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Summary: 

In this candid and compelling interview, veteran broadcaster Eamonn Holmes recounts his early days at UTV, where a chance opportunity as a farming reporter launched his legendary career. From a chaotic studio punch-up that landed him a presenting role, to navigating newsroom rivalries and covering the Troubles, Holmes reflects on the fast-paced, defining years that shaped his broadcasting identity. With humour, humility and gratitude, he shares how UTV’s tight-knit, underdog culture instilled the skills and drive that sustained his decades-long success. For Holmes, UTV wasn’t just a job—it was home, and the foundation of a lifelong broadcasting journey.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Transcription

00:00 - Int: So, Eamon let's take you back to the beginning. When did you join UTV? What was your first job? How did you come to be there? 00:07

EH: 00:07 I was working in the most boring job in the world in a building magazine, which I had to collate equipment needed and supplies needed for new builds. So, say a school was being built in Aughnacloy or somewhere, I'd have to list 22,000 concrete blocks needed, 14km of wire, corrugated iron, goodness knows what. And you literally had to collate - it was all it was. 00:37

EH 00:37 It was an incredibly boring job, but it was purchased by people who were building suppliers and building developers and whatever. That did the business. So, I got a phone call one day from my journalism lecturer, Joan Fitzpatrick, and she said, ‘You always wanted to work in television, didn't you?’ And I said, ‘Yes, Miss Fitzpatrick,’ I said. ’Well, there's a job available there. And they're auditioning for Farming Reporter at Ulster Television.’ And I said, ‘But Mrs. Fitzpatrick, I don't know anything about farming’ and she said, ‘Rule one of journalism, Holmes, find out.’ And so, I always found it to be. And I, at 19, did this audition as a farming reporter. Now I was up against farming correspondents. And these guys, you know, they were all experienced, they were all older. But I seem to have, because I had studied TV really well, I had a technique that they hadn't got. They had the knowledge, but I had the technique to do it. And I got the job and so that was that was amazing. But, right from the start, I thought everybody's so happy for me. I've got this job, so happy, but it's that when I realized how competitive TV was right from the very start. They all hated me for it. And they all organized this boycott, and they thought that I shouldn't have got the job. All these seasoned correspondents thought that I shouldn't have got the job because I had no experience. But I got the job, and it happened. And I got a presenting job because the producer of the program, he had, a guy who was presenting it, who's now sadly passed away. 01:00

EH 02:17 And I was sitting observing. I was the reporter outside after two shows. I was sitting inside watching all that went on in the studio. And the producer fell out with the presenter, like, big time. And in those times, UTV was a bit like the Wild West. It was like Dodge City. Everybody just when they had disagreements, they just fought. 02:38

EH 02:39 They punched each other, they threw things at each other. They didn't just sort of go to HR and sort it all out. People physically fought and the producer came onto the floor and him and the presenter had a punch up. The producer punched him in the face, and he went out crying, basically. And I stood watching him and ‘My god’ and the producer Roy Fitzpatrick turned to me, and he said to me, ‘Young Holmes, have you got a tie?’ 03:03 And I said, ‘Yes, Mr. Fitzpatrick.’ He said, ‘Put it on, you’re presenting this.’  And that's how I ended up being a TV presenter - through a fight. 03:12

Int: So, you progressed then on from farming?

EH 03:19 Yeah, well, I got the job. I mean, it was it was incredible because UTV was a totally different world when you come from the real world. 03:28 And I was earning, I think, 3,200 pounds a year, and it was 1979. And I said to Mr. Fitzpatrick, ‘How much, how much for the job? How much would I be paid?’ And he said, ‘NUJ rate, National Union of Journalism rate.’ And I said ‘how much is that?’ He said ‘44 pounds 44 pence’. So, I said ‘40 and 40 is 80. Two times 80 is 160, times ten 1600.’ 03:56 That's under £2,000 a year like 2000 for the year. I said I get paid 3200 for the minute. I thought, no, I said ‘Mr.Fitzpatrick, that's not enough.’ He said, ‘You like Sport, do you?’ I said, ‘Yes.’ He phoned the Sports outlet. He said, ‘You've got two days in Sport at the weekend.’ I said, ‘How much is that?’ He said, ‘same rate.’ 04:13 And I thought, well, I'm not stupid. I said, ‘I may be, you know, I may be young, but I'm not stupid’. I said, ‘I'm sorry, it's not enough.’ In short, he said to me, ‘I've never had anybody sit in that seat and turn me down for a job, turn, turn down a job in UTV, let alone somebody like you, a 19-year-old pipsqueak.’ 04:31 He said, ‘Get out!’ So he threw me out and his secretary, Ruth, walked me down to the front door and she said, ‘What happened? They loved you, what happened?’ And I said, ‘I may be young, but I'm not stupid.’ She said, ‘Why?’ I said, ‘44 pounds 44 pence a week,’ I said, ‘I'm not working for that.’ She said, ‘that's not a week, that's a day.’ 04:51 That's the NUJ daily rate, not the weekly rate. So suddenly he had offered me about 10,000 quid a year, I was getting 3000 for the year, and I turned it down. And I genuinely knew the truth was, I mean, I had to obviously grovel and get back in and whatever, but the truth was, it was a different land of opportunity. 05:11 It was union controlled. It was magical. It was specialist. We got we not only were being paid for doing a job that we loved, but we were being paid really handsomely well for it. And the Troubles were going on all around us. And yet, in this little make-believe world, yes, we had to report it as well. But I mean, I got launched into a world of farming. I was a city boy, born and bred. I knew nothing about farming, and yet I was just escaping away to these farms and seeing all this different type of life. And it was an incredible blessing, an incredible opportunity. And I've never lost sight of the fact that what any of us do within broadcast is a very privileged, honored position. 05:57 Yes, I know it can be hard work, but it's not real work 06:01

Int: Don’t tell anybody (laughter)
So, you enjoyed farming, and then you moved on to news presenting?

EH: 06:15 Yes. Yeah. Yeah. I went from, farming, which I, which were two very, very happy years of my life and I went into news presenting and it was at an incredible time because Northern Ireland was the big story in the world. You know, Vietnam had just finished, and we were we were there. The world's press descended on Belfast. And I suppose anybody who featured anybody who was part of all that got a a higher promotion, they were in fast-track. 06:44 They were, you know, more attention placed upon them. So, I moved very quickly and progressed very quickly simply because I wasn't in Norwich doing cats up tree stories and things like that. And I was working with, you know, top seasoned professionals, and I always had this view in life, you know, if you want to proceed, ‘watch the best and forget the rest.’ 07:07 And I was surrounded by people who were the best and people who were working under pressure, against the clock, yourself being one of them. And we had no time for mistakes, just had to turn it round and do it. And you learned every facet, every aspect of the job, which strangely, when I, when I went to national television, I was devolved of a lot of that responsibility. 07:28 And I couldn't really understand. When you go to national television, they think you can't think up your own questions, you can't write your own introductions, you can't edit your own film. And I’d come from Ulster Television, where I was expected to do all of that and enjoy doing all of that, thoroughly enjoy doing all of that. And when you go to a bigger organization like say, national, BBC or people to think up your questions of people to write your intros and people to edit your film. You're devolved of ownership, and it's a, it's a slightly different thing, and you deal with different people and battle that throughout the rest of my life, which is
just shut up and leave me to [it], I know what I'm doing, you know. 08:07

Int: So, so that was a sort of career making couple of years and you learn the tools of your trade. 
EH: 08:14 When I was 21 years of age and I was presenting a teatime regional program, which wasn't just reading bulletins, I mean, there was interviews involved in it, there was filming involved in it, there was, you know, the top political, names, the Gerry Adams, the Ian Paisleys these, you know, whoever the head of the Royal Ulster Constabulary was. 08:33 These were live interviews which affected you were doing his duty which is affected people's reactions on the streets, how they respond and what these leaders were saying. People were dying because of politics and, and could die because of what would be broadcast on television. So, it was a massive responsibility. So, to be so young and then by 22 years of age, to be hosting the general election aspect of, Northern Ireland, ‘Ulster Decides,’ I think it was it was the 83 was when Adams was elected a West Belfast MP to be, replaced Gerry Adams.  09:08 And that was a big not Gerry Adams, Gerry Fitt. And he it was a big national story on that. And I was so young and yet I was entrusted with all of that. And I again, that doesn't make you very popular. You've got colleagues and things who think they should be doing things, but it's a number of people had faith in me for what I was doing and what I was able to do. 09:31 And, and I'm very thankful. Always be very thankful for that. You know, I have absolutely no doubt at all that I am very, very lucky and that perhaps I have been blessed. But I do believe the harder you work, the luckier you tend to be. And I took my breaks. The breaks came my way, and I was very lucky that Gloria Hunniford - who was the the main and sort of presenter at Ulster television prior to that - had up sticks and left to go and be a presenter in England and host Radio 2 to replace Jimmy Young. And that left a vacancy, and I got that vacancy. And four years later after that, I was poached by the network to go and start daytime television on the BBC. 10:17 And that was a whole other chapter, I didn't want to go. I didn't want to go, but I realized I had to. I had to go in 1986 because things were progressing so quickly. Technology was progressing. We had gone from shooting on film, waiting for film to be developed before you could do your report, to then go into a primitive form of video and, and all these things would progress. And nowadays we go to microchips and people can shoot stories on their cameras and things. I mean, you had to keep pace with the technology. Technology was dictating what we could do. It was replacing satellites, you know, and, and digital has now come in, and, anybody could shoot a whole program, and you just have to be aware of this. You have to be aware of everybody's jobs. You have to be aware of how the industry changes. And I think if I had’ve stayed, I could have been 30 years of age, being in the top job for 10 years and being asked to move on because I've been there too long, and I think I could have been finished at 30. 11:16 Instead, I'm now 62 and I'm still doing it. 

Int: It was the right decision. I mean, that's where the opportunities were. But looking back on your days at UTV to any particular story, particular interview highlights there that you remember?

EH: 11:34 I think the thing about UTV is I’ll always associate it with this immediacy and excitement and getting the story first and being the small dog, but nipping the legs of ITN and the BBC and always having that pride of representing the company and representing Northern Ireland, and I think it made me very competitive. 11:57 That made me able to use little or few resources and be quite inventive about it. And that stayed with me whether I was with, you know, GMTV, whether I'm with, GB News, as I am now. Being with the underdog and being at Sky news, I was very competitive there, it was very interesting. UTV was the precursor there. It was the thing that prepared me for everything that came along. 12:23 And I've been I've been very blessed that, it's very hard to say. I can't really say ‘Oh, I'm a news reporter or I'm a sports reporter, I'm an entertainment presenter. I am, I am a TV person. I do all those things. I'm a broadcaster. I've done radio, television. I've done all aspects of it. I mean, some people say, ‘what are you? Do you do entertainment? Do you do news? Do you do... whatever?' I always remember, you know, my program controller Derek Murray, at UTV saying, ‘Young Holmes, you've got to decide what you want to do. You've got to decide, you know, are you news, or you’re sport, are you entertainmen?. What are you?’ and I sort of said, ‘Why have I to decide?’ and I could never have been able to see why I have to decide. 13:04 I always looked at people like David Frost. He didn't have to decide. He’d interview world leaders at 9:00 in the morning on BBC One, and he would do Through The Keyhole at 7:00. That's Sunday evening on ITV, you know, and I always use people like him as my sort of role model. And if the public trust you, the public think that you know what you're doing, and they put their faith in you, then they'll follow you on the, the journey, wherever you're wherever you're going. And they believe what you tell them. They because they trust you.
Int:  Okay. Thank you. Unless there's anything I've missed that you want to add in. 

About UTV, I'll just say I give a general opinion about UTV.

EH: 13:50
It's very funny, but whatever followed UTV and there's so much and followed UTV is all a bit of a blur to me. UTV those years from 1980 to 1986 were my defining years. They are what made me the broadcaster I have since been, and I do always remember that whole thing of family of friends, of sociability, of teamwork, of a sense of belonging. 14:20 And I don't honestly think I've ever felt that sense of belonging anywhere else since. But I always look back. If people said to me, where is your home? Or what do you owe it all to? Who do you little to? I owe it to the people. The Brian Waddells, the Derek Murray's, the Rory Fitzpatricks, Colm Williamses. who put their faith in me and said, you know, ‘if you're good enough, you're old enough.’ 14:48 And, and I'll always be thankful for that because UTV will always be home. It will always be where it began. It'll always be the station that made me the broadcaster I was. 15:00

Int: Thank you.

