Interview with Paul Irwin
Transcribed 09/05/25
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Brief Summary: Paul Irwin is talking about his experience at UTV during its infancy, how he learnt the job as he worked, how he navigated broadcasting before editing, the informalities of Ulster television, such as frequent parties, and how he recorded sound during the troubles. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Int: 00:00 Paul, basically what I’ve been doing is just, asking people you know, when did you join UTV, how did it come about, what was your first job, just trying to get a flavour of the place in the early days. 00:11
PI: 00:11 Yeah, well I was working for the Ministry of Home Affairs, put it that way. And I was walking down Donegal Street, past The Newsletter, and there was this little office, and a big board in the window with all the little name- numbers on it. “Ulster Television”, they weren’t even open then, and I said, ‘My goodness, that’d be fantastic, so I put in an application. [I] Didn’t hear anything for a long, long time, and then in, I think it was April of 1960, I got a letter to go for an interview. And [I] arrived down to UTV and interviewed by Frank Brady and, can’t remember who the other guy was. And [I] did very well, but the thing was they handed me a camera, a roll of cord camera, which were like hens' teeth in those days. Almost exactly the same camera as I had myself, and asked me to describe it, so, I was able to do that. And a week later I got a reply to come back for a second interview. And a week after that, [the] middle of July, [I] got a letter offering me the job, at 285 quid a year. 01:50
Int: 01:51 A year, and what was the job? 01:53
PI: 01:54 A general operations trainee and Brian Irwin started the same. The following week, Brian Irwin started, and about a fortnight after that, Bob Ryans came in. It was, first day there was, blew my mind! So, I say it, I arrived- I'd to be there for eleven o’clock and arrived to the studios about five to [eleven]. I was told have a seat and a guy comes out eventually at about half eleven, and says to me ‘[Are] you, Paul?’ ‘Yes, I’m Paul.’ ‘Come on with me’ and big scene doctor[?] doors, they were partially closed. And he opens it up and he said, ‘Away in there.’ And I walked in, looked around and he was gone! The second door was open, and there was a big board, a big cardboard board about six foot wide, and about three foot high, with arrows and corks, and slots, and these lights! Oh, my goodness I’d never seen anything like it! All these- huge lights! And the next thing this guy comes around the corner with a pair of headphones on and he grabs the corks, and he goes like this, and he twists them, and he twists them, and then he disappears again, and I’m sitting there, “What on Earth?!” I took a step forward ‘round the side, and there were all the cameras, they were rehearsing Danny the Dormouse. 03:39
Int: 03:39 Danny the Dormouse? 03:41
PI: 03:41 Yeah, that was my first, real television, shall I put it, so I ended up. 03:50
Int: 03:51 Danny the Dormouse involved a lot of corks then? 03:52
PI: 03:54 Yes! Well, there were little- to make this move along. I think it was Shelia Sinclair wrote it, wrote the story, Ralph Friars did the drawings. Of course it was animation in its infancy sorta thing. Danny would run along and banged. And don’t forget that it wasn’t a matter of recording and editing, it- there was no editing! It went out live! Everything went out live! You rehearsed, and rehearsed, although, you arrived at- after my initial introductions and such like - and I could get into the run of things. I started off on sound for a week, then you went onto cameras for a week, and swapped with Brian and this sort of thing, and mind goes blank. But, [I] can’t remember now, mind going blank, but all the general operation-try, and eventually I went onto sound and I work with Aubrey Allen. They became, when the new studios were built, we had two crews. It was absolutely marvelous you worked two days a fortnight. It was, it was absolutely magic, but you worked fourteen hours a day, but, no regrets, no regrets whatever. 05:40
Int: 05:41 And of course, that was all live, 05:44
PI: 05:44 Oh yes that the 05:45
Int: 05:45 we get onto- we get onto the era then of- 05:46
PI: 05:47 Every single thing was live; you had to rehearse and rehearse. And I remember Ruby Murray coming in, and [the] director was John Shills-Conway, and I was in Sound. And he wanted Ruby to walk around the flat, in a loose shot, and we had the mic up high above, couldn’t hear her. Such a soft voice, very, very soft voice. We ended up with stick mics like that, well that’s what everybody does nowadays about the noise-cancelling mics and the rest of it, but that was one of the ones then- the funny ones. Alan Haile’s girlfriend at the time was Brenda Adams. It was her twenty-first birthday, so he wanted a hell of a party. And I got home about half past six in the morning and was in UTV at nine o’clock. We were doing a program with Brigadier Broadhurst on military campaigns. And I was on the boom, had to follow them round. Eventually it came to the end, which, he would’ve been there for quite a while, right on till then of the program, so, boom was locked off. And I sat down beside the flat, and they had to stop, because I was snoring! I fell asleep behind the flat. Those days, that was the beginning of recording, but then again, in, the first Ampax days, that was the recorder- the big recording machine with the two-inch tapes, you did not edit! You had to treat it as a live broadcast, because if you had to edit, you had to physically cut the tape. They had a system of a little gadget where- that showed the lines of the- where to cut, but that; tapes were very expensive, then we of course, I ended up going out on film, as a film sound recordist, all through the Troubles etcetera 08:29
Int: 08:30 So how many, how many film crews were there in those days? 08:34
PI: 08:34 Oh, I think there were four? There was McGinnafin?, there was Bray, there was, who else? There were Ramsay, there were four! Who were camera crews? Blaine Scott ended up as one of them. 08:52
Int: 08:52 But in the very beginning? 08:53
PI: 08:53 Oh, at the very beginning there was McGaffin, only, only Séan- Séan McGaffin and they old Arriflex. And when we went out of the Arriflex, there was a sound box, underneath the camera. And the Arriflex was a very, very noisy camera, and everywhere you went to do an interview indoors, everybody had to take their coats off and put it over the camera to deaden the sound. Or, if it was possible, the camera went outside through the window to record. But McGaffin was a brilliant camera man, absolutely superb camera man. And eventually we got the quiet BL cameras, and eventually we went and did do video- do digital, that, it was a long haul. It was a long haul, just saying earlier on to Albert there that we went one day to Queen’s [University Belfast]. We were talking to, I think it was the head of the ITA. He was talking, he was giving a talk there about the future of- of- electronics and Television, and he had this little box, just cut out of wood, and a lens, this shape in the front. And he says, ‘That is the future.’ And we, more or less, yoo-hooed at it. And then there was an Arriflex, shooting 16 mil, how right he was! How right he was. But now the, eventually we went digital with Pneumatic, which was absolutely horrendous. The beginning of the Troubles when we went colour etcetera, and this Pneumatic, the camera was this size, the recorder weighed twenty-eight pounds ‘round my neck. It was okay when you were doing an interview like this, but when you’re in the middle of a riot on the Shankill. 11:25
Int: 11:25 And you have to run, 11:27
PI: 11:26 The Falls Road, and you had to run because, most of the time, you were blamed for everything that went out on Television. But all the reporters said, and we got the blame, the crew got the blame. 11:45
Int: 11:46 So what, what are your memories of UTV as a place to work? 11:50
PI: 11:50 Oh, for goodness sake! Did anybody work in Ulster television?! Absolutely, did we just, unbelievable, we had a big family. Like when Brum was there, every time a program finished its run- up to the boardroom, big party, no excuses, nobody said there was going to be party- it it happened. Every single program, then regrettably, time advanced, and certain organisations, or people, of certain abilities took over, and started counting pennies, and things disappeared. 12:45
Int: 12:46 But it was still a family? 12:27
PI: 12:47 It was still a family. It was a long time, but it started to go down the hill a lot, but then, it was a company there trying to make a profit. And as- I think it was Lord Thompson’s Scottish Television said, you know, ‘Scottish Televison? It's a license to print money!’ But, change- times changed and things began to get very expensive. Especially film - film was working out at something like seventy-five pounds a roll, or something I think like that. And then, of course, when Beta came in the price went down to six pounds for twenty minutes. That’s ‘74, but we all thought we were going to get big pay rises then, but we didn’t. Cause, the costs went down, but- 13:55
PI: 13:56 Oh I know, but the days in the studio were brilliant, like even the Romper Room had it’s funny bits, and went. I can’t remember, I think it was Miss Adrian, when she spoke to one little boy in the army base, nah maybe I shouldn’t tell this- now you shouldn’t use this one. 14:16
Int: 14:16 Go on, we’ll be the judge 14:17
PI: 14:17 It was a little boy, who I knew his mother to see. She worked in Woolworths in Lisburn, and he was annoying- it was girl boy, girl boy, girl boy, and this wee boy at the end from Lisburn. He was annoying the little girl and shouting at her in a loud voice, and Miss whoever-itwas, I think it was Miss Adrian, says ‘William, be quiet’ and he said, ‘Fuck off!’ So, when it came to transmission, of course, couldn’t edit the tape! And we were gonna stop, we continued on, and it came to transmission the next week. Transmission controller very carefully, ‘There’s a fault, please do not adjust your set,’- boink, back up again. 15:21 	Comment by Michael O'Connor: You could remove the text in yellow. The boy's name is retained but there is no context so it would be hard to identify the person. You could also remove the boy's name and simply replace 'William' with 'the young boy'. That's my feedback. If you retain it as it is we have his name, and his mother, where he grew up and where his mother worked so he would be easily identifiable to some people	Comment by Gaby Matthews: OK, thanks for spotting that. Thank you. Will do that. Can we move it into the ready folder once we do that directly or would you like to check again. 
Int: 15:22 Good one 15:23
PI: 15:26 Ah yeah, and you know, even when it came to recordings, sometimes the program never got finished properly. And one transmission you had to be in the studio to fill in a wee bit and all, but it was all part of the excitement of Ulster television. It really was an exciting place to be- even during The Troubles. Like the number of things the troubles and spots you were in like, [I] remember lying in a pouring, wet day, lying down in the drain on the side of the footpath because the bullets were wailing over your head, and the water was gushing around you. And then there then there was the city cemetery when 16:23
Int: 16:23 Milltown? 16:23
PI: 16:23 Milltown- Milltown Cemetary, when Mr. Stone [Michael Stone] [I] saw him coming up, [I] didn’t know who he was, [I] just happened to see him coming up. The next thing, this bang, bang, bang, went. And all of a sudden, I filmed what it is it. I immediately thought it was a salute to the guy who was being buried because Ramsay and I had covered the funeral from a couple of days beforehand. And marched the whole way up, and we thought, normally there was always, stopped somewhere and there was a salute by, hooded men, bang, bang, bang, over the coffin and then we disappeared. And we thought, we hadn’t seen it, and then we thought this was it, but the next thing was bang, the shots started ringing out. But, the Troubles was very dangerous but you never thought you would be hurt yourself. 17:39
Int: 17:40 Do you not remember who your reporter was? 19:42
PI: 17:43 hm 17:43 
Int: 17:44 Do you not remember who your reporter was? 17:45
PI: 17:45 You? 17:46
Int: 17:46 Aye 17:47
PI: 17:50 Ah dear 17:51
Int: 17:51 I thought it was fire- I thought it was fire crackers 17:53
PI: 17:55 When they went off, Gary, I think he was, somewhere in Donegal Pass, freelance guy, and he and his sound recordists were lying down, and I remember looking down and says ‘You’ll not get many pictures down there!’ Aye, ah there you go, my wife was nearly wimping at- she was working at the newsroom at the time 18:22
Int: 18:22 Was she? 18:23
PI: 18:24 And I, when I got in, George said, or Olive said to me ‘You better go up and see your wife. She’s panicking.’ 18:32














