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Brief Summary: Billy worked in UTV for a brief amount of time in its infancy, he recounted his experience finding work in Northern Ireland, and his struggles with career, he was an electrician and ended up as a cameraman.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Other: 00:00 Thank you 00:00
Int: 00:03 Okay 00:05
BB: 00:06 You make yourself one. I’ve probably got one at home actually. 00:12
Int: 00:14 Bill, I’ve started by asking most people, you know, how they got into television- so, how did you how did you get into television? 00:21
BB: 00:21 Well, first of all I’m going to start off by saying that at the time I was working for the- atomic energy people in Harwell. And and I went to the boss because I was doing a particularly intricate- advanced kind of work, put it that way - and he said that “you’ve only just come to work with us” which is true. I’d only been there a couple of months. And he said that “you’d have to wait 2 years, to get any more money.” And I went and thought, if that’s it, I’m not going to argue, I’ll find another job. I looked in the paper and I saw that somebody was advertising, for people who might be me, who wanted to go into television, and they- these people called the BBC would teach you all you needed to know, and employ you! And they’d do that at their, their is a residential place and the teaching was I think, 6 weeks or something like that, So I applied for it and got a job. I’ve got a job in a place where they actually had an outdoor swimming pool, it was summer time, there was lots of lads about my age about the place. Only lads, ladies didn’t do it in those days. And we spent most of the time in the water, and I started my television career there, and that’s how I came to be whatever I went to be and luckily I probably got one of the best jobs going. Because I-they was employed with an Outside Broadcast unit where they had three cameras, a big van, some things like that, and there were only four of these units in the whole of Britain, three of which were in London, one was Manchester and I was- I went to work with one units in London. And thereafter I was doing outside broadcasts with big cameras 02:41
Int: 02:42 So what kind of events were you covering? 02:45
BB: 2:46 Right. Let’s do the ordinary one. Sunday afternoon would be an orchestral concert by the BBC orchestra in their studio which wasn’t kitted out for television, but was kitted out for sound. And so I was doing one of the three camera’s there. Now I knew nothing about orchestra’s and televisi- and camera’s- sorry, instruments and musical instruments at all. So one of the things I had to do when I went home the first night is to open a book which had pictures of the instruments with the names alongside, and try to find out what the difference was between a Cor Anglais and a chord, a Cor without any Anglais on them. And then I took that back the following day and did the best I could to point my camera where it was supposed to be pointing. And that was one kind of the job. So it was a fairly- that was two days, it was a Saturday to set the plates up and to go through- effectively what was a rehearsal - and then on Sunday, it was all dressed up, everybody's dressed up and it properly done there, and then we recorded it and people around the country could see it whilst the audience was sitting in the studio, looking at it. And, should we stop there? 04:29
Int: 04:30 mhm 04:30
BB: 04:31 okay 04:31
Int: 04:33 were you going to tell us about something else- 04:34
BB: 04:35 Well I- this this goes on, this would go on, I could do another one, a little one 04:40
Int: 04:40 Oh no, no, no, that’s fine, so, so you were doing pretty important work for the BBC in England, so how come you ended up in UTV? 04:51
BB: 04:53 Everything is a long story. First of all, I had come from London, where I was born and all that. And because I had been in the navy, that’s Royal Navy, I moved up at one time called Londonderry. I wasn’t in the Navy because I wanted to be by the way, in those days you had to do this. And I didn’t really like- came over on this, the boat one night, came here at four in the morning, it was half way raining, police man was a big man with a big black belt with a black holster on it and I didn’t like it at all. But as the train took us up to Londonderry, and I didn’t know where Londonderry was, I thought it was somewhere a bit near Scotland, but it isn’t is it really. And as I got up there, I actually looked out of the windows of the train of course, and I saw the blue smoke and sort of got it- got the atmosphere. And I just loved the place, just like that. And I spent the rest of- that hole year, messing about in Londonderry on a ship, looking for submarines or whatever. And that’s why- when I went back to London afterwards and joined the BBC, how did I get to be here? Oh, that’s right, I’d got the idea of taking pictures as well, the other thing about -that I liked- , and I wanted to get onto a proper film unit, not television, with television cameras, but the film- with the film going around. And how to get onto that, they was just starting a film unit BBC’s Film Unit in Northern Ireland and it was the first one they’d had. And they advertised and on my side of things, they wanted an electrician. And I thought, this is my chance, now, as an electrician to join this film unit of four people altogether, a sound man, two cameramen and an electrician, and I got the job as electrician, here in Belfast. And and that went on until- I can’t remember, but that’s how I came to be here in Belfast, living in Belfast. Oh, oh I remembered- the marriage! I got married! 07:48
Int: 07:48 How could you forget? 07:49
BB: 07:49 I know! Isn't it awful, don’t tell anybody. I’d met this girl actually in England and she came from Kerry. But I didn’t know where Kerry was either. But when I got over here we’d gotten to the stage where I was, we were getting married and I was working here, so we decided that we would set up home here, to for me to follow this luxurious job of being electrician on this camera unit, which is brilliant. And that’s how I came to be here! And ever since then, I’ve been- then I joined Ulster Television when it started. The money was great and the craic was good and all that kind of stuff. But it was different, and it was a static kind of job, not the moving job, and I liked the moving about job! You spend time driving cars most of the time and that’s fantastic. Don’t talk about him because he knows. But it’s- we we were married here, we lived here, and we had our first child here, the baby. And he was born in one of these local hospitals, the Ulster these days, those days. And then UTV started and looking at the money with the UTV meant to say that I could be static for a bit, and I came to work to-for UTV and that was wonderful. And I enjoyed it very much but it was a bit sort of down market from what I had been doing. I- we weren’t doing national stuff, and stuff of any importance, or great interest, it was all in the box, you know. Although everybody in UTV, they were absolutely lovely, the people there, young, and vibrant and busy and and it was lovely. 10:02
Int: 10:02 So what was your actual job then? 10:05
BB: 10:06 I had- it was- as a cameraman, they had two cameramen, cameramen- and I was one of them, and I also used to do the lighting, because they thought they needed someone to do the lighting, and mess about, but there was nothing in that really. The electricians did it and- you know, anyway, but that’s what I did. And I enjoyed it! But it wasn’t moving, and an independent company started up in Plymouth in England. Now Plymouth is a different city a different location- a different climate to the climate here in –Ulster and of course having started a family now, I went across- I applied for the job there as their lighting supervisor. And I went across there and had a look at what they had, and unfortunately instantly, I didn’t like it. It wasn’t going, it just wasn’t going to work, they built the whole thing, spent a lot of money, Cadbury’s chocolate money on this studio, which was fine, but it wasn’t equipped properly to do what they wanted to do. They wanted to do an hour’s program every day. That was far too much work for one man first of all, and even if it hadn’t been we didn’t have enough equipment to do the job the way they wanted to do. You know they were- building stairways, just for one hours job the following day, so the carpenters were making it one day to be run up by a singing doll the following day, and that just- it never was going to work. You couldn’t- anyway! I was looking for another job, and I tried the BBC again, and all the BBC would offer me was a cameraman’s job. So I thought, now with, I have two children now, and a missus, so I just took the camera man’s job and then as soon as I could transfer from the Lime grove where I was working in London, didn’t want to live in London anyway. I came to- I saw- I applied to come here, to Belfast, to do anything in the BBC and pull my head in, stop this dancing about all over the world, doing things that I wanted to do and liked doing. And I wanted to com- I came here - and I finally came here, and I find that it was a difficult time, and it went on for years, because first of all, I was, had to be static, with a family I was static, and my wife was just plain lovely, still is, she’s still alive just about I think, God help her. We stayed here and we ground through it, the kids went-grew up and went to school. And then I still wanted to go onto-into a crew- a film crew, and I did get myself a job on a film crew but not really- I suppose- really a second rate camera man. I was sort of a camera assistant, camera crews generally had two camera men with them, an assistant and a proper camera man. And we were doing sort of proper camera work, but camera’s- whereas film camera’s we’d miles and miles and miles of- they were obviously going to be taken over by electric cameras very shortly after, and electric camera’s is what I were doing probably fifteen years ago. However that did happen, and I became then, a camera man. And of course by this time we had a Troubles going, and it was exciting as well, it was interesting and you could track drive as fast as you wanted, and go where ever you wanted, in day and night and earn money and – it was great, and I was my own boss, and I always wanted to be own boss as well, and with that, if the work-  fix- if you do well- it's good, and if you do badly - it's your fault, and that’s it, and then I retired here having done that! 15:15
Int: 15:16 So, just to go back to UTV for a minute, what was it like? Were you there at the very beginning? 15:20
BB: 15:20 Yes 15:20 
Int: 15:21 What were the facilities like? What were the facilities like? 15:26
BB: 15:26 Well, all I ever remember remember about it was being a building and a room, and an empty room with my friend Ian- who was the other camera man, standing there, and I think Frank Brady was there, or not too far away, and men had boxes, cardboard boxes. And Frank Brady, if you knew Frank, would simply say ‘what’s in that,’ and walk away from you, which is your indication to find out what’s in the boxes. In the boxes were two small camera’s, very much the same as the one that I’d use and experimentally years before for the BBC, when I was doing their outside broadcasts. But these things were like sitting there and they were no more useful as a camera than anything else, but we had tripods. We fitted them into their tripods, and when the tripods were concerned we particularly had to put little rail guards round the wheels, because it’s, we had tripods obviously it had three legs, and there were three wheels on each one and there were two of them, so there was six wheels all together, which needed- a bit amount of guards put round, so when they pressed against the camera, they didn’t bump over the camera, they just pushed the cable away, they did bump over the cable a bit, and we were doing this, we made these things out of aluminium and stuck them together and put them on, and they stayed on for the rest of their lives. Because that’s the kind of- I done a lot of that work for the- atomic energy people, doing that kind of work was easy to me, making holes and cutting stuff up and that. 17:35
Int: 17:36 So you kind of made your own studio 17:38
BB: 17:39 We, we’ve- we set the- yeah, we certainly set up the camera kit ourselves, there’s no doubt about that. Taking it out of the boxes, put it up, bolted it together, plugged it in, switched it off and on, and away it went and then, it didn’t run over anything. And that’s how and then I- I did that with Ian, who’s in New Zealand now, and we just got on very well. He was single, and he used to come around to our place for a feed, with Mrs Brown give him a feed, and, everybody was very happy. And he was a nice lad, clean, well-behaved lad, didn’t drink, I didn’t think he had it- any girls, but he did have one because he married one, and who else, well she just died recently. and I just liked everything about UTV, except it was a very, quiet sort of, second rate- a low base, because we didn’t have the equipment first of all, or the likely people about us to increase the pizzazz of the whole thing you know. Because we were doing it, one person was being interviewed on one camera looking at one person doing this all the time, didn’t have-add much to it because we had no way of doing it. The other camera was doing something like looking at a caption or something, and everything seemed to be at a lower pace than I’d been used to. And I was wanting to go somewhere else, and then I went to England to Westwood. And Westwood was a complete disaster, I would like to have been back in Ulster, because in this place you knew everybody, everybody knew every- but in Westwood, the lot of people that were went there for the last chance to get the big money I think and, so that’s why, more or less. 19:56
Int: 19:57 So how long did you stay at UTV altogether 19:59
BB: 20:00 Not long, it wouldn’t have been more than, it wouldn’t have been more than two and a half years, at the most 20:09
Int: 20:10 and did things change while you were there, did it become more highly skilled? 20:15
BB: 20:15 It was becoming more- a lot to do with the types of program that we was doing. You see, we were stuck with a very basic kind of talks program really, with the local news and things like that. And the odd advert, we used to do the odd advert which was pretty crude, but, they did it. Whether it was sold that, hoovering machines I’ll never know. But it was all sort of, low, and you, you do some, your nightly program whatever it happened to be with people sitting around and somebody coming in and telling a story or something. And then you sort of rejig, go have a cup of coffee or something like that, and then go shoot this ad for this hoover, thing, whatever, same night. Or- as time went on we did a- for instance after the program we would do a sports program that ran quite late at night and God, his name was in my- I'd forgotten, it was-that was made the day more exciting than just doing the sit down and we’re talking about it and the old hoovering thing. So it’s greater when the sporting program came in into the building but of course the sports people couldn’t get outside fast enough, and so they would take a cameraman with them, you know, film camera man, one of these cameras, so it was- it got better, but it was still fairly... The people mostly were good, but as it expanded, you got different kind of people who were quieter and doing different things like the sporty people weren’t really interested in cameras. They were just more interested in kicking each other or the ball or whatever they were kicking, and things like that. So, that was really the way it was, and I wasn’t there when it took off, you know, and it did take off. I didn’t even see it taking off, because I thought this other job, being in the south of England with the sunshine and the sea and things like that would be ideal for a family and it just wasn’t, you know, and that was all there is to it 22:47
Int: 22:47 That’s great Bill, any stories to recount from the UTV days? 22:51
BB: 22:51 no, no, no, not really, well I’ve told you about the boxes, and putting the things on the boxes and finally they came out of boxes and ended up as these little cameras, these little things. The only other thing was I was getting quite tired of just sitting with the director -sometimes sitting with the director - watching the pictures come on, whereas in the big studios had movements in their shots and things like that. And I wished we had some way of bringing the light for you to see me almost in the dark, and then to see the light come on me, but not be conscious of the lights moving. And I wanted to do something like this, so we had, soft lights, do you know, big lights with soft, not hard shadows, and I suggest- suggested, I had electricians to do this for me, to bolt three of these thing on a- a- a bar, a scaffold bar, and they were just hanging there, just looking. At the very ends of it they were supported to the ceiling or the roof by these other, couplings and if they weren’t tight, you could actually move the barrel around and I got the electrician to put another one of the bowls- bars tightly onto this rolling bar, with the lights on it. And when you announced the- the opening of a conversation or interview with two or three people, particularly three or four, then you could turn this light on which shining on the floor and then, by pulling the bar down, the electrician would bring the lights up on the people and I was delighted. I was delighted to do that, we had a way of doing that. Now everybody would’ve said, oh that’s too dangerous, and all this- yes of course it was too dangerous, you shouldn’t have down it, yes I know you shouldn’t have done it, well we did it and I was delighted. So that’s another little- little things like that I would’ve done, cause I liked doing it. That’s it 25:48
Int: 25:48 That’s brilliant 25:49
Other: 25:49 Genie can I just say something, you gone back to UTV as a freelance camera man didn’t you? 25:54
BB: 25:55 no, no, never went back to UTV, no they wouldn’t have me, I asked them, they said no, stay where you are, we have enough- it's too-  it’s dangerous enough as it is. 26:05
Other: 26:07 That’s perfect Bill thank you 26:08
Int: 26:09 That’s brilliant bill, thank you very much indeed 26:12
BB: 26:12 no thank you for asking. 26:13
Int: 26:13 okay 26:15

