

[image: cover-images]





[image: image]

GOLLANCZ

LONDON






In memory of Janet Berry






[image: image]






CONTENTS

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Foreword

Preface

Introduction by
Sir Terry Pratchett

Chris Tarrant

Ian McMillan

Tony Lee

Josie Long

Toyah Willcox

Gareth Roberts

Gideon Defoe

Javier Grillo-Marxuach

Michael Moorcock

Michelle Duncan

Nicholas Briggs

Richard Madeley

Richard Marson

Alastair Reynolds

Alexei Sayle

Andrew Cartmel

Gareth Jenkins

Jamie Anderson

Jessica Martin

Michael Grade

Richard Briers

Gary Russell

Toby Young

Bill Oddie

Tara Newley

Richard Herring

Katy Manning

John Challis

Kerry Wilkinson

Rufus Hound

Chris Limb

Jeremy Limb

Jenny Colgan

Richard Freeman

Simon Guerrier

Emma Freud

Nick Bateman

Ed Petrie

Shaun Dingwall

Tom Harris

Ben Aaronovitch

Eric Wallace

Gary Delaney

Pat Galea

Nicola Bryant

Mark Millar

Stephen Merchant

Andrew Harrison

Kristin Hersh

Bob Fischer

Roland Rat

Bernard Cribbins

Ingrid Oliver

John Leeson

Sarah Ann Kennedy

Sophia Myles

Christopher H Bidmead


David J Howe

Robin Ince

Clayton Hickman

Murray Gold

Chris Chibnall

Sophie Aldred

Jon Peake

Tom Pearcy

Adam Roberts

Neil Gaiman

Saul Nassé

Jonathan Morris

Stuart Flanagan

Dave Chapman

David Quantick

Richard Coles

Nicholas Parsons

Graham Duff

Stephen Gallagher

Mark Littlewood

Al Murray

Louise Mensch

Michael Legge

Philip Plait

Peter Howell

Huw Turbervill

Paul Cornell

Andy Nyman

Toby Hadoke

Paul Putner

Richard Wiseman

Tracy-Ann Oberman

Sam Watts

Peter Anghelides

Jon Culshaw

Janet Fielding

Patrick Chapman

Iain Lee

Wincey Willis

Tom Reynolds

Johnny Candon

Sarah Greene

Charlie Brooker

Nev Fountain

Carol Decker

Mitch Benn

Amanda Lawrence

Andrew Smith

Luke Hyams

Matthew Sweet

Una McCormack

Lynda Bellingham

Terrance Dicks

Frances Barber

James Moran

David Bradley

Debbie Chazen

Courtland Lewis

Rick Wakeman

Jeremy Dyson

Paul Hartnoll

Mal Young

Julian Glover

Jonathan Ross

Angellica Bell

Marc Platt

Charlie Higson

Jason Arnopp

Adam Hussain

Caroline Morahan

Kim Lakin-Smith

Michael Underwood

Jo Whiley

Conor McNicholas

Jacqueline Rayner

David Hankinson

Chris Donald

Chantel Shafie

Jack Thorne

Gareth Jones

Boyd Hilton

Tom Goodman-Hill

Paul Whitehouse

Anneke Wills


Paul Scoones

Jason Flemyng

Paul Magrs

Hayden Black

Steve O’Brien

Bernard Holley

Daniel Blythe

Rhys Thomas

Ben Lawrence

Martina Cole

Richard Dinnick

James Goss

Paul J Salamoff

Lindsay Duncan

Mat Irvine

Polly Adams

Scott Lynch

Sean Williams

Simon Furman

Stephen Baxter

Konnie Huq

Hugh Bonneville

Iain Morris

Steve Cole

Paul McAuley

Bonnie Langford

Mike Carey

Michael Kibble-White

Acknowledgments

Alzheimer’s Research UK

Supporters

About this book

Copyright






[image: image]

Foreword

Rebecca Wood

Chief Executive, Alzheimer’s Research UK

A fear of the unknown led Steve Berry to get in touch with us. His late mum, Janet, had been diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s — she was still in her 50s. He wanted to know what the future held for her and the family and learn more about this devastating disease and other forms of dementia.

Steve’s enthusiasm to help us defeat dementia soon spilled into his life-long passion for Doctor Who. His ambition to publish Behind the Sofa, full of celebrities’ memories of their favourite Time Lord, has now become an exciting reality with the aim of raising desperately needed funds for our pioneering dementia research.

Jon Pertwee and Tom Baker were the Doctors of my childhood. I loved the series but it terrified me too. I cowered behind the sofa calling out, “What’s happening now?” On reflection, I wonder if this introduction to scientific fantasy inspired my interest in science — I’d like to think it continues to inspire many others.

Royalties from Behind the Sofa are being donated to Alzheimer’s Research UK. Everyone who buys a copy will give hope to the hundreds of thousands of people in the UK living with dementia today. The money raised will bring us closer to finding ways to diagnose, prevent, treat and cure dementia — one of the biggest medical challenges of our lifetime.

Behind the Sofa is a lasting legacy to Steve’s mum and dementia research. If only we could travel through time like the Time Lords and get a glimpse of what’s to come — hopefully it would meet our vision of a world free from dementia.
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Preface

Steve Berry

Editor

I don’t think my mum ever understood my love of Doctor Who. If pushed, she would probably have had only one strong memory of the show: me, standing at the top of the stairs, crying about how the “jelly men” were going to get me. Yet, even as a terrified six-year-old, I insisted on watching week after week. Slowly but surely, I became a fan. Sorry, Mum, for those sleepless Saturday nights but it was with good reason they called it Terror of the Zygons.

Years later, as Russell T Davies magnificently midwifed the series through its 2005 revival, many hitherto undeclared celebrity Whovians also sang its praises in public. At the same time, Alzheimer’s was robbing my mum of her memories and I found myself asking, “What would the Doctor do if faced with an enemy like this?”

The answer I arrived at was a seemingly simple one. I would harness all the public goodwill and enthusiasm for Doctor Who to compile a book of famous favourite memories, then sell it and raise lots of money for charity. So began a campaign of letter-writing, string-pulling and Twitter-bombing on my part to persuade as many well-known names as possible to contribute. It took a little longer than expected but, finally, here is the finished article.

I’d like to take this opportunity to thank my wife, Jo. She has not only had to put up with my peculiar celebrity obsession for the past five years, but also the demands of looking after my mum as her Alzheimer’s worsened. Sorry, Jo, I don’t think you completely understand my love of Doctor Who either but now, hopefully, the following people can help shed some light on it…
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Introduction

Sir Terry Pratchett

I was there at the beginning. That’s what I remember — watching the first episode twice, because of public demand and that pesky business with the grassy knoll. And I remember the dreadful pepperpots appearing, and the moment that the first companions — that strange grandchild and those remarkable and rare teachers who took everything in their stride, including time travel and a police box bigger on the inside — left, and we realised that in the so-far surprisingly safe world of Doctor Who things could change. They were barely mentioned again, as far as I remember. And the series marched on. Until the great defining moment, the decision that would propel the series on for 50 years — the change of the main character, the first regeneration. It’s easy to forget now how groundbreaking that moment was. Our hero dies — and the series continues, a different lead with different tics but somehow still the same man.

I wasn’t that bothered at the time, not really. I was 18 when Patrick Troughton took over from William Hartnell and other things — mad, confusing, exciting things like drink, girls, Daleks — no wait, not those — were happening. But I still watched it when I could, and some of those moments are still with me. It’s funny that way, Doctor Who — it’s been such a part of the DNA of Great Britain for so many years now that even if you didn’t watch it religiously, you probably know more about it than you think. Daleks, Cybermen, bigger on the inside — everyone knows what you’re talking about. And it was always a safe option for Saturday afternoon tea with the family. Doctors came and went, but for 26 years it was part of this country’s shared heritage and memory. Anybody my age or younger has been informed by it, moulded by it, at least to some degree. For so many during those years it was their first introduction to Science Fiction (nevertheless, when people talk about Doctor Who, I recall the science fiction before Doctor Who, when Gollancz championed real international science fiction writers. Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive. I was there at the dawn of real science fiction. No screwdrivers allowed) and its influence is far-reaching. Generations of authors, screenwriters, actors, dreamers found their escape in the wonky corridors and Styrofoam monsters of this enduring institution.

And then it went away. It wasn’t the end of the world, as far as I was concerned — I had watched a few episodes with my daughter, but it wasn’t for me anymore, and at times was obviously suffering from lack of budget and care from the BBC. I was saddened for the kids who would grow up without that comforting madness in their lives, telling them that you could be good and clever and save the day and you didn’t have to brandish a gun to achieve those things. But the wheel turns and all things shall come to pass (after an entertaining but ridiculously American stutter with Paul McGann) and there it was, back on Saturday nights, the odd bloke with the phone box that travels in time, having adventures and saving the day.

And I watched it, and it was great. It reminded me of my childhood, which is always a nice thing at my age. But, at last, we had a Doctor who could act — and I mean could really act. Oh, it wasn’t science fiction any more — had it ever really been? — there was too much waving of screwdrivers and flying of spaceships looking like The Titanic and “the day has been saved because”. Not because of anything that made sense, quite often, just because. That’s not SF, not really — that’s make-it-up-as-you-goalongium. But that’s okay, as the show has never really pretended to be much more. And the recent actors have been wonderful, drawing that line back to the grumpy old man who kicked it all off 50 years ago. And the Daleks are still scary, which isn’t something you can say about many half-century-old alien designs. I’ve enjoyed some episodes of it more than others, and that’s fine as well, because hey, that’s life. But I love the fact that there are children out there who are learning that life can take you anywhere, and anything can happen, and it can be fantastic. But also that sometimes, life takes away as well. The hero can fail, or die, and we don’t all have a magical hand-wavey way to regenerate ourselves. It’s an important lesson.

I’ve worked very closely with Alzheimer’s Research UK since my diagnosis with this terrible, horrible disease, and know first-hand how important their work is. I’m glad to have been asked to write this introduction, bringing together some of the warmest memories of my childhood and some of the most important work being done to stem Alzheimer’s. Thank you for buying this book — the royalties will go towards vital research. But I hope you enjoy it, as well. Your memories won’t always tally with everything here, but then two peoples’ memories never do exactly match. They’re personal, and define the personality, in a way which we can barely grasp. If we ever reach that level of understanding, then perhaps we’ll be on the way to some sort of cure. Real life doesn’t have sonic screwdrivers or handy time machines or 900-year-old geniuses to save the day. All it has is hard work, careful experimentation and, above all, hope that things can be better. In the end, perhaps that is the best lesson Doctor Who can teach us — things can be better, and hope is always worthwhile.

And perhaps that strangers sometimes are to be trusted.

Terry Pratchett
Salisbury, UK
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  Chris Tarrant

 Radio and TV presenter
 Advertised the Doctor’s favourite sweets, jelly babies, on TV in 1979

When I was growing up, the bit I loved was when the Daleks said, “Exterminate!” — they were the only real baddies I remember. I loved all that! That was good, at the time, but the rest of it got a bit silly. I suppose, years later, when my old mate Sylvester McCoy became Doctor Who, I thought, “Hey, a friend of mine is the Doctor, that’s kind of cool.”

Sylvester is one of the daftest men you’ll meet — a very funny man. He used to do a wonderful werewolf routine on Tiswas which was quite extraordinary. We stayed once in a hotel down in the Wye Valley — we were going to be filming there — and for some reason, Sylv got down there before us. He was one of those people; if you left him with time on his hands, he’d get bored and he used to do stupid things.


So we’d arrived, and the manager said, “Mr Tarrant, can we have a word?” and I said, “Yes, of course, what’s up?” He said, “Er, Mr McCoy’s here and he’s causing a bit of a problem in the car parking area.”

“Don’t eat the fish, whatever you do!”

Apparently — and I don’t for the life of me know why — he’d been sitting around waiting for us by the front window of this great big, grand hotel with wonderful grounds and, while the people were arriving for their early evening dinner, parking up their Bentleys and Mercedes and so on, Sylv had hurled himself backwards out into the rhododendrons.

He has this amazing India rubber body, so he was rolling around between the parking cars, grabbing himself around the throat, choking and screaming, “Don’t eat the fish, whatever you do! Don’t eat the fish!”

So all these people arriving for their meal are suddenly saying, “I don’t think the halibut’s for me, thank you.” You have to think: what sort of a brain comes up with that? Bloody Sylv! That’s who.

[image: image]

  Ian McMillan

 Poet, playwright and broadcaster
 Namechecked Doctor Who (and Match Of The Day!) in a poem commissioned for the UK’s digital TV switchover

I was always a big fan of Doctor Who as a lad (I was born in 1956) and I can vividly remember watching the first episode at my auntie’s down North Street; I enjoyed the oddness of it, the weirdness of it, and the fact that they were travelling through time which, in the early 1960s, felt like a scientific breakthrough that was just round the corner. I even remember the name of the school that was featured in the episode: Coal Hill School — and, no, I’ve not looked it up on the internet!

“I remember being disappointed when they landed.”

I realise that I could look up all sorts of Doctor Who-related things online, but I prefer my actual memories, hazy as they might be. So one of my favourite episodes comes from quite early on in the first series, I think, and it’s about the TARDIS being trapped somewhere in time and space (how those words resonated to an eight-year-old!) and at least one episode was just the Doctor and his assistants whirling through nothingness. I’m sure that episode (and maybe there was more than one) was the beginning of an appreciation of off-centre stories, of surrealism and Dadaism, of the macabre and the uncanny.

I remember being disappointed when they landed somewhere; I wanted them to fly round in the middle of nowhere for ever!

[Editor’s note: Ian is most likely remembering 1964’s two-parter The Edge Of Destruction/The Brink Of Disaster, set entirely within the TARDIS and featuring a visual effect of a melting ormolu clock.]
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  Tony Lee

 Writer and comic book author
 Aged 10, created a hand-typed and photocopied fanzine called K-9

The first time I wrote the words “Time Lord” professionally, I had to take a break. I sat back, smiled, and remembered exactly what those words meant to me.

You see, all my childhood I wanted to be a Time Lord. I wanted to travel in time and space and fight Daleks and the Master and do all that cool stuff I saw the Doctor doing every week. Doctor Who was much better than Star Trek, or Star Wars — an argument that caused much dissension in the playground — but I didn’t care. Unfortunately, as I grew up, my formative teenage years had no Doctor. He was on hiatus or, dare I say it — cancelled. But I never gave up. Even after the McGann wilderness years I soldiered on, in time writing for TV, radio, comics — and waiting for the chance when I could write the Doctor’s stories for real.

I pitched my first Doctor Who comic a week before it was announced that Christopher Eccleston would be returning. I got my first greenlit script (for Doctor Who Magazine) the month after David Tennant took over as the Tenth Doctor. And I remember the joy I had when I got the job — the sheer, fanboy glee. I wished more than anything that I was that Time Lord, that I could get into my TARDIS and travel back to the early 1980s, find that skinny little boy that always hung out in the park in Hayes and tell him, “You know what you do? You get to write what the Doctor says when you grow up.”

“All my childhood I wanted to be a Time Lord.”

Since that day I’ve written several more Doctor Who comics, including one with all 10 Doctors. But none of them equal that first, wonderful moment when I wrote the words “Time Lord” professionally.

[image: image]

  Josie Long

 Comedian
 Went on the TUC’s anti-cuts march in 2011 accompanied by a Dalek

Basically, for me, there are three really, really great things about Doctor Who.

The first one is how I got my little brother into it…

When it came back, with Christopher Eccleston, my little brother was maybe seven. And, because he’s my half-brother and I’ve never lived with him, we used to ring each other every single week before and after Doctor Who and I would talk to him about how excited he was and how excited I was. And afterwards we would have a very serious appraisal of the episode and what had happened in it, and whether or not we thought the monsters were good, and whether or not we thought the Doctor was good, and what we thought of the companion. It was brilliant.

The second one is my friend, Daniel, who is a lifetime Doctor Who lover…

He’s a year younger than me but he’s properly seen everything, read everything, listened to everything. And, because we used to live together, we’d have Doctor Who parties and it was just delightful. Completely delightful.

Here’s how to have a Doctor Who party:


You watch Doctor Who and you get really, really over-excited about it. Then, afterwards, you watch Doctor Who Confidential and then you go on the message boards and get really annoyed by the people responding to the episode. Then you try to calm Daniel down, and you cook him dinner. And sometimes your friend Tom comes over who’s really, really big into Doctor Who and then Tom and Dan have, like, three-hour long discussions/arguments.

And the third one is The Greatest Show in the Galaxy…

Now, its official title may be The Greatest Show in the Galaxy, but I always call it The Circus of Death. Every time: The Circus of Death. Sylvester McCoy is my hero. There’s no shame in that; he was a properly trained clown, that man.

“Sylvester McCoy is my hero. There’s no shame in that.”

So, in The Circus of Death there were a family of monsters, the Gods of Ragnarok, and they would demand you perform for them, and then kill you if you didn’t satisfy them. I think, because I was a young precocious child, the idea of people killing you if you weren’t good enough for performing was, to me, more chilling than Freddy Krueger. It was absolutely the most terrifying thing I saw as a child. And, I have to add, when I was growing up, I wasn’t allowed to watch any films with sex scenes, because my parents were quite religious, but I was allowed to watch loads of 18 rated horror films. The Circus of Death was scarier than any 18 rated horror films.

[image: image]

  Toyah Willcox

 Singer and actress
 Had a top 10 hit written by the man behind Who-fan band, Blood Donor

Haven’t we all hidden behind the sofa when Doctor Who was on the telly?

I’ve been alive a lot longer than most and consider myself lucky enough to have seen the original Doctor, William Hartnell, who personified the iconic father figure while being terrifyingly mysterious. Hartnell has never been equalled for me because he was the oldest of all the Doctors and his silvery age added weight to making me believe his power.

“I sat, wide-eyed and as petrified as those on-screen forests.”

That said, when Doctor Who was made into a cinema film in 1965, as Dr Who and the Daleks with Peter Cushing as the Doctor, I still insisted on going. The problem with seeing a horror film in public when you are only seven years old is that it’s unforgivable to show fear. Even the opening sequences of mist-covered marsh lands surrounding the Daleks’ city had me frozen to the spot. I remember wanting to slide down the seat and hide but I was flanked by my parents who were all too ready to laugh at my fear. So I sat, wide-eyed and as petrified as those on-screen forests, for two tortuous and exhilarating hours… which kept me in full supply of nightmares for a good month.

Luckily, by the time the Cybermen appeared on the TV screens I was approaching the age of the “ratty pubescent teen”, and started to find the whole concept of Doctor Who highly erotic.

And I still do!

[image: image]

  Gareth Roberts

 Screenwriter and novelist
 Was nicknamed Scaroth Roberts for the duration of October 1979

For the first 23 years of my life, I had a strange suspicion that I was missing out on something. The trouble being, I didn’t know what that something was. My contemporaries seemed always to be getting very excited about things that, while fine in themselves, stirred little reaction in me — passing their driving test, going outside, or the Thompson Twins, for example.

Then, suddenly and terribly, I discovered that missing link in the last place and among the last people I would ever have expected.

I was in my final year of college and I met a student called Steve. Steve had heard a dirty rumour that I was writing a Doctor Who novel, and so he invited me to a pub in London where, once a month, he and his Doctor Who fan friends met for a drink.

My previous experiences of fellow fans had not been good ones. At the age of 11 I’d joined the Doctor Who Appreciation Society in the mistaken belief that it was a society for the appreciation of Doctor Who. Their newsletters disproved this spectacularly. They were utterly baffling, full of Daily Mail-esque rants about jokes in the series (in their opinion, there should be no jokes), and articles incandescent with rage about people I’d never heard of.

I was just as frightened of the few fans that had crossed my path — the Tory boy who pronounced Logopolis differently every time he said it (which was often) and another lad who never took his coat off and returned my copy of Doctor Who and the Doomsday Weapon with a curious stain on page 81.

“Somewhere there are people who will laugh at your impression of Queen Katryca.”

So, as Steve led me into the pub, I was wary. Then he introduced me to his friends. And I started talking to them. And they started talking to me. Some of them had names I recognised from Doctor Who Magazine and other fanzines (oh yes, I’d lurked on the sidelines, but I didn’t inhale). We talked a lot about The Underwater Menace that night, I’m sure, but we also talked about Bowie, Twin Peaks, Hartley Hare, the European Union, sex and Quentin Crisp.

An hour later I finally knew what I’d been missing. Because these people should have been my friends way before. In my teens I should have been with them, laughing and drinking and learning and, quite frankly, feeling some of them up. They’d grown up, gay alongside straight, boy alongside girl, nerd alongside jock, in a way I had never conceived was possible. And the thing that drew them together, and drew me to them, and supplied the missing something in my life, was Doctor Who.

The moral of this story is that somewhere out there are people who will laugh at, and love you for, your impression of Queen Katryca trying to navigate the corridors of Marb Station. They’re waiting for you. Go out and find them.
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  Gideon Defoe

 Author
 Once served Tom Baker a pint of Guinness at The Coal Hole pub on The Strand

In the early 1980s we moved house.

My mum carefully explained that this new place was rented, which meant it belonged to someone else, which meant we had to take good care of it. I figured it was incredibly nice of some stranger to let us borrow an entire house, so I should probably do more than just take care of it: I should try to improve it.

I resolved to accomplish this via a radical makeover of my bedroom. It was a pretty small room, so an obvious priority was to make it look more spacious.

You know what else was small yet seemed spacious? The TARDIS. I didn’t think this was entirely down to multi-dimensional Time Lord engineering — no, I thought it was at least partly due to clever interior design choices. Namely: roundels.

Like a pint-sized, slightly less dickish Laurence Llewelyn-Bowen I found the most heavy-duty felt-tip pen I could and proceeded to draw around a dinner plate until the wall, or at least the amount of wall a six-year-old could reach standing on his bed, was covered with beautiful, vaguely wonky Davison-era roundels. As a finishing flourish, I also drew a video screen listing the TARDIS occupants: the Doctor, lovely Nyssa, gobby Tegan and Adric. Then I crossed out Adric, adding a slightly cold “deceased”, and put my own name in there instead.

“I drew a video screen listing the TARDIS occupants.”

When I dragged my mum in to see my handiwork, with a proud explanatory shout of “roundels!” she was so impressed that she went the exact same colour as the big rubber snake in Kinda. I generously offered to continue my makeover throughout the rest of the house but she seemed to be too busy crying and saying things like “lost deposit” and “should have had it adopted” to listen. Which was a pity, because I already had big plans to turn the airing cupboard into a Zero Cabinet.

[image: image]

  Javier Grillo-Marxuach

 Television screenwriter and producer
 Spent a day dressed as the Master at a Doctor Who convention in 2010

In the late 1970s, during the Star Wars boom, television programmers scrambled to get as much sci-fi on the air as possible. In my native homeland of Puerto Rico (which, by the way, I still believe to have been the inspiration for Porto Guava in Gerry Anderson’s Joe 90), this meant that Doctor Who aired on weeknights under the title El Doctor Misterio.

And so, every night I would watch a logo which clearly read “Doctor Who” vanish into a maelstrom and wonder why the Spanish-language voice-over was announcing a significantly different title than the one I was reading.

“Unfashionably middle-aged, manifestly googly-eyed, viciously eccentric.”

Translational disconnects aside, I would be remiss if I didn’t faithfully report that at the age of eight I found the good Doctor’s adventures profoundly… well… weird. Weirdly dubbed, weirdly shifting between film and videotape in a style defiantly not resembling the mainstream TV production methods of our North American pop-cultural overlords, and weirdly located in a country whose climate and texture bore little resemblance to the tropical environment in which I was raised.

There was also the Doctor himself, unfashionably middle-aged, manifestly googly-eyed, viciously eccentric: he was the epitome of everything this child of the Han Solo generation was taught to find weird in a hero.

Thankfully, weird was always my favorite colour.

And so, in spite of the protestations of my friends — who believed that this weird show had little currency with the space opera we loved on the big screen — I became a young, non-anglophone Whovian… and spent many a restless night wondering where in a tropical paradise one could purchase a twelve-foot-long woollen scarf.

Though my dreams of owning Tom Baker’s outfit would not come true until much later in life — and in a climate far more welcoming to the garments — my childhood viewing of El Doctor Misterio was the gateway drug to Blake’s 7, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, The Prisoner, and every other British science fiction series I might have missed had the Doctor not encouraged me to further embrace the less-than-familiar…

And sometimes, to this day, on occasion, when I happen to buy a bag of jelly babies, I will hold it out to a stranger and ask “¿Le gustaria una gomita?”

[image: image]

  Michael Moorcock

 Author
 Wrote an Eleventh Doctor novel, The Coming of the Terraphiles, in 2009

I remember reading in the Radio Times about Doctor Who coming. It sounded a bit more interesting than most programmes of the day so at the appropriate time we fired up the old steam viewer and sat down to watch.

“We fired up the old steam viewer and sat down to watch.”

I was a bit disappointed with William Hartnell, who played everything at full volume and was pretty stilted in his delivery, exactly as he was in The Army Game. But, by the time Patrick Troughton turned up to give the character his trademark fey eccentricities, I was hooked.

For me, the best 20th century Doctor Who was Tom Baker, whose reign lasted until it no longer became possible for me to watch regularly. I remained unimpressed by 2001: A Space Odyssey, but I’d go to considerable lengths not to miss an episode of The Brain of Morbius.

It wasn’t until Christopher Eccleston arrived that I had a chance to watch regularly again and, I have to say, I became a bit of an addict. The plots became increasingly complex, playing with ideas of time and space, and the actors more suited to a role that blended comedy and melodrama.

Because I now watch on Public Service Broadcasting in the USA, I’m usually a season or two behind, which can be frustrating…

Especially when you’re trying to write a novel about a Doctor Who you haven’t actually seen yet!
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  Michelle Duncan

 Actress
 Was understudied at her Doctor Who read-through by David Tennant’s mum

For me, a gangly child in a village in Scotland, there was nothing cuddly or nostalgic about Doctor Who, even if my memory makes it so now. From the discordant harmonies of the theme tune to the shrill hypertension of the Daleks’ voice, this was for me genuine science fiction; dark, transgressive, and vividly imaginative. The alien civilisations seemed claustrophobic and at times, palpably evil. The relationships between the Doctor and his assistants seemed exotic in their very sexlessness.

I think I have a dim vestigial memory of Tom Baker — could I be retconning? — but it was his immediate followers who were to me the real, er, McCoy: I was mesmerised by his transmogrifications, and the pleasing fact that this Time Lord, with all of space-time as his domain, had a predilection not just for our random “planet number three from the sun”, but actually for Britain…

“I had no idea how terrifying the real werewolf would be.”

Which brings me to 19th century Scotland; or, in reality, to 21st century Wales, where I played Lady Isobel MacLeish of the Torchwood Estate in Tooth and Claw. Much of acting is just that — acting — but being heavily chained in a darkened basement, with the terrifying Tom Smith as the Host making blood-curdling cries of anguish, there was little need for pretence. My most vivid memory is of hiding beside a long Victorian wooden kitchen table, clutching at my maids, all of us staring at an excessively tall man in a leotard with a tennis ball stuck on the end of a pole to give us an eye-line to the werewolf terrorising Torchwood. At the time, I had no idea how terrifying the real werewolf would turn out to be, but luckily a man in a leotard was just the right amount of scary.

In one particular take, my heel broke during an escape, giving me a sudden authentic look of horror as I contemplated a tumble down some Medieval flagstones. Much as I loved the episode, I wasn’t prepared to give my life for it, so I clutched at Billie Piper’s clothes in a lunging attempt to stay upright. In retrospect, I wonder what it would have been like to be a Doctor Who martyr — at least it would have made my character’s collector card more collectable.

Other long-running TV series can become “institutions” — that deadening, heavy word. Doctor Who mixes a peculiarly British improvisational joy into the legacy of the past. Great characters — Sherlock Holmes, James Bond — give you the impression that they existed long before their creators stumbled upon them. The Doctor is in that league. Raise your glass, then, to Sydney Newman and Verity Lambert, for having the serendipity to discover this great, intense, eccentric character who’d been knocking around Gallifrey for nine hundred years.

[image: image]

  Nicholas Briggs

 Actor, writer, director and voice of many Doctor Who monsters
 Taught Prince Charles how to speak like a Dalek

When I first went to drama school, one of our tasks was to tell a story to the group and they had to work out whether we were telling the truth or not. I told them that Doctor Who had saved my life. The story went like this…

“Doctor Who saved my life.”

When I was a kid, I was told I “had to go” to Sea Scout camp; but I refused to, because it would mean missing the final part of Planet of the Daleks. Resisting much pressure and a fair deal of humiliation, I stayed at home and, naturally, thoroughly enjoyed that episode.


That night, however, I woke up and was terribly ill, vomiting and passing out, and was rescued from choking by my parents. If that’d happened at Scout camp, I might well have wandered off into the bushes on my own, feeling sick, and I might have ended up choking while unconscious. Hence my slightly over-dramatic assertion to my fellow students that Doctor Who had saved me.

Everyone in the group thought the story was preposterous and that I’d made it up. I’m not sure what exactly the exercise proved, but it certainly made it clear to everyone in my year at drama school, from the outset, that I was a complete and utter Doctor Who nut.

[image: image]

  Richard Madeley

 Columnist, novelist, television and radio presenter
 Corrected Paul Merton’s allegation that Daleks can’t “go upstairs” on an episode of Have I Got News For You

I’m just old enough — let me emphasise the “just”, thank you — yes, just old enough to remember my very first episode of Doctor Who, partly because it was the first episode of Doctor Who… or rather, the first two episodes of Doctor Who.

Let me explain.

The opening programme was repeated, in its entirety, the following Saturday. It was November, 1963. Two for the price of one. Why?

Kennedy. The assassination of the US president in Dallas, Texas, barely a day before the first scheduled transmission of the BBC’s hugely-anticipated new series. I was seven and a half; my sister Elizabeth was 11. We couldn’t wait for the first Doctor Who.

But Kennedy’s assassination shrouded everything. Viewers were utterly preoccupied by the extraordinary, horrible news event and the BBC felt, as the following week unfolded, that the big launch of their intriguing fantasy drama had been eclipsed by brutal reality. So they decided, perfectly understandably, to launch it again.

I’m not sure, but I think that on the subsequent Saturday they tacked episode two onto the back of episode one. I seem to recall a double treat. (You’ll have to check.)


But anyway, William Hartnell’s Doctor and his granddaughter, Susan, the first of many such pairings, are burned into my memory, as is the first glimpse of the impossibly vast expanse of the interior of the tiny box-like TARDIS. We’re perfectly used to it now, but I can’t tell you how much that initial experience of the physically impossible brought with it the shock of the new. It was a brilliant conceptual stroke and secured the watching audience’s attention from the off.

“The Doctor and his granddaughter are burned into my memory.”

I was never frightened by Doctor Who. I never hid behind the sofa, never pulled a Dralon cushion in front of my eyes. I did once have a nightmare about a Cyberman, but that’s about it. I think this is because, for me, the birth of this extraordinary TV phenomenon will always be inextricably linked to Kennedy’s assassination. I remember the first newsflash that brought us that news at 7pm in the evening and my shocked parents’ instant tears of overwhelmed grief. I’d never seen them cry before.

Maybe that’s why, for all its skill, guile and shock value, Doctor Who could never quite match the reality of the horror and pathos of a young president’s awful end.

[image: image]

  Richard Marson

 Former Blue Peter series editor
 Wrote JN-T: The Life and Scandalous Times of John Nathan-Turner, a biography of Doctor Who’s most controversial former producer

“Wait here…”

We were shown into a large featureless room, with drab utility furniture and, for a few nerve-wracking minutes, left to our own devices. The summer of 1984 was hot and the room was stuffy. From its windows, a dreary panorama of industrial West London stretched into the distance.

I was here at the BBC’s North Acton rehearsal rooms with my best friend, Patrick
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