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How I Got Involved in the First Place

In which I fall in love with three priests and their housekeeper

This is not a comprehensive study of Father Ted, it’s a book of bits and pieces from my own memories of the series. It’s illustrated with unofficial photos and paperwork from my time as producer, and it’s anecdotal, random and discursive. It’s written for fans, and it’s written by a fan. Because that’s what I am.

I was working at Hat Trick Productions when I first came across Ted. At a monthly meeting, where new ideas were discussed, the producer, Geoffrey Perkins, shared copies of a script written by Graham Linehan and Arthur Mathews entitled ‘Think Fast, Father Ted’. It was about three hopeless priests exiled to somewhere called Craggy Island, and I immediately became the number-one fan of a series which at that point hadn’t even been cast, let alone shot. I had never read a funnier script – it made me cry with laughter – and aside from the brilliance of the lines, it contained stage directions of such absolute precision that the visual jokes were as funny to read as the verbal ones. The description of Ted delicately tapping at a tiny dent in a brand-new car, followed by a fade-down, then a fade-up to reveal the car transformed by myriad gentle taps into a total wreck, almost gave me a hernia.

I read each script as it came in and felt weirdly proprietorial about the forthcoming series, even though I had no role whatsoever in the production (I was working on the series Room 101 at the time). Would the recordings be as funny as the scripts? Who would they cast? I glimpsed some of the location rushes being copied at Hat Trick and felt absolute joy and relief when I saw a scene with Dermot and Ardal. They were perfect!

I was certain the series would be an enormous hit, and I kept telling everybody about it, even fangirling a startled Dermot Morgan at a Hat Trick party. Deservedly, it was recommissioned even before being broadcast, and at that point I got a phone call from Geoffrey: he had accepted the job of Head of Comedy at the BBC. Father Ted would need a new producer. Would I like to do it?

Would I like to produce the greatest sitcom I’d ever read or seen?

Yes. I would.

I was walking in a giant’s footsteps. Geoffrey was not only one of the most innovative comedy producers ever, he was also lovely and much-loved: kind, witty, laid-back, benign and yet massively shrewd. He was utterly trusted by cast, crew and writers, and now someone none of them had ever met was going to be taking over.

I felt the responsibility, hugely. With most comedy scripts, even genuinely funny ones, part of the job of the producer is to try and make the finished programme even funnier, through working with, and enabling, the writers, the director, the cast and crew, the editor … With Father Ted, my job (or at least, this is what it felt like) was to attempt to make the series as funny as the scripts. Geoffrey took a relaxed approach to the task; I spent a lot of time angsting, as is evident in this photo, taken at Shannon Airport, Ireland, where we were shooting the location sequences for the episode ‘Going to America’.

[image: Caroline Pitcher stands near a stool indoors, holding a magazine and showing it to Lissa Evans, who looks at Caroline with pursed lips and her hand in her pocket. Christine Cant sits on the stool, holding a box of Maltesers. Other crew members are in the surroundings.]

Despite the fact that I’m being shown a copy of Hello! magazine (by the costume designer Caroline Pitcher) and am in close proximity to a box of Maltesers (held by the make-up designer Christine Cant), I am clearly worrying about something.

[image: Caroline Pitcher stands indoors, holding a copy of the Hello magazine and showing it to Lissa Evans, who looks at Caroline with pursed lips.]

I was always worrying about something. Perhaps that’s the reason why so many of the details of the episodes I produced (series 2 and 3, and ‘A Christmassy Ted’) are indelibly printed on my memory …

What is really extraordinary is that the programmes still make me laugh. Imagine that: after a thousand hours spent on location and in rehearsal rooms, in studios, in edits and in dubs, seeing and hearing the same jokes over and over and over again, they still make me laugh.

I can think of no finer tribute to the genius of the writers, Arthur Mathews and Graham Linehan, to the best cast ever – Dermot Morgan, Ardal O’Hanlon, Frank Kelly and Pauline McLynn – and to all those who worked on the series.

And could I have predicted that, thirty years later, the phrase ‘I worked on Father Ted’ would still be my proudest boast? Yes, I think I probably could. It really was that good.




‘Hell’

(SERIES 2, EPISODE 1)

In which Ted, Dougal and Jack go on holiday to a caravan park, make an enemy of their neighbours and end up covered in sewage

[image: A crew sets up an outdoor scene near a caravan and car in a remote landscape. A boom mic is held above while lighting equipment illuminates the area. Crew members prepare for filming.]

Before Father Ted, I’d never had to edit a laugh out of a programme. During the studio recordings of the first series, the cast had been faced each week with an audience who had no idea who any of the actors were, or the characters, or what the series was about. Every week, they had to start from scratch, and the laughs came purely from the merits of the script and their own (brilliant) performances.

Fast-forward a year and the show had been transmitted, picking up largely ecstatic reviews, a BAFTA and a huge and devoted following. The anticipation for the second series was vast.

‘Hell’ was the first studio recording of series 2, chosen partly because it was a wonderfully funny script and partly because more than half of it had already been recorded on location, which meant that there weren’t many (indoor) scenes to record in the studio – a relatively easy start, in other words.

The atmosphere in Studio 2 that evening was extraordinary; the audience was practically crackling with excitement and the cheers as the actors walked on were enormous. I was viewing it from the gallery – the behind-the-scenes control room where the director, vision-mixer and production assistant sit behind innumerable knobs and switches, watching the show on a bank of screens.

The recording began with a scene in the parochial house living room, and even mildly funny lines were getting a huge response. Then Mrs Doyle arrived and tried to tempt Ted into eating a piece of the cake she’d just made. ‘There’s cocaine in it,’ she said, provoking a laugh so colossal that I glanced through the glass to my right, to the booth where the sound supervisor, Jon (whose usual role was to maximize audience response), was hauling back on the faders like Sulu trying to avoid a meteor shower on the bridge of the Starship Enterprise. The laugh went on, and on, and on. Graham and Arthur, sitting behind the director, were both looking faintly horrified. It was a good line, but was it that good?

The whole evening surfed along on a wave of sub-hysteria and we ended up editing six seconds out of the cocaine laugh. I’d never have predicted that a studio audience could be too responsive, but then, the Father Ted productions were full of things I could never have predicted, even though I spent massive amounts of time trying to forestall problems. Some contingencies, it turned out, are simply unguessable.

For instance, in the break between the location filming in Ireland and the first day of the ‘Hell’ rehearsals in London, Ardal O’Hanlon got married. He arrived in the rehearsal room to shouts of congratulations from the rest of the cast and a strange croaking noise from me, because it was immediately apparent that just prior to the wedding





Nearly Thirty Years Later …

In which I apologize for the quality of the photos

The trigger for writing this book was an evening I spent at the Stoke Newington Literary Festival, in north London, a couple of years ago. I was supposed to be interviewing Ardal O’Hanlon about his new novel, but his plane from Dublin was cancelled at the last minute and the festival was left with a gap in the programme. I ended up going on stage and offering to talk about Father Ted. I didn’t have anything planned, I simply said to the audience, ‘Suggest an episode and I’ll tell you everything I remember about it,’ and an hour later, they were still suggesting and I was still talking. It was huge fun, and a reminder (as if I needed one) not only of how much love there is still for the series, but of how distinctly I remembered the episodes; each one as clear in my head as if I’d just watched it being filmed.

So, writing about Father Ted turned out to be easy; trying to illustrate it was less so. There were no phone cameras in 1996. The Polaroids in this book were those taken by the make-up and costume departments to keep track of how the characters looked during a particular scene. Crew members occasionally brought their own cameras on location (special thanks to Sue Howells for this), hence the muddy snapshots with their grim December skies, but no one seemed to have taken any casual shots at the studio or during rehearsals. Perhaps there just wasn’t time, or perhaps, pre-social media, there wasn’t quite the same urge – or incentive – to minutely document every experience.

And, in the end, it doesn’t matter, because all the best bits are on the screen.

And they’re still so funny.

And I was so lucky to have been there.
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