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Brief summary: In this interview Tony Axon reflects on his 15-year journey at UTV, highlighting the creative and energetic environment that made it a successful company. He discusses the challenges the company faced over time, including fragmentation in the TV industry and changes in ownership, which led to a loss of local creativity. Tony also mentions the difficult franchise rounds and how they changed the company’s direction, ultimately affecting its culture and success. 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Int: Can you take us back to when you joined the company? When was that and what was your role? 

TA: 00:07 Well, that was 1979 and I was hired into the sales department to sell advertising, but I arrived at Havelock house, which had been described to me by Brum Henderson as the Fun Factory. And actually, he was right. It was all about fame and fun and making a success of things, and that was a very easy sell for an advertising man. 00:38

Int: So how difficult or easy was it to sell television advertising in those days?

TA: 00:46 Well, it was relatively new to say to local businesses that you can be on TV. But think about our Ulster TV position. I mean, in Northern Ireland, it was, you know, one, you know, 50% of households were watching UTV all the time at some point. So you could take a local advertiser, put them on UTV, and he would be famous the next day. We also had the glorious thing of the Fun Factory, where we had two studios which were, worked very hard and produced the programs, but also produced advertising, and we could bring our clients along to have luck house. They would come in for the day, they would bump into the TV personalities. Of course, were household names, and this was all such an easy sell for somebody like me, and of course, was very successful for the advertisers. So it was great fun, first and foremost. 01:58

Int: And when you say you made the ads, I mean, they were quite high quality, right?

TA: 02:05 Oh, they were. I mean, the studio worked very hard, the creative teams, the production teams, long studio days, but produced great advertising. And as I say, it took local brands put them on screen and made them famous. You know, we talk about the water cooler moment, the photocopier moment. The next day you had your AD on UTV news, everybody talked about it, or at least said they had seen it. And for me, that was an easy sell. We also had, of course, an overlap into the Republic of Ireland in those days, which was actually huge. And that meant for me that there was a whole market of Dublin advertisers in the north, using UTV to both cover the north and the south at the same time, that was probably the germ of UTVs expansion into the Republic, which came later, but at that time, it was a wonderful position to be in. 03:22

Int: Was UTV used to test out new products?

TA: 03:26 oh yes, all the time, because 03:28

Int: What was it all about?

TA: 03:30 Well, because we were such a small market, it cost them very little money. So companies like Procter and Gamble, for instance, would have tested fairy liquid and varieties of fairy liquid on UTV. Diet Coke started on UTV, and that's how they used us. Because of our strength and our small market, made us affordable, which was great fun for everybody. 04:05

Int: You've talked about your advertisers becoming stars overnight. What were some of your notable campaigns?

TA: 04:11 Well, there was lots of them, you know. Just think back. Will you take a check with Frank Carson, you know, Doctor, Doctor, you know. Have you got any pills? Fred there's no bread, pick Punjana tea, George Best family sausages. All of these local ads were made famous because of the strength of UTV. 04:46

Int: So how long did all that go on? I mean, presumably it started to crumble at some stage as television fragmented into many companies. 

TA: 04:46 Yes. well, the advertising business was always going to fragment as was the TV business. However, if you look at the Republic of Ireland, RTAF continued to defend their position as local broadcasters and continued their creative output. I fear that we have lost that, with the change of ownership. The emphasis on local creativity has gone so that maybe the thing of the past. It would be wrong to blame on fragmentation alone, maybe more on less emphasis on local creativity. 05:46

Int: So, How long did you go on for you? How long did you stay in UTV? 

TA: 05:52 So I stayed for a good 15 years. Then, left and spent 10-15 years as one of their biggest advertisers. One of the ex- sales director Peter Battle, an English Catholic with a birth date of 12th of July, often said to me that I made more money for UTV after I left than when I was there. The actual fact was that UTV who were attracting the money, a tribute to the resource Havelock House and the people who were there. 06:36

Int: Everyone has talked of the UTV family and the place it was to work, what was your feelings about that? 

TA: 06:46 It was a creative hive, it was full of energy. And sometimes it was Trade Union negative energy, from my point of view. But it was always a buzz with something happening. And think about our past you know, think about counter point with Derek Murray. Think about Gloria, Gerry, Eamonn Holmes, Ross there are so many that you could mention, they were all great achievements.But  I think, the indicator that here was a creative hub, a positive influence, and we should appreciate more than we do. 
07:36 So, one of the biggest challenge is during my tenure there was of course the ITV franchise round. Where companies literally have to earn points with their program commitments and then commit money to literally buy their license. That was a big negative influence on whole of the TV industry. However, UTV survived it, they won the franchise first time rand with big program commitments. Kelly, Good Evening Ulster, and of course purchased the OB unit, outside broadcast unit which at the time a huge investment and big positive step forward. And then of course it was the big disagreements over the next franchise round that separated the Brum Henderson from the company. And you know, brought in Dalton Smith you know who did a very difficult role but delivered it and that changed the company’s personality. It was never quite the same again after those franchise rounds. 08:59

Int: Any stories you want to recount? 

TA: 09:08 I can remember the second franchise round, there was a very strong competitive application coming in. Including many of our biggest advertisers who were on board with the competition and that was quite a worrying time as to where the franchise would go. At the end of the day we got there through the thatch right principle of we paid more money, and that was Desmond who kept us going at that point. But that was a difficult time, and I think that made a change in the culture of the business, and we never went back to the glory days of which we should all be so proud. 10:06

Int: Lovely. 

