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            Prologue
            

         
 
         THREE MEN ARE pausing for a breather at the top of the hill, silhouetted against a moorland skyline of tough green grass and thorny yellow gorse and springy purple heather. The sunny day stretches before them yet to be filled, but for now there is time enough to dawdle, to find a rocky outcrop to sit upon, or lie in the brush with their toecaps pointing at a cloudless sky and talk, remembering and reminiscing on schooldays, wartime, friends half-forgotten or newly recalled, even unlikely loves past and still hoped for. Summer is still here, but its best days are past, and so are the best days of these men who nevertheless still dream and plan and adventure, mindful that winter’s chill will soon draw on, but preferring to turn their thoughts to prolonging this golden, balmy moment while ever the sun is still high in the sky. They are an ill-assorted lot: one tall, authoritarian, even pompous, convinced of his own superiority and earnest in his desire to improve his companions; the second is endlessly self-effacing, shy, nervous, cowardly, cautious, yet redeemed from ineffectuality by a sly wit and an acerbic view of the world. The less said about the third, the better; he is an utter disgrace, uncouth, unshaven, unkempt, his trousers barely less horrifying than the unspeakable thing kept in a matchbox among the bits of string and pencil stubs that fill his pockets, a short, animated, skipping, perky, compost heap of a man, ageing but still with the mischievous spark of the naughty boy of the form, in wellington boots and knitted beanie hat, whose innocence lingers, even when his thoughts turn to towards romance with one whose charms are unfathomable to all but him.
         
 
         This is a landscape that invites reflection, and for these three its tranquillity is filtered through their own preoccupations. For the tatty one, that means betting on the horses and cadging cigarettes: ‘Do you know, it’s so quiet up here, you could hear the rustle of a fag packet being handed round.’ For the timid and thoughtful one, it is the existential insignificance of man in this terrain, which was born long before he existed and will survive him when he has gone, allied to his capacity to annoy while he remains: ‘When you come up here, you realise how small a creature man is, and you wonder why he’s standing on other people’s feet.’ For the third, relentless in his desire to remake an inglorious military career in retrospect, all is viewed through the prism of the great commander of fighting men he never was nor ever could have been: ‘Every time I come here, the spirit soars. You can’t help thinking what a wonderful place it would be to set up a machine gun. Give me a small squad of hand-picked men, and I could defend this place indefinitely.’
         
 
         Chatting and bickering, they range far and wide over these summits and valleys. Time is of little consequence; life has passed by, relinquishing its claims on them. All are single, unmarried, widowed or abandoned by a wife who gave up in exasperation, and if there is perhaps the faintest undertone of loneliness in their friendship, the hills where they amble are an ideal place to be alone together. These are the Pennines, the great range of peaks running through the north of England, that in late summer are among the most glorious landscapes in the world, and these men’s corner of them is Yorkshire, a feisty, plain-speaking, sometimes dour, more often generous, honest and hospitable county in which grim vistas of mills, mines and manufacturing give way to this beauty.
         
 
         Up here on these high moors, they are the masters of their own fate, even heroic in their own small way, inventors of schemes that will see them shrug off the years and slide down the hillsides on tin trays or in barrels, or career along a road on a runaway sofa or a three-seater bicycle as they resolutely refuse to grow old. That will change when they descend in search of a cup of tea in the café they frequent, or return to the scruff’s reprehensible home. There, they run the gauntlet of a category of woman to be feared and obeyed, large, bustling and possessed of a tone of voice that brooks no insubordination in the ranks of mere men. These doughty northern wives, veterans and unquestioned victors of domestic trench warfare, are as much the backbone of their world as the Pennines are of this part of Britain, and no less flinty or immovable; indubitably the stronger sex, they fume at the idiocies of husbands: ‘Why is it that a million years of natural selection has produced a breed of men in these parts perfectly adapted to uselessness?’ Here is a hopelessly unequal battle of the sexes. All the weaponry is with the women; if withering put-downs and barked commands will not do, a sweeping brush or tin tray are there to shoo an undersized lecherous ratbag away from stone steps or café door back to his ferrets. The heavy armour is pinnies, curlers or stockings more wrinkled than a Chinese lantern, and in the face of its advance, the men’s only options are surrender or retreat. The skirmishes stretch across decades; the combatants pass from their fifties into their eighties, yet still take the field with undiminished vigour.
         
 
         This was the landscape of a unique, absurdist, make-believe comic world through which these three mismatched friends journeyed, as far over the hill from real life as Shangri-La or Oz, even though its peaks and country lanes and cobbled streets were there to be found in Yorkshire by countless thousands who came looking for them. The imaginations of millions more were caught by it, not with the cloying nostalgia or soft-hearted sentiment of old men maundering on the past, but with laughter born of an utterly distinctive, pathos-free humour that thumbed its nose at conventional notions of ageing as it encompassed the most delicate linguistic subtlety and uproariously knockabout slapstick. It made its own land, its own era, and its own surreal reality, all of them off beat. Even its title, Last of the Summer Wine, was offbeat.
         
 
         The story of Last of the Summer Wine is one of the most extraordinary in the history of television comedy. No other series, in Britain or elsewhere, has come close to rivalling its longevity – 37 years from its first screening to its last, spanning 295 episodes, all of them penned by a single writer, Roy Clarke, who would still, in his eightieth year, be looking up from his desk and out of the window at a stretch of Yorkshire countryside very different from the landscape of his imagination, dreaming up new adventures for three men on a hill. It is a story of a unique comic vision, of a slow climb to success, of how fame and adulation came knocking late for a faded film star struggling for work and two journeymen actors, of how on-screen chemistry was mirrored by off-screen antipathy, of innovation that changed the face of television, of how a show outlived fads and fashions to stand alone as the sole survivor of a golden age of entertainment. It is also the story of a place, of how the fortunes of a dilapidated mill town that nobody much noticed were transformed in a manner its people could never have imagined.
         
 
         The long shot of the trio silhouetted against the skyline is the quintessential Summer Wine scene, but it was a longer shot still that the series Clarke invented would develop into the national institution it became. He disliked its premise, struggled to make it work and did not rate its chances of developing into anything. There was opposition to casting the actor who would bring to life one of the most beloved of all comic characters, and the show faced trial after trial as ageing cast members died or became too frail to carry on. As the years passed, it endured indifference and even hostility from its masters at the BBC, suffering the fate of being rendered invisible by its omnipresence, its excellence and individuality resolutely ignored by executives and critics who lavished praise on shows that came and went in what was, by comparison to Summer Wine’s run, the twinkling of an eye, even as its audience stuck by it.
         
 
         Despite its travails, Summer Wine not only survived, but prospered, along the way pioneering quietly. It was the first to liberate situation comedy from the confines of a studio, taking it outside with extensive location work that created a broader, richer backdrop against which to play for laughs. The scenery had a starring role in Summer Wine and the countryside in which it was filmed became a key part of its appeal. It was also the first to produce a feature-length special, a radical departure that opened up new possibilities for writers and producers, bringing about a sea-change in programming as television realised it did not have to buy in feature films to draw huge audiences to peak slots at Christmas or Easter, but could instead make an event of established favourites.
         
 
         And in its heyday, there was no bigger favourite than Summer  Wine, as a third of Britain’s population tuned in from the humblest of homes to the royal palaces. The public held it in a degree of affection reserved for only a small, select handful of shows. It continued to triumph after all its great contemporaries – Dad’s  Army, Fawlty Towers, The Good Life, The Liver Birds among them – born of the same glorious era and culture of BBC situation comedies, when Television Centre had no rival in producing shows that united tens of millions in laughter, had faded into fond memory. But Summer Wine lived on, a bedrock of BBC family entertainment, the starring trio of its best years, Bill Owen, Peter Sallis and Brian Wilde as Compo, Clegg and Foggy, seeing their careers transformed, as its humour took a great British tradition of mismatched threesomes and built on it. There were echoes of Just  William and The Wind in the Willows in these ageing adolescents, but the originality of Clarke’s wit took them serenely into comedy as madcap as another immortal comic trio, the Marx Brothers, ever achieved with a poker-faced calmness that made even the most lunatic exchange sound plausible. An undercurrent of subversiveness pushed what sounded like everyday conversations about the humdrum over the line into comic fantasy.
         
 
         
            Compo: He’s doing all right is Charlie. I know he’s doing all right, ’cos I asked him. Can’t complain, he said. He’s got his pension and a bit tucked away in a eunuch’s truss.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Foggy: A eunuch’s truss? Don’t you mean a unit trust?
 
            
                

            
 
            Compo: That’s what he said.
 
            
                

            
 
            Clegg: No, I like it. If ever I have any spare money, it’s going to go straight into a eunuch’s truss. I don’t care how many thieves there are about, nobody’s going to go poking round there.
            

         
 
         ‘I thought it was Badger, Ratty and Mole,’ said Peter Sallis, the only actor to appear in every episode. ‘I still do, I said to anybody that was interested that this is Wind in the Willows all over again, only with grown-up people.’ To the great humorist Alan Coren, it was much more daring and inventive than that: ‘It is Winnie the  Pooh recycled through Samuel Beckett, with Pooh, Piglet and Eeyore emerging as Compo, Clegg and Foggy … the joke goes up towards surrealism and down towards music hall in the same split second.’ Commentators who did occasionally take notice commonly labelled Summer Wine’s humour ‘wistful’ or ‘gentle’; it certainly possessed both those qualities, but there was much more besides. It was knowing, wryly observant, had a streak of anarchic silliness, poked fun at authority and was underpinned by just a touch of melancholy on the part of three ageing men who knew they had more to look back on than look forward to. It also came to relish visual gags, whether Compo’s relentless pursuit of the forbidding Nora Batty or the stunts and set pieces which became an increasingly important part of the show.
         
 
         Clarke’s singular comic vision grew more expansive over the years, as the show matured from three talking heads around a table into a seamless ensemble piece with the trio at its heart, partly out of necessity because ageing principals could not carry the show by themselves and new characters were needed to sustain it. More often than not, newcomers – and the guests who followed their lead for occasional appearances – had a long and affectionate history with the television audience, and Summer Wine developed into a comfortable berth for comic actors of a certain vintage. So it was that the likes of Thora Hird, Jean Alexander, Brian Murphy, Burt Kwouk and Russ Abbot found themselves tramping the hills, to be joined occasionally by other old favourites, such as Norman Wisdom, Warren Mitchell and Eric Sykes.
         
 
         This was the most timeless of shows, and that kept it fresh; the present day hardly ever intruded. ‘It has its own world, a nonsense world,’ said Clarke. ‘That’s why it’s survived fashion changes, plus it’s not real, though funnily enough some people think that’s how life used to be.’ The Britain of the early 1970s in which Summer  Wine was conceived and made its debut was a different country to that same land nearly forty years later. Everything had changed: work, technology, music, politics, entertainment, the make-up of society. What Sallis always termed Summer Wine Land, though, was a better place to be than any of the decades through which it passed and mostly ignored, except in its very earliest days. Its world was a funny, eccentric, quirkily individual patchwork of dreamers, battleaxes, downtrodden husbands, and flat-capped romantics, who played out their stories against an alluring backdrop that seemed all of a piece, even though stitched together from disparate locations. This was an eternally optimistic place and attitude of mind, life-affirming in its refusal to acknowledge that age should be a barrier to anything, whether it be racing headlong down a field in a giant pigeon outfit, walking the Royal corgis or scheming how to woo the siren of the wrinkled stockings. Here, it was possible to shrug off the years and climb even the steepest hill to sit and ponder awhile on weighty matters such as rustling fag packets, how parents took a wrong turn when they stopped naming sons Herbert, the ordeal of a schoolboy whose trousers were full of beetles, or even Hitler’s hitherto-unrevealed links to the Isle of Man, and in doing so to create one of the greatest of all television comedies.
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            The Library Mob
            

         
 
         ROY CLARKE’S POLICE helmet tended to sink over his ears, which rather detracted from the air of authority needed by a young bobby trying to keep the peace amid the rough-and-tumble of a Friday night in a Yorkshire pit village where the men were thirsty and their women treated hangovers with a stiff dose of shouting.
         
 
         Pounding the beat in a black-and-white 1950s world of faces grimy from coal dust scrubbed clean for the evening’s boozing was an unlikely apprenticeship for a man who would become the most prolific solo author of situation comedy that Britain ever produced, whose output of hit series could only be rivalled by the gag-factories of the USA, where brittle laughs were hacked out by teams of writers.
         
 
         There was nothing brittle or artificial about Roy Clarke’s humour. It was drawn from the people he found on patrol, or in the places where he lived, and even when it scaled hilarious heights of whimsy, his dialogue was so rooted in the rhythms of real life that his audience laughed not only because the lines were funny, but also because they might have been spoken by friends or neighbours. These were laughs cultivated from the seed of everyday conversations, a heightened and fantasised vision of them certainly, but as natural and unforced as anything that Ray Galton and Alan Simpson wrote for Hancock or David Croft and Jimmy Perry gave to Captain Mainwaring.
         
 
          
         It all came from what he heard; the trio of ageing juveniles who refused to grow old in Last of the Summer Wine, the stuttering shopkeeper Arkwright in Open All Hours, the desperately genteel Hyacinth Bucket in Keeping Up Appearances, the officious retired mint magnate in Potter, the gauche young policeman in Rosie; all of them hugely popular characters, all of them drawn from the people Clarke saw around him, all of them given a life of their own thanks to his ear for the absurd.
         
 
         Observation was everything. ‘I like some point of reference between real people and the characters I write about. If I can’t see a real person doing something, then I know it’s not right for the fictional,’ he was to say. Indeed his wife, Enid, would later tell actors and producers that she had become used to hearing conversations at home turning up on television the following year.
         
 
         Success, though, was hard-won. Roy Clarke was no bright-eyed kid in his twenties who made it big at his first attempt. He was a family man in his thirties before he achieved any professional success and then it seemed his forte was for drama; he’d hit forty before his talent as a comedy writer really flowered. The beginnings of an extraordinary career that would eventually see him grow into one of the greatest of all situation-comedy writers lay in what this natural and compulsive observer of humanity’s capacity for daftness saw and mentally noted during two years as a policeman in a tough industrial area. He encountered battleaxe women and henpecked men whose lives would eventually be filtered through a remarkably fertile mind to emerge as gloriously funny comic characters.
         
 
         Clarke said: ‘It came from the police force for me, I only did a couple of years, this young bobby with his helmet falling over his ears, thrown into the fringe of Rotherham, a fairly lively area for policing, and you’d go to these houses and meet these people, and the men were feckless, absolutely irresponsible, and you could see why. If they’re working down this awful hole all day, what else are they going to do but have a drink, but their lives would have been in much more chaos if not time and time again there was at their house a woman who would be tearing strips off them. They kept the whole bloody show on the road, magnificent, and I do admire them. They’re tougher than men, and I admire them. They’re maybe better from a distance sometimes, but there’s a strong streak of admiration in these comedy women of mine.’
         
 
         Not that Roy Clarke really wanted to be a policeman, any more than he’d wanted to be a suit salesman, or a factory worker, or a teacher. He dreamed of being a writer, and eventually he would make it, producing an astonishing body of work that included not only comedy, but drama, films and novels. The road to getting there would be longer than he could have imagined. His laconic entry in Who’s Who reads: ‘Educ: badly during World War II. Soldier, salesman, policeman and teacher until I was able to persuade people I was actually a writer.’
         
 
         But for now, a policeman it would have to be. Apart from the descending helmet, which made him resemble one of the comic coppers that would later spring from his imagination, PC Clarke looked every inch the keen young officer of the West Riding Constabulary, as he patrolled Dalton, close to the industrial powerhouse of Rotherham with its collieries, steel mills and heavy engineering works. Six-foot-one tall, and a wiry fourteen stone, he’d arrived in the police by way of National Service in the Far East and dead-end jobs.
         
 
         He’d known this patch, and its people, all his life. Clarke was born on 28 January 1930 into a farming family just a few miles to the east, in the hamlet of Austerfield, where the heartland of Yorkshire’s coalfields around Doncaster gave way to flat grasslands and quiet villages that sheltered behind screens of woodland from the winds that whipped in from the North Sea. It’s a forgotten corner of England, not noticed by the drivers hurtling past on the A1, not passed through because it isn’t really on the way to anywhere, not giving the outside world much reason to intrude, and even if it did the twisting roads and secluded lanes help preserve its privacy. ‘Even the people who live round here get lost,’ observed Clarke.
         
 
          
         Few other comedy writers have evoked such a sense of place in their work as Roy Clarke, whether it be the dramatic grandeur of the Pennines, in Last of the Summer Wine, a tatty corner shop on a terraced street in Open All Hours, or manicured suburbia in Keeping  Up Appearances, yet the environment that nurtured him and remained his home ever afterwards differed from all of them. The Pennines are only forty miles distant from the village where he was born, but might be another world, so utterly opposed are the landscapes. He’d never heard of the mill town he would make famous, and didn’t really know the hills and valleys against which his humour would be played out. He was content where he was.
         
 
         So PC Clarke was at home in Dalton, and soaking up the quirks of life on the beat, such as the night when he had to ride a skittish runaway racehorse back to its stables behind a pub, or the days when he became involved with fearsome wives mopping up after their husbands who’d had a skinful. ‘I’d recommend any writer be in the police force,’ he said. ‘Your eyes are opened to areas of life a normal citizen never gets a look at. Households exist you’d never invent.’
         
 
         Not only his eyes opened. So did his imagination. Years later, Rotherham and its environs would once again float to the front of his mind as he embarked on the pilot episode of Summer Wine, but for now there were other things to think about, like slogging away on a correspondence course that would lead to a job teaching English in the pit towns of Goldthorpe and Thorne, consigning police work to the list of his ex-professions. Every spare hour, though, was devoted to what really drove him – writing. ‘It’s what I do, it’s all I ever wanted to do is write. I love it, I hate it, but I can’t leave it alone. I don’t go on holidays; if I was on holiday, the second day I’d be writing, bored to death with where I was, I don’t care how many churches and paintings there were, I’d be bored to death.’
         
 
         Those who came to know him well, like Summer Wine’s long-time producer and director Alan J. W. Bell, attested to that compulsion. ‘He can’t not write. His wife told me once, she said to him, “Look, we’re going on holiday. Put your pencil and pad away, you’re not going to write, you’re going to have a holiday with me, talk to me, we’re going to have a nice break together.” So they went away and one day he went for a walk. He was very restless and he came back from the walk and she went to see what he’d bought, and he’d bought a writing pad from Woolworths and a pencil and was writing something else, he couldn’t stop.’
         
 
         Clarke was as prolific as he was compulsive, but he suffered the curse of all tyro writers: nobody wanted what he was producing. Nevertheless, he persevered, and eventually the breakthrough came, thanks to a young radio producer called Alan Ayckbourn, then working for the BBC in Leeds. Ayckbourn would go on to become one of Britain’s most admired playwrights and turn the Stephen Joseph Theatre in Scarborough into a centre of pilgrimage for audiences who adored his comedies of sharp social observation, but between 1964 and 1970 his brief was to find and develop regional talent and get new drama on the air.
         
 
         Clarke had reached back to his days in Dalton for a police thriller called The Big Bite. At the age of thirty-five, his career as a writer was under way. ‘I did a couple of plays and a serial for them and got an agent which was the magic key because they won’t accept stuff if you haven’t got an agent. Catch 22, you can’t get an agent until you sell some stuff, so that was a big move for me and she got me straight away into television and again it was drama.’
         
 
         The drama was a BBC series called The Troubleshooters – known as Mogul in the United States – about an oil company with operations around the world. But with a wife and two children to support, it took guts for Clarke to break with the security of teaching. ‘I got a four-script contract, but no sooner had I packed in teaching than my agent said, “It’s not enough money, I’m turning them down.” It was a fearful moment.’
         
 
         Fearful or not, Clarke pressed on and began to garner a reputation as a writer to watch. Other dramas followed, including one of the BBC’s prestige productions, The Power Game, set against an industrial backdrop, but it was a change of channel for a spin-off from The Troubleshooters that was to set him on the road to the hills. As the 1970s dawned, Clarke resurrected Troubleshooters  figure Basil ‘Badger’ Allenby-Johnson for ITV and created a series around him. The Misfit was comedy with undertones of sadness as it followed Badger’s return home from a rubber plantation in Malaya. He was beautifully played by one of Britain’s finest character actors, Ronald Fraser, whose gift for portraying wounded pride was exactly right for the role. Badger was an old-school Colonial figure, who found in his mid-fifties that modern Britain was a baffling place with no place in it for him. If Fraser was a perfect fit for the part, The Misfit was also a perfect series for its times. Britain was changing, industrial unrest was rife and the traditional industries that held so many communities together were crumbling, leaving men who had thought they had a job for life on the scrapheap. Nowhere was immune. Less than an hour’s drive from where Clarke was writing The Misfit, the woollen mills of a town called Holmfirth were closing down.
         
 
         The two series of The Misfit, in 1970 and the following year, were a huge critical and popular success. The thirteen one-hour episodes caught the public’s imagination and Badger became a focal point for middle-aged men uncomfortable with the uncertain times. They began writing to Clarke and Fraser in their droves. Sackfuls of mail were delivered to their homes and, more importantly, Clarke won the Writers’ Guild Award for Best Series. The ex-policeman had not only arrived; his writing for The Misfit had caught the attention of one of the most influential men in television, Duncan Wood.
         
 
         What Wood didn’t know about situation comedy wasn’t worth knowing. That was because he pioneered the format, taking Tony Hancock from radio on to television in 1956, and for the following five years steering The Lad Himself through his definitive performances. Hancock’s Half Hour, with Sidney James retained from the radio days as his foil, and then Hancock, in which that most restless and troubled of comics went it alone, remain a highwater mark in British television comedy, and set a template for how shows should be made, thanks to Wood’s intuitive feel for bringing the best out of performers and writers, as well as technical innovations that did away with the often hair-raising ordeals of broadcasting live. In tandem with Galton and Simpson, Hancock’s greatest writing team, Wood went on to produce another classic, Steptoe and Son, as well as less successful series with Spike Milligan, Sidney James, Benny Hill, Ronnie Corbett and Harry Worth. Even after he left the BBC for Yorkshire Television in 1973 after twenty-five years, Wood had one great sitcom left in him, providing the guiding hand behind Rising Damp with Leonard Rossiter.
         
 
         Three years before his departure, Wood was appointed Head of Comedy at a time when the BBC was unrivalled the world over as a powerhouse of light entertainment. It was on his watch that Some  Mothers Do ’Ave ’Em began and Eric Sykes embarked upon his  finest television years, and he presided with genial authority over a department whose established favourites included Steptoe,  Dad’s Army, The Liver Birds, Up Pompeii and Till Death Us  Do Part as well as the innovations of Monty Python’s Flying  Circus  and The Goodies. The nation looked to the BBC to make it  laugh, and it didn’t let them down, producing shows of the highest quality, nurturing talent, and keeping faith with promising projects. Besides the sitcoms, there were gems under the Light Entertainment banner; Morecambe and Wise in their pomp, and The Two Ronnies.
         
 
         He saw potential in The Misfit’s author and invited him to a meeting to discuss possible projects. Wood, who died in 1997, never explained his thinking about what happened next to Clarke, or anybody else. What he suggested made the writer’s heart sink.
         
 
         Clarke said:
 
         
            He was a big name in those days, he’d done just about everything you could think of, and I went in to see him because I liked the idea of trying a sitcom and he said, ‘We want something with three old men.’ That was the extent of the brief, I promise you, nothing else. Even today, where the hell it came from I have no idea. And I thought, what a dreadful idea. I was about forty years old then, what did I know about old men, or want to know about old men? And I figured there’d be no audience out there who’d want to know about old men, so I thought it was a terrible idea. Whether there was some kind of primitive audience research and they figured there was some sort of age gap not being satisfied in their audience, I don’t know, but that’s all it was. They must have realised before me, because I never thought this would go, I really didn’t. Three old men? No. I couldn’t see it getting a big audience.
            

         
 
         Clarke had been fired up by the chance of a BBC sitcom, his confidence buoyed by the success of The Misfit, but this idea seemed terrible. He embarked on a dispiriting and unsuccessful struggle to make it work.
         
 
         ‘So I came home with this brief for three old men and played about with it for a couple of weeks, very much keen on trying a sitcom, but hopelessly out of love with this idea. I wrestled with it for about a fortnight, which was a very long time for me in those days because I used to crack on, continually on the point of turning it down because I just couldn’t get any joy out of it.’
         
 
         The breakthrough came when the thought struck Clarke that just because his protagonists were old, they didn’t have to behave like they were old. That same thought also held the glimmer of a title.
         
 
         ‘It’s got to entertain me first, or else I’ve lost. If it’s not going to entertain me, it’s not going to entertain anybody else, and I couldn’t get a smile out of this at all until, and I don’t know why, it occurred to me that if they were all footloose and free, no ties, either work or family, they’re in the same position as adolescents, or kids even, and as soon as I saw them as kids, I was away. That’s what they are; they’re not three old men, they’re kids. They weren’t that old, they still had some life in them. And that was the title, trying to suggest that, all right, it’s late summer, but it’s still summer, there’s still some life around.’
         
 
         Once he had got over the hurdle about making three old men funny, Clarke cracked on as usual, and in short order had a deceptively simple half-hour comedy that he called The Last of the  Summer Wine, in which nothing much happened. The story was about three old school friends thrown together in their later years. Cyril Blamire, Compo Simmonite and Norman Clegg had all the time in the world to fill, so they went for a walk in the countryside, took refuge in the library, café or pub when it was time to sit down, mused on the workings of the world, detoured via a stream to catch a tiddler, and then went their separate ways at the end of the day.
         
 
         Clarke created a trio that was in perfect balance. Blamire was a self-appointed leader of men, a strait-laced ex-water board official and Royal Corps of Signals RSM who prided himself on his neatness and correctness of manner. Compo was everything that Blamire despised – a scruffy, workshy waster only interested in fags, booze and the horses, his name drawn from slang for industrial compensation for the bad back he proclaimed, the ‘compo’. Between them stood Clegg, the former Co-op lino salesman, cautious, timid but nobody’s fool. There was an undertone of melancholia to the situation. Misfortune, missed opportunities long past and loss left these three wondering on their place in the world and thrown together for company as a shield against loneliness. Blamire had never married and in the autumn of his life found himself adrift and alone, a paying guest in a private house; Clegg was widowed and met his friends while visiting his wife’s grave; and Compo’s wife had run away with a Pole.
         
 
         Clarke was satisfied with his trio, the elements of which had fallen neatly together in his imagination. ‘The first character in my mind was Compo, this layabout, this rough stuff, and we wanted three, so the rest of the elements were fairly necessary. You had to have one who in most circumstances loathed him – Blamire – and those two were so far apart that if you didn’t have the third one – Clegg – in the middle, they’d never survive, but the three of them together could hang together because of Clegg in the middle, so that took care of the dynamics. My wife came from Thorne, and in those days there were loads of characters about in those small mining communities and Compo was based on a guy who used to work on the dustbins, enormously strong, a gentle giant sort of guy.’
         
 
         The script – subtitled Of Funerals and Fish – was notably individual in its tone and dialogue. The humour was essentially quiet, yet robustly earthy; the characters were at once childlike, yet worldly; their philosophising yearned for past certainties of an age lost to them but implied a stoic acceptance of their fate. Clarke was staking his place in a grand tradition. Trios were the most solid of bedrocks on which to build comedy; the more at odds they were with each other, so much the funnier. Badger, Ratty and Mole had formed an awkward alliance in The Wind in the Willows; so had George, Harris and J in Three Men in a Boat. The format was durable and ageless, a formula for creating laughter from contrasting characters thrown together, as potent on stage or screen as it was on the page. The set-up remained as effective in the second half of the twentieth century as it had been in the first. In Clarke’s childhood, a trio with faint echoes of Blamire, Clegg and Compo had ruled British comedy: the great film and variety comedian Will Hay exemplified the preposterous authority figure as hopeless schoolmaster or station-master, his pomposity pricked by two irreverent sidekicks, the porky, sardonic youth, Albert, and the aged, decrepit Harbottle. Eight years after Summer Wine began, another top-drawer sitcom, Only Fools and Horses, would again depend on the antics of a trio.
         
 
         Compo, Clegg and Blamire exemplified mismatched, but devoted, friendship. Their conflicts, wildly differing attitudes and cautious trust offered Clarke a rich seam from which to mine laughs. There was something else, too, that marked this half-hour as out of the ordinary. Clarke had set large parts of his script outdoors, so this would be no studio-bound show, unlike the majority of sitcoms. This would, literally, be a breath of fresh air for all concerned.
         
 
          
         It was now early 1972. Clarke had his opening episode, but no guarantee of a series. The Last of the Summer Wine was a one-off project that would go out under the banner of one of the BBC’s most productive strands, Comedy Playhouse, which presented a different show each week in the same slot. Since it had started in 1961, as a showcase for Galton and Simpson, it had broadened into a vehicle for trying out promising ideas, allowing established writers to explore new directions and giving newcomers the chance to prove they were up to the mark. Comedy Playhouse served the BBC well, premiering some of its finest sitcoms, notably Steptoe  and Son, Till Death Us Do Part, Are You Being Served? and The  Liver Birds as well as some less enduring series which were nevertheless hits in their time, including All Gas and Gaiters and Meet the Wife, a key element of which would much later play its part in the Summer Wine story. Almost every year since its inception, Comedy Playhouse had delivered at least a couple of shows that had the legs to run. Three months after The Last of the  Summer Wine aired, a similar selection box of seven programmes tailored for Ronnie Barker would give that peerless comic actor – and the BBC – his two classic, career-defining sitcoms, Porridge and Clarke’s Open All Hours. Dozens of shows, though, failed to make it beyond the pilot.
         
 
         Duncan Wood loaded the dice in Roy Clarke’s favour. He handed the show to one of the BBC’s elite and most senior producers, James Gilbert. Gilbert – Jimmy to those who worked with him – had a glittering track record at the BBC. The early 1960s had seen him work with Jimmy Edwards and Stanley Baxter, as well as on the innovative It’s a Square World with Michael Bentine. He had been a driving force behind David Frost’s The  Frost Report and produced Peter Cook and Dudley Moore’s Not  Only … But Also. He had also been entrusted with the production of Cole Porter’s musical Kiss Me, Kate, which launched BBC2 in 1964.
         
 
         Ever afterwards, Clarke would credit Jimmy Gilbert with turning his vision of what The Last of the Summer Wine should be into reality. He set the tone and style for the programme that stayed throughout, and was a crucial factor in its popularity. Equally crucially, Gilbert embraced Clarke’s desire to open up situation comedy, to take it outside the confines of the studio. If Gilbert was a gift to Clarke, in turn the script was a boon to the producer when it landed on his desk in the spring of 1972. Gilbert had just arrived back from Australia, where he had directed a feature film, Sunstruck, starring singer and comedian Harry Secombe, who wintered there every year. It had been a happy project, a warm-hearted family yarn about a Welsh teacher who moves to the outback and, feeling homesick for the singing of his native valleys, forms a children’s choir. Gilbert said: ‘I’d been directing a film out in the bush and was feeling totally liberated by this, and not having to do the whole thing in a studio with three walls and so on, and here was something which would let me film and use the same sort of directing as I’d just done in Australia.’
         
 
         He found Clarke’s script tremendously impressive, and full of potential to develop into a series: ‘When I read it, I was bowled over by the originality of the dialogue, the gentle, quirky characters and the atmosphere of the Yorkshire countryside. I wanted to direct it in the same way as I’d done in Australia, making the scenery an important part of the series. The script was brilliant and if we got the casting right, I felt we were in with a very good chance.’
         
 
         Irrespective of the script’s merits, the BBC were dead set against its title when Clarke sent it in. The Last of the Summer Wine simply did not sound like a comedy title, they said, so find something else. ‘They told me so straight away, “This is no good,” and, fine, it’s a temporary title, we’ll have to change it when we get down to thinking about producing it. I thought, well, my first sitcom, they know what they’re doing. It came to the crunch finally and they said, “OK give us a title,” and I tried several things, but nothing, and they kept The Last of the Summer Wine almost in desperation, because it was never a sitcom title.’
         
 
         Somewhere along the way, the script acquired the title The  Library Mob, since the trio habitually ended up there, to the chagrin of the librarian. Peter Sallis claimed it came from him. ‘When we knew we were doing it, he hadn’t got a title and I came up with breathtaking things like The Library Mob. A real knock ’em for six title that was, The Library Mob.’ Whoever came up with it, everybody hated The Library Mob.
         
 
         Gilbert was among them. But he had a more serious reservation about the script. He worried that the central characters were too old, and his concern was rooted in an experience from seven years before that still smarted. In 1965, he had produced The Walrus and  the Carpenter, written by the crack team of Barry Took and Marty Feldman. It starred two superb veterans, Hugh Griffith and Felix Aylmer, as Luther Flannery and Gascoigne Quilt, a pair of old men with nothing in common thrown together by loneliness, who meet in a graveyard and go off on adventures. It deserved to be a success; the writing was witty, the performances excellent. The critics loved the show, but the public was underwhelmed, and it did not go beyond a single series. Took later wrote of it: ‘My own feeling is that the sight of two old men, however amusing, living out their few remaining years was rather depressing, because after all the only outcome could have been their deaths.’
         
 
         Gilbert also detected unease within the BBC over the central theme. ‘The only reason we could find out was that the front office thought that as they were old men in their seventies, that audiences were uneasy, they weren’t really keyed in to what direction they should laugh, they shrank from laughing at old men, which is all nonsense in my opinion, something either is funny or it isn’t funny, it’s either well written or not well written, well acted or not well acted and The Walrus and the Carpenter passed all three tests on that. It was a series I was very proud of.’
         
 
         Did Duncan Wood have The Walrus and the Carpenter in mind when he asked Clarke to write a comedy about old men? There were obvious parallels between the two projects. Did he gamble that a concept which failed to click with viewers in the mid 1960s might work with a trio instead of a duo in the early 70s? By then, of course, Dad’s Army, which began in 1968, had demonstrated conclusively that audiences found the antics of old men, if presented with affection and warmth, hilarious. If this formed any part of Wood’s thinking, Gilbert never knew, and he wasn’t going to take the chance. He said:
         
 
         
            So when I got the Summer Wine script, with this ringing in my ears, and read the script of three old men in their seventies, I thought, now wait a minute, we’re going to get into the same problem as we got into with The Walrus and the Carpenter, and I thought it was a lovely script and I was mad keen to do it. I said to Roy, ‘Please can we not have them so old?’ because I had had this problem. ‘Can we not have them redundant so that they’re out of work for one reason or another but they’ve still got at least ten years’ good life?’ When we started filming, whenever I was in doubt, I’d just get them to kick a can or something, behave like kids.
            

         
 
         Gilbert was sensitive to Clarke’s needs. ‘He’s a very private individual, excellent company if you know him but I knew at once that if I wanted to get really comfortable with Roy, I should go and see him at his home where he felt comfortable, because otherwise he’s getting in a train, going down to Television Centre, going in the office, the whole thing is very formal, and then it ended up I used to look forward to going up and seeing him. He’s got a very dry, very individual sense of humour. He came out with the most surprising things, which he does in the script, too.’
         
 
         The two got on well, and tweaking the age of the characters was not a problem. Redundant instead of retired still left the trio footloose and unencumbered by responsibility, and did nothing to alter the basic premise of disparate characters thrown together by circumstances searching for things to do in a world that had left them behind. Being in their fifties instead of their seventies still left them plenty to look back on. It dawned on Gilbert that the writer had put a lot of himself into one of the central characters. ‘I think Clegg was the voice of Roy Clarke. I think that was his mouthpiece. I saw a lot of things that Roy felt strongly about used to come out of the mouth of Clegg, either sitting around or, especially in later series, on the hillsides, and then he’d argue against them through Compo.’
         
 
         The first thing Gilbert and Clarke talked about, though, was the working title. ‘The title, of course, I hated the title The Library  Mob. They said nobody would ever watch a series called The Last  of the Summer Wine, it’s not a comedy title. The Library Mob was the most awful title and immediately said “trad sitcom”, so I said to Roy, “I don’t like the title,” and he said, “Neither do I, the title was The Last of the Summer Wine, and they told me to change it.” He used it as the subtitle on the opening episode. It was The Library  Mob and then in inverted commas, “The Last of the Summer Wine”.’ Gilbert eventually put his foot down at the BBC, and Clarke’s title stayed – even though the producer would later come under pressure from within the show to drop it.
         
 
         If Clarke and Gilbert were going to take situation comedy outside, getting the location right was of vital importance. And Gilbert had an idea, thanks to his friend and collaborator, Barry Took, then working as a comedy advisor at the BBC. Took, who died in 2002, had a long and influential career in British comedy, not least when he acted as midwife to Monty Python’s Flying Circus in 1969, bringing together the writing and performing teams of John Cleese and Graham Chapman, with Michael Palin and Terry Jones, before adding Eric Idle and Terry Gilliam to the mix and championing the ensemble to a reluctant BBC. Earlier in the 60s, he and Marty Feldman had written one of the greatest of all BBC radio comedies, Round The Horne. He was now to do The Last of  the Summer Wine one of the best good turns it could have had.
         
 
         The tall, gangling, bespectacled Took had served a long apprenticeship as a performer before moving into writing. He’d toured as a stand-up comic when variety was in its death throes during the 1950s, billed as ‘Barry Took – The Lanky Look’ or ‘London’s Longest Laugh’, and found himself booked on the notoriously tough club circuit. One date took him to a mill town in Yorkshire called Holmfirth, where he played Burnlee Working Men’s Club. London’s Longest Laugh got short shrift from the hard-drinking northern audience, who regarded him with all the enthusiasm they usually reserved for empty pint glasses, and like many another comic who suffered the ordeal by silence, Took never forgot it.
         
 
         Twenty years afterwards, he returned to Holmfirth to film an episode for a six-part BBC documentary series, Having a Lovely  Time, which took a quirky look at how British people enjoyed themselves. His contribution was ‘At the Club’, which hadn’t changed much since the night his gags hit the back wall and slid lifelessly to the floor. But Took wasn’t in Holmfirth to do a hatchet job. His half-hour, which was broadcast in August 1972, took in the town’s distinguished place in the history of entertainment, which was secure thanks to the work of Bamforth and Company, pioneers of early film-making. Between 1898 and 1900 and then again from 1913 to 1915, the firm produced a clutch of historically important films, and its head, James Bamforth, had ambitions to make the town an international centre for the new medium. The company had some success, notably with comedy shorts – including one in very dubious taste from 1913 entitled Winky Starts  A Smallpox Panic – but Holmfirth was not destined to eclipse Hollywood. Unpredictable weather – seventy years later, also to plague Jimmy Gilbert and those who followed him – and the onset of the First World War put paid to any hopes of that. Instead, Bamforth’s became famous for producing saucy seaside postcards whose cast of big-bosomed ladies, harassed husbands and men who looked down to find their feet hidden by their bellies were the essence of end-of-the-pier humour.
         
 
         What struck Took was how picturesque this mill town was. It nestled in a valley, and its stone buildings huddled to the hillsides. It had cobbled streets, alleyways and a river, moss-covered steps worn down by the footsteps of generations, cottages and chapels, a lovely old church. Comedy could peep round corners here, or scarper for laughs. And in what countryside it lay – above it the great peak of Holme Moss from where hikers on the Pennine Way could look down to the town, or across to the wooded hillsides and heather-covered high moorland. There were reservoirs and rocky outcrops, lonely roads and viewpoints. In the late summer sunshine, no landscape in England seemed more beautiful, and in the depths of winter none was harsher. Film-makers scouted long and hard for backdrops as photogenic as this, and spent a fortune on creating streetscapes as quaint, and here it all was for real, minding its own business, getting on with its life, just another working town, five miles south of Huddersfield, the hub of Yorkshire’s textile industry, at the heart of the Pennines, J. B. Priestley’s ‘knobbly backbone of England’.
         
 
         Took told Gilbert about Holmfirth. ‘He thought it would be perfect because I said I wanted a place where there was a centre surrounded by hills so when [the characters] went off on their daily adventures they were never far from the centre.’
         
 
         Gilbert drove north once again. Clarke had suggested that his old police stamping ground, Rotherham, might be a good location, so they went to take a look. It just wasn’t right. This was a big, grimy, metal-bashing town shaped and sooted by its factories. Gilbert said: ‘I had had a completely different visual concept from Roy because nobody had told me that it was an urban comedy at all, I just saw it as something that was screaming out to be visual. When Barry told me about Holmfirth I drove up to Thorne, where Roy was living then, and we went off the next day in the car and we had a look at Rotherham, right up at the top and looked over the valley and the whole thing was just packed with houses, which was the opposite of what I had conceived it as, so I said, “Let’s go to Holmfirth,” and Roy was all for it. We went and we just stopped the car at the top of the hill coming into Holmfirth and saw the valley, and we both knew instantly. That was the end of the hunt, and we’d put up with the weather.’
         
 
         Clarke, like most other people from outside the Huddersfield area, didn’t know Holmfirth. ‘I said, “Where’s that?”’ he recalled, but he saw its potential immediately. ‘Choosing it made a hell of a difference. In those days, sitcoms were allowed about one-and-a-half minutes of location filming. We’d intended to be different and I’d written in these long-distance shots with characters in silhouette.’ This was a comedy that needed wide-open spaces and room to breathe. It needed hillsides and heather. It needed Holmfirth.
         
 
         There was another conversation left to have – the music. Gilbert recalled what Clarke said to him: ‘I leave that to you, but nothing jokey, please. I’d just like a good tune.’
         
 
         The script, the place, the vision were all set. Now the actors had to be found who could bring it to life.
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            Left, Right and Centre
            

         
 
         HE HAD A round, smooth, expressive, almost childlike face that in middle age was softening into jowliness. Across it could flit bewilderment, joy,  slyness, concern, compassion, fear and even menace. It was a face that could radiate warmth or coldness with equal conviction, an ideal character actor’s face, in fact. And that is exactly what he was. Peter Sallis was a character actor for all seasons, at ease in Chekhov or Shakespeare or Osborne, the sort of player stars of the calibre of Olivier, Orson Welles or Nicol Williamson valued for the unstinting support and intelligence he offered on stage, the sort prized by film-makers who needed his brand of solid professionalism to lend the corny gravitas and the good the hope of greatness.
         
 
         Sallis hovered just short of stardom, even though he was given leading roles. He did not fit the ideal of tall, firm-jawed and handsome that prevailed as his career got under way, being shortish and equipped with a delivery more naturalistic than heroic. His fellow actors knew how good he was, as did producers, who kept him busy in theatre, in films, and on television. Both also admired him for his laconic wit. Sallis was the best sort of journeyman, his adaptability keeping him working steadily, taking him from provincial tours of Britain to Broadway and, for a glorious year, seeing his name in lights in the West End. He belonged to that breed of actor upon which quality productions were built, the strength in depth of whatever he appeared in. He’d been bitten by the acting bug early, in the RAF, for which he’d volunteered during Dunkirk, escaping the drudgery of a bank clerk’s job and swapping it for a post as a radio instructor at Cranwell, where he spent the war.
         
 
         A service production of Noel Coward’s Hay Fever gave him a start on a road that led to a scholarship at RADA, a first high-profile role in School for Scandal at the 1948 Bath Festival, and on from there through the Old Vic, rep in Guildford, Chesterfield and Sheffield, and into the West End with Welles in an  experimental production of Moby Dick, Ionescu’s Rhinoceros with Olivier and a stint on Broadway in the ill-fated Baker Street, a musical evocation of Sherlock Holmes. Back home, Sallis found his name in lights outside the Strand Theatre for Wait Until Dark, a thriller by Dial  M for Murder author Frederick Knott in which he terrorised archetypal 60s glamour girl Honor Blackman to packed houses. Film work ticked over, even if it was less fulfilling than the theatre, as Sallis appeared in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning and Charlie Bubbles before dipping a toe into the fake blood of the busy British horror-film industry with entertaining turns in Scream and  Scream Again and Taste the Blood of Dracula, as a sort of Satanic Norman Clegg, embarking timidly upon debauchery.
         
 
         His flexibility kept him busy on television too, and on 27 October 1970, viewers of BBC2 tuned in to one of the station’s flagship drama series, and watched as it opened with a shot of an apparently trim, well-dressed woman walking with her back to the camera. She turned right, towards a front door, went inside, took off her hat, and then removed a wig. Only then did the audience see her face.
         
 
         It was a very familiar one, especially to viewers with a longish memory and a taste for culture. Twelve years before, Sallis had become a household name when he starred in the BBC’s adaptation of The Diary of Samuel Pepys, at that time one of the most ground-breaking productions mounted on television, and here he was, back on the box, only in a different sort of wig. The series was  Menace, which between 1970 and 1973 garnered good audiences and critical praise for its subtle and chilling thrillers, and this was episode five of the first season, called ‘The Millicent Sisters, Edward de Bruno and Ruth – Where are They Now?’ In it, Sallis played Sonny Waters, a transvestite who ran a boarding house where the atmosphere was heavy with menace. It was a deliciously off beat chiller, shot through with dark humour, and its author was Roy Clarke, who, because the script was running short when it came to filming, wrote a five-minute speech for Sallis, now dressed as a priest.
         
 
         Actor and author were mutually impressed. They had a second taste of each other’s work about a year later, when Sallis guest-starred in one of five episodes written by Clarke for the ITV espionage series Spyder’s Web. So when Clarke wound a sheet of paper into his typewriter and began the struggle to prise laughs out of the concept of three old men with nothing to do, unusually, he had Peter Sallis in mind. Unusually, because Clarke rarely made casting suggestions for his work, a habit that would remain with him, not least because he cheerfully admitted that from the tranquillity of his base in the Yorkshire countryside, his knowledge of who was available was very limited. ‘I wanted him for it,’ said Clarke. ‘I don’t usually have any suggestions for casting because I don’t get to the theatre from here and they know far more than I do about who’s available and who’s suitable, so it’s not often I make any suggestions, but I did want Peter. I had gelled with Peter initially, more than the others, and I used him for things I wanted to sneak out, things I wanted to say, and he was always known for years for having the best lines. It helped me a lot in the writing, having Peter.’
         
 
         Sallis would later say: ‘It happens sometimes in an actor’s life, if you’re very lucky, that something special turns up, and when I read Last of the Summer Wine, I thought, this is it.’ It was to be years later, when Summer Wine was an established success, before Sallis realised that the part of Clegg had been written with him in mind. ‘Somewhere along the way, I picked up the information from him. I think I’d done his first two television plays, “The Millicent Sisters – Whatever Became of Them?” and the other one was also a pretty bloodcurdling thing.’
         
 
         As Clarke was submitting his script, Sallis had just celebrated his 51st birthday, having been born on 1 February 1921. Jimmy Gilbert concurred that he was exactly right for Clegg, having known him since RADA, but even though the two were near-neighbours in Richmond, they hadn’t seen much of each other in the years since then. It was, therefore, a shock when this successful and busy West End and Broadway actor turned up dressed more like somebody who had not worked for years, arriving as he did at the BBC in a ropey old dark suit, cardigan and flat cap.
         
 
         Clarke recalled the jolt that Sallis sent through the room when he entered to talk about the pilot. ‘Peter came in in this awful-looking suit and we all thought, my God, he must be on his uppers, there can’t be much work about. And right at the end, before he’s going out the door, we’d been discussing wardrobe and Peter said, “I thought I might wear this, that’s why I put it on, it’s my demob suit.”’
         
 
         It had not occurred to Sallis that his eagerness for the part and the thought he’d put into Clegg’s costume would be misconstrued as desperation for a job. Practicality played a part, too. His time in rep at Sheffield had taught him that the Yorkshire weather could be unpredictable, and up on the Pennines even summer could turn wintry, so on went a cardigan under a waistcoat, creating a look that was both practical for keeping warm yet emphasised the cautious nature of Clegg, a dowdy widower who would naturally guard against any eventuality of the weather turning nasty. ‘Everybody looked at me and thought, poor old thing, he’s really having it tough, and this has probably just saved his bacon. That was lovely, and it didn’t occur to me that they would think I always looked like that, and it was the last thing I said as I was leaving, I said, “By the way, Jimmy, I just thought you’d like to see that this is what I’d thought of for the costume for Clegg.” “Oh, I see,” he said.’
         
 
          
         Gilbert was impressed. ‘He loved the script and he was determined he was going to get the part of Clegg and he came in dressed as Clegg, and never changed. He’d dressed as Clegg, and of course when he’d read the part, he was Clegg.’
         
 
         If Clarke had been certain that he wanted Sallis as Clegg, Gilbert was equally certain who he wanted for Blamire. ‘As soon as I read it I had Michael Bates in mind. He was a marvellous comedy actor, and he had this erect, bristling, extraordinary delivery, rather like Leonard Rossiter, he had this terrific timing in comedy. Of course, he was playing an ex-RSM in the Royal Corps of Signals. It would always be something like that with Roy, it would never be a traditional regiment. He was absolutely brilliant.’
         
 
         He was also the best known of the trio in the early 1970s, an immensely popular actor familiar to radio, television, theatre and film audiences, whose career was at its peak. Bates had virtually cornered the market in playing the sort of stuffy, stiff-necked military, police or other authority figure incapable of recognising his own ridiculousness, or that of the rules he insisted on sticking to, usually to superb comic effect. He looked exactly right for such parts – tall, carrying himself with parade-ground correctness and with a clipped moustache that twitched with irritation or self-righteousness. The more serious he looked, the funnier he was. The real Bates was, of course, anything but stuffy, even though there were points of similarity with the characters he played, notably an uncompromisingly conservative view of the world. His background made him a British Empire man to the core, and unafraid to voice deeply unfashionable opinions about Johnny Foreigner. More importantly, he was a noted technician, an extraordinarily precise actor who, if he were playing a scene that involved him buying a drink, liked to have exactly the right amount of money in his pocket.
         
 
         The military bearing he brought to his parts was for real. Bates, who had been born in Jhansi, in India’s United Provinces on 4 December 1920, grew up in Derbyshire after his parents sent him back to England aged seven. He joined the British Army not long after the outbreak of the Second World War before transferring to the Gurkhas, with whom he served for four years, ending the war as a major. Hostilities interrupted his study of history at Cambridge, and after returning home from the Far East he fulfilled a long-held ambition to act by going into rep at Worthing, where he met his wife, actress Margaret Chisholm.
         
 
         Shakespeare beckoned, and Bates worked extensively at Stratford-upon-Avon and the Old Vic before carving out a busy career in the West End, where his and Sallis’s paths first crossed in 1960, when both played with Olivier in Rhinoceros. Bates’s defining moment in the theatre was to come six years later, when he created the part of Inspector Truscott in Joe Orton’s black farce Loot, to rave reviews. The role demonstrated how superbly he could evoke preposterous authority and led to a burgeoning film career. There were appearances in Oh, What a Lovely War!, The Battle of Britain and A Clockwork Orange. His finest hour on film came in 1970, when he appeared opposite George C. Scott in Patton, playing Field Marshal Bernard Law Montgomery, to whom Bates bore a passing resemblance. It was a virtuoso performance, in which Bates caught the spirit and arrogance of the great commander with uncanny accuracy, even down to the speech impediment that meant he could not pronounce his Rs. This mannerism was to give Bates the chance to indulge a mischievous sense of humour. The producers of the film worried that the revered Monty would complain about the dramatic licence that had been taken with his acrimonious exchanges with General George Patton, and Bates did nothing to calm their nerves when he telephoned them in character and announced: ‘This is Monty here. I’m cwoss and I’m going to sue.’
         
 
         There would be another fine film role for Bates that hit the screens as the cast of The Last of the Summer Wine were preparing to depart for Yorkshire. He appeared as Sergeant Spearman in Alfred Hitchcock’s penultimate film Frenzy, offering the deftest support to Alec McCowen’s henpecked police inspector in darkly comic interludes that provided some respite from a grim tale about a mass murderer.
         
 
          
         Radio and television work were also proving rewarding for Bates. He served fifteen years in the hit radio comedy The Navy  Lark, and after numerous supporting roles in sitcoms was given his own in late 1972 by Yorkshire Television, Turnbull’s Finest Half  Hour, in which he was naturally cast as the inept authority figure of a struggling television station.
         
 
         For now, though, Cyril Blamire was uppermost in his mind, and everybody was happy. Bates loved the part. ‘It’s got a gentle sort of humour,’ he said. ‘More a smile than a belly laugh.’ Sallis, who had after their initial meeting on Rhinoceros also worked with him in the theatre in Look After Lulu, was more than happy to have him aboard. ‘We just got along very well together, we laughed at the same things and we made jokes at the same things, it was just very comfortable.’
         
 
         That left Compo, and the casting could make or break the show. The anarchic imp would be the first of the trio that the audience saw, and his outrageously uncouth behaviour and scorn for authority would drive the interaction between the trio. It was a plum role and needed an actor of consummate skill to carry it off without descending into caricature. Once again, Jimmy Gilbert knew who he wanted, but this time Clarke was less than happy.
         
 
         ‘I had qualms about Bill Owen, because Jimmy picked him and rang me and said, “What about Bill Owen for Compo?” and I thought, what a dreadful idea, because I’d only ever seen Bill in the films as Cockney other ranks, so I thought, how can this be?’
         
 
         It was an understandable reaction, and filmgoers of Clarke’s generation would surely have agreed. If Bates was typecast as coppers and soldiers, Owen was equally fixed in the public mind as a feisty Cockney, a brilliantined salt-of-the-earth, cheery everyman with a fast line in chat, always ready with a wisecrack. London seemed to run through his performances as unchangingly as the Thames through the capital. Owen as a northerner? Not likely. Duncan Wood did not like the idea any better than Clarke. Like Bates’s military bearing, Owen’s evocation of cocky Londoners was rooted in reality.
         
 
          
         William John Owen Rowbotham was born in Acton Green, London, on 14 March 1914, the son of a tram driver whose fiery left-wing politics shaped his son’s entire life. Until the day he died, Owen would view the world through spectacles not so much rose-tinted as shaded the brightest red. Argumentative and direct, he was always ready to take offence, quick to unleash a generalised anger about the world that always seemed to bubble just below the surface, and into old age still saw class war as the motivation of anybody who disagreed with his opinions, often alienating those around him, admitting few close friends, determinedly standing outside the mainstream of his profession, preferring to go his own way, jutting his jaw at what he deemed pretension and hypocrisy, and yet inspiring rare loyalty in those who managed to get beyond the prickliness and find the warmth beneath. Owen would prove to be a prodigiously talented, multi-faceted artist, so skilled an actor that for millions he would come to embody an archetypal northerner just as he had once seemed the quintessential Cockney, so full of ideas that he would charge headlong into new challenges reckless of failure, so driven by his convictions that he would devote his off-hours, even when worn out by work, to causes that mattered to him, notably the Boys Club movement, of which he was a tireless champion, believing that involving young people in drama taught them discipline.
         
 
         He was the oldest of the three leading men, and had travelled the hardest road. Bitter disappointment had come knocking often enough, not least when he achieved stardom, only to see it fade. Owen was of poor but respectable stock, and after leaving school went to work in a dyers and cleaners factory. He had always shown a knack for entertaining, singing for the family, then palling up with another boy to sing in working men’s clubs and later with dance bands. ‘The cheek was all there,’ he would say, ‘I’d have a go at anything, did a little bit of music hall, had an act which I got together, not a very good act, but I liked entertaining people.’ Before the 1920s were out, he had seen the effect that singing and a bit of comic dancing had on an audience. (Sixty years later, the same cheek and the echoes of that tyro entertainer, still clowning when most of his contemporaries were taking it easy, clad in woolly hat, scruffy jacket and wellies, would enchant television viewers in occasional set pieces where Compo would sing or dance.) A teenage crush on a girl led him towards amateur theatricals. The girl fell away, but the acting bug didn’t. Characteristically, he saw his choice of career in class terms, as he told the Yorkshire Post in 1990. ‘Nobody in my class, and I use the term class, thought about going into the theatre. I mean, how were you going to do it? You left school at fourteen and got what job you could, because you had to keep the home fire burning. If you didn’t have a shotgun wedding you had a legitimate wedding, and then you moved as near to your parents as you could and that was the pattern. That was the routine of life.’
         
 
         Not for him, though. ‘I don’t think I could have withstood the monotony of the life I saw in front of me. I was a good organiser, not a good employee.’ A trip to a holiday camp in Devon in 1937 saw him spending a week entertaining and organising others, and led to a full-time job as a camp host. Once the summer was over his socialist views led him towards Britain’s leading political theatre, the Unity, at Kings Cross, which staged a programme of left-wing productions that were much admired. Owen could not have had a better grounding; the Unity specialised in original work and, beginning with a small part in a satirical pantomime in 1938, Owen wrote, acted in, and staged plays and revues there for a dozen years.
         
 
         The war intervened, and Owen was called up in 1940, joining the Royal Pioneer Corps, which recognised his intelligence and selected him for officer training, but during a battle exercise he witnessed an accident in which one of his men had a foot blown off by a grenade. Owen was severely traumatised and, after a spell in hospital and psychiatric treatment, had to be invalided out of the army. He returned to the theatre, playing Gunner Cohen in Mr  Balfry, by James Bridie. By now, producers had noticed him and offers began coming in. He was much praised for his performance as Trooper Bates in Colin Morris’s play Desert Rats at the Adelphi in 1945, and that same year Owen embarked on the film career that would define his public image, when he played Nobby Clarke in Anthony Asquith’s The Way to the Stars, a drama set in the RAF, starring Michael Redgrave and John Mills, with an exceptional screenplay by Terence Rattigan. It remains one of the great films about men at war, sober, thoughtful and free from cliché or gung-ho mock heroics. Owen was ideally cast as a member of Mills’s aircrew, and showed a gift for comedy in scenes with Stanley Holloway as a louche saloon-bar bore.
         
 
         Britain’s Rank Organisation was at its height, and had ambitions to create a home-grown Hollywood. It was signing up talent as fast as it could find it, and Owen got the call after two outstanding performances in the West End, as a simpleton in the thriller Now  the Day Is Over, and as a chirpy young romeo in the Victorian social comedy, Caste. ‘I was playing a little Cockney plumber called Sam Gerridge, and that’s where it happened,’ he told the Yorkshire Post. ‘Bang! It was a big part and I took it and shook it and there was nothing more to get out of it, and all the critics went for it. To a working-class boy in those days, a film contract was the thing.’ He signed on the dotted line and reported to the old Gainsborough Studios in Islington to star opposite Patricia Roc in the weepie When the Bough Breaks, about a woman trying to reclaim the illegitimate child she was forced to give up.
         
 
         But before it came out, a change needed making. The surname Rowbotham was hardly marquee material, especially in the USA, and under pressure from Rank, he agreed to use one of his middle names. Bill Owen, film star, was born, and he behaved accordingly, embarking on a round of publicity and promotions for the picture, and even finding enough leeway in his man-of-the-people socialism to buy a second-hand Rolls-Royce, which he parked outside the Unity. When the Bough Breaks did well enough when it was released in 1948, but more than one reviewer noted that Owen was an odd choice as a romantic leading man, even though his performance was sincere, sensitive and dignified. He was short and blessed with a face more homely than handsome. On screen, he didn’t so much smoulder as look mischievous, and it soon became clear that Rank was not quite sure what to do with him. They cast about for a label that would make him identifiable, an image they could sell, and as they did so turned to Hollywood, settling on two stars whose charisma more than compensated for both their lack of physical stature and absence of conventional good looks, coming up with the idea of billing him as a ‘British James Cagney’, or even a home-grown Humphrey Bogart, but neither idea stuck.
         
 
         There could no more be a second Cagney or Bogart than there could be a copycat Laurel or a Hardy, and Owen was shrewd enough to realise that he wasn’t going to make it big during his two-year contract, which when it was up was not renewed. He was that uncomfortable proposition, difficult to know how to bill,  a star who had not made it. In 1994 he admitted, again to the Yorkshire  Post: ‘I wasn’t ever a big film star. I was put under contract on the supposition that I would become a star, well, nobody knew what to do with me. I wasn’t the average contract player, six foot, very good-looking, etcetera, etcetera; I was a short-arse and had none of the requirements needed at that time. There was talk of making me a James Cagney, but nobody actually did it. It was very frustrating and in a way I got my best film roles when I came out of contract.’
         
 
         As the contract ticked away and Rank dithered over what to do with him, Owen turned back to the stage, scoring another major success as Touchstone in As You Like It, starring Katharine Hepburn, on a US tour in 1949. Back home, he gave his finest film performances, as a cocky boxer in 1953’s The Square Ring and a disgraced jockey in the following year’s The Rainbow Jacket. These flawed, corruptible characters offered him the chance to show the  subtlety and depth of which he was capable, and marked him out as a character actor of rare skill. Stage work was rewarding too – he created the role of Macheath in only the second ever British production of The Threepenny Opera, and productions of his own plays The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists (adapted from Robert Tressell’s novel), Money for Nothing and Breakout were modest successes. As the 50s rolled into the 60s, there were parts in four Carry On comedies, including the first, Carry On Sergeant, in which Owen played – inevitably – a Cockney NCO, and a defining radio performance from 1962 in which Owen originated the title role of Bill Naughton’s The Little Life of Alfie Elkins, a part to be immortalised on film later in the decade by Michael Caine in Alfie.
         
 
         But Owen’s proudest achievement of the 1960s was his musical The Matchgirls, based on the first recorded industrial dispute by women, at the Bryant and May factory in London in 1888. The women went on strike because they were being poisoned by the phosphorous in the matches, and the dispute was the subject of a play by Robert Mitchell, which was staged at the Unity during the Blitz. The subject matter chimed with Owen’s politics and he was captivated by it, re-staging a modified version, again at the Unity, in 1948. In the early 60s, Owen met composer Tony Russell and came up with the idea of a musical version. He was already a prolific writer of songs and would eventually have more than seventy published and recorded by stars including Cliff Richard – who had a hit with Owen’s ‘Marianne’ – Sacha Distel, Engelbert Humperdinck and Harry Secombe. The libretto and lyrics to The  Matchgirls were of a very high calibre, and the musical opened at the Globe Theatre in the heart of the West End on 1 March 1966 after a successful out-of-town tryout in Leatherhead, Surrey. The audience was enthusiastic, and the songs, notably Secombe’s recording of ‘I Long to See the Day’, were getting a lot of radio play. But The Matchgirls was to close within three months, a victim of its subject material. The story it told of the strike was essentially a harrowing tale of poverty and illness, hardly the stuff of musical entertainment. Here was another bitter blow, but Owen would eventually have the last laugh; The Matchgirls took on a new life, gradually becoming one of the most popular musicals in the amateur theatre, performed all over the world. In a strange twist of fate, thirty-three years later the musical would provide the most poignant of soundtracks as Owen’s life drew to its close.
         
 
          
         For now, though, the late 60s were dispiriting. Owen was no longer the in-demand young actor of The Way to the Stars or Caste, with everything before him. He seemed like yesterday’s news; the film star who hadn’t made it, the author of a musical which hadn’t made it. In his fifties, everything seemed to be on a downward spiral: his marriage had collapsed and so had a subsequent serious relationship, there was not much work coming his way, and nobody seemed quite sure what to do with him, even if he crossed their minds. He was just another middle-aged actor, touting for voice-over work for commercials and picking up what he could.
         
 
         The pendulum began to swing back in his favour as the end of the decade approached, thanks to the great director Lindsay Anderson, who cast him against type in a new play by David Storey, In Celebration. Anderson wanted Owen to play the patriarch of a Yorkshire mining family, a plum character role. The cast featured a trio of outstanding young actors, Alan Bates, Brian Cox and James Bolam, and the production opened in April 1969 to rave reviews. It was the shot in the arm Owen’s career desperately needed, and shortly afterwards Anderson gave it a booster jab, casting him again in another Storey play, The Contractor, in which he played a tough father-figure who ran a company supplying marquees. Suddenly, the faded star was showing his mettle as a powerfully effective character actor.
         
 
         Jimmy Gilbert had seen Storey’s plays and been impressed. He’d already worked fruitfully with Owen on the production of Kiss Me, Kate that launched BBC2, casting him as one of the two gangsters who performed ‘Brush Up Your Shakespeare’, and capitalised on his northern character of In Celebration, using him as the irascible father-in-law of Rodney Bewes in Whatever Happened  to the Likely Lads, a role Owen embraced with relish. And there was another performance pushing Gilbert towards offering Compo to Owen. In the autumn of 1964 he had appeared in a theatrical oddity. Oblomov was an adaptation of a Russian play that starred Spike Milligan as an idler who saw no reason to do anything except lie in bed. It was intended to show that Milligan’s talents as an innovative comedy writer and performer could extend to being a leading man. Owen was cast as his decrepit and disreputable manservant, Zakhar. Soon after opening night, the restless Milligan became bored with the constraints of the role and started improvising. The play became a huge hit as word of its anarchic unpredictability spread. No two performances were the same, all pretence of sticking to the script was thrown to the wind by Milligan, who delivered some inspired clowning as Owen lived on his wits to avoid being steamrollered.
         
 
         ‘I saw him in Oblomov, where he virtually was Compo,’ said Gilbert.
         
 
         
            He played this scruffy servant in welly boots terrifying Spike the whole time who was bedridden, and he was almost playing the part of Compo then. Then I saw him in David Storey’s play, The Contractor, where he was playing the tough Yorkshire boss of a gang who were assembling a big tent. I’d used him in The Likely Lads as a northern dad, father of Thelma, father of the bride, so it all seemed to point to Bill playing Compo. I had seen all these things, and I knew he could play it, but other people remembered him as Bill Rowbotham, a typical Cockney actor especially in wartime movies. How he dressed was obviously important, the scruffy hat and unshaven, filthy-dirty welly boots and socks, you felt that he would stink within thirty yards. Absolutely the opposite of Bill. Bill the actor was the most dapper, the most elegant performer, the most graceful performer. I’d worked with him in Kiss Me, Kate with Howard Keel and he moved with great elegance, not like Compo.
            

         
 
         Clarke went along with Gilbert, though he remained unconvinced. ‘We read around the table, but you can only judge so much from that, and I was very dubious about Bill being suitable until I saw the pilot.’
         
 
         Owen recognised the quality of Clarke’s script as soon as he saw it, not least because of his own extensive writing experience and a miserable recent job. A year earlier, he appeared in a dismal ITV sitcom, Coppers End, about a bunch of lazy policemen, which had been a dispiriting experience as it staggered through its thirteen episodes. The script from Clarke that arrived at his home was in a different league. Shortly after his 58th birthday, out of the blue had come a television role rich with promise. ‘I’d been in some right doffos, like Coppers End. All you could do was keep your fingers crossed someone would laugh,’ he said to the Yorkshire Post in 1990. But this script made Owen laugh. ‘I read the script in bed, I got about halfway through and I rang Jimmy Gilbert, the director and producer. “What do you think?” he said. I said, “It’s pure gold, count me in.”’ Gilbert had his trio.
         
 
         There were five supporting parts to cast, and for two of them Gilbert turned to a bittersweet comedy drama, The Fishing Party, that was broadcast on 1 June 1972 as part of BBC1’s Play for Today strand. Peter Terson had written a charming, touching story about three Yorkshire miners who go on a sea-fishing trip to Whitby and book into a guest-house whose landlady is puffed up with self-importance and social pretension. She regards fishing parties as beneath her, but takes them in nevertheless, not least so that she can cheat and short-change them. The miners make friends with a down-to-earth stallholder on the seafront, and even though seasickness blights their trip, their indomitable optimism sends them home happy. The Fishing Party was beautifully played by the entire cast and proved popular with both the public and critics, with particular praise being lavished on Jane Freeman as Audrey, the landlady. She was exactly right for the role as a big, buxom, harridan who bridled and bristled. Freeman was working at Birmingham Repertory Theatre, but also making increasingly frequent and telling appearances in one-off television dramas. The tea-stall holder was John Comer, a beefy stand-up comedian turned character actor who had been a familiar face to audiences since his appearance as one of the workshy trade unionists in the 1959 Boulting Brothers satire on British industrial relations, I’m  All Right Jack.
         
 
          
         Gilbert immediately recognised that Freeman and Comer would be perfect for Ivy and Sid, the argumentative couple who ran the café where the trio took refuge, seeing in their performances the seed of a classic love-hate relationship. ‘I was very impressed with The Fishing Party. Casting was never far from my mind, really, same as you’re keeping an eye open for any likely locations. We went to the theatre a great deal, which is how we saw Bill, and we watched television as well and that was what sparked off John Comer and Jane.’
         
 
         Not that Freeman and Comer knew each other. ‘We never met,’ she said. ‘It was some time into Summer Wine before we both realised we’d been in The Fishing Party, because all his scenes were outside and I was inside, running the boarding house.’ Comer’s tenure only ended with his death; thirty-seven years on from the pilot, Freeman and Sallis would be the only surviving members of the original cast. Clarke had written a pair of illicit lovers into his half-hour, the librarian, Mr Wainwright, and his assistant, Mrs Partridge, who would be introduced surfacing from beneath the front desk. For them, Gilbert turned to a couple of familiar sitcom players, Blake Butler and Rosemary Martin, who were ideally cast. They were funny and touching, but their characters would not endure.
         
 
         That just left Gilbert to find the battleaxe who would deliver the opening line of The Last of the Summer Wine, whom Clarke had called Mrs Batty. On one of his trips north, he decided to see who was available in Manchester. Gilbert had a clear idea of what he wanted – a big, fat, plain woman hanging out washing who would look on disdainfully as two men repossessed her scruffy neighbour’s television and exclaim, ‘They’re taking his telly again,’ as a couple of other women looked on. There would be another element in her scorn and disgust of him, that he lusted after her:
         
 
         
            Compo: Hey up, love! I wish you’d stay inside, Mrs Batty – tha knows it only excites me.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Mrs Batty: That’s all he can talk. Filth.
 
            
                

            
 
             
            Compo: But fluently. And your Harold’s that wrapped up with his pigeons. Give us a word of encouragement, Eunice, else stop flaunting tha laundry where I can see it. Washdays are purgatory.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Woman: No wonder his missus went off with that Pole.
 
            
                

            
 
            Younger woman: It’s no fun being lonely.
 
            
                

            
 
            Mrs Batty: He’s not lonely. There’s a gang of them. Hang about that public library. They’ve nowt else to do.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Younger woman: Poor old soul. What does he do when the library’s closed – without his telly?
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Mrs Batty: Her next door says he exposes himself.

         
 
         And that was it, just a few lines, but essential in setting up the shiftless, lecherous character of Compo and announcing the appearance of Clegg and Blamire. But Gilbert wasn’t having any luck in finding his Mrs Batty. The actresses coming in for audition neither looked nor sounded right, and the one who turned up at 4 p.m. for his last appointment on 5 June appeared no better. For starters, she wasn’t the big woman he had in mind, but a perfectly normal size 14 dressed in an elegant black velvet trouser suit. Gilbert was unimpressed. ‘Oh dear me, no, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘You’re nothing like the part we’re looking for.’ But since she had arrived back from a family holiday in Spain that morning and dropped everything – including the washing, which she’d been doing when the phone rang – to attend at short notice, Gilbert let her read. It was the luckiest afternoon for them both. Before him was Mrs Batty to the life. When she’d finished, he exclaimed, ‘That’s it! That’s her!’ Then he realised the irony: ‘But we were looking for a really big, fat woman, because we don’t know whether or not this scruffy, dirty little man really fancies her, or if she’s so dreadful nobody could fancy her.’
         
 
         Gilbert was ecstatic. ‘The delivery – big, rich voice. She’d dominate every scene that she was in. It was perfect with Bill, the little fellow scuttling away back down to the cellar. She had that great face. It was written in the stage direction of that character that she looked pretty formidable, a bit of a hatchet face, and a big woman, which she wasn’t, but she had a great face and a marvellous voice and she just was the character, so we just dressed her up, made her up, and there she was.’
         
 
         Kathy Staff took the idea of being too dreadful to be fanciable in her stride. She had been cast as plain Janes ever since she first stepped on to a stage, and had no problem in transforming her customarily kindly, smiling demeanour into a scowling, humourless visage as hard as the stone steps her character scrubbed and swept with a vigour that threatened to wear them away. She was distilled disapproval given human form, all slab-like face, fearsome temper, foghorn voice and air of outrage. The reading of the bit part that so impressed Gilbert would prove to be her fortune, and she cheerily embraced what was asked of her. ‘I never mind how ugly they make me,’ Staff told the Yorkshire Post in 1982. ‘I love it. I always have, even when I was young. I never had any wish to look glamorous.’ She was only forty-three when she was cast, much younger than Owen, with whom she would bond to such unforgettable comic effect in the years that followed. Staff could not have guessed at what was to come; this was just another one-off job in a workaday, stop-start acting career that showed no signs of bringing her fame, let alone fortune. She was the most down-to-earth and grounded of performers, staying close to, and drawing strength from, her roots throughout her life. She was born Minnie Higginbottom on 12 July 1928 in Dukinfield, Cheshire, to a working-class family. Like Owen, she made her way into acting via an amateur company and went professional at twenty-one, calling herself Katherine Brant, simply because she liked the first name and thought it should be counterbalanced by a short surname, which was provided by a shop called Brant’s that she saw while on a bus to Oldham repertory theatre. Stage work followed, but marriage to a teacher, John Staff, in 1951, marked the start of a professional hiatus for the next decade as she worked as a shorthand typist to help the couple buy a house and devoted herself to bringing up their two daughters. Gradually, she made her way back into acting as an extra, and then on to bit parts in the venerable soap Coronation Street, small but telling roles on film in A Kind of  Loving and The Family Way, and then, in 1969, a substantial part opposite Roy Barraclough in a Yorkshire Television drama, Castle  Haven, about a couple who ran a ramshackle block of flats. The series was not a success, but it made enough of an impact to see Staff considered for the role of the matriarch in the company’s new soap Emmerdale Farm. She got down to the last two, and then lost out. So she was clear of commitments, and glad of Mrs Batty, which she thought may or may not lead to anything. One thing was certain; it was handy for home, only a twenty-minute drive across the moors from Holmfirth. She’d be back in time for tea with the family, and the following day she’d look for the next job.
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