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PREFACE

Tuis volume follows chronologically The Birth of Broadcasting
which appeared in 1961. In writing it I have had extremely
generous help from everyone I have consulted within the BBC.
I have had the fullest access to the voluminous records of the
Corporation, and I have benefited greatly from interviews,
conversations, and the opportunity of meeting collectively
groups of people associated with particular aspects of broad-
casting. The record I present and the conclusions I have reached
are, however, entirely my own.

Outside the BBC I remain deeply grateful for the friendly
and invaluable co-operation of Lord Reith, who has placed at
my disposal all his private papers and his extremely full and
informative Diary. The use of this unique source has greatly
enlivened the writing of this volume of the history, just as it
enlivened the writing of the first. My debt to Lord Reith goes
beyond this, however, for it is in discussing people and problems
with him that I have learnt a great deal, not only about broad-
casting, which could have been learnt in no other way. I cannot
conceive how this history could have been written without the
interest he has shown in it and the help he has given.

I am also grateful to the late R. C. Norman, who gave me
a vivid and illuminating first-hand account of the Governors of
the BBC in the late 1930s, and to Oliver Whitley, who lent me
press cuttings and papers relating to his father, J. H. Whitley,
a previous Chairman of the Board of Governors, to whom this
book is respectfully dedicated. Through the kindness of T. W.
Tallents I have been able to use many of his father’s papers and
press cuttings. These, indeed, constitute a major historical
source. I am also greatly indebted to Ralph Wade, whose
manuscript history ‘Early Life in the BBC’ is full of interesting
and unique information. Stuart G. Williams kindly made
available to me papers and books relating to his stepfather,
Sydney Moseley, and among a large number of former officials
of the BBC who have offered me their fullest co-operation I must
mention Sir Noel Ashbridge, Sir Basil Nicolls, Sir Adrian Boult,
Mrs. Mary Adams, Donald Boyd, Gerald Cock, F. H. Dart,
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the late Peter Eckersley, H. Lynton Fletcher, J. W. Godfrey,
Maurice Gorham, John Green, Julian Herbage, Owen Mase,
W. E. Gladstone Murray, Norman Luker, W. St. J. Pym,
A. P. Ryan, Charles Siepmann, the late Mary Somerville,
Roger Wilson, Kenneth Wright, and the Hon. R. T. B. Wynn.
I was also able to talk with Lady Ogilvie, to acquire useful
material about the building of Broadcasting House from
Marmaduke T. Tudsbery, to study microphones and studios
with the help of Dr. F. W. Alexander, to make use of Mungo
M. Dewar’s Variety Day Book, to examine a file of articles
by S. J. de Lotbiniére, to collect information about programme
finance, a subject where some of the BBC’s own files have been
destroyed, from P. E. Cruttwell, and, most important of all
these debts, to study the rich private papers of Sir Beresford
Clark which carefully document the whole development of
empire and overseas broadcasting. I have also been able to make
use of relevant Post Office archives, and I would particularly
like to thank the Post Office for willing co-operation.

It would be invidious to single out people within the BBC,
but a number of people who were of great help to me have
subsequently left the Corporation and some of them have read
through parts of the manuscript. Sir Gerald Beadle, Val Gielgud,
and Eric Maschwitz all provided me with valuable information.
Sir Harold Bishop took immense pains to advise me about the
technical complexities of radio history, and gave me much
other help. Sir Lindsay Wellington sketched out details of
policies which have never been given full expression on paper,
and saved me from serious errors. The Controllers of the Midland
and North Regions, and Scotland, sent me valuable papers.
Kenneth Adam read through the first draft and made necessary
criticisms. H. Davies, T. H. Eckersley, Laurence Gilliam, H. A.
Hanlon, L. F. Lewis, A. P. Monson, R. C. Patrick, Martin
Pulling, R. J. E. Silvey, Donald Stephenson, and D. B. Weigall
all proved helpful in various capacities.

To R. L. W. Collison, the BBC’s Librarian, and to Miss
M. S. Hodgson, the Archivist, I owe an immense debt. Mr.
Collison not only provided me with a fund of bibliographical
information, but prepared the index of this volume. Miss
Hodgson, in the process of planning and arranging BBC papers,
has acquired a prodigious detailed knowledge without which




PREFACE ix

I would often have been lost. In addition, Dr. Harold Spivacke
of the Library of Congress gave me useful information about
popular music across the Atlantic and B. G. Cooper, author
of an Oxford B. Litt. thesis, on the BBC and religion; while Mrs.
Healing helped me with material on BBC programmes during
the few months before the outbreak of the Second World War.
Miss Marjorie Whitaker, my secretary, helped me to organize
and pursue the whole enterprise, an often difficult undertaking,
as smoothly and efficiently as possible. Above all, my friend
D. H. Clarke, with his wide experience and knowledge, has as-
sisted me at every stage, setting me on the right paths and guiding
me towards the destination. Dr. Barry Supple and Dr. Bryan
Wilson very kindly read through the final proofs.

Contemporary history, particularly institutional history,
is a necessary but hazardous enterprise. I have tried in this
volume, as in the first volume of this history, to keep a careful
watch on perspective and not to allow current fashions of thought
to dominate either arrangement or conclusions. I have also
kept a close watch on scale. There are certain problems in
broadcasting history, as in other kinds of history, where unless
the historian explores in considerable depth he can offer little
but meaningless detail and useless generalization. I have tried
to penctrate as deeply as I can where this is possible—it is not
always possible—and where I think it is necessary. I am sure,
however, that more monographs are needed in relation to
problems both in broadcasting history and in the social history
of which this volume is also a part. Like Volume I, this volume
is designed to be read in itself or to be treated as one volume in
a bigger series. It will be followed up by a third volume on
broadcasting during the Second World War.

ASA BRIGGS

The University of Sussex
August 1964

I musT apologize to Brigadier R. F. Johnson for misspelling his
name on p. 254 of Volume I, where, as author of a series of broadcast
talks under the title ‘My Part of the Country’, which began in 1924,
he is referred to as Captain Johnston. In my reference to Miss F. I.
Shields, Reith’s secretary, I wrote that she was a graduate of
Newnham. She was, in fact, a graduate of Girton.







CONTENTS

PREFACE

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

1. INTRODUCTION:. PERSONALITIES AND
PERFORMANCE

II. PROGRAMMES AND THE PUBLIC

1. Programme Parade
2. Entertainment
3. Words and Music
4. Education
5. Religion

III. AUDIENCES: AT HOME AND ABROAD
1. Home Listeners .
2. Spoken and Written
3. Regional Broadcasting
4. Europe: Co-operation and Competition

5. Empire and Overseas

IV. ORGANIZATION: THE GROWTH OF AN
INSTITUTION

1. Public Corporation

2. The Logic of Growth

3. Public Images

4. The Ullswater Committee
5. After Ullswater

vii

xi1i

411
413
439
466
476
504



xii CONTENTS
V. THE NEW WORLD OF TELEVISION

1. Back to Baird
2. The Experiment
3. The Rivals

4. The Inquiry

5

. The Service

VI. FROM PEACE TO WAR
1. A Change of Director-Generals
2. Preparations for War

3. The Last Months of Peace
BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTE
TABLES

INDEX

517
519
547
566

582
594

623
625
640
653

660
between 6645

665




LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

The author would like to acknowledge with thanks the kind permission given to reproduce illustra-
tions belonging to individuals and corporate bodies. Items marked with an asterisk are by permission
of the BBC. Pictures of wireless receivers are from the catalogues of the National Association of
Radio Manufacturers and Traders.

1.
2.

A Cheap Wireless Set of 1927

A Television Set of the late 1930s
(By permission of Ferranti Ltd., Manchester)

3. Sir John Reith’s Farewell Message to the Editor of Ariel

10.

11.

From Radio Pictorial, Jan. 1934

. A Postcard from George Bernard Shaw

(By permission of The Public Trustee and The Society of Authors)

. A Cable from Freya Stark

(By permission of Miss Freya Stark)

. Jack Payne’s Popularity

. Outside Broadcasting

*(a) An Early Outside Broadcasts Hut
*(b) A Cup Tie. Corinthians . Newcastle United
(1927) with George Allison commentating

*(c) The Boat Race (1928)

. The Entertainers

*(a) Jack Payne and the BBC Dance Orchestra (1928)
*(b) Noél Coward and Henry Hall (1934)

Variety
*(a) Richard Murdoch and Arthur Askey in Band
Waggon (1938)
*(b) St. George’s Hall (1938)
Behind the Scenes
*(a) Microphones used by the BBC (Ribbon, Reisz,
and Moving Coil)
*(b) Listening Room (1932), re-named Studio Control
Cubicle, 1939
*(¢) The Dramatic Control Panel (1934)

. The Twiddleknob Family as depicted by Arthur Ferrier.

24
65

66

87

between
pages
104-5



Xiv

¥ 12

*‘13.

# *14.
15.

16
*17.
X *18,

19.
X 20.

121,

*22.
23.

ja4.
+25.
+26.
X 27,

T 28.

k*29,
*30.

*31

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS
Music
*(a) Toscanini Conducting the BBC Symphony
Orchestra in the Queen’s Hall (1935)
*(b) The BBC Symphony Orchestra conducted by Sir
Adrian Boult (1939)
The Midland Parliament (1934) discussing ‘The Sack at 18’
Gardening from Alexandra Palace (1937)
Education by Radio
b3 *(a) A French Lesson from Savoy Hill

*#*(b) Pupils at Wembley School listening to a Broad-
cast (1933)

Political Broadcasting. Cartoon from Punch, 16 Aug. 1933
(By permission of Punch)

Sir Richard Maconachie (1938): Cartoon from Ariel

R. W. P. Cockburn with the longest listencr’s letter ever
received by the BBC (1938) J

Miss Cordeux’s Printed Appeal (1926)

An early Radio Gramophone (1929)
(By permission of Brookhirst Igranic Ltd., Bedford)

Wireless Set (1937)
(By permission of Kolster Brandes L., Footscray, Kent)

Anti-Social Behaviour: A Bateman Cartoon

A Newspaper Poll
(By permission of the Telegraph and Argus, Bradferd)

A Programme Questionnaire (1937)
How Not to Use Wireless Equipment: A Bateman Cartoon
Listeners to Foreign Stations, as seen by Bateman

Back from Munich. Chamberlain at the Microphone,

Heston, Sept. 1938
(By permission of Central Press Photos Ltd.)

King George V at the Microphone, 1934
(By permission of The Times)

Radiolympia (1933)
5XX and Empire Stations at Daventry (1933)
J- H. Whitley (1931) ]

between

pages
200-1

231

254
255

257
270

277
297
351

between
pages
376-7



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS XV
T *32. Sir Charles Carpendale (1938) } between

ages
4r*33. Reith: A Portrait by Sir Oswald Birley (1934) S

34. ‘A Tour of Babel: Glances at some of the lesser-known BBC

Departments’ (1939) : Cartoon from Ariel 409
7 35. One Image of the BBC (1931). Drawing by John Reynolds in
the Morning Post 456
36. Max Beerbohm Cartoon of Reith (1938)
(By permission of the Administratrix of the Estate of Sir Max Beerbohm)

37. ‘The Transit of Mercury’ (1938)
(By permission of Punch)

¥ *38. Reith locking the door after the last Programme at Savoy
Hill (1932)

39. Broadcasting House
*(a) As It Might Have Been: An Artist’s Drawing of

1928
. between
*(b) Near Completion (1931) pages
*(c) As It Might Have Been: An Artist’s Drawing of 456-7
1938

*40. Savoy Hill: Studio g (1928)
*41. Eric Gill at work on Prospero and Ariel (1933)
42. Broadcasting House: Interiors (1932)
*(a) Studio 3k
*(b) Studio 6p
*(c) Studio 38 /

43. Sketch Plan of the proposed new Premises at Broadcasting House
(1928). Architect’s drawing by G. Val Myer 461

44. ]. L. Baird at Work (1925). From the Radio Times Hulton
Picture Library

45. Early Television between
*(a) and (b) The Man with the Flower in His Mouth bages
(1930) 5307

*(c) Experimental Television from Broadcasting House
(1935) /




xvi

*47.
*48.

49.
*50.

*51.
*52.
*53.
*54.

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

. Early Images

(a) Ready for the Camera

(b) As seen by the Viewer
(By permission of D. R. Campbell)

The First Transmission (1932)
Preparing for Televising the Coronation (1937)
The Price Movement of Baird Shares (1931)

The Television Studio: A Drawing for The Listener (1936) \
(By permission of the artist, H. Rutherford)

Alexandra Palace (1936)
Gerald A. Cock, First Director of Television (1937)
Elizabeth Cowell, Television Announcer (1939)

F. W. Ogilvie, Director-General, 1938 )

between
pages
536-7

557

between

pages
616-17




INTRODUCTION
PERSONALITIES AND PERFORMANCE

. . . yet hath modern cultur enrich’d a wasting soil;
Science comforting man’s animal poverty

and leisuring his toil, hath humanized manners

and social temper, and now above her globe-spredd net,
of speeded intercourse hath outrun all magic,

and disclosing the secrecy of the reticent air

hath woven a seamless web of invisible strands

spiriting the dumb inane with the quick matter of life:
Now music’s prison’d raptur and the drown’d voice of truth
mantled in light’s velocity, over land and sea

are omnipresent, speaking aloud to every ear,

into every heart and home their unhinder’d message,
the body and soul of Universal Brotherhood. . . .

ROBERT BRIDGES
Lines 721-33 from The Testament of Beauty (1930), Book 1

C 1995 B
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Introduction

PERSONALITIES AND PERFORMANCES

ON 1 January 1927 the British Broadcasting Corporation took
over the work of the four-year-old British Broadcasting Com-
pany. The principle of public service, which had dominated
the development of the work of the Company, was given full
institutional expression in the Charter of the new Corporation.
So secure had the principle become and so directly had the old
régime of the Company become associated with it that the
change of constitution and title entailed no sharp break in the
life of the BBC: it was generally considered as a ‘logical and
inevitable result’ of the policy adopted from the foundation of
the Company in 1g22." The announcers, indeed, had to be
warned to ‘remember the change’ and not to refer over the air

-to the Company instead of the Corporation ‘by inadvertence’.?

There was only one change in the domestic nomenclature of
the BBC. Sir John Reith, who, as Managing Director of the
old Company, had directed broadcasting towards its new public
status, was given the title of Director-General. He was then
thirty-eight years old, adventurous and forthright. It was
Reith himself who told a later generation of BBC employees
that ‘the transition from Company to Corporation was hardly
obvious inside the BBC to anyone other than myself, nor to
anyone outside either. Those of us who were with the -old
Company are sorry whén we hear people talking of the BBC
as if it began in January 1927.73 )

Reith remained as Director-General of the new BBC for most
of the period described in this second volume of British Broad-

! The phrase ‘logical and inevitable result’ is that of Lord Clarendon, the first
Chairman of the Governors of the new Corporation. See his Foreword to the BBC
Handbook (1928), p. 29. Cf. the memorandum circulated to Members of Parliament
by the BBC just before the transfer of authority: “The policy of the BBC during its
stewardship of the Service has led logically and indeed inevitably to the creation
of a Public Corporation as the permanent Broadcasting authority.’

* *Memorandum to Station Directors and Head Office, 31 Dec. 1926. [An * in
front of a footnote means that the letter or document is among the BBC’s Records. ]

* *Talk to the BBC Staff Training School, 2 Oct. 1936.
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4 INTRODUCTION

casting history. When he retired in June 1938, to be succeeded
by Frederick Ogilvie, Fi¢ had spent sixtéen years of his life in
creating one of the most distinctive and impressive of modern
British institutions. He discovered wireless when its use for
entertainment was thought of at most as a fad, at least as a
toy. He left the world of broadcasting when everyone agreed
that wireless was a great “medium’_of communication, “This
age of broadcasting’, Ernest Barker called the 1930s.1 ‘Of the
external forms that are helping to shape human life and be-
haviour,” another commentator remarked in 1939, ‘none I
should say, is more ubiquitous and permeating than radio. Men
and women have arrived at the point where they feel that, be
it grand or ever so humble, no place is like home that has no
radio.{That gentlé or not so gentle murmur of music or talking
Twhich people summarily refer to as “the wireless” has become
as necessary a background to home life as was once the loud tick
of the grandfather clock or the singing of the kettlc on the hob.’2
THRe acceptanice of wireless as a part of the homely back-
ground of life and the acceptance of the BBC as the ‘natural’
institution for r_controlling it distinguish the period covered 1n
this second volume from that of the first. The main theme of
that volume was the control of broadcasting. The successful
effort to achieve public control gave unity to the period and
still provides a tidy case study with general implications.
Between 1922 and 1927 there had been a struggle to establish
both the medium and the institution, and out of the struggle
there emerged a system of public control over what only a few
people had the imagination to realize was an invention of major
social importance. From 1927 to 1939, however, that system
of public control was never seriously in jeopardy. The one big
official inquiry of the period, the Ullswater Report, published
in 1936, started and ended with declarations that no major
constitutional changes were necessary.? When Reith gave way
to Ogilvie the balance of power changed, but the constitutional

strength of the BBC was not undermined. B
For this reason the main theme of this second volume is a
different one. 1t may be called the extension and the enrich-

1 E.Barker, ‘This Age of Broadcasting’ in the Fortnightly Review, 1935, pPp. 417-29.
z B, Maine, The BBC and Its Audience (1939), - 7-
3 See below, pp. 476 f.
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ment of the activity of broadcasting. The theme was once used
as the starting-point of a provocative article by George Bernard
Shaw. ‘I leave to others the discussion of the political control
of the BBC’, he began. ‘They are sure to forget all about the
instrument the BBC controls, colloquially known as the Mike;
and it is the Mike that interests me.! It is amazing how
frightened many people were of the ‘Mike’, although a few,
the ‘natural broadcasters’, loved it. The fear is well com-
municated in a passage from Thomas Jones’s diary:

Put into Studio 3B. . . . The red light quivered, then stopped and
before I knew I was away. Up to that moment I had been thoroughly
at ease, but then I began to feel very ‘artificial’, as if the voice did
not belong to me at all. At the end of my first five minutes I could
see I was about eight lines behind and about this time I rested my
hand on the table and it bumped away, up and down, at a great
rate and I could not keep it still. . . . I tried hard to get out of the
reading manner to a more natural speaking key, but for the life of
me, could I? But I saw I was keeping fairly to my time until the
last five minutes when I realized 1 was going to be a trifle behind.
In fact I ended a minute over—which the announcer thought was
very good for a first go off.?

1. A Cheap Wireless Set of 1927

Thomas Jones’s friend, Stanley Baldwin, a natural broadcaster,

would never have behaved like this. Yet many music hall stars

did. No television camera could have created greater anxiety.
' G. B. Shaw, ‘The Tell Tale Microphone’ in the Political Quarterly, Oct.-Dec.

1935.
2 Thomas Jones, A4 Diary with Letters, 1931-1950 (1954), p. 118.




6 INTRODUCTION

To begin this book with the impact of the microphone directs
attention from the start to two aspects of broadcasting history.
First, the activity of broadcasting depended upon co-operation
between engineers and programme builders. The terms of co-
operation changed frequently as the engincers carried through
some of the biggest projects in the history of the BBC—the intro-
duction of the Regional Scheme; the
provision of Empire and Overseas
broadcasting; and the first launch-
ing of a television service. Yet the pro-
gramme builders had their influence
on the engineers also. They asked,
for example, for better acoustics and,
in the later 1930s, for cheaper and
more cfficient means of recording
programmes.

The second aspect of broadcasting
history is the relationship between
broadcaster and audience. The
number of broadcasters and the num-
ber of people working for the BBC
increased with the increasing size of
2. A Television Set of the late audience. On 1 January 1927 the

19308 BBC employed 773 people. There
were then 2,178,259 wireless-licence
holders. On 1 September 1939 the BBC employed nearly 5,000
people and there were 9,082,666 wireless-licence holders. To
put the Thatter simply, in 1927 the BBC was still a small
organization, catering for a minority, if a large and growing
minority, of the British public. In 1939 the BBC was a large
organization, and it was catering for a majority of the British
| public. T
i

Beginning with the ‘Mike’, therefore, therc are two possible
ways of approaching ‘the golden age of wireless’. The first
would be to concentrate on the development of the BBC s an
ifistitution—to trace the intricate pattern of its organizational
growth, comparing it with growth in organizations of other =
kinds. The second would be to concentrate on the impact of
broadcasting on society, the divided society of the inter-war
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years, divided by age, by class, by education, and by region,
yet more and more coming to accept radio as a part of li%e’s
routiné. Did radio help to hold British society together as it was
or did it introduce new leaven? Children born after 1922 increas-
ingly took wireless for granted so that they could hardly con-
ceive of a pre-broadcasting age. Did any of them see the in-
fluence of the medium, as Bridges saw it, with poetic vision, as
the weaving of ‘a seamless web of invisible strands spiriting the
dumb inane with the quick matter of life’> Or did they think
rather of ‘the kettle singing on the hob’?

The second line of approach is extraordinarily difficult.
For, despite all the talk of wireless being ‘permeating’ and
‘ubiquitous’, it is almost impossible to separate its social and
cultural consequences from the tangle of social forces which
were changing Britain during the 1920s and 1930s. The in-
fluence of broadcasting was neither exclusive nor necessarily
paramount. Obvious social changes, like the end of the isolation
of rural life, owed as much to the internal combustion engine as
they did to the BBC. The revolution in popular entertainment
did not start inside the BBC. Interest in drama or opera and
the extension of the appreciation of classical music owed much
to the BBC, but it is not easy to say how much. In politics the
BBC diffused information but did not usually give a lead: it
registered and reinforced. There is always a temptation for
writers on radio to exaggerate its influence. For the most part
it reflected the society and the culture in which it developed
rather than reshaped them.

When it did not reflect, as it often did not in Britain, it was
largely because Reith and his colleagues deliberately stood
out against some of the tendencies of the age. ‘Broadcasting in
this country’, Reith told a conference in 1928, ‘is a striking
example of the advantages which are gained through being
able to be definite—it may even appear arbitrary—in the
pursuit and execution of a line of policy capably but deliber-
ately chosen.’t The religious policy of the BBC during the period
stood out against many of the tendencies of the age, and in
economic matters the BBC always remained outside the
market complex. It did not help to sell the products of an
expanding technology, except for wireless sets. Motor-cars,

T * Speech to the Adult Education Conference, Cambridge, Oct. 1928,
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lawn-mowers, and kitchen-sinks were quite outside its province.
Stuart Hibberd, the distinguished and popular Chief Announcer
of the BBC, noted in his diary in April 1936 that Professor
Lloyd James, who had just returned from a visit to the United
States, made a ‘startling point’ to a BBC announcers’ meeting
when he told them that ‘the American Universities regarded
broadcasting in America as having no cultural value at all,
but looked upon the programmes put out by the various net-
works solely as instruments for selling goods’.!

In the United States radio, the cinema, the gramophone
record industry, cven the press, all belonged to the same world
of ‘mass entertainment’. In Britain the BBC did not belong to
that world. It was not ‘a factory of dreams’.z It reflected life,
even if it reflected it imperfectly. Given the wide social and
geographical divisions in Britain, it had a limited if useful role
as the interpreter of one part of ‘the great audience’ to another.
It is fair to say that it was more effective in its geographical
than in its social mediation, in pulling together the different
parts of the country rather than in pulling together the different
classes. It was during the Second World War rather than before
it that it fully achieved what had always been its aim, that of
informing, inspiring—and diverting—a whole community. Yet
because it always set out to do this, it is necessary at every point
in the history of British broadcasting to turn back from social
history to institutional history, to the strategic decisions taken
inside the BBC, to the relations between the BBC and the con-
trollers of the other media, and to the philosophy of communica-
tion which Reith and his staff upheld.

The BBC conceived of broadcasting-licence holders as a
‘public’ and not as a ‘market’. It was technically permitted,
by the Licence and Agreement of 1926, to broadcast ‘sponsored
programmes’, although direct advertisement was barred. No
use was made of this power, however, and sponsored pro-
grammes, along with direct advertising, were prohibited in the
new Licence and Agreement of 1936. The BBC’s opposition to

! S. Hibberd, This—is London (1950), p. 130.

2 Compare the remark of F. L. Allen, the American social historian. ‘If a
dozen or two feature pictures [of the 1930s] selected at random were to be shown
to an audience of 1960, that audience would probably derive from them not the

faintest idea of the ordeal through which the United States went in the 1930s.’
Since Yesterday (1961 edn.), p. 222.
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systems of finance based on advertising was supported not only
by most British writers during this period but by the powerful
interest of the press. ‘People have a horror of introducing into
England some of the systems of radio advertising to be found
in certain foreign countries’, a writer who favoured a ‘more open
mind’ admitted in 1936.!

The system was distinctive. The wireless licence was a yearly
obligation, more like rates and taxes than a cinema ticket.
It provided you with very mixed fare, a different kind of fare
from that provided in the United States, where business set the
pace and the terms, or in Germany, where broadcasting became
an engine of propaganda after 1933, an instrument of totali-
tarian government.

These three broadcasting systems were diverging—not con-
verging—during the 1930s, yet Reith did not hesitate to advo-
cate the merits of the British system even to Americans and
Germans. In his advocacy he always stressed that while there
was public control or the possibility of public control in Britain,
there was at the same time no public interference in manage-
ment. The standards were set by the managers themselves.
The BBC was an autonomous institution, as unlike a govern-
ment department as it was unlike a retail store.

The kind of fare provided, therefore, is the subject of the
first part of this volume, which, beginning with the ‘Mike’,
assumes that it is wisest for the historian to start where broad-
casting ends—with the programmes themselves, the final pro-
duct of the activity of broadcasting. Here is all the colour
of broadcasting—and also a great deal of the routine—a
cavalcade of names and, for those who remember, of memories.
On Sunday, 2 January 1927, the first day to appear in the
Radio Times after the advent of the Corporation, B. W. O’Don-
nell was conducting the Military Band, J. C. Squire reading T#e
Ancient Mariner, and Stanford Robinson conducting the Wire-
less String Orchestra; and on the following Saturday night
Tommy Handley was appearing in an Ernest Longstaffe revue.2
On Sunday, 3 September 1939, the programmes listeners would
have heard, had it not been for the war, included the first

! ‘Broadcasting in a Democratic State’ in the Round Table, June 1936.
* Radio Times, 31 Dec. 1926.
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instalment of The Four Feathers, Reginald Foort at the theatre
organ, J. B. Priestley reading the first instalment of Let The
People Sing—and the BBC Military Band.!

Behind the cavalcade of programmes was a multiplicity of
decisions taken within the BBC. Some of the decisions came
from above, encouraging as well as restraining : most came from
below. Some reflected general programme policy: most bore the
imprint only of scriptwriter, producer, and performer. At this
level, as at any other, broadcasting rested on a partnership
between studio and control-room engineers and programme
builders, words and music being converted into electrical cur-
rents and voltages before they could become words and music
again in listeners’ homes.

The second detailed chapter of this volume moves to ‘the
other side of the microphone’. It is concerned with the listeners,
and the various ways in which their needs were met (or not
met) as the broadcasting system was expanded. The most
vocal of the listeners begin—and end—by holding the stage.
‘As a student and lover of music, may I appeal for greater
simplicity in the music that is broadcast’, a listener wrote to the
Radio Times in the first week of the Corporation.z ‘I have just
heard the first Wagner Prom of the season’, another listener
wrote in the last week before the war, ‘and there must be a
large number of musical cranks at large to tolerate such mean-
ingless tripe.”s All things connect, or, as the BBC quickly
learned from listeners’ letters, cancel out. Organized listener
research began late, only after a struggle.+ The tardiness of the
development reflected the philosophy of control. If listeners
were not thought of as a market, why worry about market
research?

Both the Regional Scheme and the Empire Scheme find their
place in this chapter on listeners, for both schemes, bold and
enterprising as they were as engineers’ exploits, were designed,
above all else, to provide the kind of service listeners required.
The partnership between engineers and programme builders
continued at all times. High-quality lines were necessary
to carry BBC programmes from their point of origin in the
studios to the transmitters, and an elaborate transmitter net-

! Radio Times, 1 Sept. 1939. 2 Ibid., 7 Jan. 1927.
3 Ibid., 1 Sept. 1939. + See below, pp. 256 f.
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work was necessary to ensure satisfactory reception both at
home and abroad. At the same time, British schemes had to
fit into a European and a world framework, and, in relation
both to wavelengths and to programmes, there was competition
as well as co-operation. Zeesen and Radio Luxembourg must
both have their place, therefore, in any account of broadcasting
in Britain. Both were interested in British listeners, the first to
influence their opinions, the sccond to shape their buying
habits.

From the makers of programmes and the listeners to them,
it is natural to turn to organization and control. Although these
are not the major themes of this volume, they cannot be left
out. Even when the BBC was small, it needed a formal structure
of control, and the terms ‘controller’ and ‘control committee’
were soon used in relation to administration.! As the organiza-
tion grew, there was greater specialization and differentiation.
There were also greater difficulties in ‘communication’. Fre-
quent experiments were made in organization, culminating in
a major change in 1933 when the ‘creative’ work of the BBC
—that relating directly to programmes—was separated from
the ‘administrative’ work. Each division had its own formal
hierarchy, the first described as ‘blue tab’, the latter as ‘red
tab’. Engineering, it is interesting to note, was grouped with the
‘red tab’ side, although Reith, who always recognized that
the imagination and vision of engineers were needed as well as
their expert knowledge, admitted that in his language of colour
engineering ‘was more blue than red’.

This division of control, which lasted until 1942, charac-
terized an era of extreme centralization in the institutional
history of the BBC.z The system was vigorously defended by
Reith, although it was widely criticized curing the 1930s and
has continued to be criticized since. The division between
‘creative’ people and ‘administrative’ people was designed to
liberate the ‘creative’ people from tasks in which they felt little
interest and for which they often had little aptitude. Yet divid-
ing lines were difficult to draw, and there was sometimes resent-
ment against administrative ‘rules’. Far too much emphasis,

! See Vol. I of my History, The Birth of Broadcasting, p. 207.
2 See below, pp. 442 fI.
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according to Reith’s critics, seemed to be placed on institutional
machinery, and even while committees were taking up too
much time, they often seemed to have little real power.

It is organizational issues of this kind rather than the bigger
public issue of the BBC’s constitution or the more publicized
and sensationalized problems of BBC staffing, which are of
greatest interest during this period. As the BBC grew, both in
the size of its staff and the range of its functions, what was its
shape to be? Were the strains and stresses of growth which it
registered, sometimes painfully, the kind of strains and stresses
which are common to all growing organizations or were some
of them, at least, peculiar to the BBC?

There are three other aspects of ‘organization’ which must
be considered carefully in the third detailed chapter. The first
is the public reaction to the BBC. One of the features which
distinguished the BBC from many other large and growing
organizations was the publicity it received not only as a pur-
veyor of programmes but as an institution. News of its inter-
nal changes was seized upon with avid interest: its personalities
were personalities in the press, whether they liked it or not.
‘As far as the newspapers are concerned,” the well-known
journalist Tom Clarke wrote in 1932, ‘the BBC has become
news.’!

Corresponding to the ‘shape’ of the BBC, therefore, there
was an ‘image’. The favourite image of the BBC during the
1930s was that of a great British institution, as British as the
Bank of England, an institution which was different from other
institutions, which took decisions that quite deliberately
diverged from the decisions many—perhaps most—listeners
would have taken. The image of the institution and the image
of its Director-General became blurred, and even after Reith
had left—and some very different kinds of people had begun to
emerge as important figures in the BBC’s hierarchies—the
BBC remained ‘Reithian’ in most people’s eyes.

Attitudes towards the BBC as a national institution require not
only social analysis but psychological study in depth. Such
study was not made during the 1930s. The historian, therefore,
must sift superficial evidence. One point he must emphasize
is the danger of reading back into the past attitudes which

¥ Daily Mail, 17 Jan, 1932.
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belong to a later period, to the Second World War, for example,
or to the period of uncertainty after the war. Nobody referred
to the BBC as ‘Auntie BBC” in the period covered in this volume,
just as very few people queried the constitution of public service
broadcasting. More emphasis was placed then than later both
on the ‘inspirational’ power and on the ‘consoling’ power of
radio, both of which the BBC was thought to cherish and defend.

. . consoling voices of the air
Soothing the sightless, cheering the bedridden.
The lighthouse-watchers, men who bravely bear
The burden of captivity unbidden—
Voices that calm the heart and ease the strain
Of those who live in loneliness or pain.!

This aspect of radio—ncither as the broker of ideas nor as the
purveyor of culture, not even as the source of entertainment,
but as the instrument of ‘solace’—remained important so long
as there was an older generation who remembered what it was
like before the days of radio and did not take their wireless sets
for granted. It was left to a later generation to demand from
the BBC soul-searching ‘face to face’ interviews and ruthless
social and political exposure.

The ‘inspirational’ power of radio was felt most strongly not
by the listeners but by the broadcasters themselves. Throughout
the late 1920s and the early 1930s the BBC attracted to its
service a-considerable number of men and women who ‘be-
lieved in broadcasting’ almost as a social and cultural crusade.
They included a high proportion of young people and of men
‘who had served in the War but who, on account of some awk-
ward versaiility or some form of fastidiousness, idealism or
general restlessness, never scttled down to any humdrum profes-
sion after war was over’.2 Many of them have described their
approach to the new medium. ‘We really believed’, Lionel
Fielden has written, ‘that broadcasting could revolutionize
human opinion’.3 They also believed that it could develop or
transform taste. Their influence was felt not only in school
broadcasting or in adult education but in news, talks, music,
and drama. Music, indeed, was often picked out as the test case

' Punch, 11 May 1932. 2 H. Matheson, Broadcasting (1933), P- 52.
3 L. Fielden, The Natural Bent (1960), p. 100.
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of cultural penctration. ‘The plain man’, Ernest Newman wrote,
‘Can now get in two or three years a knowledge not only of the
acknowledged masterpicces, but of fine works of the second
rank which hisfather could scarcely have acquired in a lifetime.’!
However uncertain the historian may be about the extent of the
social and cultural influence of broadcasting, there wefé many
broadcasters who felt no doubts. -

Some of the people who joined the BBC never completely
settled down once they had got there. It is interesting, indced,
that most of the accounts of the BBC during the period covered
in this volume were written by ‘rebels’, by people who were
forced to leave it, who did not like its ethos or who criticized its
orgamization. Their accounts are useful evidence, like thePress
accounts of the BBC’s activities, but they need to be supple-
mented and set in perspective. What you thought of the BBC
in the 1930, if you were a member of it, depended not only on
your temperament, character, and experience—and the con-
ditions and date at which you entered the Corporation—but on
the place which you occupied in the system. Your perspective
would often change as you moved upwards downwards, or
across. The historian has less difficulty in interpreting the
institution than in interpreting the society in which it developed.
He has the advantage of bemg able to look at the scene from
more than one angle, to take into account evidence which was
hidden from partial view at the time, and to trace complex
sequences of cause and consequence.

The chapter on organization in this volume ends with the one
public inquiry into broadcasting which was made during this
period—the Ullswater Committee investigation—and the re-
actions to it inside and outside the BBC. It was to meet the
needs of this committee that a great deal of BBC evidence was
assembled in 1935, and the year provides an excellent vantage
point from which to look back over the period from the founda-
tion of the Corporation and forward towards the Second World
War.

The other vantage point in the period covered in this volume
was the move in 1932 from the cramped premises at Savoy Hill
to the imposing new building, Broadcasting House. All BBC

! Quoted in R. S. Lambert, Ariel and All His Quality (1940), p. 57.
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history can be dated pre- or post-Broadcasting House. The
change of building became identified not only with growth and
all the problems which went with it but with a change of mood,
even of style. Jack Payne, for example, has written: “Yes, it was
a chummy atmosphere in the old Savoy Hill days. There was
some slovenliness about it too, or so it would appear against the
punctiliousness of the present regime.’* Even listeners felt that
the end of Savoy Hill was a break, and it was natural that one
of the big programmes of the inter-war years should be Lance
Sieveking’s The End of Savoy Hill, broadcast on 14 May 1932.
What happened in 1932, therefore, has a place in several
chapters in this volume, not only in the chapter on organiza-
tion.

To move from Savoy Hill to the BBCs first television centre
at Alexandra Palace requires a less dramatic leap of the imagi-
nation than to move from Savoy Hill to Broadcasting House,
for the early days of Alexandra Palace had much in common
with the early days of Savoy Hill. There was a certain inevit-
ability about the coming of television which did not escape
letter-writers to the early issues of the Radio Times. As carly
as October 1923, indeed, the winner of the BBC’s ‘Brighter
Britain Essay Competition’ began by describing somewhat fear-
fully the genie who lived inside his ‘magic wireless box’ and
who could see everything which he translated into words. He
ended more confidently, however, that ‘one day I shall be
able to see through similar eyes’.z People were prepared for
television long before the apparatus or the programmes were
available, and the fifth detailed chapter of this volume is con-
cerned with the steps that led up to the development of the
world’s first regular television service in 1936. Here again, the
detail is more revealing than the generalization, the detail of
the mass of separate decisions taken by engineers, administra-
tors, and programme builders.

One of the first internal memoranda on television related
not to techniques but to nomenclature. ‘May I suggest’, a pro-
minent BBC official, V. H. Goldsmith, wrote in May 1928,
‘that the first of the three articles on Television which are to go

' J. Payne, Signature Tune (1947), p. 39.
* Radio Times, 19 Oct. 1923.
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into the Radio Times should define Television as distinct from
Telephotography? . . . It may be just as well, if you agree the
right definition, to get away in the Press with a clear standard of
what the words mean.’! Seven years later, nomenclature was
still raising difficulties. “The question has been raised’, wrote
Ralph Wade, ‘as to what the equivalent to a listener should be
called in the case of television. I do not know whether anybody
has ever considered this, but it might be a good thing to get it
settled before some horrible name creeps in.’2 The Television
Committee of 1934, the first official inquiry into television,
recommended the word ‘looker’; Basil Nicolls, the Director
of Internal Administration, suggested ‘televiser’; and V. H.
Goldsmith, Director of Business Relations, was in favour of
‘viser’. None of these words appealed to Reith, who added that
he had never liked the word ‘listener’ either.

The word ‘viewer’ made its début as an abbreviated version
of the more formal ‘televiewer’, with the Radio Times itself
arguing that the abbreviation was inevitable. ‘As for “tele-
viewer”, that may be the authorised word, but we don’t see
it entering into the vocabulary of the masses all the same. We
would back the “viewer’’ to shed the “tele’ at the first fence.’?
There was no hint that ‘telly’ by itsclf would establish indepen-
dent usage naturally and with affection. The whole question
of terminology was referred to A. Lloyd James and through
him to the authoritative Advisory Committee on Spoken
English. ‘Glancer’, ‘witnesser’, ‘telobservist’, and even ‘visionist’
and ‘teleseer’ were formidable alternatives to ‘viewer’. Rose
Macaulay favoured ‘looker-in’, and Lascelles Abercrombie
stated boldly that this was ‘the word which will win in the long
run’. Logan Pearsall Smith, however, thought that nothing
better than ‘viewer’ could be found, although the word ‘gazer’
rather attracted him.4

The chapter on television is concerned with more basic
questions than these interesting if archaic issues of terminology
—with the BBC’s attitude towards Baird, for example, and
with the planning of the first regular television programmes.
There is a contrast at the end of the chapter between what

1 *V, H. Goldsmith to P. P. Eckersley, 16 May 1928.

2 *R. Wade to B. E. Nicolls, 5 Feb. 1935.

3 Radio Times, 12 Apr. 1935.

4 *Logan Pearsall Smith to A. Lloyd James, 5 June 1935.
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happened to television and what happened to sound radio. The
history of sound radio in ‘the golden age of wireless’ leads
directly-into the history of the Second World War, when sound
Tadio ‘rhrmglr'&rz"BBC became a recognized_international
force. The Ristory of television, the lesser medium dunng the
“f§30s, lcaps the war, however, almost as if the studios at
‘Alexandra Palace had never been closed dowt in Septenibier—
1939. THETe"is a note of itony in the pages of the issue of the
Radio Times for 1 September 1939 which set out the details of
television programmes for the week that never was. It was to

begin with The Circle by Somerset Maugham and to end with
Alice de Belleroche playing the guitar.

The last chapter in this volume is concerned with the shadows
of war and the way they fell over ‘the activity of broadcasting’.
It is a short chapter, for much of the detail is more relevant to
the next volume of this History (a volume concerned solely
with the Second World War) than to the present one. There was
one major event, however, in the months leading up to the war
which was so important that it, rather than the outbreak of war,
might have been made the last event in this volume.! When
Reith left the BBC for Imperial Airways in June 1938 this was

“the end not only of a régime but of an era. New forces were re-
leased inside Broadcasting House which were to produce changes
with which Reith wag often out of sx‘mpathy, and the manner of
the break had'its profound sadness. Yet there could be no doubt
what€ver concerning the extent of Reith’s contribution not only
to the history of the BBC but to the development of broadcasting
as'an agent in human history. ‘The BBC is not without its critics’,
The Times wrote, ‘and niever should be. But Sir John can leave
Broadcasting House with the knowledge that his pioneer work,
now brought to maturity, has not to wait for posterity. His con-
temporaries can measure their debt to his vision, his energy and
even his obstinacy.’2 The verdict stands. Reith dominates history
as he dominated the contemporary scene.

Without Reith British broadcasting would have been differ-
ently organized and, more important, differently guided
throughout the whole of the period covered in this volume. He,
in the last instance if not in the first, was the man who deter-

! See below, pp. 632-6. % The Times, 15 June 1938.
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mined what ‘the activity of broadcasting’ should be. ‘A decade
and a half ago’, wrote The Economist, which always took an
independent line on BBC matters, ‘a few discriminating people
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3. Sir John Reith’s Farewell Message to the Editor of Ariel

realised that a monopoly of the use of the air for broadcasting
might have very serious hidden dangers. Today . . . as a result
of Sir John’s work . . . it is clear to the whole world that the
right of expressing opinion through the microphone may be
one of the most powerful, if not the most powerful instrument
for good or evil; and that the power of controlling the know-
ledge of events which is vouchsafed to the people of a country
may spell the difference between their being slave or free.’!
Such tributes were universal. Reith was only forty-eight
years old when he left the BBC for pioneer work of a different
kind. Yet the decision to end this volume with the war and not
with Reith’s departure is a recognition of the fact that by 1938
the BBC was something more than a projection of Reith. It was
an institution which had a dynamic of its own. Some, at least,
of the conflicts of personality, which followed his departure,
1 The Economist, 18 June 1938,
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had antedated it, and battles werc already being waged about
issues, particularly about listener research and the finance of
television, which have a curious element of topicality about
them.! There was even a serious discussion of sponscred
television in 1939, not only in the BBC but in the Cabinet.

Reith was the outstanding personality in the BBC through-
out the period from 1927 to 1938. Broadcasting is a co-operative
activity, however, and behind the anonymous fagade there were
many other personalities who left their mark on major policies
and many others whose coming—or going—altered institutional
arrangements. Peter Eckersley, the Chief Engineer, who lefi for
personal reasons in 1929, had more ideas about broadcasting
than any other man in the country. Some he put into effect,
some were never realized, and some never could have been.
His successor, Noel Ashbridge, knighted in 1935, had worked
with Eckersley since 1926 and represented the continuity which
lies at the centre of the BBC. He made far-reaching projects
possible, not least the start both of Empire broadcasting and of
television. One of Reith’s successors, Sir William Haley, thought
so highly of him that he made him Deputy Director-General in
1943. Reith’s choice for that office when Vice-Admiral Sir
Charles Carpendale left the BBC a few months before Reith
left it himself was Cecil Graves, knighted in 1939: he thought of
Graves, indeed, as his own successor as Director-General.

Basil Nicolls, knighted in 1953, moved from Manchester to
London in 1926, and was given the key post of Director of
Internal Administration in 1933 when the division between the
‘blue tab’ and ‘red tab’ was put into effect. Later called Con-
troller (Administration), he had great power within the hier-
archy, and when Graves became Deputy Director-General,
Nicolls took over his post as Controller of Programmes. Glad-
stone Murray, who had been with the BBC since 1924 in charge
of a shifting empire of publicity and public relations, did not
leave until 1936: part of his work then passed to Sir Stephen
Tallents, who became Controller of Public Relations, a position
from which he exerted increasing influence. He later brought
in with him A, P. Ryan, who had been with him at the Empire
Marketing Board, as Assistant Controller. Another man whose

! See below, pp. 616-19, 644.
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brief sojourn at the BBC involved many changes of organization,
if not of policy, was Colonel Alan Dawnay, who was appointed
Controller of Programmes over the two ‘Output Heads’, Roger
Eckersley, Peter’s brother, the Director of Entertainment, and
Charles Siepmann, the Director of Talks. Dawnay came from
and returned to the Army. For a time he had seemed to Reith
to be the answer to many problems.

Names can be multiplied, and many others figure frequently
in these pages. Most operated at the level where the BBC was
most properly judged by the public—at the level of programme
production. Some were young men who were to acquire posi-
tions of influence in the future. There were others, however, who
seemed in some sense (O ‘represent’ the institution almost
permanently—H. L. Chilman, the strict and forceful House
Superintendent, and H. A. Plater and M. Arbuckle, to name
only two of the Commissionaires. No organization becomes an
institution until it has characters like these. They are, as a re-
tired officer of the BBC has aptly called them, ‘cornerstones’.!
For the public, however, it was the programmes that counted,
and it is with the production of programmes that this book
begins.

1 R. Wade, Manuscript History, Early Life in the BBC, p. 95
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PROGRAMMES AND THE PUBLIC

The elemental fact about broadcasting is its
tremendous output. You may have all the
authorities and restrictions and committees
and regulations: but they are all defeated by
the rapidity of successive programmes.

LIONEL FIELDEN
The Natural Bent (1960), p. 104







1. Programme Parade

T HE social and cultural consequences of broadcasting depended
not only on the philosophy of control which determined the
decisions and actions of the controllers of the BBC but on the
cumulative impact of daily programmes on a growing audience.
The decisions of the controllers were often hidden from the
public: the ‘output’ of the producers was the ‘stuff of radio’.
It was in terms of the range, the balance, and the quality of pro-
grammes that most people judged the BBC, whether they were
press critics, like Sydney Moseley, Collie Knox, Gale Pedrick,
or Jonah Barrington,! or ordinary listeners beside their own
firesides. The Radio Times, which set out the details of weekly
programmes, sold a million copies for the first time at Christmas
1927 and had a regular weekly circulation of three million by
1939.2 Each day the popular newspapers had their regular
ration of information and comment about programmes, backed
by gossip about broadcasters.3 There was a difference of degree
rather than of kind between such information and comment
and that provided in more specialized journals like Popular
Wireless. The first number of one of the new journals of the
period, Radio Pictorial, published in January 1934, well reflects
the shift in interest from wireless as a technical hobby to radio
as a social activity. A free crayon portrait of Henry Hall was
issued to every reader, and in addition to a friendly message
from Reith there were contributions from A. J. Alan, Christopher
Stone, and Captain Wakelam. Arthur Henderson wrote on the
theme ‘Broadcasting Will End War’ and Oliver Baldwin specu-
lated ambitiously on what he would do if he were ‘Governor of
the BBC’. There was even a comic strip ‘introducing the
Twiddleknob Family’.4

! For Moseley, see S. A. Moseley, Broadcasting in My Time (1935) ; Collie Knox,
who wrote regularly for the Daily Mail, touches on broadcasting in his Peaple of
Quality (1947).

2 *Note by G. V. Rice, 1 Feb. 1928; BBC Handbook (1939), p. 146. For the history
of the Radio Times, see below, pp. 281-6.

3 The press had threatened in the early days of broadcasting to boycott BBC
programme information. See The Birth of Broadcasting, p. 142, where the con-
sequences of this attempt are discussed. 4 Radio Pictorial, 19 Jan. 1934.




24 PROGRAMMES AND THE PUBLIC

Much of the information contained in the wireless columns
and in some, at least, of the wireless journals was unauthorita-
tive and even unreliable. A distorting mirror was being held
up which accentuated the glossy and the bizarre. Yet broad-
casters and producers themselves found it difficult to resist the
temptation of seeing themselves as others saw them. ‘If you were
to see the interest with which producers and all who are engaged
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in the production of programmes at Savoy Hill rush for the
morning papers to see what the critics have to say,” Eric Masch-
witz, then editor of the Radio Times, told the first meeting of the
Broadcast Critics’ Circle in 1931, ‘you would be amazed.’t
Reith himself deliberately remained aloof. He was shocked by
what he frequently regarded as deliberate ‘misrepresentation’,
and he urged incessantly the need for ‘honest criticism’ of
programmes which would concern itself not with gossip but
with ‘standards’.

The volume of criticism, fair or unfair, trivial or sensible,
welcomed or resented, based on general criteria or on person-
alization, increased sharply during the 1930s, far more sharply
than the volume of programme ‘output’, as the BBC inelegantly
called it. According to BBC statistics, 65,300 hours of pro-
grammes were broadcast in 1927, great emphasis being placed
on the fact that ‘breakdown’ time was only o-07 per cent. of
the total.z It is difficult to make precise comparisons between
these figures and those of a later date because of the reduction
in the number of transmitters and the increase in their range.

' Quoted in Broadcasting in My Time, p. 65. For the founding of the Circle, see
S. A. Moseley, Private Diaries (1960), p. 310. Collie Knox proposed Moseley as
President.

* BBC Handbook (1928), p. 55. The First Annual Report (Cmd. 3123, 1928)
gives a figure of ‘over 68,000’
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In 1935, however, the ‘aggregate time for all transmitters’,
excluding the Empire Service, was not very different—68,796
hours, with a ‘breakdown’ time of 0-026 per cent. In 1938 the
comparable figure was 79,525.! Behind these figures was an
engineering achievement, none the less remarkable because it
was increasingly taken for granted. The term ‘technical hitch’,
which had been born in the early years of the Company, ceased
to inspire easy jokes. The development of a hidden network of
telephone landlines transformed the techniques of transmission.
As the interchange of programmes became more complex, the
engineers never failed to accomplish what was required of them.

Both at the beginning and the end of the period the hours
of broadcasting were severely restricted. The main Daventry
station (5XX) did not begin its daily programme in January
1927 until 10.30 a.m., when the shipping forecast was read
twicc—once at normal reading speed and then slow enough
for long-hand dictation. There was then a gap until the mid-
afternoon, when school broadcasts took place in term time, with
a variation on Thursday afternoons when there was a broad-
cast of Evensong from Westminster Abbey. On Saturday after-
noon there was no broadcasting at all except for occasional
outside broadcasts of outstanding special interest, and Sunday
broadcasting was kept to a minimum. In January 1927 it did
not begin until after the end of the evening service in church and
chapel. Proposals made by the Assistant Controller of Pro-
grammes at a Control Board meeting in December 1926—that
both Daventry and 2O (London) should provide daily morn-
ing music at 10.45 a.m. and on Saturday light music between
I p.m. and 2 p.m.—were not accepted.?

During the course of 1927 there was some extension of hours,
including an extra hour of light music from London between
noon and 1 o’clock, but the new experimental station at Daven-
try, 5GB, the first transmitter in the world designed to provide
an alternative programme, was on the air only from g p.m. to
midnight. Morning programmes took shape only slowly with
the morning religious service, introduced in January 1928,
providing a ‘fixed point’ which still remains.3 Morning talks

' Cmd. 5088 (1936), p. 22; Cmd. 5951 (1939), p. 25.
2 *Control Board Minutes, 7 Dec. 1926.
3 For the history of the morning service, see below, pp. 229-33.
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started on 5XX in January 1929, and a year later 5GB began
to operate at noon instead of 3 o’clock. In 1930 the programme
from Daventry 5XX became known as the ‘National’ pro-
gramme, and that from ‘Daventry Experimental 5GB’ as the
‘Regional’ programme.

Yet the beginning of the main Regional programme along
with the extension of regional programmes from the provinces
did not add significantly to the hours of broadcasting.! It was
not until the end of 1932 that ‘continuous’ broadcasting took
place every Saturday from noon to midnight: a few months
later, in September 1933, a ‘silent period’ between 6.15 p.m.
and 8 p.m. on Sundays was filled in. The opening of a new
transmitter at Droitwich in 1934 meant that listeners had the
choice of alternative programmes from Monday to Friday from
10.30 a.m. to 6 p.m. and from 6.30 p.m. until 11.15 p.m., but
in the same year an important Programme Revision Committee
stated that there was no case, ‘on programme grounds’, for
beginning general programmes before 10.45a.m., the hour
agreed upon as a ‘concession’ to the radio manufacturers, or for
extending the hours of transmission beyond midnight. Alter-
native afternoon programmes also were primarily provided not
to satisfy the listening habits or preferences of the ‘great audi-
ence’ but to meet ‘the requirements of the trade’.2 When war
broke out in 1939 there was still no broadcasting before the
daily service at 10.15 a.m., and there were no regional varia-
tions in the afternoons before the start of Children’s Hour.

The gradual increase in programme output over the whole
period was associated with the provision of more ‘alternative’
programmes as more transmitters became available and with
changes in ‘balance’ between different types of programmes.
In January 1927 not only was output restricted, but there was
little choice. Daventry (5XX) and London (2LO) in no sense
provided alternative programmes for those listeners who could
receive both stations: 5XX, indeed, was intended to extend
coverage, not to provide choice. Yet there had been talk of
alternative programmes as early as September 1924, when it had

! For the technical and organizational aspects of the development of ‘National’
and ‘Regional’ broadcasting, see below, pp. 293 fI.
2 *Report of the Programme Revision Committee (1934), pp. 2, 3.
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been suggested, without much thought, that a second London
station should cover ‘high brow education and better class
material’ while old 2LO should transmit a ‘popular pro-
gramme’.! A. R. Burrows, the first Director of Programmes,
actually went so far as to produce a scheme based on the
assumption that there should be ‘two opposite types of pro-
gramme each night’. This was turned down after Carpendale
had called it ‘a drastic and expensive change in our present
procedure’.2

Talk of alternative programmes had scarcely affected cur-
rent programme policy by the time that the Corporation took
over from the Company, but it shaped the idea of the ‘Regional
Scheme’, based on the transmission of alternative programmes
—one ‘universal’ and one ‘regional’—and it was in Reith’s
mind in all his private and public deliberations. Peter Eckersley
made it the cornerstone of his engineering policy.? While the
Observer was still heading its weekly wireless column “The Pro-
gramme and the Listener’, the BBC was beginning to promise
‘contrasting’ programmes. ‘Universal’ programmes would be
offered which would not call ‘fundamentally’ for the undivided
attention of the listener: ‘speciality’ programmes, whether
talks, music, news, or variety, would require fuller and more
deliberate and sustained listening.+

This was, however, a pledge for the future. The local stations
of the BBC in January 1927 were not providing their pro-
grammes as alternatives: indeed, the Corporation placed
emphasis rather on the extent to which local stations were
adopting ‘simultaneous broadcasting’, what would now be
described as simultaneous ‘network’ programmes. The first
Programme Board of the BBC was a by-product not of the
development of ‘alternative’ programmes but of the growth of
simultaneous broadcasting, and its first name was the Simul-
taneous Programmes Board.s It was admitted in 1928 that
while the conception of a balance of programmes had been
known for years to the BBC programme builders, ‘the possi-
bilities of contrast are as yet for the most part unexplored. . . .

! *Control Board Minutes, 23 Sept. 1924.

2 *Memorandum from the Controller to the Managing Director, 28 Oct. 1924:
‘With reference to Two Programmes Operating from London.’

3 See below, pp. 295-6. ¢ BBC Handbook (1928), p. 67.

s See The Birth of Broadcasting, p. 217.
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It is a principle only less concrete than the principle of
“balance’ because the latter has been clothed with flesh and
blood by experience.’!

It is tempting to trace the development of what happened
to alternative programmes after 1928 with the contemporary
problems of television in mind. There was, indeed, in 1928 and
1929 a growing recognition inside the BBC that much popular
criticism of BBC programmes would be softened if listeners
had a real choice. ‘We want entertainment, not instruction’, a
listener calling himself ‘A Sufferer’ had written during one of
the frequent anti-BBC campaigns of 1928. ‘Cannot a meeting
of protest be called? I am afraid it would require a very large
space.’? Although the BBC did not lack eloquent defenders in
this press controversy, it was clearly more likely to attenuate
controversy if both entertainment and what ‘A Sufferer’ had
called over-comprehensively ‘instruction’ were both on offer.
It is possible, however, to make too much of the comparison
between sound radio and television and of the distinction
between ‘entertainment’ and the rest. It is perhaps more useful
to note that it was not until after the end of the period covered in
this volume—not until 1945 and 1946—that the sound audience
was divided into ‘home, light, and third’. As regional broad-
casting developed, alternative programmes were devised not
on the basis of broadcasting for different types and sizes of
audience, ranging from the ‘popular mass audience’ to the
‘cultural minority’, but of offering to listeners everywhere a
choice of two programmes, each of which was felt to be
balanced.

The framers of policy in 1928 asked the question ‘By what
principle of contrasted programmes is it possible to ensure that
the great majority of listeners will be able to find one of the
two programmes available at a given time suited to their tastes?’
The distinction between ‘high brow’ and ‘low brow’ was once
again explicitly rejected: so too was the distinction between a
‘spoken word’ programme and a ‘continuous music’ programme.
Instead, emphasis was placed on a choice, at any given time,
between a programme demanding ‘concentrated listening’ and
a programme suited to ‘more casual listening’. No assumptions
were made about patterns of taste. The principle of contrast

! BBC Handbook (1928), p. 74. * Euvening Standard, 19 July 1928.
9
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was designed rather to meet changes of mood, to satisfy people
who might usually prefer ‘serious chamber music’ or reading,
but who might also want to have the chance of relaxing with
‘a military band or musical comedy programme which would
normally leave them uninterested’.!

After 1930, therefore, when National and Regional pro-
grammes were both being transmitted, it was assumed that
on each wavelength, at any given time, a cross-section of the
‘great audience’ would be listening. The National programme
and the composite Regional programme were compounded
of the same elements. Given such assumptions, the role of the
‘programme builder’ was of strategic significance. Assembling
ideas for the week’s programmes, injecting new ideas of his
own, organizing them into a coherent whole, which would set
out to please the listener rather than the producer, was a task
at least as interesting and important as that of the producer
himself. Yet by its nature it was bound to be as hidden from the
public eye as the work of the engineers.

It was also bound by its nature to be something of an irritant
to independent minded or idiosyncratic producers. Nicolls used
to quote within the BBC the tart remark of the creative writer:
‘Now Barabbas was a publisher.” Lindsay Wellington, who
joined the BBC in 1924, became Presentation Director in
October 1933 and was Director of Programme Planning in 1935
—early stages in a long and distinguished BBC career—em-
phasized the need for diplomacy in the task of programme
planning, for maintaining ‘a firm web of confidence and re-
spect’. ‘The whole operation’, he has stated, ‘was rather like
doing a jig-saw puzzle in such a way that the final picture not
only worked in the sense of pieces fitting together, but also
made the particular pattern willed by the chief policy makers
who neither cut the pieces themselves nor knew much about
them.” He thought of himself as a middleman between admini-
strators and the makers of ‘high policy’ on the one hand and
‘creative artists’ on the other, but he recognized that the ‘edi-
torial or sub-editorial’ function had considerable effect on
policy as it was actually carried out.? Planning was not made
the easier in that it was carried out eight weeks in advance.

' BBC Handbook (1929), p. 58.
2 QOral evidence and Notes supplied in June 1963
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Some flexibility was possible, but inevitably a sense of immediacy
was not always easy to achieve.

Two of the most interesting and revealing articles on ‘pro-
gramme building’ appeared in the special Broadcasting Num-
ber of The Times in 1934." It was pointed out definitively by the
writer of one of them that ‘you cannot compile programmes
as you would a Bradshaw’, and some of the difficulties—and
opportunities—were listed by him. ‘One thing only is certain’,
he concluded, ‘and that is that it is quite impossible to please
listeners all the time, and it would be a help if those who are
regular, or even intermittent, listeners, would pick their pro-
grammes, instead of turning on at random and expecting to
get what they want.” The writer of the second article examined
the concepts of ‘contrast’ and ‘balance’ with some care. ‘Every
broadcaster is permanently engaged on the search for positive
programmes which have positive content, and positive pro-
grammes tend to annoy those whom they do not delight. Their
very existence in a programme plan depends, therefore, on the
success of a parallel search for programmes to offset them which
will allay the irritation which might otherwise end by driving
them out of existence altogether.’ There was, however, no
obvious formula. The oldest idea that speech should be balanced
by music ‘pushed simplification to the point of nonsense’. The
newest ideas of ‘robust alternatives’ were not very helpful
either, for definitions of robust alternatives were almost as
various as definitions of ‘a good programme’. There were only
two principles to which the programme builder should usefully
cling—first, ‘to contrast an extreme with a mean and not with
the opposite extreme’, and second, ‘to refuse in the last resort
to sacrifice good programmes to good contrast’.

Given that each programme had to be balanced within itself,
in what did the balance consist? ‘There is a satisfaction both
to the builder and to the listener when the component parts of
an evening’s programme follow smoothly on one another with
the links between them accentuated by careful presentation.
On the other hand, if careful listening is, as has been said, a
reasonably arduous occupation, is it not better that the com-
ponent parts should contrast with one another? The latter
view tends to hold the field at present, because it seems im-

! The Times, Broadcasting Number, 14 Aug. 1934.
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possible for any one to listen carefully to the whole of an even-
ing’s broadcasting without suffering from mental indigestion.
The BBC has always held the belief (or hope) that the critical
listener will make his own choice from what is offered and will
not swallow broadcasting whole.’

The position did not change substantially between 1934 and
1939, although the number of regional stations increased and
there was intermittent—and often highly vociferous—pressure
throughout the period for what later became known as a ‘light
programme’. The one official reference to BBC policy on ‘alter-
native programmes’, in 1938, was less illuminating than The
Times articles of 1934.

The alternative programme service consists of a National and a
Regional programme [listeners were told in 1938]. The National
programme, transmitted by the high-power, long-wave station at
Droitwich and by three auxiliary medium-wave stations, is intended
for reception throughout Great Britain and Northern Ireland. There
is one main programme alternative to the National programme. ..
which originates largely in London, but to which Regions con-
tribute. This ‘Regional’ programme is always transmitted by the
London Regional Station. Parts of it are included in the programmes
of other Regions, and broadcast simultaneously by their transmitting
stations. The programmes of the individual Regions are planned so
as to contrast as far as possible with the National programme, and
contain certain items of particular interest to listeners in various local
areas. Each Region can work independently or in conjunction with
any other Region as required.!

For most of the period covered in this volume the weekly
organization of programmes was considered weeks ahead by a
Programme Board or Committee which had held its first meet-
ing in May 1924.2 From April 1926 until the reorganization of
1933, its chairman was Roger Eckersley, who was styled
Assistant Controller (Programmes) and later Director of
Programmes. Meetings of the committee were attended by the
heads of ‘the output departments’ as they were called, along
with other full-time or part-time members of the BBC’s staff,
including Filson Young, who was employed for many years as
an outside critic, and representatives of other BBC departments

¥ BBC Handbook (1938), p. 50.
% See above, pp. 26-27 and The Birth of Broadcasting, pp. 207-8, 217, 260.
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—Engincering, Public Relations, and Administration. The
average attendancc was between twelve and fifteen. It was
the main task of this committee to shape the programmes of
the week under review in the light of suggestions already con-
sidered ‘at a lower level’. A subsidiary task was to comment on
programmes which had been broadcast during the previous
week. The fact that programmes had to be planned so far
ahead was primarily due to the Radio Times arrangements for
printing and distribution, and also to the nced for projected
plans to circulate around the regions. The weekly programme
sheet was not complete, indeed, until contributions had been
asked for from the regions.

After the meeting of the Programme Committee ended, it
was left to individual producers and programme builders to
clothe the skeleton with flesh—to collect scripts, to hire artists
(with the help of the contracts executives), and to rehearse.
The work was continuous. While the script-writing, hiring,
and rehearsing went on, the individual producers would also
be hatching new ideas which, if they survived scrutiny at the
lower level, would ultimately make their way up to the
Programme Committee."

Unfortunately, the minutes of the Programme Committee
do not survive for the period from 1927 to 1933. We have it on
Roger Eckersley’s authority, however, that ‘in scrutinising the
programmes, the lay-out, content, contrast between alternative
programmes, financial implications and balance as between the
various ingredients had to be considered. Each departmental
head would quite properly try to get as much representation
of his own material as possible. Argument was encouraged, and
some of the comments made on someone else’s programme
might be extremely caustic and as hotly defended.’2 Eckersley
adds discerningly that while his brother Peter was very critical
in the press and in his books after he left the BBC concerning
the programmes broadcast, he was not particularly critical
while he was at the BBC, either at the meetings of the Programme
Committee or the Control Board.

The Control Board, set up as early as 1923, was the final

! *The procedures are set out in an undated note by Graves called ‘Notes on the
Preparation of a Broadcast Programme’.
2 R. H. Eckersley, The BBC and All That (1946), p. 97.
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factor in the reckoning. It carried out its deliberations at the
apex of the BBC’s internal committee structure, surveying ‘high
policy’, which always included major developments or changes
in programme policy. It was attended by ‘controllers’, any of
whom could take along with him departmental chiefs for the
discussion of special items. It was at this meeting that some of
the most interesting and important general discussions about
programmes took place—what part, for instance, to assign to
the regional stations, whether to change the shape of broad-
casting on Sundays, or how to deal with political, industrial,
and religious controversy.

There was no agenda for the meetings, but minutes were kept
and circulated. They cover a wide range of items of almost every
kind. In January and F cbruary 1927, for example, there were
discussions not only about education, talks, regional engineer-
ing, relay stations, and whether or not to abolish the Programme
Board, but about whether to revert to the practice, only recently
abolished, of referring in Children’s Hour programmes to
‘aunts’ and ‘uncles’: it was suggested that the titles of ‘aunt’
and ‘uncle’ were not objectionable in themselves, but only when
they were applied to men and women ‘who had to carry outside
the dignity of senior organising officials’.! In January and
February 1938 there were protracted discussions not only about
wircless exchanges and the opening of the Latin American
service but about George Black’s ban on his theatre artists
taking part in television.z

The pattern of Programme Board (or Committee) plus
Control Board did not survive unchanged throughout the whole
of the period covered in this volume. As a result of the appoint-
ment of Colonel Alan Dawnay as Controller (Programmes) in
1933 and the major organizational changes which followed in
conscquence,® Control Board meetings were terminated and ‘the
Director-General’s Meetings’ took their place. The Programme
Board ceased to exist in its old form at the same time, but a
‘Programme Meeting’ remained under the chairmanship of

! *Control Board Minutes, 5 Jan. 1927, 15 Feb. 1927. For the decision of Nov.
1926 to drop the titles of ‘aunt’ and ‘uncle’, see The Birth of Broadcasting, p. 261.

2 *Control Board Minutes, 18 Jan. 1938, 22 Feb. 1938. For some of these
developments, see below, p. 61 3.

3 See below, pp. 443-9.
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Dawnay himself.! By then the organization of programmes had
become far more specialized than it had been in 1927, and
there were ‘Directors’ of Entertainment, of Talks, of Religion,
of Information and Publicity, of Empire and Foreign services,
and, as we have seen, of Presentation.z In addition there was
a scattered regional organization,? which later entailed monthly
meetings with Regional Directors and quarterly meetings with
Regional Programme Directors.

Dawnay’s sojourn at the BBC was short, and there was a
further reorganization in 1935 when he left the BBC to return
to the Coldstream Guards.# Thereafter until 1939—and
throughout the Second World War—two programme meet-
ings were held each week. The first—on Thursdays—was called
the Programme Committee,5 and the second, held on Fridays,
was called the Programme Board. The second body was the
largest in the history of programme planning. It included,
under the chairmanship of the new Controller of Programmes,
Cecil Graves, the new Controller of Public Relations, Sir
Stephen Tallents; it was at one of the early meetings of the
reconstituted Board that it was agreed to recommend to the
Director-General that a scheme of ‘listener research’ should
be started.®

An analysis of the range of programmes broadcast shows
how far the BBC was successful in realizing its objectives. The
early balance of programmes may be illustrated from the table
opposite, which gives a breakdown of the kind of programmes
broadcast in the third week of October in 1927, 1928, 1929,
and 1930. Some of the programme constituents remained
remarkably constant—the time devoted to Children’s Hour,
for instance, or the proportion of transmission hours given over
to the ‘spoken word’. There are some surprises. Drama and
features took up little of programme time, and school broad-
casting always accounted for more hours than religion. A place

1 See below, p. 435.

2 For the process of differentiation, see below, pp. 445-6.

3 See below, p. 336.

4 *Programme Board Minutes, 4 Oct. 1935.

s For its first few meetings it was known as the Programme Sub-Committee.

6 *Programme Board Minutes, 2 Oct. 1936. For the history of Listener Resecarch,
see below, pp. 256-8o.




PROGRAMME CONSTITUENTS

One week in October 1927, 1928, 1929, and 1930

1927 1928 1929 1930
Total hours Nat. Reg.
and minutes of 77hrs. 35 m.| 8o hrs. |78 hrs. 55 m. | 98 hrs. | 68 hrs.
transmission
PERCENTAGES OF PROGRAMME TIME
Classical Opera (whole or part,
Music not excerpts) oo .. .. .. 622
Orchestral (with soloists) 1010 563 738 745 659
Chamber Music 064 313 327 .. 1°83
Instrumental Recitals 473 5'94 412 298 537
Song Recitals 0'32 115 0'95 330 o
Cantatas, Oratorios,
Church Music
Total: 15'79 19°40 19'32 1469 | 2001
Light Music  Orchestral, Band, Small
Combination (with
soloists) 2128 7:60 1130 702 | 849
Operetta, Comic Opera,
Musical Comedy 183 1'59 1'22
Ballad or Chorus Song
Recitals 4's8 085 064 220
Café, Restaurant, or
Cinema Organ 634 969 1172 11-58 | 1393
Total: 29°45 2187 238y 2083 | 35'8¢
Dance Music 16-43 11:56 9'92 1148 | ¥9°76
Gramophone Records 129 7°50 696 255 | 073
Drama 063 253 149 | 305
Features 104 127
Light Music Hall, Vaudeville,
Entertainment Cabaret 3'97 3'44 306 319 i
Revue 00 0o 00 255 1-83
Star Entertainer or
Celebrity 1-29 1°25 032 0'32
Total: 526 469 3-38 6-06 1-83
Children's Hour 580 563 5'70 608
Spoken Word News and Weather
Forecasts 4°'St 624 4'75 905 902
Ministry and Society
Bulietins 0'75 052 o8 064 oo
Talks and Discussions 913 7'92 8-87 -ty 683
Poetry and Prose
Readings o021 031 064 064 037
Appeals o1t o°'to o'rr o'f1 o1z
Total: 14°71 15°09 1522 2561 | 1634
Outside Running Commentaries 1°29 .. 1'38
Broadcasts  Ceremonies e 076 ao
Speeches 064 064
Total: 1°29 1'40 2°02
Religion 225 405 3-80 532 | 244
School Broadcasts 7°09 854 665 787
Interludes ‘Fill ups’ advertised in
Radio Times 064
ToTAL: 100 100 100 100 100
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was deliberately left for chamber music ‘of an advanced and
difficult order’ and for talks on ‘intricate subjects’.!

While the BBC was considering the implications of the
Regional Scheme, it envisaged some differences in the ‘balance’
between programmes on the Regional and the National
transmitters. In fact, however, the difference did not develop
as had been anticipated. The Daventry ‘experimental’ station,
5GB, had devoted more of its experimental time in 1928 and
1929 to light entertainment than 5XX, which later became
the National transmitter: by 1934, however, there was more
light entertainment on the National than on the Regional
service. Gramophone records had accounted for only o-25 per
cent. of 5GB’s experimental time in 1928 and 1929—an
exceptionally low figure—as against 967 per cent. of 5XX’s
time, but by 1934 the National figure was 7-12 per cent. and
the Regional figure 10-87 per cent.

There was a notable extension of the use of gramophone
records in 1934, not only for background or interval music but
for whole programmes of serious, light, and dance music.
Surprisingly, however, they were not referred to as such in the
comprehensive Report of the Programme Revision Committee
in that year. What the Report, like The Times articles, did show
was that the same conception of ‘programme balance’ dictated
the pattern of evening broadcasting from both National and
Regional transmitters. Many programmecs, indeed, were
‘diagonalized’, that is to say they were sent out first on the
National or Regional wavelengths and then repeated—live
—on the other wavelengths on a different evening and usually
at a different time. ‘Diagonalization’ was thought of as a means
not only of giving listeners the chance of hearing a programme
which they had missed at the first broadcast, but of ‘conserving
effort’ and ‘controlling finance’.

The role of specifically regional broadcasting from the
various regional stations was severely limited in practice,’ but
the close association between the National and the composite
Regional programme transmitted on 5XX was something
more than the reflection of centralizing prejudice or financial
stringency. It derived in part, at least, from Reith’s desire not
to divide ‘the great audience’ more than was necessary. Britain

t BBC Handbook (1929), p. 58. 2 See below, pp. 306 f.
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was a small country: could it not be held together as one?
Every part of it deserved not what it was getting through the
media of existing cultural and entertainment facilities, but ‘the
best’. It was in an effort to give it ‘the best’ that ‘diagonaliza-
tion’ was supplemented by what was known as the ‘Phi’
system. By this system, which went back to 1924, programmes
of outstanding public interest or artistic value—a national talk
by a national celebrity or a concert by Toscanini—were made
obligatory for all BBC stations. These ‘three-star’ programmes
were ‘universal’. Two-star programmes were recommended to
the regions by Broadcasting House, but could be argued about:
it was open to regions to suggest acceptable alternatives. Cne-
star programmes could either be accepted or rejected by the
regions.! ‘Thus,” according to Reith, ‘with due regard, financial
and otherwise, to what regions could efficiently and worthily
do—national and regional interests, characteristics and capa-
bilities were reconciled.’2

There was also a deeper level of the argument. The ‘great
audience’ was conceived as an audience whose tastes and
interests could develop over time. Listeners hearing the ‘best
things’ might begin by condemning and end by demanding.
Segmentation would reflect tastes and interests as they were:
‘national’ programmes would develop tastes and interests
dynamically, changing some minorities into majorities or, at the
least, increasing their size and influence. Broadcasting could
enlarge horizons, both artistically and politically. Artistically
Reith believed that it could do much to engender new cultural
interests—in music and drama, in particular: politically it
could serve as an instrument of integration in a divided com-
munity.

The contrast in these respects between the work of the BBC
and the work of the other agencies of mass communication
was often pointed out during the period. Music was usually
taken as the classic case, and there was powerful evidence later,
during the Second World War, that radio had in fact helped to
bring into existence a new audience for serious music.3 As

! The system is briefly described in J. C. W. Reith, Into the Wind (1949), p. 299.

2 Ibid.

3 See B. Ifor Evans and M. Glasgow, The Arts in England (1949); Lord Bridges,
The State and the Arts (Romanes Lecture, 1958).
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early as 1930, indeed, Reith had pointed out that ‘whereas
x hours of good music in the old days brought forward one
hundred letters of protest, one hundred x hours of good music
today bring forward not ten thousand letters of protest but
only fifty’.! Drama provided an equally good example. When
in 1929 a number of West End theatre managers sought to
limit or even eliminate all radio criticism of the stage, some of
their most influential colleagues, led by C. B. Cochran, replied
that ‘we are confident that BBC criticism brings the theatre
to the notice of many people into whose lives the theatre has not
hitherto entered, and this creates an audience which did not
before exist’.2 In the political world The Economist once stated
that BBC news had ‘helped to give the British public a power
of discrimination which has exercised a salutary influence on
the Press and the screen’. And ‘if unbiased information tends
to break down the barriers of party feeling and thereby to
make the traditional organization of democracy on a party
basis more difficult and uncertain, it has unquestionably
helped to consolidate the fecling for democracy itself”.3

Many writers generalized from particular instances and
argued that the development of the power of discrimination
was also assisting the emergence of a ‘common culture’. Every
listener was given equal access to the best, and although some
rejected it—unheard or hearing without listening—others
learned how to appreciate and to understand. If in ‘the Age
of the Cinema’ ‘the most amazing perfection of scientific tech-
nique’ was all too often being devoted ‘to purely ephemeral
objects, without any consideration of their ultimate justifica-
tion’,4 sound radio was seeking to reinforce what was lasting.
Not that the influence moved in one direction only. Experts
were learning how to communicate not with other experts but
with the ‘public’, and ‘minorities’ which otherwise would have
been forced into increasing segregation were being subjected
to ‘the contagion of the majority’. There was an obvious sense
in which sound radio contributed to a revival of what J. L. and
Barbara Hammond called ‘common enjoyment’, an enjoyment

1 Speech given in December 1930.

z Letter to The Times, 26 Oct. 1929. 3 The Economist, 18 June 1938.

4 A phrase of Christopher Dawson, quoted in R. C. Churchill, Disagreements
(1950), p. 6.
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which had been imperilled in industrial society since the great
technical and social changes of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.!

One limitation and one qualification must be taken into
the reckoning in assessing the weight of this interesting social
argument. The limitation would have been true in any society.
Broadcasting carries with it not only the opportunity of pushing
forward the idea of a ‘common culture’ but the danger of
‘standardization’. When Beatrice Webb visited Savoy Hill in
1925, she wrote of the ‘admirable way in which the BBC is
using this stupendous influence of wireless over the lives of the
people—in some ways greater than the written word because
it is so amazingly selective and under deliberate control—and
on the whole an eminently right control’. She added, however,
‘what a terrible engine of compulsory conformity, in opinion
and culture, wireless might become’.2 Hilda Matheson made
the same point eight years later when sound radio had greatly
extended its hold on the British public. ‘Broadcasting may
spread the worst features of our age as effectively as the best;
it is only stimulating, constructive and valuable in as far as it
can stiffen individuality and inoculate those who listen with
some capacity to think, feel and understand. . . . Broadcasting
is a huge agency of standardization, the most powerful the
world has ever seen.’

The BBC avoided the worst dangers of standardization during
the inter-war years, particularly the kind of fragmentary and
ephemeral standardization inherent in commercialized ‘mass
culture’, but it avoided them only by deliberately following a
conscious and continuous policy. It allowed for a broad, if not
unlimited, exchange of views and a wide variety of programmes.
The very fact, however, that the medium of sound radio permits
centralized transmission to millions of people must always imply
a threat as well as a challenge.

The qualification relates not so much to all societies as to

1 For the idea of ‘common enjoyment’, see J. L. Hammond, Tke Idea of Common
Enjoyment (The Hobhouse Memorial Lecture, 1930) and J. L. and B. Hammond,
The Age of the Chartists (1933).

2 M. Cole (ed.), Beatrice Webb's Diaries, 1924~1932, p. 81: entry for 25 Dec.
1925.

3 H. Matheson, Broadcasting (1933), quoted in D. C. Thomson, Radio Is Changing
Us (1937), p- 4-
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British—or more particularly English—society as it was con-
stituted during the 1920s and 1930s. It was a divided society,
divided both by bitterness and by complacency, and effective
social controls were always in the hands of ‘privilege’ of one
kind or another. Cultural configuration was itself an expression
of economic inequality and social and educational privilege.
Covent Garden was distinguished by its diamonds as well as
by its music; only 2 per cent. of the Second World War
audiences who watched plays sponsored by the Council for the
Encouragement of Music and the Arts had been to a stage play
before.!

The BBC, by the nature of its social context, never found
it easy fully to penetrate the working-class world which pro-
vided it with by far the largest part of its audience. It was
partly a matter of personnel. Roger Eckersley, for example,
once feigned complete ignorance of the fact that by far the
largest section of British society ate high tea and not dinner.
It was also a matter of posture and attitude. BBC announcers
wore dinner jackets; their enforced impersonality clashed
sharply with the powerful working-class instinct to stress the
personal in every aspect of human relationships.? The language
of discourse—accent, vocabulary, style—was so separate that
it was always a matter of ‘them and us’. There were excellent
reasons for paying special attention to the training of announcers
and for the encouragement of good standard English—G. B.
Shaw was, after all, a member of the Spoken English Advisory
Committee3—but there were also, as Shaw never failed to point
out, all kinds of social and cultural complications.

In such circumstances to talk of common culture is exag-
gerated, and at its most rhetorical the talk is dangerously mis-
leading. In an early contribution to the Radio Times G. K.
Chesterton expressed the view that it was ‘a good thing indeed’
for the ‘masses’—a dangerously patronizing word—to listen to
the words of Lord Curzon: he did not add that it would have
been at least equally good ‘if his lordship could, by means of
radio, have listened to the views of the people’.4+ There was

Y The Arts in England, p. 44.

* See R. Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy (1957), ch. iv, “The Real World of People’.
3 See below, pp. 467 fI.

4 Radio is Changing Us, p. 19.
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always a difficult problem of human communication, even if
it was never of the BBC’s making, and it was well stated, where
we would expect it to be well stated, if it was to be stated at all,
in the BBC’s schools broadcasting service. One of the most
influential members of the Central Council for School Broad-
casting, G. T. Hankin, an Inspector of Schools, frequently
warned against a ‘middle-class point of view’. ‘Historically we
have long believed in games and sports for the rich and are only
Jjust beginning to realize the need for organized leisure for the
poor’ was one of his comments on a suggestion that the full
weight of BBC persuasion should be employed to press working-
class children to join youth clubs.! On a different occasion he
objected strongly to a proposed history pamphlet. ‘Herewith
the typescript of the English history pamphlet with a good many
criticisms. The whole attitude in the script secms to me middle-
class. Our History is for the children of the workers.’2

Given the difficulties of social communication, the BBC did
much if not to break the barriers down, at least to make one
part of the community aware of the existence of other parts.
It did not gloss over the cracks with a thin veneer of ‘hearti-
ness’. The period covered in this volume was one of quite
exceptional economic and social strain—with a crisis in the
world economy and alarming waves of mass unemployment.
Against this background there were a number of radio talks
and programmes which genuinely sought to explain the plight
of the unemployed. Sir William Beveridge gave six talks on
unemployment in 1931, following on a general series on the
same subject; ‘I feel that I should have liked leisure to make
them a little more human’, he commented after the last of his
efforts.3 There were no complaints of lack of humanity con-
cerning talks on the same subject given by John Hilton from
1933 onwards. Hilton, indeed, knew how to talk not only about
the unemployed but to them, in his own words ‘making them
laugh, teasing them and saying occasionally a silly thing and
occasionally a wise one’ but, above all, being just himself.+
Hilton’s range of subjects was wide, from industrial relations

* *Hankin to Miss Gibbs, 7 Apr. 1938.

2 *Hankin to A. C. Cameron, Oct. 1938.

3 *Sir William Beveridge to C. A. Siepmann, 26 June 1931.
4 E. Nixon, John Hilton (1946), p. 162.
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to football pools: This and That was the title of the most success-
ful of his series. He was never patronizing, and what N. G.
Luker, then a talks producer, called his ‘great belief in the man
in the street’ was a sincere belief and not a pose. There were
many other people who felt, however, as did one speaker
deliberately chosen to confront him in debate, that ‘all this
talk about Tom, Dick and Harry is largely rubbish’.!

There is evidence that the BBC was far more anxious than
many of its critics genuinely to probe ‘the condition of Eng-
land’ during the divided 1930s. In 1931 Beveridge was pre-
paring conscientiously for a series of discussions on Changes in
Family Life, which entailed thorough social research by question-
naire.2 The questionnaires themselves, which greatly interested
R. S. Hudson, then the Minister of Labour,? produced what
Beveridge called ‘a splendid detonation in the press’.+ There
were also vigorous protests against some of the talks in a Whither
Britain? series in 1934, the first of many series of talks arranged
by the BBC to plot the national destiny. The complaints were
certainly not stilled by H. G. Wells’s opening talk in the series
in which he stated in his first sentence that what he said was
uncensored. ‘The BBC is responsible for giving me this half
hour with you—but nobody on earth, except myself, is respon-
sible, and nobody’s approval has been asked, for the things I have
to say.’s Wells was an active controversialist, a dealer in pro-
vocative ideas. There was no dearth of BBC social reporting
either, although it always provoked far more vigorous protest
than social reporting does in the 1g6os.

The protest, which must be examined in more detail,® often
expressed itself in political rather than social form. This was
inevitable, given the social basis of much of British politics.
Moreover, in an age when there was usually as much tension
between ‘establishment’ and avant-garde as between rich and
poor, there was a tendency on the right to confuse all forms
of novelty, including artistic and cultural novelty, with ‘left-
wingism’ and on the left to associate ‘stuffiness’ with all forms

! *N. G. Luker to Sir Richard Maconachie, 13 Oct. 1937.

* *Mary Adams to Beveridge, 29 July 1931.

3 *Mary Adams to Beveridge, 1 May 1933.

* *Beveridge to Siepmann, 4 Feb. 1932 (copy sent to Reith).

8 The Listener, 10 Jan. 1936. ¢ See below, pp. 128 fI.
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of authority. ‘An impression of left-wing bias is always liable
to be created by any agency which voices unfamiliar views’,
Hilda Matheson wrote in 1933—in the light of cxperience. ‘It
does not always follow that the ideas themselves are of the left.
In practice, they usually hail from every point of the compass.
How is the inevitable fear they provoke to be reconciled with
the spirit of open-minded enquiry which is inseparable from
all education, from any search after truth?'s

The notion that all new ideas inevitably provoke fear is an
alarming comment on the mood of the 1930s. Yet programme
planners within the BBC, particularly planners of talks, were
often confronted with inevitable reactions which they had to
challenge or to ignore. They were also subject to attack from
the left for not going far enough or for imposing an internal
censorship on broadcasters whose views were thought to be
dangerous. In 1932, for example, the New Statesman complained
that ‘official and orthodox pressure’ inside the BBC was con-
stantly permitted ‘to keep out the expression of new ideas’,
although it sugared its complaint with congratulations to Reith
for preserving the BBC from ‘commercial influences’ and paid a
tribute to the BBC as a whole for offering ‘a striking example
of a self-governing autonomous Corporation’.z At the very time
this complaint was being made, Reith was being attacked in
private as well as public for allowing the BBC to ‘subvert
established ideas and spread left-wing propaganda’. Lord
Hailsham was long convinced that the BBC was ‘a disruptive in-
fluence’,® and Sir Waldron Smithers was about to begin a long
and tempestuous correspondence with the BBC. ‘Cannot Par-
liament compel the BBC to abstain from using their monopoly
for the purpose of socialist propaganda?+ Not all the critics
were as far to the right as Sir Waldron Smithers.

In meeting the double-pronged attack, the BBC perhaps
accepted too easily the simple test that if criticisms came from
both left and right or from both highbrow and lowbrow, they
somehow or other cancelled each other out. The test made it
easy to defend the BBC in Parliament, but it did not follow
that to limit argument or to promote the ‘middle-brow’ were

! Broadcasting, p. 199. 2 New Statesman, 19 Nov. 1932.
3 Reith, Diary, 22 Apr. 1934.
4 *Sir Waldron Smithers to the Postmaster-General, 10 Mar. 1935.
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proper objectives of programme policy. Cancelling out gives
no guarantees of quality. In marginal matters, however, it is
not easy to think of a more satisfactory test. There is always a
genuine question as to the extent of freedom which ‘a public
corporation like the BBC can permit itself in exorcising . . . the
sins and follies of Establishments of all kinds’. This was the
language of another writer in the New Statesman, thirty years
later, who concluded that ‘there is a line to be drawn some-
where’, and that somehow or other criticisms from both sides
have not only to be met but to be encouraged.!

The implications of this argument were—and are—cultural
as well as political. At a time when a number of young artists
were grumbling that the BBC favoured safer and less unortho-
dox forms of expression, the BBC was being assailed from the
opposite angle on the grounds that it presented too much
‘modern music’ or grand opera or even that it fostered ‘avant-
garde philosophies’. ‘We may sometimes feel’, Ernest Barker
remarked, ‘that our broadcast programmes entertain us too
loftily, and that a young and advanced aesthetic élite, encamped
in the Parnassus of Broadcasting House, is seizing us by the hair
of our heads to draw us into a modernist Paradise in which
our feeble spirits faint.’z

What Barker noted professorially—from Cambridge—was
often expressed quite unprofessorially outside. In one sense the
programmes from Radio Luxembourg were an implicit com-
ment.3 A more explicit comment was made by a committee of
the Radio Manufacturers’ Association in a memorandum of
1935. For a year before this the R.M.A. had been strongly
criticizing the content and timing of BBC programmes.+

The R.M.A. claimed that there was a ‘public apathy’ about
radio which merited a careful testing of ‘public reactions’. ‘The
fundamental contention is made that the general public—as
distinct from any select section—demands a greater proportion
of light entertainment and evinces a lesser interest in cultural
broadcasts, education or serious entertainment.” No doubts

t New Statesman, 14 Dec. 1962.

2 E. Barker, ‘This Age of Broadcasting’ in the Fortnightly Review, vol. 138 (1935).
3 See below, pp. 362 ff.

+ *Programme Board Minutes, 22 Feb. 1934.
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were expressed as to whether such public demands provided
adequate criteria for programme policy: it was simply assumed
that they did.

A proper programme policy, the committee of the R.M.A.
contended, should be concerned with light entertainment above
all else. The key days of the week were Saturday and Sunday.
On Saturdays there should be a proper choice of alternative
programmes in the afternoon, with a concentration on ‘Music
Hall’ in the evenings. On Sundays there should be no silent
periods, and there should always be musical or dramatic alter-
natives to religious scrvices. The fact that the increasingly active
wireless relay exchanges were broadcasting foreign commercial
programmes on Sundays was ‘proof that the public desire that
kind of broadcast’. On weekdays there should be early morning
broadcasting from 6.30 a.m. with ‘physical exercises, followed
by a news survey, today’s headlines and bright “tonic music”
by the Military Band or Theatre Orchestra or records’. In the
evening, ‘if Athlone with a negligible revenue can broadcast
a variety show every night, the BBC should be able to do one
also’. There should be regular ‘star features’ each day on
American lines, and fixed points within the week when the
public would ‘make its date with radio’. ‘It is noted that the
BBC already subscribe to, and practise this policy, but it is
very significant that this applies only to such ‘heavy’ subjects
as ‘“‘Foundations of Music” and “Talks”.’

Far too little money, it was suggested, was being spent on
‘popular programmes’. Indeed no attention was paid to what
should have been the guiding principle, that ‘of spending most
on that type of entertainment that has greater public appeal
and least on those with minimum appeal’. ‘It is our experience,
based on close contact with the purchasing public, that of the
two chief categories of listener—those who want entertainment
which requires no special training to appreciate it, constitute
eighty per cent of the public, and those who have a cultivated
capacity for appreciating serious drama, talks, grand opera,
chamber music and symphonies, represent no more than
twenty per cent.’ Perversely the BBC got its priorities upside
down. Wozzeck cost ‘well over a thousand pounds to broadcast’
and four classic symphonies conducted by Toscanini more than
£2,000: ‘the Royal Command Performance was not broadcast
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because £750 was all the BBC would offer’. Money and hours
went together. ‘The incidence of time values should also be
reversed and entertainment of popular appeal should occupy at
least sixty per cent of the air time.”!

It is not difficult to construct a week’s programmes along the
lines envisaged by the R.M.A. They are familiar enough, and
they would undoubtedly have had an obvious and immediate
appeal. Had broadcasting taken this shape, however, there
would have been an even greater element both of escapism
and waste during the 193os than there already was. Radio
would not have been different from the other mass media:
it would have been fully representative of them.

Some of the individual charges made by the R.M.A. were
fair—a financial skimping, for example, in the provision of
certain kinds of popular programme—and some of the indivi-
dual changes it suggested have come about, notably the exten-
sion of broadcasting hours in the early morning. There was no
philosophy at all behind the proposals, however, except the
dubious pragmatism of giving the people what you believed
them to want. There is certainly no evidence that ‘commerci-
alism’ of this kind, particularly if practised by a public cor-
poration, would have freed England from the invidious control
of the ‘Establishment’, a post-war argument which was in-
fluenced as much by war-time experience as by memories of
the pre-war BBC.

The matter was stated bluntly in the early 1930s by R. ]J.
Smith of the Yale School of Law, in relation to the kind of
influence exerted by commercial broadcasting in the United
States. “To the extent that private interests become more and
more entrenched in this method of communication, it will be
possible for them to exert more and more a censoring influence
upon the types of all programmes which go before the public.
If the question resolves itself between private censorship and
public censorship, I take it that it is in the interests of the
country that the censorship be public rather than private.’2

Although this view was challenged in 1934 by the National
Association of Broadcasters in the United States, which echoed

! *Committee of the Radio Manufacturers’ Association, Memorandum on
Programmes, 1935.
2 Quoted in Broadcasting, p. 236.
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Winston Churchill in accusing the BBC of ‘pontifical mug-
wumpery’, the National Association hardly put up an attractive
case. It was not merely the London Times which pointed out that
American strictures against the BBC ‘emanated from an associa-
tion which represents the American broadcasting trade gener-
ally and had a vested interest to protect’.! However much some
of the members of the Radio Manufacturers’ Association might
disagree with aspects of BBC policy, they had an immense
respect for Reith’s tenacity of purpose. At an R.M.A. lunch
attended by Reith, he was loudly applauded, to his ‘amaze-
ment’, when he said that there would never be jazz or variety
on Sundays. He was told afterwards that while they quarrelled
with what he said, they greatly respected him for saying it.

Throughout the period styles of American broadcasting con-
tinued to generate far morc criticism than praise in Britain.?
At the height of the 1928 press debate, already mentioned,3
one ‘average listener’ sharply attacked the view that America
provided a model. ‘American broadcasting’, he stated, ‘is
designed for people who cannot concentrate.” He personally did
not like ‘sentimental songs, poetry reading, most talks, the
news bulletins and Walford Davies’. Yet he did like the BBC.
‘On my simplest set I am always able to hear what I like from
2L.O or 5GB.+ This was before the days of alternative pro-
grammes and when there was less range of BBC programmes
than there was to be ten years later.

There is a fascinating account in Reith’s Diary of a visit he
paid in 1931 to the office of the Chairman of the Federal Radio
Commission, General Sultzman, in Washington:

I told him roughly what the English arrangement was and asked
him whether he did not think something of the sort would be possible
here, beginning with the Federal Radio Commission taking more
power and applying the public interest clause far more than the no
censorship one. In other words could the Commission not assert
itself now. At that point three of the four Federal Radio Commis-
sioners trooped in. . . . This, I thought, is the Federal Radio Com-
mission, of which one had heard so much, or rather four fifths of it.
I was not impressed by them. They were all of a different type to

! The Times, 30 Jan. 1934.
2 For criticism before 1927, see The Birth of Broadcasting, p. 347.
3 See above, p. 28. + Evening Standard, 11 July 1928,
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the Chairman, and just what I would have expected political
nominees to look like. . . . They all sat in a row and I facing them.
I said I had just asked the Chairman an important question, which
I then repeated ; their reply was significant. He (Sultzman) said that
it was for the other gentlemen to say. The meeting might well have
rcached a deadlock, because obviously they were all embarrassed.
They did not know how much I knew of their position and of con-
ditions generally in America, and there was considerable reserve.
I thought the only way to clear it was to make a statement myself,
showing that there was not much that I did not know. They ex-
changed looks with each other, smiled, settled themselves more
easily in their chairs and we got properly down to it . . . they were
immensely tickled with the idea that they should exert their powers.!

Two internal BBC committees took up positions radically
different from that of the Committee of the Radio Manufac-
turers’ Association and the National Association of Broadcasters
in the United States. A Programme Revision Committec,
headed by Colonel Dawnay just after he had been appointed
to the new key post of Controller (Programmes), held thirty
meetings in 1934 between the middle of January and the end of
March. Its terms of reference were to review the suitability of
programme timing, ‘the correctness or otherwise of the present
ratio between one type of programme and another’, and the
‘efficiency’ (a curious word to choose) of the programmes as
a whole. Dawnay was assisted by Roger Eckersley, who then
held the post of Director of Entertainment, Siepmann, the
Director of Talks, G. C. Beadle, the Entertainment Executive,
and Lindsay Wellington, the Presentation Director.

The committee endorsed most aspects of existing BBC policy,
including ‘control’ of the regions from London,? ‘balance’ of
both National and Regional programmes, and refusal to deter-
mine the shape of programmes ‘solely or even mainly by numeri-
cal consultations’. A few minor changes were suggested, how-
ever, in the light of outside comment. The Bach cantatas, which
had been broadcast at regular times since May 1928, were to
cease to have a ‘fixed spot’ on Sundays; adult education talks
were to be reduced from five to three a week; an alternative
to dance music was to be offered from 10 o’clock until 11.15 in
the late evening; and continuous alternative programmes were

' Reith, Diary, May 1931, 2 For this policy, see below, pp. 314 fI.
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to be provided on National and Regional wavelengths from
10.45 a.m. to noon on all weck-days and from noon to 6
o’clock on Mondays to Fridays, ‘to meet the requirements of
the wireless trade’. The committee also welcomed ‘the recent
relaxation’ of Sunday broadcasting and ‘considered that it
might well be extended to admit of still lighter material for
which there was a widespread demand. There might even be
a talk at 9.5 p.m. on regular matters of national or international
importance.” This anticipation of one of the great features of
war-time broadcasting was treated very cautiously by Dawnay.
“The selected topic should not by its nature inspire or exacerbate
acute or drastic controversy among listeners.’

Dawnay also had strictly limited interest in a ‘brighter
Saturday’. ‘I am still extremely dubious with regard to any
extension of alternatives on Saturday afternoons. The day-time
alternatives agreed on working days, as a concession to the
Trade, will be of the cheapest and simplest kind, gramophone
records, cheap musical combinations and so forth, introduced
purely for service purposes and without the general listener
in view. If we were to have more alternatives on Saturdays,
they would have to be of a totally different order, such as
Symphony Concerts, plays and the like, which would be very
expensive and for which it would be difficult to secure the
additional material of the necessary quality.’:

The Report is hardly an exciting document, and Dawnay’s
comments are even less so. The suggested changes were timorous
—they were too much like extorted concessions—and there
was no clear policy about the scale or cost of light entertain-
ment. The Regional Directors complained that they were in-
sufficiently consulted. Reith himself queried the tendency of
the committee to reject all ‘fixed points’—not only the fixed
point of the Bach cantatas. ‘As a listener I welcome fixity of
a time; as a programme builder I should dislike it, but the
programme builders must take at least as much cognisance of
the convenience of listeners and the general efficiency of the
service, which would, I think, lead to more fixtures than you
have recommended.’* The argument about ‘fixed points’ was

! *Dawnay to Reith, 7 May 1934.
2 *Dawnay to the Regional Directors, 30 July 1934.
3 *Reith to Dawnay, 25 Apr. 1934.
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to be put before the public in the Broadcasting Number of The
Times in August 1934. ‘There is undoubtedly a large class of
listeners who like to know when to expect certain items. They
look forward to their variety programme on Saturday night,
their Symphony Concert on Sunday night. They would like
to know that talks would always be given at the same time, and
that they can turn on at the same time each night for the news.
A certain amount of fixity of this kind is not only welcome but
necessary, yet on the general grounds of good programme
building the fewer fixed points the better chance there is of
keeping the programmes changing and, therefore, fresher.’r

One of the Programme Revision Committee’s recommenda-
tions marked a definite stage in the evolution of programme
policy. ‘During the early and more experimental days of broad-
casting’, the committee concluded, ‘there was a tendency to-
wards deliberate complexity in the techniques of presentation,
which is now regarded as highly undesirable in itself’: ‘sim-
plification’ should now be the order of the day.2 It is possible to
read a certain complacency in this judgement also. Programme
policy must always be experimental. The fact that some of the
earlier experiments had been excessively complex and self-
conscious did not mean that ‘simplification’ was the answer,
even though the heads of all the departments of the Programme
Division were said to be convinced of the case for ‘simplicity
in methods of production’.3

On the crucial question of balance, the Dawnay Committee
thought that the ratios were ‘about right’. Their breakdown of
programmes (opposite page) related only to broadcasts given
after 5.15 p.m. so that it is not strictly comparable with the figures
given in the Table on p. 35. To make comparison easier, an in-
dependent breakdown of the programmes in the second week of
October 1934 is given alongside the Committee’s own figures.

The Committee suggested only one change—that there should
be a slight decrease in the proportion of music on Sundays. The
independent statistics suggest, however, that if balance was
the objective throughout the week, there was far too much
light music, far too little light entertainment, far too little drama,

v The Times, Broadcasting Number, 14 Aug. 1934.
2 *Report of the Programme Revision Committee, 1934.
3 *Note on General Programme Standards, 14 May 1935.
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and far too few outside broadcasts. It should be added that
one of the reasons why outside broadcasting figures seem so
low was that there were considerable fluctuations from week
to week and the week in question had an exceptionally small
number. More important, however, was the unwillingness of
many outside interests to aliow the BBC to stage outside broad-
casts at all.!

PROGRAMME CONSTITUENTS
One Week in October 1934

PERCENTAGES OF PROGRAMME TIME

Dawnay
Committee’s | National | Regional
figures Programme | Programme

Classical Music 14 1746 14-81
Light Music 16 29-08 4302
Dance Music 13 855 997
Gramophone

Records Not given 7:92 10-87
Drama 3 2:79 0'go
Features Not given 0'54 215
Light

Entertainment 6 216 0-81
Children’s Hour 8 .. 485
Spoken Word 21 1845 933
Outside Broadcasts | Not given 0-27 0'54
Religion 6 576 2:75
School Broadcasts 6 7:02 50
Miscellaneous 7 .. 0o
Total 100 100 100
Total Hours

Broadcast 00 92 h.35m. |92 h. 5o0m.

A detached scrutiny of the alternatives offered by the
National programme and the composite Regional programme
suggests that there was too little contrast. This was an import-
ant point which Dawnay’s Committee completely overlooked.
Some of the Regional Directors, who were asked their views
after the committee had reported, made the point clearly. ‘The
feeling here is that the contrast as between National and
Regional programmes is not entirely satisfactory’, wrote G. L.
Marshall from Belfast. ‘It would seem that frequently the
contrast is only between one type of music and another, say

! See below, pp. 77-79, 92-93.
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for instance, the symphony as against a lighter type of concert,
which does not seem to be sufficiently marked.” Marshall also
suggested very pertinently that there was too much music of all
kinds. ‘It is the simplest form of entertainment to devise and
produce butit is tending to encroach too much upon programme
time as a whole.”

Other regional officials complained that the main or com-
posite Regional programme was being elevated at the expense
of the subsidiary provincial programmes,? while one of the most
enterprising young Programme Directors in the provinces, R. A.
Rendall in Bristol, argued that for all the committee’s certitude,
‘we have little or no direct evidence that the present structure
of programmes is satisfactory or otherwise. By direct evidence
I mean overwhelming correspondence on any particular point,
or anything in the nature of a statistical survey.’s

This was one of the chief points made in the second BBC
Report, which was written by Dawnay's successor, Cecil
Graves, in June 1936. Graves’s Report was based on evidence
collected from four committees, one dealing with Sunday pro-
grammes, the second with day-time programmes, the third with
the main evening programmes, and the fourth with forward
planning. Siepmann and Wellington were members of all four
committees. Graves had made it clear on taking over his post
that he wished to make changes. There was, he felt, ‘insufficient
live controversy in Talks’ and ‘subjects of a more provocative
nature’ should be discussed as they had been when Siepmann
was Director of Talks from 1931 to 1935. There should be at
least one straight variety programme of the music-hall type
once a week. The Sunday evening concerts should be more
‘popular’ than they had been in the past. The ‘monotony’ of
day-time programmes should be attacked, and there should be
‘a gradual insertion of more programmes of other types than
cinema organs, restaurant orchestras, and the like which fill
the bulk of the day’. Foundations of Music had to go: ‘I cannot
allow general programme building to be blocked by the daily
insertion at a fixed time of a feature which has now had a

! *Marshall to Dawnay, 19 Dec. 1935.

2 *H. J. Dunkerley (Midland Region Programme Director) to Siepmann, 13
Dec. 1935.

3 *The comments are quoted in E. R. Appleton (West Regional Director) to
Siepmann, 17 Dec. 1935.
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sufficiently long innings in its present form.” Finally he looked
to ‘an increased Regional contribution to the National and
London (composite) Regional Programmes in 1936/7’.!

It was no surprise, therefore, that Graves’s Report was far
less complacent than the Report of 1934. It was recognized that
programme planning required a much closer knowledge of
listeners’ backgrounds, habits, and preferences, even if the
planners were not tied to the rule of giving the people what they
wanted. ‘In considering programme revision as a whole those
concerncd were faced at every turn with an absence of reliable
evidence on which to base their judgments and recommenda-
tions.” Listener research was necessary if ‘the Corporation was
to rely mainly on its own professional judgment to produce the
widest possible range of programmes, each good of its own kind

. and to meet the reasonable demands of a considerable
audience’. It was necessary also to have a more clearly defined
programme policy. ‘It seems evident that at present Heads of
Departments and Regional Programme Directors are not con-
scious of a general Corporation policy and are uncertain as to
the parts that they, individually, are expected to play.’

Future policy, it was suggested, should not ignore the style
of treatment. ‘The importance of presentation—or ““showman-
ship”—should not be underestimated. Concentrated listening
to broadcast programmes is not easy, and the devices of pre-
sentation should be used to catch and hold the attention.’
Finally, the claims of the regions to a fuller life were acknow-
ledged. ‘Regions are neither separate entities nor . . . mere
appendages of London. British Broadcasting regards itself as
one unit, and all our plans are made co-operatively. Regicnal
centres have two very important functions to fulfil: firstly, to
take their share—and their share is on the increase—in con-
tributing to the National Programme, and sccondly, they have
the important task of providing broadcasting material of a
specialised and local kind for the benefit of listeners in their
area.’2

Programme balance in the years after 1936 reflected to some
extent at least the influence of this last big internal Report of
the inter-war years.

' *C. G. Graves, Note on Programmes, 25 Mar. 1936.
2 *C. G. Graves, Report of Programme Revision, June 1936.
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PROGRAMME CONSTITUENTS
One Week in October

PERCENTAGES OF PROGRAMME TIME

1936 1938
National Regional National Regional
Programme | Programme | Programme | Programme
Classical Music 19:96 1503 17-83 16-84
Light Music 21-go 38-81 23-02 31-84
Dance Music 888 8-00 4'59 924
Gramophone

Records 10°73 918 6:93 1y
Drama 1-32 1-62 303 1-65
Features 130 2-11
Light

Entertainment 3-g6 2-97 6-84 6-76
Children’s Hour o0 4-86 o0 658
Spoken Word 1645 13-13 19-23 915
Outside Broadcasts 1-85 1-53 2-68 037
Religion 624 333 476 3'75
School Broadcasts 8-71 50 970 50
Interludes:

Fill Ups, &c. . 054 009 .o
Total 100 100 100 100
Total Hours

Broadcast 94 h.45m.|g2h. 35 m.|g6 h. 15m.| g1 h. 5 m.

There was more light entertainment, an increase in outside
broadcasting, and a fall, if not a substantial fall, in the pro-
portion of light music. For purposes of comparison, it is
interesting to examine a typical Sunday programme from one
of the foreign commercial radio stations, Radio Normandie.!
Sunday was the day when the BBC was most vulnerable:? it
is a fair day to choose, however, since Radio Normandie was
it felt that the British listener

concentrating then on what
really ‘wanted’.

7.00 Radio Reveille
8.00 Sacred Music
8.15 Sing Song
8.30 (French News)
8.40 Astrology
8.45 ‘Musical Adventure’ for
Children
9.00 Cabaret
9.15 ‘Hit’ Songs
9.30 Dance Music
9.45 Sports Review

! The day chosen is 18 June 1939.

10.00 Dance Music
1o.30 Variety
11.00 Soloist
11,15 Variety
11.45 (French Programmes)
1.30 ‘Singing, Fun and Music’
2.00 Sponsored Show

2.30 ‘Teaser Time’

2.45 Light Music

3.00 Dance Music

3.30 Theatre Organ

2 See below, p. 272.
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4.00 Variety 10.00 ‘Motor Magazine’

4.45 ‘Personalities’ 10.30 Cinema Organ

5.00 Sing Song 10.45 ‘Hit’ Songs

5.15 ‘Discoveries’ 11.00 ‘Musical Comedy Memories’
5.30 Variety 11.15 Variety

5.40 Dance Music 11.45 Light Music

6.00 Songs 12.00 ‘Melody at Midnight’

6.30 Variety 12.30 Dance Music

7.00 Crime Serial 1.00 ‘Goodnight Melody’

7.15 Light Music Close Down

7.30 (French Programmes)

Among the British artists who performed on Radio Nor-
mandie on this ‘spot’ day were George Formby, Tommy
Handley, Jack Warner, Vic Oliver, Bebe Daniels, Leonard
Henry, Olive Groves, Donald Peers, Anne Ziegler and Webster
Booth, Phyllis Robins, and Reginald Foort. The bill of fare
revealed what could be done if conceptions of balance were
thrown to the winds. It is interesting to add that at least one
attempt was made to capture John Hilton:! it failed because
Hilton had great respect for Reith’s views.

Determining the balance of particular BBC programmes
was the work of the programme planners. They were the people
working ‘in the line’ who implemented general policies agreed
upon at a higher level. Their work was an art, not a science, a
difficult art which is not easily traceable in documents. It
rested, nonetheless, on certain general principles—first, that
different tastes should be catered for, including the tastes of
minorities, and second, that different views should be expressed.
‘Experience has evolved a practical working rule’, it was stated
in 1930. ‘Give the public something slightly better than it now
thinks it likes’: in consequence, ‘the public becomes not less but
more exacting’.? Yet it was always impossible adequately to
cater for all minority tastes or to express all opinions. There
were limits set not only by time but by policy. Before scrutiniz-
ing the policy, it is important to note that it was the BBGC itself
which determined it. The limits, it was felt both by Reith and
the programme builders, should be imposed neither by the Post
Office nor by the radio trade, and certainly not by government:
they should be determined within the BBC itself. The whole

! *Roger Wilson to Sir Richard Maconachie, 25 May 1937.
2 BBC Handbook (1928), p. 71.
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theory of the public corporation—with its monopoly powers—
was basic to this conception of autonomous programme policy.!
Freedom from government interference was one aspect of the
BBC’s situation: freedom from the pressures of a market in
‘mass culture’ was the other. Yet freedom by itself does not
make policy. “The BBC must lead, not follow, its listeners, but
it must not lead at so great a distance as to shake off pursuit.’2

The viability of this conception of broadcasting depended
upon four factors—first, a sense of responsibility on the part of
the BBC, responsibility coupled with enterprise, resource, and
confidence, equally necessary ingredients; second, the accept-
ance by Parliament of the ‘system’ of public service broadcast-
ing, and, behind Parliament, on the acceptance of the ‘system’
by a preponderance of the forces of opinion and interests which
Parliament reflected; third, the pressure of honest criticism and
the ability of the BBC to meet it; and fourth, so Reith would
always have said, the ‘brute force of monopoly’.3

Monopoly made it possible for Reith successfully to resist the
kind of competitive pressures which, if unchecked, might have
turned broadcasting simply and solely into a provider of
entertainment: competition would have determined auto-
matically the balance of programmes rather than leaving the
determination to policy-makers. Given that ‘policy’ was the
crucial factor, a combination of enterprise and responsibility
was essential. Responsibility without enterprise would have been
stuffy and uncreative: enterprise without responsibility would
have magnified criticism. It is interesting to note that press
critics like Sydney Moseley, who based their argument on quite
different premises from those of Reith, supported the general
policy. ‘I am myself satisfied’, Moseley wrote in a book with a
very wide circulation, ‘that the early policy of the BBC, based
on the belief that the needs of broadcasting were specialized
and distinct from those of any other form of entertainment
whatever, was the right policy. And I am sure that Sir John
Reith was equally right in his determination to elevate the
public taste rather than play down to it

t For the theory of the public corporation and its critics, sec below, pp. 413 ff.

z *] C. W. Reith, Draft on Broadcasting for a Blattnerphone Recording, 1931.

3 J. C. W. Reith, Into the Wind, pp. gg—100. See also The Birth of Broadcasting,
p. 238.

4 Broadcasting in My Time, p. 223.
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Collie Knox, the Daily Mail critic, did not goso far: he realized
that ‘public opinion polls—very unscientifically conducted
—were a good stick with which to beat the BBC. With Rugby
and Sandhurst behind him, he was fascinated by the werld
of show business, which impinged directly on the BBC without
ever controlling it.! The Times had a different angle: “To the
British way of thinking, a service privately conducted and in-
directly financed offers no attractions. It seems no more natural
to receive the amenities of the microphone as a by-product of
publicity than to accept a book, a play, a film, a concert or an
educational course on the same terms. In the last resort the
listener retains direct control, and it is common knowledge that
he does not hesitate to let the BBC hear his opinions. The British
system, in short, is one of those social institutions over which
the man in the street has some right to a little complacency,
and when it is attacked it will not lack defenders.’?

This was general support for a policy based on a philosophy:
it was support given by Parliament in all the important debates
on broadcasting during the period. As far as individual pro-
grammes were concerned, however, or the balance between
them, there was scope for criticism both of programme builders
and of programme producers. ‘Output’ is a quantitative term:
the most interesting aspects of programme policy are qualita-
tive. The great themes of broadcasting history can be under-
stood only if the attitudes and approaches of producers are
understood—and the relation between producers, programme
planners, controllers, critics, and the public. The BBC’s philo-
sophy owed an immense amount to one man: the BBC’s pro-
grammes were the work of many men cf extremely varied
experience and outlook.

The most remarkable development of the period was the
growing sense that the production of wireless programmes was
an art, not a business. Talks producers had begun in the 1g20s
by looking for ‘Voices to Fill the Hours’—mellifluous ‘golden
voices’ were specially prized—but they ended by treating the
broadcast talk as a distinctive art form. The most distinguished
thinkers, artists, writers, and academics were expected to state
their opinions in an approved form, to have their scripts sccred

! See We Live and Learn (1951). 2 The Times, 30 Jan. 1934.
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like pieces of music, and to rehearse as diligently as actors pre-
paring for a West End opening. The medium had to be re-
spected.! In drama, and even more particularly in ‘features’,
the bounds of theatrical form and stage convention began to be
thought of as shackles: what radio could do distinctively began
to be prized. Experiment was felt to be a necessary part of the
exploitation both of sound and, though the new medium was
still young, of television. The daring and creative mind of Lance
Sieveking was early applied to such productions as Kaleido-
scope I (1929), ‘a play too purely radio to be printed for read-
ing’, and The Man with the Flower in His Mouth (1930), a specially
designed version of a Pirandello play for Baird’s experimental
television.?

It is remarkable, indeed, to see how quickly, perhaps too
quickly, fascination with the art of radio, which led to original
and exciting experiments with sound, like Lynton Fletcher’s
Pieces of Sound (1933) with its sequence of related and contrasting
sounds, was merged in concern for the prospects of television.
Tyrone Guthrie, for example, who wrote and produced The
Squirrel’s Cage in 1929—‘a definite use of a new medium dealing
with a story after a fashion which no other medium could have
employed’—commented in 1931 that he felt that the future lay
along the lines of television, ‘of co-ordination with other arts
—a vista of ever-growing elaboration, mechanisation, centralisa-
tion, most depressing to contemplate, but quite inevitable’.3

It was not for many years, however, that television was to
threaten the position of sound radio, and it was primarily to
the arts of sound radio that the writers of the 1930s devoted
themselves. The mood of the period is captured in Sieveking’s
book The Stuff of Radio (1934) where, after talking of the
‘ghastly impermanence of the medium’, he seized on the ‘feature
programme’—*an arrangement of sounds which has a theme
but no plot’—as the distinctive art form of radio. The rest of the
programmes, with the possible exception of running comment-
aries, were not specifically ‘radio-centred’: they provided
material which could be handled equally effectively by other

¥ For Talks, see below, pp. 125-6, 200.

% For Kaleidoscope I, see L. Sieveking, The Stuff of Radio (1934); for the per-
formance of the Pirandello play in its setting, see below, pp. 550-1.

3 BBC Year Book (1931), pp. 185-go.
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media—in the newspaper or on the concert hall or theatre
stage. Another writer called the use of such material ‘the repro-
ductive side of broadcasting’, by which he meant ‘the dis-
tribution of entertainment and cultural matter that exists in
the world already’, a very wide definition.t

By contrast, the radio feature, whatever form it took, was
dependent not on reproduction but on invention, not on one
form of art but on several. As early as 1928 Cecil Lewis, one of
the pioneers of the British Broadcasting Company,? had drawn
attention to features as ‘radio at its best’. ‘Such programmes’,
he pointed out, ‘mean research and study . . . the absorption
of the subject and, what is more important, the ability to select
the striking views which illuminate it best and are suitable to
the microphone.’s The obstacle in the way of more features,
he suggested, was a shortage of the right kind of people to write
and to produce them. Within a few years the interest of this
work was more generally appreciated. It was at its most
intricate in ‘the kaleidoscopic use of multiple studios, music and
poetry being employed as protagonists’. The feature gave
unprecedented opportunities to the producer, who through
broadcasting could achieve not only invention but ‘intensive
concentration and continuity’. “There is no other training or
experience comparable to that of a radio producer unless it be
that of the producer to a repertory company in the theatre.’+

The other aspect of programme presentation which was
unique to radio had less to do with the producer than with the
commentator, and, behind the commentator, the engineer.
Radio acted as a kind of magic carpet enabling the listener to
feel that he was participating in events which he could not
attend and which in many cases he would never have been
permitted to attend. Not only did the outside broadcast carry
the listener over great distances but, as S. J. de Lotbiniére put
it, ‘it took him past “‘sold out” notices to some of the best seats
in the house’.s While Lance Sieveking was concentrating on the
ingenuities of the studio, particularly on the dramatic control

! Filson Young, Shall I Listen? (1933), p. 5.

2 For Cecil Lewis, see The Birth of Broadcasting, pp. 138 ff., 206 fI.

3 The Observer, 19 Feb. 1928.

4 The Stuff of Radio, p. 31.
s Private Notes by S. J. de Lotbiniére on the development of Outside Broadcast

programines.
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panel, which was to him like ‘a flexible musical instrument’,
permitting a subtle blending of voice, music, and effects, de
Lotbiniére thought that there was an ‘art’ of quite a different
kind associated with perfect commentating. It also rested on
‘a subtle mixture of description and interpretation’.

‘The man who does these things [running commentaries)
properly’, Roger Eckersley told Station Directors as early as
1927, ‘probably will be difficult to find, as he should have the
journalistic instinct, a decent voice, a sound communicable
knowledge of the subject, and the power to make listeners feel
as though they were present at the event.’t The same point
was made clearly in the BBC Handbook for a much later date,
1939, in which de Lotbini¢re complained that most people failed
to realize that ‘commentary is an art and that its successful prac-
tice depends on attention to a specifiable technique’. ‘That few
people have the ability and application to succeed in this ncw
art’, he went on, ‘is apparent from the fact that first class com-
mentators are still scarce.’z

More than anything clse, commentators had to lcarn how
to play a variety of parts. At boxing matches they were all
important: at Guildhall lunches they were ‘only incidental’.
On big national occasions, when broadcasting pulled ‘the great
audience’ together more effectively than at any other time, the
events could ‘more or less speak for themselves’. “The commen-
tator’s virtuosity will be held in check.’* Already by 1939 a
number of BBC commentators, notably John Snagge and
Howard Marshall, had learned the art of combining restraint
and excitement in a way that commentators in no other part of
the world had been able to achieve.

It is not easy to describe in words either the ‘arts’ of the
feature or of the commentary. Not only do both date, so that,
when recordings exist, neither the restraint nor the excitement
is always fully convincing; but more often there are no records.
The output has been lost in the air. Sieveking was haunted not
only by the ‘ghastly impermanence’ of particular programmes
but by the thought that the medium of sound radio itself might
prove equally impermanent. ‘Perhaps it never can happen again.
Perhaps, and it is more than likely, this present decade will be

T *R. H. Eckersley to Station Directors, 7 Jan. 1927.
2 BBC Handbook (1939), pp. 64-67. 3 Ibid.
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the only decade in the history of the human race which will
know the radio play, that strange curiosity which appeals to
the ear alone, just as three preceding decades may be the only
ones to know the silent film. Of course, they may survive, these
two struggling, limited forms of art; survive and move on side
by side with fuller developments appealing to more senses—
sight, scent, touch, indeed the whole “five parts of knowledge”.’*

In approaching radio as an art, BBC producers during the
1930s were not always able to discover the right set of relation-
ships with planners and controllers, critics and the public.
The controllers sometimes seemed to be too distant and to be
operating at a quite different level; the critics seemed tc be
less interested in BBC programmes than in theatre productions,
films, or concerts; and the public included millions of listeners
who did not seek to discriminate or to judge. ‘The only way to
enjoy broadcasting’, Filson Young wrote, ‘or to get out of it the
art which it has to give you is to decide what you mean to listen
to, and listen carefully and critically to that.’z He admitted,
however, as did other writers on broadcasting, that large
numbers of listeners used wireless merely to provide ‘a new
type of auditory background for home life’. “The housewife is
tempted to perform her household chores to the accompani-
ment of music or speech; at most times a background of sound
accompanies the process of eating; reading, writing, sewing and
playing games are all done with the background provided by
broadcasting.’3

Leaving on one side the response of the public, the organiza-
tional shape of broadcasting was changed on many occasions
throughout the late 1920s and 1930s. There were some people
who felt that while the ‘output’ of the BBC increased, its
‘immense and intricate organization’ was destructive both of
creative art and vision.* At least one of the biggest changes—
that of 1933—was designed ‘to enable the creative staff to
concentrate on their creative work’,s but complaints continued

' The Stuff of Radio, p. 41. 2 Shall I Listen?, p. 16.

3 M. Dinwiddie, ‘The Influence of Broadcasting on Modern Life’ in the Transac-
tions of the Rayal Philosophical Society (Glasgow, 1936).

+ Shall I Listen?, p. 2.

s *Memorandum on Re-Organization, 21 Sept. 1933. For the background of
the new policy and the details of the changes, see below, pp. 439-46.
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—and have continued since—that the actual rules under which
‘creative work’ was carried out were made and applied by
people who were responsible for administration but not for the
work itself. The ‘hierarchy’ was inevitably a hierarchy of con-
trol, more interested in order than in creation. ‘Luckily’, one
critic has written, ‘there were always plenty of obscure people
on the production side who did their jobs according to their
lights and not according to the book.* Peter Eckersley, the
Chief Engineer of the BBC during the 1920s, has gone further.
‘The BBC Governors have, up till now, been appointed by the
highest governmental authorities; these gods have made Gover-
nors in their own image. I would suggest men whose back-
ground was in the arts instead of “public service”, however
worthy. This would ensure the appointment of an executive
staff likely to have originality and enthusiasm rather than an
ability to “fit in” to a large organisation.’2

Such opinions have been countered, of course, by many
others. Reith himself, for example, always argued firmly that
BBC Governors should not include ‘delegates’ from music or
letters. The validity of the conflicting opinions can best be
Judged at the many points in this History where specific
decisions are being discussed. Yet Reith as Director-General
was never complacent about organization, and had no illusions
about the ability of committees or hierarchies to achieve ‘the
best’. He genuinely admired ‘creative power’ and did his best
to allow it to develop. It is interesting to note that Lance
Sieveking, who demanded the most imaginative experiments,
should have dedicated his Stuff of Radio to Reith ‘who, like a
patron in the Middle Ages, has made it possible for an art to
flourish, by enabling artists and craftsmen to devote their lives
to its practice and development in freedom from any limita-
tions save those which have scemed, to an ever modifying degree,
inherent in it’.

It was a just and warm tribute, and it rightly directed atten-
tion to the element of patronage which broadcasting carried
with it. In the absence of state patronage of the arts, the BBC
did much to provide it, subsidizing many cultural activities
more generously than many of its more ‘philistine’ critics

! M. Gorham, Sound and Fury (1948), p. 54.
2 P. P. Eckersley, The Power Behind the Microphone (1941), p. 18.
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wished it to do. The patronage in music, for example, was
reflected not only in the taking over of the Promenade Con-
certs in 1927—thereby ensuring their survival'—but in subsidy
to opera and in the commissioning of new works, including an
Elgar symphony in 1933. ‘Most powerful of all the agencies
extending interest in music,” Sir Henry Hadow wrote in 1931,
‘both in the width of its range and in the concentration of its
authority, is the BBC which affords to our composers their due
share of opportunity and gives them the whole civilized world
for audience.’2 To the university world also the BBC provided
much indirect patronage and far greater opportunities to in-
fluence the public than lecturers or professcrs had ever enjoyed
before, either intra-murally or extra-murally.

There were, of course, problems concerning patronage which
were at least as difficult as problems concerning show business.
Were the speakers whom the BBC employed a kind of clique?
Was independent music in danger when a public corporation
could build up the strength of the new orchestra while the
London Symphony Orchestra was passing through a difficult
phase of its history?s There was almost as much rumour sur-
rounding the answers to questions of this kind as there was tittle-
tattle about ‘radio personalities’. In fact, the files of the Talks
Department of the BBC reveal not only a relentless search for
new speakers but a great unwillingness to ‘over-work’ particular
speakers, including its best-known speakers like Hilton. Simi-
larly, although the Board of the London Symphony Orchestra
had taken the initiative in 1930 in ‘bombarding the Press with
letters of protest against the BBC’# four years later, when it
turned to the BBC for help, the help was willingly given.s In
both 1930 and 1934 the BBC was consistent in seeking to lower
admission charges to concerts, a policy which was extremely
unpopular with existing musical institutions. It also fought for
cheaper opera, and on at least one occasion in 1934 Reith
said that he would be prepared to consider a bigger subsidy to
Covent Garden if cheap performances were arranged as part of
the regular season.6

! See below, pp. 172-3.

2 W. H. Hadow, English Music {1931), p. 173.

3 See H. Foss and N. Goodwin, London Symphony (1934), p. 129.

4 Ibid. 5 Ibid., p. 145.
¢ *Geoffrey Toye to V. H. Goldsmith, g Oct. 1934.
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In discussions with outside people and outside interests the
BBC was anxious to recruit the best. Some of the discussions
—at the highest level—were carried out by Reith himself who
was a superb negotiator. Others, like the complex discussions
on opera, brought in T. Lochhead, the BBC’s Chief Accountant,
or V. H. Goldsmith, who in 1933 was given the title of Director
of Business Relations. Some were initiated at the departmental
level by the Director of Talks or the Head of Outside Broad-
casts. There was a fascinating correspondence, for example, in
1936 between the Director of Religious Broadcasting, the Rev.
F. A. Iremonger, and the contributors to a series on Church,
Community and State, who included T. S. Eliot. ‘You will see’,
Eliot wrote, ‘that the group of problems that has been handed
to me is extremely bristly, and likely to become more so—
I can’t help feeling that the lot has fallen on me to go down the
drain after the man-eating tiger.’!

Many more discussions, however, some of them quite informal,
were carried on at a lower level by individual producers, the
best of them men who were brave enough to make independent
judgements as well as to rely on speakers’ records from the past.
Some of the comments on speakers were refreshingly frank.
Sir Thomas Beecham, for instance, who had often made devas-
tating comments about the BBC—music on the wireless, he
once said, was ‘the most abominable row that ever stunned and
cursed the human ear, a horrible gibbering, chortling and
shrieking of devils and goblins’>—was given a very candid
report by George Barnes on his first BBC performance as a
speaker in April 1939. ‘Title of Talk—The London Musical
Festival: Script—Obvious, but lively towards the end: Delivery
—Supercilious: Production—Nervous, Difficult.’s

Occasionally there were difficulties between producers and
the directors of their departments and even with people higher
up in the BBC’s organization. More frequently, however, the
difficulties—and the pleasures—of personal relationships were
appreciated most keenly by the producers. It is fascinating to
trace in the personal files of BBC speakers and artists the
development of relationships. In July 1925, for instance, C. A.

* *T. S. Eliot to Rev. F. A. Iremonger, 12 Nov. 1936.
* Quoted in C. Reid, Thomas Beecham: An Independent Biography (1961), p. 196.
3 *Producer’s Report on New Speaker, 1 May 1939.
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Lewis had a telephone conversation with George Bernard Shaw
Just after he had installed a Burndept four-valve wireless set and
loudspeaker: his opinion of plays broadcast by the BBC was
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5. A Postcard from George Bernard Shaw

expressed in one word: ‘damnable’.! Early in 1928 Shaw was
refusing an invitation from Lance Sieveking to take the chair
at a debate on the grounds that he never took the chair: ‘the
listeners-in cannot see me sitting and do not want to hear my
silence’.2 Reith himself was drawn into correspondence, as he

! *G. B. Shaw to C. A. Lewis, 10 July 1925.
# *Note by G. B. Shaw appended to letter from L. Sieveking to Shaw, 10 Feb. 1928.
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was on many occasions with individual broadcasters, in 1g32.
Asked by Reith to take part in a series called Rungs of the Ladder,
Shaw replied, ‘if ever there was a man who succeeded in spite of
his incompetence for helping himself that man is myself. I
never put my best foot forward, because I never put my foot
forward at all.’t
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6. A Cable from Freya Stark

If Shaw’s correspondence with producers and BBC officials,
including the Director-General, brings out the fascination of
a developing relationship, there are other files which bring out
the colour. Freya Stark’s file is as full of postcards as Shaw’s,
but whereas Shaw’s are often postcards with terse and cryptic

! *G. B. Shaw to Reith, 2 May 1932.
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messages, Freya Stark’s postcards from Italy announce her
return from exciting journeys. The romance was contagious.
Lionel Fielden wrote to her in 1934 about a programme which
would begin with a man ringing up Imperial Airways about
a journey to Persia. ‘One could then work through anecdote
and description from Baghdad to Teheran with some descrip-
tion of the Shah; from Teheran down the Caspian; from the
Caspian to Meshed and across the Salt Desert to Ispahan. Then
we could take in Luristan and through to Shirez and Bushire.”!

While programmes were being initiated and assembled
through widening circles of personal contact, letters about
programmes were pouring in from unknown listeners. The
result was a running commentary on what the BBC was doing,
a commentary supplemented by the comments of radio critics
and the opinions of a number of paid advisers, of whem
Filson Young was the most important.

From May 1924 onwards listeners’ letters had been scru-
tinized by a Programme Correspondence Section, started by
Ralph Wade. Letters were answered with punctilious care, not
only for reasons of public relations, but because they were felt
to provide some indication of the views of minorities.2 By 1927
letters were reaching Savoy Hill at the rate of over 50,000 a
year. Most of them were appreciative: ‘verv few indeed of the
critics really intend to be rude or cross.” In a representative week
in 1931, 699 letters concerning the National Programme were
appreciative and fifty-seven strongly critical. A tiny minority
consisted of short, simple messages on postcards like ‘Your
programmes are rotten’ or more picturesque descriptions of
mood, like ‘I hope your face is getting red with temper as you
read this.” Among the appreciative letters, it is interesting to
note how phrases like the ‘wonder of wireless’ or the ‘miracle
in the home’ persisted long after broadcasting had developed
its routines.

Appreciative or critical, however, few letter-writers admitted
that they were speaking for themselves alone. ‘One will speak
on behalf of his whole circle of wireless friends; another for the
overwhelming majority of listeners in his vicinity; others—yet

! *Lionel Fielden to Freya Stark, 7 June 1934.
2 See The Birth of Broadcasting, pp. 203~4.
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more confident—voice the views of anything from go to gg
per cent. of the entire audience. The latter is a very favourite
percentage and is applicable impartially to any type of matter
broadcast.’t

According to an early analysis of the letters, the impression
was overpowering that anything which anyone particularly dis-
liked predominated in BBC programmes. “To those to whom
dance music is anathema, it appears to be broadcast in every
programme. A listener who does not care for talks cannot switch
on without finding one in progress, and another who longs
for variety entertainment is utterly bewildered at the intermin-
able transmissions of symphony concerts.’

The limitations of readers’ letters as a source of constructive
criticism or as a ‘representative sample’ of listeners’ opinions
were clearly recognized in the 1930s: so too, however, was their
sociological interest. ‘It is clearly not enough to count heads
in dealing with such correspondence’, Hilda Matheson wrote:
‘it amply repays scrutiny, and deserves to be charted, indexed
and kept for reference not only by a remote statistical depart-
ment, but by those who devise programmes, talks and plays.’s
The comments made by listeners are very similar to the com-
ments recorded by Mass Observation in its surveys of the last
three years of peace. Values obtruded in almost every sentence,
and there was great confusion between opinion and prejudice.
The number of letters received revealed a curious pattern of
preoccupation and protest, and there were certain set reactions
to particular stimuli. A broadcast of The Emperor Jones in May
1937 evoked eighty criticisms, practically all being directed
against ‘the frequency of swearing’: any references to vivisection
or to inoculation were immediately followed by a spate of
angry letters.+

The responses of one week in March 1936 have survived in
full. Nineteen complaints against a Roman Catholic service
were evoked by controversial references in the sermon to the
Reformation; an item called ‘Handel in Harlem’ provoked
thirty-seven criticisms as against six letters of appreciation;
a talk by John Hilton on football pools elicited seventy-seven

! BBC Handbook (1928), p. 79. 2 Ibid.
3 H. Matheson, ‘Listener Research in Broadcasting’ in the Sociological Review,
vol. xxvii (1935). * *R. W. P. Cockburn to R. ]J. Silvey, July 1937.
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appreciations and thirteen criticisms.! Hiltor subsequently pub-
lished a selection of comments from letters which provide
fascinating sociological evidence. ‘The answer to “why do
people bet?”,” one of them read, ‘is easy. In the early days
man sought the Elixir of Life. . . . Today it’s the Irish Sweep and
the Football Pool, in other words, the impossible. Getting some-
thing for nothing.’2

Some of the letters received by the BBC, far from dwelling
on attack, had a ring of Samuel Smiles about them. ‘I write to
you as a music lover, and I owe my love of the best in music to
you entirely.” “Ten years ago I was a schoolboy and my favourite
music was Jazz. Symphony orchestras just faintly bored me.
Then I began to listen to light overtures and Military bands. . . .
‘Through shorter pieces like overtures etc., I came to find that
I could listen to a full Symphony Orchestra with pleasure.’
‘Please let me know the dates of the Toscanini Concerts next
summer; it would enable me to decide on my summer holidays.’

In retrospect, letters of this kind are among the most interest-
ing. During the late 1930s, however, the public relations aspect
of correspondence came to dominate BBC thinking in this field,
and in 1935 the Programme Correspondence Section was trans-
ferred to the Public Relations Division and placed under the
supervision of Maurice Farquharson.? Ten years earlier C. R.
Wade had written that ‘even though a listener may be almost illi-
terate and very vituperative in his comments he has probably
many friends, and far more may depend upon the conciliatory
nature of our reply than may appear on the surface’.4 In other
words, diplomacy was at least as necessary as analysis. The
diplomacy became more sophisticated as the number of lis-
teners grew. At the same time, listeners’ opinions were com-
municated to the Programme departments. A summary sheet
of correspondence received was circulated daily to heads of
departments, giving details of criticisms and appreciations, and
a weckly summary was produced centrally. In the office of
Assistant Director of Programmes—from 1930 onwards—a
large wall chart was kept, giving the figures for a whole year.s

! *The information in BBC Archives relates to the week ending 7 Mar. 1936.

* Why I Go In For The Pools (1936), p. 63.

3 *Internal Memorandum of 10 Oct. 1935.

* *C. R. Wade, undated note, probably written late in 1925 or in 1926. C.. R,
Wade wasRalph Wade’sbrother. s *Thesystem was perfected in February 1930.
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Listeners’ letters were always supplemented by press com-
ment, with questions of public relations overlapping from the
start with considerations of criticism. ‘Newspaper criticism
has increased considerably during the last twelve months’, a
BBC spokesman remarked in 1932. ‘It is a valuable addition to
the BBC’s sources of information. In many instances it is well-
informed and constructive. Its chief limitation, which should
tend to disappear, is that it is hardly seasoned enough to stand
completely on its own feet without too close a reference to the
preferences, real or imagined, of its readers. It has not yet won
for itself the independence of the best kind of general dramatic
and musical criticism.’!

The spokesman was referring to the ‘preference polls’ which
newspapers felt that it was useful to conduct. Not surprisingly,
they showed ‘the public’s preference for entertainment’. An
early Daily Mail ballot of February 1927, for instance, showed
that of the 1,285,083 votes cast, 238,489 (nearly 20 per cent.) put
‘variety and concert parties’ at the head of their programme
preferences, whereas 78,781, perhaps a surprisingly high figure,
put symphony concerts first, and only 30,919 talks. ‘We must
remember’, Basil Nicolls wrote, ‘that the results were based
purely on first choices with no proportional representation of
other tastes and, therefore, whether they confirm us or other-
wise, they are fallacious.’2

Eight years later, Hilda Matheson made similar points in
greater detail. ‘The fact that the largest number of entrants
give their votes for variety programmes does not mean that
even they want to hear variety programmes all the time; it does
not indicate what kind of variety programme they want, nor
their relative preference for musical items, for comic dialogue,
for humorous sketches and the rest.”* Miss Matheson made the
further point that listeners’ reactions were influenced not only

by content but by style of presentation.

Technique in broadcasting, like style in literature, is not trim-
ming, but the essence of its quality. It is, of course, of less importance
in connection with straightforward concerts than with entertain-
ment, plays, discussions, talks and general programme planning and

' BBC Year Book (1932), p. 106.

2 *Nicolls to Roger Eckersley and W. E. G. Murray, 28 Feb. 1927.
3 ‘Listener Research in Broadcasting’, loc. cit.
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presentation. . . . It is possible to make unduly lofty claims for the
art of broadcasting, but it is equally misguided to deny that broad-
casting is in any way different from other kinds of popularisation.
Broadcasting is not mass projection, though it seems to be so. It is
an individual, even intimate, business. It has, moreover, its own
technical limitations and properties. An interesting line of research
would aim at discovering how far the popularity and unpopularity
of items was due to presentation as opposed to content.

Miss Matheson had left the BBC when she made this pene-
trating observation on the nature of listeners’ response to pro-
grammes. The press critics seldom probed so deep. Tkeir
comments on particular programmes—playsor variety especially
—often cancelled each other out far more convincingly than did
political opinions on the contentof ‘controversial broadcasting’.

Similar observations to those made by Miss Matheson were
often made behind the scenes, however, by the paid advisers
whom the BBC consulted from time to time both about par-
ticular programmes and programme balance. Filson Young,
who wrote a weekly column in the Radio Times from 1926
onwards, was employed as a ‘programme consultant’ from
September 1926 until his death in 1938. His letters and criti-
cisms, often highly idiosyncratic, provide a fascinating gloss on
the programmes of a whole era.

At first Filson Young attended meetings of the Programme
Board, and he was encouraged not only to express any views
‘constructive or destructive’ about what the BBC was doing but
to suggest new ideas for the future;! later, the scope of his work
was greatly restricted, and he became a far from popular
figure with many people inside Broadcasting House. He had
as much trouble with the Commissionaires as he had with the
programme builders. The range of his interests was wide, and
two of his own ideas for programmes were as far apart as the
Foundations of Music series and the BBC ‘National Lectures’.?
He could also make acute, if one-sided, comments about Variety
and urge the BBC to broadcast racing odds: ‘I do not think that
any moral objection can attach to letting people know the

1 *V_ H. Goldsmith to Filson Young, 27 July 1926.

2 For those two programmes, see below, pp. 177, 127, 144. *For an acknowledge-
ment of Filson Young’s part in their initiation, see Reith to Filson Young, 24 Apr.
1929. Filson Young also devised the Bach Cantatas and the St. Hilary programmes
from Cornwall.
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price at which a winning horse ran.’* He could be devastatingly
destructive, particularly about theatre organs, but he could also
be disarmingly flattering. One summer’s evening in July 1937
he found everything to his satisfaction from a ‘little symphony
concert conducted by Edward Clark to “Our Hour” with Flot-
sam and Jetsam. One could not expect to have such programmes
every evening, but they stood out in such striking contrast to
the general level as to give one rather seriously to think. This
especially applies to the Flotsam and Jetsam programme—
perfectly delightful entertainment, full of music and variety
and fun and presented in an unpretentious way, which proves
that it is not necessary for this kind of programme to succeed,
to be blatant and vulgar. It is also interesting to notice that for
three out of these first-rate features we were indebted to no
outside assistance, but to the internal resources of Broadcasting
House.’2

Lindsay Wellington, who was then Presentation Director,
agreed, adding that ‘it is difficult to know precisely why the
same ingredients, mixed in the same way, can sometimes give
different or inferior results’.3 The mystery remains, and because
it remains, men like Filson Young have always been necessary
if occasionally exasperating. Roger Eckersley found his assist-
ance invaluable.+ At a later date Graves considered that he
was always ‘useful in being constructively critical during the
development of any particular branch of our work’.s In between,
Dawnay agreed with this verdict,® not knowing that just after
he (Dawnay) had been appointed to a job of which he knew
so little, Filson Young wrote to a BBC colleague: ‘Do you think
that it would be a graceful, helpful and useful act on your part
to send Dawnay a copy of my book ““Shall I listen?” It would
at least give him some kind of grasp of the job he has to
tackle.’?

Filson Young felt that as the BBC grew in size, ‘the science of
administration’ had ‘to some extent overlaid the essentially

*Filson Young to R. H. Eckersley, 13 Dec. 1933.
*Filson Young to Eckersley, 1 July 1933.

*Note on Filson Young'’s letter.

*Eckersley to Carpendale, 2 Dec. 1931.

*Graves to Carpendale, 23 June 1937.

*Dawnay to Carpendale, 18 Sept. 1933.

*Filson Young to W. E. G. Murray, 6 July 1943.
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creative side of broadcasting, to its disadvantage’.! At the same
time he maintained, in face of new moves inside Broadcasting
House, that the programme policy of the BBC did not need
drastic revision. ‘On the contrary, if it were suddenly to be
placed in the control of any other body, I beiieve that after some
years of experiment and experience they would arrive at very
much the same point to which the present organisation has
attained.’2

In 1925 he had once suggested to Reith that ‘any intelligent
person’ could have taken the previous week’s programmes
together and ‘rearranged them in a way that would deserve and
secure the appreciation of the majority of listeners without add-
ing a single item’.3 He took up the same theme in 1934. ‘If I
were asked what, in my opinion, would be the most advantage-
ous single extension or change in the present programme policy,
it would be to break up the time plan which has now become
more or less standardized. I would advocate a monthly change
in the time-table of standardized features so that listeners who
are governed in their habits by Time should have a chance of
greater variety.’#

He did not add that some of the staleness came from the fact
that the better the broadcaster, the more he tended to be ‘used’,
and eventually the more stale he became. Individuals as well as
programme sequences could wilt. The BBC has never com-
pletely mastered the intricacies of either of these two sets of
problems, and when it has tried, it has more often alienated the
listener than raised the level of programmes.s When Hilton
was rested in 1937, for example, on the grounds that he was
‘in danger of being ruined by excessive publicity and success’,
there was talk in the press about political pressure—which
was certainly not there. Hilton himself received many letters
suggesting that he had been ‘stood off from the microphone
because of capitalist wire pulling’.6

Filson Young’s interest in listeners’ habits went as deep as

*Filson Young to Dawnay, 5 Mar. 1934. 2 Ibid.
*Filson Young to Reith, 24 Mar. 1925.
*Filson Young to Dawnay, 5 Mar. 1934.
For an instance of difficulties, see below, p. 241.

¢ *Roger Wilson to Sir Richard Maconachie, g July 1937; Hilton to N. G.
Luker, 10 Feb. 1938.
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that of the first sponsors of listener research. He was intuitive,
however, where they tried to be scientific, speculative rather
than sociological. ‘What is to be the attitude of the ordinary
listener towards broadcasting? Is he going to regard it simply
as a means of filling the vacuum of idle hours, carping at every-
thing which does not make immediate and facile appeal for
him and being amazed when the programmes are not con-
tinually filled with the kind of items that do so appeal?’! So
much pivoted on the answer to this question. It haunted the
Programme Revision Committees and stimulated the search
for information about listening habits. It led Dawnay to dismiss
from the reckoning ‘the tap listener who wants to have one or
more very light programmes available at all hours between
breakfast and bedtime’.2 Two years later Graves concluded
that while the ‘serious listeners’, who selected their programmes
carefully, demanded the most serious attention, the demands
of ‘tap listeners’ warranted ‘no further provision in pro-
grammes’.3

It is impossible to understand the programmes of the period
from 1927 to 1939 without realizing that a special service for
‘tap listeners’ was explicitly rejected. So was a special service for
‘highbrows’. So too was the idea of ‘continuity’ itself. “The BBC
definitely aims at having an interval of four or five minutes
between programmes’, it was stated officially in 1932. ‘It is
obvious that it is irritating to a listener who switches on his set
to hear, say, the News to find himself listening to the last five
minutes of an opera or a vaudeville turn. The News is what he
switched on to hear, and he does not want to listen to a fraction
of some other programme which for him has no beginning and
no middle.’+

It was not that no one thought of special continuous services
for listeners who had not appreciated the power of the switch.
Lionel Fielden in his reminiscences says that he and his col-
leagues in the early 1930s had definite plans for a ‘continuous
news programme always on the air, always available, always
being added to by the latest events’, a programme of light music
and waltzes ‘without the intervention of any announcer’, a pro-

v Shall I Listen?, p. 16. 2 *Programme Revision Committee, 1934.
3 *C. G. Graves, Report on Programme Revision, 1936.
4 BBC Year Book (1932), p. 115.
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gramme of continuous readings from the classics, and a ‘Third’
programme ‘essentially highbrow’. He adds characteristically:
‘Reith, however, was very much against such specialisation,
and I think now that he was right.’!

2. Entertainment

ANY detailed consideration of the pattern of programmes must
begin with popular entertainment. Some listeners wanted the
BBC to entertain them all the time, most listeners wanted the
BBC to entertain them most of the time, all listeners wanted
the BBC to entertain them some of the time. ‘Variety is the
“bread-and-butter” of broadcasting’, one writer on radio re-
marked in 1934, but not all listeners agreed that it was perfect
entertainment.? There was no agrecement, indeed, about what
constituted ‘entertainment’, particularly when it was entertain-
ment before the listeners’ own firesides.

Leaving on one side philosophical questions about the rela-
tionship between ‘education’ and ‘entertainment’,3 there had
been immense changes in ‘popular entertainment’ during the
fifty years before the BBC came into existence.+ The ‘amateur’
had given ground to the professional, the theatre to the cinema;
spectator sport had become highly organized; music hall had
travelled far from its humble Victorian origins. As early as 1912,
the year of Hullo Ragtime at the Hippodrome, there had been
a Royal Command Performance, with Harry Lauder, Vesta
Tilley, George Robey, and Wee Georgie Wood; Oswald Stoll
and Edward Moss had created formidable institutions in ‘show
business’; and huge London theatres like the Coliseum (1g04)
and the Palladium (1g10) staged spectacular entertainment on
a lavish scale. The gramophone-record industry had grown

v The Natural Bent, p. 108.

2 The Times, Broadcasting Number, 14 Aug. 1934.

3 See below, pp. 185-6.

4 See my Mass Entertainment: the Origins of a Modern Industyy, Joseph Cowen
Memorial Lecture, University of Adelaide (1960). There are not many detailed
monographs, but there is much of interest in E. Short, Fifty Years of Vaudeville (1946)
and A. E. Wilson, Half a Century of Entertainment (1951).
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prodigiously since the time of Edison’s first discoveries. When
Edison died at the age of eighty-two in 1929, enormous con-
centrations of economic power were becoming almost as com-
mon in the entertainment world as they were in heavy industry.

The merger of the Victor Talking Machine Company and
the Radio Corporation of America in 1930 demonstrated that
across the Atlantic there were strong business links between
radio manufacture, the gramophone-record trade, broadcast-
ing, and the cinema. In Britain two years later E.M.I. (Electric
and Musical Industries Ltd.) was formed as the result of a
merger between the Columbia Graphophone Company and
the Gramophone Company—it was to be the first company to
produce cathode-ray tubes for television sets'—while in the
same year Gaumont-British Picture Corporation, the parent
company of the General Theatre Corporation, took over control
of Moss Empires Ltd. The Performer wrote of ‘a movement to-
wards monopoly in the entertainment world’, and hoped that
this ‘new and huge combination’ between screen and stage
would encourage the artist rather than ruin him.2

These massive forces behind so-called ‘mass entertainment’
were usually hidden from the public view. So too was the growth
of the ‘agency business’ and of the trade unions. In the fore-
ground of the public view, spotlighted on and off the stage, were
the ‘stars’. Again, it was often forgotten that for every star, there
were scores of performers about whom the public knew nothing
at all.

The BBC had given its first variety programme in January
1923 and its first programme of dance music, from the Carlton
Hotel, in May 1923. Light music, musical comedy, revue, and
gramophone-record programmes were very early features of
the broadcasting week.? Stanford Robinson, whose BBC career
spans the whole history of broadcast music, had been a member
of the staff since 1923 and had been given charge of a BBC
Chorus as early as September 1924; Albert Sandler and his
orchestra had first broadcast from the Grand Hotel, Eastbourne

! L. White, The American Radio (Chicago, 1947), p. 32; S. G. Sturmey, The
Economic Development of Radio (1958), p. 42.

2 The Performer, 7 Dec. 1932.

3 See The Birth of Broadcasting, esp. ch. V, section 2.
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in July 1925.! Comedians like John Henry, ‘Blossom’, and
Helena Millais, ‘our Lizzie’, had quickly established their radio
reputations.2 Christopher Stone, the first of the British ‘disc
jockeys’ and thereby ‘founder of a very exclusive profession’,3
did not broadcast, however, until July 1927, and because of the
restrictive clauses in the BBC’s agreement with the news agencies
there were no running commentaries on sporting events until
the same year.

Quiz contests and competitions were also held in check.
A resolution of the Control Board at a meeting in January 1926
had read that ‘the conduct of competitions should be carefully
considered by the Programme Board before they were entered
into by any department’ and that under no circumstances was
more than one a month to be held.s In 1930 a note was sent to
all heads of programme branches stressing that the Board of
Governors was ‘in principle not in favour of competitions in our
programmes’ and that all suggestions for competitions, outside
the scope of the Children’s Hour, were to be referred to the
Director-General.6

‘Live’ broadcasts from theatres and music halls had been
banned—with only occasional exceptions—from 1923 to June
1925, when a strictly limited agreement had been signed with
Walter Payne, the chairman of Moss Empires and the president
of the Society of West End Theatre Managers: individual artists
had hitherto found their broadcasting activities severely cur-
tailed by clauses in their contracts forbidding them to broad-
cast while their contracts were in force, or by intimidating letters
threatening no future theatre contracts should they perform on
the air.? The 1925 agreement provided for the setting up of an
‘Entertainment Organizations Joint Broadcasting Committee’,
including BBC representatives and members of the four ‘Enter-
tainment Associations’. Unfortunately the agreement did not
clear the air. Although its purpose was to ‘eliminate friction’, in
fact it continued to circumscribe the BBC’s field of enterprise.

! Ibid., p. 278. 2 Ibid., pp. 285-8.

3 *Rex Palmer, in an interview with Christopher Stone, BBC Light Programme,
These Radio Times, 25 Apr. 1952.

4 For the agreement, see The Birth of Broadcasting, pp. 130-4, 262-7.

5 *Control Board Minutes, 13 Jan. 1926.

6 *Assistant Director of Programmes, Memorandum of g July 1930.

7 See The Birth of Broadcasting, pp. 251 fI.
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Moreover, Variety was left completely outside the terms of the
agreement, since the Variety Artistes’ Federation would not
sign it. Walter Payne interpreted the Federation’s position to
mean that variety managers would have nothing to do with
the BBC unless generous compensation was paid for the use of
their artists. He saw no possibilities either of broadcasting en-
hancing the value of the artist to the variety theatre manager
or of the BBC creating artists itself.!

His views were expressed even more forcibly in 1926 when
Charles Gulliver of the London Theatres of Variety threatened
to take legal proceedings against the BBC if it broadcast his
artists without his consent. And Gulliver was totally unimpressed
by a letter from Roger Eckersley of the BBC in January 1927
in which Eckersley wrote somewhat plaintively that he wished
he could persuade Gulliver that broadcasting should not be
thought of as a serious rival of the theatre: ‘the fact that we can
give no representation of the visual sense makes it to our minds
so tremendously non-competitive that it should not be con-
sidered nearly so much a rival as, shall we say, the cinema’.2

A further agreement with the four ‘Entertainment Associa-
tions’ in January 1927 did little to improve the position. It
certainly did not break the stranglehold which the Association
could place on the BBC’s programmes. In March 1927 a furious
campaign against the BBC was launched by Gulliver, Sir
Oswald Stoll of the Palladium, and R. H. Gillespie of Moss
Empires. Abandoning their unqualified opposition to broad-
casting as such, they demanded large block sums for the ‘use’
of their artists and threatened that they might seek to open a
broadcasting station of their own. A statement issued by the
Joint Committee of the Entertainment Protection Association,
another of the ‘combinations’ involved in the bargaining of this
period, remarked that ‘either the music hall industry should
be allowed to broadcast from a station of its own or that it
should control the broadcasting of variety from BBC studios’.
If the industry broadcast from BBC studios it should be paid
by the Corporation ‘so much of the BBC’s net income as
represents the proportion that Variety entertainment bears to
the rest of the matter broadcast’. The statement at first sight

! *Oral evidence of Walter Payne to the Crawford Committee, 18 Dec. 1925,
.2 *R. H. Eckersley to Gulliver, 3 Jan. 1927.
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looks reasonable enough, but the emphasis was being placed
on the demands of the ‘industry’ not on the interests of the
artist—or the public.

Popular entertainment, at this time, was the responsibility
within the BBC of no single knowledgeable and experienced
person. This was a great organizational weakness. In January
1927 R. E. Jeffrey, the first Productions Director of the BBC,
was dealing with popular entertainment very much as a side-
line—under the general direction of Roger Eckersley who had
taken over the chairmanship of the Programme Board in May
1926. George Grossmith (‘Gee-Gee’ in the world of the foot-
lights) was an experienced ‘entertainment adviser’, recruited
direct from the theatre. Two other men with interesting careers
before them had already been brought in. Bertram Fryer, for-
merly the Station Director at Bournemouth, had been given
charge of popular music hall and variety productions: he was
a shrewd organizer and after leaving the BBC in 1932 he was
later to be connected with the production of ‘sponsored pro-
grammes’ from Radio Normandie. His assistant was John
Sharman, ‘a perfect type of the real pro’: he had been on the
halls for several years ‘and his cat act was a surefire success at
the annual staff pantomime’.! Sharman joined the London
organization temporarily at first, but then permanently, to
help with studio work and light programmes. He and Fryer
were the two people most directly involved in daily problems
of production, and Stanford Robinson® with the musical
arrangements.

Although there was much sharing of offices in the Savoy
Hill days—Jack Payne, for example, sharing an office with
Stanford Robinson, and enjoying good relations with the Music
Department3—there was perhaps insufficient exchange of views
and ideas between the forceful group of people inside the BBC
who were concerned with ‘education’ and the few who were
concerned with popular entertainment. There was a tendency

I M. Gorham, Sound and Fury (1948), p. 33.

2 For Stanford Robinson, see below, pp. 94-95, 182.

3 ‘I rather expected the cold shoulder from the Music Department, which
handled straight and serious music,” Jack Payne wrote, ‘but everyone was most

helpful.’ Signature Tune, p. 42.
+ See below, p. 187.
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for “Talks’ to think that ‘Variety’ was vulgar and ‘Variety’ that
‘Talks’ should not exist.t

One of the most lively, tough, vigorous—and knowledgeable
—persons inside the BBC on its entertainment side was Gerald
Cock, the man who first broke the deadlock with entrenched
sporting and entertainment interests. Cock had enjoyed an
interesting and adventurous life before he joined the BBC in
1925 as Director of Outside Broadcasts: he was later to be placed
in charge of the BBC’s Television Service, in 1935, one year
before the first regular television service began.z

As Director of Outside Broadcasts, Cock dealt with every-
thing from royal broadcasts to the Cup Final and the Boat
Race. The year 1927 saw an enormous increase in the work of
his department, since from 1 January onwards the Corporation
was permitted for the first time to give full running comment-
aries on sporting events. The first commentary on a rugby
match, between England and Wales, was given on 15 January
and on a soccer cup-tie on 29 January. During the following
month several commentaries on international matches were
broadcast. The Grand National followed in March—with the
Inter-Varsity Sports a day later—the Boat Race on 2 April, the
Amateur Golf Championship on 28 May (with Bernard Dar-
win), and Wimbledon in July (with J. C. Squire as one of the
commentators).

At first it was felt, in a very erudite simile, that ‘the perfect
commentator, like the economic man, so convenient to the
hypotheses of the nineteenth-century philosophers, does not
exist’.3 Yet the BBC soon brought many of them into existence
~—Captain H. B. T. Wakelam, who was the very first rugby
commentator on 15 January 1927 and covered, in addition,
soccer, cricket, and tennis (the last-named along with Colonel
R. H. Brand); John Snagge, first employed by the BBC at its
Stoke-on-Trent studio, and one of the most versatile as well as
the most distinguished of all the BBC’s commentators; Freddie
Grisewood, still loved by broadcast audiences; George Allison

! L. Fielden, The Natural Bent (1960), p. 103; cf. M. Gorham, Sound and Fury,
P- 33. ‘In that small building, we were always running across the popular broad-
casters of the time . . . even administrators were always meeting them in the lift
and in the corridors.’

2 See below, pp. 596-604.
3 See above, p. 60. BBC Handbook (1928), p. 140.
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of Arsenal fame; and Howard Marshall, records of whose voice
still recapture the forgotten thrill of test matches.

Gerald Cock was the man behind all these other men. But
it was not only with sporting events that he was concerned. It
was his task also to give the ordinary listener the feeling ihat
he was participating in great events and sharing in unseen
pleasures—events like the ceremony and service at the un-
veiling of the Memorial Arch at the Menin Gate at Ypres in
July 1927 or the Westminster Abbey Thanksgiving Service for
the recovery of King George V from serious illness in July 1g29,
and pleasures like the Royal Command Variety Performance in
February 1927, a Gracie Fields excerpt from The Show’s the
Thing in January 1930, or the Promenade Concerts.! It was not
until Cock left Outside Broadcasts for television in 1935 that
the responsibilities of the Outside Broadcasts Department were
cut to exclude outside dance music, ‘restaurant, cinema and
other O.B. orchestras, cinema organs and O.B. light music
generally’.2

Not only was Cock the man behind the increasingly popular
announcers and commentators on outside events, the people
who had a ringside view cf great occasions of state and every
sporting event in the calendar: he was also the negotiator behind
the scenes, completely hidden from public view, in the complex
bargaining with sporting and entertainment interests which
made the broadcasting of sport and variety possible. Cock was
‘an indomitable worker’, as Roger Eckersley once described
him:3 in the words of another writer, he was the man who had
given to broadcasting ‘many realistic touches’.+ Yet he worked
with slender resources both in Outside Broadcasts and later in
Television. In 1927 he had only one programme assistant to
help him and in 1934 only five.

Inevitably much of his work depended on the skill and
enterprise of Outside Broadcasts engincers, who played a large
part in the development of the wide range of activities associated
with outside broadcasting. H. H. Thompson was in charge, and
R. H. Wood, who started outside broadcasting work with the

! For Promenade Concerts, see below, pp. 172-3.

2 *Director of Internal Administration, Internal Instruction, no. 313, 27 Aug. 1935.
3 R. H. Eckersley, The BBC and All That (1946), p. 85.

+ S. A. Moseley, Who’s Who in Broadcasting (1933), p. 36.
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BBC in 1923, was in charge of the London Outside Broadcasts
Engineering Unit after him: through his long record of continu-
ous service, he has been able to meet and know large numbers
of people in all walks of life. He has also been able to take
part in the development of outside broadcasting techniques from
the early days of the cumbersome carbon microphone and the
first large Outside Broadcasts lorry of 1929.

It was as a result of Cock’s initiative and energy that an agree-
ment was prepared in February 1928 whereby Reginald Foort
was allowed to broadcast a series of theatre-organ recitals from
the Palladium.! In October 1928 a much more important general
agreement was signed with George Black, recently appointed
Director of the General Theatre Corporation, a man of great
drive and enthusiasm, who subsequently in 1932 made a merger
with the Moss Empires organization and thereby became con-
troller of most of Britain’s best music halls. Although Walter
Payne tried to persuade Black to stand out against the BBC—as
he had already stood out against the idea of variety perform-
ances inside cinemas—regular fortnightly broadcasts from
Black’s biggest theatre, the Palladium, began in October 1928.
They were popular from the start with listeners, but they were
bitterly criticized by the Variety Artistes’ Federation.z Broad-
casters were accused of ‘giving their talents away’, although, as
Black pointed out, they had the option of refusing the BBC if
they wished and they were paid an additional fee by the BBC
if their turns were broadcast. ‘Our new policy with regard to
the General Theatre Corporation is one of benevolence’,
Eckersley wrote gratefully later in 1928.3

The agreement with Black was so much more satisfactory
to the BBC than the 1925 agreement with Walter Payne, as
modified in 1927, that in November 1928 Roger Eckersley told
Payne that the Corporation did not intend to renew their
agreement with him when it lapsed on 31 December.+ Payne
was in an ‘explosive mood’, and a stormy meeting followed in

! *Cock to Castleton Knight, 21 Feb. 1928. The agreement was signed in April
and Foort gave his first broadcast on 14 April.

2 The Performer, 10 Oct. 1928.

3 *Undated Memorandum, ‘General Theatre Corporation’.

4 *R. H. Eckersley to Walter Payne, 16 Nov. 1928. The full text of the letter is
missing from the BBC Archives.
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January 1929.! The BBC stood by its decision, however, and the
Entertainment Organizations Joint Broadcasting Committee
lapsed. A separate agrecment was also signed with Sir Oswald
Stoll in December 1928 whereby relays were to be arranged
from the Alhambra, Leicester Square. Stoll had approached the
BBC through a useful intermediary, Archibald Haddon, his
chicf publicity officer, who had previously been a dramatic
critic with the BBC.2

The first broadcasts from the Alhambra were arranged in
February 1929 and the Coliseum broadcasts a fortnight later.
‘It is a mistake to suppose that Sir Oswald has at any time been
opposed to broadcasting’, a press release conveniently stated;
‘indeed, he has himself brcadcast in America with gratifying
results.’s Stoll himself recognized, as he told his shareholders
later in 1929, that ‘history is being rapidly made in the enter-
tainment world: variety theatres, dramatic theatres, sound
theatres, silent theatres, new theatres and old theatres, and in
circumstances which are changing almost daily’.+

Personal relations with Stoll remained good, as they did also
with Walter Payne and H. M. Tennent, who was also con-
nected with Moss Empires until he founded the enterprising
firm which bore his name. ‘I got to know Payne very well’,
Roger Eckersley wrote, ‘and he was always a very good friend
to me and very helpful.” George Black, he thought, was ‘one
of the most immaculately dressed people I ever met’.s Other
members of the BBC staff often complained about his ‘Napo-
leonic’ postures—the phrase recurs—but few denied that, as
one BBC Director of Variety was to put it, he was a great man,
‘one of the very greatest that ever graced the lighter side of the
theatre’.6

As a result of these agreements and understandings, well-
known variety turns began to be brought before the listener in
broadcasting seasons which assured him of at lcast one outside

! The meeting was held on 17 Jan. 1929. R. H. Eckersley, George Grossmith,
and Cock represented the BBC. *For a note on Payre’s mood, see Cock to
Eckersley, 22 Nov. 1928. ‘It is not exaggerating to say that he “blew up” . . . and
that we, from the Governors down, ought to be ashamed of ourselves.’

2 *R. A. M. Dix to Cock, 21 Nov. 1928.

3 Stoll Theatres News Service, Press Release, 24 Jan. 1929.

4 Ibid., 31 Oct. 1929.

$ The BBC and All That, p. 149.

¢ Eric Maschwitz, No Chip on My Shoulder (1g60), p. 72.
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performance from a London music hall each week. In 1929 he
could hear popular artists like Jackie Coogan, Marie Burke,
and Flotsam and Jetsam. Not all the stars and programmes,
however, were of the Palladium and Coliseum type. Some
well-known stage variety artists were surprisingly tempera-
mental, finding broadcasting ‘a much greater strain than artists
do on the legitimate stage’.! There was long felt to be a dearth
of comedians, particularly of comedians who could write their
own material. ‘In these days, when songs are only written in
the first instances as dance music, with the lyrics added after, the
so-called humour that these songs contain is often pitiful.’? Some
promising comedians complained also that their material, which
under old conditions would last the length of a tour of the whole
country, was killed by a single broadcast. Clapham and Dwyer,
for example, who first broadcast as a pair in 1926, were not very
keen at first: ‘we had only one act at that time and we really
didn’t want to give it away to thousands listening in’.3

Given such limits, there had to be a persistent search for
talent. Between 1,500 and 2,000 aspiring artists were given
auditions each year in the late 1920s and early 1930s, with less
than 1 per cent. reaching the standard required.+ Fortunately,
some new artists made their mark with the BBC. The BBC Year
Book for 1931, for example, describing the previous year’s pro-
grammes, referred to Gillie Potter and Ronald Frankau as
comedians ‘worthy of the intelligence of the public’: they pro-
vided, it said, ‘the type of comedy that deserves and gets suc-
cess, the type that will become more and more prevalent’. It
added that ‘broadcast vaudeville has attracted a large public
which does not in the ordinary course of events patronise the
music halls. It is for these listeners as well as the others that the
quieter type of vaudeville is broadcast.’s

The difficulties of successfully presenting ‘theatre turns’
were never minimized. Juggling, dancing, trick cycling, and

t BBC Handbook (1928), p. 119. There was also a problem of straight nervousness.
Elsie and Doris Waters, who became such expert broadcasters, were so nervous on
their first broadcast that they called down ‘stern reprimands on the spurious mirth
with which they essayed to conceal it’. Another artist actually fainted when she
saw the light flick her signal to start. See J. Payne, Signature Tune (1947), p. 38.

2 BBC Year Book (1931), p. 207.

3 *These Radio Times, BBC Light Programme, 6 Oct. 1g951.

4 BBC Year Book (1931), p. 209.

s Ibid., pp. 207-9.
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acrobatics were obviously ruled out, like ballet: there was, in
fact, one conjurer billed in 1927, presumably a conjurer with a
running commentary. This was a period when people talked of
‘hearing’ the Derby or the Cup Final, a habit that would have
been meaningless to people of any other age except the blind.!
The hearing was far from ‘straight’, for broadcasting was still
beset with technical and production difficulties. In retrospect
they usually seem as distant as the difficulties of the silent screen,
although they were serious enough at the time. Roars of
laughter, we are told, ruined an act by Will Hay from the
Palladium in 1929 by ‘overwhelming the microphone’: if this
had not been so, the turn would have ‘ranked high’.z

There had been earlier trouble of a different kind at the
Palladium in 1928, when the police complained that theatre-
organ recitals interfered with the work of the nearby magistrates’
court. Copyright was also a perpetual problem, this time to
lawyers, not to engineers. There was a lawsuit in 1928, for ex-
ample, over the BBC production of the musical comedy The
Little Michus; and because owners of the copyright of musical
comedies feared that broadcasting would harm them, such
popular musical comedies as The Geisha and The Merry Widow
could never be broadcast. Nor could full performances of Gilbert
and Sullivan.

Dance music was easy to broadcast, but there were awkward
problems in this kind of programme also. Complaints of ‘song
plugging’ were made frequently in 1928 and 1929, the first
Control Board minute on this subject dating back to February
1928. The minute suggested that to deal with the possible ‘use’
of dance-band leaders—through subsidy—by the writers and
publishers of songs, the aid of the Popular Music Publishers’
Association should be enlisted.3 In fact, dozens of meetings
were held during the following decade—the first of them in
April 1928+—scores of resolutions passed, and many different
procedures adopted without the problem of song plugging being
solved. Questions were even asked in the House of Com-
mons. One of Gerald Cock’s most drastic solutions was physical.

' M. Gorham, Broadcasting and Television Since 1900 (1952), p. 68.

2 BBC Year Book (1930), p. 238.

3 *Control Board Minutes, g Feb. 1928.

+ Tbid., 12 Apr. 1928. There is a vast amount of material in the BBC Archives
on this subject.
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He suggested in February 1929 that dance-band leaders should
not be allowed to use announcing microphones. “This will pre-
vent leaders from telling the public what number they have
played or are about to play.” ‘Should there be any tendency to
shout the number into the announcing microphone,” he added,
‘the latter can be faded down between each number.’!

Neither the dance orchestras, the Performing Right Society,
the newspapers, nor presumably the song writers liked this
drastic arrangement, which was dropped in October 1929.2
Gerald Cock was annoyed that the editor of the Radio Times had
left unexplained why the practice of not announcing numbers
had been adopted. It looked like cussedness, he complained, and
roused the annoyance of a public which was clamouring for
more light entertainment. In the same complaint he criticized
his colleagues in public relations for not making clear that the
BBC’s refusal to pay a sum of £50 to charity for the right to
broadcast the Cup Final was based on principle and not on a
miserly desire to starve the public of the kind of entertainment
it wanted.?

Despite all the difficulties, there were important develop-
ments in broadcast popular entertainment during the late 1920s
and early 1930s. Without cver being caught up in the bigger
world of show business, the BBC successfully organized its own
enterprises and created its own artists, not only comedians but
artists of all kinds, in face of outside restraints and criticisms.

In February 1928 Jack Payne was given the title of Director
of the BBC Dance Orchestra: he took with him to Savoy Hill
the band which had previously broadcast frequently from the
Hotel Cecil. It consisted of ten players (as against Sidney Fir-
man’s six), and his signature tune ‘Say it with Music’ quickly
became popular throughout the country. Jack Payne has told
his own story with great skill and colour—of how he took up

1 *Memorandum by Gerald Cock, 19 Feb. 1929.

2 *Control Board Minutes, 12 Mar. 1928; Memorandum from Cock to Station
Directors, 15 Oct. 1929. In July 1933 the quite different procedure was followed
of having a special BBC official to watch over programmes and ‘empowered, if
need be, to take positive action, including the banning of offenders from the
microphone for a period of at least six months’. (Memorandum by Nicolls, 14 July
1933.)

3 *Memorandum by Cock, g Apr. 1929.
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dance-band leadership in the Midlands when the post-war
public was asking for more and more dance music, of his en-
gagement at the Hotel Cecil in London, of how he yearned to
be travelling along ‘the new road’ of broadcasting himself, and
of how he worked his way into the BBC with Roger Eckersley’s
help.!

From

THE BRITISH BROADCASTING CORPORATION,
Telephone: TEMPLE BAR 8400 SAVOY HILL,
Telegrams: ETHANUZE, LONDON LONDON, W.C.2.

DATE AS POSTMARX

Mr. Jack Payne has asked us to thank you very much for
ycur letter of recent date and he is glad that you appreciate
the work of his dance orchestra. All requests are noted,
but it is not always possible to include them on particular
days owing to the great numbers received.

7. Jack Payne’s Popularity

His first contract covered much more than the broadcasting
of late-evening dance music: he was expected also to provide
a light orchestra for revues and vaudeville programmes and
incidental music for radic plays, if necessary with augmented
numbers.? The orchestra was entirely his own, and he paid his
musicians. At first it was called, misleadingly, ‘the BBC Dance
Orchestra, personally conducted by Jack Payne’. In August
1928 it became ‘Jack Payne and the BBC Dance Orchestra’,
and in November 1929, correctly, at his request, ‘Jack Payne
and his BBC Dance Orchestra’. By then the orchestra was felt
to have a well-known ‘collective personality’, outside as well as
inside the BBC,, and the number of players had risen to fourteen.
Payne’s contractual position had greatly improved also. The
orchestra had twp more members by February 1932, when
Payne left the BBC to begin a successful career on the stage and
in the dance halls.

1 J. Payne, Signature Tune, particularly pp. 118-37. Cf. Eckersley, The BRC and

All That, p. 147.
2 Firman’s band had also been used at first for Variety and Revue accompani-
ments, but it had dropped out of this work by Aug. 1927.
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Jack Payne’s move from the BBC was treated as a ‘sensation’
on many of the newspaper placards. An artist who had made
his name with the BBC was going into ‘show business'—
a reversal of what was still felt to be the normal procedure.
Yet Payne was now in a position to make far more money com-
mercially than he had ever done through sound radio.! His
successor at the BBC was Henry Hall, then thirty-three years of
age and the controller of thirty-two bands playing at London,
Midland, and Scottish Railway Hotels.? Hall started with an
orchestra of fourteen players, including an oboe player, the first
time one had ever been included in a dance orchestra. Changes
were quickly made, however, the oboe player being dropped
and the brass section being extended.? Seven hundred applica-
tions had been received for the first fourteen places in the band.+

Hall’s first broadcast was on 15 March 1932, the first occasion
on which a Broadcasting House studio was employed: it
started two minutes late because the preceding programme had
run over, and consisted of ten tunes which Hall considered
would provide rhythm, harmony, and variety and give adequate
expression to the capabilities of the new combination.s

Before long the scope of his programmes had been consider-
ably widened, for he believed that the surest way of forfeiting
listeners’ good opinions was to lead them to believe ‘he had
only one shot in his locker’. He was always looking for what the
press called ‘Hall Marks’.6 His ‘guest nights’, first broadcast in
1934, were popular not only in Britain but were occasionally
rebroadcast in the United States and Canada. Jack Payne’s
orchestra continued to broadcast from time to time, but Henry
Hall himself quickly became a popular and versatile radio
‘personality’. He even appeared on the stage at Radiolympia
in 1933. His signature tune ‘Here’s to the Next Time’ was com-
posed by Roger Eckersley: it was also the first piece of music
played from the BBC’s new Broadcasting Housc.? Hall admitted
later in life that he owed almost everything to the BBC, a
remark which inspired a comment from Collie Knox that he

! Signature Tune, p. 71.

2 H. Hall, Here’s to the Next Time (1955), p. 83.

3 BBC Year Book (1933), pp. 166—7.

4 *BBC Press Release, 24 Feb. 1932. s *Ibid., 14 Mar. 1932.

6

Here’s to the Next Time, pp. 111, 115.
The BBC and All That, p. 79.
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was probably the only human being alive or dead ‘who has
got out of that extraordinary institution exactly what he
wanted’.!

The second big development in the BBC was the creation of
a separate ‘Revue and Vaudeville Section’ of the Production
Department in March 1930. This was part of a bigger reorgani-
zation. In January 1929 R. E. Jeffrey had been transferred
from the Productions Department to the Production Research
Section, a little group of people, with Lance Sieveking in their
midst, browsing through the whole range of BBC programmes
and initiating experiments wherever they could.? Jeffrey left
the BBC soon afterwards.3 His successor as Productions Director
was Val Gielgud, who had been working as an assistant on the
Radio Times—his first job was editing a page of listeners’ letters
—but who, after graduating through BBC amateur dramatics,
was quickly caught up in professional radio drama, in both
production and research.4 Although it was serious drama rather
than variety which interested Gielgud most, it was he who was
responsible for staging the first variety programmes in a pro-
per theatrical setting, with floodlights, chorus girls, and even
(controversially) a studio audience.

It was Gielgud and Gladstone Murray who brought from
Belfast to London John Watt, a young and energetic producer,
who had made a mark with ‘shoe-string’ revue productions in
the Belfast studio. Watt was given charge of the new Revue
Section in 1930. The Vaudeville Section consisted of Fryer,
Sharman, and Denis Freeman, and Watt worked alongside
Gordon McConnel and Doris Arnold. McConnel had worked
in the Rescarch Section with Sieveking and Gielgud;s Doris
Arnold, who was to become well known to listeners everywhere
with her programme These You Have Loved (1938), had started
her career asa BBC stenographer.® Doris Arnold and McConnel

1 Collie Knox, People of Quality (1947), p. 234-

2 For the Research Department, see below, pp. 160 ff.

3 For Jeflrey and his work, see V. Gielgud, British Radio Drama, 1922-1956 (1957),
pp. 20-21, 24 fI.; The Birth of Broadcasting, pp. 281-3.

¢ For Gielgud’s work in radio drama, see below, pp. 160-9.

s His position there had been considered ‘a little anomalous’, but he insisted
when he moved to his new post that ‘the theoretical freedom which he had
enjoyed had rendered his routine work much less arduous’. * Internal Memorandum
by V. H. Goldsmith, g Jan. 1930.
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were joined in 1932 by Harry S. Pepper, a great character
in show business, born and brought up in it. His father, Will
C. Pepper, had founded the famous Concert Party, “The White
Coons’, on Mumbles Pier in the summer of 1899, and Harry
was proud to revive the show in radio form in August 1932.! The
performers included Elsie and Doris Waters, Wynne Ajello,
and C. Denier Warren. Pepper and Doris Arnold shared the
pianos and quickly became broadcasting partners in song and
music acts. They were to marry in 1943.

There were many new ‘departures’ both in revue and vaude-
ville under the new régime. The most significant of them in
retrospect were the first ‘series’ programmes. John Watt’s Songs
From the Shows began its long run in April 1931, Music Hall its
even longer run in March 1932.2 Harry S. Pepper’s White
Coons’ Concert Party was the third of the series.

Music Hall was one of the first programmes to be broadcast
with an invited audience, and it brought to the microphone
both well-established artists and new ones. Among the latter
were Flanagan and Allen, who were first heard in 1932. The
curious link between amateur and professional in the early
history of BBC light entertainment is demonstrated by the fact
that the stage equipment for the first performance of Music
Hall was borrowed from the BBC Amateur Dramatic Society.

The first White Coons’ Concert Party broadcast was fol-
lowed in January 1933 by the Kentucky Minstrels: only Doris
Arnold and Harry S. Pepper had much confidence in the idea
behind the new show, that of reviving a ‘real old-time black-
faced, “Sit around” show, as in the days of Moore and Bur-
gess’, but their confidence soon proved abundantly justified.
Pepper wrote the signature tune and the hit song of 1934,
‘Carry me back to green green pastures’. Leslie Woodgate was
also associated with the show from the start as conductor of the
choir of thirty singers, and Scott and Whaley were the two
extremely popular comedians.

Revivals of this kind have always had a place in show busi-
ness. Val Gielgud, however, planned to write a new style of
radio operetta, ‘musicals’ particularly adapted to sound radio.
It was with this in mind that he approached Eric Maschwitz,

' Radio Times, 25 Aug. 1932.
2 *These Radio Times, BBC Light Programme, 13 Oct. 1951,
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who had been his editor while he worked on the Radio Times,
was passionately interested both in writing and in the stage,
and was married to Hermione Gingold. Maschwitz had started
work in the BBC as a member of the Outside Broadcasts
Department in 1926, and his first nine months had been spent
in ‘uproarious occasions with Gerald Cock at theatres, fooiball
matches and the like’ and church services, which were his special
responsibility. On the death of Walter Fuller, the talented and
cultured editor of the Radio Times, in September 1927, Masch-
witz had taken over, first as acting and then as established
editor.!

The Radio Times then and later was a centre of inspiration in
relation to the entertainment side of broadcasting. In addition
to Gielgud, Maschwitz also had under his direction Laurence
Gilliam, who later became Head of Features,2 and Maurice
Gorham, his art editor, who was to have an extremely varied
and lively BBC career as editor of the Radio Times, Director of
the North American Service, Head of the Light Programme,
and Head of Television. Gorham has also written copiously
about the history both of the BBC and of broadcasting as a
whole.3

The milicu was favourable, but Maschwitz had individual
gifts which would have pushed him to the forefront in a quite
different kind of organization. He wrote the words of the best-
selling popular song, ‘These Foolish Things’, with melody
by Jack Strachey and went on to co-operate with George
Posford in the kind of operectta about which Gielgud had
dreamed. The result was Good Night, Vienna, finished in 1932.
The operctta was broadcast for the first time—with great
success—in 1932. The BBC was not to have the monopoly of
the new kind of musical. Maschwitz was rung up the day after
the broadcast by Herbert Wilcox, the film producer, with an
offer to buy the film rights. The result was the first musical
talkie made in Britain, with Anna Neagle and Jack Buchanan

' For Fuller’s contribution to BBC history, see M. Gorham, Sound and Fury,
particularly pp. 11-12, 22, 27-28; No Chip on My Shoulder, p. 51; The Birth of
Broadcasting, p. 306.

2 For Gilliam and his work, see below, pp. 112-13, 167-9.

3 See particularly the two books frequently cited in the footnotes of this History
—Sound and Fury, an autobiography, and Broadcasting and Television since 1900,
a general survey.
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as stars. ‘So’, writes Maschwitz, ‘I became, almost by accident,
a lyric writer and in a sense a musical playwright too.’

There was no accident about his later career. He continued
to write radio shows and to take an interest in films, visited
Hollywood, and through both his social life and his work on
the Radio Times met many of the people whom he was later to
employ. In the meantime, Val Gielgud was finding himself
overworked in the Production Department. There was more
than enough to do with radio drama by itself ‘without troubling
himself with ukelele players and comedians’.z In 1933, there-
fore, there was a change in internal organization within the
BBC, which marked the beginnings of really effective machinery
for the development of popular entertainment. A quite separate
Variety Department was created, and Maschwitz was put in
charge of it.

Roger Eckersley has said that he ‘seduced’ Maschwitz from
the Radio Times.* In fact, there had been long and heart-
searching discussions in the BBC during the year 1932 about the
whole future of its policy for popular entertainment. After the
move to Broadcasting House, it was decided that the popular
entertainment side of broadcasting should receive much more
attention: the development of the Empire Service gave added
force to the decision.# So too did the increasing public appeal
of commercial programmes broadcast from Radio Normandie
and Radio Luxembourg.s Finally, there was a new crisis in
the BBC’s dealings with outside entertainment interests.

George Black had been extremely irritated in 1931 when the
BBC proposed, for reasons of economy during the financial
crisis, that relays from the Palladium should cease, at least as
a temporary measure.® Perhaps in consequence, in October
1931 he reimposed the broadcasting ban on his artists which he
had lifted in 1928.7 Cock understood Black’s ‘point of view as
a businessman’ and warned Roger Eckersley that ‘the whole of
my original six months of difficult negotiations to remove “bans”
from stage artists in vaudeville threatens now to be nullified’.

T No Chip on My Shoulder, p. 57. * The BBC and All That, p. 79.

3 Ibid., p. 64. * For the Empire Service, see below, pp- 369 ff.

5 See below, pp. 350ff.

6 *Cock to Black, 7 Oct. 1931. For the financial crisis and its effects, see below,

p- 556.
7 *Lance Sieveking to Cock, 7 Oct. 1931.
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He argued rightly that the decision to ceasc the Palladium
relays had becn a ‘false economy’, and had led to what Black
thought was a breach of faith.* Gielgud backed him up. ‘Either
we must undertake a battle to the death with Black and the
G.T.C. for the complete independence of our vaudeville artists’,
he told Eckersley, ‘or else we must admit a blunder and get
out of it as best we can.” A battle would be both wasteful and
futile. ‘We are not in a position to offer any artiste a complete
livelihood, and an attempt to mobilise public opinion on our
side would be a double-ecdged weapon.’? Black controlled one-
third of the BBC’s artists, and he was, after all, ‘representing an
organisation’ just as the BBC was.

With these considerations in mind Cock persuaded Black,
with Gielgud and Eckersley’s approval, immediately to cancel
the ban on condition that the relays restarted.3 Unfortunately
Black remained suspicious and throughout the rest of the 1930s,
as his power increased, his suspicions of the BBC increased.
The merger between the General Theatre Corporation and
Moss Empires in 1932 gave Black contrcl over both circuits,
and he imposed bans intermittently—and somewhat arbitrarily
—on many of the army of artists whose livelihood he controlled.
Despite his ostensible lifting of the ban in October 1932, by the
end of the year he had withheld permission to broadcast from
Dajos Bela’s Orchestra, Layton and Johnstone, Norman Long,
and Max Miller, though their performances had all been adver-
tised in the Radio Times.*

Confronted by Black, the BBC looked around for allies—
other managements, some of the independent theatrical
agencies, the gramophone-record companies, Equity, and the
Variety Artistes’ Federation—but above all, it searched for its
own artists. In January 1933, a few months before Maschwitz
was appointed to his new post, a BBC memorandum read, ‘we
should definitely refuse either to pay the G.T.C. a subsidy or

1 #Cock to R. H. Eckersley, 7 Oct. 1931. ‘Seeing that I held Black with us
against the strongest possible pressure from the managements wishing to exercise
a general ban on BBC Variety [cf. Gillespie and Stoll’s threats and even Walter
Payne’s prophecies] I feel I have to a certain extent personally been obliged to
break faith with him. 2 #Gielgud to R. H. Eckersley, 8 Oct. 1931.

3 #Cock to R. H. Eckersley, 8 Oct. 1931.

+ *Memorandum by Cock, ‘Resumption of G.T.C. studios’ bans on Vaudeville
Artists’, 16 Dec. 1932; further Memorandum of 19 Dec. 1932; Daily Express,
21 Dec. 1932.
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fee per artist, and further refuse to make any commitment which
would in effect make BBC vaudeville a publicity medium for
G.T.C.. .. We can pull through quite comfortably, with the
recording companies’ co-operation as a trump card.”t

It was around this time that a long cool look at ‘entertain-
ment’ policy was beginning to clarify what the BBC could and
could not do. It shared with the theatre a shortage of ‘entertain-
ment material’, yet it could not or would not call upon the
financial resources of the largest theatre managers. Whereas
in the United States commercial sponsors were willing to spend
up to 25,000 dollars on a single hour’s programme, and ‘pro-
fessional broadcasters’ of light entertainment were able to make
large incomes by concentrating on radio work alone, in Britain
the costs of individual broadcasts were severely restricted. The
BBC thus had little chance of creating and retaining performers
who would remain radio artists, developing their performances
on lines most suited to broadcasting. There were genuine diffi-
culties not only in business dealings with the theatre but in the
adaptation for radio of a basic tradition of popularentertainment
which was visual, gregarious, and ribald. The slicker and more
sophisticated side of entertainment, associated with the revue,
could easily become so slick and sophisticated that it ceased to
be popular at all.

As a result of the changes of 1933, Gielgud remained Head
of the Productions Department with four producers and a team
of three researchers, while Maschwitz had seven producers—
McConnel for light opera and old-time musical comedy, Watt
and Pepper for revue and concert-party work, Freeman and
Mark Lubbock (‘one of the few old Etonians who can ever
have danced in the chorus of a London show’)? for radio
operettas and ‘light productions’, and Sharman and Webster
for vaudeville and music hall, the latter concentrating on
Empire programmes. In addition he had Stanford Robinson as
Music Director,? Henry Hall and the Dance Orchestra, Doris
Arnold as Musical Assistant to Watt and Pepper, and Jean
Melville as an extra accompanist. The responsibility for ‘studio

! *Memorandum by Cock, ‘Resumption of G.T.C. studios’ bans on Vaudeville
Artists’, 2 Jan. 1933. * No Chip on My Shoulder, p. 65.
3 He did not get this title until Sept, 1934. See below, p. 182.
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management, effects, balance and control’ was left with Gielgud,
but Brian Michie and his ‘effects staff’ and Askew and his
‘balance and control staff” were to work equally with both
departments.!

The ‘effects staff” was one of the most interesting units in the
BBC. Beginning with hand effects only, the members of the
effects unit soon guaranteed to produce any noise required.
Some of them were to have distinguished careers in production.
Brian Michie was an ex-L.C.C. schoolmaster; C. A. Ladbrook
and George Inns had started their BBC careers as messengers.
They provided an invaluable link between drama and features
on the one hand and light entertainment on the other.2 Michie
was very warmly praised by Maschwitz when the changes of
1933 took place. ‘He knows studio work backwards, has a
calm nerve, an occasional touch of inspiration and, very import-
ant, an unassuming manner which is greatly appreciated by our
artists.”s With such a testimonial, it is not surprising that Michie
was soon transferred to production work and became an inter-
viewer in In Town Tonight.

The ‘balance and control staff” had been entrusted since the
earliest days of broadcasting with the responsibility of placing
microphones in the studios so that they would achieve the
correct balance and of regulating volume so that it did not over-
load the transmitters. After 1933 the stage managers and
members of ‘the balance and control section’ were known as
‘studio assistants’ and the ‘effects staff’ as ‘junior studio assis-
tants’.4 Changes in title involved, in this case, some real changes
in function. They reflected developments in studio technique,
which are far from easy to trace in exact chronological sequence.
Rex Haworth, working with Stanford Robinson and Gordon
McConnel,showed great ingenuity in dealing with the technical
presentation of musical comedy and light opera. Work of this
kind called upon the imagination of the engineer as well as his
technical knowledge, and by 1939 ‘the balance and control
staff” were working directly under F. W. Alexander as Head
Programme Engineer.

T *Memorandum from the Controller, 31 Mar. 1933.

2 Sce also below, pp. 165-8.

3 *Memorandum by Maschwitz, ‘Variety Department Staff’, 10 May 1933.
4 *Internal Instruction, no. 291, 2 Jan. 1935.




96 PROGRAMMES AND THE PUBLIC

One of the basic developments of the 1930s was the improve-
ment of studio acoustics. The earliest studios at Savoy Hill had
been very heavily damped with felt on the walls and ceilings,
and there had been a lavish use of curtains. It was not until
1927 that attempts were made to increase reverberation by
covering the felted walls with paper so that sound quality
would be lighter and more lively. In the preparations for the
move to Broadcasting House, H. W. L. Kirke and R. Howe
of the Engineering Research Department experimented with
sound-absorbing materials, which were later used in the new
studios, and when additional studios were opened at Maida
Vale in 1934, resonant floors were introduced along with
resonant dados of wood with an air space between panel and
wall.z

Acoustics was—and is—a very inexact science, the study of
which had been long neglected in Britain. Some of the best acou-
stic conditions were associated with buildings where no special
precautions had been taken. The lounge of the Grand Hotel
at Eastbourne, for example, where Albert Sandler played, was a
model in this respect. The desirable ‘echo effect’ there led to
attempts to introduce ‘artificial echo’ to BBC studio output, and
echo-room techniques were developed by the BBC’s Engineer-
ing Research Department long before they became essential to
the equipment of certain kinds of ‘pop’ singer.? Many other
special devices were associated with the Production Group of
studios on the sixth and seventh floors of Broadcasting House.
Studio 6D, like the Effects Studio at Savoy Hill, was equipped
with machines for the production of every conceivable noise,
including a large tank for water noises, a wind machine,
suspended sheets for thunder, and even a barrel organ. Studio
6E, with elaborate electrical controls, contained six gramophone
turntables to be used for ‘mixing’ a variety of noises, including
applause.3

Within the studios, much depended on the evolution of
‘microphone techniques’. Four different designs of microphone

! Paper by Kirke and Howe to the Institution of Electrical Engineers, 1936.
See also paper by H. Bishop,

2 BBC Handbook (1929), pp. 298-301.

3 BBC Year Book (1932), p- 74. It was the policy of the BBC throughout the 1930s
not to introduce artificial applause into studio programmes.
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were employed between 1927 and 1939." The Round-Sykes
electro-dynamic microphone, which had been a very valuable
instrument because of its silent background, had been in general
use since the earliest days of broadcasting. It had, however, a
small angle of sensitivity, in front only, and outside this angle
it was sensitive only to low frequencies. This did not prevent
it from being disturbed by draughts and movement. The Reiss
carbon granule microphone was introduced in 1926. It had
a good frequency response, but had trouble with ‘s’s and was
prone to ‘blasting’ in loud passages and hiss in weak passages.
Yet it was more sensitive than the Round-Sykes microphone,
and it remained in service until the late 1930s. The moving-coil
microphone—of American origin—was smaller and had a silent
background. It was used experimentally in 1932, and in greatly
improved form is still used in outside broadcasts—most of which
require multiple-microphone techniques.2 The angle of sensi-
tivity was not so wide as the Reiss, but its frequency response
was better and it did not ‘blast’.

Lastly, the BBC ribbon microphone, designed by F. W,
Alexander of the BBC in 1934, represented a revolutionary
advance. It had the enormous advantage of being sensitive for
about 120 degrees both at the front and the back, and of having
two dead sectors of about 60 degrees on either side. The fre-
quency response did not vary, however, in the horizontal plane.
Its value in variety—as in drama and radio discussion work—
was obvious, and it became the standard studio microphone in
1936. It had the additional advantage of being cheap. The
Marconi Company sold it for about £9 as against the price of
£ 40 for the moving-coil microphone.

Advantageous though the new microphone obviously was,
its development by engineers was not fully co-ordinated with the
work of the producers, and there was some friction between
producers, who had become used to less highly developed
microphones, and engineers who were interested in technical
perfection. The eventual result, however, was closer liaison
between engincers and producers. R. T. B. Wynn, Senior

! There was also a fifth, the condenser microphone, used in various forms
experimentally between 1927 and 1939. The first example, the Western Electric
Microphone, is illustrated in the BBC Handbook (1929), p. 302. The conderser
microphone was to become a service microphone during the 1950s.

2 See BBC Year Book (1932), ‘The Technique of Outside Broadcasts’, pp. 345-7.

C 1995 H




98 PROGRAMMES AND THE PUBLIC

Superintendent Enginecr in charge of Operations and Main-
tenance, was appointed as the representative of the Enginecering
Department to maintain close liaison formally through a Micro-
phone Committee and informally in many ways. This side of
BBC engineering has a special fascination of its own.

One main problem in liaison was not solved until the Second
World War. There was no adequate control of ‘continuity’.
The centralization of continuity and control in the main Con-
trol Room on the eighth floor at the top of Broadcasting House
could often lead to tension between programme producers and
junior engineers—and incidentally to strange incongruities for
the listener, like the fading back to dance music after the first
bulletin on King George V’s serious illness in 1936. The broad-
casting of the unforgettable remarks of Lieut.-Commander
Woodrooffe at the Spithead Review of May 1937, beginning
with the phrase ‘The Fleet is all lit up’, was a further demon-
stration of the inflexibility of the centralized Control Room. It
was not until after 1939, however, that a new de-centralized
continuity system came into operation.! It had been suggested
first by Wynn as a direct result of the Woodrooffe incident, and
it was designed by C. H. Colborn. The system consisted essenti-
ally of two rooms separated by a glass panel and sound-
insulated from each other. One was manned by a technical
operator who was provided with technical facilities for selecting
and mixing programmes and checking quality. The other was
an announcing studio manned by the presentation announcer
for the programme or network. The latter was responsible for
making quick decisions about the running of the programme
and for making stop-gap announcements. Other countries
followed the BBC in developing this ‘continuity system’, which
was so efficient that it quickly became taken for granted, like
so many of the achievements of the engineers.

Other aspects of the relationship betwcen engineers and pro-
gramme producers centred on the development of recording.?
The idea of ‘bottled programmes’ had been mooted as early
as 1927—partly as a device for ensuring the provision of repeat

! For this account, which cannot be traced in the Archives, I am grateful to the
Hon. R. T. B. Wynn. For information on microphones 1 am grateful to Dr. F. W.
Alexander.

2 See also above, p. 6.
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programmes in an Empire Scrvice so that in different time
zones listeners could listen at convenient hours'—and dicta-
phones were used in 1927 to record both a rugby match be-
tween England and Wales and the Grand National. It was not,
however, until after Blattner’s development of the 1925 Stille
clectro-magnetic machine for recording programmes on stecel
wire or tape that recording became a practical possibility, if
still a very cumbrous one.2 The value of the machine lay in the
fact that immediate play-back was possible along with electrical
editing and ‘wiping’ of the tape for re-use. Carpendale and
Ashbridge visited the Blattner studios at Elstree in 1g29,3 and
in 1931 a Blattnerphone recording machine was installed at
Savoy Hill. It was transferred in 1932 to the seventh floor of
Broadcasting House and supplemented by other machines of
improved design. H. L. Fletcher, who became first Recorded
Programmes Executive in January 1934,* was the kind of
imaginative person who could see a direct link between engineer-
ing techniques and programme production, even though the
Blattnerphone was an awkward piece of apparatus and the
cutting of steel tapes was a hazardous procedure, requiring
‘battleship’-driving machinery.

Fletcher used the new apparatus to experiment with sound.
Pieces of Tape (1932) was produced from a number of Blattner-
phone tapes recorded during the year. Stars in their Courses
(1933) featured Dame Irene Vanbrugh, Fay Compton, Sir
Frank Benson, and Matheson Lang. The use of the technique
in news programmes was obvious,S and Radio Gazette (1935)
pointed the way forward to such popular programmes of the
future as Radio Newsreel. ‘We have built a number of pro-

¥ *Beadle to Reith, 12 May 1927. Beadle referred in this interesting memoran-
dum on the ‘General Principles of an Empire Broadcasting Scheme’ to ‘Captain
Eckersley’s ““bottled programme’ idea’. Eckersley was thinking of recordir.g on
iron wire at this time. A BBC engineer was sent to Berlin to investigate German
developments in 1927. Reith’s Report to the Board of Governors, 15 June 19275.

2 See J. W. Godfrey, ‘The History of BBC Sound Recording’ in the Journal of
the British Sound Recording Association.

3 *Control Board Minutes, g Dec. 1929.

4+ *Internal Memorandum, no. 254. Fletcher, who had been transferred in March
1933 from Programme Routine to a new Recorded Programmes Section. was
assigned the task of providing a link between the Technical Recording Section (in
the Engineering Branch) and the Programme Services Executive, R. J. F. Howgill.

At the same time a separate Gramophone Section was set up.
5 Sec below, p. 155.
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grammes from records’, Fletcher wrote as early as January
1934, including ‘guessing games’ and ‘retrospective programmes’
like What’s On In Town? ‘in which an overseas visitor returns
to the Dominions and describes his experiences’. “The use of
recorded material’, he added, ‘involves a definite working know-
ledge [on the part of producers] of a new and special technique
which arises from the special nature of the new machinery
employed.”t When Thomas Jones first heard of it in 1933 he
was more guarded in his reception of the new invention, which
he described as ‘new marvels in the behaviour of electrons in
recording human wisdom—and folly’.?

If Blattnerphone made recording feasible, it also left it
expensive, and even after the introduction of the Marconi-
Stille machine in 19343—six machines were installed in pairs,
at Maida Vale—the search for alternative methods of recording
continued. There were technical difficulties, too, associated
with ‘wow’, the wavering of pitch, and ‘plop’, extraneous dis-
turbances. BBC engineers were always searching for a better
process, and the development of flat-disc recording produced in
1933 what in many ways was a far more flexible system. Cecil
Watts, the Managing Director of the Marguerite Sound Studios
in Old Compton Street, worked with zinc or aluminium disc-
recording—the discs had a lacquer or acetate surface—and the
BBC began to co-operate with Watts in October.* The results
were found to be sufficiently satisfactory for the BBC to prefer
his apparatus to that of German competitors. The number of
Watts discs used inside the BBC in 1936 was double that in
1935. Disc editing became possible, and John Lock of the
Engineering Division developed a mechanism to locate the
exact groove on each disc on which an incident or even a word
was recorded.

George Inns was one of the first highly skilled operators of
this equipment as of so much else, and one of the first deliberate
uses of editing was in the recording of the speech of the Garter
King at Arms at the proclamation of George VI. With only the
original voice being used, a repeated spoonerism—‘our right

t *Fletcher to Dawnay, 12 Jan. 1934.

2 T, Jones, A Diary with Letters (1954), p- 89.

3 *On g Nov. 1933 MacLarty, Howe, and Patrick visited Chelmsford to inspect
this model.

+ *Bishop to Watts, 24 Oct. 1933.




ENTERTAINMENT 101

liegeful Lord’ instead of ‘our rightful liege Lord’—was cor-
rected, after the Garter King at Arms and the Director-General
had given their consent. The record was long used as a test of
editing skill for trainees.! Such selective editing was also used
in the Empire Service to cut recordings of home programmes
which would otherwise have taken up too much time.

It is interesting to note that while editing was being used
for these innocent purposes in Broadcasting House, its more
sinister possibilities were being recognized in Germany. The
more general use of recording was held back in Britain, partly
for reasons of cost—gramophone disc-recording and excerpts
from the sound track of films were particularly expensive?—
partly because there was a very powerful feeling in almost all
programme departments that it was better to broadcast ‘live’.
‘If an hour’s programme requires to be recorded on wax for
any special reason’, the Variety Executive wrote in 1936, ‘it
must be borne in mind that this is a very costly business and
cannot be done unless there are some very special reasons for
it.”s “If artists know they are being recorded and a re-take can
be made if they “fluff”’,’ another BBC official put it, ‘they tend
to give a mediocre performance. A live broadcast, with the
artist having a “‘this is it” feeling when the red light comes on,
gives the most satisfaction to listeners.’s

Recording, nonetheless, made producers more conscious of
‘quality production’ and ultimately may have made some of
them, at least, less afraid of working without scripts. ‘In the
Savoy Hill days, we never had scripts’, one of the Houston
Sisters recalled later.s Yet by 1935 scripts were almost obligatory
in light entertainment as elsewhere.5 Another aspect of re-
cording, which later revolutionized light entertainment, was
very slow to develop before 1939—the recording of outside
broadcasts. A 3o-cwt. Morris Commercial truck was bought in

! For this story, which cannot be traced in the Archives, I am grateful to Mr.
H. L. Fletcher, who has also provided me with much other useful information about
recording.

2 In 1935 the BBC realized that it would be useful to have engineers with
gramophone-company experience, and F. H. Dart was brought in with tkis in
mllm’i‘.Notc by M. M. Dewar, 25 Mar. 1936.

4 Note by R. C. Patrick, to whom I am grateful for information on this subject.

s *BBC Programme, These Radio Times, 3 Nov. 1951.
¢ See J. C. Cannell, In Town Tonight (1935), pp. 21-22.
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1935, but there was a tendency inside the BBC to regard it as
a toy and there were disputes both about its control and its use.
Two more trucks were bought and both were equipped with
Watts recorders, yet they were so huge and unwieldy that they
were ultimatcly used as static channels during the Second
World War. L. F. Lewis suggested, more practically, in 1936
that recording apparatus might also be fitted into a lighter
touring car, but it was not until September 1938 that a Chrysler
was bought for this purpose. It was the war which gave mobile
recording the great boost it had never had in time of peace.

In this as in so many other branches of broadcasting, the
ordinary listener, when he listened, had no conception of the
complexities of organization which lay behind even the lightest
of light entertainment. By the very nature of broadcasting, the
best results could be obtained only through the willing co-
operation—at the programme level—of the producer and the
engineer. Lynton Fletcher always saw the importance of this.
So did R. T. B. Wynn. Fletcher was not sure, in fact, whether his
place should be with programmes or with administration. He
thought of the manipulation of technique as ‘creative’ in itself,
a field for experiment as well as a field of service. Wynn shifted
attention from the ‘big’ engineering problems, associated with
the Regional Scheme or with Empire broadcasting, to what
went on in the studio itself.

That difficulties remained is shown by the history of the last
of the systems of recording tried out during the 193os—the
Philips—Miller system. Apparatus for this system was produced
in Holland and was first employed by the BBC on a trial basis
in October 1936.! It was a reliable but expensive film-type
recorder system, and it guaranteed better quality than any
system previously used.? As such it naturally commended itself
to the engineers for many types of recording. The Programme
Departments, however, were less impressed. They had been
asking for more Blattnerphone and Watts disc apparatus and
failing to get it, through no fault of the engincers. Now it seemed
that, with the more expensive apparatus, they were going to
be able to record less than they had recorded before. They
clashed with the engineers also on the question of the case of

1 *For the beginning of negotiations, Jardine Brown to Meys, 5 Dec. 1935.
z *L, \V. Hayes to Felix Greene, 29 Jan. 1937.
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editing the products of the new system.* The result of the differ-
ence of opinion, as might have been expected, was a com-
promise. Philips—Miller apparatus was acquired, but more of
the other apparatus was acquired also. Gielgud collected the
opinions of his colleagues and recommended this compromise
in May 1937.2

Techniques helped to shape BBC programmes, but the main
theme of Eric Maschwitz’s régime as Director of Variety from
1933 to 1937 was not technique but romance. This was the
‘romantic era’ in popular entertainment, with a deliberate
emphasis on gaiety, colour, and movement.? The mood was
quite different from that of the first BBC shows of the 1g920s,
many of them hearty and uninvolved. It was not that simplicity
was discarded—the BBC Year Books speak, indeed, of a reaction
against ‘cleverness—but the simplicity related to techniques,
not to style and tastes# Symbolic of the new period was
Maschwitz’s Balalaika, written in collaboration with George
Posford and originally entitled The Gay Hussar. 'The story of
what happened to the production of Balalaika, as told by Masch-
witz, is almost as exciting as the plot itself:5 so too is the story
of what happened to Variety.

This was the golden age of nostalgic light music, mainly
sweet but sometimes bitter-sweet, as the title of Noél Coward’s
highly successful musical play of 1929 expressed it.6 Good Night,
Vienna was revived in 1933 as deliberate ‘radio operetta’, along
with a number of studio-produced musical comedies. In 1934
Gordon McConnel’s production of The Lilac Domino—the
music by Charles Cuvillier—and John Watt’s version of Show
Boat—the great Drury Lane triumph of 1928 with music by
Jerome Kern and libretto by Oscar Hammerstein—were
greatly appreciated. Bitter Sweet followed in 1935, as part of the

1 *Note by Fletcher, g Feb. 1937.

2 *Note by Val Gielgud, 26 May 1937. See also Control Board Minutes, 29 June
1937; Bishop to Jardine Brown, 22 Oct. 1937; Jardine Brown to Meys, 26 Oct.
1937. The agreement between the Philips Company and the BBC was signed on
30 Nov. 1938,

3 * These Radio Times, BBC Light Programme, 13 Oct. 1951.

4 BBC Year Book (1935), p. 57. See also above, pp. 57-61.

s For the fascinating detailed story of this musical play, see No Chip on My

Shoulder, ch. vii.
6 The title was suggested by Alfred Lunt. See Fifly Years of Vauderille, p. 182.
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Silver Jubilee Festival, along with a revival of The Getsha. The
Student Prince and The Vagabond King (with Bebe Daniels in the
leading part) followed in 1936. It says much for Maschwitz’s
initiative that there was a spate of original BBC musical plays
and operettas to vie with such established stage successes. While
Gordon McConnel and Henrik Ege were specializing in the
difficult art of compressing 150-minute theatre shows into 75
minutes, they and other writers were at the same time producing
such brand new BBC shows as Never Talk to Strangers, Three
Cornered Hat, and Monqy Jor Jam (1936).

Maschw1tz did four important things in his tenure of office
from 1933 to 1937. First, he started a new BBC Theatre, St.
George’s Hall, across from Broadcasting House in Langham
Place. Second, he pushed towards its logical conclusion the
policy of encouraging new performers and new ‘runs’ or ‘series’
of shows, of which Songs From the Shows, Music Hall, The White
Coons, and The Kentucky Minstrels had been early examples.
Third, he introduced many new ideas into popular entertain-
ment, from the unscripted Christmas party to the ‘symphonic’
treatment of dance music. Fourth, he interested the press and
the public in what he was doing. For the first time the doings
of the BBC became news in the entertainment world. Behind
the scenes, Maschwitz was often conscious of almost overwhelm-
ing difficulties—the intermittent bans were one, the overwork
another—but they were seldom allowed to darken the gaiety
and colour of the picture as a whole.

The opening of St. George’s Hall in Langham Place on 25
November 1933 was not only a sign that Broadcasting House
was too small but that broadcast popular entertainment had
reached a position of independence.! The theatre had been
empty for only a few months since the last performance of
Jasper Maskelyne’s White Magic, and the BBC acquired it after
quick and straightforward negotiations. Maschwitz took over
a large room above the theatre where he enjoyed what he has
described as ‘a pleasant sense of escape from the growing for-
mality of existence at Broadcasting House’. The members of
the Variety team called each other by their first names, ate and
drank together, and ‘were friends’.?

! The first broadcast from St. George’s Hall had been given earlier—on 23 Oct.
1933. 2 No Chip on My Shoulder, p. 70.
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There were new faces too—A. W. (‘Bill’) Hanson, the first
producer of In Town Tonight, whose unfortunate death in
January 1938 robbed broadcasting of a very talented producer;!
Max Kester, the son of a Yorkshire journalist and cartoonist;
Ernest Longstaffe, later of Palace of Varieties fame, who had
once posted showbills for Karno and had written and produced
broadcasts (including the Bee Bee Cabaret) as early as 1926
before becoming a full-time member of the BBC staff in May
1935; and Charles Shadwell, who was appointed Conductor
and Music Assistant in the BBC Variety Department in May
1936. Maschwitz recognized the importance of building up a
staff, the members of which would be capable of ‘writing up a
situation or improving artists’ material’:3 Shadwell, with his
loud and infectious laugh, was certainly to be remarkably
effective in bringing the best out of the material which was
there, from Music Hall to war-time Garrison Theatre.

A further new appointment was that of Theatre Organist. In
the autumn of 1936 a theatre organ was installed at St. George’s
Hall, and it was decided to find an experienced permanent
organist rather than to employ a number of people on pro-
gramme contract. The appointment was authorized in June
1936,4 and Reginald Foort was appointed in November.s He
broadcast frequently until, in 1938, he followed Jack Payne’s
example and appeared as an ‘act’ in music halls, carrying a
huge organ round with him. By then his fan mail amounted to
4,000 letters a year. There were other artists appearing in St.
George’s Hall who turned to the stage after they had made their
BBC reputation—even Christopher Stone once appeared on the
stage of the Palladium—and it was from St. George’s Hall that
the weekly Music Hall programme was broadcast. Harry S.

1 *¢] Jike the idea of Hanson, and think we should get him at once’, Maschwitz
wrote to Eckersley on 10 May 1933. He called Hanson ‘an ideal man for a job in
which adult good sense, business ability and a flair for production are essential’
and said that his appointment was urgently needed if his own appointment ‘is to
bear fruit’. For Hanson’s own story, sce In Town Tonight, pp. 78-87.

2 S. A. Moseley, Who’s Who in Broadcasting (1933), P- 953 *Memorandum en the
Variety Department Staff, 17 May 1935.

3 *Maschwitz, ‘Stafl Writers for the Variety Department’, 13 June 1934.

4 *Dewar to C. H. Brewer, 29 June 1936.

s *BBC Press Release, 20 Oct. 1936, describes the organ. Foort also wrote a BBC
pamphlet on the working of the organ, which he described as ‘the grandest. most
versatile, most satisfying theatre organ in the world’.
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Pepper has written, indeed, not of ‘the romantic era’ but of ‘the
St. George’s Hall era of Variety’.

Maschwitz’s second achievement was to discover new per-
formers, including performers from the provinces, and to
increase the number of regular ‘series’ of broadcasts, widening
the range to include programmes quite different in scope and
style from Music Hall. In 1934 alone the new performers
included Vic Oliver, Tod Slaughter, Claude Dampier, and
Sandy Powell. Other performers who made their reputations
with the BBC, as Mabel Constanduros and John Henry had
done, were Leonard Henry, Clapham and Dwyer, Ronald
Frankau, Elsie and Doris Waters, John Tilley, Les Allen, Gillie
Potter, Elizabeth Welch, Olive Groves, Bertha Wilmott, Anona
Winn, Tessa Deane, Alexander and Mose, ‘Mrs. Feather’ (Jeanne
de Casalis), Adele Dixon, Arthur Marshall, and Beryl Orde.

‘We should do all that we can to discover and groom such
stars’, Maschwitz wrote in 1936, when he was complaining
along the old familiar lines of a shortage of comedians and
‘stars’. ‘Occasionally’, he added, ‘they drop like manna out of
heaven’, like Arthur Marshall and Beryl Orde, but more usually
they had to be ‘discovered’ and ‘trained’. With this object in
view, he suggested (abortively) an ‘act building’ department and
encouraged the appointment of ‘Variety apprentices’, young
people who made a good impression at auditions and were
thought capable of becoming ‘first-rate broadcasters’.! He also
gave his support to a young Canadian producer, Carroll Levis,
who in 1937 put before him the idea of programmes of amateur
‘discoveries’ just when Maschwitz’s own ideas for new pro-
grammes were running out:

I wanna be discovered, Mr. Levis,

Now don’t you think that I’ve got what it takes,

My family think I’m good, of course, that’s understood,
But somehow I can never get the breaks.

There was some doubt as to whether this song could go on the
air, when it had Levis’s name in the title and when other songs
‘dealing with milk bars, tea, etc. had all been banned’. The song,
like the idea, stayed.

! *Memorandum of 14 Mar, 1935; ‘Memorandum on Microphone Talent’,
3 Mar. 1936.
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In the meantime, while the critics were praising ‘the brusque
satire of Gillie Potter, the deprecating shyness of John Tilley,
the off-hand jokes of Christopher Stone, “Stainless Stephen’s”
punctilious pronunciation and the never-risky riskiness of A. J.
Alan’,' there had been a quite remarkable spate of rew pro-
grammes. The first of them was In Town Tonight which was first
broadcast on 18 November 1933, with its signature tune, Eric
Coates’s ‘Knightsbridge March’, chosen by Maschwitz himself.
The idea of In Town Tonight was a by-product of Maschwitz’s
experience on the Radio Times: the programme was to be a ‘shop
window for any topical feature that might bob up too late to
be included in the Radio Times’.2 For years there had been spaces
in the published programmes labelled ‘Surprise Item’: Masch-
witz and Bill Hanson set out in November 1933 to pack the
surprise items together in an attractive pareel.

The form of the programme was decided upon only on the
morning of the first performance—the ‘roar of London’s traffic’,
the flower girl murmuring ‘sweet violets’, and the ‘stentorian
shout’ of ‘stop! Freddie Grisewood was the first—normally
quite unstentorian—shouter.3 The first programme, like so many
of the first programmes of series which eventually became quite
exceptional successes, was not a great success. Before long, how-
ever, the programme established itself as a popular favourite,
bringing to the microphone at the same time each week a
great medley of characters who cither lived in or were visiting
London. A sense of spontaneity was achieved, and Coates’s
signature tune became as well known as the programme itself.

There seemed to be a danger of success leading to staleness,
and in October 1935 the programme was incorporated in a
Saturday Magazine, one of the earliest weekly magazine pro-
grammes. There were so many protests about its disappearance,
however, that it was restored in its own right in 1937. “There is
no doubt’, the North Regional Programme Director wrote to
Hanson in June 1937, ‘that In Town Tonight is still one of the
most popular features, and one hears many regrets in this
Region that it should have been stopped.’* ‘We in Northern
Ireland’, wrote the Northern Ireland Regional Programme

! The Times, Broadcasting Number, 14 Aug. 1934.

2 No Chip on My Shoulder, p. 67.

3 See F. Grisewood, My Story of the BBC (1959), pp. 168-70.
+ *Salt to Hanson, 28 june 1937.
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Director, ‘are inclined to give extremely sympathetic attention
to anything emanating from London and so to take In Town
Tonight perhaps even more enthusiastically than most of the
Regions with the exception of Scotland.’t This quixotic remark
was, surprisingly enough, corroborated from Glasgow where
the Regional Programme Director talked of Scottish listeners
to whom ‘it is the very elixir of life to be transported on Satur-
days to the hub of their heaven’.2

Among the other radio series which began between 1933
and 1937 was music from the Café Colette, ‘designed to present
continental dance music as an alternative to American jazz’3
—one of the first of several BBC programmes (July 1933) which
sought, with music from Walford Hyden, to recreate the atmo-
sphere of Budapest or Paris in a London studio. Others were
Honeymoon in Paris (1934), a radio operetta by Cecil Lewis and
Austen Croom-Johnson; The Red Sarafan (1935), with Russian
music in a Parisian night-club setting; and, more authentic, a
programme of songs by Josephine Baker in October 1933.

Late-night monthly revues, on the lines of those of Noél
Coward, were organized by Denis Freeman, with words mainly
by Jack Strachey, and brought to the microphone sophisticated
West End artists like Nelson Keys, Hermione Gingold, Greta
Keller, Eileen Hunter, Elizabeth Welch and—a further French
touch—]Jean Sablon, borrowed, along with Marion Harris, the
crooner, from the Café de Paris. Maschwitz’s best-selling song,
‘These Foolish Things’, also had reminiscences of Paris, with
the line ‘wild strawberries only seven francs a kilo’ sounding far
more nostalgic today than ‘the Ile de France with all the gulls
around it’.

Paris and Budapest were close rivals inside Broadcasting
House during these years, with Vienna never forgotten. Two
foreign writers, Biirger and Walter, produced such combinations
of story and music as Vienna, Holiday Abroad and The Story of the
Waltz. While the news bulletins were presenting daily evidence
of friction and tension in Europe, the entertainers were offering
a quite different image, the Europe not of conflict but of
romance, of Ruritania, not Nuremberg.

! *Sutthery to Hanson, 23 June 1937.
 *Scottish Regional Programme Director to Hanson, 22 June 1937.
3 No Chip on My Shoulder, p. 68.
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It is interesting that it was towards Europe that the BBC
turned—however frivolously—rather than towards the United
States. Maschwitz visited the United States on several occasions
and according to Maurice Gorham, his successor on the Radio
Times, they both shared ‘the rabid pro-Americanism of the
twenties’.! There was relatively little direct American influence,
however, on British light entertainment as presented by the
BBC, despite the dominance of Hollywood in the golden age of
the cinema. American artists performed—Eddie Cantor, for
instance, and the ‘close harmony’ Boswell Sisters—and the idea
of a ‘programme series’, pushed much farther by Maschwitz
in 1934, owed something to the American idea of ‘the So-and-So
Hour’,? yet no attempt was made to copy the comedy-series
type of American broadcast, already represented in the early
1930s by ‘Amos 'n Andy’ and Burns and Allen.

It was in 1929 that Rudy Vallee, sponsored by Fleischmann’s
Yeast, had extended the dance-band-with-plugs formula in the
United States by deliberately introducing ‘radio personalities’:
the same year saw the beginnings of the Amos 'n Andy and
Goldberg shows, the latter among the first of the afternoon
dramatic serials which were forerunners of the ‘soap operas’ of
the 1930s.? By 1934 large numbers of entertainment programmes
were being produced in Hollywood, with slick compéring and
comedians being allowed to project their personalities through
whole programmes rather than contributing ‘turns’ of strictly
limited duration.

It was not until just before the Second World War, however,
that such American fashions of light entertainment—influential
through the cinema—began to refashion British programmes.*
Even so, it was a sign of pride that the musical plays chosen for
the Silver Jubilee productions in 1935 were all British.s Songs
were certainly becoming more American long before this. ‘The
gramophone disc has carried Hollywood's “hits” into many
programmes’, the Manchester Guardian complained in 1930.
‘Much of this music is apparently so ephemeral that many of
the new numbers given abroad do not live to reach this country.

t Sound and Fury, p. 38. 2 BBC Annual (1935), p. 59-

3 L. White, The American Radio (1947), pp. 61 fI., ‘Love That Soap’.

4 Oddly enough, it was a transatlantic broadcast from London by Burrs and
Allen which put them on the stage in America. See No Chip on My Shoulder, p. 74.

s BBC Annual (1936), p. 41.
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On the other hand, some tunes which have become popular
here have often been heard from the Continent months before
they reach us. . . . I have heard the Broadway Melody from six
different stations in Ireland, Latvia, Germany, Czechoslovakia
and France during the last fortnight. For Britain the bloom has
worn off it.’! In 1934 The Times was noting how ‘each week the
Audition Committee of the Variety Department listens to a
dozen crooners offering a fairly accomplished imitation of
Bing Crosby, and a dozen impersonators who follow Florence
Desmond and Beryl Orde in impersonations of Mae West and
Zasu Pitts’.2 The outstanding BBC crooner of the 1930s was
British—Al Bowlly. Singing many of the same songs as Bing
Crosby, he had a distinctive style and mood of his own, and he
had great popular appeal then and since.

By current standards, even gramophone-record programmes,
strictly limited in hours, had a strong British flavour. The
American (and continental) reliance on gramophone records as
the ‘staple diet’ of broadcasting was never copied by the BBC.
Nor were the gramophone-record companies as sure of the
business attractions of radio as they subscquently became.
When the BBC turned to the gramophone industry in an effort
to break Black’s broadcasting ban,3 at least one gramophone
magnate told Roger Eckersley that broadcasting was ‘definitely
competitive, both to the entertainment industry and to his own
business’. He said that he preferred the ‘steady sales’ which
accrued from records of well-known artists whose names had
been made apart from broadcasting to the ‘jumpy sales’ stimu-
lated by broadcasting.+

Such pre-Juke Box Jury attitudes record the distance between
the 1930s and the 1960s. Already, however, there were signs
—at least in retrospect—of the shape of things to come, par-
ticularly on the other side of the Atlantic. In the late 1920s
various systems of rating popular music and records began to be

' Manchester Guardian, 19 Sept. 1930.

2 The Times, Broadcasting Number, 14 Aug. 1934.

3 *Cock, Memorandum of 2 Jan. 1933. ‘Private contact should be made with
the Gramophone Companies to ascertain to what extent they would support us in
including in any future contracts with their artists a clause preventing the latter
from signing non-broadcasting contracts.’

4 *A note by R. H. Eckersley after visiting the H.M.V. Office at Hayes, 26 Jan.
1933.
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worked out in the United States,' and Billboard began a ‘Net-
work Song Census’ in 1934, the year when the coin record
machine went into mass production.? By 1939, when millions
of dance records were being sold each year in Britain, there were
350,000 coin record machines in the United States.? ‘A-tisket,
A-tasket’ sold more than 300,000 copies in 1939, and earlier
songs like Mabel Wayne’s ‘Ramona’ and ‘Little Man, You've
had a Busy Day’ became known all over the world.

In 1935 the American radio began its Hit Parade programmes,
and the ratings given in this series began to be set out a year
later in the British Melody Maker,* which had had its own
‘Honours List’ (a different conception from the “Top Ten’) in
1928. It was not until 1943, however, that details of ‘the Ten
Best Sellers in Britain’ began to be published weekly. By then
a new pattern of ‘popular culture’ was emerging, although it
required very different social circumstances from those of the
1930s to establish the pattern. The producers of entertainment
were not as preoccupied with the age gap between different
generations of listeners in the 1930s as their successors were to
be in the 1950s.

The distance in attitudes is also apparent in the BBC’s Scrap-
book programmes, which were an invention of the 1930s but
still retain their appeal today. The first—for 1913—was broad-
cast in December 1933. The work of Leslie Baily and, in the
early days, Charles Brewer, Scrapbook programmes, many of
them subsequently revived to meet the demands of new genera-
tions, have given probably more pleasure than any other long-
running series of BBC programmes. Already by November 1934
the Manchester Guardian was referring to the Scrapbook series
‘which Leslie Baily has made famous’ and Grace Wyndham
Goldie was writing in The Listener that statues ought to be
erected to Brewer and Baily.s

I Variety, 31 July 1929, listed the three best sellers of the preceding week for each
of ten publishers on the West Coast. Monthly Musical Survey, 13 Nov. 1929, included
details of the six best sellers both in sheet music and records in a number of American
cities,

2 Billboard, 30 June 1934; J. L. Davis, Your All Time Hit Parade (1957).

3 Ibid., p. 16. See also R. Gelatt, The Fabulous Phonograph (1956), pp. 208 fT.

¢ The Melody Maker, 9 May 1936.

s Manchester Guardian, 11 Nov. 1934; The Listener, 14 Nov. 1934. For the carly
story of Scrapbook, see L. Baily and C. H. Brewer, The BBC Scrapbooks (1937).
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The Scrapbook programmes satisfied the Englishman’s love
of nostalgic reminiscence—as did Leslie Baily’s later radio bio-
graphies, Star-gazing, beginning in October 1936—and at the
same time drew on a powerful documentary element which
earns them a certain place in the future interpretation of con-
temporary history. They were based on genuine research, and
in Freddie Grisewood, who was narrator for the first two pro-
grammes, they were to find the perfect compére. The second
and third programmes in the series—in May and November
1934—covered the years 1914 and 1918. ‘A night to remember’,
wrote the Star radio correspondent of the first; ‘the best broad-
cast I ever heard’ added Archie de Bear in the Daily Express of
the same day.!

To thousands of listeners, as well as to the critics, Scrapbook
represented the art of sound radio at its best. So too did some
of the peak outside broadcasts—the boxing contest between
Len Harvey and Jack Petersen in November 1933; the wedding
of the Duke of Kent and Princess Marina in November 1934;
Maschwitz’s own commentary on the Silver Jubilee Ball from
the Albert Hall in 1935; the annual British Legion Festival of
Empire and Remembrance; and, above all, the Christmas pro-
grammes which were devised by Laurence Gilliam.

King George V gave the first of his Christmas broadcasts to
both home and Empire listeners in 1932. Reith had suggested
such broadcasts to Lord Stamfordham five years before, and at
last, in circumstances which Reith has fully described, they
found a unique place in the broadcasting year.2 The King
himself was ‘very pleased and much moved’ by the response to
his first broadcast, and his broadcasts almost immediately
became an established institution. Much ingenuity and enter-
prise also went into the arrangements for the programmes lead-
ing up to them, with Laurence Gilliam active behind the scenes.
Christmas, indeed, was always a broadcasting festival during the
inter-war years, not least because it is a family festival. The
BBC added to the domestic enjoyment without seeming to
intrude. Behind the fun, however, there were elaborate arrange-
ments. In 1933 there was a programme on Christmas Eve in
which listeners heard the bells of Bethlehem and carol singing

! The Star, 10 May 1934; Daily Express, 10 May 1934.
2 J. C. W. Reith, Into the Wind (1949), pp. 168—9.
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from New York, ‘a fine piece of organisation by the programme
and engineering staffs’. In 1934 the King's Christmas Day
speech was introduced by ‘the grand old shepherd of Ilming-
ton’. ‘It was a stroke of genius on the part of the producer’, wrote
Stuart Hibberd, ‘to find him and put him in the programme.’!

The King’s speech was always sui generis, but on many other
national occasions the BBC was entertaining its audience and
doing much more besides. It was holding together ‘the great
audience’ of which Reith was so proud. National pride was, of
course, a somewhat uncomplicated emotion, and care was
always taken not to damage it. It rang triumphantly through
Noél Coward’s Cavalcade (1931) which was hailed by James
Agate, the best-known theatre critic of the day, as a huge
success even before the public made it such. Agate also con-
sidered Coward to be ‘the best comic dramatist since Sheridan’
and admired the wit with which he described and criticized
many favourite British institutions.

One thing which the BBC did not do during the 1ggos was
to provide entertainment with a satirical edge. It could tolerate
burlesque, although it was never anxious to have itself guyed,
as it was guyed in Herbert Farjeon’s Nine Sharp, with its engag-
ing song “Thank God for the BBC’. Nor could the Continent be
guyed either—for all the whiff of Paris in the air. When Max
Kester made suggestions in 1933 that there should be a pro-
gramme burlesquing continental stations, one BBC official
insisted that there should be no references to foreign commercial
stations since this would be to draw attention to them. Another
official added that it was important to avoid saying anything
derogatory about non-commercial continental stations either,
because many of them were suffering from severe financial
limitations.2 ‘Satire has proved “‘on the air”’, as in the theatre,
a little too strong meat for British audiences’, we read—and
believe—in the BBC Year Book of 1934.3

There was, of course, a persistent search for new means of
diversion, and the new ideas in light entertainment which were
introduced between 1933 and 1937 included serial thrillers,
the first of them Sydney Horler’s The Mpystery of the Seven Cafés

! S. Hibberd, This—is London, p. 107.
2 *Programme Board Minutes, 14 Dec. 1933.
3 BBC Year Book (1934), p- 58.

C 1995 I
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(1935), followed the same year by the introduction of a serial
thriller Strange to Relate into the Saturday Magazine.! There were
also regular programmes of ‘Curiosities’; John W att’s adapta-
tion for radio of Walt Disney’s Mickey Mouse features (1936);
a ‘first night’ from a theatre, again with John Watt, this time
as a commentator in the foyer; and his Entertainment Parade
(1936), which set out to present to the public in tabloid form
information concerning what was going on in show business,
not only in London and the provinces but abroad. Finally
there were many experiments in ‘symphonic’ popular music
of the kind that Paul Whiteman was beginning to popularize
across the Atlantic. Geraldo’s Romance in Rhythm, Austen Croom-
Johnson’s Soft Lights and Sweet Music, and Louis Levy’s Music
From the Movies were examples of this genre.

Maschwitz was anxious to break away from the idea that
dance music was a ‘filler’ or a ‘routine’ programme for the end
of a busy day.z He also believed at the end of his four years as
Director of Variety that there was no longer any need for a
BBC Dance Orchestra as such. In a memorandum of February
1937 he pointed out that the situation had changed completely
from 1928 when Jack Payne had been appointed. Then there
was a dearth of suitable bands. In 1937, however, there was
‘an ample supply of dance bands and the facility to create as
many as we like’: in addition, the coming into existence of the
Variety Orchestra had cut down the amount of work that a
BBC Dance Orchestra was expected to do. Henry Hall had a
‘magnificent record’ in his five years at the BBC but the time
had come to encourage outside bands, to draw new programme
ideas from ‘the best brains available in the entertainment
world’, and to create a separate Dance Music section to
translate the ideas into programmes, watch song-plugging,
and ‘safeguard the interests of publishers, band leaders and
listeners’.3

Henry Hall had a shrewd idea of the direction of change, as
he saw more and more bands appearing on BBC programmes
— Ambrose, Sid Bright, Billy Cotton, Roy Fox, Geraldo,
Carroll Gibbons, Nat Gonella, Brian Lawrence, Sydney

1 Saturday Magazine reverted in autumn 1937 to its old title of /n Town Tonight.

2 See above, pp. 86-88.

3 *Memorandum from the Director of Variety to the Controller of Programmes,
5 Feb. 1937.
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Lipton, Joe Loss, I'clix Mendelssohn, Jack Payne, Oscar Rabin,
Harry Roy, Lew Stone, Maurice Winnick, and ‘many others
less known’. Some of the bands had had an evening to them-
selves—Lew Stone, for example, on Tuesdays from 10.30 p.m.
to midnight, but in 1937 the policy was to vary hours, ‘odd
bands at odd hours and fair shares for all’.! As suddenly as he
entered the BBC, therefore, Hall left it—on 25 September 1937,
without any row and characteristically with very little fuss.
One of the first and best offers he had was from George Black.
He accepted it. On Saturday he was giving his farewell BBC
broadcast: on the following Monday he was on the stage of the
Hippodrome at Birmingham.

By the time Henry Hall left the BBC Maschwitz had also
left, in June 1937, for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer and the blue
skies of Hollywood,? and it was John Watt, his successor, who
was left to make the arrangements for the new system of ‘fair
shares’ and ‘free for all’ in dance music. He was assisted by
Philip Brown, a band leader from Birmingham, who took
charge of dance-music policy. Henry Hall’s farewell broadcast
on 25 September began with ‘Here’s to the Next Time’ and
ended with Gracie Fields singing—as no one else could sing
—*‘You’ve got to Smile when you Say Goodbye’. Other tunes
in the programme included ‘It’s a Sin to Tell a Lie’, ‘Red Sails
in the Sunset’, and ‘Let’s Put Out the Lights’. There is no better
way of evoking a lost moment of time than to listen again to its
favourite tunes. “The regular broadcasts by the BBC Dance
Orchestra, under Henry Hall,” the BBC Year Book commented
prosily, ‘will remain a pleasant memory in the minds of many
listeners, both in this country and abroad.’

Neither Hall nor Maschwitz was lost to British broadcasting.
Hall was to entertain post-Second World War audiences both
on sound radio and television. Maschwitz was to return to the
BBC in 1958. In his first spell, not the least of his achievements
had been to interest the public in what he was doing and to
put the BBC in the centre of the entertainment world. The
number of light-entertainment programmes had substantially

' Henry Hall, Here’s To the Next Time (1955), p. 148.

2 *Board of Governors Minutes, 11 May 1937, reports his intending resignation
and his replacement by Watt.

3 BBC Handbook (1938), p. 16.
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increased—from twenty-nine hours a month in 1933 to forty-
four hours a month in 1935, and fifty-nine hours a month in
1936.! The fact that the number of staff did not rise pari passu
with the number of programmes, largely because the right
kind of staff could not be recruited, caused frequent organi-
zational difficulties.? These, however, were hidden from the
public gaze. There were, in fact, considerable increases of
staff in 1936—from 43 in February to 56 in November (there
had been only 28 in July 1934). By the time Watt took over
and there was a further internal reorganization, the department
was not under-staffed, although there was no margin in case
of emergency, and organization had been effectively rationa-
lized with Charles Brewer as an efficient Assistant Director of
Variety.3

The ‘codes’ of the department were also laid down in an
interesting mimeographed document for internal circulation
entitled Handbook of Variety Routine (December 1936). It was
compiled by M. M. Dewar, who was Variety Executive from
1935 to 1942, and listed names, titles, procedures, and defini-
tions. It also gave a detailed description (with photograph)
of the organ in St. George’s Hall, and even had a section on
American variety artists. ‘Mr. F. W. Alexander will arrange
for a special ribbon microphone for American Variety artists
who are accustomed to working very close to the microphone.’
A further note on microphone technique expanded the point.

After considerable experience with ribbon microphones, it was
decided that crooners would not be allowed to come nearer than
one foot to a ribbon microphone. This obviously has meant that
Producers and Balance Assistants have had more or less to train
vocalists, in this new technique, sometimes under great difficulties.

' BBC Handbook (1936), p. 41; *Memorandum by M. M. Dewar, 5 Dec. 1935;
*Memorandum by G. C. Beadle on Variety Department Staff, 30 Dec. 1935.

2 *For reorganization problems, see below, pp. 449 ff. M. M. Dewar put for-
ward schemes of reorganization to alleviate serious overwork in Nov. 1935, but
in Mar. 1936 R. H. Eckersley was writing that ‘the increase in work was wholly
disproportionate to the increase in staff, the result being that the present staff are
being consistently over-worked. The over-work still continues, and Maschwitz is
increasingly nervous of breakdowns among his staff.” Eckersley to Graves, 2 Mar.
1936.

3 *J. Watt to L. Wellington 14 Nov. 1938.

4 Handbook of Variety Routine (1936), p. 46. Dewar’s Day Book is also a useful
source for this History.
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On the whole this has been carried out satisfactorily. However, one
difficulty has arisen. In cases of American Variety artists, who are
accustomed to working very much closer to the microphone, it has
been found impossible to get these artists to change their technique
for perhaps just one broadcast with the BBC, such artists as the
street singer (Arthur Tracey) and Pop-Eye the Sailor (Mr. Costello).
The only thing to be done in these cases is to alter the electric cir-
cuit, so that the singer may approach the microphone in the usual
American way.!

The ‘usual American way’ and the usual British way diverged
more in the 1930s than they do today. This does not imply, how-
ever, that Maschwitz and Watt did not always emphasize the
need for showmanship, or that in the circumstances of their
time they were not right to do so. ‘If only these lads would think
in terms of the microphone and the quiet room where it is
listened to instead of the rabble behind the scenes and the
applause in front of the stage’, Filson Young once exclaimed.?
The exclamation showed how out of touch he was with the
changing mood of the 1930s, although he had always prided
himself on responding naturally to changes of mood. Big
national occasions like the Radio Exhibition of 1934 or the Silver
Jubilee of 1935 were used by Maschwitz and his colleagues to
put on special Radiolympia shows and Jubilee Festivals. They
helped more than anything else to soften Black’s suspicion of
allowing his artists to broadcast and they began, sometimes to
their own surprise, to force him to consider the claims of artists
‘made’ by the BBC.

Some of the new shows, produced by John Watt, had definite
stage possibilities. Harry S. Pepper, who had written music for
many different kinds of shows, produced Monday Night at Seven
(later Monday Night at Eight), a popular light entertainment
magazine, which combined music, patter, and detection (In-
spector Hornleigh), and gave Mondays a new significance in
the listeners’ week. On Wednesdays Arthur Askey and Richard
(‘Stinker’) Murdoch entertained a wide public—possibly the
widest BBC public that had ever been attracted to light enter-
tainment—in the Band Waggon programmes from their imagin-
ary flat in Broadcasting House. Nausea Bagwash, the landlady’s

! *F. W. Alexander to M. M. Dewar, 14 Sept. 1936.
2 *Filson Young to R. H. Eckersley, 28 Aug. 1933.
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daughter, has a permanent place in the mythology of show
business, like Suzette Tarri’s unlucky spinster and Mrs. Mop in
Itma. Band Waggon was originally booked for thirteen wecks in
1937, longer than any previous British show, and it was planned
down to the last detail—sketch, music, ‘new voices’, and so on.
In a search for comedians Watt had gone the round of concert
parties and had narrowed the choice to two. He arranged to
meet the two in different public houses. He went to the first
where Arthur Askey was waiting—and never went on to the
second at all. Askey had compéred February Fill-Dyke, ‘a variety
show with a new angle of presentation’, in February 1936,! but
it was after the start of Band Waggon that he established himself
as a national radio star.? Richard Murdoch was brought in
separately to complete one of radio’s most successful comedy
partnerships.

The show as a whole was so successful that other attempts
were made to plan entertainment of a similar ‘personalized’
kind which would have a permanent niche in the listeners’ week.
The result was It’s That Man Again, which was worked out at
a conference in the Langham Hotel between Ted Kavanagh,
the script writer, Francis Worsley, the producer, and Tommy
Handley, the inimitable, in June 1939. The idea behind it was
not only to capture the large audience of Band Waggon but for
the first time deliberately to produce British programmes with
American-style quick-fire patter. ‘Basically, the idea,” Kavanagh
has written, ‘and it was not a very good one, was to create an
English version of the Burns and Allen Show.’s It is fascinating
that in war-time circumstances the Englishness of the pro-
gramme was to be its outstanding characteristic.

Itma was the crowning achievement of BBC light entertain-
ment. Already in October 1938, however, it was a sign of
changing circumstances that a memorandum was prepared,
headed Notes on the Exploitation of BBC Variety Productions on the
Stage. ‘The Corporation has latterly entered, or is about to enter
into agreements with outside producers for the stage presenta-
tion of certain BBC Variety productions’, the memorandum
begins. ‘These so far include Palace of Varieties, Monday Night

! *John Pudney to Arthur Askey, 6 Feb. 1936.
2 *Note by A. H. Brown, 14 Jan. 1938.
3 T. Kavanagh, Tommy Handley (1949), p. 96.
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at Seven, Band Waggon and Music Hall, and the outside producer
in each case is Jack Hylton (simply because he was first in the
field).’t There had even been some complaints that Music Hall
was almost too well suited for the stage. ‘There is a growing
feeling’, Maschwitz wrote in February 1937, ‘among listeners
as well as among people here, that acts are tending to disregard
the microphone and play at the audience.’

An account of the BBC’s direct contribution to entertainment
during the 1930s would be incomplete if it left out the further
development of outside broadcasting, particularly the outside
broadcasting of sport, before and after Gerald Cock left Broad-
casting House for Television at Alexandra Palace in 1935.
His successor, S. J. de Lotbiniére, was later to return to this
post in the post-war reconstruction of BBC services. There
was thus an important connexion between Outside Broadcasts
and the development of a separate light entertainment policy,
just as there had been an earlier connexion between the Radio
Times and the beginnings of separately organized light enter-
tainment.

Cock and de Lotbiniére covered the whole range of sports,
developing the arts of ‘running commentary’, arts which in the
case of cricket, and perhaps even more so in the case of tennis,
involved elaborate setting of players in their scene with talk of
‘square one’ and ‘square two’ as well as ‘square leg’. It was not
only big events which were covered. In 1934 the first ‘afterncons
of Broadcast Sport’ were transmitted: they consisted of epi-
sodes, with rapid shifts from one sport to another—cricket,
tennis, rifle shooting, and speed-boat racing, for example; or
football, rugger, hockey, and boxing—‘without loss of continuity
so as to give the listener a total experience, not confused but
blended’.3

The breathlessness of the language suggests the novelty of
‘the wandering microphone’ procedure. In the later 1930s new
sports—speedway racing, gliding, darts, pigeon-racing, fencing,
clay-pigeon shooting, and table tennis—were added to the
agenda. Some of the commentators were experts in their own
sports, ‘amateurs’ of skill and enthusiasm like Lionel Seccombe,

t *Notes on Exploitation’, 7 Oct. 1938.
2 *Maschwitz to Sharman, g Feb. 1937. 3 BBC Annual (1935), p. 66.
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an ex-heavyweight Blue, on boxing, or Squadron-Leader Hel-
more who covered air races in the great days of the Schneider
Cup: others became public figures. Howard Marshall’s masterly
handling of the 1934 Test Matches made his voice one of the
most familiar in the country: he went on during the 1930s to
describe almost every kind of public event. John Snagge, who
had joined the BBC straight from Oxford, also found himself
‘turning up more and more on every occasion’, always in com-
mand. There was even talk—at Maschwitz’s suggestion—of
transferring him to the new post in charge of dance-music
programmes, which Philip Brown was to fill. Snagge showed
no interest: he was recognized already to be ‘an expert on all
sporting broadcasts’.!

Before the public could listen to sport, there often had to be
the same kind of battles behind the scenes with outside interests
as there had been in the case of variety and musical comedy.
The Football League frequently banned broadcasts of League
games: the Football Association was thought to be more help-
ful. The less popular the sport, the more willing were its
sponsors to have it ‘advertised’ by radio. Cricket, as a solemn
national sport, always had a special place. ‘I am arranging for
an additional membership of the Lancashire and Yorkshire
Cricket Clubs to be taken out in the name of the BBC’, wrote the
North Regional Executive in 1936.2 There was even more direct
participation in sport than this. In December 1936, for example,
a BBC car was entered for the motor-racing trial from London
to Exeter: the car was not designed to compete but, complete
with official pennants, ‘to cover the course and to make short
cuts where necessary so that we can watch the arrival of com-
petitors at the various controls’.3

The author of this note was Richard Dimbleby of the News
Department of the BBC. At a later rally which ended at Black-
pool in April 1938 he was a co-driver of a BBC car as a com-
petitor with Alan Hess, and the North Region arranged for
him to broadcast from the Empress Ballroom in Blackpool
Tower.#* Many new broadcasters, who later established general

! *Dewar to Beadle, 11 May 1935; Beadle to Brewer, 16 May 1935.

2 *H. M. Fitch to A. M. Wells, 12 Feb. 1936.

3 *Note of 10 Dec. 1936.

¢ *B. D. Freeston to E. H. F. Mills, 12 Apr. 1938; Mills to Freeston, 14 Apr.,

1938.
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reputations, were introduced to radio audiences through sport.
Indeed, throughout the 1g3o0s, there was the same relentless
search for talent that there was in the world of show business.
The search was nation-wide. One of the first two letters in the
surviving BBC file on sports commentating begins: ‘Could you,
even at this prodigious distance, recommend someone who
might be able to cover for us in the National News the All Black
versus Ireland Match in Dublin on December 7th?’!

Yet supply of more sporting broadcasts never quite kept up
with demand. The Daily Dispatch understood what not all
critics of the BBC understood, that ‘it is easier to make a com-
mentator into a temporary expert than a true expert into a
commentator’,2 but there were occasional complaints that the
BBC’s difficulties began not on the field but in the committee
room. ‘There is a director of everything except sport at Broad-
casting House’, the Daily Sketch exclaimed in 1937. ‘As well
might a newspaper editor hand over control of his sporting
pages to the magazine page editor—or the lift man.’s

3. Words and Music

THERE was—and is—no natural frontier within broadcasting
between light and serious entertainment. The arrangement of
eye-witness accounts of sport was in the hands of the News
Department, which was also dealing with issues of life and
death. Stanford Robinson, who was Director of Music Pro-
ductions from 1936 to 1946, was as interested in serious music
as he was in Music Hall, and was concerned with all types of
music from ‘little operettas in the Children’s Hour’ to Bach
Cantatas.* Leslie Woodgate, who was appointed BBC Chorus
Master in 1934, conducted both madrigals and burlesque
choruses, and in an interesting letter from Julian Herbage of

1 *R, Murray to McMullan, 23 Oct. 1935.
2 Daily Dispatch, 18 July 1938.
3 Daily Sketck, 25 Jan. 1937.
4+ *Children’s Hour Executive to Variety Department Executive, 30 Nov. 1936;
Note by Nicolls, 21 Feb. 1940.
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the BBC’s Music Department to Sir Adrian Boult in June 1936
we read that Sir Henry Wood had suggested that in his absence
Woodgate should conduct Constant Lambert’s ‘Rio Grande’
at a Promenade Concert.!

In the notes which were prepared to assist Boult before
meeting the Ullswater Committee, it was stated that the Music
Department of the BBC had in recent years been within the
so-called Entertainment Branch, by which it was not meant
that he was controlled by the Director of Variety. The term
‘entertainment’ had been used to distinguish the main Pro-
gramme Branch from the Branch handling talks, news and
instruction.z Even at this point on the frontier, there were no
clearly marked lines.

The fact that ‘entertainment’ was not treated as a distinct
programme segment by itself reflected Reith’s basic approach
to programme policy. Listeners were not divided naturally into
‘home’, ‘light’, and ‘third’, nor did ‘highbrows’ or ‘lowbrows’,
it was felt, want necessarily to be highbrow or lowbrow all
the time. Not only might the habitual listener to light music
cultivate an interest in ‘serious’ music, but the habitual listener
to ‘serious’ music might want occasionally at least to listen to
light music. The versatility of the artist was a reflection of the
‘roundedness’ of the listener.

Quite apart from general philosophical questions of this
nature, there were certain common problems which affected
producers of all kinds, not least the problems (and opportuni-
ties) posed by technical factors. Musicians had to concern
themselves by the end of the period with the systems of
recording at least as much as variety producers: so, too,
did talks producers. Unscripted programmes raised difficult
questions whether they were political programmes on the one
hand or variety programmes on the other; in both cases
there were censorship issues lurking behind the love of
the formal script. Announcers had to announce all kinds of
programme from a religious service to a programme of dance
music.

At this point philosophy entered into the discussion again,
‘the philosophy of presentation’. What could be more mystical

! *Herbage to Boult, 22 June 1936.
# *Notes for Dr. Boult. Sec also below, pp. 488-q.
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than the following passage from the Announcement Editor in
19367

The BBC is one Corporation, and can only be thought of by the
listener as individual. It has many voices but one mouth. It can
speak in many styles, but the variety is due to the difference of subject
matter and must not betray any inconsistency of treatment. It is
a commonplace that ‘announcers sound all alike’. That is a tribute
to their training. A announcingasymphony concertshould sound like
B announcing the next in the series. And C, announcing a concert
party, although he should do it in a different style, should remind
the listener of A and B, because he is performing the same function.
Captain X of the Regiment giving an order should and does appear
to sound like Captain Y giving the same order, although not fo a
soldier who knows them both, and recognises the separate personali-
ties of each in the identical words.

In language of this kind, which must have left some of the
announcers bemused, Byzantium arrived in Broadcasting
House. The corollary drawn by the writer was, however, a little
more intelligible. ‘It is essential that the announcer should
announce two concert parties in the same style—that is what the
BBC thinks of concert parties—but not, Lowever, necessarily
in the same words.”! The Announcement Editor’s views did not
represent established doctrine: indeed, they stimulated useful
discussion when the initial bemusement disappeared. A simpler
pragmatic statement of BBC working policy was that good
announcing and presentation were ‘whatever was felt to be apt
to the particular programme and audience’ visualized.
Diversity in unity can be made into a theme of broadcasting.
There were, of course, many BBC producers, performers, and
even administrators who were highly specialized, particularly
by the mid-1930s, and there were always times, even before the
mid-1930s, when one kind of expertise did not necessarily seem
to lead to another. ‘Mr. Sieveking’s temporary transfer to
Vaudeville was not a success’, Maschwitz noted in 1933:2 this
did not imply that Sieveking was not a great success in other
BBC activities. There were also occasional signs of jurisdictional
jealousy between the different branches of production. ‘Before
muddle or worse occurs’, the Talks Department complained

1t #*Memorandum of 13 Nov. 1936.
2 *E, Maschwitz, Note on Variety Staff, 10 May 1933.
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in 1934, ‘ought we not to have some definite understanding
with Mr. Maschwitz, whose In Town Tonight programme seems
all too liable to become competitive with the topical talks?’!

The story of talks, topical or otherwise, is one of the most
complex and fascinating in the history of the BBC. It is a story
of ups and downs rather than of continuous progress, of changes
in direction as well as changes in organization. Sometimes the
Director of Talks, or whatever his official title was, became the
most powerful departmental chief in the BBC: at other times
‘his kingdom was partitioned, and he himself reduced to a
routine administrator’.? There were frequent reactions against
previous régimes and for a short period in the mid-1930s there
was something like an interregnum.

In the autumn of 1926 J. C. Stobart was, in name at least, in
overall charge of an empire consisting of talks, news, education,
and religion. Lance Sieveking and C. H. G. Strutt shared the
work of topical talks and news, the former having the main
responsibility for topical talks and the latter for news. Sieve-
king’s main duty was to discover speakers, read and correct
their scripts, and advise about new ideas. All new speakers
were rehearsed in the studio daily from 5 to 6 o’clock in the same
way that comedians or musicians were given auditions. As for
the advice on new ideas, ‘Mr. Sieveking’s work entails a good
deal of absence from the office, and on one evening out of three
he works late’.3

This simple arrangement was changed with the arrival of
Hilda Matheson, and in January 1927 the Control Board
decided that a separate “Talks Section’ should be formed, quite
distinct from education, news, and religion, with Miss Matheson
in charge.# She remained there until January 1932, leaving
a very powerful imprint on the BBC. Before joining the Com-
pany, Miss Matheson had been working as secretary to Lady
Astor, and in that capacity she had formed a large circle of
friends and acquaintances in the worlds of fashion, letters,
and politics. Liberal-minded and energetic, she introduced

! *J. R. Ackerley to Siepmann, 8 Jan. 1934.

* R. S. Lambert, Ariel and All His Quality (1940), p. 59.

3 *Note on the Work of the Talks Section, Oct. 1926.

4 *Control Board Minutes, 18 Jan. 1927; Reith, Diary, 7 Jan. 1927. ‘Saw
Stobart about the devolution of his department, and he was very nice about it.’
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some of the country’s best speakers and writers to the BBC and
in the course of doing so performed an equally important task,
that of introducing the BBC to them. She was, for a time, a
genuine Director of the Spoken Word, althcugh she never had
the title. ‘Under her guidance, it was possible for the younger
dons to mention broadcasting at the High Tables of Oxford
Colleges without fear of ridicule. The intelligentsia was in-
terested. Society was mildly “intrigued”.’t

Miss Matheson’s contribution was bigger than this, however,
despite the fact that her BBC career ended in bitterness and
controversy. Since she was genuinely interested in ideas as well
as people, she saw that the Talk—it began to get a capital
letter—offered a very special opportunity in broadcasting.
‘Broadcasting is clearly rediscovering the spoken language,
the impermanent but living tongue, as distinct from the per-
manent but silent print.’2 Without ever gcing quite as far as
A. Lloyd James, the BBC’s indefatigable adviser on ‘standard’
Spoken English, who complained about ‘the tyranny of print’,
Miss Matheson set herself to extend ‘the freedom of the air’ in
the period after the formal lifting of the ban on controversy in
1928.3 She welcomed speakers of every kind, and genuinely
tried to assist them to express their personalities over the new
medium. One of her favourite books was T. H. Pear’s Voice and
Personality (1931) which was one of the few academic studies of
the subject. It was based on a series of broadcasts from Man-
chester, where unique use was made of the microphone in a
picce of psychological investigation.

In philosophizing about the ‘technique’ or ‘art’ of the talk,
therefore, Miss Matheson did not start with the ‘essay’ or the
‘article’ in her mind. She started with the broadcasting mediumn
itself. Very quickly she came to the conclusion that the dis-
semination of ordered ideas and the projection of personality
both depended on a formal script. ‘Without a carefully prepared
and timed talk, how could a speaker be sure of getting all he
needed to say in its right proportion, into his fixed space of
time?’ His words would be listened to in private, so that it would
be pointless for him to imagine that he was talking to a public

! S. A. Moseley, Broadcasting In My Time, p. 35.
2 H. Matheson, Broadcasting (1933), p- 74-
3 See below, pp. 128—9.
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meeting, but the very effect of ‘naturalness’ would be lost if
there were no element of dissimulation in presentation.

Experience almost everywhere has shown that, though a few
practised broadcasters, particularly if their speech is an informal
accompaniment of music and reading, can speak impromptu with
success, most speakers and certainly most novices need a prepared
manuscript if they are to avoid tiresome hesitation or equally tire-
some verbosity. A technique had, therefore, to be found for the
writing, rehearsing and delivery of talks, which would avoid the
pitfalls of impromptu speech and yet retain its atmosphere. Speakers,
however eminent, welcome rather than resent preliminary discussion
of the way in which to approach and present material; they submit
with good grace to voice tests to discover points of intonation,
rhythm, articulation which may need correction; and they accept
with thanks, if tactfully offered, criticisms of a manuscript which
retains the form and flavour of an essay or treatise instead of a talk.
Many manuscripts submitted require something not unlike trans-
lation before they can hope to sound as if they were spoken to a
person and not delivered to an assembly.!

What Miss Matheson said about the talk influenced all her
successors, not least C. A. Siepmann, who succeeded her after
a series of much publicized staff disturbances in 1932.2 It was
Siepmann who thought of the talk as resting on a ‘double arti-
fice’. What was natural had to become artificial before it would
sound natural again.? The early members of the Talks Depart-
ment introduced to broadcasting some of its most brilliant per-
formers—Harold Nicolson, Vernon Bartlett, Ernest Newman,
Stephen King-Hall, Raymond Gram Swing, and John Hilton.
They were vigilant also in looking for young people who had
not established themselves but had great natural gifts, and they
had long discussions with ‘great men’ who could not or for
long had said that they would not broadcast, men like Arnold
Bennett and H. G. Wells. ‘T have always thought it to be pretty
devastating’, Miss Matheson wrote to Wells in June 1929, ‘that
an internationalist like yourself—perhaps you are the only real
internationalist—shouldn’t be making use of the most inter-
national means of communication there is.’* Her appeal was

* Broadcasting, pp. 76-77.
2 See below, pp. 141-2.

3 See also J. Hilton, ‘Talking about Talk’ in This and That (1938).
+ *Miss Matheson to H. G. Wells, 14 June 1929.
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successful, and Wells was soon extremely interested in discussing
the possibilities of broadcasting.

‘I remember best the trinity of E. M. Forster, Desmond
McCarthy and H. G. Wells,” Lionel Fielden has written, ‘who
all gave us freely of their time and wise counsels, and would sit
round our gas fires at Savoy Hill, talking of the problems and
possibilities of broadcasting.’* Arnold Bennett occasionally
philosophized about broadcasting in print and for a wider
public. ‘There is no such an entity as the public’, he once wrote.
‘There are forty publics, and the members of one public are
continually changing over to another public according to
mood.’2 For this reason he was an early advocate of ‘alternative
programmes’ and of Reith’s philosophy of non-segregation of
particular types of programme.

Talk was not only for the great, the kind of people who gave
or might have been asked to give the National Lectures which
began—following a suggestion of Filson Young—in 1928.3 It
was also for ‘ordinary people’. A series on The Day’s Work in
1930 proved surprisingly popular. ‘Most people were keen to
hear what the Covent Garden porter, the steeplejack and the
postman had to tell.’* Cookery talks and garden talks were as
much a feature of the work of Miss Matheson and Siepmann
as highly controversial talks on political and economic issues,
although it was not until 1936 that C. H. Middleton gave the
first of his remarkably popular talks on gardening.

Another kind of talk was represented by James Agate, the
theatre critic, who boasted in 1932 that he had broadcast ‘oftener
than anybody else except the announcers’.s A friend of Lionel
Fielden, he was an excellent broadcaster, lively, bold, and
popular even among listeners who had never been to a theatre
in their lives.6 “The way the subject is presented by Mr. Agate

1 L. Fielden, The Natural Bent (1960), p. 105.

2 A, Bennett, ‘Wireless Without Yawns’ in Saturday Post, 20 Feb. 1927.

3 *Reith to Filson Young, 24 Apr. 1929. ‘In view of the considerable success
which has attended the two first National lectures and because of the attention
which has been directed to them . .. I want to let you have a line to tell you that
we do not forget that this scheme was started as a result of a suggestion by you
and has been carried on so far exactly on the lines which you propased.’

4 Broadcasting in My Time, p. 131. s J. Agate, Ego (1935), p. 163.

6 Agate did his own ‘popularity poll’ in 1932 when he estimated that ‘go per
cent. [of his listeners] were either non-theatre goers or very infrequent ones.’ *Note
of 6 Apr. 1932.
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magnifies the “Theatre” into the most perfect item in the BBC
programmes at the present time’, wrote a grateful listener in
1932.' Theatre managements were not always quite so grateful.
In October 1929 the Society of West End Theatre Managers
discussed Agate’s review of a play called The Flying Fool and
held unanimously that it was ‘not only prejudicial to the play
but also to the interests of all theatres’.2 Attempts had already
been made to prevent him from reviewing plays for which he
had not been sent a reviewer’s ticket.3 Until he was rested in
1933 Agate remained a highly controversial broadcaster, often
succeeding in provoking his friends as much as his enemies.
The question of controversy was, of course, the central ques-
tion in the minds of all organizers and producers of BBC talks.
In January 1927, at the beginning of the new Corporation, the
Secretary of the Post Office had written to Reith stating firmly
that in accordance with Clause 4 of the BBC’s Licence, the
Corporation had to abstain from ‘statements expressing the
opinion of the Corporation on matters of public policy’ and
from ‘speeches or lectures containing statements on topics of
political, religious or industrial controversy’.+ This thoroughly
illiberal approach to broadcasting had always been disputed by
Reith,s and in January 1928 he asked the Post Office to review
the matter ‘with the experience of a year’s working behind the
Corporation’. The Crawford Committee, like the Sykes Com-
mittee before it, had recommended cautiously that, ‘given
guarantees of equality and fair treatment, a moderate amount
of controversy should be allowed’.¢ Surely it was now time,
Reith argued, for the BBC to be allowed a measure of discretion.
‘During the past year well-informed and constructive critics of
BBC programmes have deplored the devitalising influence of
the absence of controversy. On most problems of immediate
interest the service is silent, and if controversial subjects are
broached at all it is done in a halting, inconclusive and even

! *A listener to James Agate, 28 May 1932. Agate sent the letter to Siepmann
with the comment, ‘I have had a hard struggle with my modesty, which, however,
has lost the battle.” (Letter of 31 May 1932.)

2 *Note of 1 Oct. 1929; B. A. Meyer to Reith, 18 Sept. 1929.

3 *Walter Payne to Reith, 11 Mar. 1929.

4 *Sir Evelyn Murray to Reith, 11 Jan. 1927.

S See The Birth of Broadcasting, especially pp. 26g-72 and pp. 380-3.

¢ Cmd. 2599 (1926), Report of the Broadcasting Committee, §15,.
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platitudinous manner. The application of the present policy
involves the neglect of many opportunities in forming public
opinion in matters of vital importance.’

Critics who have accused Reith, very unfairly, of seeking to
avoid controversial broadcasting during the 1930s could not
have written a more powerful letter than this. The Governors,
he went on, had submitted the request after careful deliberation,
viewing it as a ‘natural and logical development of the service’.
The power would, of course, not be misused: it was essential
that it should be directed by a genuine sense of responsibility.!

The Post Office could scarcely counter this line of argument
had it wished to do so, and on 5 March 1928 the ‘ban on
controversy’ was withdrawn in the light of the ‘loyal and
punctilious manner’ in which the BBC had conformed to the
obligations imposed’. Not that there was any rush for freedom.
‘His Majesty’s Government feels that the time has come when
an experiment ought to be made in the direction of greater
latitude.” The ban on ‘editorializing’ remained.2

The ‘experiment’ continued without a break until 1939, with
the Postmaster-General repeatedly emphasizing that it was the
duty of the Governors and not of himself to interpret the proper
scope of controversy. Twice in 1927, before the ban was with-
drawn, Sir William Mitchell-Thomson and his deputy, Viscount
Wolmer, made it clear that they had no intention of ‘directing’
the BBC,3 and once, years later in 1933, when Kingsley Wood
was specifically asked in the House of Commons to use his veto
power to prohibit talks in a series on India, he replied that he
had to trust ‘the discretion of the Governors in this matter,
who have the responsibility’.+ There was only one occasion when
the ban might have been used in the early 1930s, when the
Postmaster-General suggested informally to the BBC that a
projected talk by an ex-German U-Boat Commander, Captain
Ernst Hashagen, would cause so much offence to the public
that it ought to be cancelled. Heavy pressure was placed on the
BBC and the talk was, in fact, cancelled by the BBC without
the ban being formally used.s The decision to cancel was taken
by the Board of Governors, with Reith dissenting. Many years

T #*Reith to Murray, 16 Jan. 1928. 2 *Murray to Reith, 5 Mar. 1928.
3 Hansard, vol. 203, cols. 2004-5; ibid., vol. 212, cols. 598-600.
4 Ibid., vol. 276, cols. 6-7. s Ibid., vol. 268, cols. 593—4.
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later when both Reith and Kingsley Wood were ministers in
the same war-time administration, Reith asked Kingsley Wood
whether he would in fact have used his veto. ‘Not on your life.
I would never have done it’, was the reply.!

Reith has left a full account of the incident as it appeared at
the time. Baldwin asked Kingsley Wood to tell him that the
Cabinet had unanimously decided that the talk should not be
given. ‘I had quite an argument with the Postmaster-General,’
Reith goes on, ‘saying that I thought it was monstrous, and
that he would be doing us a good turn by declining to interfere.’
He, Whitley, the Chairman of the Governors, and Gainford
went round to the Post Office and had a somewhat stormy
meeting. ‘We could not get out of the P.M.G. what he would
do if we refused to cancel, but Whitley made it pretty clear that
we were not inclined to do so.” The three BBC representatives
then met on their own, with Reith strongly advocating carrying
on with the broadcast. He was certain, he said, that Kingsley
Wood was bluffing and would not use his veto. The others dis-
agreed. ‘I said’, Reith ended his account, ‘that it was the most
important issue that had ever come before us, but I saw that
Whitley was inclined to yield, so I said I would stay out of the
argument. In fact, I immediately wrote down the reply which
the P.M.G. should give to the question in the House that after-
noon, that the talk was a serious contribution to the elimination
of warfare, but that he had heard from us in the morning that
in view of the Lausanne Conference we had decided to cancel
it. This is what he said. There was a tremendous downpour of
rain as we left the Post Office and this expressed my feelings
with regard to the matter.’?

Quite apart from the possible threat to the freedom of the
BBC from the Post Office, there was always a much more serious
threat from public opinion or particular sections of it. Before
the ban on controversy was lifted, the Morning Post complained
that ‘the suggestion that prohibition on controversy should be
removed opens up a vista of horrible possibilities. The average
man or woman, when at leisure with the world, has not the
slightest desire to be plunged into disputes on any of these
subjects [politics, religion, and industry].’s After the ban was

! Note by Maurice Farquharson, Apr. 1963.
2 Reith, Diary, 6 July 1932. 3 Morning Post, g Jan. 1928.
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lifted, particular broadcasts were always subject to sharp
criticism. The Manchester Guardian might hail ‘the clash of
opinions’, but The Times insisted that ‘the balance must be kept’
and the Daily Telegraph urged that ‘much caution will still be re-
quisite if the new freedom is to work to the common good’.! From
March 1928 to November 1929 the BBC had its own ‘Con-
troversy Committee’ which included both Eckersleys, Gladstone
Murray, Graves, Stobart, and Miss Matheson. It dealt with all
points likely to create difficulty.

Another international incident in 1932 illustrated how easy
it was to be provocative. An anonymous speaker on Europe in
a New Year’s Eve programme mentioned that Poland was
spending one-third of its government income on armaments.
This statement, true or false, stirred the Polish Ambassador to
protest and the Foreign Office to seek to smooth out relations.
It then started off a long correspondence in The Times, where
thirty-one signatories to a most effective letter demanded full
independence for the Corporation.z The government thought
that it was advisable to allow the subject to te aired on the floor
of the Commons, and a private-member’s motion, backed by
the Government Whips, both affirmed the BBC’s right to
broadcast controversial programmes and urged ‘the greatest
care in the selection of speakers and subjects’. A Labour amend-
ment suggesting the appointment of a Select Committee ‘to
review the work of recent years and make recommendations’
was defeated on straight party grounds, and the private-mem-
ber’s motion was carried by 203 votes to 27.3

Such incidents indicated how difficult it would have been to
extend the scope of ‘controversial broadcasting’ during the
1930s. The difficulties derived in the first instance from the
domestic political party system. They began with Budget
spceches. These had been severely circumscribed before 1927,+
but in 1928 Winston Churchill, then Chancellor of the Ex-
chequer, was allowed to make a factual statement. ‘He delivered
a good defence of the Budget, supposed to be non-controversial
but it was not’, wrote Reith, who accompanied him to Savoy

! Manchester Guardian, 6 Mar. 1928; The Times, 6 Mar. 1928; Daily Telegraph,
6 Mar. 1928.

% The Times, 6 Feb. 1933. The signatories included Rutherford, Keynes, Julian
Huxley, F. M. Powicke, W. H. Hadow, and H. A. L. Fisher.

3 Hansard, vol. 274, cols. 1811 ff. + See The Birth of Broadcasting, p. 268.
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Hill.' MacDonald immediatcly protested on behalf of the
Executive of the Labour Party,2 and in 1929 it was decided
inside the BBC not to ask the Chancellor to speak because of
the imminent general election. ‘Last year the Chancellor’s
speech could not fail to be, in effect, propaganda . . . though
he did it very skilfully. This year its propaganda effect would
be doubled.’s Snowden broadcast in 1930 and 1931 as Labour
Chancellor of the Exchequer, but turned down a request from
the BBC in 1931 that his speech should be part of a ‘political
series’.# Neither the Conservative Party nor the Labour Party
by itself was prepared to lose the opportunity of political advan-
tage. ‘To include the Budget talk in the list of political talks’,
Snowden’s Parliamentary Private Secretary replied, ‘would
deprive the Government of one broadcast opportunity.’s

Snowden’s Conservative successor, Neville Chamberlain,
took the same line, and this time it was George Lansbury on
behalf of the Labour Party who was aggrieved.® Chamberlain
slightly widened the terms of reference of his reply. ‘It would
be very undesirable,’ his secretary wrote, ‘especially in difficult
and critical times like these, to make the Budget the subject of
a controversial debate on the wireless before an audience which
is uninstructed in all the complexities and problems of the
financial position at home and abroad. Moreover, the Chan-
cellor of the Exchequer, restricted by the responsibilities of his
office, would be at a great disadvantage compared with an
opponent who had no such responsibilities.’” Chamberlain took
up the same position the following year, but a political serics
centred on the Budget began notwithstanding in 1934, with
Chamberlain, Attlee, Herbert Samuel, and J. H. Thomas as
the speakers. By 1939 the procedure was generally agreed.

The political rota at general election times often involved
the sharpest disagreement. Reith wrote to the leaders of the
political parties about the opportunities of political broadcasting
in April 1928.8 The response was encouraging. Baldwin was

1 Reith, Diary, 25 Apr. 1928. 2 *MacDonald to Reith, 1 May 1928.

3 *Miss Matheson to Reith, 20 Mar. 1929.

4 *Reith to Thomas Kennedy, 25 Feb. 1931.

s *Kennedy to Reith, 17 Mar. 1931. 6 *Reith to Lansbury, 28 Apr. 1933.

7 *Donald Fergusson to Reith, 27 Apr. 1933. Fergusson also set out the same
argument in a memorandum of 27 Mar. 1934.

8 *Reith to the leaders of the three parties, 19 Apr. 1928,
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already an accomplished broadcaster, and MacDonald, then
Leader of the Opposition, expressed great interest. ‘Lunched
with Ramsay MacDonald at the Club’, Reith wrote in his
diary in February 1929. ‘He wanted to talk about political
broadcasting, the Labour Party being so dependent on the
wireless. I told him we would agree if the three parties agreed
among themselves. We might even make arrangements if two
of them did. He said the Labour Party were ready to agree to
almost anything.’!

This statement was too optimistic, and there was much
acrimonious debate before MacDonald and J. C. C. Davidson,
on behalf of Baldwin, the Prime Minister, reached any kind
of agreement. For two Conservative speakers there werc to be
only one Labour and one Liberal speaker.2 MacDonald so dis-
liked the arrangement that he remarked somewhat petulantly
that ‘if they [unspecified] are going to try to manipulate things,
the Labour Party will not appear in the scheme at all’.3 Walter
Jerrold in the Star was less concerned about the ‘double ration’
to the Conservative speakers:

*Twill be found when he’s finished, his matter is such

That he’s talked twice as long and not said half as much.4
To complicate matters further, Lloyd George was very annoyed
at not being given a date in the same week as Baldwin and
MacDonald.s He was very alive to the political possibilities of
broadcasting at this time, having just made a speech in Par-
liament asserting that it was ‘vital’ that broadcasting should be
used ‘to enable the vast mass of the electorate to know what the
issues were’ and adding that he ‘did not know of any other way
by which it could get at them’.6 Because of divisions between
the parties, Reith had had to settle the allocation of party time
himself, ‘to the equal discontent of all three parties’.” There was
talk in the papers, however, of the government dictating to the
BBC, with the Daily News claiming that Baldwin had been
‘egged on by Churchill’.8

For the first time during this gencral election the press

T Reith, Diary, 13 Feb. 1929.

2 The agreement was announced in the press on 5 Apr. 1929 in what the Daily
News called ‘curiously ambiguous terms’. The Manchester Guardian called it a ‘com-
promise’. 3 Sunday Graphic, 7 Apr. 1929. He was answered by Mrs. Snowden.

4 Star, 7 Apr. 1929. s Ibid., 30 Apr. 1929. 6 The Times, 5 Mar. 192q9.
7 Into the Wind, p. 131. 8 Daily News, 5 Apr. 1929.
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pointed to the direct influence of broadcasting on politics. The
Manchester Guardian, for instance, noted that there was one
wireless in three houses as against one in six or seven in 1923,
and claimed that ‘the whole technique of elections must undergo
a profound change as a result of the advent of the BBC’. The
psychological results were ‘not certainly predictable’ but it
seemed likely that they would be ‘good’. Instead of going to a
few political meetings devoted to increasing the faith of those
whose minds are already made up, the voter will in time become
accustomed to following a rcasonable debate in which his op-
ponents as well as his own leaders will state their case.’ This
belief in the ‘rationalizing’ influence of radio on politics per-
sisted down to 1939 despite what was happening in Nazi
Germany. There was a blissful ignorance of hidden persuaders
and public relations techniques. ‘It is an appeal to the individual
reason rather than to the crowd emotion’, A. G. Gardiner, the
veteran political commentator, wrote in 1931.2 He was recalling
the controversy between free traders and protectionists before
1914 rather than looking ahead to the 1950s and 1960s.

Not everybody welcomed the BBC’s willingness to broadcast
politics at election times. The Daily Express spoke of ‘the
listener’s new ordeal’, while the Daily Sketch asked bluntly:
‘Is Science, which has added so greatly to the horrors of in-
ternational war to be allowed also to increase the horrors
of party politics warfare?’s When W. Crawford, the Liberal
Member for Wolverhampton West, told the House of Commons
that ‘each evening a certain amount of politics could be put
into the ordinary broadcasting programme’, there were loud
cries of ‘Oh!+ The speeches actually given by the politicians
in 1929 did not greatly impress the public. Sir Laming Worthing-
ton-Evans, the first Conservative speaker, called his experience
an ‘ordeal’ and spoke of the ‘terrible microphone’: ‘he talked
like an extract from a political handbook’, the AManchester
Guardian tartly remarked.5 Arthur Henderson, the first Labour
speaker, had a ‘heavy father touch’, complained the Star.6

t Manchester Guardian, 25 Jan. 1929. See also the issue of 16 May 1929 with
a leader entitled ‘A Mechanised Election’.

2 A. G. Gardiner, ‘The New Style in Elections’ in the Star, 29 Oct. 1931.

3 Daily Express, 23 Jan. 1929; Daily Sketck, 6 Mar. 1929.

4 The Times, 5 Mar. 1929.
8 Manchester Guardian, 3 Apr. 1929. 6 Star, 12 Apr. 1929.
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Reith gave an insider’s view. The broadcasts confirmed his
previous opinions. Chamberlain had prepared nothing. Mac-
Donald was far less effective than Snowden. Baldwin was best
of all. He had written asking Reith for information about the
social classification of the audience, and he wanted to know
whether working men listened at home or in clubs and pubs.
Reith helped him, as he had helped him before, with his per-
oration.!

There were few press comments about the effect of broad-
casting on the result of the election, which led to the formation
of the second Labour government, but by the autumn of 129
the Conservatives were protesting, like the Labour Party before
1929, against ‘too many government speeches’.? A different
kind of protest came from Winston Churchill, who was increas-
ingly estranged from Baldwin. In December 1929 he wrote to
Reith saying that he was about to make a ‘public offer’ to the
BBC ‘of £100 out of my own pocket for the right to speak for
half an hour on Politics. How ashamed you will all be in a few
years for having muzzled the broadcast!’s Reith replied that
not only was the BBC precluded by its Licence from accepting
money, but that ‘the American plan... of allowing broadcasting
to be available on a cash basis’ operated ‘irrespective of any
consideration of content or balance’.# This did not end the
argument: indeed, it was to be revived on several occasions
before 1939. Churchill wrote that he preferred the American
plan to ‘the present British methods of debarring public men
from access to a public who wish to hear’. He added that the
BBC was wrong to seek to regulate its political broadcasts
through the political parties. ‘I was not aware that parties had
a legal basis at all, or that they had been formally brought into
your licence.’s

The exchange was not unfriendly, and within a few days
Reith asked Churchill whether he would be willing to take
part in a broadcast discussion, ‘preferably of the conversational
type’, on ‘some such subject as the Party system’.6 Chur-
chill by-passed the suggestion with the broad and sweeping

t Into the Wind, p. 131; Diary, 22 April 1929. 2 The Times, 8 Oct. 1929.
3 *Winston Churchill to Reith, 29 Dec. 1929.

4 *Reith to Churchill, 31 Dec. 1929.

s *Churchill to Reith, 1t Jan. 1930. 6 *Reith to Churchill, 8 Jan. 1930.
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reply: ‘Of course, I am anxious to speak to the public about
great questions like Egypt, India, the Navy, the dole, American
nationalisation of British industry and so on.” He also stated
that he intended to have the whole question of political broad-
casting brought up in Parliament.! He did not respond to
Reith’s suggestion that ‘the expression of original and provo-
cative points of view . . . can be done more effectively outside
the confines of stereotyped party rota’.z

As Churchill moved further away from Baldwin, he chafed
increasingly at all suggestions of ‘stereotyped party rota’. He
refused several BBC invitations to broadcast, stating bluntly
that he did ‘nct wish to speak upon the broadcast [sic] except
on great questions of national policy’ or ‘for some charitable
undertaking’.3 Lord Beaverbrook was more successful than
Churchill in broadcasting on a theme of his own choice in 1930
precisely because he did not raise general questions concerning
party control. He took part with Sir William Beveridge in an
interesting radio discussion on Free Trade versus Empire Free
Trade: ‘If he did not comply with all the canons of broadcast-
ing,” the Manchester Guardian commented afterwards, ‘he achieved
the rare distinction of putting his personality across into space.’
‘While the other political parties have been earnestly debating
. . . how long opponents should be allowed to remain at the
microphone,” another newspaper wrote, ‘Lord Beaverbrook
has cut through the obstacles which bar the way to a proper
national broadcasting agreement with the sword of economics.’s
Beveridge sent the BBC copies of the letters he received after
his broadcast talk, ‘pretty equally divided between shouts of
approval and shrieks of rage’.6 ‘If one was to judge the effect
of the broadcast from this correspondence,” Lionel Fielden
noted, ‘one would say that Beveridge had confused a few of the
“middle thinkers” and left the converted where they were. But
I suspect that the effect is really much greater upon the mass of
“middle thinkers” who don’t write.’”” Unfortunately BBC com-
ments on Lord Beaverbrook’s forceful speech do not survive.

t *Churchill to Reith, 14 Jan. 1930.
2 *Reith to Churchill, 20 Mar. 1930. 3 *Churchill to Reith, 15 Feb. 1931.
4 Manchester Guardian, 29 Aug. 1930. 5 Sunday Referee, 31 Aug. 1930.

*Sir William Beveridge to Miss Matheson, 12 Dec. 1930. This was Beveridge's
first broadcast.

7 *Note by Lionel Fielden, 15 Dec. 1930.
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It is interesting to note that Beveridge was ‘much more against
Baldwin’s preference policy than . . . against Beaverbrock’s
protection policy’,’ and that he willingly refused ‘to mention
British [political] parties any more than Lord Beaverbrook
mentions them’.2

The political parties, which so strongly pressed for party
control of broadcasting in 1930, were themselves divided by
the events of 1931. A number of debates were cancelled because
of the pressure of current party politics—including one between
Sir Oswald Mosley and Lord Eustace Percy on ‘tradition’s—
and Churchill was refused permission to state his views on India
in February. On this occasion letters exchanged between him
and J. H. Whitley, the Chairman of the Governors of the BBC,
were published in the press. One letter of Churchill’s included
the tendentious phrase that he wanted the BBC to afford him
‘the opportunity of stating the British side of the case’.# The
press also was divided on political grounds about this bold claim
as it was about the whole question of ‘access to the microphone’.
Questions of freedom shifted all too easily into questions of
privilege. Many newspapers pointed out that if Churchill was
granted the freedom of the air every one else should be granted
it also: the BBC could not possibly allow every one to speak
who wished to do so. On the whole the BBC won the press
battle. Time and Tide noted that ‘“Mr. Churchill accuses the BBC
of having made a lamentable departure from British traditions.
It is he who has departed from tradition in endeavouring to
embarrass a government dealing with a delicate problem out-
side the range of home affairs.’s

Before the controversy about Churchill had settled, Mac-
Donald stole the limelight. The financial crisis and the for-
mation of the National government during the Parliamentary
recess made broadcasting a powerful element in political com-
munication. On the evening of 25 August 1931, just after the

1 *Note by Miss Matheson, 1 Dec. 1930.

2 *Beveridge to Miss Matheson, 3 Dec. 1930. See also Lord Beveridge, Power and
Influence (1953), pp. 221-2.

3 See J. M. Kenworthy, ‘Free the BBC’ in Modern Wireless, Apr. 1931.

4 *Winston Churchill to J. H. Whitley, 2 July 1931.

s Time and Tide, 15 Aug. 1932; The Spectator, 30 June 1932: ‘If it began with
Mr. Churchill where could it be depended upon to stop? . . . The line Sir John
Reith has taken is absolutely right. Not even Mr. Churchill can be supplied with
broadcasting facilities on demand.’
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new government had been formed, MacDonald gave a broad-
cast from all stations in which he appealed for confidence.
It was said to have achieved its immediate purpose inter-
nationally if not at home. ‘Following Mr. Ramsay MacDonald’s
broadcast speech, the pound sterling rose on all the leading
centres’, wrote the Daily Mail.' There were the usual—and, to
the historian, devastating—differences of opinion about the
essentials of its delivery. ‘We heard the Prime Minister last
night and sensed his tiredness, his anxiety—and his carnestness’,
wrote the Star: ‘admirable in its subject matter, it was admirably
delivered’, wrote the Evening Standard. “The Prime Minister’s
voice was strong, clear and dignified. There was no evidence
of strain or tiredness.’2

The general clection of 1931 took place in an atmosphere of
far greater political bitterness than the election of 1929, with
Labour talking of betrayal and the ‘National Government’ scek-
ing to rally all good men to the aid of the party. No Labour
speaker broadcast in the critical months between August and
October 1931, and it was not until the eve of the election that
Reith met Glyn, the Prime Minister’s Parliamentary Private
Secretary and some of his colleagues, and spent about two hours
‘discussing what to do about the political speeches’. They said
that they did not want Kennedy or Samuel, the representatives
at that time of ‘National Labour’ and ‘Liberal National’, to take
part in the pre-election broadcasts. “They were all Conser-
vatives’, however, Reith noted, and ‘I was sure that there would
be a racket later’.3

As a result of a number of telephone calls—little of this was
ever set down on paper—Sir John Simon, a National Liberal,
was added to the list. This immediately roused Samuel. ‘When
Samuel heard that Simon was in as one of the Liberals he went
off the deep end. He did not recognize Simon as a Liberal,
although they were members of the same Cabinet. A few days
later Arthur Henderson, the leader of the Labour Party, said
that the proposed list was quite unacceptable to him. “There
ought to be as many speakers against the Government as for

! Daily Mail, 27 Aug. 1931; Financial Times, 27 Aug. 1931.
* Star, 26 Aug. 1931; Evening Standard, 26 Aug. 1931.

3 Reith, Diary, 1 Oct. 1931.

4 Ibid., 3 Oct. 1931.
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the Government, and he wanted for his Opposition as many as
for all the others put together.”

In the midst of the troubles Reith took it upon himself to
telephone Lloyd George, who had not been involved in the man-
ccuvres leading up to the formation of the National government.
Lloyd Georgedid, in fact, broadcast on 15 October, claiming that
the election was a ‘partisan intrigue under the guise of a patriotic
appeal’, and Reith thought that it was a first-class broadcasting
performance. ‘I have never met anyone with a more magnetic
personality.’? Yet Lloyd George’s broadcast, with its ‘Bardic
note’, did not sway the election result. The most effective and
probably the most savagely controversial broadcasting the BBC
had ever transmitted came from Philip Snowden, who had
moved over with MacDonald, yet still out of sympathy with
him, to join the National government. In his radio talk of 18
October he shocked his old colleagues by referring to Labour
Party policy as ‘Bolshevism run mad’. The Manchester Guardian
felt that a speech of this kind has ‘no persuasive power . . . in the
calm atmosphere’ of the home, but there was little doubt that
it both persuaded doubters and, equally important, reinforced
anti-socialist opinion.3

Altogether there were nine political speakers in the immediate
pre-election campaign, of whom only one, Baldwin, was Con-
servative. ‘This’, Churchill remarked, ignoring the other five
spokesmen of the National government, ‘was carrying the
suppression of Conservative opinion beyond the bounds of
reason and fair play.’+ Baldwin, ‘with his feet on our fender’,
was as successful as usual,’ and the Labour Party made poor
use of the facilities offered it. Henderson started well, but moved
along far too fast as ‘a fatal urgency got him in its grip’.¢ Clynes
had no understanding of the medium. When Attlee protested
later about the amount of time given to Labour, Kingsley Wood
retorted amid laughter in the House of Commons that if
Labour had been given more time at the election the Lakour
Party would have been wiped out completely.? No one denied
the influence of wireless in the election, but no one tried to

! Reith, Diary, 8 Oct. 1931. 2 Ibid., 15 Oct. 19%1.
3 Manchester Guardian, 19 Oct. 1931. 4 The Times, 14 Oct. 1931.
5 Manchester Guardian, 16 Oct. 1931. 6 Ibid., 24 Oct. 1931.
7

The Times, 12 Dec. 1931. As it was, only 52 Labour candidates were returned.
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measure it. ‘It is pretty generally agreed that this election was
won at the fireside’, the Manchester Guardian claimed. “The wire-
less played a part it never did in any previous clection.” ‘Local
candidates were overshadowed in their own constituencies by
the etheric presence of mightier men’, wrote Clifford Sharp.
‘Electors would sometimes actually leave political meetings for
twenty minutes or so to hear Baldwin or MacDonald or Lloyd
George, and then return in a spirit perhaps a shade more
critical than before of home town oratory.’

At the general election of 1935 the National government won
again with areduced majority—=247 against 497—and again there
were ‘great rows’ behind the scenesabout the allocation of election
talks.3 This time the Opposition Liberals were the main source of
friction. Samuel wanted to include both Lloyd George and
Snowden in the Opposition Liberal quota, much to the annoy-
ance of Captain Margesson, the National government’s tough
Whip. ‘Margesson was furious’, Sir Stephen Tallents wrote in his
Diary, ‘and rang up Graves several times, and at length.’+ Reith
refused to take part in the discussion, stating firmly that it was the
duty of the political parties, and not of the BBC, toreach an agree-
ment. If Margesson wished to protest, he should protest to the
Liberal Whip. Eventually the quota was fixed by the parties
themselves at five for the Government, four for the Labour Party,
and three for the Opposition Liberals—which was generally felt
to be a ‘fair deal’. The Labour Party made better use of its oppor-
tunity than at the General Election of 1931, and one of its new
speakers, Herbert Morrison, was a distinct success.5 Snowden,
who broadcast for the Liberals, despite Margesson’s protests,
was once again a highly controversial figure. ‘His egocentric
acidulity’, wrote the Evening News, ‘has probed the vitals of
every other political leader in turn.’¢

There was a somewhat more sophisticated approach to the
role of broadcasting in 1935 than at previous elections.

¥ Manchester Guardian, 4 Nov. 1931,

2 C. Sharp, “The Recent War on the Air’ in Weekend Review, 31 Oct. 1931.

3 Reith, Diary, 25 Oct. 1935.

+ Sir Stephen Tallents, Diary, 25 Oct. 1935 (Tallents Papers).

s Daily Express, 9 Nov. 1935; Manchester Guardian, 14 Nov. 1935.

¢ Euvening News, 29 Oct. 1935. The leader was called ‘Lone Wolf’. The Manchester
Guardian ran a contest for its readers based on appreciations of the election speakers.
One listener praised Snowden for offering vitriol not syrup (14 Nov. 1935).
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The Daily Express questioned people as to whether or not they
had listened to Morrison and to Baldwin: 29-5 per cent. had
listened to the former, it was claimed, 409 per cent. to the
latter.! It was estimated by a second pollster also that about
40 per cent. of the subscribers to wireless-relay systems were
listening to the political broadcasts as against a ‘normal’
audience at that time of 60 to 65 per cent.2 The greater use of
the broadcasting system ‘as an instrument of political education’
The Times maintained, made the result harder to forecast, while
the Daily Express attributed ‘the failure of the official prophets’
to forecast such a large majority for the government to the
influence of radio.? The New Statesman looked forward to the
next election. The microphone was ‘a soul-less non-odoriferous
instrument, a one-way traffic affair which does not answer back’,
but the next election would be a television election. “The
listeners shall see the broadcaster, but he won’t see them.’+

Prophecies of this kind are obviously of long-term interest,
although many political squabbles of this period look petty and
unimportant in the light of subsequent history. So too do the
squabbles about the BBC’s own attitude to ‘internal censor-
ship’. Under Hilda Matheson the BBC employed speakers of
every persuasion, but this did not save it from charges of ‘left-
wing bias’. Under Siepmann the same charges were frequently
repeated, and the Corporation found it desirable to seek ‘right-
wing speakers’ who would offset criticism. To many people
outside the BBC the explanation of what was happening inside
the organization was political. Miss Matheson, it was suggested,
had to leave because of political opposition to her. Siepmann’s
difficulties arose, others suggested, for exactly the same reason.

In fact, the difficulties centred as much on personalities as
on principles, and there is no evidence to suggest that either
Miss Matheson or Siepmann used the BBC to push one par-
ticular point of view or even to over-represent it. The circum-
stances leading up to Miss Matheson’s resignation were, indecd,
peculiarly complicated and were concerned as much as any-
thing else with her administrative relations with Siepmann.

' Daily Express, 9 Nov. 1935, 12 Nov. 1935. 2 Daily Telegraph, 31 Oct. 1935.
3 The Times, 16 Nov. 1935; Daily Express, 16 Nov. 1935.
4 New Statesman, 9 Nov. 1935.
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There was a great deal of mutual scrutiny of motives in 1929
and 1930, and as Hilda Matheson lost her monopoly of the
Spoken Word, there was also a good deal of bad temper and
Jjealousy. She proved testy and difficult to co-operate with, and
recriminations multiplied on both sides. This was the second
of the BBC’s difficulties with officers in positions of responsibility,
the first being the resignation for domestic reasons of the Chief
Engineer, Peter Eckersley, in 1929.! In both cases the press took
up the stories, concentrating on issues which were general and
leaving out many of the relevant particularities.>
Siepmann, who succeeded Hilda Matheson, had joined the
BBC in the autumn of 1927 on the recommendation of Sir
George Gater. He was a lively, enterprising, and ambitious
young man, who saw the opportunities of broadcasting in much
the same terms as Hilda Matheson. His first job in the BBC was
that of deputy to R. S. Lambert in the Adult Education Sec-
tion, which hived off from Stobart’s empire early in 1927,3 and
when Lambert became editor of The Listener in October 1929,
Siepmann succeeded him. He worked extremely closely with
Hilda Matheson and in July 1929 it was decided to amalgamate
the Adult Education Section with the Talks Department.4 The
change took place in December. ‘Mr. Siepmann and his Assist-
ant will transfer from Cecil Chambers to Savoy Hill’, the Inter-
nal Memorandum stated. ‘He takes seniority and general
responsibility next Miss Matheson but to some extent on a
colleagueship basis, having direct responsibility on matters
affecting the Central Council for Adult Education.s The term
“Adult Education” disappears internally.’6
The language of this memorandum was more vague in its

references to the future of Charles Siepmann than it was to the
future of the term ‘adult education’. Nor was it immediately
obvious what lay behind a further memorandum of February
1931. ‘In view of the development of Talks Department’s activi-
ties and in order to demarcate responsibilities more precisely
as between the Corporation and the Central Council for Broad-

! See below, p. 543.

2 See, for example, the News Chronicle, 2 Dec. 1931,

3 See below, p. 222.

4 *Control Board Minutes, 16 July 1929.

s

6

*Internal Memorandum, no. 125, 5 Dec. 1929.
For the organization of adult education, see below, pp. 217 ff.
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cast Adult Education, Miss Matheson will in future act (and
be known) as Director of General Talks and Mr. Siepmann
as Director of Adult Education Talks. Thesc will be distinct
departments, but with a single executive (Mr. Rendall).’* This
arrangement did not work well, and when suggestions were made
that there should be further reorganization, Miss Matheson sent
in her resignation on 12 October 1931.

Siepmann formally replaced her as Director of Talks in
January 1932. Yet it was not a straight replacement. Some
of Reith’s critics have seen the Director-General’s hand
behind ‘the advancement of Siepmann’.? In fact, he appointed
him to the post previously occupied by Miss Matheson anly
after very careful thought and prolonged discussion both with
Siepmann himself and with the Chairman of Governors. He
was very glad indeed, however, to see Miss Matheson go.

There was rumour of other members of the Talks Branch
resigning in support of Miss Matheson,? but this very quickly
fizzled out. J. M. Rose-Troup took over as Assistant Director
(and Executive); Fielden, who had been very close to Miss
Matheson, was placed in charge of General Talks; and Rendall
took over Adult Education Talks and became Secretary of the
Central Council for Broadcast Adult Education. Under Siep-
mann’s general direction, the reorganized Talks Branch settled
down to plan some of the liveliest talks in the BBC’s history.

An excellent series called Whither Britain?, for example, was
broadcast in 1934 (with Wells, Bevin, Shaw, and Lloyd George
among the speakers) and this was followed later in the year by
a series on The Causes of War (with, among others, Lord Beaver-
brook, Norman Angell, Major Douglas—of Social Credit fame
—and Aldous Huxley). A few months earlier, in the spring of
1933, two of the best of BBC talkers were on the air. Professor
John Hilton gave his first series on industrial relations—his talks
evoke the mood of the 1930s almost as strongly as the popular
songs of the period—and J. B. Priestley, whose war-time broad-
casts still recall a quite different mood, offered a personal com-
ment on current events called I’ll Tell You Everything. Alistair

t *BBC Internal Memorandum, no. 149, 25 Feb. 1931.

2 Ariel and All His Quality, pp. 72-73; The Natural Bent, pp. 116-18,
3 The Natural Bent, p. 117.

4 *BBC Internal Memorandum, no. 174, 8 Jan. 1932.
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Cooke, who was also to become one of the best of all broad-
casters, began his radio career in 1934 as a cinema critic. His
early correspondence with the BBC is enlivened by a telegram
of 1936 which reads ‘Script today would have to be about two
good books and game of ice hockey, for in 23 general relcases
and 6 new films nowhere to go for a laugh or a cry.”" Despite
candid comments like this, Cooke avoided the sort of friction
with film interests which Agate continued to provoke with the
theatre. He was already hailed in 1936 as ‘a really good broad-
casting personality’.2 His was a voice of the future. Meanwhile
the National Lectures, which had been inaugurated by Robert
Bridges, the Poet Laureate and the first poet to write on broad-
casting, went their somewhat sombre way, with occasional
peaks of retrospective drama like Lord Rutherford’s lecture in
October 1933 on The Transmutation of the Atom.3

The record is impressive, but the way of the Talks Branch
was never smooth. There was trouble both about personalities
and about ‘message’. Churchill’s difficulties, for example, did
not end in 1931. Having pressed hard to broadcast on the world
economic crisis in 1932,* the imminence of the Lausanne Con-
ference was given as a reason for ‘feeling’ that a talk at that time
would not be ‘appropriate’.s He took part in the Whither
Britain? series, however—with ‘a broad latitude’ to speak on
what he wished—and in the later series on The Causes of War;
and in 1935 he gave his long-postponed talk on India. Whitley
told him in October 1933 in the most friendly fashion that the
reason he had not been asked to broadcast earlier on India was
because the Parliamentary Advisory Committee of the BBC had
recommended against it. There was a small inter-party consulta-
tive committee to advise on political talks, the idea of which
had been suggested by MacDonald in September 1932.7
This was implemented almost immediately, and the previous
elaborate arrangement with party Whips was abolished except
at election times. A small committee of five—Lord Rankeillour,

*Telegram to Malcolm Brereton, 17 Jan. 1936.

*J. Rose-Troup to C. G. Graves, 15 Jan. 1936.

For a list of talks between 1930 and 1935, see BBC Annual (1935), pp. 28-33.
*Winston Churchill to Reith, 28 Mar. 1932, 14 Apr. 1932.

*Reith to Churchill, 27 May 1932.

*Churchill to Dawnay, 6 Nov. 1933.

Into the Wind, p. 162.

P T A )




WORDS AND MUSIC 145

Lord Gorell, John Buchan, Major Milner, and Ian Macpherson
—was set up to meet at thc BBC’s request two or three times a
year.! The scheme did not work very well, however, since
Lansbury did not approve of Major Milner serving, and Milner
never attended.

The existence of this committee made it difficult for speakers,
like Churchill, who were not on good terms with their parties,
to broadcast on major political questions. ‘Surely’, Churchill,
Lloyd George, and Austen Chamberlain complained in 1933,
‘it introduces an entirely new principle of discrimination in
British public life—namely the elimination and silencing of any
members of Parliament who are not nominated by the party
leaders or the party whips.’? Snowden, who had been given the
opportunity by the Liberal Party of making his voice heard at
a critical time in 1935, joined in the protest on the ground that
it ‘crushes out all independent political views’.3 The parties con-
tinued to exercise direct or indirect influence, however, even after
the eclipse of the Parliamentary Advisory Committee, and the
public heard men like Churchill only rarely. This was a national
loss. Churchill, who turned down a number of requests to
broadcast on what he thought were subjects of little national
importance, spoke in 1937 ‘about the Navy in its relation to the
Empire’.+ ‘I should like to dwell’, he told the BBC, ‘on peace
and freedom, tolerance, Parliament and law, as well as upon the
Navy which renders our existence and mission possible.’s He
also broadcast on the Mediterranean in October 1938, when he
told a BBC official that he still felt himself to be ‘muzzled’.®

It is necessary to add that the BBC was influenced in its
political broadcasts policy not only by the parties but by the
pressure of public opinion. There was always a powerful current
of opinion which resented the expression of all ‘strong’ political
statements and accused the BBC of bias in one direction or
another. Churchill was identified with a ‘strong’ right-wing
position before he turned increasingly to the international scene

! Ibid., p. 172. *Control Board Minutes, 27 Sept. 1932.

2 *Winston Churchill, D. Lloyd George, and Sir Austen Chamberlain to J. H.
Whitley, 25 Aug. 1933.

3 The Times, 12 Sept. 1933.

4 *Churchill to Reith, 5 Mar. 1937.

5 *Churchill to the Programme Contracts Executive, 24 Mar. 1937.

6 *Note by Guy Burgess, 4 Oct. 1938.
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in the 1930s, and having roused left-wing opinion during the
General Strike—which left memories inside the BBC—he
roused moderate Conservative opinion during the Indian dis-
cussions. After he had given his talk in the 1934 Causes of War
series there were complaints that he had delivered a ‘gratuitous
attack on Germany’, and one writer said that it was ‘in need of
far more censorship than Professor Haldane’s’, a talk on the
extreme left.! The mood of the 1930s was not congenial to the
forthright communication of Churchillian themes, and the
BBC did not seek to dispel it.

It had difficulties also, of a quite different order, with Vernon
Bartlett, the BBC’s ‘foreign correspondent’ who broadcast
regularly (on programme contract) on foreign affairs from
London and the European capitals from 1932 onwards. For
five years before that he had given a weekly talk entitled The
Way of the World. Bartlett was an excellent broadcaster but he
ran into many difficulties, particularly when articles he wrote
in the press were set alongside his broadcasts. A talk which he
gave on Nazi Germany in October 1933 provoked a letter from
Ramsay MacDonald, who stated bluntly that ‘a propaganda
in favour of Germany is certainly the most dangerous thing that
can be started at present’.2 A later talk by Bartlett on Germany’s
withdrawal from the League of Nations, which was also held
by his critics to be pro-German, provoked a burst of public
protest—along with a far greater burst of appreciative praise.
Questions were asked in the House of Commons about this
broadcast,? and there was serious strain in the BBC’s relations
with the Foreign Office. Sir John Simon, the Foreign Secretary,
had always hinted that the BBC made crises more critical, and
Sir Robert Vansittart backed him up. After abortive discussions
on the scope of future broadcasts, Bartlett left the BBC for the
News Chronicle. Yet he understood the BBC’s point of view and
frequently broadcast after this, as did other speakers who had
temporary difficulties with the Corporation. He later became
an Independent Progressive Member of Parliament for Bridg-
water in 1938. Reviewing his experience as a commentator on

T *Note by S. J. de Lotbiniére, 20 Nov. 1934.

2 *J, R. MacDonald to J. H. Whitley, 16 Oct. 1935.

3 Hansard, vol. 285, col. 1577. See an article on this and allied subjects by Mrs.
Hamilton, a BBC Governor, in Harper’s Magazine, Dec. 1935.
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forcign affairs he concluded that ‘no one person should be given
a position of such authority and responsibility’.!

If interpretations of Nazi Germany posed problems, so did
interpretations of the Soviet Union. Vansittart complained,
indeed, in 1937 that a talk by John Hilton on Russia was mis-
leading and dangerous, and urged the BBC ‘to keep off Com-
munism and Nazi-ism and Fascism for the next year or so’.2

In August 1934 a new General Talks Department had been
formed in the BBC by the amalgamation of the old General
Talks Department and the Adult Education Department. The
Head of the Department under Siepmann as Director of Talks
was G. N. Pocock, and there were four General Assistants (in-
cluding Felix Greene and J. S. A. Salt) and two part-time
assistants, one of whom was Mrs. Mary Adams, the highly
intelligent wife of the highly independent Conservative Member
of Parliament, Vyvyan Adams. Fielden was ‘promoted’ to the
post of special assistant to Siepmann, ‘with the duties of pro-
viding ideas for Talks programmes, producing special Talks
features and stimulating and criticising the content and execu-
tion of Talks throughout the Branch’.3 Within a year, on Reith’s
recommendation, Fielden was on his way from Broadcasting
House to India to take charge of broadcasting there.

The new man inside the BBC who made the reorganization
necessary was Professor John Coatman, former Professor of
Imperial Economic Relations at the London School of Eco-
nomics, who was deliberately brought in as ‘right wing offset’
to ‘balance’ the direction of talks and news. Reith had decided
to divorce ‘News and Topicality’ from ‘Talks’ in May 1934, the
first open sign that Siepmann’s cmpire was about to disintegrate.+
Coatman was not the first man to be thought of in relation to
the ‘News’ job, but he was strongly supported by Norman and
Dawnay. His arrival almost immediately caused strains and
difficultics with Siepmann. Not only did the two men have
different views, but Coatman did not bchave as a subordinate.
He insisted on his own independence as a maker of policy. As

' V. Bartlett, This is My Life (1937), p. 177.

2 *Memorandum to C. G. Graves, g Mar. 1937.

3 *Internal Memorandum, no. 277, 27 Aug. 1934.
* Reith, Diary, 1 May 1934, 11 May 1934.
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the strains between him and Siepmann intensified Reith became
increasingly concerned not only about Coatman’s but about
Sicpmann’s behaviour. There was ominous talk—inside and
outside committee rooms—of parallels with the last days of
Miss Matheson in 1931. The climax came in June 1935 when
Siepmann was moved from his post as Dircector of Talks to the
new post of Director of Regional Relations. The Talks Depart-
ment then passed into the hands of Rose-Troup.

Rose-Troup’s tenure of office was little more than an inter-
regnum when contending forces struggled against each other.
Indeed, he himself accepted the post only on condition that it
would be temporary. Norman Luker, who had joined the
Talks Department in 1934—and was eventually to become
Head of Talks—has called it ‘a period of anarchy’.! It ended
with the appointment in February 1936 of Sir Richard Roy
Maconachie as Director of Talks. Maconachie had served as
British Minister at Kabul from 1930 to 1936 and had established
an Indian reputation as a ‘master of the pen’. His appointment
to the BBC was naturally seen as a ‘swing to the right’, but it
was something more than this. Convinced of the significance
of Talks and News inside the BBC’s organization, he battled
hard (and sometimes irascibly) in the interests of his depart-
ment. He had a genuine interest in promoting the work of
young men, and he soon won their confidence by allowing
them both security and freedom. John Green, who was a young
man in 1937 and eventually was to be one of Maconachie’s
successors, has written of him:

He came to the BBC at a period of unusual frustration and
threatened resignations, when the cult of the temperamental pro-
ducer was slowly yiclding to more professional and perhaps prosaic
concepts. A virtual anarchy (rather topical at that time because of
the Spanish Civil War) was in operation when the Talks Depart-
ment was summoned to the Board Room to what was thought to be
at worst dismissal, at least another perplexing reorganization. It was
Sir Cecil Graves who merely announced that the Governors had
appointed ‘a Sir Richard Maconachie to be Director of Talks’, and
added most laconically as he left the room ‘he is a most distinguished
public servant whom I am sure you will all like’. I well remember

! Note by N. Luker, 7 Dec. 1962.
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the only lifebelt that could be grasped in that cold sea was the
Governors’ solitary Who’s 11’he. When one of those present had read
aloud the Kiplingesque dossier of deeds wrought on the Indian
Frontier the situation seemed more unusual than ever. Ten years
later the only exceptionable word was ‘like’ because the whole body
of young idealists and intellectuals would unanimously have pre-
ferred ‘love’.!

The tribute rings true, even though in retrospect the choice
of a man with Maconachie’s background must still be consi-
dered as a further retreat into caution. In the last two years of
the peace there were few series of talks which compared in
excitement with those of the earlier 1930s, and controversy
itself began to seem somewhat vieux jeu. The most interesting
reaction inside the BBC was technical rather than political.
Both from ‘left’ and ‘right’ there was a demand for new tech-
niques in the broadcasting of the spoken word. The approach
of Hilda Matheson and Siepmann seemed to be out of date,
particularly in its emphasis on the formal script and the single
speaker. Could not the BBC learn from Mass Observation? Did
it have to rely on an élite? Could not more use be made of
speakers in the regions, speakers who would not naturally use
the standard BBC English with which the Talk was associated?
Was it not necessary to break with ‘intellectualism’, with ‘the
Platonism of the founders’?

Against this background, new kinds of programmes began
to be transmitted, or rather ideas associated with older pro-
grammes werc given a new airing. Conversations in the Train
(1932) had associated conversation with ‘appropriate sound
effects’: theidea was Hilda Matheson’s,2 but whereasshe wanted
to use first-class speakers, like E. M. Forster or Roger Fry, by
1935 professional actors—of the calibre of Gladys Young, Mabel
Constanduros, Carleton Hobbs, and Charles Mason—were
‘performing’ in scripts written by outsiders. The change of mood
inside the BBC is well illustrated in a note by Felix Felton in
1938: ‘I suggest that Conversations in the Train should be taken
over by us under the new title Casual Conversations. This would
have the advantage (a) of being a new title though reminiscent
of the other and (4) of suggesting that the series will, in our

' See The Times, 25 Jan. 1g62.
2 *H. Matheson to R. H. Eckersley, passed to Reith, 4 Dec. 1931.
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hands, deal with private and human problems rather than ones
as cosmic as “fixed Easter” or the metric system.’!

In 1935 a series of unrehearsed debates was arranged by Mrs.
Adams—there had already been many of these since 1927*—
on Saturday evenings. The two speakers and their chairman
met only once, at most, before the debate, and when Bertrand
Russell and G. K. Chesterton debated the motion ‘that parents
are unfitted by nature to bring up their own children’, no pre-
liminary meeting was held until ‘a light supper in the Green
Room’ immediately before the broadcast.3 Fear of silence seems
to have worried producers as much as fear of the uncensored,
though surely not in the case of Russell and Chesterton. There
was certainly little fear of sharp confrontations of opposing
points of view. A recorded debate in December 1936 was des-
cribed by Graves to Rose-Troup as ‘too obviously rehearsed
and lacking in interest because the divergence of views of the
three spcakers was not sufficiently divergent’.+

The BBC’s files on the debates contain many items of his-
torical interest. In late 1936 and early 1937, for example, to
take one short spell alone, Roger Wilson was arranging a series
called This Planning Business with Professor Arnold Plant defend-
ing laissez-faire, John Strachey attacking it, and Harold Mac-
millan taking ‘a middle line’;5 Graves was saying that it was
time to give Crossman ‘a rest’ as a Labour speaker, but that he
had not heard of Gaitskell;¢ and C. V. Salmon, the producer,
after arranging a discussion on ‘The Younger Generation’, was
asking, with genuine solicitude, ‘I understand that Cloudesley
Brereton always has a first-class railway voucher on these

1 *Note by Felix Felton, g June 1938.

z *Miss Matheson wrote to Reith on 1 Feb. 1927, ‘I should very much like
permission to experiment with one unwritten debate’, to which he replied (2 Feb.
1927), ‘By all means have an unwritten debate provided you can be certain that
things will not be said which will subsequently get us into trouble.” Such debates
were subsequently arranged, and Miss Matheson was well aware of the technical
problems they posed. ‘We shall never get ideal conversational stuff in a com-
pletely natural and yet completely audible tone until . . . the whole room is equiva-
lent to a microphone. The present arrangements, though an improvement in some
ways on the past, are still too like Heath Robinson cartoons.” (Miss Matheson to
W. E. G. Murray, 27 Mar. 1930.)

3 *Mrs, Adams to Rose-Troup, 13 Mar. 1936.

+ *Graves to Rose-Troup, 7 Dec. 1936.

s *Wilson to Salmon, 25 Feb. 1937.

6 *Graves to Rose-Troup, 18 Dec. 1936.
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occasions. Do you think that C. P. Snow ought to have one as
well?’1

It is of importance to note that among the significant broad-
casting developments of the years just before the war, develop-
ments in the Regions were as interesting—and in some cases
more interesting—than developments at the centre. It was in
Manchester, Birmingham, and Bristol that changes in talks
policy were most clear and most striking.2 Agricultural talks
from the Midlands and West Region, ‘Midland Parliament’
and ‘Northern Cockpit’ programmes from the Midlands and
North,? and, above all, two series of programmes from the
North, planned by Donald Boyd and Rcger Wilson, broke
entirely new ground. In 1937 Wilson had paid a visit to the
United States to study ‘serious broadcasting’, and in the course
of his trip he made acquaintance with the Chicago Round Table
programmes, a serious unscripted discussion series sponsored
by the University. With the help of Boyd he determined on his
return ‘to use the idea better’ than the Americans had done, in
the North Region. Why Do You Believe That? was the first of the
two series of programmes he devised. In it J. H. Sprott of
Nottingham University conducted a Socratic dialogue with
three ‘partners in discussion’, one of them a steelworker from
Scunthorpe. This programme series ran into difficulties with
Iremonger, the BBC’s Director of Religion, who listened
zealously to all programmes on ‘moral themes’, not only on Sun-
days.+ In the second series of programmes, Public Enquiry, an
audience of 200 people in Manchester listened to two speakers
of opposing views discussing issues in local government. Ques-
tions were asked from the audience who genuinely participated
in the broadcast. One of the technical difficulties, which Miss
Matheson had noted, was that in the absence of an omni-
directional microphone, microphones had to be placed every-
where in the hall. This programme was so successful, however,
that it was due to be included in the National Programme in
the autumn of 1939. War, of course, intervened.

The Regions always had the ambition of having their pro-
grammes carried on the National Programme for reasons both
of finance and prestige. They had the advantage over London,

! *Salmon to the Talks Executive, 28 May 1937. 2 See also below, p. 330.
3 See below, p. 338. 4 See below, p. 246,
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however, of being able to deploy the operational resources of
the whole regional staff and not just a section of it. A series
from the North, called Burbleton after the name of an imaginary
borough with a mayor called Alderman Wool, had a script
written by T. Thompson, the Lancashire short-story writer. Its
realism was well enough established for a Staffordshire town clerk
to write to the Burbletown Town Planning Officer to ask for his
advice and for a Cheshire town councillor to accuse the BBC
of having copied a speech he had just delivered to his own
council.!

It is interesting to speculate what would have happened to
this genre of broadcast had not war intervened. As it was, one
of the great successes of Howard Thomas’s war-time Brains
Trusts had made his début in 1935 in an interesting unscripted
series, Men Talking. ‘At last we have found the right man for the
Men Talking series,” Stuart Hibberd wrote in his diary, ‘a Com-
mander Campbell, R.N.R., a man with a good broadcasting
voice and a collection of sailor’s yarns which must be unrivalled
—spun not by the yard, but by the mile.’2

The story of Talks is related at almost every point to the story
of News. In December 1929 the News Section had been separ-
ated from the Talks Department and placed under the direct
control of the Assistant Director of Programmes,3 but in Febru-
ary 1932, after Miss Matheson had left, the News Section was
brought back within the aegis of the Talks Branch and thereby
under the control of Siepmann.* When Professor Coatman
joined the BBC as Senior News Editor in August 1934, the News
Section became a department again, and a few months later it
became quite independent of the Director of Talks.s It remained
separate and distinct, reporting direct to the Controller of Pro-
grammes, until May 1940.

More interesting than these formal details of organization
are the facts concerning the timing and presentation of news,
the enormous spread of activities, and the relations in the back-

! Note by Donald Boyd, Dec. 1962.

2 This—is London, p. 119.

3 *BBC Internal Memorandum, no. 125, 5 Dec. 1929.

4 *BBC Internal Memorandum, no. 149, 25 Feb. 1931.

s *BBC Internal Memorandum, no. 277, 27 Aug. 1934 ; BBC Internal Memor-
andum, 1 Apr. 1935.
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ground with the powerful news agencies. Between 1927 and
1939 the BBC established its reputation as the most honest
purveyor of news in the world: it was a reputation which was to
stand it in good stead when war broke out. Yet there was
a remarkable contrast between the beginning and the end of
the period. It was only in January and February 1927 that
Reith, bargaining with great skill, reached agreement with the
press and the four main news agencies allowing the BBC to
broadcast its first news bulletin at 6.30 p.m. (instead of 7 p.m.)
and to transmit a strictly limited number of ‘eye witness des-
criptions’. Even then the Newspaper Proprietors’ Association,
the Newspaper Society, Reuters Ltd., the Press Association, the
Exchange Telegraph Company, and the Central News—the
partics to the agreement—severely restricted BBC activities.
The BBC had to promise to take its news bulletins exclusively
from the four press news agencies and not to give its listeners
more racing or sporting information than it was giving them at
the end of 1926.! Although the term ‘copyright reserved’ could
be used in bulletins instead of the older ritualistic formula of
obligation, the longer acknowledgement had to be made once
a week. Reith’s skill in reaching this agreement was greatly
appreciated by his colleagues. C. F. Atkinson, who was present
at the final meeting with the news agencies, rushed in jubilation
to Carpendale’s room afterwards and said that the Director-
General by his conduct of the negotiations had earned a year’s
salary in little over an hour.

The BBC felt that it had gained an immense amount by the
new agreement, limited though it was. Its first 6.30 news
bulletin was given on 3 January 1927 and its first running
commentaries in the same month. Geoffrey Strutt, who was in
charge of the section, had prepared a most interesting memor-
andum on its future in September 1926. He lamented the
inability of the BBC ‘to use the peculiar quality of our medium
for describing events as they happen’, urged that there should
be more running commentaries, and emphasized above all else
the need for ‘accuracy’ in news bulletins. In the long run the
members of the public would appreciate accuracy, even though

1 *Arrangement made between the BBC and Various Press Organisations, 22
Feb. 1927. Agreement about payment to the news agencies was reached in Sept.
1927, when a fixed annual payment was substituted for a sliding scale.
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they would lack the ‘sensationalism’ of the press. It would be
enough for people to say, ‘if it came through the BBC, it is s0’.!

‘There were only two sub-editors working in the News Section
in January 1927 and at the end of the year still only three. Their
work, which did not, of course, include outside broadcasts,?
seems to have been limited in scope to checking the content of
news rather than sub-editing it. It was not until February 1930
that the BBC put out the first news bulletin to be fully edited at
Savoy Hill. By then there had been new agreements with the
press and the agencies, and the first evening news bulletin was
given at 6 p.m. instead of 6.30.

All issues relating to the news had to be thrashed out at
a meeting of a joint committee of press and BBC, presided over
by Lord Riddell, who had been actively engaged in all dis-
cussions between the press and the BBC since 1922. He was still
talking in 1927 of the BBC ‘damaging the Press’,3 and even three
years later Reith was complaining openly of the committee’s
‘obstructive attitude’.+ In September 1928, however, the earlier
news bulletins were permitted and an increase in the number
of ‘running commentaries’ was allowed,s while in 1930 direct
tape machines were installed at Savoy Hill and the BBC’s
editorial staff was doubled so as to provide two editors and two
sub-editors, working in two shifts.®

‘Special efforts were made’ in 1930, we are told, ‘to improve
the presentation of news, so that items should be brief and
simply worded. A very definite standard of quality was aimed
at, and when news of that quality was lacking, no padding was
employed. When there was not sufficient news judged worthy
of being broadcast, no attempt was made to fill the gap, and the
announcer simply said “‘there is no news tonight”.’7 In this un-
ostentatious way the BBC sharply distinguished itself from the
newspapers. When news did come in, as it usually did, little
attempt was made to supplement agency messages. News was

! *G. H. G. Strutt, Memorandum on the BBC’s News Service, 29 Sept. 1926.

2 See above, p. 8o.

3 Reith, Diary, 3 July 1927. 4 Ibid., 26 Nov. 1930.

$ *Arrangement made between the BBC and Various Press Organisations, 18
Sept. 1928.

¢ *News Service, ‘Review of the Year 1930°, 4 Jan. 1931. Agreement had been
reached with Exchange Telegraph in Feb. 1927 to instal one tape machine at
Savoy Hill.

7 *‘Review of the Year 1930.”
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collected as it came off the tape machines and was written up
in ‘items’ for broadcasting purposes.

In November 1932 a greater measure of freedom of a mere
positive kind was secured. At a meeting of the joint committee
the BBC secured consent to put out at any time news of unfore-
seen events of special importance. The discussion on this
occasion showed that the balance of power between BBC and
press had begun to tilt in favour of the BBC. When press repre-
sentatives objected to the BBC broadcasting Test Match scores
from the tape, Reith retaliated by ‘indicating that if they were
obstructive we might decline to prohibit the re-diffusion of
important running commentaries, particularly of sporting
events, which they have always been bothered about’.!

The most interesting experiment before the News Depart-
ment was founded in 1934 under Coatman was the ‘news reel’,
first introduced in the summer of 1933. The idea came from
John Watt and the first broadcast of 1 July 1933 was described
as ‘frankly experimental’. News and comment were welded
into a continuous fifty-minute programme, with switch-overs to
Manchester and Paris, gramophone and Blattnerphone excerpts,
including Derek McCulloch talking about the anniversary of
the Battle of the Somme, and a record of a lawn-tennis com-
mentary earlier in the day. Listeners’ comments were mixed.
One correspondent said that he wanted the news ‘as short as
possible, at the regular time, and then I want to get on with my
Bridge’. ‘It compelled me to listen,” wrote another, ‘and by
g9.15 my yearning for cricket scores had vanished.’? “The news
reel’, wrote The Times, ‘exploited the element of surprise, and
conception of news as something more than facts. News in this
wider sense is facts present, plus facts past, plus human reac-
tions, and the experiment showed something of what may be
done in presenting such news for the ear alone.’s

News Reel was, in fact, too expensive to survive in the condi-
tions of 1933. There was not a big enough staff or a staff of the
right kind, and recordings were still thought to be an expensive
luxury rather than a necessary item of equipment. The pro-
gramme was taken off the air in December 1933. A few months
later, under Coatman, the size of the News staff was greatly

! Reith, Diary, 16 Nov. 1932. 2 Radio Times, Nov. 1933.
3 The Times, Broadcasting Number, 14 Aug. 1934.
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increased and a separate News Section was started inside the
Empire and Foreign Services Branch. J. C. S. McGregor was
transferred as Empire News Editor, and the two units worked
quite separately. By 1940 the Empire News Section had grown
into a huge Overseas News Department, serving not only
English-speaking audiences in the Empire but foreigners in all
parts of the world.! This was one of the most remarkable trans-
formations in the history of the BBC. Yet both branches were
of the same tree and shared the same approach to news, and in
1934 it was Coatman’s department which seemed the more
important.

Coatman made it abundantly clear to all the newcomers to
the News Department that his intention was to create a service
on new, professional lines which would be responsible through
the Chief News Editor to Dawnay. Two professional journalists
were appointed to Coatman’s staff—R. T. Clark, the Foreign
News Editor, who was a veteran of the Daily Telegraph and the
Manchester Guardian, and Kenneth Adam, Home News Editor,
who went to the BBC direct from the Manchester Guardian. They
were supported as sub-editors by F. D. Walker and Michael
Balkwill. Coatman left the actual compilation of news bulletins
to his staff, but his personality and methods quickly made him a
power inside Broadcasting House. His appointment had been
as controversial as that of Maconachie was to be: the News
Chronicle, for example, referring to his earlicr career in India,
hailed it with the headline, ‘Strange Appointment at the BBC:
Ex-Police Official is News Editor’.z His colleagues do not
think of him in this context. ‘He was an old-fashioned radical’,
Kenneth Adam has written, ‘whose two personal enthusiasms
were the Empire and cricket. He had a spendid contempt for
protocol and formality, and his special delight was to return to
the fifth floor of Broadcasting House late in the evening, often
after an official dinner, and sweep the whole staff, including
secretaries, off to a nearby public house for sausages and bitter.’s

In extending the scope of the news service Coatman had the
active support of Reith, who was keenly interested in the BBC’s
presentation of news and often rang up at the end of a bulletin
to commend or to criticize the manner in which a particular

! See below, p. 408. 2 News Chronicle, 15 Aug. 1934.
3 *Note by Kenneth Adam on the News Department, June 1963.
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news item had been treated. When there were press or agency
protests about the increase in coverage, Reith himself was the
BBC’s chief advocate. Two of the signs of change were the
opening of a News Library, with A. V. Batchelor from The Times
in charge and Elizabeth Barker, daughter of Sir Ernest, as his
assistant, and the beginnings of independent BBC reporting.
Vernon Bartlett had never been able to secure from the BBC the
same kind of terms as a foreign correspondent would secare
from a newspaper, even though he believed the BBC ‘to be so
much more influential than any newspaper’.! Ralph Murray,
who was placed in charge of ‘News Talks’ after J. R. Ackerley
was appointed Literary Editor of The Listener in 1935, felt no
such insecurity. He proved to be both an organizer and a per-
former of high quality, and his lucid descriptions of the League
of Nations and the Geneva scene were either recorded or fed
directly into news bulletins. The Foreign Office was later to
claim him as an ambassador. In the meantime, Kenneth Adam
was active on the home front, covering such varied events as the
lying-in-state of George V, a spcech of Lloyd George at the
Trades Union Club, the Spring Show at the Old Horticultural
Hall, and a new Shaw play at the Malvern Festival.

Not all the initiatives of the News Department developed
without hitch. A dramatic presentation of the news of a twenty-
four-hour revolution in Barcelona, with a team of announcers
representing ‘the Voice of Barcelona’, ‘the Voice of Madrid’,
and ‘the Voice of the Outside World’, was described in some
sections of the press as ‘the occasion of a public sense of outrage’.
Members of Parliament even tried to ask questions about it in
the House of Commons. Coatman stood foursquare behind his
erring editors, and Reith’s rebuke was mild even though the
participants in the programme had committed the additional
sin of over-running their time. This was the first time, though
not the last, that the BBC News made news. The initiative was
warmly welcomed in some circles. An editorial in Popular Wire-
less, for example, noted in August 1935 that ‘the vast improve-
ment in the News Service lately cannot have escaped any one’s
notice. A number of most interesting stories have been collected
and nicely written up. There have also been a number of
summaries of official reports which have been extremely inter-

1 *Vernon Bartlett to R. H. Eckersley, 15 Jan. 1932.
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esting. Even the warnings have been delicately proclaimed. One
likes to hear experts and men on the spot, too, in the News
Bulletins. They give the bulletins the right authoritative touch.’

It is possible to exaggerate the extent of change before 1939.
Vernon Bartlett’s dream of ‘a panel’ of foreign correspondents
and speakers on foreign affairs was not realized,? nor was there
a spoken counterpart of the current television programme,
Panorama. In March 1937, however, a new fillip was given to
‘on the spot’ reporting of news during the Fen floods, and the
mobile van was kept very busy. Recordings were also used at the
time of the Thetis disaster, and before war broke out some of the
younger members of the BBC'staff were beginning to talk of a new
sub-section of the News Department to be called ‘actualities’.?

Instead, listeners were offered more news at fixed times. Six
o’clock was still the time of the first news, and the 9 o’clock
news had not yet become a national institution. In the early
spring of 1936 a short news summary was provided at 1 1.30 p.m.
for the benefit of late home-comers, and later in the same year
the number of news bulletins and summaries was increased and
the length of the two main bulletins reduced from thirty to
twenty minutes. Two other points were made at the time of
these changes. First, listeners were told that practically all
topical talks would be relegated to one fixed period—from
1o.15 to 10.25 p.m.—so as to avoid holding up the news.
Sccond, they were promised more news about sport. ‘Sports
experts have been added to the News staff, with the object of
making the sports service as efficient and as comprehensive as
is possible in the time available.’+

It is intcresting to note reactions to these developments. Six
o’clock and g o’clock became hallowed times, particularly g
o’clock, yet 6 o’clock had its critics inside the BBC. ‘Six o’clock
is too early for the majority of our listeners’, Rose-Troup told
Siepmann in 1932. ‘On the other hand we have always been
fighting the newspaper proprietors for an earlier news timing.’s
Nine o’clock did not establish itself until October 1938, after
several experiments in timing had been tried—qg.30, 9.40, and

! Popular Wireless, Aug. 1935.

% See V. Bartlett, This is My Life (1937), ch. xi.

3 *L. F. Lewis, ‘Report on Mobile Recording, 1935-1941°.
4 BBC Annual (1937), p. 43.

$ *Rose-Troup to Siepmann, 14 Apr. 1932.
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10 o’clock. More sport produced on the whole favourable re-
actions, with one section pressing for even more. In 1932 the
Manchester Guardian directed attention to the fact that the BBC
had broadcast three-and-a-quarter hours of sporting running
commentaries the previous Saturday: ‘this is the first occasion
a programme so ambitious has been undertaken’.! Gerald Cock,
the Daily Mirror pointed out, had been responsible for this ‘enter-
tainment medley which was one of the best’.2 Yet five years
later, after the further extension of sports broadcasts, the news-
papers were still asking for more.? There were a few comments
on the other side. ‘We confess our astonishment’, the Children’s
Newspaper editorialized in 1935, ‘that the BBC Announcer
should think it well, at a time when grave issues are in the
balance, to begin his news items with a long account of a horse
race. Not content with giving the result of the race, he even
told us who trained the winning horse.’s

While the public was being shocked, amused, or just informed,
there were difficult negotiations behind the scenes which led to
a new agreement being signed with the Newspaper Proprietors’
Association and the Newspaper Society in March 1938.5 In
this agreement the press agencies were for the first time left out.
By the new agreement, which applied to home-service broad-
casting only, the BBC confirmed its previous policy of broad-
casting news bulletins only between the hcurs of 6 p.m. and
2 a.m., promised not to broadcast betting news, and agreed, as
it had done in 1927 and earlier, not to broadcast paid adver-
tising matter. Apart from these three strictly limited restrictions,
it was left free to do as it pleased—completely free, for examgle,
in relation to outside broadcasting policy. The agreement was
signed on behalf of the BBC neither by the Director-General
nor by the Controller of Programmes but by Sir Stephen Tal-
lents, the Controller of Public Relations.® This was a sign that
relations with the press had now become a matter of public rela-
tions only and no longer a serious restraint on programme policy.

v Manchester Guardian, 27 June 1932.

2 Daily Mirror, 27 June 1932. 3 See above, p. 121,

4 Children’s Newspaper, Apr. 1935.

3 *The BBC sent the press interests formal notice that it intended to terminate
the older agreement on 30 Nov. 1937.

¢ *Arrangement made between the BBC and Various Press Organisations, 24
Mar. 1938.
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One of the most complex questions in the BBC’s relations
with the press agencies was whether or not the Corporation
should make use of the British United Press, which was not
a member of the consortium and to which they were bitterly
opposed.! As early as 1931 Gladstone Murray had had talks
with the Chairman of British United Press,? but it was not until
September 1939 that agreement was reached.s Negotiations
with some of the other agencies were proceeding ‘in the open
market’ when war broke out.

“This is an Age of News’, Sir Stephen Tallents told the
Institute of Journalists in October 1937 in a talk entitled ‘Fleet
Street and Portland Place’. ‘All over the world they seem to
be turning from fiction to reality.’+ Although the appetite for
news was to grow sharper still during the Second World War,
there certainly seems to have been a greater appetite for news
during the 1930s than there was for drama. ‘Almost all of us
have, consciously or sub-consciously, a strong sense of the
dramatic’, R. E. Jeffrey, the BBC’s first ‘Productions Director’,
had written, highly rhetorically, in 1924; ‘the hidden books of
our lives are, for the best part, made up of pages full of dramatic
incident. We have all been thrilled by joy, fear, agony, love,
hate, inspiration, anger, passion, and other emotions. Strict
training and temperamental reluctance to allow these feelings
to take possession of us, has, perhaps, caused us to exercise
restraint which has permitted these soul-moving moments to
be rigorously suppressed.’s This was heavily dated by 1934, if
it was anything else in 1924. Even at best, it sounds more like
a prelude to This Is Your Life than to serious drama.

Val Gielgud took over from Jeffrey on 1 January 1929. His
empire included variety as well as drama, but it was drama

! *The position on the eve of the termination of the agreement is fully summar-
ized in an important paper by Nicolls, ‘The Present Position in Regard to Restric-
tions on the Broadcasting of News and the Cost of the Service supplied by the News
Agencies’, 7 Sept. 1937.

2 *Notes on meeting between Murray and C.F. Crandall, 19 May 1931 ; see also
Reith to Crandall, 13 Apr. 1934, saying that the BBC would have to abide by its
Press Agreement; Control Board Minutes, 29 Sept. 1936, reporting favourably on
the value of the B.U.P. service; Control Board Minutes, 13 Apr. 1937, for the start
of negotiations.

3 *Control Board Minutes, 1 Sept. 1939.

4 Sir Stephen Tallents, ‘Fleet Street and Portland Place’, 12 Oct. 1937.

s *R. E. Jeffrey, ‘Wireless Drama’, 1924.
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which interested him most.! His main helper was Howard Rose,
who had joined the BBC staff as a producer in 1925, having
already acted in broadcast Shakespeare. From the start, Gielgud
was given a very frec hand. He was responsible not only for the
production of plays in the studio, but for the choice of plays, in
short for the whole of dramatic policy. ‘Apart from having to
observe the amber warning lights at the cross roads of Sex,
Religion and Politics,” he has written, ‘I could drive straight
ahead with reasonable confidence of security.’2 The proviso was
an important one, more important, indeed, than the statement,
yet it was an almost inevitable proviso in the Britain of the
1920s and 1930s. Not only does current drama reveal an age,
through its attempt to escape as much as through its involve-
ment, but the choice of the drama of previous generations is
almost equally revealing.

In the ten years after 1929, the BBC broadcast a very wide
repertoire of plays. In 1934, for example, five Shakespeare plays
were broadcast, along with two Chekhov plays and two plays
by Ibsen. At the same time six plays were specially written for
broadcasting and five novels were adapted for radio, including
Oliver Twist, Wuthering Heights, and The Man Who Could Work
Miracles. Gielgud was part-author of one of the plays, and
Laurence Gilliam, who was one of the pioneers of the ‘feature’,
adapted The Man Who Could Work Miracles in co-operation with
the author, H. G. Wells.

Some plays had to be ruled out on obvious grounds—classical
plays dealing with exchange of identity, for instance (perfect for
television), or multiplicity of disguises, and some of the most
popular current plays of the 1g3o0s, like the Ben Travers farces,
which relied on comic situation (visibly communicated) rather
than on dialogue. Other plays might tend to be ruled out, if
their ‘predecessors’ had bored the great audience rather than
entertained it. A series called Twelve Great Plays in 1928 was
animated by the worthiest intentions, but its reception made it
difficult for several years for Gielgud to persuade his ‘elders and
betters in the programme field to let me tackle anything in the
nature of classical plays except Shakespeare’.3

! See above, p. 8qg. 2 V. Gielgud, British Radio Drama, 1922-1956, p. 36.
3 *Gielgud, ‘Considerations Relevant to Broadcasting Drama based upon
Experience in the Years 1929 to 1948’.
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One freedom Gielgud greatly prized was that of being able
to select plays both short and long, a freedom which he said
American commercial broadcasting never permitted. He was
opposed to the ‘tyranny of the stop watch’, and in the conditions
of the 1930s found it less difficult to defend this policy than it
was to be later. During the early months of the Second World
War, for instance, all plays had to be cut short to fit into the
single programme.!

The balance of different kinds of play did not change much
in subsequent years from that of 1934, although listener-
research suggested that there was a greater popular interest in
radio drama than had earlier seemed likely,2 and Gielgud
himself had noted after a visit to Sweden in 1934 that ‘it was
something of a reproach to us that a comparatively small
organisation such as the Swedish Broadcasting Committee can
handle twice as many plays as we do—with extremely inferior
accommodation’.’3

One way of increasing output which Gielgud always resisted
was that of encouraging a bigger spate of productions from the
Regions. From the very beginnings of the Regional Scheme, he
had feared that regional drama would not reach ‘a high stan-
dard’,4# and he continued throughout the 1930s to criticize
regions for seeking to achieve results beyond their reach.s He
even attempted, against the trend of the times, to increase
centralized control of Drama from London.t The Regions went
ahead, however, in spite of his criticisms, partly by producing
plays of the type that Gielgud welcomed—those which set out
‘to reflect and promote the cultural and social life of the area’>—
and partly by producing plays which London was not putting
on.? His objection was not to West Region performances of

* BBC Handbook (1940), p. 22.

2 See below, pp. 272-3.

3 *Gielgud to Maschwitz, 19 Jan. 1934.

4 *Gielgud to R. H. Eckersley, 22 Aug. 1929; 8 Oct. 1929.

$ *A most interesting ‘Memorandum on Regional Dramatic Policy’ setting out
the opposite point of view, was written by Cyril Wood in Bristol in Sept. 1935.

6 *‘Memorandum from Director of Drama to Controller (Programmes)’, 8 May
1936. For the trend, see below p. 334.

7 *H., J. Dunkerley to Gielgud, 26 May 1936.

8 *For regional opposition to Gielgud’s views, see Siepmann to Gielgud, 3 June
1936. ‘There is unanimous opposition to D.D’s proposal for centralised control.
This is thought to undermine the authority of Regional Programme Directors.
There is also a general feeling that D.D. neither appreciates nor sympathises with
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Eden Philpotts or J. R. Gregson’s productions from the North
of England, but to plays of universal interest with a lower
standard of production, so he thought, than that insisted upon
in London,

There were some Regional Directors who agreed with him.
G. L. Marshall wrote from Belfast, for example, in February
1939 that he regretted to see staff in the Regions ‘making names
for themselves by the writing or production of notable pro-
grammes which find their place in the National wave length’
while people writing or producing genuine regional pro-
grammes, ‘first and foremost for the Region’, should receive no
acknowledgement. ‘I find my Programme Director becoming
a salesman for the Region,” he complained, ‘going up to London
every quarter and doing his best to scll a number of pro-
grammes to Head office.” ‘Only rarely’, he concluded, ‘should
a programme be produced which is foreign to the localised
nceds of listeners, and that because, fortuitously, some member
of the Regional staff happens to be the best man in the whole
Corporation to deal with the subject.’

Gielgud always maintained this, although his insistence
on ‘standards’ never rcflected unwillingness to encourage
experiment. The very reverse, indeed, was true. In 1937,
therefore, while maintaining the balance of London pro-
ductions, he introduced an ‘Experimental Hour’, modelled
on the ‘Workshop’ of the Columbia Broadcasting System of
America. The new programme was designed to give producers
an opportunity to try out new techniques, and was put on late
at night since it was realized that the plays ‘might not be to the
taste of a large public’.2 The first production in the series was
The Fall of the City, a verse play by the American poet, Archibald
McLeish. It was followed by Words Upon the Window Pane by
W. B. Yeats, and a scene from Twelfth Night, presented first
in modern English and then in Elizabethan pronunciation.
The series failed to survive not because the public was
uninterested—the audience was again bigger and more
enthusiastic than had been anticipated—but because ‘worthy
material’ could not be found in sufficiently large quantities.

that aspect of dramatic policy which refers to (a) encouragement of local players
and (b) the representation of Regional dramatic work by writers past and present.’
¥ *Marshall to Nicolls, 21 Feb. 1939. * BBC Handbook (1938), p. 15.
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It was difficult either to choose broadcast plays or to produce
them without having some ‘theory’. Were stage plays really
adaptable for radio, particularly current plays, unknown to the
millions of the ‘great audience’> Were not ‘plays of ideas’
particularly well suited to the medium, plays like those of Shaw
or Wilde which cascaded words and poured out paradox? Was
there not a special place for plays of suspense and mystery? Did
not the radio play break down the barriers of costume, grease
paint, stage, footlights, and orchestra stalls? ‘The story arrived,
in the simplest domestic circumstances, told by voices un-
adorned.” Was it not essential, therefore, to break down the
final illusions associated with the theatre—those resting on the
announcement of the names of the actors?

Gielgud tried out the last theory and ruled, when he first
took over, that cast lists of plays should not be published in the
Radio Times. Before he had had time to test his theory, however,
there was such a furore, both from actors and the press, that it
had to be set on one side.! Intellectuals made much of the ‘ideas’
theory, if only because it offered them a more ample diet of
intellectual plays, and Gielgud went part of the way with them.
“The play of discussion is probably far nearer to what may be
called, for lack of a better expression, ‘‘Pure Radio”, than any
play of action can be.’? Ordinary listeners agreed with R. E.
Jeffrey that there was much to be said for the ‘mystery and
suspense’ theory, and certainly there were few more effective
radio plays than Patrick Hamilton’s Rope, first broadcast in
January 1932. Filson Young emphasized the relevance of the
first theory. ‘One of the great properties of radio drama is the
intimacy of its appeal to the listener. Of all material for broad-
casting, it seems to me to benefit best from being heard in dark-
ness.’® This ‘intimacy’ was impossible in the theatre, and all
‘theatrical’ influences had to be cast on one side in the produc-
tion of radio drama. How many families actually listened in
darkness was the kind of question Filson Young never asked.

There were two other approaches to radio drama—the first
imaginative rather than theoretical, the second supremely prac-
tical. The first was represented by Lance Sieveking, the second

! British Radio Drama, pp. 40-41.
2 See V. Gielgud, How to Write Broadcast Plays (1932).
3 Shall I Listen?, p. 137.
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by L. du Garde Peach. Sieveking had been a leading figure in
the small Research Section of the BBC, founded in 1928, and
had had E. A. F. Harding, E. J. King-Bull, and Mary Hope
Allen as colleagues.! It was to this Section that Jeffrey was
transferred before he left the BBC. The Section was not con-
cerned solely with drama, but it interested itself from the start
in new dramatic techniques, particularly the techniques
associated with the ‘mixing-and-controlling unit’, later called
by Sieveking ‘the Dramatic Control Panel’.2

This panel was used with great enterprisc and imagination
by Sieveking in Kaleidoscope I, ‘A Rhythm representing the
Life of Man From the Cradle to the Grave’, which some
critics hailed as ‘real wireless drama at last’.3 Words, effects,
and music were blended together with the technical assistance
of the panel, and Sieveking was very cross with Tyrone Guthrie
for referring to it in his preface to Squirrel’s Cage and Two Other
Microphone Plays as a ‘device known as a mixing-panel’, ‘in the
bald sort of way one might mention that there was a telephone
installed’.+ Sieveking was very cross, also, with Gielgud, with
whom he said he was in total disagreement on the subject of
radio plays. He wanted radio plays—both in their writing and
their production—to exploit every opportunity of the medium,
and to be consciously modern at all times. Drawing on yet
another art, he quoted with approval Renoir’s dictum, ‘on doit
faire la peinture de son temps’.5

L. du Garde Peach, who wrote more radio plays than any
other playwright, was, above all else, a craftsman, and he knew
how to appeal to the greatest possible audience for radio drama.
His Ingredient X (1929), Path of Glory (1931), and The Marie
Céleste (1931) were early successes which won him wide acclaim.
Of the performance of the first-named, a writer in the BBC Tear
Book said that ‘technical production reached what is probably
its highest level in the history of broadcast drama, and an
author was found with an almost uncanny sense of the
appropriate balance of writing for the microphone’.¢ Du Garde

1 Sieveking was given control of this Section under Roger Eckersley’s overall
direction in July 1928.

2 See above, pp. 59-60.

3 See L. Sieveking, The Stuff of Radio (1934), p. 24.

4 1Ibid., p. 52. s Ibid., p. 62.
¢ BBC Year Book (1930), p. 77.
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Peach went on experimenting, at many levels, but his basic
approach was essentially simple, perhaps misleadingly simple.
‘A stage-play nced not be about anything in particular as long
as it tells a story, but a good radio-play must have an idea
behind it. Where there is nothing to look at, there must be
something to think about.’t

Gielgud made ample use of the work of both du Garde Peach
and Sicveking, although the Research Section was very
quickly swallowed up in the bigger Drama organization.z With
the move from Savoy Hill to Broadcasting House, facilities for
producing drama greatly improved—not always, however, a
guarantce of quality—and a whole ‘suite’ of rooms was reserved
for Drama insidc the tower on the sixth and seventh floors.
There were five speech studios, an effects studio and a gramo-
phone studio. Quick intercommunication between the studios
made multi-studio productions possible. The two Dramatic
Control Panels gave greater scope for experiments than the one
at Savoy Hill. The produccer could handle his play at a distance
by loudspcaker and by microphone, judging the performance
as listeners would judge it through his ears alone. He could
manipulate the Dramatic Control Panel to control all effects
without stirring from one room.

When R. E. Jeffrey had tentatively suggested in 1926 that
‘an outside Drama studio (or whatever in future it may be
named) will elevate our work to a dignity it will never otherwise
possess’,® he had not had this kind of studio in mind. Nor had
Nicolls, when he opposed Jeffrey’s idea on the grounds that it
‘involved the abandonment of all idea of a separate broadcast
technique and a lead back to the theatre’.+ The whole object of
the new dramatic studio was to differentiate it from a theatre.
Yet not all producers—or actors—liked the new arrangement,
which involved prolonged rchearsals. They felt that they werc
isolated from each other—the producer in his box, the actors

' Quoted in The Stuff of Radio, p. 54.

2 See above, pp. 89 fT.

3 *R. E. Jeffrey, ‘The Drama Studio’, undated memorandum.

4 *B. E. Nicolls, ‘The Drama Studio’, 13 Apr. 1927. ‘Frankly I think our experi-
ments might begin at home,’ he added, ‘e.g. by eliminating obtrusive declamation.
On the artistic side T do not candidly think that we have been conspicuous in the
past for artistic choice or artistic production of plays, and I do not see how trans-
ferring our attentions to a small theatre, in order to secure a visible audience, will
help matters.’
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‘on the floor’. Directions by microphone were not always as
effective as directions from the floor. And some producers—and
playwrights—distrusted the Dramatic Control Panel itself and
preferred to leave its operation to engineers. This to Sieveking
was the final betrayal.

Differences of opinion on basic problems of production are
fairly common in the theatre, and there is little doubt that the
avant-garde of the 1930s was distinguished from the rest by its
willingness to experiment with the Dramatic Control Panel. As
Gielgud has written, however, a price had to be paid for their
enthusiasm. ‘Plays werc written—and produced on the air—
less for their merits in terms of drama than because they offered
opportunities for the simultaneous use of more and more
studios, more and more ingenious electrical devices. Producers
concentrated more upon knobs and switckes than upon actors
and acting. The radio play had so far always been among
“minority” programme items. At this particular stage it terded
to grow progressively and self-consciously minority.’!

Thirty years later, the experimentalism itself seems somewhat
dated. Although it is easy to understand the excitement it
generated, it was far less creative than experimentalism in
poetry, which was being reshaped during the 1930s under the
influence of socially conscious poets, men who were interested
not only in language but in content. Much the most interesting
of the new dramatic techniques was the development not of the
play but of the feature. At its best it was the outstanding artistic
achievement of sound radio, able to accomplish far more in its
own medium than another of the comparable artistic achieve-
ments of the 1930s, the documentary film.

There were great difficulties at first in defining what a
‘feature’ was. At one end of the scale was Laurence Gilliam’s
Christmas Programme, designed for a ‘mass audience’ and
incorporating the King’s speech among all the other varied
materials. At the other end of the scale was the ‘literary pro-
gramme’, blending words and music, and designed for, as well
as listened to, by a minority audience of the kind that now
listens to the Third Programme. Features like Erasmus and
Coleridge belonged to this tradition. So did G. K. Chesterton’s
Lepanto backed by Tchaikovsky’s Fourth Symphony. Cther

! British Radio Drama, pp. 60-61.
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features, which attracted varying sizes of audience, included
‘small-scale actualities’, like Gale Warning, Fog, and Trinity
House; ‘large-scale actualities’, like Scotland Yard or Underground,
commemorative programmes, like Gallipoli, Scott in the Antarctic,
or Arthur Bryant’s The Thin Red Line; and ‘specialist pro-
grammes’, like the series of Famous Trials or of episodes from
history, such as D. G. Bridson’s outstanding Marck of the *45.
Some of these features overlapped with Talks, some with News,
some with Outside Broadcasts, some with Drama. Laurence
Gilliam drew a distinction between Features and Drama which
would have appealed to Tallents when he delivered his talk to
the journalists. Features dealt with fact, Drama dealt with
fiction. Where fact ended and fiction began was never clear, as
Auden pointed out, even in—or perhaps particularly in—the
newspapers of the day.

Although Drama and Features drew on the same group of
actors and employed similar techniques, there was obviously
a case for organizing them separately inside the BBC, and
Gielgud, who had lost Variety—without regrets—to Masch-
witz in 1933—delegated Features to Gilliam in May 1936. The
Drama Department was then split up into three sections, all
under Gielgud’s overall direction; the first, Drama (with
Howard Rose in charge, assisted by Sieveking, Creswell, and
Miss Burnham); the second, Features (with Gilliam in charge,
assisted by Felton, Whitworth, and Miss Allen) ;' and the third,
Children’s Hour, which had been attached to the Drama
Department as an independent programme section in July
1935.2 A few months later the title of the whole department
was changed to Features and Drama, and, as if to show how
open its frontiers were, Moray McLaren was transferred from the
Talks Department as Assistant Director.? Gilliam had joined
Gielgud’s staff in October 1933 from the Radio Times, another
instance of the influence of that milieu on the development of
broadcasting. Among the outstanding Features writers, E. A. F.
Harding, who had produced his Imperial Communications as
early as 1929, had gone on to be Head of Programmes for the

* *BBC Internal Iastruction, no. 350, 7 May 1936.

2 *BBC Internal Instruction, no. 308, 12 July 1935. Children’s Hour became
‘independent’ again nearly three years later. *Memorandum by D. H. Clarke,
31 Mar. 1938. 3 *BBC Internal Instruction, no. 361, 13 Aug. 1936.

+ For other instances, see above, pp. 89, g1.
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North Region, where ‘he had a hand in the discovery of
Geoffrey Bridson, of Francis Dillon, and of Cecil McGivern,
all to become outstanding radio personalities’.! Again it was
a sign of BBC flexibility that he became the BBC’s first Chief
Instructor in the Staff Training Department.?

The last development in Drama before 1939 and the one
that again pointed the way forward to the world after the war
was the development of the dramatic serial programme, not
along American soap-opera lines? but as a genuine ‘middlebrow’
form of entertainment, seldom sinking lower, sometimes rising
higher. In 1938—immediately following the ‘Experimental
Hour’—Dumas’s The Three Musketeers was produced in twelve
parts, with Terence de Marney in the lead. It was an immediate
success and served as the forerunner of a large number of BBC
serials—stories by Dickens, Scott, Trollope, and Thackeray
being among the number. Many listeners must have gone back
to read the novels after hearing the serials. In a lighter vein,
the detective serial Send for Paul Temple was also broadcast for
the first time in 1938 from the Birmingham studio with Martyn
C. Webster as producer. Unashamedly popular, the Paul Tem-
ple series was to be exceptionally entertaining, making use, in
its own way, of unique facets of radio and exploiting an ele-
ment of suspense at the end of each instalment.

The gap between Paul Temple and the serious music of the
1920s and 1930s seems very wide. The days when the ‘signature
tunes’ or theme songs of popular dramatic programmes were to
take their place in the ‘hit parade’ had not dawned in 1939, and
despite the linking activities of Stanford Robinson or Leslie
Woodgate, there were doubtless many people who felt, like
Sieveking, that Music and Drama belonged to different spheres.
“There is no such thing as radio music’, Sieveking wrote. ‘Com-
posers go on composing music just as if wireless had not been
invented, and the music of all periods is played before micro-
phones in exactly the same way as it has always been played.
It does not have to be “adapted”. Imagine reading in a pro-
gramme Concerto No. 2 in C. Minor, for pianoforte and orchestra (Op.
18), Rachmaninoff. Adapted for Broadcasting by Fohn Robertson.’+

! Britisk Radio Drama, p. 51. 2 See below, p. 515.
3 See above, p. 109. 4 The Stuff of Radio, p. 24.
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Sieveking did not foresee the elaborate and expensive indivi-
dual orchestrations which were so popular with light musicians,
particularly dance orchestras, in the 1930s. Nor did his absolute
contrasts leave a place for the remarkable parallels between the
organizing of Music and the organizing of Drama. In both
cases there were two main problems—selection and perform-
ance. In the case of selection, one of the most interesting choices
was that between ‘traditional’ and ‘contemporary’ work, a
choice made more interesting—and also more difficult—by the
resistance of large sections of the British musical public to
‘modern music’. There was also a tendency to prefer ‘the worst
music of the best composers to the best music of the worst
composers’.!

There were also very similar problems in Music and Drama
arising out of the relationship between Centre and Regions.
How much music should be transmitted regionally, and what
kind of music should it be? What should be the relationship
between the ‘amateur’ and the ‘professional’? As in the case of
Drama, there were powerful regional pressures during the late
1930s, when some of the orchestras which had been disbanded
in the early years of ‘centralization’ came back to life. The
Northern and Midland Orchestras, for example, were formed
in 1934, and worked in close touch with the Hallé and the City
of Birmingham Orchestras. In 1935 the BBC Scottish Orchestra
and the BBC Welsh Orchestra were formed.

Two men directed the BBC’s music policy in London during
the period from 1927 to 1939. The first was Percy Pitt, who had
Jjoined the BBC in May 1923 as part-time Music Adviser and
left it as Director of Music in December 1929. The second was
Adrian Boult, who became Permanent Conductor and Director
of Music in 1930. During Pitt’s tenure of office the ‘foundations
of music’—to use the title of one of his favourite series—were
laid. The ‘panorama of music’ which he presented in 1928
included Handel harpsichord pieces and Wolf songs in the
Foundations series; chamber music by young composers, like
Alan Bush; a recital by Bartok of his own work and Hindemith
playing his own violin concerto; twenty symphony concerts,
including Beecham conducting his beloved Delius, and Strav-
insky conducting the music of two of his own ballets; twelve

! ‘A Listener’, ‘The BBC and Music’ in the Political Quarterly, Oct.-Dec. 1935.
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‘grand’ operas, among them Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande; and
a set of Schubert centenary programmes. It is scarcely surprising
that Ernest Newman, one of the foremost music critics of his
day, stated that the coming of wireless had placed ‘the musical
destiny of this country in the hands of the BBC'.!

Boult not only saw the Music Department grow to one of the
most important in the BBC, but he built up the BBC Symphony
Orchestra to be one of the great orchestras of the world. This
was a general verdict, and it was eloquently expressed by
Toscanini, who conducted four BBC symphony concerts in 1935,
two in 1937, and six in 1938. ‘You have done with the BBC
Orchestra in three years’, he told Boult, ‘what took me with the
New York Philharmonic Orchestra five years’, and ‘you have
made it into one of the finest orchestras in the world’. The
Toscanini concerts, which were arranged by Owen Mase,
created immense interest. Over 17,000 letters of application
were received for the 1937 concert at Queen’s Hall and a ballot
had to be held to decide who should reccive a ticket. ‘Our chief
difficulty’, the manager of Queen’s Hall wrote, ‘was the
enormous public interest in Toscanini.’?

Neither Pitt nor Boult would wish to take all the credit for
the formulation and success of the BBC’s music policy or the
quality of its performance. Music rests on co-operation, both
for its performance and for its planning. The BBC Symphony
Orchestra, along with other BBC orchestras, was able to get a
fine complement of musicians from the start, men like Arthur
Catterall, the first leader, Lauri Kennedy, the Australian cellist,
Frederick Thurston, the clarinettist, and Aubrey Brain, the horn
player. There were also men behind the scenes. Before Boult
took over in 1930, Julian Herbage and Edward Clark, working
in the Music Department, had devised a scheme of ‘Comprchen-
sive Orchestral Organization’ and had made most of the
contacts which were necessary to make the scheme effective.
Edward Clark, who left the BBC in 1936, should have a key
place in any history of twentieth-century British music. It was
he who knew everything that was going on in the world of
contemporary music—particularly in Europe—and everybody
who was engaged in it. The BBC was involved from the 1920s

! Sunday Times, 15 Nov. 1933.
z B, Geissner, The Baton and the Jackboot (1944), p. 301.
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onwards in the hazardous enterprise of introducing to the
British listener Schonberg and Webern as well as Bartok and
Stravinsky.! In music it was always among the avant-garde, and
Clark knew just where the avant-garde was to be found. Other
active figures in the organization of music at various times were
Kenneth Wright, formerly Station Director at Manchester;
R. J. F. Howgill; Owen Mase, who joined the BBC as an
accompanist in 1927 and became Music Executive in 1930;
Aylmer Buesst, who joined the BBC as Assistant Music Director
in 1933 and remained there until 1935; and R. S. Thatcher,
later Head of the Royal Academy of Music, who became
Deputy Director of Music in 1937. Thatcher’s gifts were com-
pletely different from those of Clark, but they fitted him to tidy
up administration and to free Boult for more creative work.
Howgill, who was to become Controller (Music) in 1952, was
in charge of many of the negotiations with outside musical
interests in Programme Administration, of which he became
Director in 1938.

The BBC had to operate in the ranks as well as in the van-
guard of the musical world. In 1927, which began with one of
the most memorable concerts yet broadcast, one entirely
devoted to Berlioz, the BBC saved the Promenade Concerts
from disappearance. After the death of Robert Newman, who
had founded the concerts along with Sir Henry Wood in 1895,
the ‘Proms’ were given up as lost. Then a cartoon appeared in
Punch showing Sir Henry Wood walking out of the Queen’s
Hall, where the ‘Proms’ had always been given, with posters in
the background announcing ‘No More Proms’ and Beethoven’s
ghost saying to Wood, ‘This is indeed tragic, but I cannot
believe that this rich city will fail to find us a permanent home.’
The BBC came to the rescue, with Reith himself taking the
main part in the complex negotiations by which the BBC main-
tained the ‘Proms’ in being without a break. He had to nego-
tiate with William Boosey, the managing director of the Queen’s
Hall, who had given evidence before the Crawford Committee
that broadcasting would ruin the concert world.2 Boosey had

! Schénberg conducted his Gurrelieder on 27 Jan. 1928. A London critic, not
unrepresentative, wrote that it was ‘a remarkable work (caviare to the general),
that we shall, T suppose, never hear again’. Quoted in This—is London, which
provides an admirable running commentary on BBC music. p. 35.

* See The Birth of Broadcasting, pp. 276-7.
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somewhat grudgingly come to the conclusion that ‘it would be
more profitable to let the Queen’s Hall direct to the powers that
govern broadcasting . . . rather than to embark on a competition
which was really a competition with the Government itself’.!

This was to misread both the constitution of the BBC and the
changes in public interest in music which were to spring from
BBC policy. Reith himself was very happy about the new
arrangement. ‘Today I fixed up a contract with Sir Henry
Wood’, he wrote on 13 April. “To hear Wagner at the Proms,’
he wrote on 5 September, ‘seeing Sir Henry Wood in the
interval. He [Wood] was delighted with everything, and said
it was the most successful Season he had had.’z At the first
concert under the new régime Wood conducted Elgar’s Cock-
aigne Overture, and told a friend that he was so elated he had
never conducted with greater spirit. He also said how wonderful
it was to be free at last from ‘the everlasting box-office problem’.3
With equal zest he took part in a series of eight popular sym-
phony concerts (‘at Woolworths’ prices’) held at the People’s
Palace in Mile End Road. Other conductors included Percy
Pitt, Geoffrey Toye, and Sir Edward Elgar.

Sir Thomas Beecham had made his broadcasting début in
March 1925 with the Hallé Orchestra from Manchester, and
there had been suggestions even carlier that he should be
associated with a series of subscription concerts.# He soon
emerged, however, as we have seen, as an irascible critic of
broadcasting, and it was thought to be something of a triumph
in 1928 when Sir Landon Ronald of the BBC’s Musical Advisory
Committee wrote to Roger Eckersley that ‘I have really at last
entirely broken down Beecham’s opposition to broadcasting.’s
There were long negotiations, indeed, in 1928, 1929, and 1930
about the formation under Beecham of a new National
Orchestra, to be given financial support from the BBC, and at
one stage Beecham thought that the enterprise seemed ‘fairly

1 See W. Boosey, Fifty Years of Music (1931), p. 178; R. Elkin, Queens Hall, 1893~
1941 (1944), p. 33. The negotiations with Boosey were successfully concluded in
May 1927.

2 Reith, Diary, 13 Apr., 5 Sept. 1927.

3 *W. W. Thompson in the BBC Programme Scrapbook, 18 Jan. 1948.

4 *Board of the British Broadcasting Company Ltd., Minutes. This was at the
very dawn of broadcasting, and the suggestion was made by Godfrey Isaacs.

s *Sir Landon Ronald to R. H. Eckersley, 13 Mar. 1928.




174 PROGRAMMES AND THE PUBLIC

straight sailing’.' The orchestra, both the BBC and Beecham
hoped, would be called the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, if
the Royal Philharmonic Society approved.z The players would
be under contract at fees ranging from £500 a year for the
rank-and-file to £1,200 a year for principals, and the deputy
system, which had for long been the bane of British orchestral
music,® would be abolished. The orchestra would give over
a hundred concerts a year at thc Queen’s Hall, the Royal
Albert Hall, and in the provinces, and would take part in opera
seasons at Covent Garden.+

Negotiations finally broke down in January 1930,5 by which
time the BBC was losing a considerable amount of money on
a trial series of symphony concerts which it had hoped it would
beabletoshare with other musical organizations (and Beecham).6
The Royal Philharmonic Society and the BBC went their own
ways, with the Secretary of the Society hoping that ‘some day,
perhaps we may yet be able to work together’;” and Beecham
remained an angry judge of everything the BBC tried to do.
Among the casualties of the abortive scheme was a new
National Concert Hall: the site of All Soul’s, Langham Place,
was talked of at one time as a serious possibility® (before the
days of Broadcasting House). Beecham went on to form the
London Philharmonic Orchestra in 1932.

The failure of the negotiations of the late 1920s left thc BBC
to create a new independent orchestra of its own. The reconsti-
tution of the London Symphony Orchestra in 1929 did not
interfere with the building up of the BBC Symphony Orchestra :9
indeed some members of the L.S.O. joined the BBC which, like

! *Sir Thomas Beecham to R. H. Eckersley, 19 June 1928.

2 *Eckersley to Beecham, 27 Dec. 1928.

3 For the system, see T. Russell, Pkilharmonic (1942), pp. 28 fI.

4 See C. Reid, Thomas Beecham, An Independent Biography (1961), p. 196; H. Foss
and N. Goodwin, London Symphony (1954), p. 122.

5 *They broke down with an exchange of legal letters. W. R. Bennett and Co.
to Steadman, Van Praagh, and Gaylor, 31 Dec. 1929; Steadman, Van Praagh, and
Gaylor, to W. R. Bennett and Co., 22 Jan. 1930.

6 *R. H. Eckersley to Beecham, 15 July 1930.

7 *Cooper, the Secretary of the Royal Philharmonic Society, to R. H. Eckersley,
21 Mar. 1930.

8 *Reith to R. H. Eckersley, 18 Mar. 1929. A site in Russell Square was talked
of as another possibility, with the advantage of offering more space. (Eckersley to
Goldsmith, 7 Oct. 1929.)

® London Symphony, p. 123; *R. H. Eckersley to Reith, 16 Mar. 1g929.
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Beecham’s projected orchestra, abandoned the deputy system.!
The members of the orchestra, Beecham admitted, were ‘the
best known instrumentalists of Great Britain’.2 By the summer
of 1930, 114 players had been chosen, an Orchestral Manager
and a Concert Manager had been appointed, and Boult, who
welcomed his new opportunity, was in cxcellent spirits. The
first appearance of the new orchestra was at the Queen’s Hall
in October 1930. It was a great success and by 1935, when the
orchestra made its first continental tour—to Brussels—it had
established an international reputation. There was a further
tour to Paris, Zurich, Vienna, and Budapest in 1936.3

The orchestra always attracted good players, and when
replacements had to be made, like that of Paul Beard (from
Beecham’s London Philharmonic Orchestra) for Catterall in
1936, they always guaranteed the highest standard. Yet there
remained the problem of finding adequate accommodation. The
orchestra could not always use either the Queen’s Hall or the
Royal Albert Hall, and before the move to Broadcasting House
the biggest studio at Savoy Hill was far too small for rehearsals
or performances by the larger sections. After a long search,
an empty and dingy warchouse just across Waterloo Bridge, on
the south side of the river, was taken over and known as No. 10.
In 1934 a large property was acquired at Maida Vale, an old
skating-rink, and it was from a studio there that many of the
BBC’s concerts were conducted. The redecoration, rescating
and re-equipment of the Queen’s Hall in 1937 suggests that the
attempt to find another concert hall had been abandoned. The
newly equipped hall had only two full seasons, however, before
it was destroyed in the ‘blitz’ of 1940.

Broadcasting House, of course, provided subsidiary facilities,
particularly for sections of the Symphony Orchestra and for the
cluster of new orchestras and ensembles which the BBC brought
into existence during the early 1930s—the Theatre Orchestra
(1931),+ for example, the BBC Chorus and the BBC Singers,

1 *Control Board Minutes, 29 Jan. 1930. Sir Hamilton Harty of the Hall¢
Orchestra, who complained that the BBC was stealing players, had the worst of
the argument. He lost two. 2 N. Cardus, Sir Thomas Beecham (1961), p. 54.

3 British music (Walton, Vaughan Williams, Elgar, and Bax) was chosen as
part of the repertoire.

+ This orchestra was transferred from the Music Department to the new Variety
Department in June 1933.
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and, most nostalgic of all, the Gersholm Parkington Quintet,
which was employed on an ad hoc contract basis. The high
quality of performance of some of the smaller ensembles is
difficult to recapture in print. So too is the mood. The Gersholm
Parkington Quintet was cngaged to broadcast light music on
every possible kind of social occasion—for example, between
the announcements of the general election results in 1935. The
BBC Chorus, formed in 1928, consisted of 260 amateurs, and it
was a condition of membership that candidates for the chorus
should also be members of another practising choral society.
It changed its name to the BBC Choral Society in 1934. The
Wireless Chorus, by contrast, was a body of 40 professionals of
whom any combination from g to 40 would be called on as
required: its nucleus was the group of BBC Singers, who were
employed on full-time contracts.

The Concert Hall in Broadcasting House was on the lower
ground floor, and the eighth floor was reserved at first for the
BBC’s Military Band, which had been formed in August 1927
under the conductorship of Lieut. B. Walton O’Donnell,
formerly Director of Music of the Royal Marines at Portsmouth.
Relations between the Symphony Orchestra and the Military
Band were always good. Filson Young once complained, indeed,
that the same pieces were too often broadcast within a short
space of time by the band and the orchestra.! When B. Walton
O’Donnell left Broadcasting House for Northern Ireland in
1937 he was succeeded by his brother, Major P. S. G. O’Don-
nell, also a former Director of Music of the Royal Marines, at
Plymouth.

The last feature of musical interest in Broadcasting House
was the organ in the Concert Hall which was opened on 16
June 1933, before a distinguished audience, by Sir Walter
Alcock, G. Thalben Ball, and G. D. Cunningham. The presence
of the organ made possible new combinations, like one described
by Stuart Hibberd in 1936—>Melodies of Christendom, arranged
by Sir Walford Davies, the great pioneer of radio music, with
Dr. Thalben Ball at the organ. ‘It was a splendid Sunday night
programme’, Stuart Hibberd wrote, ‘which ended with some
of the St. Matthew Passion music by Bach, finely sung by the
BBC Singers. Such was Sir Walford’s passionate desire to

! *Filson Young to R. H. Eckersley, 19 Aug. 1933.
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achieve as near perfection as possible, that even this performance
did not satisfy him, and as he said good night he added, ‘“And
I do wish it had been better”.’t

Emphasis on quality was always a hallmark of the BBC’s
approach to music, even when the quality of both microphones
and wireless reception, as in Pitt’s early years, was notoriously
bad. It once led to one of the few disagreements between Reith
and Boult—as to whether a Bach motet should be broadcast
when Boult thought its level of performance was not up to stan-
dard. ‘I was quite certain that there would be far less prejudice
to the Corporation through an inferior performance than there
would have been through cancellation’, wrote Reith.2 Another
BBC emphasis, also associated with Sir Walford Davies, was on
musical education. This was not always popular either inside
or outside the BBC, some critics accusing the Corporation of
rating musical culture higher than other forms of culture.

The desire to ground listeners in this culture lay behind
Filson Young’s notion of the Foundations of Music series which
began on 3 January 1927. ‘Any one who chooses to . . . switch
on the loud spcaker will be sure of hearing ten minutes of pure
music . . . music about which the most extreme schools are in
agreement . . . and which constitutes the foundation from which
the whole of modern music is derived and on which it rests.’s
At first the music, like Gielgud’s actors, was anonymous, speak-
ing for itself. The identification of the particular pieces in the
Foundations series began at the same time as the first broad-
cast of the Bach Cantatas on Sunday, 20 May 1928. These
programmes were fclt to constitute perfect listening for Sundays,
unlike some of the works of the great dramatists, like Ibsen,
which ran into difficulties with the Director of Religion. ‘May
I state in half a dozen sentences my reasons for doubting
whether 4 Doll’s House should be broadcast on a Sunday?’
Iremonger had begun a memorandum to Graves in 1936.4

As far as opera was concerned, most of the difficulties which
the BBC faced related not to content but to organization. ‘Grand
Opera is a curious business’, Victor Cazalet once told Ogilvie,
Reith’s successor. ‘As the season approaches almost every one

' This—is London, pp. 128-9. 2 Reith, Diary, 2 May 1932.

3 Radio Times, 31 Dec. 1926. + *Iremonger to Graves, 8 Oct. 1936.
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connected with it assumes some small part of the temperament
of a prima donna.’* Ogilvie knew little about opera at that time:
Reith had learned an immense amount. If the negotiations
leading up to the formation of the orchestra were complex, the
negotiations relating to opera—in which Reith again took
a prominent part—were even more so. In both sets of negotia-
tions Beecham was directly involved, and another of the main
figures in the opera story was Mrs. Snowden, one of the most
controversial Governors of the BBC.2 Keenly interested in opera,
she was also the wife of the Chancellor of the Exchequer. This
gave her both cultural and political standing.

The first BBC agreement with opera interests was made in
1926, when it was allowed to broadcast three acts a fortnight
from the International Grand Opera season at Covent Garden
in return for lending Percy Pitt as Conductor and Director of
Music.’ Pitt had been Musical Director of the British National
Opera Company before joining the BBC, and this seemed an
eminently sensible arrangement. There were many difficulties
in practice, however, particularly about finance, and the
listener who happily heard Der Rosenkavalier in May 1927 or
the twenty excerpts from Covent Garden in 1928 was fortunate
that he did not know how much strain there had been. Some-
times, however, he was informed about at least one kind of
difficulty. In 1929 a broadcast of Die Valkyrie had to be can-
celled because Florence Austral would not allow herself to be
broadcast. A similar cancellation had to be made in 1930, this
time with 7osca, because Gigli would not broadcast.

The extent of the financial difficulties was revealed in Decem-
ber 1926 at the first meeting of a small BBC Advisory Committee
on Opera. The meeting was held at Savoy Hill, with Sir Hugh
Allen in the chair, and Reith outlined problems which were to
preoccupy him for the next six years. ‘The British National
Opera Company, of whose performances the BBC had made
considerable use, had relied to an increasing extent on payment
from the BBC to save it from financial failure, and it was now

1 *Victor Cazalet to F. W. Ogilvie, 12 Dec. 1938.

* See below, pp. 425-8.

3 *For the implementation of the same scheme in 1927, see Eustace Blois to
Reith, 21 Feb. 1927; Reith to Eustace Blois, 26 Feb. 1927; Control Board Minutes,
8 Mar. 1927. The first broadcast from Covent Garden had been given on 8 Jan.
1923.
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asking the BBC to subsidisc it to an extent which made it
imperative that the whole question be reviewed. The BBC had
also been approached by the Carl Rosa Company and by
others, so that it was essential to have a new study of the whole
question.” Speaking immediately after Reith, Allen said that
‘the co-operation of the BBC might be the one remaining oppor-
tunity of establishing Opera on a sound basis in this country’.!

The British National Opera Company ceased to function in
1928, when it was heavily in debt.z One year before its collapse
the BBC was approached by H. V. Higgins, the chairman of the
Grand Opera Syndicate, about the possibility of a direct link-up
with Covent Garden.3 The plan failed, however, not least
because of Higgins’s tactlessness. ‘I was under the impression’,
he told Reith, whom he insisted on addressing as Sir James
Reith, ‘that you had recognised that unless somebody assisted
Opera in some form or other, there would cease to be any Opera
worthy of the name in this country, but it appecars that the
whole idea was to obtain from various operatic and musical
institutions assistance for the Broadcasting Company [sic] to
enable them to add to their entertainment on terms greatly
advantageous to themselves.’+

Negotiations were resumed in 1930 when F. A. Szarvasy,
a Hungarian financier, working with Colonel Eustace Blois,
approached the BBC to help form a new Covent Garden Opera
Syndicate. After long negotiations between the Syndicate, the
BBC, the Gramophone Company, and the Treasury, agreement
was reached in the autumn of 1930. A new company was formed
—Covent Garden Opera Syndicate (1930) Ltd.—with Szarvasy
as chairman and the BBC as a shareholder.s The Corporation
also guarantced Covent Garden a large regular income of
£25,000 each year for five years.® The novelty of the arrange-
ment was not so much that the BBC took a controlling interest
in the shares of the Syndicate as that the Treasury (with Snow-

! *Advisory Committee on Opera, Minutes, 13 Dec. 1926.

2 H. Rosenthal, Two Centuries of Opera at Covent Garden (1958), p. 621.

3 *H. V. Higgins to Reith, 18 June 1927.

+ *Higgins to Reith, 1 Apr. 1927.

$ *Draft Agreement, ‘Opera in Great Britain, A New Basis’, 13 Nov. 1930;
Reith to F. A. Szarvasy, 13 Nov. 1930. The BBC held 84 shares, Szarvasy 7, and
the Gramophone Company 7. The Agreement was not completed until the end of
the year.

¢ *Control Board Minutes, g July 1930.
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den as Chancellor of the Exchequer) under-wrote the agreement
and offered to contribute a subsidy of £5,000 for 1930 and
£7,500 a year for the subsequent five years from January 1931
onwards.! The Treasury offer was set out in a Supplemental
Agreement between the BBC and the Post Office, signed on
behalf of the Post Office by Attlee. It was the first carmarked
subsidy the BBC had ever arranged. And it was granted in face
of considerable political and press opposition just before the
beginning of the great financial and political storm of 1931.
“There are better ways of spending £17,500 than in subsidising
a form of art which is not characteristic of the British people’,
wrote the Daily Express.?

Reith sat on the Opera Board, which met regularly. It caused
him endless worry,? although he frequently stressed to Szarvasy
that ‘we are partners with you in this enterprise’.# Part of the
worry centred on Beecham, whose erratic plans were always
difficult to co-ordinate with the plans of others. His Imperial
League of Opera, founded in 1927 to mobilize opera lovers
throughout the country, was extremely difficult to encompass
within a national arrangement ;5 and negotiations started, were
broken off, and restarted on many occasions. Beecham’s flam-
boyance—artistic genius coupled with financial wildness—
never made matters easy. In July 1931, for example, he was
talking at a private lunch party at Claridge’s as if he were
addressing a public meeting.®

Another part of the worry in 1931 centred on finance. Covent
Garden lost £8,000 more than had been anticipated in the
season of that year,” and in May 1932 the Carl Rosa Company
had to be helped to pay salaries due at the end of the week.8

! The BBC had tested the Treasury and the Post Office on this subject long
before 1930, although Mitchell-Thomson denied in the House of Commons in
March 1927 that he had been approached on the question of a subsidy. Hansard,
vol. 203, col. 228. Mitchell-Thomson was answering Colonel Day.

2 Cmd. 3884 (1931), Supplemental Agreement Between H.M. Postmaster-General and
the BBC, June 1931. For the opposition, see the Daily Express, 2 Nov. 1932.

3 He wrote, for example, in his diary on 18 Mar. 1932, ‘Opera Board in the
afternoon, as wearying as ever.” On 5 Apr. he was talking about ‘everlasting opera
troubles’.

4 *Reith to F. A. Szarvasy, 29 June 1931.

s See C. Reid, Thomas Beecham, An Independent Biography (1961}, pp. 192-3.

6 Reith, Diary, 16 July 1931.

7 Ibid., 1 Oct. 1931.

8 *Control Board Minutes, 31 May 1932; 14 June 1932.
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Szarvasy blamed the musical difficulties of the year on ‘the great
National Crisis, the abandonment of the gold standard, the
formation of the National Government and the General
Election’,! and these difficulties were used by the newly formed
National Government to get out of the subsidy in 1932.2 Reith
felt that there had been a breach of faith—‘the Corporation did
not press the Treasury to enter into the arrangement, and we
can hardly imagine that an obligation of the Treasury’s would
be dishonoured and the Corporation left to discharge it’s—while
Lady Snowden said that her husband had expressed ‘horror’
at the idea of abandoning the subsidy.¢ The subsidy was ‘sus-
pended’ in 1933, however, and the BBC was left again to fend
for itself. It promised ‘to undertake to assist opera generally in
1933 to such an extent as can be proved to its satisfaction to
be desirable’.s

Opera interests by no means always agreed that what the
BBC thought was desirable was suitable for them. More usually,
indeed, they failed to agree about anything. Reith did his best,
however, to persuade the various opera interests to work
together amicably, and it was largely as a result of his efforts
that in October 1932 a new organization called the National
Opera Council was set up. It followed an agreement between
the Covent Garden Opera Syndicate, which was enlarged
(Beecham joined its Board), the Imperial League of Opera, the
Sadler’s Wells Theatre, the Old Vic Theatre, the Carl Rosa
Opera Company, and the BBC. Reith left the world of opera
at this stage, after lunching with Beecham on 27 October.
‘I have been exceedingly bored by all these long, periodic dis-
cussions’, he wrote in his diary. “They are on the straight road
now, although there are still plenty of difficulties to overcome
for proper collaboration among the various concerns.’®

British opera was not, in fact, on the straight road, althcugh
the BBC did its best to continue to support it. There were
difficulties about the formation of the new company to replace
the 1930 Syndicate, and further difficulties between Geoffrey
Toye, who became manager of Covent Garden under the new

! *F. A. Szarvasy to Reith, 24 Oct. 1931.

*Reith to Sir Evelyn Murray, 23 Mar. 1g932.

*Reith to Murray, 5 Apr. 1932.

*Lady Snowden to Reith, 24 July 1932.

*Note by Reith, 28 Oct. 1932. 6 Reith, Diary, 27 Oct. 1g32.
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scheme, and Beecham, his sponsor. There was continuous pres-
sure on the BBC to maintain or to subsidize not only Covent
Garden but most of the other opera interests, with J. H.
Thomas, a most unlikely go-between, entering into negotiations
in 1934. In fact, the BBC gave considerable financial help not
only to Covent Garden but to Sadler’s Wells and Carl Rosa,!
and it broadcast opera from Glyndebourne as early as 1935.
Indeed, it broadcast more opera than most of its listeners liked.
Thirteen broadcasts, for example, were relayed from Covent
Garden in 1932 and thirteen from Sadler’s Wells and the Old
Vic—along with Sir Henry Lytton’s farewell performance in
The Mikado from the Savoy Theatre. By 1937 there were twenty
performances from Covent Garden, nine from Sadler’s Wells,
and five from Glyndebourne—besides a number of Carl Rosa
broadcasts from the provinces.?

In the meantime, studio opera had becn revived after a long
lapse. Boult had been pressing for more studio opera for several
years, and there was considerable enthusiasm within the BBC.
It had been hoped at first that an Opera Section could be
created in the Music Department and that Stanford Robinson,
after a period of sabbatical leave studying opera on the Con-
tinent, would then take over with a full Opera Orchestra.? For
financial rcasons, however, the scheme had to be declayed and
modified,* and when the new Section was formed it was known
as ‘Music Productions’, with no special orchestra but with
Stanford Robinson as Director and Conductor and Gordon
McConnel as Producer.s The first full opera was presented in
January 1938. Massenet’s Manon was specially chosen for the
occasion, since it did not demand such complicated microphone
arrangements as other operas would have done.6 It was followed
later in the year by Gounod’s Faust, Smetana’s Bartered Bride,
and Vaughan Williams’s Hugh the Drover. English librettos were
used throughout.

Many of these ventures met with scant support from the
Music Advisory Committee, and Beecham continued until 1939
*An important Opera Advisory Committee Report was prepared in 1936.
Cmd. 4051 (1934) BBC Seventh Annual Report, p. 3; Cmd. 5951 (1939), p- 5.
The Times, 23 Apr. 1936.

*Notes of a Meeting in Controller (A)’s Room, 2 Apr. 1936.

*BBC Internal Memorandum, 1 Sept. 1937.
*BBC Press Release, Dec. 1937.
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to press the BBC from outside to give more financial help to
Covent Garden. ‘There is one simple way’, he told Ogilvie in
1939, ‘in which your organisation could be of service, not only
to us but to the public, and that is by exercising to a fuller extent
than last year your right to broadcast our performances.’
Ogilvie replied simply, referring to ‘the sad fact that lovers of
opera and serious music constitute only a small proportion of
the listening public. We have in consequence many other
demands on our programme space in meeting the needs of the
majority.’2

The BBC’s efforts to promote music seldom met with the full
support they deserved. Its own Music Advisory Committee, of
which Sir Hugh Allen, Sir John McEwen, and Sir Landon
Ronald were all members, was vigorously—and rightly—
criticized by Boult in his evidence before the Ullswater Com-
mittee for its narrow-mindedness and lack of imagination.* ‘In
so far as the advice of the Committee is directed to the good of
the broadcasting service, that advice is followed where possible,
but more often than not the members occupy their time at the
meetings trying to bully the Corporation into adopting courses
of action which they think would be to the benefit of the music
profession, but without due regard for the Corporation’s pro-
gramme standards or for the interests of the listening public.’+
Sir Landon Ronald, a prominent member of the committee,
was never alive to the opportunity as Boult saw it. ‘Regarding
the BBC’, he wrote with excessive caution in the 1930s, ‘I think
that if they do a certain amount of damage to professional music
teachers and small choral societies they make up for it by giving
hundreds of singers and instrumentalists engagements they
would never have got ten years ago, and that the way they are
spreading the love and knowledge of great music through the
land must atone for certain sins they are accused of committing
—personally I should say it was a question of fifty-fifty.’s

There was, indeed, a basic ‘protectionism’ about the com-
mittee, which reflected the ‘protectionism’ in British music as

1 *Sir Thomas Beecham to F. W. Ogilvie, 22 Mar. 1939.

2 *QOgilvie to Beecham, 27 Mar. 1939.

3 For the Committee, see below, pp. 476-504.

4+ *Memorandum to the Ullswater Committee by Sir Adrian Boult, p. 1.
s Landon Ronald, Myself and Others (1931), p. 206.
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a whole—the suspicion of new works, the distrust of foreign
artists, the reliance on the known and the tried, and the low
level of criticism. The BBC did its best to change attitudes and
to direct tastes, but it was not helped in its battle against
‘philistinism’ by the conservatism of some of its avowed advisors
and the bitter arguments between them. Boult saw the chance
and took it.

As Music Director of the Corporation [he concluded his Memo-
randum to Ullswater], it is a little difficult for me to give an opinion
on the Corporation’s contribution to the musical life of this country,
but as the majority of those who have so far given evidence before
the Committee have shown no appreciation of the value of the Cor-
poration’s work in this field, I feel it incumbent upon me to do so.
Five years ago, prior to the formation of the Corporation’s Sym-
phony Orchestra, the reputation of British music and British musi-
cianship abroad was extremely low. Our capital city contained but
one orchestra, and that an inferior one. One of our provincial
orchestras—the Hallé—was the best that this country could boast,
The formation of the Corporation’s Symphony Orchestra was the
turning point. Symphonic musicians for the first time were offered
whole-time contracts under reasonable and humane conditions.
They for their part were prohibited from accepting outside engage-
ments and appointing deputies in their place, an evil system which
had become traditional in this country. With this fine Orchestra
working under admirable conditions, the-Corporation was clearly
capable of reaching a standard hitherto undreamt of in this country,

In this forthright statement, Boult left out the listeners. Wood,
who knew so much of British traditions and their limitations,
knew just where he thought the BBC was managing to fit them
in. It was making them understand music and enjoy music at
the same time. ‘With the whole-hearted support of the wonder-
ful medium of broadcasting,” he once exclaimed, ‘I feel that I
am at last on the threshold of realising my life-long ambition of
truly democratising the message of music and making its bene-
ficent effect universal. . . . I am quite convinced that not only
in music, but generally, the medium of broadcasting, as utilized
and developed in this country, is one of the few elements
ordinarily associated with the progress of civilisation which I
can heartily endorse.’!

' Quoted in B. Maine, The BBC and Its Audience (1939), pp. 47-48.
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4. Education

I~ the cause of ‘the progress of civilization’ the crude distinction
between ‘entertainment’ and ‘education’ was never acceptable
to the BBC. ‘When a critic complains that there is too much
education and too little entertainment in broadcast pro-
grammes,” Reith asked in 1931, ‘where does he draw the line? Is
it to the left or the right of Sir Walford Davies, Sir James Jeans
and the like? Mr. Harold Nicolson will pass as entertainment
without much opposition, but what about Mr. Vernon Bartlett’s
wecekly summary of foreign affairs?’!

The distinction which Reith himself drew was between the
educational effect of programmes specifically designed as ‘educa-
tional’ and the educative influence, potential or actual, of the
whole range of the BBC’s activities. Education was inevitably
associated ‘with hard benches in schools and colleges and univer-
sities, with the cramming of a certain amount of knowledge in
order that certain tests may be passed. I wish someone would
invent another word to describe the sort of education which
makes life so much more interesting and enjoyable than it
otherwise would be.’2

Filson Young, also, wrote about the public response to the
two words ‘entertainment’ and ‘education’. ‘One of these words
appeals to everybody : the other, except for associations of people
who prefer administering doses to taking them themselves, is
a word of somewhat repellent association. ... There is a gaiety
about the word “entertainment’ which sets the eyes sparkling
and the blood singing; but about the word “‘education” there
is a sleek oppressiveness; it suggests a process rather than an
occasion; [and] . . . long after, perhaps, we have found that in
the over-pursuit of entertainment it is apt to turn to ashes in our
grasp, nevertheless the two words continue to represent two
definite things: an attractive thing and a dull thing.’?

Dull or gay, education had a very early place in the BBC’s
scheme of priorities. Almost from the beginnings of broadcasting

1 J. C. W. Reith, ‘Education by Broadcast’ in Today and Tomorrow, 26 Feb. 1931.
For an earlier expression of this view, see Broadcast Quer Brilain, p. 147.

2 The Listener, 30 Apr. 1930.
3 Shall I Listen?, pp. 110-11,
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there had been interest in specific educational broadcasts both
for children and adults; and Reith believed also in the ‘great
educative work’ which the BBC could carry out more generally.!
The two conceptions of how the BBC could help ‘education’—
through direct educational broadcasts and through ‘educative’
programmes—were, of course, related to each other. They had
more than one root. The deepest root stretched deep into the
culture of Scotland, which nurtured not only Reith, but the
most powerful personality in the history of schools broadcasting,
Mary Somerville, whose father had been chairman of a School
Board in Scotland.

Other roots were hidden in new soil. There had been a wide-
spread feeling during and after the First World War that the
country had failed ‘to conceive the full meaning and purpose
of national education as a whole’; there was also concern to
create a more ‘educated democracy’. The mood was well
expressed in such documents as the 1919 Report on Adult Education
and the 1921 Report on the Teaching of English in England. It was
not a coincidence that H. A. L. Fisher, who had devised the
great Education Act of 1918, was a Governor of the BBC from
1935 to 1939, nor that Sir Henry Hadow, who was chairman of
the Board of Education Committee which produced one of the
most striking official educational documents of the inter-war
years, The Education of the Adolescent (1926), should also have
been chairman of the BBC Committee which produced the
report New Ventures in Broadcasting in March 1928. Reith main-
tained with justice that this report might equally have been
entitled ‘New Ventures in Education’.

The two conceptions of how the BBC could most effec-
tively serve education are best thought of as associated
approaches to the task of speeding up educational advance.
Hadow had talked of that advance in his Education of the
Adolescent as the development of ‘a broad, general and humane
education under the stimulus of practical work and realistic
studies’. He was as much concerned with the cultivation of the
quality of imagination as with the acquisition of knowledge.
Mary Somerville believed that broadcasting could fire the
imagination more quickly than any other educational agency.
The first broadcaster she heard was Sir Walford Davies speaking

! See The Birth of Broadcasting, p. 138.
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on music one evening in the spring of 1924, and she heard it
in a country schoolmistress’s parlour along with the school-
mistress and three pupils. ‘It was not a broadcast to schools’,
she wrote later. ‘No matter, he was tcaching, and he was making
music, and the impact of his personality, and of his music, was
tremendous. Things happened in all of us, in the children, in
their music-loving teacher and in me.’!

While at Oxford, Mary Somerville had dreamed of taking
part in what the Report on the Teaching of English in England called
‘the diffusion of knowledge’ by ‘a fraternity of itinerant
preachers’. The knowledge was not to be departmentalized
within subject boundaries but unified through experience.
Broadcasting provided her with a possible means of realizing
her dreams. Many of the other early recruits to the BBC, as we
have seen, joined it because they felt that they could contribute
to the realization of a high purpose.z Education in the broadest
sense was associated with that purpose: it was not dull, but
exciting. ‘There was the same feeling of dedication and hope
which had characterised the League of Nations in its earliest
days.’s

Such a feeling does not necessarily produce practical results:
it often peters out in frustration and disillusionment. In the
BBC itself the excitement of the young was encouraged by
J. C. Stobart, the older man whom Reith had brought in from
the Board of Education in the summer of 1924 and who
remained in the BBC, giving it loyal and devoted service, until
his death in 1933. Stobart was a keen classical scholar and
wrote two books which still command a wide public, The Glory
that was Greece and The Grandeur that was Rome. He had all the
limitations of a classical education and, for all his great culture,
understood little either of the changing social background of
Britain in the 1920s or of the techniques of radio. Yet he had
great vision, made his own mark as a broadcaster, with his
famous ‘Grand Goodnight’—it ended the year’s broadcasting in
1927—and laid enduring foundations for the more specialized
activities of others.

1 M. Somerville, ‘How School Broadcasting Grew Up’ in R. Palmer, School
Broadcasting in Britain (1947), p. 9.

2 See above, p. 13.

3 L. Fielden, The Natural Bent (1960), p. 103.
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One of his critics has paid tribute to his ‘many attractive
qualities and sound virtues’. ‘He was the first educator of any
standing to respond to the call of the new medium, broadcast-
ing, when it was still in its infancy, and regarded by most
intellectuals as a new toy. Some vision had entered Stobart’s
mind of what broadcasting might achieve in the cultural life of
the community; and so he had left the sheltered life of a Board
of Education inspector, and had embarked, fairly late in life,
on a new career at the BBC.’! At least one of his early memo-
randa is very boldly conceived. He outlined a plan for a
‘Wireless University’, breaking away from existing university
traditions, providing courses lasting for two years, some taught
wholly, some partially, by radio. The courses would be free for
all: ‘no one need be prevented from learning science by in-
ability to pass in Latin’. Stobart described his plan as ‘a Well-
sian sketch of possibilities’, but he passed it on to Reith for
critical observations.2 Reith thought it greatly to his credit, but
when adult education was developed, it was not quite on this
scale.

Between 1927 and 1931 many different branches of BBC
activity separated themselves out from Stobart’s office—talks,
news, and publications as well as schools and adult educational
broadcasting.? Stobart struggled manfully to establish schools
broadcasting and made an excellent impression in many circles,
but there were limits to his success. He never found it easy, for
example, to win the confidence of teachers or children. ‘He
doesn’t know one end of a child from another’, one of his col-
leagues, Frank Roscoe, a former pupil-teacher, once remarked.+
Another limit to success was set by ill health. Stobart was
seriously ill during the late 1920s, and much of the work that
would normally have fallen to him—work of the kind which
had fallen to him before 1927—passed into other people’s
hands.s The other people, Hilda Matheson, Siepmann, Mary
Somerville, and Fielden, among others, were the key figures in

! R. S. Lambert, Ariel and All His Quality (1940), pp. 49-50.

2 *]. C. Stobart, “The Wireless University’, 8 Oct. 1926.

3 For the organizational changes consequent upon this division of labour, see
above, p. 124 and below, pp. 441-2.

4 Note by Miss Somerville, Nov. 1962.

$ For Stobart’s work before 1927, see The Birth of Broadcasting, pp. 201, 242,
253-4.
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the development of the serious side of sound radio in its greatest
phase of expansion.

Between 1927 and 1939 a most successful system of schools
broadcasting was devised by the BBC which soon became the
envy of educationists in every other country. The system was
supremely practical both in its approach and in its organization.
In 1927, at a gencrous estimate, 3,000 schools were listening
to the BBC’s schools broadcasts in England and Wales, as
against 220 in late 1924: at the outbreak of war in 1939 the
figure had risen to 9,953. In 1939 thirty-nine school pro-
grammes a week were being transmitted.

Even more important than such statistics was the impact of
the BBC on the quality of effort and imagination inside the
schools. It played a key role in a still unfinished ‘silent revolu-
tion’, in part a revolution of educational provision and tech-
nology—books, pianos, projectors, and materials for art and
crafts as well as wireless sets—in part arevolution of educational
aspiration and ambition, associated with the widening of curri-
cula, the use of experimental teaching methods, and the relaxa-
tion of purely external discipline.

H. A. L. Fisher talked to Mary Somerville of ‘streams of
water irrigating thirsty lands’, but he warned her against using
language of this kind too freely even in her dealings with educa-
tionists.! She would have to get on with the job, he advised
her, without talking too much about the dreams that inspired
her. He was right. The same kind of warning had been given
by an earlier educationist, Michael Sadler, who told his
colleagues that the loftiest sentiments of John Ruskin would
hardly be ‘persuasive’ if made to the members of a City Educa-
tion Committee, assembled at a meeting with the usual
agenda.?

It certainly took time and patience to set schools broadcasting
on the right course, and many problems arising out of the
relationships between the BBC and other educational bodies,
including the Board of Education, still remained unsolved in
1939. It was necessary throughout the whole period of growth
to convert the missionary zeal ‘to do good’ into a practical

t Note by Miss Somerville, Nov. 1g62.
2 Quoted in G. A. N. Lowndes, The Silent Revolution (1937), p. 108.
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grasp of such diverse subjects as the administrative network of
British education, the art of the teacher, the properties of sound
radio as a medium, and the place of the child both in his
‘listening situation’ and in his society. The schools broadcasting
department of the BBC had been forced to concern itself
directly with the sociology of its listening public in the schools
before the BBC as a whole examined the sociology ofits listening
public in their homes.!

The great turning-point in the early story was a report on
schools broadcasting in Kent which was completed in May
1928. Two years earlier, with the aid of a grant from the
Carnegie Trust, an experiment in schools broadcasting had
begun in the Kent schools organized by the BBC and the Kent
local education authority working in close co-operation.z Reith
had suggested informally to Colonel Mitchell of the Carnegie
Trust early in 1926 that ‘it was time the Carnegie people took
an interest in our educational activities’:3 the Trust, in con-
sequence, made a grant of £300, a small sum which has sub-
sequently paid enormous dividends. It was used entirely to buy
‘good receiving sets’ for a limited number of Kent schools.

Kent was chosen for the experiment for four reasons. It was
close to London; its energetic Director of Education, E. Salter
Davies, was a Carnegie trustee and was also keenly interested
in wireless; doubtless in consequence, the authority already had
within its boundaries a relatively large number of listening
schools; and, not least, the county of Kent had a varied economy
with parents of schoolchildren living in widely differing social
circumstances. Furthermore, the Kent Advisory Committee of
Teachers approved of the experiment and offered to take partin
it on 23 June 1926.

The experiment began in the Easter term of 1927 and con-
tinued until the end of the year. Careful study was made of the
various Kent schools listening to BBC broadcasts. There were
20 urban and 52 rural or semi-rural schools in all, 12 of the 72
schools having less than 8o pupils and 14 having more than

! See below, pp. 256 ff.

2 See The Birth of Broadcasting, p. 262.

3 *Reith to E. R. Appleton and D. Cleghorn Thomson, copy to Stobart, 18 Oct.
1926.
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250 pupils. Both children’s and teachers’ opinions were col-
lected from observers in the schools, from questionnaires, and
from comments made at teachers’ conferences.

The Report concluded that broadcast lessons effectively
imparted a knowledge of facts, stimulated interest in ways
which could be definitely observed, created impressions as dur-
able as those produced by ordinary classroom lessons, and were
particularly interesting to clever children. In addition, they
supplied views and information which teachers by themselves
could not have supplied, gave teachers new ideas for lessons,
and interested some hitherto indifferent parents in the work
that their children did at school.

‘All courses’, the Report added, ‘were not uniformly success-
ful. Much remains to be done to ensure better co-operation
between lecturers, teachers and pupils, and further investigation
is needed in many directions.” While the cxperiment was in
progress, much had changed. ‘There were improvements in the
method and content of the lectures, in the degree of co-operation
between teacher and lecturer, in the efficient maintenance of the
wireless apparatus, and in the actual method of the enquiry. . ..
Some schools dropped out, others came in late.’

It was generally agreed that at the transmitting end broad-
casters had to be ‘expert’, to have a good delivery, and to
possess some of the qualities of the classroom teacher. They also
had to be prepared to study the special problems of wireless
teaching. There was no reason, indeed, why wireless pro-
grammes should consist simply of straight lectures, which
involved strain in listening without visual relief; ‘talks might be
modified by the abandonment of the straight lecture in favour
of a system of closer collaboration between the lecturer and the
teacher’.

The general conclusions were stated in such a way that they
might at the same time reduce suspicion and kindle interest.
There was no question of broadcasting superseding the teacher.
On the other hand, the teacher could not afford to ignore ‘the
new instrument which science has placed in his hands’. “The
need at this moment is for sober and careful investigation by
men and women who have “the forward view”. . . . Another
great instrument of culture and recreation—the cinema—has
been allowed to be exploited for commercial purposes without
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control. It would be a tragedy if the devclopment of wireless
were allowed to follow the same line.’t

As important as the conclusions of the Kent inquiry were two
features of the way in which it was conducted. First, it had
depended upon close co-operation between the BBC and a
lively local educational authority. Such co-operation was a good
example to set to other and less keen—or even hostile—Ilocal
authorities. Second, it taught BBC officials a great deal that
they did not know. They had been taken to a new region ‘on
the other side of the microphone’. The engineers learned much
too, for one of the greatest obstacles in the way of co-operation
between the educational authoritics and the BBC was bad
reception of programmes.

‘There was much general hostility also in educational circles
to the novel idea of enlisting wireless in the classroom. The
carliest surviving BBC document relating to schools broadcast-
ing is a copy of a letter written by A. R. Burrows to the Director
of Education of the London County Council in November 1923.
‘We recognise that the London County Council is a great educa-
tional authority’, Burrows wrote, ‘and we think it desirable that
we should endeavour to ascertain the views of that body in
order that we may co-operate with it, as far as is possible, in any
educational work that we may undertake.’2 The London County
Council expressed no desire to co-operate. It remained aloof
and suspicious, partly on the grounds that receiving apparatus
was often inadequate to permit intelligent group-listening in
schools, partly because it feared interference with the freedom
of the teacher to plan his lessons as he wished, and partly
because the material used in broadcasts was said to be (in the
vaguest terms) ‘not suitable’.3

! Carncgie Trust, Educational Broadcasting, The Report of a Special Investigation in
the County of Kent during the year 1927.

2 *A, R. Burrows to the Director of Education of the London County Council,
21 Nov. 1923. ‘It appears probable’, Burrows began, ‘that very material assistance
could be afforded to the scholastic profession by the broadcasting of lectures and
instructive talks to schools, and we are anxious that the vast potentialities of broad-
casting shall be directed to useful channels as well as to those of pure amusement.’

3 For difficulties of reception, see below, p. 202. *That the L.C.C.’s carly fears
about poor reception were not without foundation is shown by the complete failure
of receiving apparatus at an address and demonstration given by Burrows before
an audience of about 300 inspectors and teachers at University College, London,
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Underlying these rationalizations was the same kind of con-
scrvative attitude to broadcasting which had always been shown
by St. Paul’s Cathedral and sections of the press.! The only
concession the L.C.C. would make was that pupils in elemen-
tary schools could listen to broadcasts during the last half-hour
on Friday afternoons, from 4 p.m. to 4.30—and from January
1925 onwards such broadcasts were arranged.? There were
further relaxations in 1926 and, with the Kent experiment in
mind, experiments were carried out in London in 1927.3 As an
expression of a change in attitudes, the L.C.C. gave permission
in 1927 for schools to listen to the ordinary Friday BBC schools
programmes provided that the lessons were ‘integrated into the
school curriculum’ and that the receiving apparatus used was
passed as adequate by BBC engineers. In July 1928 it went
further and decided that schools could take any lessons approved
by the Education Officer.

The L.C.C. had been one of the most prominent local educa-
tion authorities to doubt the value of schools broadcasting:
many other authorities were cautious also. So too were some
teachers, who strained every argument to show how ‘useless’
wireless was.# The success of the Kent experiment helped to
convert them. The very idea of treating broadcasting as a con-
trolled ‘experiment’ seems to have had value in itself, not only
for Charitable Foundations and Directors of Education but for
teachers and pupils. ‘It has been found that a good way to
introduce schools broadcasting into a large school’, wrote the
headmaster of West Leeds High School late in 1928, ‘is to appeal

in Jan. 1924. A later demonstration by J. C. Stobart in County Hall in Novem-
ber 1924, however, was attended by 150 teachers and ‘immensely impressed the
audience and aroused their interest’.

t For examples of this conservative attitude, see The Birth of Broadcasting,
pp. 262-7, 274-5.

2 #0On 17 Dec. 1924 the Education Committee of the L.C.C. considered a report
on the broadcast lessons arranged since March 1924 and reached a generally
unfavourable verdict.

3 In March 1926 Central Schools where French was taught were allowed to listen
to a new series of BBC French talks, and permission was given to the schools to
listen to a series of orchestral concerts, the first of which had been broadcast on
25 Sept. 1925 from the People’s Palace. The French talks were criticized by an
L.C.C. inspector on the grounds that they taught idiomatic French rather than the
use of the pluperfect.

4 There had been a sustained attack on broadcast education by ‘A Teacher’
in The Times (30 Oct. 1926) in an article called ‘Do Schools Need Wireless?’
It provoked a reply from Stobart and a number of other letters.

C 1995 o
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to the school, staff and boys to enter into the experiment; to ask
for suggestions and criticisms; to allow the wireless lessons to
Justify themselves.’t

The second feature of the Kent experiment which was of
critical long-term importance was its influence on people inside
the BBC. “The BBC itself learned much from interim reports
and conferences’, it was stated baldly in the BBC Handbook for
1928. “There was a revision of studio methods. The lecture was
made more like a lesson, in which response was expected, the
classroom teachers were shown what part they were expected
to play, and valuable reinforcement was given by means of
printed pamphlets.’2

Behind these phrases was a fascinating personal crisis. At
Easter 1927 Mary Somerville went with Stobart to a conference
at Stratford-on-Avon. There she learned from Salter Davies
that ‘the Kent experiment was not going well’. Problems multi-
plied in the summer of 1927 when Stobart was ill, and Mary
Somerville was given full powers by Reith to develop what
came to be called ‘listening-end work’. She was given authority
to go around the Kent schools, collecting the comments of
teachers and children and seeing for herself what actually hap-
pened in the classroom. To enable her to do this, an extra
appointment was made at Savoy Hill in September 1927, and
she was relieved thereby of some of her central administrative
duties. Shortage of staff’ had hitherto been one of the reasons
for limited ventures inside the schools: another had been
Stobart’s initial suspicion of Mary Somerville ‘putting her nose
inside a school’.3

Miss Somerville revelled in her new opportunity, even
though, as she later admitted, it involved much eating of
humble pie. ‘I found poor patient children sitting in rooms
being bored. Back I came at the gallop and did something
about it. . . . It wasn’t that the programmes were bad. They
were of the highest standards, and some, for instance, Walford
Davies, could be rated good radio. But they were not produced
or given by people who knew children in their bones. By the

! T. Curzon, ‘School Broadcasting from the Schoolmaster’s Point of View’ in
the BBC Handbook (1929), pp. 231-3.

2 Ibid., p. 113.

3 Mary Somerville, Speech at Governors’ Dinner, 20 Dec. 1955.
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autumn of that yecar—well, things were different. Programme
assistants and broadcasters were led by the ear into the schools.
Schools broadcasting as we know it now had begun.’t By the
end of the year ‘a sufficient number of Kent teachers confirmed
our faith in the educational possibilities of our medium. We had
come very near to failure, but we had at least begun to learn
to work as pioneers in radio education. We were to go on
broadcasting but with a difference.’2

The study of broadcasting from the receiving end rather than
from the transmitting end revolutionized the use of the medium
as an educational instrument. One of the first developments was
an extension of the publication of illustrated pamphlets, and
233,000 pamphlets were issued to schools in 1927.3 The first
BBC schools pamphlet—Sir Walford Davies’s Melody Book Ne. 1
—had been issued in September 1926.¢ A second development
was a more systematic study of the language used in the broad-
casts. Mary Somerville quickly realized that many of the criti-
cisms made by teachers were fair—that broadcasts included
unintelligible words and unfamiliar metaphors. Thereafter
there was a progressive development of broadcasting technique
in the light of what was happening at the receiving end. Even
Sir Walford Davies’s style of broadcasting was affected when he
was given an observer in a Kent school whom he affectionately
called his ‘watchdog’.s

New broadcasters, some of whom were to make the best
possible use of ‘story telling’ in school broadcasts, were offered
a warm response by children, who began to feel that their
broadcasts were ‘just right’. Rhoda Power was outstanding
among the very first of the new team. Her Boys and Girls of
Other Days was a genuinely pioneer series, the first of many.
Stobart had argucd that wireless lessons ‘must always partake
of the nature of a lecture’ and that this would inevitably mean
that they would play a subordinate part in the education of the

! Mary Somerville, Rough Notes for a Co-ordinating Committee Discussion,
Oct. 1954.

2 Mary Somerville’s Introduction to Palmer, Schoo! Broadcasting in Britain, p. 12.

3 BBC Annual Report (1927), p. 6.

+ The early broadcast lessons had sometimes been accompanied by blackboard
notes, maps, diagrams, and bibliographies, which were issued from Savoy Hill and
could be obtained free on application. The Radio Times was also used for illustrating
and following up talks from the autumn of 1924.

s Palmer, School Broadcasting in Britain, p. 12.
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very young.'! Rhoda Power proved just how wrong hc was.
With new techniques there was the prospect of making a wider
appeal to children of all ages. There was also the prospect of a
genuinely close relationship with teachers, since it had now
become clear that teachers and broadcasters were not com-
petitors but associates. They supplemented each other not only
in the classroom work related to broadcasts, but in formulating
ideas for future programmes and in discussing the best way of
‘putting across’ material. One of the suggestions of the Kent
Report was that permanent machinery was needed ‘to secure
continuous contact between the BBC on the one hand and, on
the other, the Board of Education, the Local Education
Authorities and the whole body of teachers’.2

This suggestion, which had also been put forward by the
Hadow Committee earlier in 1928, was implemented in Febru-
ary 1929 when the BBC set up the Central Council for School
Broadcasting. The new body was constituted on a representa-
tive basis with a dependent committee for Scotland. The
Council took the place of the National Advisory Committee on
Education, which had first met in October 1923 and met for the
seventh and last time in June 1928.3 The constitution and
membership of the new Council were hammered out by a small
‘interim committee’ which had Salter Davies as its chairman:
it also included Sir Walford Davies, Frank Roscoe, G. H. Gater
of the London County Council, and G. T. Hankin, a Board of
Education Inspector. All these men were to play an important
part in the future of schools broadcasting. Gater, along with
two other members of the interim committee, provided a link
with the old National Advisory Committee on which they had
served.

Before the first meeting of the new Council, H. A. L. Fisher
was chosen as chairman (‘no one more suitable could we think
be found’#) with Roscoe as vice-chairman and chairman of the
Executive Committee which was to meet once a month. The
composition of the Council was representative: it included
nominees of the Board of Education, the local education

1 *J C. Stobart, Lecture to the Grantham Education Society, 15 Mar. 1927.

2 FEducational Broadcasting (1928), p. 8.

3 For the history of the National Advisory Committee, see The Birth of Broad-
casting, p. 242. 4 *Reith to H. A. L. Fisher, 17 Dec. 1928.
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authorities, and teachers’ associations and unions as well as
a number of independent members. Among the ‘independents’
was W. W, Vaughan, the headmaster of Rugby, who was later
to be an active and distinguished chairman of the Council.
From many of these pcople—notably Roscoe, Hankin, and
Vaughan—Mary Somerville was to receive the most valuable
encouragement and assistance.

Whatever may be said in general terms of the influence of
committees on the creative arts of broadcasting, in the case of
schools broadcasting machinery and committees did not kill
‘the vision of exploration, delight and understanding’ which had
inspired Mary Somerville and her colleagues. They rather
helped to bring the vision to fulfilment.!

From the point of view of programme building, the most
important work after 1929 was done not by the Council itself
but by its network of Programme Sub-Committees, each of
which was charged with the task of determining what special
contribution broadcasting could make to the development of
a particular subject in the schools curriculum. At its first meet-
ings in 1929 the Council appointed sub-committees to deal with
geography, history, modern languages, English literature,
music, special secondary-school courses, and an experimental
course in science. The majority of members of these sub-com-
mittees were teachers using the broadcast courses in their
schools. The other members included specialists in the subjects
concerned, representatives of the Executive Committee of the
Council, and officials of the BBC. These sub-committees helped
to draft the first new schools syllabus which covered the
academic year from September 1929 to June 1930.

It was a national syllabus which was used fully or in part by
5,000 schools: 2,356 schools listened regularly in 1929-30, an
increase of g12 on the previous year.2 Over 560,000 pamphlets
were distributed. The extension of the work nationally and the
imposition of higher standards implied the end of local broad-
casts to schools which had been given since the early days of
the Company. Many of these had been of an undoubtedly
low standard and did not reflect the growing interest in the

v K. V. Bailey, The Listening Schools (1957), p. 25.
2 BBC Annual Report (1929), p. 9.
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possibilities of sound radio as a unique educational medium.
At the same time the system of receiving and correcting written
work from schools and awarding prizes to schoolchildren on a
competitive basis—a system which had been favoured by
Stobart—came to an end. The last prizes were distributed by
the Duchess of Atholl in July 1930.

In the early days of the Council the sub-committees were
able to take a very active part in the planning of courses. They
advised the Council on the commissioning of series—and even
on speakers—and they edited educational pamphlets. Under
their influence many new ventures were begun. In 1931, for
example, a new kind of history course was introduced called
Tracing History Backwards: it was an attempt to deepen know-
ledge of current problems by examining them in historical
perspective. Another course, King’s English, devised by Lloyd
James, was designed, with the help of experiment, to test the
effects of a broadcasting series on children’s pronunciation. A
year later current affairs talks on such controversial problems
as unemployment, the means test, and the Irish question were
given with great success. Raymond Gram Swing was brought
in to explain the American point of view on the ‘repayment of
the American debt’, and ‘unfinished debates’ were arranged
with two seven-minute broadcast speeches from mover and
opposer and the schools continuing the debate for themselves.
Three years later, despite all the denominational difficulties,
attempts were made to start experimental courses on Bible
study and religious knowledge.

From the point of view of the BBC the great merit of develop-
ing new schemes through the sub-committces was that it
brought producers into close touch with teachers: BBC pro-
gramme assistants were the acting secretaries of the sub-com-
mittees. ‘For every broadcast course’, it was stated in 1932,
‘there is provided an interplay of the ideas of five or six persons,
each possessing some special qualification of scholarship, broad-
casting technique or practical knowledge of the schools.”t At
a time when it was far from easy to recruit good programme
assistants with teaching experience—if only because of pensions
problems—this interplay was necessary.

! Some Problems of School Broadcasting, Reviewed by the Central Council for School
Broadeasting after Three Years’ Experience (1932), p. 4.
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The Annual Report of the BBC for 1930 stated simply that ‘the
machinery set up by the Central Council for School Broad-
casting worked smoothly’.! Between 1930 and 1935, however,
as the number of schools broadcasts greatly increased, particu-
larly from 1933 onwards, there were signs of serious congestion
in the BBC’s annual timetable. The full-time BBC officials were
being seriously overworked as a result of a superabundance of
programme sub-committees meeting in the early part of the
year, and complaints of ‘unwieldiness of machinery’ began to
arise.? In the year 19345 over seventy Central Council Com-
mittee meetings were held at Broadcasting House and 7,000
sheets of foolscap were duplicated for circulation.3

Much of the foolscap concerned the sub-committees, which
might be dealing not with one or two but with several courses,
and it began to be difficult to justify the amount of time taken
up at least by the more ineffective of them. Some of the sub-
committees, if not incffective, were inactive in suggesting new
ideas. ‘Broadcast lessons should present the opinions of those
who are at the head of the main body of educational doctrine,’
G. T. Hankin, one of the liveliest members of Council and sub-
committees had written in 1931, ‘not of the Advance Guard,
still less of the Forlorn Hope.’¢ If the sub-committees began to
lag behind, the results were serious. They became vested inter-
ests, out of touch with new thought. Teachers’ opinions on the
merits of programmes were not unanimous, and a sub-com-
mittee had to have definite standing ifit was to pursue a forward-
looking policy.s

By 1935 there were further arguments for reform of procedure.
First, listening-end work still needed further development.
‘Work at the transmitting end had naturally developed in
advance of work at the listening end’, Reith commented in 1932.
‘The machinery for ensuring that the Council should control
the educational content of the programmes and pampbhlets was

' BBC Annual Report (1930), p. B.

2 *Mary Somerville to Schools Executive, 19 Nov. 1935.

3 *Revision of Central Council Machinery: Memorandum on Behalf of the
BBC, Feb. 1936.

4 *Memorandum by G. T. Hankin on ‘The Educational Problems of School
Proadcasting’, 30 Dec. 1931.

s For differences of opinion between teachers, see The Evidence Regarding Broad-
cast Geography Lessons (1932) which shows how uncertain was the guidance offered
by random collections of teachers’ opinions.
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apparently satisfactory, but the Council’s policy with regard to
listening-end work was not so clear.’! A full-time ‘listening-cnd
officer’ was, in fact, appointed in 1932, but he was concerned
with adult education as well as school education.?

Second, the sub-committees thought essentially in terms of
‘subjects’. If the BBC was to do what its educational officers had
always wished, to link subjects and to explore the boundaries
between them, a different kind of machinery was necessary.
Hankin was one of the men within the inner councils of schools
broadcasting who, from the start, refused to be bound by narrow,
categories. He was a good historian, the chairman of the History
Sub-Committee, but he wanted tosee history linked with geogra-
phy, economics, literature and, above all, with current affairs.

Third, there was perhaps not quite the same need as therc
had been in 1929 for large numbers of teacher representatives
at the programme level since a corps of experienced educa-
tional broadcasters—both writers of scripts and performers—
was beginning to be built up. Among them were broadcasters
of great distinction, like Rhoda Power, Stephen King-Hall, and
Professor Winifred Cullis, people of great creative ability who
found a natural outlet for their educational vocation in teaching
through the medium of sound radio. The background of the
schools broadcasters varied considerably. Out of thirty-two
speakers between 1928 and 1932, seven were schoolteachers,
two training-college lecturers, seven university lecturers, and
sixteen outside specialists.?

Whatever their background, the speakers had to devote
a good deal of time to ‘acquiring a good technique of broad-
casting’. Mary Somerville had once been reproved by Stobart
for having the impertinence to write to a distinguished Pro-
fessor of Literature at Oxford requesting him to rewrite a
script. Such a reproof would have seemed absurd during the
early 1930s when scholars and specialists with an international
reputation were expected to rehearse for long spells, to visit
schools to discover the reaction to their performances, and
even to listen to recordings of their voices on Blattnerphone in
order to eliminate ‘future mistakes’.

1 *Comments by Reith on the pamphlet Some Problems of School Broadcasting.
2 *Memorandum, ‘Work at the Listening End’, 17 Aug. 1932.
3 Some Problems of School Broadcasting, p. 11.
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Quite apart from forces making for change and development
within the schools broadcasting system between 1929 and 1935,
two main sets of difficulties continued to put obstacles in the
way of spectacular growth. The first set of difficulties concerned
finance and the second inadequate facilities in the schools for
good wireless reception.

Finance had always been a problem, and both Stobart and
Mary Somerville had worked with very slender resources. Reith
hoped, indeed, that the Board of Education itself might pay
a contribution towards schools broadcasting or ‘pass a strong
recommendation to the Post Office, from whom our revenue
comes, endorsing the value of the educational work we are
doing—particularly the work at the listening-end, which is
outside our proper responsibilities’.!

A spokesman of the Board replied tersely in 1930 that ‘it does
not seem to be practicable to consider the finance of your educa-
tional activities separately from the whole question of your
financial relations with the Exchequer’.z The BBC, therefore,
was left to finance both programmes and listening-end work
from its own resources. It is difficult from surviving financial
returns to say exactly how much was spent on educational
activities each year. Indeed, the Central Council for School
Broadcasting itself complained on at least one occasion that it
had inadequate information about the financial side of its
work.

Three points are clear about the course of events between
1929 and 1935. First, schools broadcasting suffered from the
general inability of the community to take education sufficiently
seriously. The élan of the last months of the First World War and
the period immediately following the war had gone, and
Hadow’s Report on the Primary School in 1931 and Spens’s
Report on Secondary Education in 1938 were at best declara-
tions of faith rather than blueprints of immediately applicable
policy. Second, the financial crisis of 1931, which led the
Corporation voluntarily to relinquish a portion of its income
to the government, slowed down the development of schools

1 *Memorandum by Reith on ‘The BBC and Education’, June 1930; Reith to
E. H. Pelham, 23 June 1930; Pelham to Reith, 13 Oct. 1930; Reith to Pelham,
14 Oct. 1g30.

2 *Pelham to Reith, 1 Nov. 1930.
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broadcasting.! Third, financial considerations influenced a
basic revision of the constitution and organization of the Central
Council which took place in 1935.2

Difficultics with reception were noted from the very earliest
days of schools broadcasting. Complaints came in from several
schools and Directors of Education about bad reception ruining
interesting programmes. ‘Collective listening’ was a hazardous
activity. In April 1924 the first Education Engineer, R. W.
Blackwell, was appointed to the BBC staff and a few months
later, in September 1924, the Chief Engineer, Peter Eckersley,
sent round the first list of technical instructions to schools. In
1925 Blackwell was seconded full-time to the Schools Service,
and on leaving the BBC at the end of 1926 was replaced by
H. L. Fletcher. By January 1927 there were four full-time
engineers in what was called the Education Sub-Section of the
Engineering Department. In April 1927 there were eight; at
the end of the ycar—with the Kent experiment in full progress
—twelve; and by the spring of 1928, fourteen. ‘In those early
days,” one of the engineers has written, ‘probably the greatest
menace to the success of educational broadcasting was bad
reception. And the BBC tried to impress on teachers what good
reception was really like by giving simple demonstrations of
broadcast talks on suitable apparatus.”s Among the engineers
who went down to Kent was Harold Bishop, who, after Ash-
bridge, was to be Director of Engineering of the BBC.

The change from business-sponsored Company to public Cor-
poration enabled the BBC to carry out its work of advice and
technical assistance rather more easily than it might otherwise
have done, but there were still some difficulties because of the
fear of appearing to support one firm in the radio trade rather
than another. ‘We are an association of manufacturers’, Reith
had written in the days of the Company, ‘and in addition to
impartiality, the trade expects us to encourage the sale of com-
plete sets or anyhow not to discourage it. The whole situation,

' BBC Annual Report (1931), p. 10. The Report for the following year noted,
however (p. 10), that ‘school broadcasting suffered less than might have been
expected from the financial crisis’.

* See below, pp. 208-g.

3 *Unpublished BBC Notes on the History of School Broadcasting; cf. *Notes
of A. R. Burrows, 6 June 1924: ‘Educational broadcasting is only successful when
the reception is really faultless.’
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owing to our constitution, is one of critical delicacy, and only
the serious prejudice accruing through the use of inferior
apparatus justifies our offer of help in the matter.’t Even when
the constitution had changed, the ‘delicacy’ lingered. It was
difficult for the BBC to advise the use of one particular wireless
model for schools. ‘We must still be circumspect,” Reith told
Mitchell, the secretary of the Carnegie Trust, ‘not to appear to
be contrary to the interests of the trade in general or to favour
any particular manufacturer or group of manufacturers.’?

Fortunately, the radio trade itself understood the dilemma in
which the BBC found itself, and did nothing to impede the
extension of the market for wireless sets to schools and local
education authorities. It was as well aware as Mitchell that ‘bad
reception could kill the whole thing’.3 In 1930 the chairman of
the Radio Manufacturers’ Association attended a meeting of
the newly formed Technical Sub-Committee of the Central
Council and prescnted a resolution adopted by his association,
pledging willingness ‘to co-operate to secure good broadcast
reception in schools’.4

The Technical Sub-Committee had been known at first as
the Reception Committee. It started its work by circularizing
Directors of Education about general factors influencing recep-
tion conditions, and went on to make detailed inquiries into
conditions in a number of areas as widely scattered as Bucking-
hamshire and Fife, Blackburn and Reigate. Late in 1930 it
co-operated with the Department of Scientific and Industrial
Research in a scheme to test sets submitted by manufacturers
against standards determined by the sub-committee. The Cen-
tral Council passed on detailed information collected by the
sub-committee to interested authorities, thus absolving the BBC
itself from recommending specific makes of sets.

A method of judging listening conditions in schools without
being forced to pay visits to them was also devised in 1930. A
series of twenty-five words, each containing three fundamental
speech sounds, was listed and broadcast daily. The sounds were

1 *Reith to the Station Directors, 22 July 1925.

2 *Reith to Mitchell, 3 Nov. 1926. He was anticipating the change of constitution.

3 *Mitchell to Reith, 5 Nov. 1926. ‘Last night,” he added, ‘I had the greatest
difficulty in getting even Daventry successfully, and finally I got it with one of the

dials at a quite unusual number.’
+ *Meeting of the Technical Sub-Committee, 4 July 1930.
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recorded by children in schools and the results compared with
returns made by certain selected schools where the reception
conditions were known. The comparison of results enabled
schools to tell whether or not their reception conditions were
good enough to justify their making regular use of broadcast
lessons. Advice on these tests was given by Dr. Cyril Burt, the
psychologist; and an Investigation Committee, with O. F.
Brown of D.S.L.R. in the chair and Harold Bishop and Lloyd
James among its members, supervised the scheme.

Reports from individual schools often give a vivid picture of
working conditions in schools in 1931 and 1932. ‘The head-
master has frequently used his own set for school purposes, and
intends to instal a school set shortly.” ‘The existing set is
obsolete and not in use. The headmaster is enthusiastic, but
does not consider that a set could be of very much value to the
school at present. In the event of an increase in the number of
children in the school and the installation of electric light, he
would certainly endeavour to instal a set.” “The headmistress
has collected £20, but the governors have refused their permis-
sion for a set to be installed on the grounds that the number of
children who would benefit is very small.’

In collecting such reports and in commenting on the kind of
apparatus which schools used, the Education Engineers were
placed in a strategic, if somewhat anomalous, position. Their
advice was indispensable, but it was not easy to say where
engineering problems ended and where educational problems
began. ‘Education engineers are not expected to express
opinions on questions relating to the treatment of subject matter
either in the studio or in the classroom,” 2 memorandum of 1928
stated, ‘nor is it thought desirable that they should do so, but
some knowledge of the nature of the lessons broadcast is essen-
tial if these visiting representatives are to be able to convey the
right impression of the BBC’s policy to schools as well as convey
the nature of the teachers’ difficulties to Head Office’.! Appar-
ently doubts about the status of the engineers remained, and in
January 1930 Carpendale had to settle the matter at the highest
level. “The section was an integral part of the Engineering
Branch and under the direct control of the Assistant Chief

' *‘Report on the Range, Scope and Effects of the Work of Education Engineers,
Nov. 1926 to Dec. 1928."
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Engincer. Education Engincers were to take their instructions
from the Senior Education Engineer, who works in accordance
with the requirements of the Secretaries of the Central Councils
for School Broadcasting and Adult Education.’

One of the most popular ways of persuading would-be lis-
teners that receiving problems were not insuperable, and one
in which both engineers and broadcasters played a big part, was
the staging of demonstrations not only in individual schools but
at large national conferences like the annual meetings of the
British Association. A thousand people were present at a British
Association demonstration at Leeds in 1927, and at the 1928
meeting of the Association in Glasgow a model studio was con-
structed, and Stobart and Salter Davies spoke to large audiences
about the Kent experiment. In one of his speeches at Glasgow
Stobart told his audience that he had been wakened that morn-
ing in a sleeper at the Central Station by a railway worker
whistling Tchaikovsky’s No. 1 Piano Concerto. He said that
‘this disturbance’ proved the value of broadcasting—not to the
railway worker but to himself, for he had profited to the extent
of being able to recognize what the railway worker was whist-
ling.2

By 1935, when important changes were made in the constitu-
tion of the Central Council for School Broadcasting, reception
difficulties had been greatly reduced and emphasis was passing
naturally to the bigger question of how to finance the provision
of wireless sets in those schools which were still without them.3
The chairman of the Central Council between 1932 and 1935
was Lord Eustace Percy. Succeeding Fisher, Percy brought to
bear on the work of the Council a wide experience of different
aspects of education. He had been President of the Board of
Education from 1924 to 1929,* and as chairman of the Council
he made it one of his chief tasks to plead the case for large-scale
public provision of wireless sets in schools.

1 *Memorandum of the Assistant Controller, Jan. 1930.

2 Note by Reith, June 1963.

3 The difficulties by no means completely disappeared. ‘There is no doubst that
reception leaves much to be desired’, a number of H.M.Ls reported in January
1937. They added that ‘it may be worth noting that no significant correlation
could be discovered between the make of the receiving set and the quality of the
reception’. *Board of Education, Use of Broadcasting in Secondary Schools, Jan. 1937.

4 See Lord Percy, Some Memories (1958), ch. vi.
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"There is an illuminating note in the BBC Archives headed
“The Estimated Cost of Supplying all Public Elementary Schools
in England and Wales with Receiving Apparatus suitable for
School Broadcast Reception’. It was drawn up, at Mary Somer-
ville’s request, by an official in the Board of Education.! Assum-
ing that the retail price of the appropriate receivers was between
£10and £15 and that a large order could bring the price down
to as little as £8, the cost of installing receivers in scnior
schools, ‘unreorganiscd departments’, junior schools, and infant
schools in England and Wales would have been £420,000.

Percy referred to this figure in the draft of his Report on the
work of the Council for 1935, stating that the BBC might set
aside this sum. Although one senior official of the BBC des-
cribed it as ‘a fantastic suggestion’, Reith was sympathetic and
commented that it might be possible to raise the necessary sum
from the portion of the 10s. licence which the Treasury had
hitherto retained.’ Mary Somerville maintained that ‘the posi-
tion outside’ at the time was such as would Jjustify the BBC
‘thinking “big”’. ‘Mr. Ramsbotham [the President of the Board
of Education]’, shc added, ‘has been publicly declaring the
need for schools to have wireless receiving sets and projectors
and has persistently been refusing to be squashed by the officials
at the Board and Treasury in his determination to get the
necessary funds.” Her financial proposal was different from that
of Percy. ‘What I have in mind’, she went on, ‘is that a block
grant might be made to the Board of Education by the govern-
ment from the Wireless Licence Revenue and the Cinema
Entertainment Tax respectively to be devoted to the annual
equipment of a certain proportion of schools throughout the
country.’+

These sanguine hopes were not realized, and the most that
the BBC could do in 1935 was to salute those local authorities
who were prepared to embark upon ambitious plans of wireless
installation. One of the earliest authorities to enter the field was

! *P. Wilson to Mary Somerville, 18 Apr. 1935.

2 This figure assumed that two sets would be required for senior schools with
between 250 and 350 pupils and three sets for such schools with more than 350
pupils. In other cases, one set only would be required, with the exception of junior
schools with more than 350 pupils which would be allotted two.

3 *Siepmann to Reith, undated note; Reith to Siepmann, undated note.

+ *Mary Somerville to Siepmann, 7 Mar. 1935,
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Ayrshire, which celebrated the Royal Jubilee by providing each
of its schools with a wireless set. Edinburgh granted £300 a year
towards such installations in 1935 and Hertfordshire £450,
although the Education Committee’s proposals in Hertford-
shire met with resistance from the Finance Committee. Interest
was quickened in the fate of such schemes in 1938, and many
local authorities, some stimulated by tcachers, agreed to pay, if
not for equipment, at least for licences and a supply of pamph-
lets.

This pressure on the part of teachers was greatly welcomed
inside the BBC.! The Manchester Teachers’ Consultative Com-
mittee, for example, published a report in 1935 which the BBC
felt was ‘decidedly favourable’. A resolution of the Oxford
Schools Management Sub-Committee was also noted with
pleasure: ‘the practice has grown up whereby half the purchase
price of various mechanical aids to learning is provided out of
school funds and half by the Education Committee. This was
suited to a period of experiment, but the value of these aids is
now clearly proved. The sub-committee are of the opinion that
if these aids are recognised as necessary, the whole cost should
be borne by the Committee.” It is fair to add that the Oxford
Committee associated percussion bands (for infants’ schools
only) with wireless sets as ‘necessary aids to learning’.?

The London County Council was once again suspicious of
precipitate action. ‘The L.C.C. has decided to institute an
enquiry by its Inspectorate into the use of broadcasting in L.C.C.
schools’, it was reported in 1935. ‘A preliminary conference was
held with the Inspectorate on October 25th. This revealed
a disappointing ignorance on the part of the Inspectorate both
as to the policy of the BBC, the work of the Council, and the
amount of broadcasting actually being used in the schools.’s

What was particularly pleasing about the Oxford resolution,
which was followed up by effective implementation, was its
clear statement that ‘the period of experiment’ in schools broad-
casting was now over. This was the theme of the last report of

1t *Cameron to F. Mander, the Secretary of the N.U.T., 14 Dec. 1936.

2 *City of Oxford, Minutes of School Management Sub-Committee, 12 Dec.
1934.
3 *BBC Note on Action taken by Local Education Authorities, Nov. 1935.
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the Central Council before Percy retired. ‘We find that the time
has come definitely to record our opinion that School Broad-
casting has established itself as an educational influence of con-
siderable importance, and to claim that it should be regarded
as an asset of great potential value to the public service of
education.’

The Council went on to draw conclusions. Hitherto, it said,
its policy had not been to ‘force the pace of development’.
It now believed that expansion should definitely be planned.
As many as 1,271 schools were listening to travel talks, the most
popular item of fare, 1,002 to music programmes, 973 to British
history (significantly, as against only 555 to world history),? and
934 to nature study. A new subject like regional geography
could secure an immediate following in 600 schools without
there being any decrease in the number of schools listening to
travel talks. ‘We have so far presented the programme’, the
Report added, ‘under the customary subject divisions in order
to facilitate the incorporation of the broadcast talks in the
school timetable, but the material of the broadcasts in most
cases is by no means confined within the limits of any one sub-
ject and we believe that broadcasting is particularly fitted to
break down any unnecessary barriers between the subjects of
the curriculum.’s

The reorganization of the constitution of the Council—for
the various reasons which have been outlined—began with the
appointment by the Executive Committee in February 1935 of
an ad hoc committee to make recommendations about a simplifi-
cation of machinery. This small committee recommended that
while the Council should continue to be of roughly the same
size and composition, the Executive Committee should be
divided into two—one section dealing with education and the
other with finance and general purposes—and ‘greater expe-
dition in the conduct of business of the sub-committees should

be achieved’.

' *Report to the BBC on the Present Position of School Broadcasting, 19 Jan. 1935,

* H. G. Wells later criticized (in May 1938) what he called the exaggerated
emphasis on British history. By then, however, 3,739 schools (age level g-11) were
taking courses in world history as against 3,531 in British history (age level 11-14).
*Hankin wrote to Steele, 30 June 1938, ‘I think we might send H. G. Wells a copy
of our next year’s programme and ask his opinion. The letter would have to
explain why we stick to British history.” Hankin did not explain why.

3 ®Report to the BBC on the Present Position of School Broadcasting, p. 2.
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These proposals were accepted—with the exception of that
relating to the division of the Executive Committee—on 11 June
1935. A more important change followed. Mary Somerville,
with the support of Percy and his successor Vaughan, suggested
to Reith that there should be a division of interest and labour
between the Council and the BBC. She had been ill in the
autumn and winter of 1934-5 and had come to the proper con-
clusion that too much work was falling on the shoulders of the
few people inside the BBC who were fully concerned with
school broadcasting. She herself wished to concentrate on work
inside the BBC, and put forward a new scheme for divided
responsibility, with the Central Council becoming a public body
with its own secrctary and a substantial degree of autonomy.
Her scheme recognized that there was a ‘duality of function’
between programme builders inside the BBC and people inside
‘the world of education’. The Head of the Schools Department
inside the BBC should be placed in a position where she could
‘direct the production of the school programme and its related
services, giving that attention to the details of presentation and
development of microphone technique which has for some time
been impracticable’. In future she should attend the Council
as ‘the accredited officer of the BBC responsible for interpreting
to the Council such considerations as relate to the over-riding
powers retained by the BBC vis-a-vis the Council’. On the other
side, the work of the Council would ‘attract more attention and
carry greater weight’ in the world of education if it was repre-
sented by officers who were recognized as ‘responsible servants
of an independent educational body’.!

Miss Somerville went to great pains to sct out details of her
scheme in diagrammatic form (see p. 210).

Reith, however, needed no persuading. He wrote later that he
had always been in favour of giving the Council as much auton-
omy as possible ‘since the BBC is not a recognised educational
instrument’.2 He welcomed Mary Somerville’s proposals, there-
fore, and gave them his full support. So too did the Ullswater
Committee.? When A. C. Cameron, the Director of Education
for Oxford and a Governor of the British Film Institute, was

' *Mary Somerville, undated Memorandum on Proposed Staff Adjustments
relative to the Schools Department.

2 *Reith to Graves, 21 Apr. 1938. 3 Cmd. 5091 (1936), §102.
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appointed Secretary of the Council, Reith noted in his diary,
‘I have always wished the Council to be more independent of
the BBC, and this looks like getting down to it.”!

The new Council was to have ‘full responsibility for a certain
field of work’. “The Corporation has no desire in future’, it was
stated, ‘to interfere in any question of the management of the
Council or in the detail or policy of its arrangements for activi-
ties at the listening end.’? To secure the Council’s independence
of action, separate funds were to be placed at its disposal.’ Mary
Somerville hoped that these would be made available in the
form of a block grant.+ Instead, they were based, as before 1935,
on annual estimates. The first grant was from April 1936. To
empbhasize the independence of the Council, Cameron’s offices
were sited in a house in Portland Place which at first was quite
unconnected with Broadcasting House.

Cameron took over his duties on 1 November 1935. He
emphasized that his task was ‘to strengthen the links between
producer and consumer’. With this purpose in view, he was
given subordinate officials to assist him at the listening end.
They included R. C. Steele, a Cambridge graduate, who had
been an Inspector of Schools since 1933. Steele was a most
effective adviser on educational policy. Cameron himself was
less interested in the ‘technique of broadcasting’ than Mary
Somerville, but he was popular with teachers and administra-
tors, and an effective spokesman of the general educational
policy of the BBC. ‘Broadcasting is not just a convenient
mechanical aid to teaching in the classroom, like the gramo-
phone or the magic lantern’, he told the press soon after his
appointment. ‘First and foremost, it brings to the school the
personality of the expert. The broadcast talk does not brush the
teacher aside: it offers what the best teachers are constantly
seeking, a link between the school and life outside, between the
classroom and the home. . . . We are concerned to secure not the
introduction of something called “School Broadcasting”, dis-
tinct from programmes which the ordinary listener enjoys, but
that every school is equipped with a set that will enable it to

! Reith, Diary, 6 June 1935.

2 *Revision of Central Council Machinery: Memorandum on Behalf of the
BBC, Feb. 1936.

3 *Director-General’s Meeting, Minutes, 21 May 1933.
4 *Minutes of the Central Council, 11 Mar. 1935.
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receive any talk, whether in the school programme or not,
which will enable the pupil to become a more discerning citizen.’!

The newly constituted Council very quickly established close
relations with the Board of Education and the local authorities.
It was perhaps less successful in carrying out the kind of research
into educational problems which Mary Somerville believed to
be essential to the future development of sound radio. Before
her illness in 1934 she had made arrangements to send out
a serics of questions to schools on their reaction to particular
programmes. The inquiry was made by Miss Ussher, and was
not officially supported by the Board of Education.z A further
inquiry was carried out on an even bigger scale in 1935, when
over 1,700 replies from 2,500 listening schools were analysed
carefully by Dr. Perrie Williams to discover what the children
enjoyed and what they found ‘stodgy’ and what the teachers
liked and what they found ‘useless’. Dr. Perrie Williams sug-
gested that equal attention should be paid to the planning of
junior and senior courses and that the BBC should move still
further from the classroom and explore the world outside the
schools.

The Board of Education itself began to take an increasing
intercst in detailed investigation after 1935. It moved very
slowly, E. G. Savage telling Cameron in January 1936 that he
was ‘rather ashamed’ at the delay inside his own organization.3
‘Our projected programme is that we should select two or three
courses, or at the most four,” he cxplained to Cameron, ‘and
have them followed lesson by lesson, possibly throughout the
whole of the course in the schools where reception is good.
There was to be no wasting of Inspectors’ time. ‘We are par-
ticularly anxious not to have any wasted visits in places where
reception is likely to be defective.’

Following this initiative, which was limited to elementary
schools, a number of Inspectors of Schools reported in 1936 on

! *BBC Press Release, 31 Oct. 1935.

z *Analysis of School Report Forms, 11 Nov. 1935.

3 *Savage to Cameron, 10 Jan. 1936. Cf. a letter from A. G. Philip of the Board
to Reith, 28 June 1935: ‘I have never really had any doubt about the ultimate
triumph of broadcasting in the schools, but perhaps my experience of the educa-
tional machine has given me the habit of expecting new things to advance sedately,
even such startling magic as broadcasting.’
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teachers’ and children’s reactions to a number of BBC courses
in history and geography. In general, they concluded that ‘the
broadcast talks had been well worth while’: they had stimulated
interest, ‘in particular by means of the dramatic interludes
which by skilful use of sound produce mental pictures in a way
in which no individual teacher, however gifted, can hope to do’.
Yet they went on to make specific criticisms not only of the
difficult language of some of the broadcasts but of the attempt
to put across difficult ideas to children who were incapable of
grasping them. One cautious Inspector could not resist adding,
‘how much enjoyment is still due to novelty and how much to
real interest is difficult to gauge’. Another Inspector wisely
pointed out that ‘the wireless lesson is not a soft option which
relieves the teacher of his responsibility. It is an exceedingly
difficult form of lesson needing much thought.’ The Inspectors’
views were supplemented by information from local BBC
officials. “This is a fairly ordinary school of the older type’, one
Lancashire official wrote bluntly. ‘I do not think that the Head-
master is much out of the ordinary either.’2

Inspectors’ reports were followed up by discussions inside the
Programme Sub-Committees which had been left with less
initiative after 1935 than they had enjoyed before. They no
longer had programme assistants as secretaries, and they were
less directly involved in detailed programme planning. Yet
many interesting discussions took place inside them. In the
History Sub-Committee, for instance, Hankin pressed some of
the same points that had been made in Board of Education
reports. ‘It is a great mental strain for children of thirteen to
listen to connected thought for twenty minutes. . . . If one gets
across three big ideas it is a good day’s work.’® Hankin also
added many points of his own. He was a shrewd observer of the
social conditions in which broadcast lessons were received, and
warned his colleagues on more than one occasion about putting
across ‘a middle-class point of view’.4 He also knew a good deal
about his colleagues. When Cameron proposed adding an
Inspector of Schools to the History Sub-Committee in 1938,

1 *Digest of Reports by H.M. Inspectors on Broadcast Lessons Listened to in the Summer
Term, 1936.

2 *Notes appended to the Reports by the North Regional staff of the BBC.

3 *Hankin to Miss Gibbs, 10 Nov. 1938.
4 See above, p. 41.
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Hankin replied, ‘By all means get an H.M.I. for the History
Committee. It will do him good, whoever he is.’!

In 1937 and 1938 the Board of Education produced reports,
through its Consultative Committee, on the use of broadcasting
both in elementary and secondary schools. These reports were
received by the Council in March 1938. Reception conditions
were shown to be still unsatisfactory in some schools and the
Education Engineers were asked to investigate why this was so.
Little that was new was said in the Report on Elementary
Education: on Secondary Education, however, where the Cen-
tral Council for School Broadcasting was making a new drive,
the Inspectors raised some new issues, not always winning the
assent of the BBC. “There can be little doubt’, one Inspector
had said, ‘that this form has been wasting its time, for the course
is of practically no value for revision purposes for School Certi-
ficate.” The BBC did not retaliate by asking why this should
have been the test.

A certain narrowness of outlook pervades the reports, and
there seem to have been serious misconceptions about schools
broadcasting, including a fear lest it would make children
passive and ‘standardize or stereotype methods’. A main
general point of the Inspectors was that although pupils liked
broadcasts, ‘they did not know how to listen’. They talked in
vague terms of ‘the restiveness incidental to a new educational
experience’, but they did not suggest how the art of listening
could be developed. Both these points had been dealt with more
convincingly by Hankin in a note which he prepared as an
appendix to the BBC’s evidence before the Board of Education’s
Consultative Committee met. ‘Some teachers may be tempted
to use examinations as a convenient excuse for avoiding the
strain of thinking out the use of new methods and new devices
and for avoiding also the risk of failures that may affect their
future success in their profession. . . . It is true that many adults
lack concentration and cannot listen seriously to broadcasting.
That is only a proof that they have not been trained to do so.
It does not affect the argument that intelligent purposive listen-
ing can be a valuable part of the educational process.’2

Hankin dared to judge quite freely and with all the zest of

' *Hankin to Cameron, 15 June 1938.
2 *Hankin to Cameron, 29 Sept. 1936.
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an independent critic. The Consultative Committee was much
more cautious. It did not, for example, make much of the fact,
as the BBC put it, ‘that many teachers seem to have missed
valuable opportunities of using the broadcast as a second expert
opinion for purposes of comparison and to train the pupils’
critical faculties’.! The liveliest ideas came from the Central
Council itself. The pressure of School Certificate and Higher
School Certificate examinations was apparently felt in 1938 not
only by pupils and teachers but by officials of the Board of
Education. When Steele sent in the sets of comments which the
Council made on the Board’s Report, he received the reply
from F. R. G. Duckworth that ‘I am afraid the pressure of the
Higher School Certificate Examination will prevent me from
really clamping down to it for the next few weeks.’2

There was a great deal of correspondence between the Council
and the Board of Education in 1938 and 1939, concerned with
conferences, courses, and technical problems, including the best
place to install school wireless sets. The closer involvement
between Council and Board was what Cameron wanted. [t is
revealed in such matters as the Board objecting to a course on
physical education in Scotland because neither it nor its
Inspectors had been consulted first—and later providing massive
help with the broadcasts.3 In the same spirit the Council asked
for, and received, approval to be added to the list of bodies who
were circulated with the ‘ordinary communications’ which the
Board of Education made to local education authorities.# In
June 1938 the Board requested the Council’s permission to
include broadcasting statistics in a bulletin which it prepared
and circulated to Inspectors and other officers.s One of the
Board’s Inspectors even took the initiative in proposing a series

t Comments of the Central Council on the Report of the Board of Education on the Use of
Broadcasting in Secondary Schools, Mar. 1938. Not all teachers failed to respond. *The
Principal of the Municipal College at Smethwick wrote a long report to Cameron
on 16 Sept. 1936, which included the sentence: ‘I believe the greatest gain is
obtained from the broadcast lessons by the teacher. Although he sometimes thinks
the lessons a nuisance and an interference with routine, yet he gets jerked out of
a rut and is generally stimulated to think more of his job.

2 *F, R. G. Duckworth to R. C. Steele, 22 Mar. 1938.

*S. H. Wood to Cameron, 11 April 1938.
*W. R. Reid to S. H. Wood, 13 May 1938; *Wood to Reid, 19 May 1938.
*Wood to Reid, 1 June 1938.
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of broadcasts for junior schools and sixth forms.! The idea was
carefully considered but turned down, with the note that the
Council would be very glad to hear at any time ‘any further
suggestions you or your colleagues may care to put forward’.2
Another venture that failed was the attempt to install an
‘effective’ wireless set in the Board of Education itself. ‘For the
present, we will manage without’, W. R. Richardson of the
Department of Intelligence and Public Relations of the Board
told Cameron in November 1938.3

This correspondence was in the background in 1937, 1938,
and 1939. In the public foreground was the great increase in
the number and range of schools broadcasts during the last three
years of peace. By 1937 there were twenty-seven broadcast
courses in England and Wales—one for Infants, six for Juniors,
three for Juniors and Seniors, eleven for Seniors, and six for
Secondary Schools. Two of the weekly talks were given in
Welsh. In Scotland also there were as many as twenty-six
series. The programmes for young children, notably Ann
Driver’s highly successful Music and Movement for Very Young
Children series, which was first broadcast in 1934, were particu-
larly interesting in that the pioneers of schools broadcasting had
thought that only older children would be able to benefit from
the work of the BBC. Following Dr. Perrie Williams’s recom-
mendations, the Junior and Senior programmes became
increasingly distinctive, and more use was made of outside
broadcasts. The replacement of Districts of England, a series of
talks for rural schools, by Our Village, a dramatized series
popular both in village and city, was a sign that Hadow’s ideas
had begun to change schools broadcasting itself.4+ R. C. Steele
claimed without exaggeration that ‘the outside world has begun
to have access to every class room in a way that could not have
been imagined twenty years ago’.s

There had, indeed, been many changes since the earliest
days. ‘I always say that educational advance has traditionally
gone in this country in three stages’, Cameron wrote in 1938.

*R. H. Barrow to Cameron, 8 Oct. 1938.

*Cameron to Barrow, 15 Dec. 1938.

1

2

3 *W. R. Richardson to Cameron, 17 Nov. 1938.
4 The Listening Schools, p. 46.

* Quoted in The Listening Schools from an article by Stecle in the Year Book of
Education (1938).
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‘First Stage: pioncers’ experiments. Second Stage: responsible
teaching opinion generally becomes convinced that the value of
the new medium or whatever it is may be proved and begins to
demand its official adoption. Third Stage: the local education
authorities accept their recommendation. With School Broad-
casting it scems to me that we are now well into the third stage.!

In 1938 there was an increase of over 1,600 elementary
schools using wireless lessons, and the number of secondary
schools had reached the figure of 891.2 This increase, which was
carried still further in 1939, had taken place despite internal
pressures within the BBC for ‘consolidation’ on the grounds that
there was inadequate studio space, that the Schools Depart-
ment was housed at some distance from the studios and, above
all, the old complaint, that there was not enough money.3

The shortage of money was felt even more acutely in 1937,
1938, and 1939 by the Adult Education Section of the BBC,
a section which had been brought into very close relation both
with the Central Council for School Broadcasting and the Board
of Education after the rearrangement of the Council in 1935.
“The foundations of listening to adult talks may be laid during
school days’, Cameron wrote in 1936.4 “The BBC has afforded
every opportunity during the past year to the Council’s Stafl’,
an official report of the same year noted, ‘for getting into touch
with what is happening on the Adult Education side and of
working in co-operation with those concerned therewith.’s The
six Regional Education Officers of the BBC in 1939 were engaged
both in the organization of schools broadcasting and of adult
education, but it had already been decided that the ‘listening-
end work’ in adult education should cease to be a financial
obligation of the BBC in 1940. Parliamentary discussions took
place in 1937 as to the possibility of transferring the cost of
listening-end work in schools education also.

Reith had sounded the Board of Education on this point as
carly as 1930.¢ In June 1937 he asked Nicolls ‘to start the ball
rolling again’.” ‘The whole issue’ was, as Graves put it, ‘whether
*Cameron to H. H. Cartwright, 13 Apr. 1938.

*W. R. Reid to the Board of Education, 31 May 1938.
*Mary Somerville to Reith, 9 Apr. 1937.
*BBC Press Release, 17 June 1936.

*A. C. Cameron, Policy Revision, 4 Nov. 1936.
See above, p. 20. 7 *Note by Nicolls, 23 Sept. 1937.

- I T




218 PROGRAMMES AND THE PUBLIC

it is agreed by the Board of Education that School Broadcasting
is now so firmly established that we have done all the listening-
end work which we legitimately should, and that it is now some-
one clse’s duty to carry on this work, which is now an important
feature of our national educational system.’* The Board of
Education was never formally sounded, for it was the advice of
Sir Henry Richards, a nominated member of the Board on the
Central Council, that the Board would be unlikely ‘to be pre-
pared at present to take any positive action’ if the BBC’s educa-
tional services at the listening end were discontinued. Most of
the people inside the Board would ‘probably be indifferent to
it’.2 For all the progress that had been made, Reith never
realized his hope that what the BBC had started, the com-
munity would fully take up.

The BBC’s efforts in adult education were less successful than
schools broadcasting, although for a time they produced what
looked like spectacular results. R. S. Lambert, who was in
charge of the first work, wrote in 1927 to members of the
Workers’ Educational Association, which he had served as a
tutor: “IT'he W.E.A. has long expericnce and knowledge of what
is wanted educationally: the BBC has an instrument of un-
paralleled range and power for reaching the mass of the people.’s
There was vision, therefore, in adult education as in schools
broadcasting.

The efforts took practical form, like the first large-scale
experiments in schools broadcasting, after the publication of
Hadow’s New Ventures in Broadcasting in 1928. Much earlier,
however, a conference had been held at King’s College, London,
to discuss adult educational talks, and Stobart had told a repre-
sentative group of adult educationists that ‘the BBC took this
side of its work very seriously’.# Adult educational talks had
been broadcast first in the autumn of 1924, and in April 1927
Lambert had joined the BBC specifically to arrange such pro-
grammes. There is a familiar ring in a comment made by Reith

T *Note by Graves, 23 Sept. 1937.

2 *Report on an Interview between Rose-Troup and Sir Henry Richards,
2 Dec. 1937.

3 R. S. Lambert, ‘Broadcasting This Winter’ in Highway, Oct. 1927.

+ *Minutes of a Conference on Broadcasting in Relation to Adult Education,
held at King's College, London, 18 July 1924.
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in October 1926 that development of this work awaited the
development of ‘alternative programmes’,! but Lambert’s
appointment coincided with a burst of activity. A series of early
evening talks in 1927 was envisaged as the first attempt to
organize weekly adult educational programmes as part of a con-
tinuing process, and the first ‘aid to study’ pamphlet, One Hun-
dred Years of Working Class Progress, was published in May 1927.
At one of many adult-education demonstrations that year the
two main speakers were Reith and Harold J. Laski.

The Hadow Report provided a kind of charter for pecple
who were already interested in the possibilities of broadcast
adult education. It maintained that broadcast adult education
could supplement existing work in adult education without
supplanting the voluntary or public agencies which were
already in the field. Among its main recommendations were the
setting up of ‘listening groups’, formal or informal, to discuss
BBC adult educational programmes, the launching of a ‘weekly
educational journal’, and the creation of a representative Cen-
tral Council for Adult Education, supported by Area Courcils
representing local opinion and local organizations.

As in the case of schools broadcasting, an ‘interim committee’
hammered out the constitution of the new council. It had an
impressive membership, including G. H. Gater, who provided
a link with the Schools Broadcasting Interim Committee,
G. D. H. Cole, Oliver Stanley, Miss Hadow, and Miss Haldane;
T. H. Scarls represented the British Institute of Adult Educa-
tion, and the chairman was Lord Justice Sankey. J. W. Brown
of the Institute and Lambert were the joint secretaries. Before
the Council was brought into existence in November 1928 (with
more than forty members and with Siepmann as secretary), the
projected educational periodical The Listener was already in its
first stage of planning and Lambert had been appointed its first
editor.? Specialist Education Officers were also being appointed
in the Regions to undertake both adult educational and schools
broadcasting work.

There were many parallels between the organizational pat-
tern for adult education and that for schools broadcasting. The
Council was given a small initial grant from the BBC and a

1 *Managing Director’s Report to the Board Meeting, 21 Oct. 1926.
2 For the stormy launching of The Listener, sce below, pp. 286 .
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research benefaction of £2,200 from the Carnegie Trust for the
encouragement of ‘follow-up’ work. It had an Executive Com-
mittee, with Gater as its first chairman and Cole as its first vice-
chairman, a Finance and General Purposes Committee, and
a Programmes and Publications Sub-Committee. When Sankey
resigned as chairman of the Council on becoming Lord Chan-
cellor in the second Labour Government, William Temple,
then Archbishop of York, took his place.

This was a remarkable start, and there were many early
successes to report in the organization of ‘listening groups’. The
first training course was held for group leaders at the University
College, Hull, in April 1929, and in the autumn of that year the
first comprehensive syllabus was drawn up with the help of
members of the new Council.! By the winter of 1930~1 there
were over a thousand listening groups in existence—200 in the
North of England alone—and the first National Conference of
Group Leaders was held at the London School of Economics in
January 1931. One of the groups had an attendance on one
occasion of 123, and Sir William Beveridge found it worth
while to go up to Liverpool after giving a series of broadcast
talks on unemployment to discuss the series with the Liverpool
group.z ‘Quite apart from the listening groups,’ the W.E.A.’s
journal commented in 1931, ‘the BBC is doing a very important
educational service, the full results of which cannot yet be seen.
All concerned with adult education should remember that
a new ally has suddenly come into the field.’s

The ethos of the expansion is reflected in a sentence in the
BBC Year Book for 1932. ‘Russia has a Five-Year Plan; so also
has the Central Council for Broadcast Adult Education.’ It was
careful to add, however, pace G. D. H. Cole, that it was ‘a plan
with a difference, for it is an attempt to foster a natural growth,
and not to force the pace unduly’.4 There was most excitement
about expansion in 1931 and 1932, when perhaps the best-
remembered series of BBC adult educational programmes was
broadcast under the title The Changing World. The series ran for
six months, and each of the programmes lasted for half an hour

! For the adult educational background in 1929, see Paper g of the Adult
Education Committee of the Board of Education, which had been set up in 1921,
Pioneer Work and other Developments in Adult Education (1929).

2 BBC Year Book (1932), p. 156. For the talks, see above, PP. 41-42.

3 Highway, Oct. 1931. * BBC Year Book (1932), p. 175.
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instead of the usual twenty minutes. Five special pamphlets
were published, along with a ‘master pamphlet’, Discussion
Groups and How to Run Them. This pamphlet was also published
in Braille. Along with a Board of Education pamphlet, Adult
Education Wireless Listening Groups, published in 1933, the litera-
ture surrounding The Changing World transports the reader back
into the excitements of the brief hey-day of wireless adult educa-
tion.! It also recalls the ecxtent of prejudice. Reith himself
remembers being told by a crusty old diehard in a club that the
BBC was ‘of course, left wing’, and on asking why being given
the simple reply, ‘Well, look at the title of the series that is on
now—*“The Changing World”.’

The excitement did not last as long as the prejudice, although
much useful local work continued to be accomplished. There
were many reasons both for the failure to expand and for the
ultimate decline. First, the great successes in the field of schools
broadcasting diverted more and more professional BBC effort
in the provinces towards schools broadcasting rather than adult
education. It has always been difficult to maintain momentum
in adult education: peaks are followed by troughs in a way that
is never true of compulsory child education. For every wave of
excitement there is a surfeit of grey routine. Even the waves
often look like ripples as they move into history.

Second, whereas the success of schools broadcasting depended
above all else on co-operation with teachers and local-educa-
tional authorities, the success of adult educational broadcasting
depended upon reaching agreement with a number of rival
bodies, some extremely cautious, all dominated by their own
traditions. The relationship between ‘expert’ tutor and formal
class was a powerful one, particularly when the expert thought
of himself as a member of the group and the formal class had
social cohesion as well as educational purpose. “The BBC study
group cannot take the place of sustained class work’, it was
often felt, ‘but it may mecet the needs of many who at present
are not attracted by the offer of formal classes.’? This was
a reasonable attitude, but it could all too easily be twisted into
protectionism, with all the emphasis being placed not on the

1 H.M.S.O., Adult Education Wireless Listening Groups (Pamphlet g2, Mar. 1933).
See also The Listener. 22 Mar. 1933.
2 \V.E.A. Yorkshire North District. Sixteenth Annual Report (1930).
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siz¢ of the potential audience but on competition between the
BBC and the voluntary body in relation to the existing audience.
The ‘listening group’ could be branded as ‘superficial’ and “ill
equipped’ and the dream of a greatly expanded adult-education
movement could be made to end all too soon. ‘Many keen mem-
bers of the broadcast audience prefer individual listening in
their homes to class work’, wrote one spokesman of adult edu-
cation, R. Peers, in 1934. ‘Immediately we cannot expect to
receive flocks of new students from this source.”* Co-operation
between the BBC and other adult education bodies, therefore,
was never as real as it might have been. To a few of the bodies
the BBC appcared almost as an interloper: to others it failed to
communicate the sense of unprecedented opportunity which
had fired the Hadow Committee. The most effective co-opera-
tion was in the training of listening-group leaders which was
only possible with the assistance of the extra-mural depart-
ments of universities and the Workers’ Educational Association.

Third, there were organizational difficulties in the BBC’s own
structure, both at the top and the bottom. The place of adult
education in the BBC’s central organization was never secure.
In February 1931 it hived off from the Talks Department and
became a separate department under the direction of Siepmann;
in February 1932 it became a department of a new Talks Branch
when Siepmann replaced Hilda Matheson as Director of Talks;
in September 1934 it was fully merged in the Talks Branch,
losing its departmental identity. Behind these vicissitudes there
were not only personal differences but deeper uncertainties
about what exactly was the relationship between talks and
organized adult education.? At the base of the pyramid there
was no local organization equivalent to that of the W.E.A.
branch, and in the middle it proved impossible to put into
practice the Hadow Committec’s project of Area Councils.
Under the original scheme, fourteen Area Councils were to be
set up: only four, however, came into existence. The first was in
the West Midlands, and this was followed by a North-Western
Council, a Western Council, and a Council for Yorkshire. The
rest of the country was left blank. In Scotland only Lanark and
Dumfries had a committee organization, and there was no
committee for Wales.

' R. Peers, Adult Education in Practice (1934), p. 86.  * See above, pp. 141-3.
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By the time the first ‘Five-Year Plan’ was due to expire, there
was no thought of a second. In the nine months before the life
of the first Central Council came to an end—in July 1934—
there was much talk, instead, of ‘streamlining’ and ‘rationaliza-
tion’. It was decided first in April 1934, in the light of the find-
ings of Dawnay’s Programme Revision Committee, that the
adult-education periods should be cut from five to three a week.!
It was decided later that the Central Council should be dis-
solved and replaced by a smaller Central Advisory Committee
for Broadcast Education with no executive powers. The Area
Councils were to be reorganized and their number reduced to
seven. Both the Central Committee and the Area Councils were
no longer to include representatives of other bodies: instead,
they were to consist of nominated members, or in the case of
the Central Committee, representatives of the Areas. In the
background of these proposals was a powerful financial motive.
The BBC made it as clear as it could that it could not regard as
‘permanent’ its administrative and financial responsibility for
‘listening-end work’ in adult education. The new system of Area
Councils was to be ‘the basic machinery for the development of
broadcast Adult Education’, but the BBC hoped that it would
soon be able, ‘through their advice and assistance to transfer, in
due course, its financial and administrative responsibility in
respect of all listening-end work to some other body or bodies’.2

The Central Advisory Committee came into existence in
December 1934 and disappeared at the end of two years. By
then the break had already been made, and the changes of 1937
merely ratified it. On 1 January 1937 listening-end work passed
into the hands of an autonomous organization based on the
Area Councils and loosely linked through a Central Co-ordinat-
ing Committee. The chairman of the Central Committee was
Principal J. H. Nicholson of Hull University College and its
secretary was A. C. Cameron. The transmission-end was organ-
ized on quite a new basis with a Talks Advisory Committee,
chaired by Sir Walter Moberly, to consider all talks, including
adult education. There was no doubt about the shift of policy—
away from the adult education audience to the general audience.

! See above, p. 48.
2 *BBC Press Release, 14 Dec. 1934.
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Before the new bodics met, an internal memorandum announc-
ing three weckly series of talks suitable for discussion groups
emphasized that ‘it must be understood that thesc series form
part of the Corporation’s general talks programme and that,
coming at important listening periods, they must be of interest
to a wider audience than is likely to listen in groups’.!t

The BBC provided the executive offices and the office space
for the Arca Councils and the Central Co-ordinating Com-
mittee; it also gave an annual grant, which it insisted would
expire in 1940. The Central Co-ordinating Committee was once
more constituted on a representative basis, however, and under
Nicholson’s chairmanship it managed to win a considerable
measurc of support from other bodies in adult education. It
had its own Programme Sub-Committee, under the chairman-
ship of Sir Irancis Acland, and it made suggestions to the BBC
for series of talks suitable for listening groups. Cameron saw its
role as providing for what he called, ‘without disrespect’, ‘the
second eleven’ of adult education, those who ‘took what they
were doing seriously but hesitated to incur the obligations of
formal adult education’. In the first eleven he put the W.E.A.
and the extra-mural departments.? That there was still a
demand for group listening was shown by the statistics for the
winter of 1937-8. Altogether 1,393 groups were recorded as
having listened to one or more series of talks.3 Among the groups
were day-time classes of unemployed, for whom special finan-
cial provision had been made. ‘“There is no specific pattern for
a group’, Cameron wrote in 1937; ‘they may range from the
most informal gatherings of two or three friends round the
fireside of onc of them to grant-earning classes formally run
by Local Education Authorities under an instructor paid by
them.’+

Cameron offered these facts and opinions to the General
Advisory Committee of the BBC, which discussed ‘group listen-
ing’ for the last time on 15 June 1938. It was an interesting, if
academic, discussion, for the Chairman of Governors, R. C.
Norman, made it clear that the BBC would not in any circum-

! *Memorandum regarding the Future Organization of the Group Listening
Movement, Oct. 1936.

2 *A_ C. Cameron, Report to the General Advisory Council of the BBC, May 1938.

3 *1bid.

4+ A. C. Cameron, ‘Broadcasting and Adult Education’ in Highway, Nov. 1937.
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stances contemplate an extension of its financial assistance ‘at
the listening end’ beyond 1940. The General Advisory Com-
mittee, which included two people who had sat on the original
Hadow Committee of 1926, paid tribute to the work which had
been done, and a number of speakers urged that it should con-
tinue. Among them were Sir Walter Citrine, who said he
believed that television would provide an impetus to group dis-
cussion in the future, and Sir William Beveridge, who expressed
doubt concerning the BBC’s decision that the finance and organ-
ization of listening groups fell outside its permanent province.
‘Distribution and consumption were at least as important as
production, and it was necessary for the BBC not only to pro-
vide the best possible programmes and engineering arrange-
ments but also to get the broadcasts right into the minds of the
listeners.” Moreover, in an age of international tension there was
need to reinforce democracy at the grass roots. The resistance
of the British people to propaganda depended upon the informal
discussion of matters of general interest in the public house and
elsewhere. ‘The BBC ought to do everything in its power to
encourage the spirit of local leadership which prompted men
with a little more intelligence than their fellows to initiate dis-
cussion and criticism.’

More interesting even than these general comments was the
speech of a Mr. Etherington, a listening-group leader. He des-
cribed how his group had been in existence for seven years in
a tiny Yorkshire village, with a population of 300, where pre-
viously there had been no adult education of any kind. Practic-
ally without exception the people had had no education other
than the elementary school, and many of the older ones had left
school at the age of twelve or thirteen. ‘Yet nearly all of them
have a much higher measure of intelligence than is generally
supposed and such people are very keen to do something in the
nature of mental recreation or further education if the right
means can be found.” They had organized a most successful
group, first in the village school, then, when the seats proved
too hard, in the school-house. Their formal meetings were
supplemented by further informal meetings ‘in the village
brickyard or near the railway line’. The most important effect
of the group, however, had been that ‘after a year or two,
whenever there was anything in the village which wanted

C 1905 Q
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doing, whether it was raising moncy for a playing ficld, or
running Coronation celebrations or badgering the District
Council into giving us a water supply, it was the members of
my group who were the people willing to take responsibility
and to start things going’.!

This was the authentic voice of adult education. But Norman
had to return to his brief. The BBC had undertaken a pioneer
experiment in adult education. It was not itself an adult-
education authority, and it did not wish to interfere with local
education authorities. The BBC was getting near to receiving
the full 100 per cent. of licence revenue from the government
and there were many urgent claims, including those of television,
on that income. Broadcast talks for groups would continue: the
groups must learn, however, to fend for themselves.

By the time that 1940 came, many members of the pre-war
groups were already in the Forces, and once the issues were
raised again seriously inside the BBC, television could not be
left out of the reckoning. That the work of adult education itself
involved complex psychological and social issues was never in
doubt. Nor was it in doubt that there was an undercurrent of
resistance. ‘We can imagine no more unsuitable medium for
adult education than a state-owned service which enters the
homes of people of every age, sex, religion, political colour,
standard of intelligence, and rank in society’, the Glasgow Evening
Citizen had declared comprehensively in 1927.2

The term ‘adult education’ was used as sparingly as possible
by the BBC between 1927 and 1939. There was also a growing
feeling that it should not monopolize ‘peak hours’. As the Wire-
less Organizations Advisory Committee put it in a resolution of
April 1927 at the very beginning of the period: ‘While every
encouragement should be given to the use of broadcasting for
adult education, no additional matter of this nature should be
introduced into the programmes after 7 p.m.’3 The Daily Mirror
went further. “The indulgent listener is middle-aged. Around
him fuming impatiently sit all the younger members of his
family. They want to be amused. They do not want to be
educated.’+

! *General Advisory Council, Précis of Discussion, 15 June 1938.

2 Glasgow Evening Citizen, 12 Jan. 1927.

3 *Letter of the Wireless Organizations Advisory Committee to Miss H. Matheson,
3 May 1927. 4 Daily Mirror, 10 Jan. 1927.
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5. Religion

I'r there was a danger of adult education impinging on the peak
hours of evening listening, there was an ever-present threat to
‘entertainment’ during the Sunday peak hours, when religion
set the mood of broadcasting and shaped the pattern of pro-
grammes. ‘We began by assuming that we are living in a Chris-
tian land’, Stobart wrote a few months before the Corporation
was founded, ‘and that services were to be Christian and
Catholic in the broadest sense.’! Sunday was a special day set
apart from the rest of the week. If the radio could not be silent,
it should not pollute the air with programmes which would
offend the Christian. There was more controversy about this
aspect of BBC policy during the 1g30s than about anything
else. To the critics there was a ‘disdainful flouting of millions of
listeners’: ‘this day of all days should be for “peak” listening and
should include the worthiest efforts of the best programme
builders’.2 To the BBC Sunday was the day of all days in
a different sense.

The controversy was sharpened by the fact that it was
publicly known that Reith himself was personally behind the
policy, that he had initiated it, and that he defended it against
all inside as well as outside challenge. One English bishop went
so far as to claim that the BBC’s attitude to religion was
‘entirely due to the faith of one man’,;? and Reith himself told
the Archbishop of York that he was ‘more anxious about the
general religious policy of the BBC in matters great and small
than about anything else’.+

In January 1927 almost all the religious broadcasting trans-
mitted by the BBC took place on Sundays, and there was no
broadcasting at all on that day until half-past three in the after-
noon. Religious policy was discussed in detail by a Central
Religious Advisory Committee which had first met, under the
chairmanship of Dr. Garbett, then Bishop of Southwark, in

T Methodist Times, 25 Feb. 1926.

2 S. A. Moscley, Broadcasting In My Time, pp. 161, 167.

3 Dr. C. S. Woodward, the Bishop of Bristol and Chairman of the West Regional
Religious Advisory Committee in the Western Daily Press, 29 July 1935.

4 *Reith to the Archbishop of York, 20 June 1g30.
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May 1923: the fact that this was the first of the BBC’s Advisory
Committees reveals the basic priority given to religious broad-
casting.! In the provinces there was a network of religious
advisory committees guiding each Station Director in the organ-
ization of Sunday religious services—with an understanding,
dating from June 1925, that no services should be broadcast at
the times of ordinary church and chapel services.? ‘With the
exception of those somewhat infrequent occasions when an
ordinary service is broadcast in full from a cathedral or church,
the wireless religious services are held outside the regular church
hours.”s Every second Sunday in the month there was an
undenominational, national service from St. Martin-in-the-
Fields.

It was from St. Martin’s that the Rev. H. R. L. (Dick)
Sheppard preached in a style that made Christianity live for the
ordinary listener. His was the kind of Christianity which Reith
wanted the BBC to expound—‘thorough-going, optimistic and
manly’, unconcerned with the ‘narrow interpretation of dogma’
and centred on ‘the application of the teaching of Christ to
everyday life’.+ Of Sheppard’s preaching Reith was to write, ‘it
was the work of a man who understood profoundly the needs
and sorrows and fears of humanity. The subtle mingling of
humour and sharp visual imagery and sincerity had an aptness
and reality which more complex sermons would have lacked
entirely.” Above all, Sheppard, as a perfect broadcaster, could
appeal direct to the individual listener, as if he were talking not
to a vast audience but to each member of it alone.s

Other preachers broadcast from other churches and chapels
on the fourth Sunday of the month, and on the third Sunday of
the month there was a Children’s Service. Once a week there
was a Sunday Bible reading, and once a month there was
a Sunday missionary talk. The other regular features were the
Week’s Good Cause which followed the evening service and the
Epilogue which brought the day’s programmes to a close ‘with
its quiet suggestions through hymn and reading’.¢ On weekdays

See The Birth of Broadcasting, pp. 241-2.

1

2 Ibid., p. 274.

3 BBC Handbook (1928), p. 131.

4 Ibid.

s H. Marshall and others, Dick Sheppard by His Friends (1938), p. 81.
6

BBC Handbook (1928), p. 133.



RELIGION 229

the only religious service was a weekly Evensong from West-
minster Abbey on Thursday afternoons ‘for the special benefit
of the sick’.

There were three most important developments between 1927
and 1933, when as part of the reorganization scheme! the Rev.
F. A. Iremonger was appointed Religious Director of the BBC.
The first was the introduction of the daily service; the second,
an increase in the scope and volume of religious broadcasting
on Sundays; and the third, a growing gap between Sunday
programmes (and hours) and those of the rest of the week.

The daily service was the product not of BBC initiative but of
private pressure. In June 1926 Reith received a letter from an
unknown correspondent, Miss K. M. Cordeux of The Cottage,
Bushey Grove Road, Watford. It was headed ‘Sunday evening’.
‘Are letters still arriving for more Services to be broadcast?’ she
asked Reith. ‘I am assured that lots of people have written to
you and names still come to me. I hope, however, to get many
more. It would be such a pleasure to me if I might meet you
some day. If I were in town could you spare me time?’ Reith’s
secretary replied : ‘Mr. Reith has received your letter of the 11th
and asked me to reply as he is so exceedingly busy. Unfortun-
ately he has an unusual amount of detailed work on his hands
just at present. . . . He suggests, however, that you should come
up here and meet Mr. J. C. Stobart, who handles all matters
concerned with our Services and Religious Addresses.’?

This might have been the beginning of one of a thousand
brief exchanges of letters in the BBC. Instead, it drew the BBC
—and Miss Cordeux—into a prolonged and quite exceptional
correspondence, which was conducted on the side of the BBC
by almost every important official and on Miss Cordeux’s side
with an extraordinary combination of simplicity and force. Miss
Cordeux had already sent a letter to the Radio Times, which was
printed in the May issue which never reached the public because
of the General Strike. In it she had appealed for a daily service
each evening for the benefit chiefly of invalids and hospital
patients, and her letter had been given an editorial postscript.

1 See above, p. 25; below, p. 242.
2 *K_ M. Cordeux to Reith, 11 July 1926; Miss Stanley to Miss Cordeux, 13

July 1926.
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At Reith’s suggestion, the letter was reprinted in the Radio
Times, but did not appear until November 1927. ‘A large
number of those who listen-in long to hear something daily of
God and his love’, she began. ‘Already five thousand signa-
tures and letters have been received by the writer testifying to
this. . . . We hope that the time may now have come for such
urgent nced to be met. Few, if any, listeners will grudge say
twenty minutes out of eight and a half hours a day, to bring
peace and consolation to the sick, the lonely and the sad.”

Miss Cordeux was thinking of an Evensong service after the
end of Children’s Hour, but this proposal was not very welcome
to the programme planners. When talk of ‘alternative pro-
grammes’ suggested that it would soon be easier to meet the
demands for new kinds of programmes, Miss Cordeux shrewdly
wrote again asking at least for a trial run.2 Stobart told Miss
Cordeux that it was necessary ‘to proceed gradually in this
matter’: in private, he said that while ‘one cannot but admire
the pertinacity of Miss Cordeux, I find it hard to gauge the
strength of this demand. Apart from Catholics (Roman and
Anglo) the number of those who attend a daily service must be
infinitesimal. It is this and the fear of making unreasonable
demands upon programme time that has held me back. I
wonder whether a Morning Service might meet the demand.’s

It was the idea of the Morning Service which won—only
after experimental transmissions had begun from 5XX (Daven-
try) on 2 January 1928. The hour of 10.15 was free, and after
the first broadcast listeners were asked to say whether they
thought the idea and the time were satisfactory. Within two
wecks 7,000 letters of appreciation had been received and very
few complaints or criticisms. ‘I have just been listening to that
lovely little Service from Daventry’, Miss Cordeux wrotc at
once, ‘and joining in it with all my soul. It was so beautiful and
reverent as it came through—and one feels that it may be the
small beginning of so much.’ This time Stobart did not hesitate.
‘I think you may take it that henceforward the Daily Service
is an established featurc of our programmes.’

Radio Times, 11 Nov. 1927.

*K. M. Cordeux to Reith, 1 Feb. 1927.

*Stobart to Miss Cordeux, 5 Aug. 1926; Stobart to Reith, 23 Sept. 1927.
*K. M. Cordeux to Stobart, 2 Jan. 1928; Stobart to Miss Cordeux, 3 Jan. 1928.
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SUFFERERS and OTHERS “LISTENING-IN.”

[— =

How many are there who “listen-in " who long to hear something daily
of Gud and His love?

We are told of the great numbers of wireless sets installed in hospitals
and nursing homes, and we rejoice. But do those who so generously bring
these gifts within reach of the pillows of the sick, realisc the feelings and
thoughts of those who lic there suffering?

Life is a very real affair, and often so terribly grim to a large proportion of
them (as well as to many others among the vast audience) that secular music—
however sweet and inspiring some of it may bc—end variety-turns, talks and
suchlike —however desirable and helpful as instruction or pastime, fail
altogether to satisfy the desperate need of something decper, whereon the
soul may rest.

Surely the time has come for such need to be met, cven though a
section of listeners incline to raise objections on the ground that they
personally would be bored. And, after all, we know that these are really
warm-hearted people who will, for the most part, cheerfully consent to give
up half-an-hour a day—say just after the children’s hour—when invalids arc
ready to settle down for the night.

Indeed, since there is such wonderful opportunity of bringing peace
and hope to those who are sick or sad, dare we, dare amy of us, any longer
withhold them?

Almost every day there are some amongst those who *listen-in*’ who
listen for the last time before passing on into eternity. 0

Will all listeners who are in sympathy with this suggestion please sign
the appeal? When complete to be posted to

K. M. C,
Tue COTTAGE,
WATFORD.

We greatly appreciate the Sunday evening Wireless Services, and the
Evensong relayed weekly from Westminster Abbey; but all the more because
these are precious to so many do we plead earnestly for a daily consecrated
balf-hour,

We believe that we shall get this. Already neasdy five thousand letters
and signatures have been received. Many of them of a most touching nature,
from blind, bedridden and aged folk.  Bishops, clergy, ministers of all
denominations, doctors, sisters and nurses have united to encourage us to
press on.

Please send a long list of signatures without delay, remembering that

each ome counts.
[P.T.O. FOR SIGNATURES.

1g. Miss Cordeux’s Printed Appeal, 1926
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Within a month, Miss Cordeux was asking for daily Evensong
too. ‘Now that the dear little Morning Service seems to have
taken good root and be thriving shall I ask for another quarter
of an hour daily as Evensong?’ Again Stobart was cautious.
‘I do not think it would be wise to ask for more at present, or
indeed until we can offer alternative programmes to the
majority of listeners. The Morning Service might have had
a rather different reception if it had cut across anything to
which the entertainment public were accustomed and attached.’*
Miss Cordeux was not put off. She went on collecting more
signatures and bided her time until it was announced that
alternative programmes were on the way. ‘I feel rather like
Oliver asking for more’, she wrote in November 1929, but her
feelings did not stop her from asking.2

She did not get what she wanted even when alternative pro-
grammes were generallyintroduced under the Regional Scheme.
‘I don’t think alternative programmes make any difference at
all’, Graves told Stobart in November 1929, ‘as D.P’s [Roger
Eckersley’s] feeling is not dictated so much [sic] on the question
of available time as on the undesirability in his opinion of put-
ting in any more regular religious work. He feels that we have
reached a point beyond which it would be unwise to go.’s It is
interesting to have this comment on Eckersley’s views, for in his
autobiography he recalls that he was never ‘altogether at one
with the Corporation’s religious policy in those distant days’.
He wanted alternatives to the religious service, longer pro-
gramme hours, less rigid taboos on what was broadcast, and
‘no vyielding to the views of ‘““a vociferous (Sabbatarian)
minority’’’.4 He said later that if his inclinations had been fol-
lowed, the BBC would never have lost large numbers of listeners
to the foreign commercial stations.s

Miss Cordeux never got her daily Evensong. Stobart replied
dutifully that ‘we might easily make a grave mistake if we over-
did the religious element in our broadcasting policy’.6 The same

! *K. M. Cordeux to Stobart, 27 Jan. 1928; Stobart to Miss Cordeux, 31 Jan.
1928.
2 *K. M. Cordeux to Reith, 6 Nov. 192g.
*Graves to Stobart, 26 Nov. 1929.
*R. H. Eckersley, The BBC and All That (1946), pp. 163-4.
See below, pp. 363—4.
*Stobart to Miss Cordeux, 27 Dec. 1929.
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reply was given by successive BBC officials, ending with Ire-
monger. Beadle told her in May 1933 that there was not ‘the
slightest chance of the request being granted’, however many
signatures she collected: ‘it is probable that a larger number of
signatures could be obtained to an appeal for an increase in
various types of entertainment’.! ‘I am very much afraid that it
is impossible for us to fall in with your suggestions’, said Ire-
monger, without giving any reasons at all.2 Finally, Reith looked
behind the voluminous correspondence to the tenacious lady
who had started it all. ‘Are we irrevocably opposed’, he asked
in 1935, ‘to an evening five minutes of the sort she wishes?’3
“Yes,” said Dawnay, ‘I am afraid that this decision will cause
you much disappointment, but it was reached only after we
had thoroughly weighed the claims of our listeners as a whole
and the general make-up of our daily programmes.’*

If daily Evensong was not conceded, the Morning Service
went from strength to strength. From 12 January 1928 onwards
it was broadcast from London 2LO as well as Daventry, and
from December 1929 onwards from all BBC stations. The
service, which lasted for a quarter of an hour, was anonymously
conducted and usually consisted of a hymn, a few prayers,
a psalm, a Bible rcading, another prayer, and a closing hymn.
On Wednesdays and Saturdays, when the BBC Singers were not
available, there was no choir and the psalms were read. The
early services were all conducted by the Rev. Hugh Johnston
of St. Martin-in-the-Fields, who has described the form and
content which he deliberately tried to vary.s From January
1932 onwards he was nolonger solely responsible, and Iremonger
took it under his personal control after his appointment as
Religious Director in 1933.

The service seemed to offer what Sydney Moscley called
‘a simple message of cheerful, religious comfort, not narrowed
or crippled by denominational prejudice or inhibition’.6
Another more ‘highbrow’ writer chose very similar words. The
Morning Service along with the Epilogue were ‘definitely new
both in conception and in method’, he suggested. ‘They are,

*G. C. Beadle to Miss Cordeux, 29 May 1933.

*F. A. Iremonger to Miss Cordeux, 18 Dec. 1933.

*Reith to Dawnay, 5 Apr. 1935. 4 *Dawnay to Reith, 24 Apr. 1935.
See H. Johnston, When Two or Three (1932).

Broadcasting In My Time, p. 169.
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in essence, a presentation of a crystallised Christian thought,
each day and each week, altogether removed from the cus-
tomary excrescences of creed, verbiage and circumlocution.’*

Some indication of the popularity of the service is given by
the fact that it inspircd more correspondence from listeners than
any other BBC programme. When the prayers used in the
service were published in 1936, over 80,000 copies were sold
within less than three months.z The service was certainly unique
of its kind in the world.

The increase in the scope and volume of religious broad-
casting on Sundays followed naturally from the increase in
programme hours and the growing willingness to develop out-
side broadcasting. Although a new religious studio was designed
for the new Broadcasting House by Edward Maufe, the archi-
tect of Guildford Cathedral, by 1933 there were far more outside
broadcast services than services from the studio.? The main
reason for this was the preference of listeners. They made it
plain in the press and in letters to the BBC that they liked to
feel ‘the atmosphere of an actual church’ and to know that they
were linked with a genuine congregation. A subsidiary reason
was that more churches were anxious to have their services
broadcast as early suspicions both of broadcasting and of the
BBC disappeared. The churches soon found that broadcasting
actually increased the size of their congregations. Thus, at
Chichester, the Dean reported that many inhabitants of the
small town attended the cathedral for the first time when the
service was broadcast. In Edinburgh the Minister of St. Cuth-
bert’s hesitated for a long time before consenting to put on
a broadcast service at 8 o’clock instead of the traditional 6.30.
When the service took place, the church was crowded to the
doors. At St. Martin-in-the-Fields it was found difficult to per-
suade the 6.30 congregation to leave the church before the
8 o’clock broadcast service began, and many people sat through
both services.* During the 1920s the BBC established close and

' E. H. Robinson, Broadcasting and A Changing Civilisation (1935), p. 101.

2 New Euvery Morning (1936).

3 For the design of the studio, see Broadcasting House Soutvenir Book (1932); BBC
Year Book (1932), p. 70; The Listener, 18 Apr. 1932 (for the first service broadcast

from the studio).
4 *‘Notes on Religious Broadcasting’ (July 1930), p. 13.
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continuous relations with a number of churches and cathedrals.
Canterbury Cathedral, York Minster, Manchester Cathedral,
St. George’s Chapel, Windsor, and Liverpool Cathedral, for
example, were all permanently wired for periodical religious
broadcasts.

The danger in the extension of outside broadcasting, even to
the cathedrals, was that ‘the standard of religious addresses’
might fall as ‘the net was cast wide’.! This had sometimes been
felt to be the case when the local stations had been quite free to
plan their own religious broadcasts. In an effort to raise stan-
dards by controlling the procedures, the BBC issued a brochure,
Hints to Sunday Speakers, in 1928. “The address, which should in
all cases be read,’ it began, ‘is limited to ten minutes, and must
avoid sectarian propaganda or provocative argument. It is
intended primarily to be of a practical nature, of such a kind
as may prove helpful to all listeners.” Manuscripts had to be sent
to the BBC ten days before the broadcast. “You are asked to
remember’, speakers were told, ‘that your vast audience is not
a crowd or a congregation but various individuals to whom you
are speaking in the intimacy of their homes.” They were also to
remember that listeners were apt to stop listening at will and
‘thousands of them will “switch off” their sets if the opening
is unattractive’.

These directions must have cramped the style of those
preachers who trusted to the power of the spirit to guide their
words. In fact, it is recounted that after one famous Edinburgh
preacher had been told that he had to write out his sermon ten
days before broadcasting, he replied to the BBC, ‘I have never
done this before and I am not starting now’.2 Extemporary
prayer caused difficulties also—notably ‘preaching prayer’ of
the type expressed in a Scottish prayer beginning ‘Paradoxical
as it may seem, O Lord’.3 There is no evidence, however, that
broadcasting destroyed pulpit eloquence. It favoured direct
sermons, but it raised the standard of exposition and made for
economy and relevance.

A second element of control was the development of a ‘rota
system’, linking the National and Regional programmes. On

1 *Reith to Eckersley, 2 Sept. 1926, quoting a Canon of Westminster Abbey.
2 Quoted by M. Dinwiddie in the BBC Programme The Scattered Seed, broadcast
on 30 Dec. 1962. 3 Ibid.
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the first Sunday of the month in 1931 a London studio service
was given on the National programme with ‘an eminent
preacher’: there was no regional alternative from London, but
contrasting regional services could be arranged by Regional
Directors if they wished. On the second Sunday of the month
St. Martin-in-the-Fields had sole command of all BBC stations.
On the third Sunday there were contrasting denominational
services on the National and Regional programmes. On the
fourth Sunday on all stations a service was broadcast simul-
taneously, ‘usually of the Cathedral type’, and on the fifth Sun-
day, when there was a fifth Sunday, there was a studio service on
the National programme for ‘such bodies as the Brotherhood
Movement, the Salvation Army and the Quakers’, with regional
contrasts from the provinces. Even this intricate system did not
always guarantee contrast. On 15 June 1930, by a coincidence,
three of the principal stations in the country chose 2 Roman
Catholic service.

The denominational range was wide, including, in the early
days, at least one Unitarian, Dr. Gow, and a number of
Moravians, but there were no broadcasts from Christian Scien-
tists or Christadelphians. Membership of the Free Church
Council became something of a test of Nonconformist claims.
At the opposite end of the religious spectrum, Catholic broad-
casts never included the broadcasting of Mass, even though
some continental radio stations broadcast Mass regularly. In
the middle of the spectrum, an attempt was made to ‘represent’
the various types of Anglican churchmanship, although there
seems to have been a predominance of ‘Broad Churchmen’ and
of clergymen who had served with the Forces during the First
World War.

Successive BBC Handbooks sought to define what was often
extremely elusive, the attempt to place broadcasting within ‘the
mainstream of the Christian tradition’. In 1932, for example,
the Handbook reaffirmed that ‘broadcast services are not the
occasion for sectarian propaganda. All denominations alike wel-
come the opportunity of the great audience which wireless
affords them and are content to preach the gospel of Christ on
its universal terms of love and charity to all men, to dwell rather
on that which unites than on that which divides.”* A further

' BBC Year Book (1932), p. 216.
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statement in 1935, after Iremonger had been in charge of
religious policy for nearly two ycars, was cven fuller. The BBC's
policy

has been—and is—in range, to ‘tolerate the tolerable’; in method, to
be continually mindful of the almost endless variation in the spiritual
and intellectual attainment of a wireless audience; and, in message,
to stress the fundamental truths of personal and corporate religion.
Merely to state these ideals is to expose the difficulty of fulfilling
them; in practice, they mean that facilities for broadcasting are
given to ministers of all important denominations that can be said
to be in the mainstream of the Christian tradition; that no attempt
is made to satisfy the need of every kind of listener in the same broad-
cast; and that, while nothing could be less effective than a religious
‘lowest common denominator’, it has been found possible to dis-
seminate a spiritual ‘highest common factor’ from which the listener
can profit and of which no church need be ashamed.!

Decisions about ‘range’ and ‘balance’ and ‘the mainstream
of the Christian tradition’ were taken by the Central Religious
Advisory Committee, which by 1931 had fourteen members,
representative of the main denominations. Garbett was still
chairman, and his colleagues included five Anglicans, five Free
Church members, two Roman Catholics, one of whom was
Father C. C. Martindale, S.J., and the Rev. H. R. L. Sheppard
asa ‘supernumerary’. None of the members was a layman. There
were also five Regional Advisory Committees, including a Scot-
tish Committee presided over by the Rev. Professor Archibald
Main, and to assist in the co-ordination of the national system
three representatives of the Regional Committees sat on the
Central Committee. Reith always attended meetings of the Cen-
tral Committee along with other representatives of the BBC.

It was the task of this committee to ensure that the allocation
of services and speakers among different denominations was
‘fair’. This task, which might have been difficult, was success-
fully accomplished with little strain. It was not thought of as an
arithmetical exercise or a scheme based on proportional repre-
sentation. Almost all the decisions of the committee were
unanimous, and the spirit of its meetings seems to have been
genuinely ecumenical. It is probable, indeed, that radio—along

I BBC Annual (1935), pp. 66-67.
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with other instruments of mass communication —has favoured
ecumenical influences inside the churches by making it possible
—and necessary—for preachers of one denomination to address
members of another and by requiring spokesmen of different
denominations to serve as colleagues on committees like the
C.R.A.C.

BBC policy favoured ecumenical influences in a more specific
way. Reith was anxious that emphasis should be placed on the
points where Christians agreed and not where they disagreed.
He achieved his wish. Thus, when the ban on controversy was
lifted in 1928, the C.R.A.C. issued a public statement that ‘the
removal of the ban on controversy in regard to religion creates
a new position for the BBC in theory rather than in practice.
The responsibility remains with the BBC to see that nothing is
broadcast that is likely to provoke or offend large numbers of
their Christian audience. It can still be assumed that the policy
of religious broadcasting has the support of the vast majority.
This policy excludes sectarian propaganda or contentious argu-
ment. The Religious Advisory Committee will still guide in the
choice of speakers and in other questions of procedure in the
sphere of religious activities.’!

There were criticisms that Christianity without controversy
lacked ‘bite’ and ‘depth’ and that emphasis upon the more
cheerful aspects of the Christian message robbed Christianity of
much of its subtlety. The Roman Catholic Archbishop of Liver-
pool and the Bishop of Salford argued in 1928, for instance, that
‘emasculated Christianity’ should be replaced by the broadcast
of ‘very definite doctrines so long as this is done without denun-
ciation of other creeds’.z Such thoughts were also in the mind of
Canon E. G. Selwyn when he moved in the Lower House of
the Convocation of Canterbury in 1930 that a committee should
be set up to report on ‘the religious value of broadcast services
and their bearing on public worship’. More intcllectual Chris-
tian teaching over the radio was required, he argued, with
greater precision of statement. Listeners were becoming tired of
constantly being told to be better Christians.? Selwyn’s resolu-
tion was carried, and a committee was appointed under the

! For the lifting of the ban, see above, p. 129. *BBC Press Release, Mar. 1928,
2 *Summary of the Views of the Archbishop of Liverpool and the Bishop of
Salford, 3 Apr. 1928. 3 The Times, 14 Feb. 1930.
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chairmanship of the Bishop of Ely, Dr. White-Thomson. lts
Report was very favourable both to broadcasting and to the
BBC in particular, and the two Houses of Convocation passed
‘emphatic resolutions’ in January 1931 recording ‘grateful
appreciation of the service rendered to the cause of religion by
the BBC'.! The Report stated that the effect of religious broad-
casting had been exceedingly valuable since it had brought
‘religion once again into the market place’. It added, however,
that ‘more definite instruction should be given as to what
a Christian ought to know and believe and do for his soul’s
health’.2

Both the BBC and the C.R.A.C. were sensitive to the dangers
of emasculated versions of Christianity. They had never tried to
deny that ‘people whosc only religious contact is through listen-
ing miss some of the most essential influences of religion’.? As
carly as 1929 and 1930 they had arranged series of talks on such
subjects as “The Psychology of Religion’, ‘Politics and Society
in the Old Testament’, and ‘The Beginnings of Christian
Theology’. They had also contemplated religious ‘features’—
with a mild disagrcement between Stobart and the ‘Research
Section’ as to who should plan them.+ The most ambitious series
of talks planned in the carly 1930s was God and the World Through
Christian Eyes, broadcast in 1933.5 Stobart made it clear to the press
that they would not seek to soothe rather than to scarch. ‘Until
recently we expected preachers not to be controversial. The
word we should use nowadays is not “controversial” but “offen-
sive” or “injurious”. We want to avoid anything that may offend
the feelings of another Christian.’¢ The dangers of radio as
a medium of religious broadcasting, as well as its opportunities,
were frankly faced in the BBC’s own Year Book for 1933. ‘Any

! The Times, 24 Jan. 1931; Reith, Diary, 23 Jan. 1931.

2 Report of a Joint Committee of the Convocation of Canterbury, The Religious
Value of Broadcast Services and their Bearing on Public Worship (1931). Canon Selwyn
was on the Committee which also included Canon Gray Rogers and the Rev.
W. P. G. McCormick (‘Pat’ McCormick), who succeeded Sheppard at St. Martin-
in-the-Fields. (See R. J. Northcott, Pat McCormick (1941).)

3 BBC statement quoted in the Report of the Joint Committee, p. 3.

4+ *The disagreement was stated in a number of memoranda of July 1929.

s *BBC Press Release, 6 Oct. 1932. The lectures lasted for half an hour and were
followed by prayers and hymns. ‘The purpose is to give a connected and definite
exposition of the basic principles of the Christian religion for the benefit of thinking
men and women.’

6 Morning Post, 28 Oct. 1932.
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clergyman’s advice necessarily loses that quality of point, vigour
and strength when it has to be broadened to meet the spiritual
needs of unknown millions.’?

Criticisms from religious bodies never ceased during the 1930s.
‘England is already suffering from a mild form of Christianity
which prevents her from catching the real thing’, the Bishop of
Southampton complained in 1935; ‘I fear that wireless services
give inoculation of the mildest form of Christianity yet dis-
covered.’> A Roman Catholic Radio Guild was founded in the
same year to press for more Roman Catholic services of a more
proselytizing kind, and its sponsors even argued that there
should be a scparate Catholic radio station.3 Militant Protest-
ants felt that Roman Catholics had too much time on the air.
There was a storm of anti-Papal feeling in 1930 when a Roman
Catholic preacher prayed ‘for our separated brethren’—the
prayer was not used in Roman Catholic services after this date
—and whenever Roman Catholic celebrations were broadcast,
there was always a vocal and hostile response from some
listeners. Services from St. Martin-in-the-Fields were frequently
attacked from many sides for their ‘colourless undenomina-
tionalism’ and even for their ‘monopoly’, and in March 1936
the C.R.A.C. itself agreed that outside speakers should broad-
cast in the St. Martin’s services.

‘There were quite different currents of criticism also. The
strongest-moving was that from the ‘left’. Certain sects were
being kept from the microphone altogether—Fundamentalists
along with Free-thinkers, the first because of their doctrines, the
second because of their lack of them. Unitarians also, despite
Reith’s personal interest in their views,* were usually excluded
on the grounds that their views did not fall within ‘the main-
stream of the Christian tradition’.s Other sects which were
always excluded were Christian Scientists, Spiritualists, and
Mormons—Reith had a number of private complaints about
their exclusion—and there was no broadcasting of worship from
Jewish synagogues. Although the National Secular Society con-

' BBC Year Book (1933), p. 188.

2 Manchester Guardian, 7 Oct. 1935.

3 Catholic Times, 1 Mar. 1935, 4 See Into the Wind, pp. 194~5.

5 *There were, in fact, eleven Unitarian services on different wavelengths

between 1934 and 1939. See ‘Memorandum on the Allotment of Religious Services
to the Churches’, 5 May 1939.
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sistently attacked the BBC’s religious policy on rationakhist
grounds, therc was somctimes a more comprehensive note of pro-
test. ‘Surely it would be the sound democratic method in a country
which is officially Christian to yield space generously from time
to time to the reasoned expression of opposing arguments, and
to allow free thinkers and adherents of the less populated sects
at any rate a hearing now and then. There is something timid,
high handed and medieval about the scant consideration given
by our radio authority to the unorthodox in religion as well as
in politics.’!

The BBC did not accept the notion of ‘cpen access’ to the
microphone for all religious or humanist groups, any more than
it accepted the notion of open access for Churchill. Nor did it
consider that in a society where there were multiple means of
expression its own attitude was ‘undemocratic’. It wanted the
conduct of its religious services to command the assent of the
great majority of its listeners. Some of its services undoubtedly
accomplished this. During the dark days of October 1931, for
example, the Rev. W. H. Elliott, at Reith’s personal suggestion,
began a weekly series of broadcasts from St. Michael’s, Chester
Square, which continued each week until 1936 and created
unprecedented interest.2 When there was the first break in the
broadcasts in August and September 1932 to allow Canon
Elliott to take a holiday, over 11,000 people wrote to the BBC
urging a resumption of the series. When Canon Elliott founded
a Guild of Prayer in 1936, it soon had a quarter of a million
listeners enrolled in its ranks, and his fifth anniversary service
later in the year was attended by 7,000 people. Elliott’s personal
success created the same kind of problems as the success of
individual broadcasters in other fields of radio—the danger of
becoming stale or of ‘stereotyping’ response—and although he

! D. C. Thomson, Radio is Changing Us (1937), p. 105. For Rationalist criticisms,
see The Free-thinker; also ‘Clericus’, BBC Religion (Rationalist Press Association,
1942).

2 For the first broadcast, see *BBC Press Release, 25 Sept. 1931. Elliott had
broadcast frequently before 1931, and Sydney Moseley described him as ‘one of the
pioneers of church broadcasting, having started with his distinguished sermons
from Folkestone’. Who's Who in Broadcasting (1933), p. 55. It was partly due to
Elliott’s good offices that the opposition to broadcasting of the Chapter of St.
Paul’s Cathedral was broken in 1g930. The first service broadcast from St. Paul’s
was on 25 June 1930. Evensong was broadcast for the first time—this time at the
request of the Dean and Chapter—on 27 July 1930.
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remained a popular and most effective broadcaster after 1936,
his appearances at the microphone became less frequent.

From 1927 to 1933 the Central Religious Advisory Committee
was the only ‘expert’ authority to which the BBC could turn.
In June 1933, however, the general reorganization took place,
and the Rev. F. A. Iremonger was appointed Religious Director.
He began his duties on 17 July. Long before the Corporation
was founded Reith had thought of such an appointment, and
there had even been talk of it in wider circles. ‘I considered
about a year ago’, Reith wrote to Gladstone Murray in Febru-
ary 1926, ‘whether it would not be desirable to have religious
matters handled more definitely. In fact, would it not be desir-
able to have a specialist. You might discuss the matter with Mr.
Stobart and he can have a talk with me about it later. It is
a line of activity of sufficient importance to warrant undoubt-
edly proper handling.’! In the wider circles, where the matter
was discussed, the name of Sheppard was frequently raised.2 It
was not until 1933, however, that the decision was taken.

Iremonger had wide ecclesiastical experience. Ordained in
1905, he had spent eleven years in the East End of London,
first at Poplar and Blackwall, then as Head of Oxford House in
Bethnal Green, and finally as Vicar of St. James the Great,
Bethnal Green. From 1923 to 1927 he had been editor of The
Guardian, and from 1927 he had served as Vicar of Vernham
Dean, Andover. He had been appointed Chaplain to the King
in 1927 and Honorary Chaplain to the Archbishop of York
a year later.3 He had also written a book, AMen and Movements in
the Church. He was recommended independently to Reith by the
Bishops of Winchester and of Chichester, by the Chaplain to
the Archbishop of Canterbury, and by the proprietor of The
Guardian.

When Reith talked to Iremonger about his appointment he
promised him the utmost help, without seeking to hide the fact
that Iremonger would ‘have a most harrowing time and would
have to work at a rate which would be quite new to him’. Reith
had no doubts that Iremonger would be co-operative or forceful

! *Reith to W. E. G. Murray, 5 Feb. 1926.
% See E. Roterts, H. R. L. Sheppard, Life and Letters (1942).
3 *BBC Press Release, 28 May 1933.
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as the occasion demanded, and that he would be capable not
only of dealing specifically with religious broadcasting, but of
playing an active part in more general discussions, for example,
about the shape of Sunday programmes. ‘I watched his work
pretty closely all through the years’, Reith recalls. ‘Iremonger
used to tell people he always sat very much on the edge of his
chair on Monday mornings waiting for the three short rings on
the telephone which meant that I was on the other end, with
comments about the day’s work. I never had the shadow of
disagrecment with him, except that he did not like old-fashioned
hymns like “Rock of Ages” and I did. He did magnificent work
for the BBC.’!

As a leading member of the staff of the BBC, Iremonger
pursued the basic ‘ecumecnical’ policy which Reith had
demanded. A convinced Anglican himself, he was always fair
to other denominations. He was also unobtrusively secure with-
in the BBC hierarchy. It was Roger Eckersley who wrote of
him that he was ‘a fearless, outspoken and utterly kindly person
who stood no nonsensc and proceeded to put his ideas ruth-
lessly into action’.z Finally, he became a good broadcaster.
Reith found him a ‘thoroughly bad Bible reader’ in 1933 with
‘a typically parsonic’ voice,* but before long his conduct of the
Daily Service was greatly appreciated by large numbers of
listeners. At the Coronation of 1937 he was the main religious
broadcaster, and Stuart Hibberd bracketed him with the King,
the Queen, and the Archbishop of Canterbury as the successes
of the occasion.#

Iremonger left the BBC in April 1939 to become Dean of
Lichfield, and was succeeded as Director of Religious Broad-
casting, a new title, by an ex-missionary, Dr. J. W. Welch, Head
of St. John’s Training College, York. The ecumenical emphasis
remained. ‘Broadcast services make an obvious contribution to
the unity of the Churches’, Welch wrote soon after his appoint-
ment. ‘The religious services of all denominations are heard
by all; each denomination learns from the others. Listeners
feel that they are sharing in a Christian, not merely a denomina-
tional service; suspicions and misunderstandings are removed;

! Note by Reith, June 1g63. 2 The BBC and All That, p. 100.
3 Reith, Diary, 22 May 1933.
4 S. Hibberd, This—is London (1950), p. 146.
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divisions duc to accidents of history, now mcaningless, disappear,
and there is a growing sense that, though some differences are
great, yet the things we have in common are far greater.”* Such
language is far more common in the 1960s than it was in the
1930s.

Iremonger was given a deputy, the Rev. J. E. Fenn, a Presby-
terian, just before he left the BBC, but there was no BBC
clergyman outside London until July 1939, when the Rev. C. V.
Taylor, an Anglican, was appointed to supervise religious
broadcasting in the West and Midland Regions. There was
a ‘Religious Executive’, however, D. P. Wolferstan. Religion
had no place in pre-war television, and when Gerald Cock once
suggested religious television the Dean of Liverpool commented
that the very idea of television ‘close-ups’ of preachers made
him laugh.z The use of sound radio for religious services for the
Empire raised no such uncertainties. On the second Sunday of
every month, from June 1935 onwards, Empireservices were given
from St. Paul’s—the first preacher was the Dean, Dr. W. R.
Matthews—and relatives of people living in the Empire were
invited to take part.

The pattern of home religious broadcasting was extended
rather than modified after 1933, in what have been described
as ‘the years of consolidation’.3 One new service on Sunday
mornings was introduced in October 1935.¢+ The proposal had
first been mooted almost a year earlier and Iremonger had said
then that he favoured both outside broadcasts and studio
services, preferably beginning at 9.30 a.m.5 Reith had put the
idea in Iremonger’s mind, and thought such services would be
‘very useful’.® The initial delay in implementing it was caused
not by difficulties of programming but by objections from the
engineers. ‘Hitherto we have regarded Sunday morning as
a very valuable time for maintenance and special tests’, Harold
Bishop reported in December 1934, adding that if the morning

' BBC Handbook (1940), p. 66.

2 *The Dean of Liverpool to Iremonger, 1 June 1935. He found Cock ‘a delight-
ful man’.

3 *Memorandum on ‘Religious Broadcasting: History and Current Practice’,
Feb. 1943.

4+ *BBC Press Release, 6 June 1935.

s *Iremonger to Reith, 22 Nov. 1934. 6 *Note by Reith, 23 Nov. 1934.
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religious service was introduced, there would have to bea further
increase of engineering staff.!

While the question of trying to proceed without additional
staff was being considered, more problems arose. A quest
started for speakers, with one of the first names to come in being
that of Leslie Weatherhead, then in Leeds.2 Nicolls remarked
that although Iremonger did not approve of the idea of ‘a second
St. Martin’s’, ‘the best solution from an administrative point of
view’ would be if ‘a regular service could be established from
one church’.? Other officers of the BBC shared Iremonger’s
preference for services from various churches, however, and it
was left to the Central Council to fix on the time—g.30—and
to discuss the allotment of services.* There were difficulties
about this also, or rather about the type of services which the
different denominations might plan. Some Anglicans thought
that it would be ‘a sheer disaster’ if Morning Prayer or a ‘mixed
service’ should be broadcast at that time of day and advocated
Sung Eucharist: others, including the Archbishop of York, held
that ‘there was something false in principle about the broadcast
of the Eucharist’.s

Finally, yet another problem arose. ‘I urge strongly the desir-
ability of holding up the beginning of this new programme
service until October’, Wellington wrote to Iremonger in
March. ‘June is the time of year when we are cutting down our
activities, not embarking on new ones. . . . Will you bring the
matter up for discussion at Programme Board, so that we may
underline the necessity to stand firm when we are asked to fill
up the period between the end of the morning service and the
beginning of regular programmes at 12.30? You will remember
our experience with the weekday morning service and the pres-
sure which was immediately put upon us to fill that gap.’®

The interval between the inception of an idea—put forward
by Reith—and its realization was ominously long and showed
just how complex the planning procedure of the Corporation

1 *H. Bishop to Dawnay, 3 Dec. 1934.

* *E. G. D. Liveing to Iremonger, 24 Jan. 1935.

3 *Note by Nicolls, 6 Feb. 1935.

4 *Central Religious Advisory Committee, Minutes, March 1935.

s *For the two points of view, see letters from the Dean of Rochester to Ire-
monger, 11 June 1935, and the Archbishop of York to Iremonger, 13 June 1935.

6 *Wellington to Iremonger, 13 Mar. 1935.
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had become. Once started, however, the Sunday morning ser-
vices became an established fixture. ‘“They evidently fulfil a
need, and the hour at which they are given appears to be suit-
able’, the BBC stated in March 1936.! They also gave a symmetry
to Sunday broadcasting, which now began with a service and
ended with an Epilogue.2

There were other intercsting developments during the late
1930s—an extension of the series of religious talks; new experi-
ments with religious ‘features’; and the introduction of greater
variety into children’s religious broadcasts. Among the series of
talks broadcast in the late 1930s were The Way to God (1934/5),
with Canon Raven, Father Martindale, the Rev. J. S. Whale
(a Congregationalist), Dr. G. F. McLeod of the Church of Scot-
land, and the Rev. W. R. Matthews seeking to appeal to the
‘will and the heart’ as well as the intellect;3 Christian Living by
Donald Soper; and Dr. Whale’s Explaining the Christian Way
(1938). Iremonger hoped that the standard of these talks would
provide an example not only for listeners but for preachers at
the Sunday evening services. In February 1937 he said that he
was ‘very uneasy’ about these services, some of which ‘were
worthy neither of the Churches nor of the BBC’. It was not
merely that the preaching was often poor, but that the preach-
ing was frequently the worst feature. The example of the Talks
Department should be followed and an effort made to secure
‘the best possible’. “The subject of the Talks may be such as will
appeal to few or to many, but if the Talks are to be popular, the
Director of Talks will spare no effort to make them ‘“good
popular”, which is as easy to recognise as ‘“‘bad popular’ and
shows it up as nothing else can.’+

Religious features drew the religious broadcasters into a dif-
ferent set of production problems. Filson Young had been fasci-
nated by these in the late 1920s, and his arrangements of the
Nativity Play from the church of St. Hilary in Cornwall were
designed to stress the symbolic and the universal rather than the
didactic and the contemporary.s The Vicar of St. Hilary’s, the

! *BBC Press Release, Mar, 1936.

2 *Of the first 26 morning services, 14 were Anglican, 4 Methodist, 2 Church

of Scotland, 2 Roman Catholic, 2 Baptist, and 2 Congregationalist.

3 See The Church of England Newspaper, 7 Sept. 1934.
4 *F. A, Iremonger, Memorandum on Broadcast Religious Services, 25 Feb.
1937. s See Shall I Listen?, ch. xi, ‘Voices from the West’,
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Rev. Bernard Walke, wrote the plays which were broadcast
regularly from 1926 to 1934. From inside the studio the most
ambitious religious dramatic broadcast attempted to that date
was transmitted on Christmas Day 1935. It was a programme
devised by R. Ellis Roberts and produced by Robin Whitworth,
and its title was Unto Us. Music was under the direction of Sir
Walford Davies, who also produced a popular Sunday evening
series, Melodies of Christendom. Unto Us was followed by further
programmes of the same kind on Maundy Thursday 1936 and
All Saints’ Day, and repeated at Christmas 1936. And in 1938
Dorothy Sayers, who was to write the remarkable war-time play
cycle The Man Born to be King (1942), was first commissioned by
the BBC to write a nativity play, He That Should Come.! T. S.
Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral had been broadcast in January
1936.

Children’s programmes had often had a ‘feature’ element in
them, even in 1924 and 1925 when there was a Sunday Chil-
dren’s Hour arranged by each station in turn. Special children’s
services were broadcast each month from 19 September 1926
onwards, and in February 1930 the first of E. R. Appleton’s
Joan and Betty’s Bible Story programmes was transmitted.? In the
same year Dr. Basil Yeaxlee, Principal of the West Hill Training
College, Birmingham, formed a group of the Council of Chris-
tian Education to suggest suitable programmes for children to
listen to on Sunday afternoons, and from their discussions
a kind of rota system emerged, on similar lines to those of the
church services rota. The Committee of Convocation in 1931
paid special tribute to these programmes which it believed
reached families untouched by the Sunday Schools.3 Along with
the sick, the aged, and the infirm, it suggested, children had
been specially provided for by the BBC. Experiments continued,
and from October 1936 onwards Geoffrey Dearmer produced
interesting programmes on the lives of famous Christians. He was
assisted in this work by Lance Sieveking. BBC policy was to
leave the contents of the Sunday half-hour for the children ‘as
elastic as possible’.4

' BBC Handbook (1939), p. 22.

2 Appleton had also been responsible for ‘The Silent Fellowship’ broadcasts
from Cardiff which were discontinued in 1935.

3 The Religious Value of Broadcast Services, p. 5.

4+ *Central Religious Advisory Committee, Progress Report, 1 Oct. 1936.
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Not everything went smoothly, however, during the 1930s.
In 1936, for instance, the question of censorship of religious
addresses came to the forefront again. Eight years before, Roman
Catholic preachers had been allowed to submit their sermon
manuscripts to their own Roman Catholic colleagues on the
Central or Regional Advisory Committees.! The subject was
raised again in 1936 when a provocative statement in a sermon
by Father Valentine Elwes led to a storm of disapproval. At
a meeting of the Central Religious Advisory Committee in
March 1936 it was agreed that in future all sermons by Roman
Catholic preachers, whether from a church or from the studio,
should be sent in the first place to the Director of Religion—
there had been no such post in 1928—and then, if necessary,
sent on to Father Martindale.?

The change of procedure created no difficulties, and the
major preoccupation of the Central Religious Advisory Com-
mittee during the years before the Second World War was not
the relationship between different religious denominations but
the increasing pressure for a ‘secular’ Sunday. Quite apart from
outside pressure, there were people inside the BBC who objected
to the Sunday ‘code’ as it had been formulated in the 1920s and
early 1930s and argued forcefully that ‘if we took ‘“the better
the day, the better the deed” as our motto and put the best
contemporary light stuff in on Sundays—thus excluding the
banal and the vulgar—we might evolve a new and enlightened
definition of Sabbatarianism’.3 The Committee left the formu-
lation of policy to the BBC, ‘noting’ in March 1938, for instance,
that the proportion of British listeners to continental radio
stations was increasing substantially and that the BBC was
proposing to fill in with ‘light programmes’ the hitherto silent
hours between 10.45 a.m. on Sunday mornings and 12.30 p.m.
On the motion of Dr. Scott Lidgett, seconded by Canon Rogers,
the Committee decided that it wished to express no view and to
leave the decision in the BBC’s hands.+ This interesting decision
was a sign of trust in the BBC, not a gesture of neutrality.

Sunday morning programmes were extended, and there was

! *Memorandum on Religious Broadcasting, 1930.

? *Central Religious Advisory Committee, Minutes, § Mar. 1936.

3 A. P. Ryan to 8. Tallents, 10 Sept. 1936 (Tallents Papers).

* *Central Religious Advisory Committee, Minutes, 3 Mar. 1938, For Sunday
programmes, see also above, pp. 52-55.
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talk of a further extension in 1939 when the Committee met for
the last time before the outbreak of war. The BBC proposed to
move Sunday evening services in the Regional programmes to
5.30 p.m. and to broadcast a secular programme—in keeping
with BBC standards—as an alternative to the religious services.
In the discussion which followed an account given by Nicolls,
who was then Controller of Programmes, of the reasons for the
proposed changes, most members of the Committee maintained
that there was no real evidence of a desire for change among
listeners. Doubt was also expressed as to whether the BBC’s
‘secular programme’ would be of the type which would succeed
in winning listeners away from Radio Luxembourg and Radio
Normandie. Again it was Dr. Scott Lidgett and Canon Rogers
who took the initiative.! A proposal by Rogers, seconded by
Lidgett, that ‘the present arrangement should continue’ was
carried nem. con., and it was not until the introduction of the
Forces Programme in 1940 that a secular alternative was intro-
duced. On its own initiative, however, the BBC had admitted
cinema organ recitals into Sunday programmes? and had
collected new evidence from its listeners’ panel about the size
of the public listening to foreign radio stations on Sundays.3
Although for the whole of the period covered in this volume,
the BBC’s Sunday policy was preserved intact, there were
many signs in 1939 that the position would not be maintained
in the future. There was a suggestion, indeed, that the Arch-
bishop of York should give a talk on ‘The Meaning of Sunday’
and follow this up by discussing the subject on the air with a
group of listeners.+ This was to point forward to a quite different
phase in the history of religious broadcasting.

! Central Religious Advisory Committee, Minutes, 2 Mar. 1939.

2 *Programme Committee, Minutes, g Mar. 1939; S. G. Williams to C. Max-
Muller, 10 Mar. 1939.

3 *General Listening Barometer, Interim Report, No. 10, 8 Feb. 1939. See also
below, p. 364.

4+ *Report of Informal Conference on Sunday Broadcasting, 20 June 1939. See
also below, pp. 654-5.
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AUDIENCES: AT HOME AND ABROAD

I have now been a regular listener for ten
years, that is from the age of twelve, and I
should like to take this opportunity of thank-
ing the BBC for the part that it has played in
my education, pleasures and formation of my
tastes and opinions.

LETTER FROM A BRITISH LISTENER, 1938

My grandmother was born in New Zealand
before the arrival of the first four immigrant
ships from England in Lyttleton Harbour.
I am a staunch Englishman at heart as well,
and anything British appeals very strongly to
me. . .. My wife and I never fail to get a thrill
when we hear ‘This is London calling you’.

LETTER FROM A NEW ZEALAND LISTENER, 1936







1. Home Listeners

By the mid-1g30s listeners to BBC programmes constituted a
representative cross-section of the British public. There were
2,178,259 licence-holders in Britain when the Corporation was
founded. By the outbreak of the Second World War in Sep-
tember 1939 there were 9,082,666. The figures climbed steeply
even in years of economic depression. Between March 1929
and March 1933, for instance, the number of licence-holders
doubled. The biggest percentage increase in a single year was
in the gloomy months from March 1930 to March 1931. In the
following year also there was an increase of over 20 per cent.
in the number of licences. By 1935 g8 per cent. of the population
could listen—on a cheap wireless set—to one BBC programme,
and 85 per cent. could choose between two. There were seventy-
three licences for every hundred households in the United
Kingdom by September 1939.

We know little of the social composition of this ‘great audi-
ence’, as it came to be called, but it clearly included pecple
from all sections of the community—among them the poorest,
that large segment of the population, estimated at between 15
and 30 per cent., who were in chronic poverty or near it before
the Second World War. The wireless ‘enthusiasts’ of the 1920s,
the men who revelled in the art and craft of radio, became sub-
merged in the growing ranks of the ‘listeners’. More and more
people felt that it was ‘necessary’ to buy a wireless set, and the
price of sets in a competitive market fell sharply enough
between 1931 and 1937 to cause anxiety to a section of the
manufacturers. In 1938, for instance, ‘a sharp downward trend’
in retail prices was said to have caused alarm ‘until it was
checked’. When Philco introduced ‘People’s Sets’ at Radio-
lympia in 1936, selling retail at five and six guineas, there was
prolonged discussion in the radio trade about discounts and
selling terms. A Trader analysis of the market in 1937 showed
that over 600 current models were being produced.

Many of the sets, including the fashionable ‘Radio Grams’,
were being bought by hire purchase: exact figures are not
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known, but the hire-purchase trade multiplied twentyfold in
the golden age of wircless, and the first Hirc Purchase Bill went
through Parliament in 1938.! About 4,200,000 of the 9,082,666
wireless licences in the autumn
of 1939 had been taken out by
people with incomes of between
£2. 105s. and £4 a week and
2,000,000 licences by people with
an even smaller income. This
last group included a large pro-
portion of big families, but it
also included large numbers of
persons living alone, old-age pen-
sioners particularly, to whom,
along with the blind, the wire-
less set meant more perhaps than
to any other section of the com-
munity.?

Britain came next after the
United States both at the begin-
ning and at the end of the
period in the ranking order of
countries with large numbers
of wireless sets; and in terms of
20. An carly Radio Gramophone, numbers of sets per hundred of

1929 the population, only Denmark

and Sweden in Europe and New

Zealand and the United States outside Europe were more

‘radio minded’.3 The same kind of pattern was to be repeated

in the history of television, although the post-war television

audience grew much faster after the first five years than the
wireless audience had done.+

The density of distribution of wireless licences on the eve of

* For the fortunes of the radio trade, see the useful summary in The Wireless and
Electrical Trader, 25 Mar, 1944. For the social side of hire purchase, see also
J. Hilton, Rick Man, Poor Man (1944), a published edition of the Halley Stewart
Lectures delivered in 1938.

2 R. J. E. Silvey, ‘The Listening Public’ in the BBC Handbook (1940), pp. 76-79.

3 Ibid., p. 10.

* B. Paulu, British Broadcasting in Transition (1961), p. 175; R. J. E. Silvey,
‘Viewers, Viewing and Leisure’ in the BBC Quarterly, Spring 1952, pp. 31-40.
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the war was greatest in thec Midlands and West of England,
where eight families out of ten held licences. There was almost
complete wireless coverage, however, largely as a result of the
deliberate policy of the BBC to ‘spread the service’. Even in the
most remote parts of Britain—Northern Scotland, for example
—there were over 14,000 licences distributed among less than
40,000 families living in the area. It was perhaps in the most
remote parts of the country, as in the socially least privileged
sections of the population, that there was most deep-felt
appreciation of the ‘solace’ of wircless. “The farther you get

21. Wireless Set, 1g37. Model in cost range 8 gns.
to 16} gns.

from London, the more broadcasting seems to mean.’! In the
towns and great cities broadcasting was accepted casually and
easily as an unobtrusive element in daily life.

Wireless provided everywhere a new shape not only for the
day but for the week. ‘Our eye is much more on the clock so
that we can get the programmes we specially want to hear’,
wrote the Scottish Regional Director of the BBC in 1936. ‘We
have become more time-conscious since the introduction of
broadcasting.’> Among the first points which were fixed in the
week were the News Bulletins, the Weather Forecasts, and the
Children’s Hour. Later, as we have seen, religious services
followed, and later still entertainment programmes, like Ausic
Hall, In Town Tonight, and Band Waggon.3 So accepted did the

! Filson Young, Shall I Listen? (1933), p. 184.

* M. Dinwiddie, ‘The Influence of Broadcasting on Modern Life’ in the Transac-
tions of the Royal Philosophical Society, Glasgow, 1936.

3 See above, pp. 104 fI., 117.
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idea of such fixed points become that there was sharp public
resistance to any change. When Eric Maschwitz, for example,
once cut out the regular late-night dance music and substituted
a dance-band feature-programme, ‘the public gave the BBC
hell’ and late-night dance music came back to stay.!

The programme builders were well aware of the general
problem. ‘Argument is always circling round the question of
fixed points’, it was stated in 1933. ‘Too many of them are apt
to keep programmes and listeners in a rut: they may make it
difficult to fit in unusual programmes of unusual length. . ..
To combine convenient regularity with stimulating irregularity
is one of the major problems of programme building.’2

Also involved in the process of programme building was the
assessment of the size of ‘potential audience’. It was recognized
in the 1930s that ‘peak times’ of listening were from 8 to 9.30
in the evening, and it was generally assumed, although not
tested until 1937 and 1938, that Saturday night yielded a maxi-
mum audience for entertainment. At the end of the period it
was estimated that by 10.30 in the evening half the listening
public had switched off their sets for the night and that after
11 o’clock only one listener in five was actually listening. ‘After
midnight only a small fraction remained.’s

Interest in listeners’ habits—and in the social composition
of the ‘great audience’—was slow to develop.+ At first, there
was more interest in the quality of reception and the anti-
social behaviour of ‘oscillators’ who spoiled other listeners’
evenings. As early as 1930, however, both Gielgud and Siep-
mann, the one concerned with entertainment, the other with
education, stressed the necessity for some sort of systematic
rescarch into the social psychology of regular listening. The
members of the Central Council for Broadcast Adult Education
had been pressing for the appointment ofa ‘salaried investigator’
even before that. They wanted a man who would find out ‘the
most suitable times for broadcast talks for different sections of
the listening public, general preferences for subjects, the extent
of continuity of listening, the most suitable length of talks, the

! J. Payne, Signature Tune (1947), p. 35.
* H. Matheson, Broadcasting (1933), pp. 49-50. See also above, p. 49.
3 BBC Handbook (1940), p. 77. 4+ See above, pp. 67 fT.
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psychological effect of microphone personality, and the extent
to which broadcast talks lead to a follow-up of any kind, e.g.
reading’.” This was an over-ambitious list of objectives, and it is
difficult to imagine what kind of man would have been quali-
fied to pursue them. It was natural, however, that adult educa-
tionists should seck information about their audience before

Frigidity on the 9.15. A suspected oscillator in doubtful social popularity.

22. Anti-Social Behaviour: A Bateman Cartoon

they planned programmes: after all, similar ‘listening-end’ work
had been thought to be indispensable in the Kent experiment
in schools broadcasting.2

Whereas in the United States listener research began as a
branch of market research—in an endeavour to give the listener
‘what he wants’3>—in Britain the first pressures came from people
who wanted to develop educational programmes. A number of
proposals were put forward in 1929, 1930, and 1931, when
Caradog Jones, Mrs. Webb, Professor Bowley, and Professor
Saunders Lewis were consulted; and at least one local survey
of listening habits was made by H. C. Shearman, then a

! *Central Council for Broadcast Adult Education, Executive Committee,
Memorandum on Survey of Listening Public, Sept. 1929.

2 See above, p. 191.
3 See above, p. 46.

C 1995 s
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W.E.A. tutor, of six villages in north and mid-Bedfordshire.!
More ambitious schemes were dropped, however, mainly on
grounds of finance.2 One early project, based on answers to 115
questions from a sample of 10,000 listeners, was dismissed as
good material to hand over to John Watt for a variety sketch.3
For long it was true that the schools occupied ‘the unique posi-
tion of being the only section of wireless listeners able by means
of thorough questioning to influence the choice of its pro-
grammes’.4

Reith himself was uneasy about the possible implications of
listener research—particularly about the value judgements
underlying the demand for its—but as the ‘great audience’
grew in size and the number of BBC programmes increased,
pressure for more listener research from inside the organization
was considerable. ‘It becomes important not only for sectional
interests . . . but also to adapt the service in matters of timing
to social requirements related to the hours of leisure’, a BBC
official put it in 1932. ‘Much, of course, has been achieved and
can still be achieved by a process of trial and error, but one is
left in the isolation of headquarters with the uneasy sense that
the service is still inadequate to the potential demand.’¢

Those people inside the BBC who were concerned not with
sectional interests but with the tastes and preferences of the
large majority were not silent in this domestic argument. An
undated memorandum from the Outside Broadcast Depart-
ment, for example, asked for information about the relative

1 *C.C.B.A.E. Executive Committee, Minutes, 13 Dec. 1930; Siepmann to
R. H. Eckersley, 17 July 1930.

2 *C.C.B.A.E. Executive Committee, Minutes, 15 Jan. 1930, for an abortive
proposal to prepare ‘a statistical survey of the needs and tastes of listeners in isolated
areas’. The Eighth Report of the Executive Committee of the C.C.B.A.E. outlined a
proposal for a statistical survey, covering the whole field of broadcasting, which had
been prepared with the collaboration of Professor Bowley. It had been turned down
by the Director-General and Governors on the grounds that it was too elaborate and
expensive. Alternative proposals made by the Corporation also lapsed in 1932. They
are set out in the BBC Year Book (1932), pp. 161-3. For the Corporation’s negative
attitude, Board Meeting Minutes, 14 Jan. 1931.

3 *Atkinson to Carpendale, 24 July 1930.

+ *BBC Press Release, 22 Nov. 1935. The number of teachers’ reports increased
from 600 in 1932 to 8,788 in 1936. Undated Note by Sir Stephen Tallents on
Listener Research.

s See above, pp. 55 fT.

¢ BBC Year Book (1932), ‘A Survey of Listeners’, p. 162.
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appeal of running commentaries and eye-witness accounts
given after the event. Among the other questions it raised were:
‘Do listeners prefer operas relayed from the stage to those
arranged for broadcasting specially by ourselves?’, ‘Do listeners
prefer what may roughly be described as the tone, or effect
of a concert relayed from outside, to one in the dampened
atmosphere of studios?’, ‘Does the listener prefer short excerpts
from operas and musical comedies rather than the whole per-
formance lasting up to two hours?’, and ‘In religious broad-
casts, what is the relative popularity of outside Church Services
compared with those in the studio?’

Many of these questions were answered weekly in the cor-
respondence columns of the Radio Times and in letters from
listeners received in the Programme Correspondence Section.?
To Gielgud and Siepmann, however, this flow of information
and views was quite inadequate and—even more important—
quite unrepresentative. ‘I cannot help feeling more and more
strongly that we are fundamentally ignorant as to how our
various programmes are received, and what is their relative
popularity’, Gielgud complained after a meeting of the Pro-
gramme Board in May 1930. ‘It must be a source of considerable
disquiet to many people besides myself to think that it is quite
possible that a very great deal of our money and time and effort
may be expended on broadcasting into a void.’s

Graves, who was Assistant Director of Programmes in 1930,
supported Gielgud’s views: indeed he had asked Gielgud to
prepare his memorandum on the subject.t Neither he nor
Gielgud, however, had much trust in questionnaires as guides
to listeners’ habits and preferences: they were more interested
at the time in comprehensive foreign surveys of listening habits,
particularly a German inquiry, complete with Hollerith
machines, in the Berlin region in 1928-9; a plebiscite arranged
by the Danish Post Office; and the Starch Report, an American

Y *Survey of Listeners’ Views from the Point of View of Ouiside Broadcasts.

2 See above, pp. 67 fI.

3 *Programme Board Minutes, g May 1930; Memorandum by V. Gielgud,
12 May 1930, ‘Listeners’ Reactions to Programmes’.

4 *Graves to R. H. Eckersley, 15 May 1930. Eckersley wrote a note in pencil to
Siepmann at the end of this memorandum: ‘Before I take this any further I would
be glad to know what you have in mind from your angle as to an exploration of
this kind.’ Eckersley later approved in an undated pencilled note.
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test made by the sampling method.! The results of these foreign
inquiries were summarized by C. F. Atkinson, and Siepmann
gave his support to the idea of systematic British inquiry, sharing
Gielgud and Atkinson’s view that ‘some alteration in our present
system of measuring the reaction of the public is required’. He
said that he had no faith in the soundness of the conclusions
reached from the perusal of listeners’ correspondence, but he
urged that an inquiry should be not so much statistical—count-
ing heads—as sociological—finding out more about ‘types and
tastes among the various classes of society and in the various
parts of England’. By itself, he added, a single inquiry would
not be enough: there should rather be a regular ‘intelligence
service’ with BBC officers scattered throughout the regions.>

Something of the difficulty surrounding such projects is
brought out in a difference of opinion, or at least of language,
between Gielgud and Siepmann in their memoranda of 1g930.
Behind the difference were other people’s fundamental dif-
ferences of approach. Gielgud said that he had been surprised
by a remark made by Stobart in the Programme Board that
‘broadcasting is not and should not be democratic’. ‘It seems
to me,” Gielgud confessed, ‘that there is no other entertain-
ment in the world which is so much at the mercy of every single
member of its audience as is broadcasting.’ Siepmann replied
in language very similar to that of Reith. ‘I do not share Giel-
gud’s view on the democratic issue. However complete and
effective any survey we launch might be, I should still be con-
vinced that our policy and programme building should be based
first and last upon our own conviction as to what should and
should not be broadcast. As far as meeting public demand is
concerned, I believe that the right way is to provide for a more
conscious differentiation of objective within our daily pro-
gramme,’?

! *Memorandum by C. F. Atkinson, 15 May 1930. David Starch’s report on
‘the entire United States’ with a special survey of the Pacific Coast was made for
the National Broadcasting Company; 18,000 families were personally questioned
by investigators. Atkinson prepared a further paper called ‘Notes as to Statistical
Surveys carried out in Germany, Denmark and U.S.A.’ He noted that there had
been strong American opposition to questions in the 1931 census as to whether the
form-filler owned a radio. The object of this, the critics explained, was to provide
‘the Owen Young interests’ with ‘talking points in their efforts to sell programme

time to advertisers’. ? *Memorandum by C. A. Siepmann, 26 May 1g30.
3 *Ibid.; Gielgud’s memorandum of 12 May 1g30.
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In the background of these discussions, Reith was an in-
terested observer. He was prepared to join Siepmann in con-
sulting Seebohm Rowntree in June 1930 about the most effective
techniques of research, but he believed that, however much
Siepmann might distinguish between objectives, the introduc-
tion of regular listener research would inevitably have the
effect of influencing, even of dictating, programme policy: in
the distance he feared the shadowy shape of programme plan-
ning based on programme rating, on what Clancy Sigal was
to call ‘the tyranny of Tam’.! Stobart’s approach was more old-
fashioned and prejudiced. ‘As I hold very strongly that the
ordinary listener does not know what he likes, and is tolerably
well satisfied, as shown by correspondence and licence figures,
with the mixed fare now offered, I cannot escape feeling that
any money, time or trouble spent upon elaborate enquiries into
his tastes and preferences would be wasted.’2

Apparently this view was shared by some even of the younger
people inside the BBC. ‘The real degradation of the BBC
started’, Lionel Fielden has written, ‘with the invention of the
hellish department which is called ‘““Listener Research”. That
Abominable Statistic is supposed to show “what listeners lzke”
—and, of course, what they like is the red-nosed comedian and
the Wurlitzer organ.’3

Such forthright language evades most of the issues. Listener
research, when it came, did not, in its early phases, dictate
programme policy. The attempt to know more about the public
is not the same as ‘pandering’ to every demand ‘from below’.
Given the increase in the size of the audience and the ‘output’

1 *Reith to Graves, 12 June 1930. C. Sigal, ‘The Tyranny of Tam’ in the New
Statesman, 20 Oct. 1961. Rowntree suggested an inquiry based on the detailed
investigation of one street in London.

2 *Stobart to Siepmann, 29 May 1930. He attached a passage from a newspaper:
‘A questionnaire, about 42 feet long, and containing 1,630 questions was sent to
all collective farms in its district by the Seed Trust of Omsk. The government
quickly annulled the document and punished the respansible officials.” Cf. Alan
Howland’s reply to a request to embark upon a survey of children’s attitudes to
Children’s Hour: ‘I do not think any useful purpose could be served by my sub-
mitting a questionnaire with regard to the Children’s Hour. We already hold two
“Request Weeks” every year, and are in close touch with Children’s Hour listeners.
Any further enquiries, I fear, would only serve to confuse the issue.” *Howland to
Graves, 30 June 1930. The Children’s Hour request weeks were well advertised
in advance and elicited up to 8,000 replies (*Note by D. McCulloch, 31 Dec. 1935).

3 L. Fielden, The Natural Bent (1960), p. 109.
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of programmes, more careful attention to the problems de-
scribed by both Gielgud and Siepmann was ultimately neces-
sary. In a segmented and stratified society, also, there were few
instinctive ways of knowing what people of different ages and
of different social groups really believed and felt. The obvious
preference of a large number of BBC listeners for the continental
commercial programmes added a sense of urgency to the quest
for information, yet at the same time made those people who
were afraid of research reluctant to have their worst fears con-
firmed.! In national perspective the reluctance to find out
about the listening habits of listeners was one aspect of the
general unwillingness of Englishmen in the 1930s to take full
stock of their position. Hilda Matheson rightly complained in
1935 that more attention was being paid to social change in
primitive socicties than to the social effects of radio in Britain.2

Yet although Miss Matheson sympathized with the demand
for organized listener research, she also appreciated the intense
sociological interest of the unsolicited listeners’ letters.? “The
majority of such correspondents are very ordinary people,
including “the cabman’s wife in Wigan” and dozens of that
type, not the sort who writes to the papers: they cover literally
every walk of life. I have seen in this way some of the most
interesting letters I have ever seen in my life, and a personal
scrutiny of them and of others has been of real help to us.’* The
Programme Correspondence Section continued in existence
throughout the 1ggos: although its conclusions were often
impugned, it played an essential part in the BBC’s system of
public relations. ‘I don’t believe that correspondence is value-
less, that it should be disregarded with impunity, or that it is
written mainly by cranks’, R. W. P. Cockburn exclaimed in
June 1936.5 Like Hilda Matheson, however, he did not object
to ‘useful developments’ in listener research.

No definite decision about the launching of research was
taken in the light of the discussions of 1930, and after a long delay
the matter was raised again by Gielgud in November 1933.

1 See above, pp. 54-55-

2 H. Matheson, ‘Listener Research in Broadcasting’ in the Sociological Review,
vol. xxvii (1935), pp. 408-22.

3 See above, p. 68

+ *H. Matheson to Graves, 28 May 1930.
s *R. W. P. Cockburn to M. G. Farquharson, 10 June 1936.
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Press criticism, he said, was trivial or biased. Letters received,
pace Hilda Matheson and Cockburn, were written for the most
part by ‘ego-maniacs, cranks, axe-grinders or the incorrigibly
idle who can find nothing better to do’. Once more he pleaded
that the BBC should pay more attention to ‘listeners’ real reac-
tions to our work’. ‘What does the listener—whether at Wigan,
Chipping Sodbury, Stow-on-the-Wold or in the Western Isles
—really feel about the broadcasting programme in which his
interest is apparently not subservient to that of audiences in
the Queen’s Hall or St. George’s Hall?” He (Gielgud) was still
just as much ‘in the dark’, he went on, as he ever had been.
‘It is, in fact, only when I occasionally give a lecture in public
that I begin to have the slightest idea as to what listeners think
of our dramatic work.’!

Lindsay Wellington agreed with Gielgud that the desire for
a ‘barometer of public opinion’ was ‘inevitable and proper’, but
doubted whether it could ever be gratified. There was too much
‘guessing’ about listeners’ reactions, but the trouble with Giel-
gud’s ideas was that they were ‘Utopian’. ‘We have so many
publics (and no Public) that I doubt the existence of “the
average listener” unless he is so low a common denominator of
licence payers that we could not possibly arrange broadcasting
to implement his wishes.’?

It was perhaps to meet Wellington’s objections that in March
1934 Gielgud made a very particular and very precise appeal
to listeners to let him know by letter what they thought of radio
plays. ‘Write to us and say, as candidly, as clearly and as
categorically as you can whatyou feel about the whole question.
Are there too many plays broadcast? Are there too few? Do you
hear the sort of plays you like to hear? . . . To some extent, our
future dramatic policy will depend upon the result of this
appeal.’s Over 12,000 letters were received in response to this
direct request.+

Suggestions that there should be a listeners’ panel to ccllect
views on the work of other BBC departments were turned down,
however, as was a proposal for ‘intensive research’ put forward

I *Gielgud to R. H. Eckersley, 18 Nov. 1933.

2 *Wellington to R. H. Eckersley, 21 Nov. 1933.

3 *V, Gielgud, Broadcast Appeal, 8, 9 Mar. 1934.

4+ *Gielgud to Dawnay, 17 Apr. 1934. Of the 12,726 letters, only 323 were in
general ‘critically adverse’.
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by Maurice Gorham, the editor of the Radio Times, and Pro-
fessor T. H. Pear.! By March 1935 Atkinson was returning
patiently to ideas which he had first expressed five years before.
‘Analysis of listeners’, he reported, ‘is not the same thing as
analysis of listeners’ (real or supposed) programme preferences.’
The main object of a new inquiry would be to find out who the
listener was and when he listened to this and that sort of material
—in other words, to establish an electoral register, not to carry
out a plebiscite.

In 1930 Atkinson had referred to evidence collected in the
Germany of the Weimar Republic: in 1935 he had more power-
ful German ammunition at his disposal. The Times had recently
concluded that ‘the phenomenal success of Nazi broadcasting
in 1935’ as compared with ‘the relative failure of its first crude
efforts’ in 1933 and 1934 was due to the fact that ‘the most
elaborate measures’ had been taken ‘(a) to get a picture of the
community and () to engage its interest’. The same, Atkinson
added, was true of Russia.z Atkinson restated his case in August
1935—this time with references to the highly controversial
experience of the British Peace Ballot as well as to Nazi broad-
casting.? He pointed out also that in the task of compiling the
BBC Annual he had heard from a lot of people inside the BBC
that they wanted far more information about listeners.

Yet once again the whole question of organizing a gencral
scheme of research was shelved. At the Director-General’s meet-
ing in August 1935 it was decided to leave over decisions until
Sir Stephen Tallents, who had just been appointed Controller
of Public Relations, had surveyed the position for himself+

! *Memorandum by M. Gorham, ‘What Listeners Like: Intensive Research’,
20 Aug. 1934. For Gorham’s considered views on listener research, see Sound and
Fury (1948), pp. 58-60. For other proposals by J. S. A. Salt, see a note on a
Talks Listening Panel, 12 Nov. 1934. Rose-Troup was not impressed: ‘Mr. Salt’s
suggestion, which at first sight looks attractive, is one which comes forward with
a fair amount of regularity from newcomers to ourorganisation. It is a scheme which
has been turned down with equal regularity.’ Rose-Troup to Pocock, 14 Nov. 1934.

3 The Times, 15 Feb. 1935; *Memorandum by C. F. Atkinson, ‘Listener
Analysis’, 1 Mar. 1935.

3 *Memorandum by C. F. Atkinson, ‘Listener Survey’, 2 Aug. 1935.

* *The D.G.’s meeting took place on 13 Aug. 1935: at this period D.G.’s meet-
ings had taken the place of the Control Board meetings. See below, p. 435. For
Tallents, see above, p. 19 and below, p. 448. *See also a note by Graves, 14 Aug.
1935: ‘I feel this subject is definitely one that might be handed to Tallents to chew
over’, with an addendum by Carpendale: ‘Keep for Sir Stephen Tallents’s arrival.’
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Nicolls put the position as it was before Tallents’s arrival with
great succinctness and force. All the old objections remained.
To add to them, there was ‘the main objection’ of them all.
A large-scale inquiry would not even tell the BBC much that
it did not already know. ‘For instance, the ballot would tell us
that large numbers of people like dance music, other large
numbers have high tea at six and listen to the early evening
programmes and then go to bed early, etc. If any surprising
information came out of the plebiscite [the term lingered], we
would not accept it, except in the case where the plebiscite was
an absolutely complete one of every licence holder: otherwise
we would say that it was a freak result. I do not say that such
a survey would not be valuable, either on policy grounds, i.e.
as a stunt, or for the effect it might have on staff who were
closely in touch with the conducting of it, but I think that the
least valuable result would be the actual information received.’t

Tallents had the reputation of being interested in ‘stunts’—
in widespread press publicity, exhibitions, ‘and so forth’. Yet
as the New Statesman remarked, he was also ‘a cultured and pro-
gressive man’ who could be relied upon ‘to “sell” an idea with
the minimum of vulgarity’.? Some of the press comments on his
appointment linked it directly to the need for listener research.
‘At present the BBC has to depend mainly for its contacts with
the public on the letters it gets from all those who listen to its
entertainment. Letters are a better contact than none at all,
but after all, the man or woman who, having heard a pro-
gramme he likes or dislikes, sits down and writes to the BBC to
say what he thinks and why is rather an exceptional than a
representative member of the audience. Ought there not tc be
some genuinely representative body like the Committee of
Businessmen which I believe is occasionally consulted by the
Post Office? [Tallents had been in charge of public relations
at the Post Office.] You want a Consumers’ Council, so to say,
to guide the policy of the BBC programmes.’3

This was just what Reith did not want. Nor did a large section

1 *Memorandum by B. E. Nicolls, ‘Listener Survey’, 14 Aug. 1935.

% New Statesman, 13 July 1935. It added, ‘Sir Stephen Tallents has . . . something
of a philosophy of publicity—he believes in the possibility of making democracy
function through the work of the sympathetic interpreter of chaotic group opinion.’

3 Daily Sketch, 10 July 1935. Some newspapers had been running ‘radio popu-
larity ballots’ of their own. See above, p. 70.
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of the programme builders within the BBC want it. They might
demand more sociological information or better public relations,
but they did not want to rest programme policy on declared
public preferences. Many sections of the press supported this
fundamental approach. ‘The BBC ought never to be too anxious
to please the public at all costs. . . . The promoter of entertain-
ment who tries slavishly to follow public taste is always left
behind and it is the promoter with the courage and the insight
to lead the public tactfully towards new satisfactions who is
rewarded in the end. Sir John Reith has done a great deal to
enlarge British conceptions of entertainment, and at the same
time he has striven valiantly to expose the fallacy of the tradition
that education must always be dull. There does not seem, there-
fore, to be any urgent need for the BBC to revise drastically its
own policy or its attitude to the public.’t

Tallents, however, went forward on his own lines. In private
letters and in public speeches alike, he urged the need for ‘sub-
stantial’ listener research. Describing his post to his son in a
letter probably written early in 1936, he said that he was work-
ing out a scheme for ‘what we call listener research’. ‘We want
to know more than we do about the habits and tastes of listeners
in different parts of the country and at different times of the
year. . . . As to people’s habits, there is a lot of information to
be got indirectly from indirect sources such as gas and electric
light companies—and even water companies, for the water
engineer at Portsmouth has just sent us a graph showing how
every one ceased to use water for cooking, washing etc. while
the broadcast of the King’s Funeral was on.’2 With the help of
his friend and colleague, A. P. Ryan, who had worked with him
at the Empire Marketing Board, he went through all the old
files on listener research which had accumulated since the Kent
experiment of 1926, preparing his own résumé as he went
along.? He also consulted the heads of departments, not all of
whom were able or willing to give him much assistance.4 The

! Yorkshire Post, 10 July 1935.

2 Undated Note by Tallents to his son, probably written in Feb. 1936 (Tallents
Papers).

3 *SirStephenTallents, ‘Past and Present Practicesin Listener Research’,undated.

4 *Rose-Troup, then Director of Talks, replied, for example: ‘I doubt whether
any one can say that anything in the nature of Listener Research in the current
meaning of the phrase has ever been undertaken.” Memorandum of 20 Dec. 1935.
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material he collected provided the basis for a paper which was
submitted to the General Advisory Council of the BBC in
January 1936.!

This interesting paper distinguished between four different
kinds of research—research into listeners’ habits, of the sort that
had always been advocated; research into the efficiency of the
different broadcasting techniques (Mary Somerville insisted on
this) ;2 research into listeners’ preferences; and research into
‘reactions of a type which are of more direct interest to the
psychologist or sociologist than to the BBC’—for example,
whether the coming of wireless tended to strengthen family
life. The last kind of research was suggested by Professor T. H.
Pear, who had long been advocating this line of inquiry and
who was one of the few people who had pronounced upon the
subject in public.

The clear distinction between the third kind of research
—analysis of listeners’ preferences—and the other three was par-
ticularly useful since there had been for so long so many blur-
ring misunderstandings of the difference. Tallents was at pains
to insist, indeed, that ‘the surrender of programme policy to
a plebiscite would undermine the responsibilities imposed on
the BBC by its Charter’. In his conclusion he also made the
important point, first enunciated by Atkinson, that listener
research required expert and specialized management unless
money and effort were to be wasted and work duplicated.

At the General Advisory Council of 13 January 1936 Tallents’s
distinctions and suggestions were discussed in an ‘exploratory’
fashion.? From the chair, William Temple, then Archbishop
of York, stated that in his view it would be unfortunate if a
great deal of money were spent in elaborate research: data
was needed, but there were inexpensive means of getting
‘representative and authoritative opinions’. Sir Arthur Salter
and Professor Ernest Barker supported this view also, the former
adding, like Reith, that he distrusted all large-scale methods,
large masses of correspondence, and even the simplest and most
carefully drawn up questionnaires. Principal J. H. Nicholson,

1 *BBC General Advisory Council, ‘Listener Research’, Jan. 1936.

2 *Undated Note for Tallents on ‘Enquiries Already Undertaken’.

3 *General Advisory Council, Precis of Discussion of 13 Jan. 1936. For the role
of the General Advisory Council, see below, pp. 470 fI.
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who was so directly involved in the BBC’s plans for adult
education, warmly supported Tallents’s memorandum, noting
that the organized listener groups could play an active part
in any plan of research: they were ‘a special constituency of
regular listeners with an importance out of proportion to their
numbers’.!

With this discussion in mind, it is scarcely surprising that the
first steps taken to discover listeners’ reactions were of the most
modest kind. Reith himself wrote to Salter after the meeting
agreeing with his view and going on to add that if anything was
to be done with respect to listeners’ habits, ‘I do not think that
it need be very much, and certainly nothing formal’. The
General Advisory Council itself might make soundings: small
pancls of listeners—they were later called ‘glow worms’—should
be seen by members of the Council or by Governors, and
should be encouraged to put forward new ideas for broadcasts.?

There is no evidence that such pancls ever met. Regional
questionnaires were sent out, however, in some parts of the
country—a Scottish questionnaire, for example, sent to 114
‘known listeners’, gg of whom had written to the BBC about
programmes and 15 to ‘personal friends’ of George Burnett in
Edinburgh. Cardiff suggested a Welsh questionnaire addressed
not to people who had written in about programmes—‘after
all,’ a regional representative noted, ‘they are people of a
rather unusual mentality’—but to people who would write to
the BBC asking for questionnaire forms after an appeal had
been made over the air.3 This idea was turned down by Tallents
on the grounds that ‘any such job wants doing more carefully
and on a properly thought out plan’.+

Among the other modest proposals which were put into prac-
tice at this time was a scries of talks to listener groups and
women’s meetings. Tallents himself addressed a large-scale
Women’s Conference in April 1936. The BBC, he told his
hearers, wanted to take listeners into its confidence and to learn
from them. ‘This was not altogether easy, when its audience

! For Nicholson and the Listener Groups, see above, pPp. 223 ff.

2 *Unsigned Memorandum of 14 Jan. 1936; Note on a meeting with Salter on

15 Jan. 1936.

3 *Results of Questionnaire sent to Listeners, Jan. 1936; Note from Miss N. G.
Jenkins to Tallents, 20 Feb. 1936.

4 *Note by Tallents, 25 Feb. 1936.
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had grown to be the whole Nation.’! In an article in Jokn Bull in
December 1935 he had written that there was nosubject on which
the BBC spent as much anxious study as the problem of meeting
‘the infinitely various needs of its vast listcning audience’. ‘It is
a study which should last as long as broadcasting endures.’

In a memorandum of March 1936, addressed to Carpendale,
Tallents stated that he had got a clearer idea of what a ‘listener
research’ organization could and should do. Reith had eventu-
ally agreed to his experimenting on a limited scale with such
research, and Tallents began to set out the terms of his analysis.
Research concerning listeners’ habits demanded expert treat-
ment from psychologists and sociologists: research concerning
listeners’ tastes depended upon the building up of a ‘sensitive
network of selected listeners throughout the country from whom
we can get reports on particular points . . . (a small gratuity,
such as a free copy of The Listener might be offered to these super
glow worms)’; research concerning listeners’ sets required the
co-operation of the radio trade. The third kind of research was
still important in relation to the other two. ‘Information about
the capacity of sets in constant use is very important to pro-
gramme building, and even to regional structure.’?

Tallents suggested that a special BBC officer should be
appointed to deal with all research problems, and this proposal
was accepted by the Control Board on 10 March 1936.4 Car-
pendale suggested the appointment of Atkinson who had written
so many memoranda about research: in fact C. V. Salmon was
chosen.s Associated with him was a small ‘Listener Research
Group’, which included Tallents, Maurice Farquharson, with
whom Salmon had been working, Ryan, Siepmann, and Atkin-
son.5 Tallents tried to enrol F. W. Fox of the Post Office’s
research department as a member of this group, but Sir Donald
Banks of the Post Office said that he was so busy that he could
not take on any additional work.?

1 *Report on the Women’s Conference, 24 Apr. 1936.

2 John Bull, 14 Dec. 1935. Reith congratulated Tallents on this article.

3 *Tallents to Carpendale, 6 Mar. 1936.

4 *Control Board Minutes, 10 Mar. 1936. The Board said that ‘this assistant
should be drawn from existing staff if possible’. ‘Research was to be selective,
specialized and more or less informal.’

s *Note appended to Tallents’s letter of 6 Mar. 1936.

6 *Control Board Minutes, 28 Apr. 1936.

7 #*Tallents to Sir Donald Banks, 15 Apr. 1936; Banks to Tallents, 23 Apr. 1936.
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The first meeting of the group, planned for May 1936, does
not appear ever to have been held, and a few months later
R. J. E. Silvey of the London Press Exchange was appointed

“TUNER'S”
Questionnaire

What kind of
Programme do
YOU like on the
Wireless ?

“Tuner,” “The Yorkshire Observer”
wireless critic, asks you to indicate the type of
programme you like best on the voting form

printed inside this circular.

Will you kindly fill it up and hand it
to our representative when he calls

for it in the course of the next few

days ?
23. A Newspaper Poll

from outside the BBC to assist Tallents with listener research.
He had been with the London Press Exchange since 1929 and
was part author of the book The Home Market. It was Silvey
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who was to build up through the years a highly organized
system of listener research.! His appointment coincided with an
increase in outside interest. A number of newspapers organized
listening polls; Professor Pear gathered together a group of
psychologists to discuss ‘twenty-five problems suitable for listener
research investigation’; across the Atlantic there was talk of the
invention at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology of a new
‘radio meter’ to test the preferences of radio audiences; in the
British radio trade there were proposals for a Radio Develop-
ment Association to conduct advertising and market research;
and in March 1936 the Institute of Incorporated Practitioners
in Advertising had prepared a survey of the radio listening habits
of the public, based on 20,000 interviews.

Evidence of this kind was carefully scrutinized inside the
BBC, although one continuing sceptic said that the Institute’s
document was ‘not worth the paper it is printed on as the sam-
pling is only 20,000’. As for the radio meter, it was based on
a quantitative fallacy, which could ruin programme building.
What was thought to be more useful evidence concerned the use
of audience research by competing or complementary media.
It was noted with interest that there were sharp seasonal
fluctuations in cinema audiences, and that the Spectator had
sent out a questionnaire inviting its readers to criticize its con-
tent and format and to make suggestions for the future.?

When Silvey began working for the BBC, available evidence
from outside, trustworthy or untrustworthy, suggested that
‘average listening’ was about four hours a day; that about a
third of the listeners listened for as much as 37} hours a week;
that over three-quarters of the listeners spent one-sixth of their
listening time hearing light music; that a half listened to all
studio variety programmes; that variety or theatre relays were
by far the favourite programmes; that four out of ten listeners
never listened to an educational talk and two out of ten never
listened to a talk of any kind; that 16 per cent. of listeners never

1 *General Advisory Council, Report for Sept. 1936; BBC Press Release, 18
Sept. 1936.

2 *Memorandum from R. Judson, 16 Mar. 1933. Judson was Advertisement
Manager of the BBC. Also *Note by Tallents on Pear’s projects, 5 June 1936 ; New
York Herald Tribune, 16 Mar. 1936 ; Broadcaster’s Review, 16 Apr. 1936.

3 *Note on S. Rowson’s Statistical Survey of the Cinema Industry in Great Britain in
1934; Note by Tallents on a Spectator dinner, 2 Mar. 1936 (Tallents Papers).
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listened to religious services; that the best listening hour was
from 8 p.m. to 9 p.m.; that programmes ‘tailed off’ after
9 o’clock; that large numbers of listeners did not listen after
10 o’clock; and that two-thirds of listeners never listened after
11 o’clock.!

Drawing on evidence collected from the seven chief relay
exchanges, Garry Allighan, a radio journalist, concluded that
the highest recorded audience (91 per cent.) was for the King’s
Christmas talk, that Music Hall attracted 60 per cent. of listeners,
and that even the Foundations of Music, frequently attacked by
‘lowbrows’, had a rating of 15 per cent. Allighan also noted
that on Sundays the percentage of relay listeners listening to
BBC programmes varied from as low a figure as 10 per cent. to
35 per cent. and that the percentage listening to continental
programmes reached as high a figure as 80 per cent., depending
on the BBC alternative. Only on exceptional occasions did more
than 35 per cent. listen to the BBC.2 These figures were not
quite borne out by the Advertising Institute’s survey, which
estimated a maximum Radio Luxembourg audience of 45°7 per
cent. on Sundays.

The Institute tried to break down the public in terms of social
class. Interest in commercial radio programmes was greatest in
Class C of the population, those with chief wage-earners receiv-
ing £5 a week or less. The programme preferences of this class
were markedly different from Class A, where the chief income
receiver was in receipt of an income of £600 a year and up-
wards. In Class C 82-5 per cent. of the sample put variety as
their favourite type of programme: in Class A 655 per cent.
The figures for serious talks were 19-5 per cent. and 37°1 per
cent.

Silvey’s own researches began in the spring of 1937 with a
series of inquiries into ‘particular’ audiences. The first to be
chosen was the audience for drama and features: 350 listeners,
whose only qualification was a known interest in this work—
they were not expected to have technical knowledge—were
asked to co-operate by completing questionnaires about each
play or feature programme which they heard over a period of

! These estimates are based on the newspaper reports and other reports cited
above.

2 *Garry Allighan, Note of 11 Dec. 1935.
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four months. This unpaid panel was composed of ‘men and
women of all ages, drawn from all parts of the country, and
included civil servants, miners, shop assistants, teachers, work-
ing-class housewives, and unemployed workers’.!

Its conclusions were that plays were often not easy to follow,
that plays specially written for radio had not on the whole been
very satisfactory, that background music was often too loud,
that effects were often too insistent, that the construction of
features was less successful than the choice of sub