Interview with Adrienne Catherwood
Transcribed 10/05/25
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Brief Summary: Adrienne Catherwood discusses her career history, how she prepared herself for the role through education, yet was inexperienced in front of the camera, how she navigated professional relationships in work, her experience on Romper Room, and the different attitudes towards protecting women in the workplace back then.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Int: 00:00 and-and reframe 00:02
AC: 00:03 Wait till the cloud comes over again, can’t see which way they’re going 00:07
Other: 00:07 Alright Jeannie 00:08
Int: 00:08 yes  uh-uh 00:09
Other: 00:10 In a wee second 00:11
Int: 00:11 yes 00:12
Int: 00:12 Do you remember the old clapperboard 00:13
Other: 00:13 This is the cheap version 00:14
Int: 00:14 This is an Albert board 00:16
AC: 00:16 Well done, you 00:17
Other: 00:19 OK, we’re rolling 00:20
Int: 00:22 So, can you tell me first, think back to those early days, when did you join UTV and what was your first job? 00:28
AC: 00:29 Well, it was an advertisement in the papers, saying that they wanted front of camera staff, and they wanted an announcer, or several announcers, possibly, and they wanted people who could do interviews and so on. And of course I went ‘Oh, that’s the job I would love to do.’ Now, actually I had been to Guildhall School of Music and Drama in London, I had worked for two years in the arts theatre and I did BBC plays for Ronnie Mason in what was then BBC. So my CV I suppose, was quite good, but I still thought I probably would never get the job, because I knew there was hundreds of people trying to apply and it seemed like a, terribly exciting thing to do, you know, the cutting age of technology, Television! Now, you know, everyone takes it for granted; was it going to be in black and white. And everybody had little sort of 12- or 14-inch screens. However, it seemed like a very glamorous job, and I thought it would be brilliant. So there was a whole lot of interviews, and then there was camera tests, and, I mean, to cut a long story short, I got the little letter, tiny little letter - still have it - saying that they would like to offer me the job. Well, there were five people doing front of camera, and that was Jamie Green, Brian Dirkin, and myself, we were going to announce. And were meant to be like- I was meant to be the girl next door. I knew a lot about programs, and I was telling the viewers what was happening and giving them a little bit more information and-- doing headlines because we didn’t do full news at that time. We’d come to an agreement with BBC- they did News and, basically, we did Entertainment. We did Headlines, and we did Sport and we did Weather. So, all of those things came under the umbrella - if you’d like - of an announcer. And of course that was good, and I’d managed it, and none of us had any experience whatsoever on Television. I mean, now people do media studies and things, we’d no idea. We made many mistakes, but we learnt from them quickly because, you know when people are watching you- thousands, thousands in those days - you know, you knew everybody was going to be like she got it wrong, or she overran, which was a big thing too, you couldn’t get the timing right. 02:46
Anyway, we learnt quickly. Oh, and I enjoyed the job enormously. And then I began to be asked to do other things, and get involved.  I didn’t get anything extra paid, but it was expected that you would do various programs. For me it was mostly women’s issues, one was called a “Matter of Taste”, and another one was “Women Only” and there was a bit of fashion, bit of hairdressing, a bit of makeup, perhaps something about new fashion in shoes, Cuban heels came in around that time. And then they would have a chef from one of the restaurants in Belfast, and you’re going like, ‘That’s never going to work’ under the television lights, and the butter had turned into sort of liquid, and they were trying to make an omelette and again we’re going ‘that’s not going to work’. And there was smoke everywhere, and people standing by with fire extinguishers, but it was brilliant! Because it was all live. And then, they, everything we did with live at that time. And then, they asked me to do a children's program called “For the Very Young” and I loved that! Because it got me back to my acting- a little bit of singing which wasn’t so good, but, yeah, I really enjoyed that. And perhaps it was through that that eventually they thought I might be good for this new program called Romper Room. So, that was how I started- people remember the Romper Room more than the announcing, and I think that it was much easier, as far as I was concerned, much easier to do Romper Room, it was just fun play with the children. A lot of organising and planning, but by and large that was, an easier job, and I really enjoyed it, it was lovely. 04:26
Int: 04:26 But, there was, infinite possibility for things to go wrong I’m sure in Romper Room 04:31
AC: 04:31 Oh, there was. My goodness and then you know, you got a little girl who said a rude poem, and it was the only time I ever remember her parents, that was by the time we had some recording and some live, and this particular one was recorded. The parents were in a terrible state that this little girl had a little rhyme that was ‘Way out West where the grass is green, a pussycat sat on a sowing machine. The sowing machine went so fast, it put six stiches in the pussycats... ear’ and I thought, ‘that doesn’t rhyme!” and I looked around and all the camera men and technicians we going (gesticulates)...  Anyway, the parents who were in the green room watching were “You can’t say that, you can’t say that!’ so, when we actually broadcast the program, somebody used the word- it sounded worse! I mean! Ear would’ve been good! Because you guessed that it was the other word. Anyway, that was just one little incident, but yes, they did leave it- or a little girl who came along and put her finger and put right up- on the lens of the camera and then another boy who got the camera and he was swinging round and they were going ‘Go away! Go away!’ Every day, but you know what was funny, it was all the things that went wrong that made it such a success. If it was just a very nice program and everyone did the right thing, that was good for me, that, everybody talked about the ones where something went wrong. And someone was telling me today that we got children from all over the province to come, and we just paid their train fare, or bus fare or something like that to come, and there was a Newry newspaper and the front page - I don’t know what else was going on in the world - had a picture of a little boy who was going to be on Romper Room, on the front page of their paper! So it was considered, you know, I don’t know, it became a bit of a cult, almost, you know, Romper Room. Later on it took other connotations which we won’t go into, but I was, I wasn’t doing it by then, because during my job in Romper Room, when I was doing that, I met my husband. We got married, had one little girl, Andrea, and then I went back, having been off for a few months, and then by the time there was another one on the way, I thought my mother had enough babysitting, so then I gave it up, and just did a bit of part-time. Now and then, so. 06:49
Int: 06:50 and I think Romper Room is almost a cult to this day, because there were all these people who thought- ‘I was on that!’ and and I think we, people meet up and 06:58
AC: 06:58 Then, I was walking my dog in Seapark in Holywood the other day, and someone came up and they said to me ‘I know who you are’ and ‘what did I did wrong’, ‘you used to be on Television’ and I said ‘yes,’ and he said, ‘I’ve got a dog too, I hear you - I see you here sometimes,’ and he said ‘Thank you for all the years of pleasure you gave us’ and I went ‘Awwww, I’ve nearly forgotten!’ You know, life has moved on to such an extent, cause it was years and years ago, and I did other things, you know, I got involved in the charity I was Northern Ireland chairman of Action Medical Research and then you know, I’ve got grandchildren and, a whole different world. And when I meet up with Ulster Television people, we go back through all these stories, and it’s just one of them. Because I made so many good friends that I still have today! 07:44
Int: 07:45 What was the atmosphere like in Ulster Television in those early days? 07:48
AC: 07:47 It was great... huge comradery, and we were all very- you know, it was a whole new toy. And nobody had much experience apart from a few people who came over from England to, knew what they were doing, mostly technicians and so forth. But, front of camera were all brand new at the job, and therefore, we, we were became close friends. And it’s really sad because people like Aaron Mills, and Anne Greg, Jimmy Green, Brian Dirkin, they’re sadly no longer with us. And Anne was younger than me but then I would, the others would’ve been older, and yeah, I’m getting very old now. 08:25
Int: 08:25 and what about the role of women in those days? 08:28
AC: 08:28 Well, we thought we were very lucky, those of us who worked in television, that thought we were doing really exciting, groundbreaking work you know, and that that was a great job to be in - which it was! And it was well paid, for the time, and we did enjoy that, but there were, looking back on it now, you know, women now wouldn’t stand for things that we did, we had to. You know, if somebody had inappropriate behaviour, a man, in the studio perhaps, or, outside the studio, nowadays you would go and complain to somebody and say, ‘Do you know what he did, he... touched me inappropriately or something.’ Then they would’ve simply said to you ‘Oh get on with it, grow up, and deal with it yourself.’ You wouldn’t have had any opportunity to complain about somebody who was bothering you. I remember one person- who was very kind, he idled us as I learnt to drive and he asked, and he said to me, ‘how's the driving?’ And I was told you know, an instructor never teaches you how to deal with the lights, at night, you know the traffic’s is coming towards you and you think, how do I turn the lights, how do I dip the lights, so he said “I’ll take you out”, which he did, and that was fine. So, then he asked me to the cinema, which I agreed to go to, and then, he started to ask me out more like a boyfriend? And I went no, no, no, no, no, ‘it was very kind, but no that isn’t- that’s not going to happen.’ And then he worked in a job where he could actually make life difficult for me, and I would say “now we’re going over to the ITN news.” Or he used to leave me in vision! Which was naughty, and I- even then it was hard to complain, I had to go and say to him, ‘look I know what you’re doing, and you may be offended that I don’t want to go out with you socially, but please don’t drop me in it, on screen,’ I mean, but that was the kind of thing that could happen, you see now you wouldn’t tolerate it. 10:28
Int: 10:29 Yeah, so career highlight? Best moment? Anything like that? 10:32
AC: 10:33 Oh, well, I mean, one of the highlights was, in Romper Room, they sent to the Cannes Television Festival to kind of sell the program to south of Ireland, to Sweden, the Scandinavian countries and, at that time the program which was belonging to a group called “Freemantle television,” they operated from Australia, and they’d bought the rights to Romper Room for everywhere other than Canada, and America. And the original family had the bright idea of running a kind of nursery school on television, they kept the rights for North America. And, so in order to promote it I was sent to the Cannes Television Festival! How glamorous was that, that was really brilliant. And then, I also went on the maiden voyage of the Canbera, that was built in Belfast. Sadly, its last big thing was the Falklands war, it was used as sort of a trip ship there. But, that was very exciting, to fly out to Naples, and come back on the last leg of the ship, and interview the commodore, and interview the cabin boy, and, I mean, that was very exciting. I hadn’t traveled all that much at that time! I’m trying to remember, did I have to get a passport to do that? I think I might’ve done? Happily, I’ve travelled quite a lot since, and it, must’ve introduced me to cruising, cause I quite like to do that, yeah. 11:58
Int: 11:58 That is fantastic, is there anything else you would- you want to add in? I think you’ve given this a great flavour. 12:05
AC: 12:05 I think one of the great things in working in Ulster Television in those days was that, you woke up in the morning and you were so excited to go to work. You know, there was always sportsman like George Best, there was politicians who came to visit Northern Ireland, there was film stars, there was, Bing Crosby! You know, I mean I’m away back in time now! Or, there would’ve been, the Beatles came to Belfast, and anybody who was coming to do anything, Ulster Television wanted them on screen of course. So we had such an exciting time every day, you just didn’t know who you would bump into in the studio, or possibly you got to interview them and meet them! Maybe even only in makeup, but, it really was, very exciting times. People take it for granted now I think, but, we were very lucky to be in it from the beginning, very lucky, happy times. 12:55
Int: 12:56 Thank you very much 12:57
AC: 12:57 Thank you 12:57
Int: 12:57 That was excellent, and of course it would be! 12:59











