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Preface

The working week begins on a Monday; the Christian week on a Sunday. For one weird practiser of druidry, the first day of the week is, I gather, Friday. However, the BBC has, for as long as anyone can remember, contrarily, started its weeks on a Saturday. Which means that big BBC events – like the inauguration of a new channel or, at a more mundane level, the first day of the week in Radio Times – fall very often on a Saturday.

There’s something rather odd about this, really. A bit like what gets called these days ‘a soft launch’. Not quite the roll-up-the-sleeves-and-get-down-to-it feel of a Monday morning. More a pull-up-a-chair-and-cop-this sort of event.

But Saturday September the 30th 1967 was just a bit more special. Transistor radios across the country were abuzz with the trails. Radio Times (price eightpence – eight old pence, well short of a shilling and, by twenty-first-century standards, a bargain at about 3p) had broken out into colour for the nonce. On the cover, a blonde babe dances obliquely amongst what looks a bit like an accident in a Smarties factory: a strange detritus of red, blue, orange and green discs. In her left hand she brandishes another red disc, inscribed in that so-fashionable curly-wurly writing that back in Beatlemania days meant swinging, groovy or indeed dodgy with two words: ‘this week’. And on her pyramid-shaped snow-white mini-dress (in the same curly-wurly script) are the bright orange words: ‘RADIO 1 ON 247’.

The minuscule silvery radio – as cool as some early-adopter 3G gizmo today – that she’s about to trample under her dancing feet is a generational symbol. No longer was sound (or even ‘steam’) radio synonymous with a hulking great ice-cream-shaped microphone the size of a small classroom-globe (technically, a Marconi-made ‘Type A’ type, dating from 1934). No, the sleek transistor was the image of radio cool that the corporation wanted to identify itself with that autumn week in 1967.

This was what we in the corporation call a ‘Radio cover’. Since television got the lion’s share of the sweeties, ‘Radio covers’ are rare phenomena in the Radio Times world. But September the 30th was indeed a big radio day, so it got its cover story. It was Radio 1’s very first transmission, the day the world was greeted by Tony Blackburn, by those eagerly harmonising voices proclaiming ‘Radio One is Onederful!’ and at last introduced to the British listener ‘The Swinging New Radio Service’. Don’t you just love it?

But amongst the (slightly) hip new radio schedules for Saturday September the 30th (Tony Blackburn’s Daily Disc Delivery was followed at – such BBC precision – 8.32 by Leslie Crowther with Junior Choice) there was an event that went barely noticed. Radio Times proclaimed it – well, they hardly could ignore it – but it wasn’t exactly a cause for celebration, more a new arrangement, a redefinition, a change of designation. Or was it?

I’m talking of course about the other new radio services that first saw the light of day that September Saturday: Radio 2 – shedding its old Light Programme name and identity and fusing its schedules with the new baby (which explains why Leslie Crowther, then ‘appearing in Let Sleeping Wives Lie at the Garrick Theatre, London’, turns up as part of Radio 1); and, still on here of that copy of Radio Times, the new Radio 3 – complete with, yes, sport.

Overpage on 14, with a whole side to itself, lies the subject of this book – the fourth new network born on Saturday September the 30th 1967: BBC Radio 4. Radio 4, epitome of all things British – the great voice of middle England – the tamper-with-at-your-peril network that’s so often quoted (not always completely accurately) as representing the very best of the BBC. No fanfares or fandangos to launch this national treasure, no great unveiling or opening ceremony. No theme tune either. Just the Saturday edition of Farming Today opening up the network at 6.35 am.

In fact, that first Radio 4 day forty years ago is very familiar – but also very different from today’s network. Many of the programme titles are similar or, surprisingly, identical to those of 2007: there’s From Our Own Correspondent – FOOC if you’re in the business – at 8.15, and a couple of hours later The Daily Service. (These days, though, Radio 4 is pretty ungodly on a Saturday morning.) There’s comedy for Saturday lunchtime with Round the Horne and, at 3.15, the precursor of Weekend Woman’s Hour called Home for the Day. There are a couple of plays, a book programme, some gardening news and Desert Island Discs: Roy Castle, the entertainer, was Roy Plomley’s guest. So far, so very familiar.

There were fewer newses though, and, spreading its further-educational tentacles across what’s regarded today as radio’s morning primetime, at 11.35 am Study Session: Divertissement Français – fifteen programmes for listeners with some knowledge of French. The evening consisted of a curious concatenation of comedy – Steptoe and Son freshly bowdlerised for radio – and concert, as Albert and Harold’s cart is followed incongruously on to the air by Gala Night at the Opera (from rag-and-bone men to Carmen, as it were; but also Rigoletto, Rosenkavalier and Semiramide …).

And just as the last applause from the audience in the Town Hall, Huddersfield is dying away, on strides Paul Daneman as Alexander the Great, to strut his stuff in fourth-century Greece as imagined by Terence Rattigan in Adventure Story, the first Saturday Night Theatre presentation of the new Radio 4.

Eclectic, I grant you, and eclecticism has always been a typical feature of the Radio 4 schedule. But coherent, perhaps not – and certainly very different in many ways from the layout of an average Radio 4 Saturday in the first decade of the twenty-first century.

And yet, as I hope to demonstrate most emphatically in the course of the following chapters, the ebb and flow of Radio 4 has, to a surprising degree, stayed wonderfully consistent across the decades: a bit like one of those speeded-up films of, say, a High Street across the years. We watch as a few buildings are pulled down and new ones spring up to replace them; the odd landmark is felled, the occasional tree planted, yet the main features – the roadways and the lamp-standards, the balconies above the shopfronts and the parish church on the corner – remain more-or-less unshifted, unaltered. Colours may change and detail may blur, but the intrinsic streetness of that High Street lives on. So, too, with Radio 4.

Professor Laurie Taylor (no longer ‘of York University’, as for decades Stop the Week described him, but now of London) has said that Radio 4 is ‘like Marmite’

Because Marmite has changed slightly: there are differences on the pack, there are differences in the advertising; there was a squeezy Marmite or something, wasn’t there? (People got upset, and they said, ‘Oh God we don’t want that!’ But Marmite now plays with that; it says ‘some people hate us, some people love us’ – plays that game rather well.) That’s what Radio 4 is like: it does want change, but we don’t want to see it, we don’t want to notice it. And then it just somehow seems to evolve.

In these pages, with the help of Radio 4 luminaries like Laurie, I’ll be shifting the curtain on some of the history of those forty years of surreptitious change. And, I hope, offering some glimpses of programmes forgotten or overlooked, celebrating some long-standing favourites, and bringing to life some of the many great names that have made their home on Radio 4, whose voices and style define that essence that is the world’s most original and engaging radio station: unique – and uniquely British.

Here, though, I must enter a caveat. I’ve spent more than three of those four decades in the BBC, most of them fashioning programmes for Radio 4, and the prospect of endeavouring to be in any way comprehensive is I’m afraid impossible. Just consider the number of programmes that were broadcast on that very first Saturday alone – 47, if you count the news bulletins and weather forecasts – and then multiply that by 365 days, and then that figure by the 40 years of its existence and you begin to get an idea of the vastness of the flow of programmes that is BBC Radio 4. It’s the most densely packed schedule in the UK, certainly, and I’d hazard a fair bet that that applies to the rest of the world as well. James Boyle, the network’s eighth controller, described the schedule as a ‘medieval town plan’ packed with tiny streets and alleys and buildings. He vowed to do as Baron Haussmann did to Paris, to open up some decent thoroughfares, regularise the crossroads, put a news bulletin on every corner, as it were, and if not to institute a US grid plan, then certainly to bring order to this warren of programmes.

He did what he said he’d do – and provoked a near riot in the process. Yet it’s Boyle’s schedule that – broadly speaking – is still with us nearly ten years later. But it’s still complex, still has some wonderfully obscure start-times and still retains enough idiosyncrasy to make the task of capturing every favourite programme, every much-loved presenter quite impossible. So, to you who search the Index in vain for your own pet Radio 4 moment, I apologise now. This has, by necessity, to be a selective collection.

But then, as Margaret Howard was at pains to explain to me when I first set foot in the office of Pick of the Week many Picks ago, we’re not trying to be comprehensive, just represent the best we can get – and that we can afford. In some respects, the same might be said for this book.


INTRODUCTION

Because the pictures are better

It was the pictures that did it. I was cowering in my bedroom, bawling my head off. In the sitting room my parents were contemplating sitting down to write to the BBC. And it was all because of the drill – you see, the drill was whining towards the forehead of our hero, our warrior-for-truth, closer, ever closer … how could he possibly escape? Then out of the roar surged the screaming climax of the ‘Infernal Dance of King Kastchei’ from Stravinsky’s Firebird … and the exciting episode of John Darran’s Counterspy ended for another week. How could it finish there? What would happen? It was utterly terrifying – at least to a seven-year-old.

It was – it is – the sheer power of sound and story to conjure a picture, a situation, to strap you into that chair with the drill about to gouge the flesh of your brow, plough into the bone and … The pictures, the feelings were inside me, pulled from my imagination by some powerful sound effects, a bit of convincing acting and a thrilling, demonic musical crescendo. Simple really. It was, and is, the magical and effortless power of radio, of sound, to conjure up a scene – a picture as vivid and as shocking as anything million-dollar Hollywood CGI can achieve, and with the minimum of resources.

Many years later, when I’d become a young audio engineer (in the BBC they’re usually called Studio Managers), I was asked by an eminent World Service drama producer to cook up the sound effects for a production he was doing of James Elroy Flecker’s 1922 play of eastern magic and exoticism, Hassan. Thus it was that I spent a whole nightshift not on ‘the golden road to Samarkand’ but in a gloomy studio, creating with a few sound effects discs the imaginative landscape of the play, including the ‘vast steel curtain slowly descending’ which the plot required. The thrill! I was a master chef, concocting an impossible Cecil B De Mille image in the minds of listeners the world over – and it was just so simple.

Because that’s how radio works. It takes the minimum resources – a single voice speaking into a microphone, a sound that conjures a world of recaptured memories – and the mind of the listener fills in all the other details. No need for costly sets, armies of extras, gratuitous graphics. Radio pictures live in the head, not in the eye: and they can get much, much closer to how we feel than any number of flashy images on a screen in the corner of the room.

This book is testimony to that power, as expressed in its purest form on BBC Radio 4 by men and women in front of the microphone, by writers and actors who bring to life a whole imaginary universe populated by … well, a two-headed creature called Zaphod Beeblebrox and a paranoid android named Marvin for starters; or perhaps simply by a sequence of sounds – a distant church bell, a churring cicada maybe and a faraway house-martin that in an instant evoke the soft warm breeze of a summer’s morning in the heart of Tuscany …

‘As a writer, the wonderful thing about radio is the freedom of imagery you can plant in people’s heads, things that are just quite simply impossible.’ The speaker is Steve Punt, writer, comedian and star of The Now Show on Radio 4 who knows all about this incredibly cheap source of imaginative power:

You can suddenly be anywhere: you can be talking about getting the Olympics ready and you can say ‘I wonder whether they had this problem building the Pyramids?’ and then: FX DESERT WINDS, bit of Egyptian music. And the guys who do the sound effects are just brilliant because you type in on the script, FX VAST WOODEN ROLLERS CARRYING BLOCKS OF SANDSTONE THROUGH THE EGYPTIAN DESERT, and in a single sentence suddenly the audience are picturing vast teams of slaves dragging blocks of stone across a desert.

But the wonder of radio is you don’t even need the resources of skilled sound effects technicians. Take, for example, Alistair Cooke, one of the most exquisite of Radio 4’s voices and the perfect radio story teller, who could reel in his audience like Hemingway’s Old Man playing his great fish. Several times, in various Radio 4 programmes, I’ve had the chance to regale listeners with an incredible account by Cooke back in July 1945, when he described the crash of a B-25 bomber as it ploughed into the Empire State Building in New York. It was ten to ten on a foggy morning and the pilot had become disorientated. The facts were horrific enough – this was nearly sixty years before 9/11 – but Cooke’s first-hand account of the hours it took stranded office workers to make their way down the staircases of what was then the city’s tallest building was astounding. Looking up into the swirling fog, he imagined the scene he couldn’t see, hundreds of feet above him on the seventy-ninth floor where the bomber had slammed into the structure, engulfing it in flames and sending one of the lifts crashing down the shaft. It was and is still a magisterial piece of radio writing – economic, evocative and – given that the fog prevented anybody on the ground getting any photographs that meant anything much – infinitely the best pictures available.

If further proof of radio’s evocative power were needed, many years ago a letter, postmarked Ireland, landed on my desk at the BBC, thanking me for a documentary that I’d made for Radio 4, called Forbidden Journey. A young adventurer called Nick Crane, today a seasoned star of TV travel programmes like Coast, was making for me what was only his second radio programme, a secret journey through Soviet-occupied Afghanistan. In her letter, our Irish correspondent said she’d been by Nick’s side every inch of the way as he crept past the border defences, and announced that she had already cancelled a dinner party she had arranged for the following week when the next episode was to be broadcast. She couldn’t miss a moment, she said. Such is the power of radio to enthral … and modify social arrangements!

This strange ability of the very best radio to worm its way inside your head and transfix you isn’t uncommon. Most producers I know have stories to tell of listeners late for work because they just had to wait till a particularly gripping story finished on Radio 4. Another, more famous, Nick – Nick Clarke – one of the network’s most accomplished journalists (and coincidentally Alistair Cooke’s biographer), with a warm and perfectly modulated voice (‘sublime’ Radio 4’s controller Mark Damazer called it) made a programme with me in the last year of his life about his struggle with cancer. It was an incredibly painful, raw personal account by Nick and his wife Barbara, built round their audio diary, and it held listeners captive. Like I suspect hundreds or even thousands of listeners, a group of BBC colleagues, including the Chairman of the BBC, found themselves trapped in their cars by the story. As they bumped into each other on the stairs on their way to the office, they all discovered they’d been listening to the same unswitchoffable account. So much for those who speak slightingly of ‘steam radio’.

If the most effective radio still has the power to stop us in our tracks, it has also an amazing ability to urge those behind the microphone to perform near miracles. In his Forbidden Journey documentary, for example, Nick Crane accomplished something few do outside the arena of war. He recorded what he thought might well be his last hours, as he struggled high in the mountains on the Afghan border to keep himself alive in snow that was almost burying him. It was by no means unique: Ted Edwards, virtually out of water, had done it during his 1983 crossing of the Arabian Empty Quarter which was also chronicled on Radio 4. Yet both kept recording. The fact that Radio 4 had given them a microphone meant they were somehow duty-bound to commit the moment to tape, even if it was their last.

Few who heard it will forget the legendary journalist James Cameron’s dramatised account of open heart surgery The Pump, broadcast in the early days of the network (1973), or, from the mid-80s, Tony van den Bergh’s graphic documentary, commentating, with only an epidural to ease the pain, on his own hip replacement operations. And May 1968, less than a year into the new network, found a tear-gassed David Jessel – later the TV champion of the wrongfully convicted – vividly painting radio pictures for The World at One of a hail of pavés as he struggled for breath during the student riots in Paris.

These were pure radio moments of the highest order, infinitely memorable, and which have helped give Radio 4 its deep-rooted place in Britain’s psyche. ‘I suppose it’s got virtually everything on it that you want to listen to,’ says Nigel Forde, erstwhile weekly ‘instant’ poet on Midweek, and last presenter of the long-running literary programme Bookshelf:

It’s got plays, it’s got talks, it’s got interviews, it’s got current affairs, it’s got news and – most of all I think – it’s got surprises. All sorts of things that you never think you could make a programme out of, like ‘doodling’ – and suddenly, it’s mind expanding. I get hooked and start listening perhaps to Round Britain Quiz or Counterpoint and then you hear a dreadful play, and then next day you hear a lovely play and it’s just total surprise all the time.

As with Alistair Cooke’s signature ‘Gud evening’, for the Radio 4 listener a part of the pleasure of the network lies in the familiarity of its voices and their words as much as in the many surprises that are packed into the average Radio 4 day. So John Ebdon, another voice of urbanity who died not so long ago, was defined across his many years of broadcasting from the BBC Sound Archives by the breathy, arch ‘Haow do you dooah?’ of his opening, and his invariable ending: ‘… and if you have been, thanks for listening.’ It’s these oft-repeated vocal idiosyncrasies and catchphrases that characterise the network’s voices. (Margaret Howard’s ‘Hello again’ and ‘Goodbye now’, bland though they look on the page today, were significant enough to be mercilessly lampooned by one Radio 4 wit.) And of course Dead Ringers has, over the years, had enormous fun attributing fantasy other-lives to the stalwarts of Radio 4 continuity like Charlotte Green and Brian Perkins, which, as you’ll see later in this book, they absolutely adore.

If television is the home of instantly recognisable faces, Radio 4 is the domain of the voices millions clean their teeth to, (literally) set their watches by and nightly drift off to sleep with. It’s why for many listeners, Radio 4’s voices become friends. ‘It’s something to do with the very slow ways in which voices wheedle their way into listeners’ consciousness,’ observes Laurie Taylor, bringing the trained eye of a sociologist to bear on the subject:

People after a time find a voice is part of their household – somebody who is welcomed into their household. It fits inside the room, rather like their armchairs or rather like their favourite vases or their favourite ornaments. It seems to be part of the furniture. Now anyone who’s going to be successful on Radio 4 is going to [take] a long time: you’ve got to sit there while people say, ‘Don’t like the shape of that; don’t like the look of that, my word!’ And then, after a few years’ time, [you’re] accepted. That is a huge distinction from television. Television, you come in, you have to make an instant impact – sort of overnight you can be a star – and then you can disappear completely in two years.

One of the first pieces of BBC jargon I learned on joining the corporation in August 1974 was ‘continuity’. ‘Continuity’ refers both to the rolling sequences of presentation, introductions and publicity material broadcast before and after programmes (on television just as on radio) by the team of network continuity announcers, and to the place from which these announcements are made: the ‘continuity studio’, or ‘Con’. But it’s always seemed to me a most apt word when applied more broadly to Radio 4: from month to month, year to year and even decade to decade the Radio 4 ethos is one of continuity – change, certainly, but a broad continuity of purpose and of the way in which that purpose is realised in programmes and voices that remain recognisably Radio 4-shaped. As journalist Zoe Williams wrote recently, ‘It’s true that even the regional accents on [Radio 4] sound uncannily well-enunciated, which is odd; it’s like a national costume that is made of felt or hemp but has nevertheless been incredibly well-tailored …’

What this book intends to do is take you on a journey through that distinctive, instantly recognisable Radio 4 world. I hope that through the programmes I’ve featured and the voices I talk about, as well as the generous contributions from the many Radio 4 people – presenters, producers, controllers – who’ve spared the time to talk to me, some sort of coherent picture of this phenomenon that is Radio 4 will emerge.

Since this book at no stage sets out to be a formal history of the network, I’ve decided to organise it much as our lives as Radio 4 listeners shape and are shaped by the network. So, it begins where Radio 4 begins early each morning, and ends just before 1 am with ‘Sailing By’, the Shipping Forecast and those valedictory words (plus the Queen) that take listeners into the night. At the same time, I’ve used various key moments across the day as an opportunity for time travel – a sort of radio time-shuttle – zooming effortlessly across forty years of history. Along the way I hope to show how the network has evolved, and to tell stories of programmes old and venerable, young and thriving, defunct and forgotten and – in the words of Richard Baker’s old Radio 4 music programme – These You Have Loved.

Not everything in the media always goes smoothly and there are stories here of how it was often only just all right on the night. I’ll be letting you inside a few trade secrets too (not least the insider’s cheeky names for that Richard Baker programme just mentioned, Kaleidoscope and Brain of Britain). I hope to give you too a sense of what it’s like to make your way through the (thankfully these days, automated) heavy bronze doors of Broadcasting House in London and into radio’s venerable seventy-five-year-old home.

A radio studio is an odd place. It’s a room with a table and chairs and a glass wall, but usually with little or no decoration, and most have no windows. It has nothing of the magic of radio about it, and yet, when voices speak into the waiting microphones and music swells from the spinning CD next door in the control cubicle, or waves of sound effects surge from the huge monitor loudspeakers, a whole world fills the room. As Piers Plowright, one of radio’s most distinguished producers, says:

This is the central mystery of radio, isn’t it, that it doesn’t exist except as a series of sounds. But I do have this theory that all sound goes somewhere and is floating about. Like the post-horn, in the Baron Munchausen story [by eighteenth-century writer Rudolf Erich Raspe], that got frozen as the coachman was driving along, but once he put the horn down by the fire in the pub, suddenly all the tunes came out and filled the inn. Now that’s a lovely image, in a way, for what might be happening to the vanished voices, and even a quite clinical place like a radio studio I think must carry something in its walls.

To help me drill into those walls and quarry out some of the mystery of radio, and of Radio 4 in particular, I have to thank the many, many colleagues and friends who, like Piers Plowright, have taught me everything I know about radio, and shaped the way I make programmes – from the late Noel Michelli who magicked a microphone out of a KitKat foil in the first week of my training, to Robin Cherry whose sound balances on my programmes remain absolute masterclasses in audio perfection.

The names are too numerous to list in total, but I must above all thank Jenny Abramsky, Director of Audio and Music and radio’s greatest champion, who gave this book her blessing and without whom the medium – and in consequence British daily life – would be infinitely poorer. Graham Ellis, Controller of Radio Production, has been a wonderfully supportive departmental leader (and a great personal ally) as the BBC has negotiated the rigours of the past ten years of change; and thanks too to Mark Damazer, current incumbent of the Radio 4 controller’s chair and thus holder of the ‘best job in the BBC’, who manfully continues the fight to keep the standards flying as high as ever.

I am completely, grovellingly indebted to the dozens of Radio 4 people who’ve submitted to my relentless questioning over the months – their words constitute much of the substance of this book. Big thanks, too, to Robert Robinson and Nigel Forde for permission to quote from their books and to Simon Rooks in the BBC’s Sound Library and the staff of the Written Archive Centre at Caversham for their patience and courteous help as I rooted around in Radio 4’s earliest days …

On a personal note to Helen Fry, Helen Boaden, Ian Gilham in World Service, Geoffrey Braithwaite of Schools Radio, Annie Howells and Alastair Wilson go special gratitude – you all helped me when I needed it most in my career – and of course thank you to the myriad presenters and friends who’ve so often been the public face of magical Radio 4 collaborations: Michael Rosen, Melvyn Bragg, Christina Dodwell, Lenny Henry, Miles Kington and many, many others; it’s been a wonderful creative journey.

Finally, thanks must go to those close to me and to this project without whom it would never have seen the light of day: my editor at Random House Nigel Wilcockson and, in BBC Documentaries Unit, Rob Ketteridge.

And thank you not least to those at home, my now very grown-up children Jocelyn and John, both of whom are beginning to step gingerly on to the media ladder, and above all to my wife, Liz, faithful Radio 4 listener, who’s had to be present at the often painful birth of too many programmes over the years and who’s cheered me on every inch of the way.

The red light is flicking; the studio is about to go live. From the loudspeakers in the control cubicle ‘cue-programme’ is feeding the words of the announcer in Radio 4 Continuity. ‘In half an hour, The Archers, but now on Radio 4 …’ – We’re on air …


CHAPTER ONE

5.15 am: Stand by: light coming …

ON A FARM in Herefordshire, it’s breakfast time – pretty early breakfast, actually. The cows have yet to be milked, and for them, at a quarter past five, it’s really quite late. Across the spring fields, dawn is still half an hour away, but from the kitchen comes the burble of a radio.

No time for radios, though, on Dudley Road in Birmingham where the City Hospital’s A&E night staff clock in another hopelessly drunk youngster scooped from the pavement on Broad Street: they’ve got another two hours of this till they can get away to their beds. On the M62 west of Leeds, a constant stream of early-morning trucks and cars is churning past a farm that lies bang in the middle of the motorway – an island of sheep farming in the middle of this internally combusted stretch of the Pennines. Almost every cab of every lorry has music playing – as often as not it’s Radio 1 or Radio 2 keeping the night at bay.

In west London the traffic is also ceaseless. An N207 night bus with eleven passengers aboard rounds the curve at Shepherd’s Bush Green. As it turns to head west up the Uxbridge Road, past the end of Wood Lane, a few solitary pedestrians are striding purposefully towards the glowing mass of Television Centre just down the road. There, in the BBC’s main newsroom, it’s already midday-busy. The coffee machine in the Today programme offices is doing a brisk trade. Ten miles to the east, in the heart of London’s West End, on the first floor of Broadcasting House (the BBC’s famous ship-like HQ building dating from 1932), a BBC radio continuity announcer is going through the preparations for a new day.

But on Sunday, April the 23rd 2006, this early-morning routine represented something special: it was the end of an era. BBC Radio 4 was about to bid farewell to one of its longest-established traditions. ‘Change for the Worse at Radio 4’ thundered the Daily Telegraph when the network’s controller announced the termination of the opening musical theme. For thirty-three years it had heralded every day’s broadcasting on Radio 4 with its ‘row of bright flags run out to salute the morning’ as Gillian Reynolds called it. Britain’s longest-serving and most erudite critic and commentator on radio was cross: ‘I like early-morning Radio 4 the way it is, a slower wake-up to a tune that calls to mind all those bits of the British Isles that are seldom mentioned on Today or any other news programme.’



Early one morning

For me, it was perhaps because in my family in Bristol we’d sung folk songs round the piano, that those opening notes of ‘Early One Morning’ always made a very powerful connection. On the other hand, there’s no doubt that, lovely though the arrangement was and is, by 2006 the UK Theme was a relic of another broadcasting era. When the then controller Ian McIntyre and his Presentation Editor introduced it, the IRA was at its height and the Troubles in full swing. Even if Radio 4 was still predominantly the voice of England, and southern England at that, it was nevertheless transmitted throughout the United Kingdom, and the UK Theme was intended by McIntyre to symbolise the encompassing national embrace of his network.

I suppose, as usual, it was the pictures that did it for me. Each time I ever heard it, images of mist rising over a West-Country valley at dawn floated, unsummoned, into my mind … three bars of ‘Early One Morning’; then ‘Rule Britannia’, gradually gathering energy, slides gently from its climax into a clever blend of ‘Danny Boy’ and ‘Annie Laurie’. Up steps a foot-tapping ‘Drunken Sailor’ who weaves in and out of ‘Greensleeves’ with more dexterity than his state might allow. ‘Men of Harlech’ then stride in, dancing in and out of the rugged kilt-clad legs of ‘Scotland the Brave’ like some instant eightsome reel, only to modulate down through the melodic gears to find that maid singing in the valley below once again. Finally, there is a reprise of ‘Rule Britannia’ rising resplendent like the dawn over the confection. ‘Fritz Spiegl was clearly a very clever arranger and there were elements that were indeed charming, I quite liked it actually,’ comments Damazer, ‘but to hear it day after day after day was frustrating.’

The Theme was the work of Fritz Spiegl, a great lover of radio and of this country which he’d adopted as his own. Fritz was a Radio 4 regular, notably on Start the Week, but the day job was as a musician – he was principal flautist with the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra. As a teenager, he’d fled Austria at the outbreak of war with his family, and often used his outsider’s view of Britain to maintain a brilliant witty commentary on the country’s foibles, linguistic and social. I remember our hilarious encounter on the Radio 4 book programme Bookshelf when he came in to talk about his latest of many publications. It wasn’t a weighty tome, but a collection of typically very funny gems culled from Fleet Street’s finest, called Keep Taking the Tabloids. I still treasure my battered copy for its lovely handwritten inscription: ‘Greetings from “Balding, bespectacled F.S.” etc to Youthful Dynamic Bookshelf producer Simon Elmes (see here)’. The cryptic reference was to the tabloid practice of listing ‘apparently unconnected facts … strung together and piled up in front of a person’s name’.

Fritz died in 2003.






The so-called ‘UK Theme’ was first heard in 1973, when the then Presentation Editor (head of the announcing team and keeper of the sacred sound of Radio 4) Jim Black asked the musicologist, wit and famous champion of all things Liverpudlian Fritz Spiegl to assemble a musical salad that would embody something of the spirit of the four home nations, and act as herald to the day’s broadcasting, a sort of musical cockcrow for ‘Radio 4 UK’ as it was known for a while.

However, in early 2006, Radio 4’s still newish controller Mark Damazer decided he wanted to set the agenda in a much more brisk way at the beginning of each Radio 4 day. ‘I’m a fairly early riser and I was increasingly frustrated,’ he told me.

I know that we do a lot of news and current affairs, but I feel that it is not an unnatural instinct to get up and want to have some fairly crisp summary of what the world looks like – the news world, the sports world, the weather world, the papers … and I thought that it was pretty peculiar that we didn’t really get going till six; and a lot of the audience gets going before that. So I thought there was a programme need.

After thirty-three years, though, the UK Theme was out of tune with the style of early-morning broadcasting in this country. Indeed, with or without the UK Theme, Radio 4, with its daily open-up and closedown, is still an anomaly. Radios 1 and 2 have been 24/7 stations for a generation, News 24 on television rolls round the clock, as do the BBC’s commercial competitors. Even Radio 3 has been running its Through the Night classical music programme for years. Radio 4’s controller would dearly like to bring his network into line if the cash were available, but for the moment it’s BBC World Service that holds the fort while Radio 4 sleeps.

So, on April the 23rd 2006, as those three bars of clarion-calling on the horns and trombones from the valley below rang out through that Herefordshire farm kitchen as they had done every morning since 1973, it was a sad day for many, not all of them old faithfuls of the network: ‘Early one morning, just as the sun was rising …’ signalling the start of transmission was broadcast for the last time on Radio 4. ‘I had a soft spot for the UK Theme.’ The wistful voice is that of Charlotte Green, senior announcer. ‘It was my constant companion on that early shift when you were feeling a little bit isolated. It was just you and a studio manager in a dark, unwelcoming building and it became a friend in many ways. It wasn’t too insistent, and that certainly served to wake me up in a rather gentle way: it wasn’t in-your-face nationalism at all; it was rather subtle, actually. But I do miss it – I wish it was still there.’

Damazer, just like his nine predecessors, knows he has to keep modernising – carefully – the shape and sound of the network, even if it means slaughtering a few sacred cows like the UK Theme. ‘What still slightly intellectually irritates me is this thing about patriotism,’ he mutters. ‘I am in my own way fiercely proud about many things about Britain; Radio 4 exemplifies many of the best things, and to have it judged around this piece of music I thought was a little excessive.’ Questions in the House and an Early Day motion resulted, plus a national petition, and even a march on Broadcasting House in London:

Good stunt, quite amusing. I judiciously sought sanctuary in a nearby hostelry with a Radio 4 presenter, expecting to come back via a side door, going through the polite mass of protesters; only to discover that the bus had drawn up with six, yes six people on it.

Radio 4 Earthquake, Not Many Hurt; it was Mark Damazer’s first big run-in with the Radio 4 audience. It’s not inappropriate to start a celebration of Radio 4 with a row, because the passionate relationship between us listeners and the station is born of the intimacy of the medium through which it exists. It makes us all friends of Laurie Taylor and Jenni Murray, of Peter Donaldson and Charlotte Green – and you’ll find that, as this book unfolds, so do the many controversies and altercations that dot the forty years of its life. That ‘Change for the Worse at Radio 4’ headline stands ready-minted for any columnist who wants to take a pop at the slightest modification to ‘our station’ – and Radio 4 listeners, not least because we pay our licence-fees, do have a very proprietorial attitude to it. So if Dead Ringers makes out that Charlotte, when she’s not so beautifully enunciating Mark Damazer’s new ‘pacy’ 5.30 am News Briefing, turns into an off-microphone vamp, we all love to believe it … just for a moment.

Meanwhile, in the offices of the Today programme at Television Centre, reporter Mike Thomson is preparing another series of reports from Africa. Radio 4’s flagship programme, one of the twin engines of the network (with The Archers) is in the final stages of preparation. ‘All the night staff come in at about 8.00 pm, and then of course the mad thing about the Today programme is it suddenly starts getting really busy about quarter to five, five o’ clock, when you’re just starting to get near tx [transmission] time.’ Mike, who’s made a name for himself on Today unpicking complex stories from places like the Congo and North Korea, watches the programme team assembling today’s edition, on air these days from 6.00 am.

And if some of the news has changed, then of course you’re absolutely at your tiredest. It’s always been an oddity with it that just at that point where you start to think that it’s not too long to go before going home, suddenly you’ve got to ratchet it up twenty paces and get stuck into the programme as it goes out.

Forty years ago, the pre-dawn bustle was more genteel, though the newsroom was no less busy – albeit a lot smokier and noisier – with manual typewriters being hammered rather than clicking keyboards. At the equivalent moment in 1967, Today (‘Radio’s breakfast-time look at life around the country and across the world, introduced by Jack de Manio’) wouldn’t be starting for another two hours (at 7.15 am) and would run, believe it or not, for two short sequences of half an hour or less – another world from the agenda-setting current affairs factory of today.

Continuity, and change

But I’m getting ahead of myself. Today still lies in front of us, on the next page, as it were, of the transmission schedule. For the moment, the Radio 4 show has barely begun, and over at Broadcasting House, the Radio 4 continuity suite is at this hour empty and silent because, since that last burst of the UK Theme and the concomitant birth the following day of News Briefing, Radio 4 has been opened up by a newsreader from Television Centre. As Gillian Reynolds observed in her perceptive article in the Daily Telegraph, Harriet Cass, who did the honours that Monday morning, ‘was, as her union representative (or agent) may have noticed, hosting a sequence …’ It’s not only more efficient this way, they say, but, by avoiding costly overnight shifts, saves the network a stack of cash. However, it leaves old Radio 4 hands like Charlotte Green once again just a little wistful:

For me there was a sense of excitement, if that doesn’t sound too stupid. You were right there at the beginning with these very tried-and-trusted formulas, the Shipping Forecast and the Radio 4 theme tune. I really remember a sense of excitement – the day was starting afresh, the Today programme was coming up …

Now, Con announcers no longer sleep over. Their shifts at Broadcasting House begin at 9 o’clock, so they can join all the other workaday London commuters fighting the rigours of Oxford Circus underground station in the rush hour. It’s a far cry from the days when a young Peter Donaldson, recently recruited from British Forces Broadcasting, joined the Presentation Department in 1974. ‘There was a lot more fun than there seems to be now,’ he says, ‘fun and games and a certain degree of irresponsibility which you probably couldn’t get away with now!’ Peter worked initially for the new Radio 2, but soon graduated to Radio 4, where for many listeners he still is, even in retirement, the quintessential voice of the network. Back then, evening shifts were particularly diverting: ‘Several of us would be in the BBC Club and one of us was supposed to be on duty, but there were coins tossed to see who would go and read the next summary … and the one after that and possibly the one after that!’ ‘The Club’ in those days was a rather dingy suite of rooms in part of the Langham Hotel, opposite Broadcasting House, which, until it was sold in the 1980s, housed studios, the training department and rooms for overnight staff to grab some sleep – supernatural events permitting, that is. The Langham is one of the capital’s legendary haunted buildings, and many announcers have tales of seeing things when overnighting in Room 333. Peter told me his colleague on Radio 2, James Alexander Gordon, had once thrown his boot right through the apparition, and …

on one occasion I experienced what I can only describe as a spectre in a corner of the room, in the shape of a man wearing an opera cloak, a greatcoat. There was a shimmering shape in the corner where no shimmering shape should have been. And I hadn’t been drinking particularly that night! The room had got very cold, as all these stories tell you, and there was this spectre in the room. But I didn’t chuck anything at it. I think I just plucked up the courage to say ‘Aahooo who are you?’

Now, the ghosts of the BBC presence in the Langham have themselves been long swept away, and across the road the old continuity suites that Peter and Charlotte remember with such affection have also been demolished for the development of the gleaming New Broadcasting House. Perpetual change – new premises, new methods, new programmes – it’s how broadcasting works, anticipating trends, following fashion, hungry to take advantage of every new technical trick in the book. Thus now, when he or she does eventually open up the studio, Radio 4’s continuity announcer operates solo in a studio with a large computer, the pre-recorded shows held on a digital server somewhere. So much change, and yet so little.

Because although back in 1967, Neil Armstrong hadn’t yet got anywhere near the moon’s surface, the tone of Radio 4’s programmes was already recognisably struck from the same mould as now. Glance at Radio Times and here’s an interview with a man who’s recorded the New Testament in Scouse dialect, a visit to the Atomic Energy Commission, Gardeners’ Question Time comes from Ipswich; and, of course, on that first Radio 4 Saturday morning, at twenty-five to seven, there was Farming Today. These days it occupies an earlier weekday slot after Prayer for the Day, but Radio 4 has always woken up with agriculture and God.

Meanwhile, down on the farm …

‘On BBC Radio 4 it’s a quarter to six, and time for Farming Today with Mark Holdstock.’ But the Herefordshire farm kitchen where we began this chapter is empty now. The audience has gone; they’re down in the cowshed: Farming Today is playing to a deserted room. Yet, as I say, farming (Farming Today and its sister programme On Your Farm) has always had a special place in the Radio 4 world. Not for nothing do the daily goings on in Borsetshire yield the network’s biggest audience for drama (for all the Ambridge action, take the short cut over Lakey Hill to Chapter Nine). For years, too, early risers would be greeted with the Fatstock Prices, whose arcane incantation of hoggarts, gilts and gimmers and the rest captured listeners’ imaginations as truly as did North and South Utsire in the Shipping Forecast. But those listeners who loved the romance of the language of farming rarely if ever actually mucked out a cowshed or dipped a flock of Swaledales, and James Boyle was the controller who first realised that even farmers didn’t automatically set the alarm any more for Farming Today.

Before he launched his new shape for Radio 4 in 1998, Boyle undertook a massive programme of consultation and research about who listened to what and when. The results revealed that the network that he’d taken over did not entirely understand how its audience lived their lives:

Today wasn’t coming on the air for half an hour after the new Radio Five Live – daft to give them the lead. And then, who is it who listens to Farming Today – do farmers really get up for farming news? Then we found out that they didn’t; but actually that it was something else altogether. It was an agribusiness programme.

Boyle – coming in from a life beyond the Broadcasting House comfort zone (he’d worked in education and had led BBC Radio Scotland) – understandably wondered why farmers, as opposed to, say, accountants or orchestral musicians, had their own magazine programme occupying a daily chunk of his airtime. And it did seem odd; arcane and odd, a relic of the days when Radio 4 was still a bran tub of programmes representing a particular sort of genteel life. By the time Boyle was appointed controller, urbanised Britain had been setting the pace for generations, but one foot, or at least a couple of toes, of his network still remained permanently planted in the soil: he was determined on change. Thus these days the daily agricultural bulletin has become a magazine programme devoted to the ins-and-outs of food production, of interest, naturally, to farmers but also to the wider Radio 4 audience that gets up just as the sun is rising. It’s not even live any more, as I discovered to my surprise when I talked recently to the programme team in their bright new open-plan offices in the heart not of the Warwickshire countryside but of central Birmingham. These days, Farming Today is recorded the night before and shipped down the line into the BBC’s Radio 4 computer vault ready for the announcer to retrieve at 5.45.

Of course, when a big agribusiness story envelops the whole of the UK and takes over virtually the entire news agenda, Farming Today is there to serve everyone, a lifeline to farmers and consumers alike, as in 2001 when on February the 21st, the programme announced:

An outbreak of foot and mouth disease among twenty-seven pigs has been confirmed in Essex. The government says it’s a virulent strain of the disease and it’s spreading quickly. It’s expected they’ll impose a ban on livestock exports …

During the foot and mouth crisis, the work done by the programme and the specials that linked it with the consumer show You and Yours were a vindication of the new style of farming programme and gave the Birmingham agricultural unit and its hard-working team of young producers a prominence that their regular dawn beat normally precludes.

So 6.00 am approaches. The NFU man has done his stuff, the topic of badger-culling has yet again been aired to no very precise conclusion, the sun has risen, and in the Today office, last-minute cues are being amended; the team are assembled in studio S1. Reporter Mike Thomson is on a watching brief:

As long as you’re busy, you’ve got things to do, the adrenaline just kicks in. It’s when you haven’t got much to do but it could happen at any moment, you’re thinking, ‘Gotta keep alert, gotta keep watching the wires, gotta keep alert to what’s happening.’

Around the country – in the cars and lorries streaming past the now-woken denizens of the island-farm in the middle of the M62, in the nurses’ rest-room at Birmingham City Hospital – the night is over. (If, incidentally, you wondered why I chose these locations, they’ve all featured in recent Radio 4 ‘fly-on-the-wall’ documentaries about contemporary Britain.)

In the Herefordshire farm kitchen, the radio takes one of its statutory deep breaths; six ‘pips’ echo across the empty kitchen. ‘It’s six o’clock on Monday April the 24th …’ And throughout Britain, another Radio 4 day is just getting into its stride.


INTERLUDE ONE

How things began

AS WE’VE SEEN, the Radio 4 that was born in September 1967 was both similar to and very different from the animal we’re familiar with today. It’s a paradox that will run like a leitmotiv throughout this book, but there’s another refrain which it’s also worth singing out loud right from the start: that’s the fact that the broadcasting, social and technological environments of forty years ago were radically and very prosaically different from now. Some of these differences are obvious: no mobile phones, computers or internet; no CDs, no DVDs, not even VHS tapes or very much home videoing either. You might just have acquired a cassette tape recorder, but there were no Walkmans, no personal music players. Radiograms – great coffins containing record player and radio – were still fashionable, as were those starkly rectangular Murphy black-and-white TVs on a metallic pod and painted shiny lurid colours like red or orange; a coloured TV not a colour TV.

Other differences were less obvious: that run-of-the-mill monochrome TV cost ‘72 guineas’ in 1967 – just over £75 – but by today’s values, that’s a staggering £820. No wonder people rented television sets by the million forty years ago. In 1967, colour television was only just beginning, with Britain leading the way in Europe (and Wimbledon the first big hit). In radio, FM (or VHF as it was almost always then known) was very patchy, stereo very limited. The BBC was only just phasing out the last 78rpm discs, and much of the corporation’s equipment dated from the 1950s or even from the war. For the audience, there was officially only the BBC to listen to, and when you slept, so did the wireless. Radio 4, like the Home Service that preceded it, started crisp and new each morning with Farming Today at 6.35; not even a theme tune in those days. At the other end of the day, nobody on any of the networks stayed up later than the Light Programme’s Colin Berry whose goodnights were delivered at 2.02 am. Thereafter, if you wanted something to listen to, it was 208 metres Medium Wave for Radio Luxembourg … or the pirates.

Ah, the pirates. That was what brought about all the palaver at the BBC in the first place. Time for a little history and an excursion down the dial. In the mid-1960s, with the country head over heels in rock ’n’ roll, and the Beatles making millions across the globe – even recognised by the Queen with an MBE – the BBC had still not got itself tuned in. Granted, there were problems with a record industry that was very protective of the amount of its so-called ‘needletime’ – literally the number of hours of records which it allowed the BBC to broadcast annually – but, for all its lively creativity, the BBC can be a lumbering bureaucratic giant at times. It was very, very slow to respond to the clear voice of youth. The popular music department had been set up in 1963, but its remit also covered folk, old-tyme dance and what was referred to as ‘concert music’. Hardly hip. Yes, there were pop programmes on the Light, but we had to tune into some pretty odd things sometimes to catch what we ached for, as I did in November 1963 when the Beatles filled the midway music spot on The Ken Dodd Show.

Shortly afterwards, Radio Caroline, broadcasting from a ship near Harwich, anchored just beyond the three-mile limit of British territorial waters, took the matter into its own barely legal hands and started broadcasting pop. Real pop. A small avalanche of pirate stations followed – Radio Atlanta, Radio London and Radio Sutch off Whitstable (Whitstable?!) – not just in the south either: Radio Scotland flew the flag from the Clyde, Radio 270 broadcast from near Scarborough and Radio Caroline North from the Isle of Man. The pirates were romantic figures, transmitting from places with exotic names – Rough’s Tower, Knock John Tower, Shivering Sands – often with transatlantic accents, and flouted the law by not paying the phonographic industry its copyright dues. ‘Names mattered to listeners and the fact that the disc jockeys often used aliases added to their glamour,’ comments Professor Asa Briggs, official chronicler of the BBC’s history. It’s the power of those radio pictures once again.

In fact, life on the pirate ships was very often less than glamorous, especially when storms started rolling in from the North Sea, but if you wanted to imagine Emperor Rosko in a cape and tricorn hat bestriding some jewelled record deck on which he spun his magic then that was fine.

The Government wasn’t happy, though, naturally. These stations were flouting the law and Tony Benn, then Postmaster General and in charge of broadcasting in the UK, started drafting urgent legislation to close the pirates down. Meanwhile at the BBC, there was now a fair wind behind the ideas that had been hatching for something a lot more radical than Easy Beat, Saturday Club and Swingalong (where the Easy Beats and the Montanas had to rub shoulders with Chris Barber’s jazz band and Mrs Mills at the piano). A new radio service, broadcast by the BBC, would offer a home for those ears no longer served by the pirates. But, as Briggs noted, names mattered. So what would it be called?

In May 1967, internal BBC minutes reveal that a decision had still not been taken. It’s a familiar story – choosing titles, names, the brand so often ends up fraught, full of disagreement … and late. Thus for ages, the minutes of the Sound Broadcasting Committee (SBC), the BBC’s top management grouping for radio in those days, refer to the future Radio 1 as the ‘Popular Music Service’ or ‘Radio 247’ (it would broadcast on 247 metres, Medium Wave). Making the early running in this steeplechase were ‘Radio 67’ (how wonderfully up to date that would have sounded on Jan 1, 1968), ‘Radio Elizabeth’ (monarchist tendency, I presume), ‘Radio Skylark’ (hmm) and, bizarrely, ‘Radio Pam’. The committee rejected ‘Radio 247’ as, typically, it wasn’t going to be on the same frequency throughout the country. By May new names, or rather numbers, were being mooted for all the BBC’s radio networks with ‘Radio One’ [sic], or ‘Light One’ for the new service.

For his part, the controller of the Home Service, Gerard Mansell, was concerned that ‘the title “Radio Four” [sic] for the Home Service … would to the average listener, however erroneously, imply demotion’. In response, the Assistant Director of Sound Broadcasting counselled the committee that

once the idea of the numbering of the networks had been accepted every effort must be made to destroy the idea that ‘Radio One’ was in some way superior to ‘Radio Four’. The titles were a means of identification, not a merit rating.

Finally, all the kerfuffle was set aside, the British Radio Equipment Manufacturers’ Association, whose members made the sets and spent long hours in consultation with the BBC, were happy and on September the 30th 1967, the Light Programme and Home Service ceased to exist and Radios 1, 2 and 4 were born. Radio 3, always a special case, did start broadcasting under its new name, but retained its local, politically hyper-sensitive muddle of subtitles: Third Programme, Music Programme, Sport Service and Study Session.

In fact, though the fanfares for the new Radio 1 were loud enough, BBC radio was rather in the doldrums in 1967. Today, when listening is still rising while television audiences fragment and dwindle as the entertainment choices on offer multiply, it’s hard now to capture exactly what that pre-dawn moment felt like for the new Radio 4.

The Home Service was deeply respected – though not quite as much as the Third Programme which had been created twenty years earlier and occupied the cultural high ground in Britain. Stereo broadcasts, limited to the Third Programme, were still in their infancy – the SBC minutes repeatedly refer to a desire to extend the experiments with ‘Stereophony’ being stymied by lack of funds – and television was capturing most of the headlines. Cathy Come Home had been the big drama headline-maker of 1966, while Dr Who and Till Death Us Do Part were in their prime on BBC1, and 1967 was also the year of the triumphant Forsyte Saga which prompted mass desertions from pubs and church services on Sunday nights. Also, there were the huge outside broadcast spectaculars, like the famous live scaling of Orkney’s sandstone needle, the Old Man of Hoy, by Chris Bonington and a team of British mountaineers. BBC TV was in its pomp.

Naturally, on radio’s big day, the headline-maker wasn’t the new Radio 4; all the hoorahs were over the way on the Onederful new station. Yet as I’ve mentioned in the introduction, the seeds of Radio 4’s future greatness are there in that earliest incarnation. A number of today’s monuments are firmly in place (Desert Island Discs, Gardeners’ Question Time, Any Questions? and From Our Own Correspondent amongst them) and – although one well-established programme, Home This Afternoon (see Chapter Seven), inherited from the Home Service, didn’t stand the test of time – the early green shoots of change are beginning to break through: The World at One (always WATO, pronounced ‘wotto’, to insiders) is already a fixture while its sister programme, The World This Weekend had been launched just two weeks earlier. Curiously, in that busy-busy broadcasting summer of 1967, Woman’s Hour had migrated across the waveband from its traditional Light Programme berth to the Home Service to take the space occupied by Schools programmes.

As this last detail suggests, the schedules were in fact a bit of a muddle. They lacked clarity, they lacked distinctiveness – programmes flitted from Light to Home and back again – and they were cluttered with odds and ends that today look thoroughly messy and inconvenient. Listeners to Radio 4 in 1967 were expected to look in Radio Times to decide what they wanted to hear and then make a date. The notions that are part of the scheduler’s craft today, such as ‘inheritance’ (an audience that stays on at the end of one programme for the next) and ‘prime time’, were pretty foreign.

So, for much of its early life, Radio 4, for example on Saturday mornings, was stuffed full of worthy but staid fare: adult education programmes on science, art and languages (even an Introduction to Chinese) and that lunchtime favourite, the Top Gear of its day, Motoring and the Motorist (specimen items: ‘What’s in a Tyre?’ and ‘Medicaments and Motoring’). Also, a big surprise this for today’s Radio 4 fans, there was lots of music, every day, from mid-afternoon interludes (‘Jack Brymer, on a Personal Note’) to Music at Night, every evening at 11.15.

As if this salad weren’t bad enough, during term time there were acres of Schools programmes which, until they found their own separate home on Radio 4 FM in the 1970s, controllers loved to curse, blocking off as they did any possibility of constructing a coherent ‘Radio 4 day’.

There was another thing that made the new Radio 4 feel as if it had an identity crisis, and that was the ‘repeat-pattern’, as it’s called, of programmes from other networks. Any Questions? started life each week on Radio 2 on a Friday, only to be repeated on Radio 4 on a Saturday or Sunday lunchtime (they tried both). Additionally, those Saturday adult education programmes had their first outing over on Radio 3’s Study Session. Comedy, too, had a peripatetic life, with Sunday lunchtime Light Programme and Radio 2 fixtures like Round the Horne and The Clitheroe Kid floating breezily from one network to the other without a qualm. The radio garden was badly overgrown, desperately in need of pruning, and crying out for a thorough tidy-up.

Two men took on the task.

One was the erudite and shrewd first controller of Radio 4, Gerard Mansell; the other, his successor, Tony Whitby, who took over in 1969 when Mansell became radio’s Director of Programmes. Whitby had come from running television’s famed current affairs programme 24 Hours and was full of fresh ideas. His is the name that resonates like the chimes of Big Ben through this book, for it was he, with the encouraging breeze of Mansell’s enthusiasm urging him on, who was essentially the architect of so much of what we today identify as ‘Radio 4’.

Mansell, having safely negotiated Radio 4’s translation from the Home Service, now had a bigger BBC toybox to play with: the wholesale realignment of all the radio services. It was a huge undertaking that involved, not unnaturally, the Director General, the BBC Chairman, the heads of dozens of departments and units, and many hundreds of hours of consultation and thousands of words of submissions and argument. Gerry Mansell was at the sharpest of sharp ends, and Tony Whitby was just the man to join him in the endeavour. ‘He was a breath of fresh air, a delightful man and a wonderful character,’ remembers Rosemary Hart. A leading producer on the afternoon magazine programme Home This Afternoon and already a prominent member of radio’s Documentaries and Talks department, Hart regularly met Whitby across the departmental table: ‘People were extremely fond of him as well as admiring his talent. He sort of cut a swathe through this rather conservative attitude which people had.’ That swathe that Whitby, under Mansell’s leadership, cut through Radio 4 was as revolutionary – arguably more so – as the changes wrought thirty years later by his successor but six, James Boyle in 1998. ‘Suddenly,’ says Hart, ‘programme ideas were opening up which nobody had thought of or even thought were quite appropriate for the Home Service!’

So, appearances are deceptive, and if calm continuity attended the launch of Radio 4 back in 1967, the revolution instigated by what was to become known as Broadcasting in the Seventies and the work of Gerry Mansell and his appointed controller Tony Whitby, were being dreamed of even as the champagne flutes were being washed up after the Radio 1 launch party.
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