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Summary:
In this interview, Robin Walsh shares his journey into broadcasting at UTV, starting in 1965 as a reporter with no formal TV training. He led as news editor during the onset of the Troubles in Northern Ireland. Robin highlights the challenges of covering conflict with limited technology and staff, the responsibility of broadcasting in a divided community. He emphasises the commitment to responsible journalism and the profound impact of the Troubles on both the media and society.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Int: So, Robin, can you tell us when you started in UTV and how you came to be there and so on?
RW: 00:07 With pleasure Jeanie; it was back in 65 and I was a reporter in the Belfast Telegraph. And such was the informal ways of UTV, I was at my desk one day when a man called Fred Corbett rang me. He was the news editor at UTV, and he said, ‘Robin, I wouldn't mind a chat.’ So, we decided we would meet in a pub. And I remember saying to him, ‘Fred, how will I recognize you?’ ‘Oh,’ he says, ‘I'm bald,’ he says. But anyway, to cut a long story short, we met in a pub and he said, ‘Can you come round to UTV and meet the Managing Director Brum Henderson in a couple of days' time?’ Which I duly did. And [I] went into the boardroom at UTV, and there was Brum and Fred, and we had a chat, and Brum said: ‘We’ll offer you a job.’ And that was that. And I remember he got a packet of cigarettes out, offered me a cigarette, which I gratefully took, and he had one. And I had a gas lighter in my pocket, which I'd been flittering with, and I went to give him a light, and the flame almost took his eyebrows off. And he looked at me and he said: ‘You still got the job.’ And that's how I started. Quite informal. No such thing as a board. 01:41

Int: What was the job you were offered? 
RW: 01:44 I was offered a job as a journalist in the Newsroom where you wrote bulletins, and you went out and you reported, and you did interviews. And, of course, having come from print into broadcasting, I'd absolutely no experience of television. And within two days I was out in the road interviewing people. So, there was no training in UTV; you trained on the job.02:14

Int: I imagine the technology was very different from the weathers today where people can set up in a minute and do live broadcast.

RW: 02:25 Oh, very much so. I mean, I'd always had a huge admiration for for the camera crews particularly during the Troubles where you were just very heavy equipment and an umbilical cord which actually connected the sound recorders with the cameraman, and they were all men in those days, the camera operators. They would have gone and covered the riots and all sorts of things, dreadful things, but they were tied together. Now, of course it's lightweight stuff and mobility is the thing, which was not the case in those days. 03:05

Int: Of course, a lot of it was getting your story back, not just actually getting the story, but actually getting it back and getting it all out. 

RW: 03:12 Well, gone to the days of having to travel at 80 miles an hour from Derry/Londonderry. I call it Derry because that's where I come from. So, you would travel at, in non-motorway days, like the clappers to get the film back to Ronnie Dwyer I think was the processor. The one advantage of that was it was film. And the one advantage was you had time to think because when the film came back, it took about 40 minutes to be processed. So you could think about what you were going to write. I would imagine being a reporter today is much more demanding because you're winging it. You're instantly available to the studio, your video can be sent straight away. So, I have a lot of admiration actually for today's broadcasting journalists. 4:18

Int: What were your standout stories you cover as a reporter?

RW: 04:24 Well, it was the birth of the Civil Rights Movement. And I went through Burntollet Bridge on New Year's Day, when the People's Democracy March [was taking place] from Queen's University to Derry, taking X number of days. And, of course, the Loyalists didn't particularly like this. And it climaxed when we got to Burntollet Bridge outside Drumahoe. And you had the Loyalists up in the hill, and they rained stones down on the marchers, quite a number of them injured. I managed to escape injury, but some of them were beaten into the river Foyle. And we all went and continued the story at Altnagelvin hospital, where a number of them were taken. Then finally we got to Shipquay Street in Derry, the big March down, and that was the end of it. But that, I think was as a reporter, the most memorable and not particularly pleasant occasion. 05:45 

Int: Your career moved on the new UTV.

RW: 05:47 Yeah, it moved on. Bill [William] McGookin now, who was succeeded Fred Corbett as news editor - Bill decided he would leave UTV and become director of communications at the RUC [Royal Ulster Constabulary]. I remember him saying to me, ‘I'm going for a a quieter life.’ Well, hardly Bill. The late Bill, brilliant news editor and I succeeded, Bill. Again, no board, [just] a chat with Brum. I don't think we ever discussed salary, not meaningfully. UTV were brilliant company to work with. It was intimate. It was small, seriously friendly. But the management, decent people though they were, were a bit tight on a bit tight on the money. But that's another story. But anyway, I was much honoured to become news editor. Really, the start of the Troubles, it was in 1969, and of course many people marked the start of The Troubles as being August 1969 and I was in situ then. 07:13

Int: What sort of an operation did you run? 
RW: 07:18 It was, it was very small. And we turned out a lengthy programme at teatime and and what have you. And there were about, about four reporters.
Total of about five, no more than six journalists in the Newsroom.
And it was round the clock, you know? OK, we did the teatime thing, we didn't have the late-night news then. But more often than not, you were in the Newsroom doing news flashes. Such was the flare up of the Troubles. And I remember, and I'll never forget, the delightful Brian Baird.
And Brian was a newsreader, former senior English lecturer at, well at the time, was a senior English lecturer at Stranmillis College. Stickler for language and all of that, and Brian and I were in the Newsroom, again part of the Troubles, doing news flashes. And I remember, during yet another news flash and handing it to Brian, and Brian turned to me and he said: ‘You know, Robin?’ he said - you know, the way you didn’t use flashes in those days, we interrupt this programme to bring you a news flash - and Brian turned to him and he said, ‘You know, I'll soon be saying: ‘we interrupt this news flash to bring you an even better one.’ And, and his humour was terrific. I remember the day when Gordon Burns was the presenter of UTV Reports, and he wasn’t in the office and when we started UTV reports Gordon Burns was introducing the programme. And I needed him urgently and I’m shouting: ‘Burns, where’s Burns?’ and Brian Baird turned to me and he said ‘Robin,’ he says, ‘you will have to sit there while Burns roams’. 09:23

09:25 When I was news editor, I had control of what we put out. There was very little interference. You would chat to Brum Henderson periodically, Tony Finnegan, who was the Assistant Head of Programmes and Sydney Perry, of course, who was the Director of Programmes. But you've pretty well had a had a free rein. They would obviously, you know, after a programme say: ‘Are you sure that was OK, that it wasn't inflammatory?’ or whatever. But no, I didn't feel I didn't feel any hands on my shoulder, to be honest. So, from that point of view, it was very good and and I was able to do, and we were able to do a number of things which were quite, I think, bold at the time. I remember
the ‘no-go’ areas of Derry, the MP for which was John Hume, the late John Hume. And the Protestants of the Shankill decided in retaliation they would have a no-go weekend, not allowing the police in for a particular weekend. And I decided that I would - and now I put this across the management and they said:  ‘Hmmm, hmmm..’ but ‘yes, go ahead’ and I got a UDA man who insisted in beinghudders to record a discussion with John Hume one Friday afternoon. We didn't put it out live, it was recorded. And I remember going to get the UDA man on the Shankill Road. And as we were coming up the Ormeau Road to UTV, he dawns the map, took him in the back door and into makeup. I said ‘You'll hardly need makeup, but I would like makeup to see you.’ And as he was going in, John was coming out, and I said, ‘Oh, John, I'd like you to meet your protagonist.’ And the UDA man said, ‘I'm not shaking hands with him’, so that was that. We had a rather interesting discussion, which was chaired by Gordon Burns and marvellous presenter of UTV Reports, the half-hour programme at 6 o’clock and it was very, very interesting. So, we adjourned for a drink afterwards to the green room. And it was a hot summer's afternoon. And they were chatting away and finally, UDA man said: ‘Bugger this!’ and took the mask off. And he and John had the most interesting conversation, but I have to tell you, had I - because I later went to the BBC – had I been in the BBC, I think the BBC would have required more convincing as to the validity of the item. I think they would have. It certainly would have gone way upstairs. Beyond the controller, because actually one of the great differences was that when I was in UTV, the odd time we would have interviewed the IRA, I would have gone to Sydney Perry and said this is what we're planning to do and that was that. But in the BBC because there's so many various outlets of the BBC throughout the United Kingdom, things like that, like if you wanted to interview the Prime Minister or actually interview someone who was outside the law, like the Provisional IRA, that went to the Director General of the BBC. You know which was quite a mess to get through, you know, and sometimes you say, ‘Oh, I'll not bother because it's not worth the trouble.’ So that was one of the beauties of UTV. You were very much your own boss, and it was very good, very good. And, in fact, thanks to people like Gordon Burns, who was to be succeeded by David Duncease, we were on simultaneously with a programme called Scene Around Six at the time on the BBC. And we beat them in the ratings, and they were the days of two channels: BBC 1 and UTV, and we got three out of the five in the top 10 one week, you know. And given that your Coronation Street and all of that and only two channels. But then the appetite for news was very considerable, wasn't it? 14:38

Int: Everybody watched one or [the] other of us in these channels at night.
RW: 14:41 Well, I very much so very much so, the figures were astronomical, you know, astronomical. 14:47

Int: Before we finish it, any standout when once you'd like to tell us about, you know, incidents or people or during your time, this needs everything.

RW: 15:03 I think I think the standout moments looking, looking back on my time with UTV were revolving around the Troubles and and I think the thing that annoyed me more than anything else was that people would say: ‘This must be terrific for you, your ratings are going up and going up’ and what have you. And I used to say, well, quite the opposite because we actually live here and we are doing something unique. We’re actually broadcasting to the people who are in conflict, and we go home at night. We see our children. We live here, so there was no pleasure to be taken out of it whatsoever. But I think the standout thing was that we tried to do it responsibly because we were from the community and and many were the dilemma that festers. You know, when do you produce the camera? When you produce the camera in a riot not to exacerbate it. When do you lead with the deceased, Protestant or Catholic? If you're the victim of the awful Shankill butchers, yes. You were a Catholic victim. You were named as such. But what about a soldier? I think the soldiers’ religion is irrelevant. He was shocked because he was a soldier, you know. And similarly, those many, many, many hundreds of people killed in the bombing campaign. They were not essentially killed because they were both. If it was, they were killed because they were in the way of the bomb. But my outstanding memory of UTV was the manner in which my colleagues tried to do the job as responsibly as possible. And actually, [it] was an attitude which was nothing short of terrific. You really did, you know, you really did leave your politics to one side. And and I think we managed to do that. Difficult though it was on occasions. So, I think my standard memory was that generalisation. 17:40
Well, I have to say when the Troubles started the Newsroom was not in a good state. We were all new to it, there were very few of us and my goodness, the story was so, so big. But actually, we were saved by ITN because our friends in ITN came over to cover the story and on occasions had as many as 3 camera crews here at one time when we had only two. So, we got into a marvellous partnership with ITN. And people like Gerald Seymour, who was to write Harry's Game in view of his experiences in Northern Ireland, Michael Bronson, Sir Trevor McDonald, we all pitched in. It was terrific, and that's how we really found our feet and and began to run. And and we admire the social times, you know, when we weren't in the office, you know, we, you know, after the programmes were over, we would, we would enjoy ourselves. And relax. One of the places we used to relax in was Maxi's pub and everyone will remember Maxi's pub around the corner and Maxi, the pub owner and I remember going in with Gerald Seymour and he said: ‘May I have a hot whiskey please?’ And Maxi says ‘all right.’ And Gerald said, ‘Oh, do you think I could have some cloves with it? To which Maxi said, ‘What do you think, this is a Chinese restaurant?’19:36

