Interview with Mervyn Waugh
Transcribed 09/05/25
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Brief Summary: Mervyn Waugh talks about his career history going from someone interested in film to working at BBC in continuity, to then moving to UTV as a cameraman to working his way up to be a director
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Other: 00:08 So Meryvn let’s go back to the very early days, I mean, how did you get into Broadcasting in the first place? 00:14
MW: 00:15 I just fancied, television actually, I thought TV sounded a bit good, I went to school in Coleraine and once we had the BBC Northern Ireland outside broadcast studio came to do a program called “Top Firm” which was a spin off of the old “Top of the Form” if you’d remembered, “Top of the Form” were local schools where they, did a wee quiz program. They then did a spin off of that called “Top Firm” where they got local companies would put up teams and they did a quiz program, one of- I was at school in Coleraine, one of the firms, was actually a firm called chemstrand, it was some sort of chemical.. Company in Coleraine and the BBC outside broadcast came with about five big lorries and lorry loads of lights and cables and it was all, we thought this was wonderful and I saw these camera men and all thought “fancy that!” I actually, I saw an ad in probably the Belfast telegraph after I’d left school for, the BBC wanted sound engineers, and I thought I’d apply for that, long story short, applied for it; got a job, and was sent to- well, everybody when- the BBC had a training school in the Evesham, Engineering Education department, E.E.D, the BBC had abbreviations for everything, and the place called Evesham in Worcestershire, absolutely beautiful part of the country, we were there for about, well I think it was ten weeks in training, and then we were all told what stations where we were going—we're all been- going to London, to broadcasting house, it’s the one you see now on television all the time, with the big glass front the blue lights and all, where that glass is and the blue lights was the car park in my day, but, we were sound engineers, we were posted to the sound control room, all BBC sound rooted through that control room, it was TV 1, TV 2, and radio’s one, two, three and four, radio one had just come on the air a few months before I’d joined, previous to that, BBC radio was, it was the whole service, and the light program, and the third program was classical music, the light program was- became radio 2 that was, when radio 1 came along the ships were made illegal, BBC were said- were told by the government you’ve got to provide the same sort of service, pop, the pop service for the youngsters, they quickly had to cobble together something for radio 1 that- radio 1 light work became radio 2, third program became radio 3, home service became radio 4, part of my job was working in- in those- the continuity suites, radio 1 alternated between two continuity suites and we were the engineers. When I was there radio 1 had its first birthday, and- a few bottles of champagne opened, and, not, not much else but, it was a nice place to work, albeit a bit boring because it was so overmanned, we were there watching people, watching people work most of the time. 03:38
Int: 03:38 Okay, so how did you jump to UTV? 03:40
MW: 03:41 I’d been in London, probably a couple years of so, and, just gotta fed up with the tubes and all the rest of it, and I thought I’ll maybe have a go at going back to Belfast, and I kept an eye on the, internals boards for jobs, there was never anything for a technical people came up, they were looking for assistant producers and things like that, that I wouldn’t have been qualified for or been interested in. So I thought, I’ll write to UTV and see if they need any sound engineers, wrote to UTV and told them how wonderful I was, and that I’m trained by the BBC, and you know, if they had any openings in the sound- in their sound department I’d be very keen to apply, I told them too that I’d done a lot of photography and made films in school, was into films and all the rest of it and camera work, got a very nice letter back from UTV saying thank you for your application as a post of television camera man, come for an interview on such and such should be, and I thought this, is my lucky day, I mean I would’ve loved to have been a camera man, again long story short got-got the job and came to UTV, I think, there is quite an interesting story about how that job became vacant, there was a floor manager who was in Ulster television- I never knew him obviously; David Marshall, who was involved in a very serious road accident in the Antrim coast road, his- himself, his wife, and certainly, one or two children were killed, the only survivor was a baby, who was in a carry-cot in the back of the car, it was a big tragedy, I-mean I’d heard about it in the news, I didn’t know it was anything to do with the job I was going to take up, Jim Starrit got- he's a floor manager- Jim Starrit got his floor manager’s job, Jim had been a camera man and basically, I got Jim’s job, and that was me established in UTV! 05:34
Int: 05:35 What about your- your years as camera man? How did that go? 05:42
MW: 05:43 it was great camera- camerawork, the majority of camerawork, any camera man will tell you, the majority of it is dead simple, 80-90 percent of it is dead simple. 10 percent is sheer hell, if- you're trying to be a camera on a big live studio discussion where you had all the politicians and the paisleys and the gerryfitz and all, and you had them all around a desk and you had Derek Murray in the middle trying to refer-referee them, it was quite difficult, you did have to have your wits about you, musical programs was a totally different skill, you’d had a physically move a camera, track it round, and keep it in focus and all the rests of it, but it was an interesting job. 06:24
Int: 06:25 and wha-what year had you come to UTV 06:26
MW: 06:27 I came to UTV in 1967, let me think, yeah. 67 or 68, the troubles were just about to kick off. 06:40
Int: 06:41 So, you then progressed through the ranks to become director? 06:46
MW: 06:47 Yeah in those days, for some reason the route the route to being a program director, was certainly always through studio because the people in the studio knew how to do it, I mean we had directors talking in our ears all day, so we sort of knew how to do it, it was- camera-men were always well, well positioned to get a directors job, I applied and as much to my own surprise as anyone elses, Brum and- Brum and what Brian Wadell actually had interviewed me and made a trainee director, and UTV the staff directors did everything that had to be done, everything from lunchtime news, bedtime, all the bits and pieces, bigger programs, discussion programs, religious programs; you did everything! 07:36
Int: 07:36 and did you have something you liked to do? A specialty? 07:39
MW: 07:40 I liked the live programs, because you knew when to start and you knew when to end it, there was none of this “oh can we do that again, can we do that again”, they were- you were always on the ball, having said that, in the new news programs saying that they knew the news, was totally routine, everything was routine, it was basically the same setup everyday. Presenters having the same chair, then, who ever read the news sat in the same chair, Jackie Fullerton or whoever was doing sports sat in the same chair, and if everything went well then it was fine, I mean, you’d have the vision mixer on your left did most of the work, the PA did the timing, and the director sat and watched and made sure it all worked, the one time when it did get hairy was if something went wrong, now the technology was still- quite reliable in those days, but if somebody put the wrong tape into the wrong machine, or when I started in film, went to the wrong machine, then you’re really in trouble, so I always, as a director liked to be a step ahead of everybody in my head, I was a step ahead in the script, so would’ve-maybe we came off or did a bit loose, I could do my best to recover it, and I think that was sort of the main function of a director in news and live programs. 08:54
Int: 08:56 and was there a standout horrible moment? Or brilliant moment? 08:59
MW: 08:59 I had a- what I thought was fairly brilliant, we’d- we’d UTV they were doing some sort of a two way program between Belfast and as we called it, Russia, and it was- this was the first time this had ever happened, it was probably Ukraine, or it might’ve even have been Estonia, probably was Estonia come to think of it, and the Estonians had a studio full of locals, and we had a studio full of locals, absolutely no language between them at all, so we had interpreters, and we did it from studio 2 and we had interpreters in studio 1 who would do live-live interpretation, it was extremely hairy technically, I think where Eric Caves --- Eric lost a—few ha- or had a few grey hairs over it, but it worked! And we got lauded for it, and I think, we said that was the biggest audience that UTV ever, ever had because we had, I think a lot of Estonia as well as our own people and, but it was nice, you know. 10:06
Int: 10:06 So, looking back over the years, how would you sum up your time at UTV? 10:10
MW: 10:11 Oh, it was lovely, I mean I, everybody talks about UTV as being a family, it’s was because it was small, we all knew each other, the studio was sort of the glamorous end of it if you like everybody, I mean we worked with the front of camera people, we, we, got to meet all the personalities, we knew you were people like the rest of us, some of you were very easy to deal with, one or two could’ve been --a bit of pre madonna about them but sure, that’s, that’s what it’s about, in any-any program has to hang around whoever is sitting in front of the camera and I mean, as a director I know the importance of having a good presenter who can do the job, you’ve only got to have a bad one, before you see the trouble you can be in, but, but no, I enjoyed it, 11:03
Int: 11:03 And then you left it! 11:04
MW: 11:04 I left it, because I began not to like it as much, and I don’t like something I just stop doing it, people wondered why did I leave and all the rest of it, I was made an offer by Derek Armstrong who had been a sound engineer on UTV and, who was a fairly successful business man and, Derek was taking over a wee television facilities house over in East Belfast HETV and I went over there to be a producer director and we made, mainly commercials, all the, cheap old local commercials we made them for the supermarkets and all the rest of it, did some corporate videos for businesses around the town and, stayed there for a while and, found it wasn’t actually and then, went to do other things. 11:53 
Int: 11:54 But happy memories of UTV? 11:55
MW: 11:55 Oh, absolutely! Happy yeah, I mean it was yeah, met great people, I meet people that are- still –they're still friends of mine and couldn’t beat it. 12:05

