
Summary of Recording – Nick Whines
Background as primary teacher – degree in anthropology – first job at BBC – history for primary schools on radio. Tension between TV and radio – predecessors Rhoda Power and Duncan Taylor – Stories from World History- eclectic approach. Took over 1972 – advisers from Bulmershe College – story-based approach – took more systematic view with sets of programmes on particular periods. Model of teacher use of radio programmes – could build around 20 minute programme – from an hour to a day’s class work. Two-year cycle – Year 1 History Not So Long Ago – Year 2  History Long Ago. Use of retrograph – timeline works backwards from familiar to remote. Describes process of creating radio programme – planning stage – look at feedback from teachers – reporting panel – postcards – a few invited in – role of Education Officers. Proposals sent to Educational Broadcasting Council – leading educationists on EBC – loss of EBC cut BBC off from educational world. Decisions on publications for each series – more business-oriented – programmes free but publications significant school spend. Always wrote teachers’ notes for each series – 3 years at once – planning future series – producing next series – broadcasting current series. Start with research for script – BBC reference libraries. Scriptwriters – some more independent than others. Teachers happy to depend on programmes for diet of history – avoided ‘dull’ episodes – teachers complained when insufficient exciting drama – problem with ‘historically worthy’ topics with no dramatic events. Need concrete things for radio – even more so for TV – used as much documentary material as possible – used voices from the past – but some ‘re-voiced’ by actors – clarity important for young children. Wanted to introduce local history and family history – not so much gender history or slave trade then – some significant topics missed despite wide reading. National regions well-represented on EBC – also had own schools radio in Scotland and history department in N. Ireland – could choose own or ‘English’ broadcasts. Limits on dealing with harrowing topics for young children – sounds can be frightening – but did deal with difficult topics – story of Friedrich – Holocaust issues – often chose child protagonists. Radiovision – more like TV with images and sound – like TV built up  ‘out of little bits’ – radio drama recorded straight through. Used radiovision at start of set of programmes – provided overview and memorable images for all programmes. Sales of filmstrips quite high – also borrowed from Teachers’ Centres – problems of projecting them in unsuitable classrooms. Many original photographs and fine artwork used – some posters done by Pictorial Charts – better to use images to develop children’s observational skills than evidence-based approaches. Focus on evidence in secondary output sometimes led to narrow programmes – importance of imagination and story for younger children. Different types of narration – scrapbook approach to documentary – ‘you make the pictures up in your head’. Decline of listening skills – children need to be taught to listen in the classroom – importance of teacher’s lead in raising children’s interest in programmes – most primary teachers know little history. Brief interlude in TV before returning to radio 1988 – pre-National Curriculum broadcasts provided a history curriculum for primary schools – popular sales of 100,000 pupil pamphlets each term. Used more in rural and suburban schools – less in inner cities for range of reasons – best response in Scotland. Current affairs series launched – Education Officers brought rapid feedback from schools – went out to schools to record children’s views and ‘newsworthy’ activities – attended Historical Association primary conferences. Scriptwriters from many backgrounds – some went on to careers in mainstream radio and TV. Moved to TV in 1985 to compete with How We Used To Live ITV historical soap opera. Big costume dramas expensive – made documentary programmes on popular topics with smaller budget – drew on images and story-telling from radio experience – wrote many of the TV scripts. Made Landmarks series for upper primary children – combined history and geography – response to crowded curriculum – under National Curriculum less time for any one subject. Then moved to Zig Zag for younger children – final project on the Greeks. Impact of National Curriculum on schools broadcasting – enrichment had been the key focus – no time for this – focus on key topics in National Curriculum – bank of programmes soon stockpiled – less need for new programmes. New focus on resources for teachers – clips from programmes out of context – loss of experience of whole programme intended in production. Less contact with schools when working in TV – returned to primary teaching 2001/2 – lessons much more structured – less time for extending children’s interests. Radiovision – potential for transfer to individual computer use – high-quality images – flash animation unsuitable for history work – but potential for re-creation of historical events immense.
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Nick Whines:  My name is Nick Whines, I qualified as a teacher in 1970, I taught for two years in a primary middle school, I then joined the BBC as a radio producer in the School Radio department, where I worked for about fifteen years.  I went backwards and forwards to television doing much the same job in the Schools Television department and I finished working for the BBC in 1997, so from ’72 to ’97.

Nicola Sheldon:  Thank you.  What first drew you to work in schools broadcasting?

Well I was always very interested in the radio; I was probably the last generation to be brought up on Children’s Hour and I loved radio drama, particularly the historical output.  I used to listen to Rosemary Sutcliff’s Eagle of the Ninth and D K Broster’s The Gleam in the North and things like that.  Had no television in the household so I was not distracted.  History was my main subject at school and I should have really read history at university, but for some reason or another I read anthropology.  But that kept me in good stead because when a job came up at the BBC they were looking for somebody with a certain amount of anthropological background.  When I was eighteen I tried to apply to the BBC for a, you know, a long gap job I think you’d call it now – gap year job – and they wrote back very shirtily saying that I’d got nothing very much to offer them, so that kind of made me think harder about how to get in.  After I left university I taught for two years in a school that was – primary school – that was turning itself into a middle school.
What were you teaching?

[0:01:50]

I was teaching all general subjects for what we would now call Year 5 or Year 6.  And then a job came up at the BBC to take over the history output for primary schools for the nine to eleven year olds, and I got that job and I think I probably got the job because I was … they were very interested in the middle school at the time, that was going to be the coming thing, breaking up this harsh divide at eleven.  And that plus, you know, the fact I was into amateur dramatics and things like that secured me the job.  

That was in radio?

That was in the radio department, yes.  The two departments in the BBC were at that time pretty separate.  You either went to radio or you went to TV.

And how was school radio broadcasting perceived within the BBC at that time?

Well that’s a political question.  Radio was always the … always thought of itself as the senior medium and then television came along and some of the radio department decamped to television to work in the new medium.  And my experience when I first got there was that, you know, there was a certain amount of tension between the two departments and it was certainly very difficult to move from one to the other, it was like it was a very wide sea which divided us, even though we were doing very very similar things.  But there again, the nature of radio production and the nature of television production is very very different and I’ll talk about that in a moment.

So in terms of the mission to schools, was radio seen as the sort of bedrock that had been there for a long time and TV was the new interloper?

I don’t think … I mean there was a trace of that but I think it was just that the production schedules and the production demands were really rather different and the way the BBC was organised at the time meant that radio and television were quite separate entities operating in separate parts of London, etc.

So what was your brief when you took over the history programmes for primary pupils?

[0:03:59]

Well, there had been a long tradition of making history programmes for the primary schools that went right back to Rhoda Power in the 1920s.  She started small interlude, historical interludes for children I think in about 1927 investigating a medieval village and just little talks for children and that had grown into dramatisations.  My predecessor Duncan Taylor had then produced a series called Stories from World History which he’d been doing for about twenty years and he was just coming up for retirement and the department decided that they ought to be re-thinking their output for primary school history and that’s what I was invited to do.  At the time I arrived in September ’72 we had one year of World History to go and so I was looking to the autumn of ’73 to begin the new series and I was given a sort of fairly clean sheet of paper, I was given two consultants who were, and one still is, quite eminent: Don Steel and Lawrence Taylor who worked at the then Bulmershe College and a draft proposal which I was told was very draft, and then it was down to me to decide what to do with it.
So Bulmershe had been working with the radio producers for a long time?

Well I don’t know how far back that went, but my boss at the BBC, you know, had formed that relationship and that was my starting point.  

And was it your intention to really get away from what Duncan Taylor had been doing? Do something completely different?

[0:05:39]

Yes, I mean I … I listened to the series.  Well I produced for that series for my first year as I was cutting my teeth and learning how to do the job.  I thought one could do something slightly more organised and something more historical.  The good thing about Stories from World History is that they were story based and, you know, I was – and still am – a very strong believer in story is the way of communicating history, a good story, and I think the recent experience of television history bears that out, that at the end of the day it’s the story that, you know, people want to hear the story of the British navy or Henry VIII or whatever it is, you know, and a fairly narrative approach.  My problem was that the programmes jumped around in space and time a great deal and one week you were with Grace Darling, you know, rescuing the shipwrecked mariners and then the next week you were in Ancient Rome doing something or another and the following week you were … you could be anywhere.  I thought this was very confusing for the children because they would get really very little sense of place, very little sense of place, very little sense of period, and I wanted to do something that was much more systematic where they spent longer in a particular period of time and where the result of listening to the programmes was somehow more than the sum of the parts, that over shall we say half a term the children would begin to get a feel for the Elizabethan period or the Saxon period or whatever the topic was under discussion.  That was, I think that was the main driver.  
Did you feel that teachers then would be able to build more on the programmes?

Yes, I mean I never thought that the … I thought there was a, you know, there is a proper place for history in the primary school curriculum and it … but it can’t dominate everything else.  I think with some of the teachers who used the series in those days, it did dominate everything else because I think in the pre-National Curriculum days people worked to their strengths and to their interests and those who were interested in history really liked the radio programmes because it both informed them and it stimulated the children and it is what they wanted to talk about so, you know, in some ways that’s why they did it.  But I had a model in my head that, you know, you’d spend perhaps ten or twenty minutes preparing for the programme, that you would then listen to the programme, perhaps spend some time discussing it, perhaps listen to it again and go over a few bits, but contained within the hour.  Unless there was a particular project then flowed from it which, you know, that might take a whole day.  And certainly in the 1970s it was not unusual for, if something was working well with a class of children then you would … you’d build on that and you’d say, well yes, everyone’s interested in doing a timeline for the Tudor period, let’s carry on with it, because everyone’s busy and everyone’s getting something out of it.  

So the programme you brought in was a chronological programme covering a single period was it?

[0:09:00]

The … I think … I made some early decisions and one was that we would have a two-year cycle of programmes. One of the problems of course if you’re broadcasting to upper primary is that you have a variety of arrangements within the school.  Sometimes you have Year, what used to be Standard 3 and Standard 4, are now called Year 5 and Year 6, discrete, and in other schools they’d be all mixed together.  And there was always a danger if you did a yearly series of duplication, that the children would be getting the same programmes.  I realised that we were going to have to repeat these, quite a lot of the programmes so my first suggestion was that we did a two-year cycle of programmes.  In the first year we would do recent history.  By recent history I meant the history of the nineteenth and twentieth century and we’d do that in a bit more detail, and in Year 2 we would do … it’s what became called History Long Ago.  The first year was History Not So Long Ago, Year 2 was History Long Ago and then we would do five or six units going right back to the Normans, programmes slightly easier probably, programmes slightly more aimed at the younger age group, and we would perm, in the course of the year, we would perm five or six units.  And so for example we would do Elizabethan England or Sea Dogs and Sailing Ships: Life at Sea in the Sixteenth Century and then we would do Restoration and Regicides or we would move right up to the eighteenth century and do something on the open road.  But we would do those units working backwards because that was the key thing that I got from my colleagues at Bulmershe, is that we should work backwards into history.
From what children knew to …

[0:10:59]

That’s right, the idea was you should start from what the children know and what they’re familiar with and gradually work backwards, and that was embodied by the thing called the retrograph, which all the children had to do in the first year.  So the first programmes that I did in Not So Long Ago I think featured the retrograph quite heavily.

Was that a reverse timeline?

Well no, it was just a timeline that starts with you or time present and then it sort of works backwards from that, so it’s like a horizontal bar graph and you put your own bar on for your own ten years and then you put in the thirty or forty year bar for your parents and the sixty or seventy year bar for … and this would begin to show you how things link up.  So we did it, first we started off with a group of programmes that were around the children’s lifetime.  One of the very first programmes I devised was a sort of an updated Rip Van Winkle and the idea was that the Rip Van Winkle goes to sleep about the time the children who are listening to the programme are born and wakes up and then discovers all the things that have happened in the last ten years in a dramatised format.  So he discovers that the coinage has been decimalised or we’ve joined the Common Market or the men have got to the moon, or whatever it was.  And you do it progressively so eventually the children are beginning to hear about things that they know about themselves because they’ve lived through it two or three years ago, and that would be intercut with pop music.  And that was a programme I made every two years because of course that one had to be updated every time it went out and that was always very, very successful in, you know, just getting the children to think about history isn’t something out there, it’s sort of unfolding the whole time and it’s involving them.
So can you take me through the process of creating a history programme for radio?  What was involved in it?

[0:13:19]

It’s quite a complicated process but I mean I’ll try and talk you through it.  The first step was working on programme proposals for the year.  There are twenty-eight programmes in – or there were at that time – in a school broadcasting year.  You might be working with an external consultant as I did at Bulmershe, or you might be working with one of the in-house Education Officers or you might be just sort of winging it, just drawing in people occasionally as needed.  You’d be looking at all the feedback that’s come in for that series or its predecessor series, either from Education Officers or the reports from HMI, or the reporting cards that teachers themselves had been sending in, so you’d be weighing up all that information.

Did you … were you actively involved with schools, did you just target a sample of those you knew were taking the programme, or just a sample of schools generally to try to find who was and wasn’t?

In every copy of the teachers’ notes there was an invitation to join the reporting panel and if anyone showed any interest or I met somebody at a conference or something like that, I would always give them a small bundle of reply paid postcards and, you know, which invited them to comment on individual programmes.  And then sometimes I would invite those people in for a meeting at the BBC for tea and a chat after school sort of things, or you know, if I could … or sometimes I went out to the school to follow up.  But I had, you know, at any one time I would have, you know, half a dozen of these people or perhaps more and we would … and those were very valuable because the report card tended to come in shortly after the programme went out.  That was probably quite a long time after the programme had been made, but nevertheless it sort of fed into what you were doing rather than feeding into that particular programme.  I think generally speaking in the BBC it worked like this, that if a series was perceived to be going well, you were getting good reports coming in from schools, the Education Officers of the School Broadcasting Council were approving your personal influence over where the series went was increasing.  If things weren’t going so well your personal influence decreased.  It was a very subtle process, but on the whole my stuff was fairly well received so I managed to retain quite strong editorial control over it.  It was only very latterly in the BBC that I started doing things because I was told to do them or because a consultant said this is what must happen, but certainly in that early period you did have a large measure of control as long as what you did turned out well.  Eventually you would come up with a proposal for your programme or your series of programmes for the year and this would have to go to the relevant committee of the Educational Broadcasting Council, the primary or the secondary committee, who would want to see it.  Because what you have to understand is that the BBC just didn’t decide to make these programmes, the programmes were commissioned by the Educational Broadcasting Council.

Was that a statutory body or something the BBC had set up?

[0:16:35]
I think the BBC had set it up in the fairly early days because they needed something to legitimise what they did and it was, I mean Peter Newsam was the boss when I was there and before that, oh, Ted Wragg had been the boss, you know, so quite luminous characters had been in charge of it.  And it did serve education very well because it acted as some, you know, particularly in areas like sex education which would be contentious or where people could be, you know, the BBC could justify what it was doing because it was doing what it had been asked to do. And I mean I think once the Educational Broadcasting Council had been dismantled it became much harder for the BBC to … and I mean it was then that the BBC began to fall out with educational publishers and people, you know, wondering whether they had the, you know, whether they were monopolising the market and all that sort of thing, whereas previously the Council had been a sort of legitimising authority.  Although if you were a young producer it was quite a bore having to go through this huge bureaucratic process, it did pay off.  And to be fair, the Council very often said something that was interesting or … it was made up of all sorts of the great and the good, you know, the HMI were represented, the teachers’ organisations were represented, there were classroom teachers, there were all sorts then, you know, you would get what you could out of it.  So the proposal would then come back to you to be made.  
So you’d propose a whole series?

A whole series would be proposed, or perhaps in the case of Long Ago - Not So Long Ago, Long Ago – it would have been a two-year cycle because you’d obviously want that accepted before you did any further work on it.  You’d then have to go through … agree what the budgets were for what you were going to do, how much you were going to spend.  You would also have to agree what publications you were going to do with the series.  The publications operation tended to be quite separate from the broadcasting, it related to a you know, wholly different bit of the BBC so that was sometimes quite a difficult, or could become quite a difficult negotiation depending on, you know, how much money they had made or how much money they thought they were going to lose on the various publications.  So there were different, more business oriented criteria were used in discussing the publications and that led to, you know, that could be quite a difficult area. You know, for example as I’ve just shown you, they were taking all the colour out of the pupils’ pamphlets and you would argue for the colour and it would be argued back that this couldn’t be afforded because they were … the schools wouldn’t pay, you know, what they should pay in order to get that quality of product.

But the actual text for your publications would be produced by the same team who produced scripts for the radio?

[0:19:34]

By and large in radio, yes.  Less so in television.  I think in television, because of the nature of the production process is so much more complex, it would be much more likely that a television producer would commission the teachers’ notes or that would be done somewhere else, but in radio, or certainly as far as I was concerned, I would always write my teachers’ notes.  Because very often I hadn’t yet made the programmes sometimes because everything had to be done so far in advance.  And that’s something else you should be aware of with the whole planning process that if you start with the autumn term as the start of the school year, which it was for the broadcasters as well, the catalogue, the Annual Programme as we called it, would go out, I can’t remember exactly when, but let’s say around Easter time.  Well, that’s a hugely complicated document as you’ll be aware, with all the dates and times and transmissions and details. Work on that would have to be completed some months earlier so you can see that …
You’re talking the previous year …

So if you were a television producer – er, radio producer – you’re working at any one time in three years: you’re in a planning year, you’re in a production year and you’re in a broadcasting year all simultaneously, and sometimes you could get very confused about what year [laughing] you were in.  So you’ve got your budgets now and you’ve got agreement to make the programmes.  You then start the process of actually making the programmes.  If it’s a fully scripted, dramatised programme as many of mine were, you’d start by doing the research and you might commission someone to do some research for you, but more often than not I did my own research because I liked to be on top of the … as much as I could, within the time available, on top of the subject so I could sort of begin to work out how I might go about telling a story within a, you know, a body of historical knowledge.  We were very well backed up in those days by the BBC’s reference libraries that were an enormous support in sorting out books on a particular topic and acquiring them for you, and by the gramophone libraries that, you know, because obviously music plays a large part in a historical programme, tremendous support there.  Usually the scripts were commissioned and then it would be a question of trying to find the right writer.  I inherited a lot of writers from my predecessor, then I gradually moved over to writers that I introduced to the job.  

So you’d do the research, decide on the story and the plot and then commission the writer to work on that material?

[0:22:11]

Yes, I mean it was a different process with each writer because some people would say no, don’t tell me, I’ve got a great idea for that, and you’d hope that they would come back with a great idea and sometimes they did and sometimes they didn’t and sometimes you’d know much more clearly what you wanted.  So it was a, you know, it was horses for courses and sometimes it worked really well and … but usually there was a to-ing and fro-ing, the script would go backwards and forwards a few times and sometimes you’d just say, well I don’t think this is going to work but … and then you’d rewrite it yourself or all sorts of things in between.

Do you think there was ever a tension between the need to get a story or dramatic element in it that would go well on the radio and if you like the teacher’s impulse to say what we want to learn from this story?

Well it’s an interesting question.  I … it’s … I don’t think the teachers or the primary school teachers were in the main expert as far as history was concerned, a few were but the majority of them were leaving it to you, so I can’t tell you the number of times I would go into a school saying what do you want and get very little help with that question and sometimes I’d be told quite roundly, look, you’re paid more than we are, it’s your job to work out what it is we want and we’ll tell you if it isn’t.  But it tended to work that way round.  If you’re thinking more in the lines of, you know, that children had to learn a dull piece of history, I would argue that it wouldn’t be worth doing that because the children would then stop listening so it wouldn’t be worth doing.  But I can remember one famous occasion when we were doing some programmes about the Normans and I was trying to make the point in the programme that things in history didn’t always happen with a great big bang or a lot of trumpets and things like that, sometimes things happen in a rather kind of misty and … and we told the children how that after the Battle of Hastings William the Conqueror marched his troops across the Thames at Wallingford or wherever it was, and then he went up towards St Albans and then approached London from the north, the idea being to give the Londoners an opportunity to realise that, you know, things had changed and that they should give in gracefully.  And a few Londoners stumble out into Hertfordshire and hand over the keys or whatever happens and we told this story as downbeat as we could, saying that, you know, it wasn’t a great … there wasn’t like the great battle, it ended with a whimper and yet the whole history of the country changed.  Well people were quite intrigued by this and some people said it put back history teaching because they wanted, you know, the trumpets and the sounds of neighing horses, whereas we said it was all negotiated in a wet field somewhere.  I don’t know whether that quite answers your question but it …
It does in a way because I suspect that there is always the temptation to want to make a good drama as well as to produce good history and I just wondered whether there was a tension in that and you’ve just confirmed that there is a tension.

Oh I think there definitely is, it’s, you know, when, you know, the king dies early on in the story in the first reel and you’ve got no more story left.  But you were always looking for a way of trying to dramatise something.  I mean you can’t go wrong with the story of the Titanic for example.  The story of the Titanic is such a dramatic story, it will bring … the story of Anne Frank, it’s such a good story you can tell that story in innumerable ways and it’ll be very good to listen to or very good to watch.  I think the problem I had with my consultants initially was they wanted to bring in things that seemed to be quite historically worthy but where there was no story and I think, you know, you would have heard me say, ‘But where’s the story?’.  Because if there is no story, it’s almost no programme.  I think at the secondary level it may be quite different but, you know, where this is a curriculum, but I don’t think in 1975 there was a, you know, there was as much thought out thinking about what we should be teaching in history as there has been subsequently even though not [laughs], not very much is sometimes done in history, I don’t know.
That’s an interesting point you made about the people at Bulmershe wanting to get across certain things, issues perhaps in history which didn’t make good stories.  Can you think of an example of one of those?

[0:27:17]

No I can’t offhand.  I mean they wanted to do stories about the sort of robber barons in the north and I said, well you know, name me a robber baron, where is there any documentary thing I can go from, and the idea began to fade away quite quickly because if you’re making programmes – and it’s even more so in television I suspect in radio – you begin to … you need very concrete things.  You can’t, you know, and best example I can give you in, you know, how did they eat their food, no, how did they or what did they use.  You know, you’re asking very, very specific questions all the time of a historian and frequently the historian runs out of answers at a much earlier stage than the television producer does because the television producer then has to go and get someone to go and make it to see how it actually worked, whereas the historian, it’s never occurred to them that Jethro Tull’s seed drill might not actually have been very efficient, even though every book you read says it transformed agriculture.  It didn’t transform agriculture because it wasn’t being used 150 years later sort of thing, in reality.

So did you ever go back to original sources when you were doing your research?

Oh yes, I think the programmes were full of quotation from … if you could actually find the diary or the, you know, if we did a programme about Pepys it was obviously easy, if we did a programme about the imprisonment of Queen Elizabeth I as a princess, you know, you’d use as much documentary material as you …   And sometimes it would get used, it would just get moved into dialogue, but I think … I think the programmes were a lot more historical than some of the evidence-based programmes which got hooked up on what does this piece of evidence mean.  Well, what does a piece of evidence mean?  It means you’ve discovered something that was hardly worth knowing about in the, you know, very often.  I mean if for example if you’re researching a particular person in history and you find an unread, never previously published letter about them, you’ll be so delighted you won’t be going round saying, oh but should I really be, I mean what sort of mood was the person in when they wrote it or did they write it.  It’s, I’ve found a new letter.  But don’t kid me that it’s … it not about …  But yes, we used as much documentary evidence as we could I would say, in any particular story.

And in the ‘History Not So Long Ago’, did you ever use the person’s actual voice, people who had taken part in significant events in history, or famous people, recordings of famous people?

Yes we did.  You then have the problems of is it better to re-voice it or not to re-voice it because if you re-voice it you can make sure that it’s much easier to hear.  Now what is the gain in hearing it in the old wax cylinder recording, well the gain is that it’s authentic.  But what a lot of historians don’t realise is that a lot of the … Winston Churchill’s speeches in the last war were re-voiced by a BBC repertory actor and [laughs] they have entered the canon as being the genuine thing.  But they weren’t, they were re-voiced by somebody who was in Toytown.  The actor’s name’s gone out of my head, I’m sorry.  So it would be a judgement call.  We did a programme for example about Amy Johnson - Amy, wonderful Amy, you know, the song.  I don’t think we used any … or we might have done right at the beginning just so that you heard her voice, but I would have said it was much more important to tell the story of her flight using the music and the sound of the aeroplane and her thoughts as we might have, you know, extracted them from whatever accounts there were.  I mean her last flight there were no … well she disappeared didn’t she?  But it’s a judgement call I think there and with smaller children I would rather make sure they hear the words that I want them to hear and that they can hear it, you know, it’s easy to listen to rather than just … because very often people might be very famous but they might have no presentational skills or it’s …  I think, I think probably we would sometimes say what’s the difference between this voice and this voice.  Well one’s an actor and one’s the actual recording, or we believe this to be the actual voice and you’d want the children to be able to discriminate the two.  But I think certainly … I suspect nowadays judgements here would be different.
When you were devising the topics that you were going to study, present on, obviously you’re deciding on the significance of particular stories in history.  Did you have any sort of guiding principles in mind - I’m going to sort of focus on number of women, or I’m going to do themes that are connected with national developments that are important now?

[0:32:45]

I think to begin with we wanted to introduce the idea of local history, the idea of family history, those were the … those seemed to be the dominant issues at the time.  We’re talking, when I first started the series, we were less concerned about gender history although I think genders were well represented.  As far as … what would you call it, post-Colonial history.  I think perhaps we didn’t make as much as slavery for example, in the programmes about … I did five programmes on Sea Dogs and Sailing Ships: Life at Sea in the Sixteenth Century and I would, if I were remaking those programmes now they would obviously have much more about the slave trade in them.  The slave trade was mentioned but I mean I certainly didn’t realise, you know, how completely dominant it was the West Country for example.  

That simply reflected the scholarship at the time, that you didn’t pick that up?

Yes, I think … I mean I didn’t pick up the significance of the Mary Rose because at the time I was making the programmes the Mary Rose was still at the bottom of the sea but plans were afoot to bring her up, and I thought oh well that’s Henry VIII and I’m making a programme about Elizabethan … and I hadn’t made the connection that really that ship was going to become, you know, hugely important to the study of life at sea or, you know, from an archaeological point of view and, you know, the objects that came out of it.  Subsequently when I revisited that topic in television, obviously the Mary Rose became the …   But yes, I think, you know, one tried to read as widely as you could and you would ring people up and say tell me about, whatever the topic was, but …

Did you feel you ought to study a certain number of Scottish and Welsh topics?

[0:34:44]

There was always a problem with national regions because they were very well represented on the Schools Broadcasting Council so the issues that tended to come up tended to be about, are you covering Scottish history, and you were continually being tripped up on it, that you would talk about the coronation of … James I or something when James I had already had a coronation as James VI or whatever he was … I don’t know all that amount of history, I’ve just got general knowledge to go on.  But those sort of problems were … and history of course, the BBC also had its own history department in Northern Ireland, its own school radio department in Scotland and in Northern Ireland and therefore I sometimes felt that we should be teaching English history because the Scots had got their own, plus what we were doing, and that to use up some of our valuable airtime making programmes that weren’t … were off the mainstream.  I think … I mean I was brought up on Our Island History, you know, that was …  I had a kind of sense of what mainstream history was and I think that’s where we tended to stick.
But you did have schools that were listening to the broadcasts in Scotland?

Yes, oh yes, yes, right the way across.  They had a choice.  They had their own or they could have them both if they wanted to.

And were there any topics that were sort of out of bounds, of being unsuitable for smaller children, younger children?  Important historical topics that you would have felt were too harrowing or represented too difficult concepts for them?

We did programmes about the famine in Ireland, we did programmes which you could say was a difficult topic.  It wasn’t difficult politically, but it was, you know, a very tragic topic.  It never occurred to me that there were things that we …  I had occasion in television where we did the story of the Gunpowder Plot and I didn’t have a drama budget for it, I had a documentary budget which is, you know, you can have actors dressing up, but I dressed children up in masks and they played the sort of parts of the conspirators, or they gave you an impression of the conspirators.  I then shot stuff in the London Dungeon of people being ‘racked’ and we got to a point where I think a chief producer said, you can’t use that shot.  It was a man screaming, or you heard a man screaming and what you were actually looking at was just an effigy in the London … and we thought that was a bit too strong.  But once I put the sound on it was even … Very often it’s the sound which is frightening.  I can’t remember any particular occasions where …  Can you think of something?

No, it was those sort of issues connected with something like the Holocaust or …

We did the story – I think I mentioned to you – we did the story of Friedrich, which is … and we did the story of Anne Frank in that part of the course.  Friedrich is – do you know the story of Friedrich?  Or perhaps I had the conversation with somebody else.  Friedrich is a Jewish boy and it’s a German novel by Hans Peter Richter.  I think you will find it’s probably one of the … it’s widely regarded as one of the best books for children about the Holocaust, or not so much about the Holocaust itself, about what happened in Germany in the lead-up to the Holocaust.  And it’s about two … it’s the story of two boys growing up in Germany and one’s going off to, you know, play at soldiers and join the scouts or … and the other one isn’t allowed to, and so it goes on.  I mean we did that story and that was a way I thought of getting at what was a very difficult topic.  I can’t remember …

Well it’s interesting …

I mean that’s about as bad as it gets isn’t it, so I mean we did try to deal with things like that and then you would … I mean …

Well it’s interesting that you’ve chosen the lives of two children to illustrate the effects of these dramatic events.  Did you feel that that was the best way into getting children to relate to difficult issues, looking at the way they affected children?

[0:39:23]

I think very often you chose a child as a protagonist because, you know, that’s what the children would be interested in.  I don’t think we were slavish about it though, I mean because it would have got boring very quickly if, you know, this week’s little Ned is this and next week little Ned is, you know, a ship’s boy on a, you know.  So I think one tried to … we did a programme about … I think it was the Monmouth Revolt and, you know, to try and convey something about the nature of civil war when brother is pitted against brother and all that sort of stuff.  And, you know, we had a dual narrative and the two brothers are sort of approaching each other, they’re on two sides, or it might have been something about the Civil War, I can’t remember now.  So you’re telling the story from two points of view and then you’ve got the commentary saying, you know, what was the impact on their family.
How did the production of Radiovision differ from the ordinary audio programmes?

Well the ordinary audio programmes, I mean just to track back … once you’d got the script you were then – I mean I don’t know how interesting this is – but you then went into the studio and you had enough money for about five or six actors and you might be able to commission some music as well.  I don’t think there was … Radiovision just took longer because you were trying to … it was slightly more like a television programme where you’ve got images and you’ve got to make sure the sound fits the images, whereas the sound in a radio programme could be wherever you wanted it to be, but if you’ve got a picture of a ship firing a broadside let’s say, you’ve got to make something that matches that image so it’s going to take slightly longer to do.  And we tended to sort of build the bit up more the way you would build up a television programme out of little bits rather than just try to record it straight through as you would with a normal drama, so you kept the pace and the tension and all of that sort of thing of a drama.

So History Not So Long Ago and History Long Ago weren’t done as Radiovision were they?

No.  The innovation I made was to use Radiovision as a kind of lead lecture for each unit, so progressively I introduced a Radiovision to start with, to start any particular units.  On Sea Dogs and Sailing Ships you’d have had something that surveyed the whole, you know, panorama of life at sea at that time, and then there would be four programmes that told particular stories, the Spanish Armada or the … Drake’s circumnavigation, or whatever it was.  In the Crusades, we did a programme about the Crusades where we did something which showed you all the images and told you the story of the first and the third crusade and then the individual stories.  One was from a Muslim point of view and one was from a Christian point of view and one was … we got a little bit of multi-racial thing in there.  Then there was a story of Richard’s capture or whatever, but the idea was that the children had got a lot of images in the first programme which they could carry through and help, I don’t know, illuminate their imagination for what followed.

Have you any idea to what extent the schools picked up the Radiovision, had the facilities to do the filmstrips as well as, you know, what proportion of them were able to do the Radiovision as well as take the programme?

[0:43:06]

We used to sell about three or 4,000 copies of the filmstrip, which suggested quite a high percentage of the audience was using it.  I mean that’s quite a lot, 20, 25,000 schools, I think it was quite good penetration really.  And then it would build up, I mean the Tower of London one I did, you know, that would sell another thousand copies every year so, you know, there were more and more people joining in.  And they could be borrowed I think from resource centres and things like that.  Projecting them was always a problem because, you know, you had to have a blacked out room to get the best out of it and you had to have … it tended to be a timetabled room very often in the school as there’d be only one room with the facilities and you’d got the, you know, where do you balance the projector and put the screen.  There were a lot of things.  I mean I was amazed that as many schools used them as they did because they were bothersome to use, compared with, you know, whiteboards and computers now where you’ve got the projector already screwed to the ceiling somewhere.

Did you get any feedback from schools on that, you know, how difficult or easy it was?
Oh yes, yeah.  I mean there would be, always be some and, you know, I used to go out and look at the programmes and you’d go and look at the programme.  You know you have this wonderful filmstrip and the sun is streaming through and you can only just about see it and you think, why did we bother to take so much trouble about getting such high quality pictures together.  But at the same time, I was very committed to it as a medium because I … and I still think that the still images and the ability to talk about, you know, I mean these were all … they were largely primary sources, they were not … I mean there were some artists’ illustrations where we couldn’t find a primary source but something like the Crusades … I mean there’s an absolutely wonderful selection of pictures drawn from museums all over the world.  

Were some of those produced as posters so they could have them in the classroom?

We did tie up with Pictorial Charts and Pictorial Charts occasionally would do some posters.  We never did the posters, but they sometimes did a poster, you know, on the back of what we did or we would feed into their production.  But the ability to look at the pictures, you know, to have the pictures brought to life with a certain amount of dramatisation or sound effects or music, and the fact that you could show the whole thing as a kind of production and then you could go through it and the teacher could add in the extra information that we gave them.  I mean I … I had a problem with those who just wanted evidence-based programmes that were trying to make little historians out of children.  I thought it was much more important to teach children to look at a picture, for example.  You know, you can’t really start judging evidence until you’ve learnt to look at a picture and see how much you can extract from it.  You know, there’s a famous picture of the Tower of London with, I think it’s the Duke of Orleans, he appears three or four times in it and it’s not what the children are used to as far as pictures are concerned but there’s just so much stuff in it that you can extract if you’re an interested teacher and that’s what you should be trying to help the children with so they don’t just say, oh it’s a picture, and then turn the page but they really work at it and get more out of it.

And the guidance for that was in the notes that they were able to buy?

Yeah, I mean you, well you can have a look and I think that’s true, yes they were.

So the people who wanted something that was more an evidence-based approach – were they coming at you from Bulmershe or from other commentators, did they write in and say …

[0:46:51]

Well, you know, I mean my colleagues, some of my colleagues in the BBC who taught secondary history and came in to do the secondary output would have been more inclined to go in that direction.  But sometimes the programmes that seemed to emerge seemed to tell you more … less and less about … more and more about less and less until you, you know, the Tudor period was reduced to a single, you know, document or something like that which you’d know a lot about but you wouldn’t actually know the dates of Queen Elizabeth or, you know, or who her dad was or whether she had any children.
And the sort of programme you’re talking about is one that you didn’t make, somebody else made, or …

Well, no, no I didn’t make programmes like that but my observation was that there was a tendency to go off in that direction and to be too concerned about the evidence.  I mean there is an awful lot of evidence to be pulled out of, you know, a radio drama, which bit of this is true and we would provide that so that the programme could be interrogated as it were, and that’s what I was interested in doing, perhaps using the programme itself as the evidence, what part of this programme is true and what is not.  I mean sometimes we did, we did the Princes in the Tower for example, and we took a Josephine Tey type approach, you know, detective.  But I mean history is about imagination and it’s about story as well as being about evidence, it’s sort of … and I think children of that age, they’re very … they’re learning to read still.  And very often I saw children … well I did to a certain extent I did it, I tried to show them maps and I showed them documents and I was at the same time thinking, poor bugger can’t read, you know.  And so, you know, until you’ve learnt to read it’s better to tell you a story because you’ll have lots and lots to talk about and think about.  I think it’s one of those jobs, you know, doing this, you’ve got to be reasonably opinionated because if you’re not you’re going to produce a rather wishy-washy product.  I think it’s better to produce a strong product that’s wrong than a kind of perhaps a slightly mild product that ticks all the boxes but no-one’s going to get very excited about.  
Did you find that Radiovision was more popular in secondary schools or primary schools?

I think they were popular yes, but I mean you’d have to look at the listening, the sales figures or whatever, I couldn’t make a judgement about that.

So what topics and approaches were particularly popular?  Do you have a sense of which ones were really going down very well?

[0:49:36]

I’d say again that the better the story that you manage to tell and uncluttered, you know, something like the Titanic is a fantastic story to tell because it sort of tells itself.  You know, you just have a straight reading of that and it would be good.  If you can actually add in the cries of the drowning people and the ship’s horn, you know, steam escaping from the boilers as … you’ve got it made.  You can still do that story well or do it badly but you’re starting off from a very strong point.  The way you decide to frame the narrative is very important as well, you know, if you get the narrative right, you know, because you’ve got the choices: you can have a neutral narrator or you can have the story narrated in the first person, or you can have a child doing it.  There’s various ways of doing it.  Or you can do a documentary approach which is sort of fragments of sound that builds up a kind of … the old radio Scrapbook way of – I don’t know if you go that far back to the days of Scrapbook for 1939 when the BBC did kind of historical documentaries without too much linking stuff, you linked it in your head.  That of course was the … that of course is the advantage of radio; you make the pictures up in your head and you imagine it all, which is very … that’s a very educational thing to be doing.  Whereas television, it does it for you so you don’t have to dress the characters, you don’t have to decide what they look like or …  Whereas the radio, you take part in the act of creation and I think because of that it’s probably more memorable.  I mean I can remember things that I heard on the radio a lot more than I can remember films I watched.

Did you actually come across teachers who said that to you, that they liked the radio because it made the children work on their imagination?  

Yeah, oh yes.  I mean that was, you know, for anyone who was brought up on the radio, I mean I think latterly the problem became the fact that the teachers say the children can’t listen any more and you point out that it was a requirement of the National Curriculum, that the children be taught to listen, but you know, the …  In a way it was true because the children were increasingly being brought up in an environment where the television is on all the time and you’ve learned to switch out and to switch off all the extraneous sort of stuff and it became very easy not to listen to a radio programme.

When do you think that occurred?

Well I suppose it must have been occurring the whole time I was working there, from the seventies and probably further back.  I would think that process is going on.  It all depends on, you know, what … it depends on the skill of the teacher to create an environment in which children want to listen and need to listen, you know.  And it’s going to be really exciting this week and gosh, do you remember what happened last week and, you know, a good teacher will do that, a bad teacher or a less skilled teacher will plonk the thing down and then start by doing something else, distracting the children, rather than sitting there and listening.  You know, if the teachers appear to be interested – this is what I would say in the notes – if you appear to be interested in the programme, the chances are the children will be, but if you go away and start putting up a display, you know, why should the children?  You’re more interesting than anything the programme is going to be doing.  Programmes were, I mean they were in service I think, because they would be …

You mean teaching the teachers?

Yeah, because I mean most primary school teachers, you know, unless they were interested in history, they would know nothing about the Battle of Trafalgar or the Battle of Waterloo or who was involved or might not even know, you know, anything about the Napoleonic Wars and might not even know who Napoleon was and, you know, as time went by and there was less and less history being taught anyway, that would become, you know, I can go into a primary school today and I can find some teachers whose knowledge of history would be, you know, below Ladybird standard, shall we say.  

[laughs]

Well it’s true isn’t it?

Yeah.  So over time you were producing these different series, what came in the 1980s after you’d done History Long Ago and History Not So Long Ago?

[0:54:15]
They repeated well into the eighties, into the mid eighties and I went to television and I think for two or three years they were … the series were on hold.  I came back in 1988 as head of department and my job was to reduce the size of the department by two-thirds, so I think survival became more important than … you know, I think it was almost the end of an era then.  They went on making historical programmes so I think all the trend then as the National Curriculum came in then was, well first of all I suppose it’s true to say that prior to the National Curriculum History Long Ago, Not So Long Ago provided a curriculum of sorts.  I mean it was detailed and comprehensive and quite well supported.  I mean you could take issue over the choice of programmes and the topics covered and some of the programmes you could take issue with, but it provided a railway track along which a teacher could take his class for two years and at the end of it the kids would know a hell of a lot - would have encountered shall we say – a hell of a lot of history.
Have you any sense of the number of teachers who actually did that, who did it in a systematic way …

Oh I think most of them did.  Yes, because they bought the publications so they bought into it.  The programmes were free but the publications were quite a significant part of the school spend.  I mean when I first started doing the pamphlets, those colourful pamphlets, we were selling a 100,000 of those a term.  So, you know, that’s quite a large commitment isn’t it.  

Did you find that the programmes were taken, the materials bought more in particular parts of the country – were you catering more for the south of England or the north of England or …

I don’t know whether the figures were broken down.  My suspicion would be that it was a … no.  I mean I would say with a fair degree of competence that history stuff was used more in country than in town and in inner city they would be less.  
Why do you think that was?

I think … I don’t know.  I think partly it’s to do with the programmes weren’t … it wasn’t an entirely easy option and it was an option that, you know, if you were interested in history and you liked history, then it was an option you would go for.  But if you were in an inner city there would be other provisions in all probability and other distractions and you may judge that, the children would find it harder to listen to, I don’t know, in some schools where there was language problems or behaviour problems or whatever.   But I did feel that, I mean the majority of the commentary I got, commentary, the feedback I got did seem to come from country schools or suburban schools, not from the inner city and probably more south than north.  Although some of the best schools were all in Scotland, you know, because, you know, I mean not so much out of this series but the current affairs series I did, they … I seemed to get a better response altogether from the Scottish schools.  The teachers were stronger.  And more independent and more radical in some way, more engaged politically, whereas the English teaching tradition didn’t really … didn’t embody that I don’t think to the same extent.

Also I wondered whether smaller schools perhaps benefited more from using the resources because it’s a complete course.

[0:58:11]

I think that’s true, yeah.  I mean I think that’s certainly true that, you know, again with current affairs series we used to make a thing about the little school, because that series was much more interactive.

That was an audio series?

That was a radio series called In the News and it was a weekly live current affairs series that I … I got fed up doing history because it took such a long time to do, I wanted to do something where I got a quick reaction and that’s what I did, I did this current affairs series, which had quite a lot of history in it, you know, because obviously with anniversaries and things like that you came at historical topics in a different way and you could deal with it on the day when there was an anniversary or when it was in the news or something had happened.  

How much interaction was there with teachers, pupils and other history educators?

Oh, quite a lot.  I mean as much as we had our own force of Education Officers going out into the schools all the time, so usually during the broadcast term you’d be getting stuff back.  Sometimes I would go out with the Education Officer and visit a couple of schools in the course of a day.  Did that more in radio than in TV.

And did you actually record programmes in the schools?

In television more than radio.  But once I started doing In the News then obviously we went out into schools much more because we would record children’s views on whatever the topic was, but generally speaking, I would do a children’s work programme at the end of the year sometimes where the children could send stuff in or I’d go out and record that they’d done a dig or something like that, or they’d found some extraordinary things had been brought in and we’d feature that in the last programme of the term of the year sometimes.  I would go to the Historical Association primary conference each year and I would then meet people that I might go and visit thereafter, or I might meet somebody who then might subsequently write scripts.
Oh, so some teachers would write scripts for you?

[1:00:12]

Yeah, I think … I can’t think of anybody offhand at the moment but yes, I’m sure they would have done over the course of time.  I mean the scriptwriters came in a kind of random sort of way.  It wasn’t sort of … I mean Penelope Lively wrote scripts for me, Jim Crace once wrote a script for me.  He’s now, you know, a great man of letters in this country.  Patrick Moore would write scripts.  And then, you know, people, one chap who was a postman started writing scripts for me and he became eventually, he gave up being a postman and became a staple on … writer for The Bill.  You know, you caught people in different points of their career.  

Radio’s a way in isn’t it?

Yes, very often, because it was cheap and you didn’t get paid a lot of money but you got yourself broadcast in a way that, you know, would take forever in television without it.  But the process of finding the writers was always a bit kind of … there was an element of randomness about it.  If you knocked on the door at the right moment, you would say, oh I think I need someone to write a script, you know.  It wasn’t all kind of thought out.  Bits of it were very carefully thought out, bits of it were just, you know, just seat of the pants.  

In 1985 when you moved to TV, what were the priorities for programming there?  That was primary school TV was it?

[1:01:32]

Yeah.  It’s very difficult to remember some of this because it sort of … I think what had happened was that ITV had a very successful ongoing history series called How We Lived Then or whatever it was called, and it was sort of historical soap opera but it was a very good formula and it got a very big audience.
How We Used to Live.

How We Used to Live – thank you.  And it was pretty well done on the whole and the BBC were failing to match it in any sense.  They tried doing a big costume drama I seem to remember, just before I got there, and doing a big costume drama is not a good idea to do unless you’ve got a big budget and then manage to double it, or got huge amounts of co-production money or something like that.  Because it looks … it looks crummy very quickly and the actors speak crummy dialogue and so on and so forth.  So I think they just, they wanted something that built up the audience.  On the sort of pedagogic …?

Yeah.

… side, I don’t think there was huge pressure and I suppose what I did was really rehash to a certain extent what I’d learnt in radio, which was to be mainstream and do Henry VIII, not do some less well known thing because the children were coming to Henry VIII for the first time so … and Henry VIII is a big man [laughs] in any sense and if you didn’t know about Henry VIII you were culturally deprived because all the references to Charles Laughton or whatever, would pass you by.  So I unashamedly went for Henry VIII and the Gunpowder Plot and the topics which I thought would most reverberate with teachers who were non-specialists and I made a series of programmes that were … did actually bring the audience back up again and competed effectively with the ITV …

Were they documentary style or dramas?

They were mainly documentary, yes.  You know, you’d have a hand, it would be usually my hand, writing with a quill pen, writing a sort of conspiratorial letter, the Monteagle letter or something, you’d see my hand doing it with a frill or something round the cuff.  It would … you tried to dramatise as much of it as you could do on a documentary budget, is what we set out to do and sometimes it worked and sometimes it …  But you used masks and you’d try and find other visual ways of telling the story without, you know, going into a kind of, you know, the full drama convention of actors and dialogue and things like that.

Did you use some of the images you’d used in Radiovision?  You know, the artefacts and contemporary images?

[1:04:37]

Oh yes, I mean I would go, you know, we would go to the Tower of London and we would, I can remember, you know, you would use all … if you were doing something about the Tower of London I had in my head – it was quite useful – because I had in my head all the pictures of the Tower of London that had ever been produced so I could draw on all that and I could draw on the storytelling experience that I’d got, so I did bring quite a lot from radio to television.

In terms of the scripts, did you have a more formalised process for scriptwriting in television then?

What is odd is that I wrote quite a lot of the scripts in television I think, because it’s so much more a complex process.  You know, with a radio you can come along with that and away we go, but if we were trying to do this in television, there’d be men crawling around on the roof because the light was coming in in the wrong sort of way and they’d be putting gels over the window and, you know, somebody would have found a hiss somewhere that they would have to go and stop the traffic and, you know, somebody starts cutting down a tree and somebody has to go and stop them cutting down, you know … Radio is, that’s the difference you see.  Television … and because of that it’s, you know, the actual getting the job done or getting it sort of two-thirds done is quite a big deal.  
And did you think it was more speculative, you weren’t sure it was going to succeed?

No, I was … I think I was fairly confident that, you know, I brought with me, you know, ten or fifteen years of experience of doing the radio.  I had something to prove as well because I’d been trying to have this opportunity for, you know, ever since I’d got to radio I’d been trying to get some television experience so I think personally I had a lot to prove. Radio was a very good training for television, whereas they’d be bringing people into television with no background in production and they would struggle.
So did you make a particular series or just individual programmes?

[1:06:46]

No, I made … I eventually was responsible for the upper history, upper primary history series which became Landmarks.  It started off as Now and Then.  And I did a two-stage re-branding exercise and eventually it finished up as Landmarks, but because you make so few new television programmes in any one year because of what they cost, turning any series round is like turning round an oil tanker because it takes you two or three years before … you can’t just say, start from scratch the way I could in radio.  In television you have to repeat what’s there, so actually looking back at it, it doesn’t look very good for two years I think until you got all new history programmes and they’re there because you want them to be there as opposed to having to repeat things because you’ve only got the money to do a certain amount at a time.

The idea for Landmarks, which combines geography and history, did that come out of changes in the curriculum that had happened in schools and you felt you were meeting a need there?

I think the thing was that we were swinging round, we were absorbing the National Curriculum at the time and the fact that it was impacting on us and that the overall curriculum is going to get more crowded and there would be less time for any one particular topic or subject and that if the National Curriculum said Victorians, that’s what we did and we wouldn’t do anything that wasn’t on the curriculum.

That was after 1990 that you were doing that?

No, that was, well that was in the mid eighties I would think, when I first went to television.

Well there wasn’t a National Curriculum until …

Oh that’s quite true, it wasn’t, but I think … the National Curriculum comes in in ’89 doesn’t it?

Mm.  But on the other hand, I think you’re right, there was a trend towards combining subjects in the crowded curriculum, does …

I think the crowded curriculum was already and … I think just organisationally we were moving, I mean humanities was being spoken about then.  I mean humanities had been spoken about in the early seventies.  I mean these things tend to go round in circles.  I mean I don’t think anyone would disagree with that.  But certainly I then had two years back in radio as head of department, when I went back to television …

What year was that?

I went back to television in 1991 and then I worked on Landmarks.  Well, I had a couple of years doing various odds and sods and then I worked for Zig Zag for the younger, slightly younger children, doing those programmes.  And I did … Tudors, Stuarts and then I did – which disappeared from the curriculum of course eventually – and then I did some Victorian programmes.
That’s in the 1990s?

Mm.  Until I left.

That’s for the Key Stage 2?

Yeah, for the lower half of Key Stage 2.  And then I finished up doing the Greeks and I think that was the last project I did.

Were they mainly documentaries or were you doing drama as well?

Well the Greeks had a dramatised element in it.  You know, I think I told you, a potter and a painter sort of making their pots and then telling the stories and the stories were dramatised, but it was what you could squeeze out of the budget so it wasn’t, you know, a narrator just going into a place … and I had a narrator who was sort of a ‘in the present’ narrator, but she was in the past as well, she was like a kind of … she was an ambiguous character who could be in both and it was part of trying to create an atmosphere of now and then, you know.

In the 1990s did you feel the tide was turning in terms of the freedom that you had as a broadcaster to develop programmes?
[1:10:58]

Oh yes, because I mean the word we’d always used up till then was enrichment, what we did was enrichment; that was the key word.  I mean we weren’t setting out to be a curriculum although in some instances we did provide a curriculum, I mean we did in music for example, for primary schools.  You know, we had a very detailed … so a small school with no music teacher could still do a great deal of music, put on an opera, teach the children to sing, have a band, and it was all done through the radio.  So we were undoubtedly a curriculum there.  With the history that I described, that was a curriculum, there’s no doubt about that.  You know, you could use all of it and nothing else and you’d have covered any history requirement quite adequately I would have thought in terms of the amount of time we’d spent on it.  But enrichment was the key word and I mean enrichment, you know, it sort of goes out a little bit with the National Curriculum because there isn’t time for it, because there is so much to be done that …  So the impact on the television was that they needed fewer and fewer blocks of programmes and therefore they needed fewer and fewer producers because, you know, there were only two or three topics to be done and once you’ve done them, what else did you do.  There was nothing else to be done and we had a stockpile of programmes quite early on in the National Curriculum that covered all the curriculum topics.  The main trend then is towards resources rather than programmes and you see a movement away from the programme.  And I never really felt that anyone who was responsible for the National Curriculum knew what a programme was.  They knew what a resource was that you take off the shelf; Jarrow March and there would be some shots of the Jarrow March, or there would be a newspaper headline, ‘Jarrow March’, but a programme which as it were tries to convey what it was like to be on the Jarrow March and to, you know, to do all the empathetic stuff, I don’t think that was … that somehow sort of slipped off the radar.  So increasingly the departments began to produce resources to support the National Curriculum.

We’re talking about CD-ROMs with images on or …

[1:13:22]

Yes, or I mean an awful lot of my colleagues who remained on after I left appeared to be going through programmes just taking out clips of things that they thought might be useful, but very often de-contextualised clips that, you know, you’d have to be a very good teacher to be able to use the clip.

So you’re moving away from telling a story to just providing historical resources?

Yeah.  I think that’s what happens.  Although I was busy making programmes to the end, I was no longer in a kind of managerial role, I was just making the programmes.  So my overview sort of … I had an overview for a time and then my overview goes as you go back down the organisation.

Do you think another factor was the change in technology to video which actually led to more of a …

Oh undoubtedly yes, but I think television was, you know, through the period we’ve been discussing was always, I mean I think most people … relatively few schools would take the stuff live.

But you’d expect them with a dramatised story to show the full programme.

You’d want them to do that because not doing that meant that, you know, you’d be throwing the baby out with the bathwater, sort of thing, because … By all means go through it afterwards and deconstruct it all, show a bit or replay it because the children want to hear that bit again or you want them to notice something, or something.  But yes, generally speaking you want them to experience as it was intended in production.  

I wonder whether the feature that you’d noticed about the overcrowded timetable and the amount of time available for history perhaps meant that teachers themselves were starting to cut out the enrichment to concentrate on the demands of the curriculum, particularly in the, perhaps the early 1990s when there was a lot of anxiety about meeting requirements.

Well the anxiety went on, I mean it’s hard for me to tell because in television you had much less contact with schools than in radio.  I mean television is a fulltime, television production is a fulltime job, it’s quite hard to find time to do the things that one did in radio.  So I mean that’s the main point there.  I did some teaching in primary school after I left the BBC in the early … I think it was 2001, 2002, something like that and where the anxiety about the National Curriculum … I mean I was experiencing it for the first time and it was extraordinary really because you … when I was retraining or doing my refresher courses I could never keep up because I was just getting interested in the lesson and the lesson suddenly stopped.  And sometimes it stopped and even the … the children suddenly put all their books away because the clock had gone to ten o’clock and it was no longer history, it was science and done at … and it bore no relationship to the pacing of a lesson or anything like that, it was just … it was quite bizarre really.  But the sort of … I mean it showed how much the world had changed and into that world it was quite difficult to drop something as complicated as a programme.

The use of video recorders and then computers, the internet, that’s expanded the use of broadcast media, in history lessons actually.  But do you think something’s been gained and something’s been lost?

[1:16:59]

I don’t know, I mean I haven’t kept pace with it sufficiently.  I think it’s a terrible shame that the Radiovision programmes weren’t converted … I mean they were archived and forgotten about before the computer came along.  Now some of those Radiovision programmes would be ideal for use on computers because you could sit there with high quality images right in front of you, be really absorbed with it, headphones on, smashing for individual learning, and I think, I hope that some of them would stand the test of time even if the audio tracks were … might sound a bit clunky now, the collection of images would still … I mean there’s thousands of pounds of, you know, artwork.  But still.  So I think that’s a shame.  I mean I’ve looked at some of the stuff that appears on the internet with what I call flash animations where they’ve used this … programs to … and they all look the same.  
In what way?

Well, flash animation makes the Tudors and the Victorians all look identical because they’re all little animated figures that can be done in that format and they may well be very attractive to the children and the children may respond very well to it and you may think that … but there’s nothing historical about it at all.  There’s no sense of period or … there isn’t.  They don’t seem to … well they certainly don’t stimulate my historical imagination so what they do for children I don’t know, but it’s the ‘sameyness’ of a lot of that technology that worries me.  However, now with modern computer graphics at the high end you can recreate … you can create the Battle of Thermopylae or the Battle of Salamis, one of those great naval battles, so you think you’re right in the middle of it now.  So, you know, the potential at the high end is immense.

[end of recording]
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