clarity than the explosion that separated Jeremy Clarkson from the BBC. In Britain’s long tradition of public service broadcasting, there have been resignations, scandals, and sackings, but rarely have they involved a presenter whose identity had become welded to a show and to a certain kind of national identity. When Top Gear relaunched in the early 2000s with Clarkson at the wheel, it did more than review cars. It created a genre: part motoring magazine, part buddy comedy, part travel documentary, and part comedy of errors. It made heroes of machines and characters of middle-aged men. It sold DVDs and T-shirts and arena tickets. It made a local show into a global export. It delighted some and infuriated others. And when it fell apart in a damp corridor of a North Country hotel after a day that had run too long, the echoes were heard far beyond the BBC’s headquarters in London.

This book is an attempt to sift through the hype, the headlines, and the hurt feelings to tell the story in full. It is unofficial; we do not have the sanction of the BBC or of Clarkson himself. It is honest, which is perhaps more important. Throughout, we lean on public records, interviews, memoirs, journalistic accounts, and the recollections of those who made the show happen. We also rely on the one commodity Top Gear traded in every week: perspective. When you build a format on banter and borderline jokes, context is everything. When you break that format, context becomes even more important.

I grew up watching Top Gear’s first run in the late 1980s, came back to it in the 2000s, and learned to love and loathe it in equal measure. I have produced television and written about culture. I know the smell of an edit suite at midnight and the way a presenter’s mood can lift or sink a crew. I have read enough employment law to understand why a fracas isn’t just a tabloid headline but a legal term that triggers policies. And, like millions of people, I have laughed at jokes I would not repeat at work and cheered at races I would never drive. This book is for everyone who ever argued about whether the V8 burble of a Jaguar is more satisfying than the turbo whoosh of a Nissan, and for everyone who ever wondered why grown men on prime-time television were racing three-wheeled cars down a hill while dressed as nuns. It is also for anyone who cares about how institutions deal with talent, how friendships survive fame, and how creative alchemy gets bottled and spilled.

The structure follows the arc of Top Gear’s reboot and rupture. Part I looks at how a magazine show became a rocket in a shed and how three men and a producer forged a chemistry that no one could manufacture. Part II charts the show’s acceleration from cult hit to world-beating franchise, examining the budgets, the complaints, and the tricks that kept the engine running. Part III examines the fault codes: the stress, the controversies, and the cultural collisions that hinted that something might blow. Part IV narrates the detonation itself: the minute-by-minute account of the fracas, the inquiry that followed, and the decision that ended an era. Part V looks at what happened after the crash: the Amazon years, the BBC’s attempts to reboot the reboot, and the business of keeping a format alive. Part VI reflects on the legacy: the culture wars that the show was dragged into, the reasons its formula still works, and the lessons for anyone who ever builds something brilliant and dangerous.

This is a story of cars, sure, but it is even more a story of people and institutions. To drive a hypercar at 200 miles per hour down an empty runway is exhilarating; to make millions care about that on a Sunday evening requires craft. To enjoy a man saying the unsayable is thrilling; to decide when the unsayable becomes unacceptable is agonising. Along the way, there will be jokes—some cheap, some clever—and there will be commentary on Britishness, on the BBC’s role in national life, and on the stubborn human desire to push boundaries. There will be admiration for the way Top Gear turned breaking things into art. There will be criticism for the times it went beyond mischief into cruelty. There will be empathy for the crews who kept the wheels turning and for the producers who had to balance risk and reward.

If you came for definitive answers, prepare instead for nuance. If you came for a hatchet job, you will be disappointed; this is not about revenge. If you came for hagiography, you will be equally let down; Top Gear was brilliant precisely because its flaws were in full view. What follows is a narrative assembled with care and candour. It is, in the end, a Christmas book in the best sense: a yarn about friends and feuds, about journeys and destinations, about laughter and loss. Pour yourself a mulled wine, settle into a comfortable chair, and prepare to revisit the roar of engines, the crackle of radio banter, the hiss of a pressure valve, and the bang heard around the world.
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​Part I — Ignition: Building a Rocket in a Shed
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It started, as most questionable ideas do, in a shed. Not the glamorous kind with Wi-Fi and exposed beams—just your standard British man-cave with tools on hooks and the faint smell of regret. Long before Top Gear became a global juggernaut, it was held together with duct tape, sarcasm, and an alarming number of questionable haircuts. Nobody expected a motoring show to become a cultural landmark. Least of all, the people making it.
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​Chapter 1 — Cold Open: The Night of the Fracas
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The most infamous steak in TV history — rare, medium, and well done careers.]
The most infamous steak in TV history — rare, medium, and well done careers. 
THE STORY EVERYONE thinks they know starts with a steak, because in the shorthand of social media and headlines, it always helps if you can distil complexity to a single image: the man who spent twenty years insulting cars was finally sacked because his beef was over beef. That meme has been printed on tea towels and T-shirts. “Don’t let your dinner get cold or Clarkson will punch you,” wrote one wag on Twitter. It’s a neat line, and neat lines travel faster than messy truths.

The truth, of course, is messier, longer, and infinitely more human. It involves bad weather, exhaustion, fragile egos, institutional inertia, and the smallest decisions—where to stand, whether to call ahead to a kitchen—compounding into something that changed the lives of dozens of people and the texture of a national institution. The steak is emblematic not because of its temperature, but because it stands for the ordinariness of the initial spark. At a moment when everyone expects fireworks, sometimes what lights the fuse is a grumble in the stomach.

Imagine the scene properly, with all the details the meme omits. It is early March 2015, not yet spring but no longer the depths of winter. In the North Country, darkness sits heavy over the Pennines. Roads glisten with recent rain; the high moors smell of peat and sheep. The Simonstone Hall Hotel, a Victorian pile of stone and mullioned windows perched on the edge of Swaledale, has seen its share of weddings, walkers, and minor celebrities. On this night, it is booked by a television production team coming off the end of a long shoot.

They’ve been chasing daylight on country roads, attempting to capture the way low sun glints off the flanks of a Toyota Hilux. They have filmed and refilmed the same corner because a tractor appeared at the wrong moment or a camera battery died. Such days are glamorous on screen and gruelling in reality. Wet socks, cold fingers, endless waiting. Everyone is both high on adrenaline and depleted.

Inside the hotel bar, a fire crackles, though it doesn’t quite remove the chill that seeps under old stone. The kitchen has been warned that a group will be arriving late and has held back meals, but the hour has slipped further. Crew vans are delayed by a flooded lane; a helicopter with an expensive camera rig needs to be refuelled. In the bar, a few locals have settled into armchairs, half-interested in the famous guests.

It is at this point that Jeremy Clarkson enters with Richard Hammond, James May, and a cluster of producers, fixers, and camera operators. Clarkson’s presence changes the air: he is tall, broad, carrying both the confidence of a star and the weariness of a man who has spent the day shouting into the wind. He greets the bartender with what witnesses describe as charm tinged with impatience. The conversation turns to food.

Accounts diverge over the exact sequence of events in the next fifteen minutes, and any careful historian of television should acknowledge that memory is slippery and interested parties protect themselves. What seems clear is that Clarkson wanted a hot meal, expected that meal to be available, and became increasingly angry when told the kitchen had closed.

There was a phone call to the hotel manager, conducted in the kind of voice one uses when one is used to getting what one wants. Expletives were involved—a Clarkson trademark, some might say. Eventually, after a flurry of apologies and perhaps some creative catering, a steak materialised. By then, the mood of the evening had curdled. Nobody punches someone because of a plate of meat—not really. The steak is the story people tell because it is easier than telling a story about exhaustion, ego, and unresolved resentment.

Oisín Tymon, a thirty-five-year-old Irish producer who had been with Top Gear since 2009, was the unlucky fuse. Tymon was not a star. He was the kind of person whose name did not appear in headlines—until it did. His job involved logistics: making sure cars were where they needed to be, keeping schedules, smoothing the ruffles created when big personalities collide. Tymon had been a runner, then a coordinator, and had the loyalty of his crew. He respected Clarkson’s talent and simultaneously bore the brunt of his tantrums.

On this night, he found himself in the path of a weather front. Clarkson, frustrated by the lack of dinner, directed his anger at Tymon in the hotel bar. According to the BBC’s later report, the tirade lasted several minutes and moved from private to public spaces. Witnesses would later describe hearing it from the other side of the bar. The words used were insulting and sustained; the tone was bullying. An unprovoked attack, the report called it.

After the words came a blow. Clarkson struck Tymon, a single punch that lasted no more than thirty seconds from start to finish but felt longer because the room seemed to stop. In that half-minute, a thousand simmering issues boiled over: the sense among crew that Clarkson could say anything without consequence; the expectation among talent that producers must solve all problems; the fatigue that blunts restraint; the British discomfort with direct confrontation that often lets resentment fester until it erupts. The punch split Tymon’s lip. Blood appeared. Someone intervened—another producer pulled Clarkson away. Hammond and May were either upstairs or nearby; accounts differ. Hotel staff stood frozen. The sound of raised voices leaked into corridors.

Afterwards, there was silence. Tymon went outside, shaking with adrenaline, then decided to drive himself to Airedale General Hospital rather than call for an ambulance. He would later say that he had never felt physically threatened by Clarkson before, though verbal barbs were common. He did not punch back. In the car, he pressed a cloth to his mouth and thought about the absurdity of being hit over a steak.

Clarkson, meanwhile, walked to a stone wall outside the hotel, lit a cigarette, and stared into the dark, hands shaking. The show’s chief fixer quietly phoned a senior producer. A duty log was filled out. Somewhere, a line had been crossed from misbehaviour that could be covered with an apology into misconduct that could not. You could almost hear the gears shift as the BBC’s institutional machinery clunked into place.

Within hours, word of the altercation began to leak. Top Gear is a global brand; nothing happens quietly around it. A crew member texted a friend; a message found its way to a journalist; rumours sprouted online. Two days later, the tabloids had it on their front pages: Top Gear in crisis, Clarkson in the dock. People who had never heard of Oisín Tymon now Googled him. Fans of the show raged or rationalised on social media. Memes sprouted: doctored photos of Clarkson punching a steak, quips about the perils of hotel kitchens. The BBC confirmed only that Clarkson had been suspended pending investigation.

For a man known for being provocative, this new scandal was on a different scale. Racist jokes and diplomatic incidents could be spun, apologised for, turned into fodder for monologues. Punching a colleague could not.

The investigation that followed was swift by BBC standards. On 10 March, Director of Television Danny Cohen announced Clarkson’s suspension. He had little choice. The Corporation’s code of conduct is clear: violence in the workplace is grounds for disciplinary action. The Director General, Tony Hall—known for his love of opera and his cautious style of leadership—appointed Ken MacQuarrie, head of BBC Scotland, to lead an inquiry. MacQuarrie interviewed witnesses, combed through emails and texts, and wrote a report that concluded Clarkson’s attack was “unprovoked physical and verbal abuse”. It noted that the verbal tirade lasted several minutes, and the physical assault around thirty seconds. It acknowledged that Clarkson had attempted to apologise by text and email but emphasised that Tymon was not at fault. On 25 March, the BBC announced that Clarkson’s contract would not be renewed. In corporate terms, it was a firing.

Even as the investigation was underway, public reaction had become a story of its own. Within days of Clarkson’s suspension, a petition on the Downing Street website calling for his reinstatement collected over a million signatures. It was delivered in a tank by a man dressed as The Stig—a stunt that would have been at home in a Top Gear segment. Commentators aligned themselves predictably: broadsheets weighed free speech against workplace safety; tabloids printed mock crucifixes. David Cameron, then Prime Minister, announced that his eleven-year-old daughter would be “utterly heartbroken” if Top Gear disappeared. Labour politicians wrung their hands over the BBC’s role in regulating talent. On talk radio, callers debated whether a punch was different from a slur.

The Guardian columnist who had long called for Clarkson’s dismissal wrote that he should have been sacked years earlier for comments about Mexicans or gay men. Another columnist at the Telegraph lamented the loss of a maverick voice in an era of blandness.

The BBC found itself in the impossible position of both defending and disciplining its most valuable asset. Top Gear brought in tens of millions of pounds each year through international sales, DVDs, and merchandise. Clarkson alone was estimated to be worth millions in brand value. The Corporation’s own commercial arm, BBC Worldwide, had a stake in the show. Some executives worried that sacking him would be akin to setting fire to a stack of banknotes. Others, particularly in human resources, argued that keeping him would signal to staff that rules did not apply to stars. When the decision came, Tony Hall emphasised that it had been hard but necessary: “There cannot be one rule for one and one rule for another,” he said—a line that sounded like common sense and felt like sacrilege to some fans.

One of the melancholy notes of this saga lies not in the punch itself but in the accumulation of signals that preceded it. Clarkson had been warned the previous year after muttering an offensive rhyme during a rehearsal. He had been at the centre of international incidents: one over a number plate in Argentina that appeared to reference the Falklands War, another over calling a car “Mexican” and Mexicans “lazy”, a third over suggesting that striking public-sector workers could be shot. Each time he apologised with varying degrees of sincerity or shrugged. He often seemed both proud of and trapped by his reputation. Listeners to his Radio 4 show in the 1990s recall a young journalist excited to talk about cars in detail; watchers of Top Gear in the 2010s saw a middle-aged performer aware that any joke he made might trend on Twitter. The pressure to top oneself can mutate into self-sabotage. The punch was not the first moment he lashed out, but it was the first time he connected.

There is humour to be found even in this grim narrative, and Top Gear itself had trained its audience to find the funny angle. Within hours of the suspension, a parody account titled “Top Gear Dinner Service” tweeted a menu of dishes safe to serve Clarkson (sandwiches, crisps) and those to avoid (steak, foie gras). Someone spliced footage of Clarkson complaining about being hungry with a scene from Fawlty Towers in which Basil Fawlty beats his car with a tree branch. Friends of mine joked that if only the hotel had served him shepherd’s pie, we’d still have the original trio on Sunday nights. Yet there was also a melancholy to the laughter, as if everyone knew the joke was covering a farewell. The show we had known—with its perfect cocktail of camaraderie and menace—was ending because of a meal. In the British tradition of making light of tragedy, steak became shorthand for sadness.

The human cost deserves more than a punchline. Tymon disappeared from view for months. He reportedly suffered from stress and remained off work. He eventually accepted a settlement from Clarkson and the BBC and declined to press criminal charges. He later attended award ceremonies with Clarkson, signalling that he had accepted his former colleague’s apology. Colleagues on the production spoke privately of guilt, anger, and relief. Some felt that Clarkson had been protected for too long; others felt that he had been hung out to dry.

Hammond and May, who were not directly involved but were intimately connected, had to decide whether to continue without their friend. Both declined to sign new contracts, not wanting to stand in front of the cameras and pretend nothing had happened. Fans of the show who had grown up with its rituals felt bereaved. I remember discussing the sacking with my teenage nephew. He was indignant on Clarkson’s behalf—not because he condoned the punch, but because he felt something unique was being dismantled. “Couldn’t they have just made him apologise and docked his pay?” he asked, and I realised that to him, the presenters were uncles who occasionally said the wrong thing but always came back for Christmas.

In the weeks that followed, the mood in the Top Gear offices oscillated between mourning and practicality. Episodes had been filmed but not yet edited. Scripts for future segments sat in folders. A special scheduled for Easter had to be shelved. Editors pieced together a patchwork finale: Hammond and May in an empty studio introducing pre-recorded films, their voices tinged with awkwardness as they explained that Clarkson could not be there. They ended on a bittersweet note, driving a trio of classic European hatchbacks across a track in parallel, their cars arranged to look like the Top Gear logo. The camera pulled back to reveal empty chairs in the studio. For a show built on speed and sound, the final image was one of stillness and space.

How do you end a chapter that is, in many ways, a beginning? The night at Simonstone Hall was the spark that set off a chain reaction, but it was also the result of pressures that had been building. It is easy to reduce it to steak or to villainy, but the more interesting story is about fragility: the fragility of men who have been told they are invincible; the fragility of institutions that rely on individuals; the fragility of our own attachments to the things we watch. The humour helps us swallow the melancholy. The melancholy reminds us that humour has limits.

I cannot read accounts of Tymon driving himself to A&E without feeling a knot in my stomach. I cannot watch the petition-waving Stig without smiling. Both responses are part of the tapestry.

In the chapters ahead, we will step back in time. We will revisit the dusty test track where three men and a producer reinvented what a motoring show could be. We will delve into the early chemistry that made the show more than the sum of its parts. We will trace the arcs of Hammond and May, and explore why the combination of their personalities mattered. We will examine how a programme about cars became a global export, how it navigated controversies, and why it mattered in the first place.

Before we accelerate, however, it is worth sitting with the stillness that follows a fracas: the quiet bar, the cooling steak, the man who threw a punch sitting outside with a cigarette and wondering what he had done.

That image might be less meme-worthy, but it is where the real story begins.
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​Chapter 2 — From Magazine to Machine: The Birth of a Formula
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When the BBC first sent cameras out to peer at windscreen wipers and tyre tread depths in 1977, nobody imagined it would one day become a global carnival of explosions, road trips and canned laughter. The original Top Gear was a studious thirty-minute magazine programme conceived by producer Derek Smith, pitched as a way to bring motoring knowledge to the living rooms of British families. Its early presenters included Angela Rippon and Tom Coyne, veterans of news programmes who spoke in clipped tones about fuel economy and road safety. In its first incarnation, Top Gear was an earnest slice of public service broadcasting: there were items on MOT tests, tachographs in lorries, and the correct way to use your mirror before overtaking. Reports were shot on damp roads around Birmingham; the smell of petrol was filtered through the smell of boiled cabbage. Viewers sat up because it was one of the few places on television where cars were not just props but the subject. For teenage petrolheads, the half-hour slot felt like being let into a members’ club; for parents, it was a reminder to check the tyre pressure. The show was local, useful and sometimes charming, but it was not yet a phenomenon.

As the 1980s arrived and Britain’s motorways filled with new kinds of cars—from hot hatchbacks to people carriers—Top Gear began to expand its remit. The show moved from the Midlands to BBC2 and added more presenters: Noel Edmonds would bob up with a perm and a pun; a young journalist called Jeremy Clarkson with a mop of hair and a contrarian streak turned up in the late 1980s to rate roadsters and rile manufacturers. There were features on female rally drivers and traffic jams, on the Le Mans 24-Hour race and the British International Motor Show. The magazine format stretched: new car reviews were interspersed with consumer advice on child seats, and occasional forays into motorsport sprinkled a little glamour. Viewing figures climbed through the 1980s and early 1990s. Families would have Sunday roasts with the television flickering in the corner, Top Gear keeping company after the omnibus of a soap opera. Teachers played clips in classrooms to illustrate road safety. The show spawned a spin-off magazine and VHS tapes. It was becoming a brand, if not yet a cult.

By the late 1990s the engine started to misfire. Key presenters, including Quentin Willson and Tiff Needell, were enticed away by a competitor; Clarkson left amid disagreements and a desire to make a series about trains. Ratings dipped as the show struggled to balance utility and entertainment. BBC executives, wary of chasing trends, allowed the format to drift. It still delivered a loyal audience, but the sense of event was gone. Younger viewers flocked to rally games on PlayStation; older viewers switched off. In 2001, after 24 years and more than 500 episodes, the BBC cancelled Top Gear. Several of its production staff and presenters moved to Channel 5 to create Fifth Gear, which carried on the consumer-advice tradition with a smaller budget and less swagger. The closure felt like the end of an era but also, for some, a relief. The magazine had run its course. What remained was a name with nostalgic value and an appetite for reinvention.

Enter Jeremy Clarkson and Andy Wilman, two old friends from their school days in Repton who had both cut their teeth in journalism. Clarkson, by then a columnist with a flair for provocation and a knack for making metaphors about cars sound like political commentary, and Wilman, a producer whose teenage dream had been to race, met in a pub and schemed. They believed there was life in the Top Gear name but only if the format was torn up and rebuilt. Their pitch to the BBC was audacious: take the show out of the studio and into a disused hangar on an old aerodrome; build a race track in the middle of Surrey; turn car tests into cinematic pieces scored like action films; create challenges that would pit cars against each other, trains, planes or their own patience; bring on celebrities who would do more than sit on a sofa and chatter but instead drive a modest car around a track. They proposed to keep the public-service element by testing family cars and measuring boot space but to surround it with humour and jeopardy. There would even be, they suggested, a mysterious test driver in a racing suit to set lap times for every car, giving viewers an objective measure to argue over. Their dream was part comedy, part motorsport, part travelogue. It sounded like madness. That, of course, was the appeal.

The BBC said yes because, in truth, they had little to lose. The old Top Gear was gone; the market for car programmes was crowded; Channel 5’s Fifth Gear already cornered the consumer-advice niche. If Clarkson and Wilman wanted to build a rocket out of the old magazine, why not let them? They were given a modest budget and a green light. Their first task was to find a base. They chose Dunsfold Aerodrome, a former RAF airfield near Guildford, whose cracked runways and wide taxiways were perfect for carving out a bespoke test track. Lotus engineers came in to design the circuit: a series of sweeping corners and tight turns that would challenge supercars and family hatchbacks alike. They painted names like Hammerhead and Gambon (after Sir Michael Gambon, who nearly rolled a Suzuki Liana at that corner) and invited viewers to memorise lines like racers. The studio would be in a drafty hangar adorned with road signs and Christmas lights, with the audience standing around a circle of tyre stacks as if at a country fair. The show suddenly had a physical sense of place—a temple of noise set in the green belt.

Casting the on-screen team was trickier. Clarkson, with his combination of car knowledge, mischief and self-parody, was essential. For his co-presenters the producers wanted complementary energies. They chose Richard Hammond, a diminutive radio presenter from Birmingham who, legend has it, auditioned with a parachute jump story and an infectious grin. Hammond would later be dubbed “the Hamster” by fans, partly for his size and partly because he always seemed on the verge of running in circles. To complete the trio they brought in Jason Dawe, a motoring journalist with a background in used car sales. Dawe’s expertise in the second-hand market meant that he could talk convincingly about depreciation and reliability, but his chemistry with Clarkson and Hammond never quite crackled. In the early episodes Dawe came across as the sensible one, the man who would tell you why a Vauxhall Astra was a sensible buy while Clarkson drooled over a Pagani. Audiences warmed to the anarchy but not to the sensible man. He would not last the season.

What the show needed, Wilman realised, was a silent star. The idea of having a professional driver on hand to set timed laps of each car was obvious; the solution to the problem of that driver having camera presence was inspired. Rather than find a racer who could talk, they decided to find a racer who didn’t have to. They put Perry McCarthy, a former Formula One hopeful, in an anonymous white racing suit and helmet, gave him a set of lap times to beat and christened him “The Stig.” The name came from Clarkson’s old school slang for new boys. It allowed for jokes: some say he sleeps in a bed of carbon fibre; others, that his tears are made of petrol. The Stig could drive anything from a diesel hatchback to a supercar on the same track and deliver a number that could be chalked on a board. Children worshipped him; adults speculated about who he really was. The gimmick of anonymity gave Top Gear a mascot and an in-house myth. When McCarthy left after the first series, the character continued with other drivers inside the suit. The Stig was not a man but a concept, a silent commentary on the importance of skill and the silliness of celebrity.

The early episodes of the new Top Gear, broadcast in autumn 2002, were a curious mixture of slick ambition and wobbly experiment. There were echoes of the old magazine in segments that reviewed hatchbacks by measuring how many suitcases they could fit. There were also brand-new set pieces: a drag race between a car and a speed camera’s reaction time; a challenge to race a car against a train from London to Edinburgh; the debut of “Star in a Reasonably Priced Car,” where celebrities of varying fame levels—starting with the likes of Harry Enfield and Rick Parfitt—would drive a cheap sedan around the track while Clarkson flirted with them on a sofa. One episode saw the presenters attempt to build a convertible people carrier by sawing the roof off an old Renault and covering it with a tarpaulin; the result leaked but made good television. Another sent a trio of small hatchbacks to Brighton to test whether they could outrun public transport. The hangar filled with an audience eager to be part of something new, the laughter often real rather than forced. The dynamic between Clarkson and Hammond quickly established itself: Clarkson as the elder mischief-maker with a poet’s vocabulary and Hammond as the eager puppy trying to impress his more imposing friend.

By the end of the first series, the team realised that Dawe was not fitting the tone. He was knowledgeable but his seriousness clashed with the developing banter. They approached James May, who had once co-edited a motoring magazine with Clarkson and had appeared on the original Top Gear in the late 1990s. May was reluctant; he had a reputation as a thorough journalist, less showy than his would-be colleagues. Yet Wilman saw that May’s combination of pedantry, dry humour and occasional flashes of silliness could provide a perfect counterpoint to Clarkson’s bluster and Hammond’s energy. May joined for the second series in 2003 and immediately shifted the balance. He soon earned the nickname “Captain Slow,” not because he lacked driving skill—May is a licensed pilot and once drove a Bugatti Veyron at 259 miles per hour—but because he often preferred to contemplate the machinery rather than flog it. His hair flowed like that of a middle-aged rock star; his laugh was infectious. Suddenly the trio made sense. Clarkson’s provocations bounced off May’s eyebrow raises and Hammond’s giggles. Their disagreements were both genuine and exaggerated for effect. They were like three brothers in the back of a car, bickering over the map, occasionally cooperating when the tent poles needed raising.

As the format settled, the challenges grew wilder. In one episode they attempted to build a hovercraft out of a white van and take it down the River Avon, causing swans to scatter and a wedding party to panic. In another they turned old cars into boats and tried to cross Lake Coniston; Clarkson’s Toyota truck sprouted a mast and an outboard motor, Hammond’s Volkswagen Camper leaked like a sieve, and May’s Triumph took on water at a rate that would make the Titanic blush. There were races across continents—car vs. plane vs. train vs. ferry—as well as budget challenges where each presenter was given a sum and told to buy a used supercar; inevitably, gearboxes exploded and dashboards caught fire. The audience learned about torque converters and limited-slip differentials in between fits of laughter. The point was not always to succeed but to see how entertaining failure could be. Clarkson’s catchphrase, “How hard can it be?” became a mantra. The answer was always “harder than you think,” and the ensuing chaos was the payoff.

Behind the scenes, the show’s look and feel were transforming the language of factual television. Directors used cranes and tracking shots that wouldn’t look out of place in a Bond film
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