Interview with David McBride 
Transcribed 10/05.25
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Brief Summary: David McBride recounts his history of UTV, notably his experience working his way up, becoming a cameraman and documenting the troubles, he goes into the familial aspects of the company and discusses the crossover between UTV and ITN, how he had the opportunity to go to the Gulf War as a journalist.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Int: 00:00 You want at the end the one that I haven’t ate 00:01
Other: 00:01 Right Jeanie, just clap your hands for me in front of your face 00:05
DM: 00:05 Right, okay, I’ll get settled 00:07
Int: 00:07 get settled 00:08
Int: 00:11 So, David, tell me how you came to be at UTV. 00:14
DM: 00:14 When I’d left school I’d went into the Customs work, down at the Docks and I had friends from school that I still met at night in the pub and one of them had been for an interview in UTV which involved cameras. And I loved cameras because my sister had worked in a photographic shop in Belfast as ours, and she was always bringing cameras home at the weekends so, I was, access to these amazing cameras all the time. And we were in a pub and he said ,‘I was at an interview at UTV today, hadn’t a chance, they were talking to me about cameras and stuff,’ he said ‘that would suit you.’ So, the next day I phoned them, and they went ‘yeah, come in.’ And I thought it was strange because they said come in tonight at 7 o’clock and I thought ‘who does interviews at 7?’ So I went in and it was the news editor Fred Corbett and Bill [William] McGookin and Fred was just leaving to go to Stormont. So, Bill took over and I got the job and I was absolutely over the moon. And I’d a year as a runner in the newsroom, which entailed doing absolutely everything. That was the best grounding you could get because they taught you everything about news. 01:35
Int: 01:35 and you were into every department and talking to everybody in the building I suppose 01:39
DM: 01:40 Yeah, you got it, all the greats of the day, like Ernie Strathdee and Ivor Mills and all those giants, you know I was in awe of the whole thing. And then after a year I got a job in the film library which was taking me closer to cameras. And, in those days it was perfect timing because I joined in 1967 and then moved to, into the film library in ‘68 and in ‘69 the Troubles started, so the whole thing just changed. And we spent a lot of time going out with the crews, the assistant and the cameraman, loading magazines, carrying tripods, doing that. And I was one of the first ones in Derry with the crew. In fact, Robin Walsh was the reporter on it, and he became the giant in the news, BBC and so forth. And it was a real rude awakening of what was ahead of us, you know. Those early civil rights marches in Derry which erupted into really awful violence and trouble, and we were in the thick of it, so it was a big move, you know. 02:56
Int: 02:56 So, tell us about that day in Derry 02:58
DM: 02:59 well we went every weekend, we’d set off on a Friday night, and we were based in the old city hotel, which was right beside the Guild Hall. And then on Saturday you would go over to the railway station, where they assembled. And the whole thing was they would go over the Craigavon bridge and try and get through the walls but that’s where they were stopped. And that’s where it all happened, so we had the pictures of the civil rights marchers sitting on the bridge singing ‘we shall overcome’ and then we’d make a rush for the police line, which was at the end of the bridge. And sometimes we were caught in-between. And it was a really strange incident one day when we were trying to get past the police cause we were caught in the middle. And there was a police handler with his Alsatian. And I recognized he was a neighbour, and the dog stayed at home, so I knew the dog, and I was going, it’s me let me through. And they wouldn’t and Robin Walsh and myself and Ken had to climb up onto the parapet of the bridge to get ‘round the police vehicles. So we were walking along, carrying the gear and there was the river down there, just to squeeze past the Land Rovers and the barricades. And on the other side where what they’d call the Paisleyites who were throwing bricks and whatever they could get over the top. And you were always caught in the middle and when we got through that day in Carlisle road we were cornered by the mob. And they pushed us into a doorway of a shop which had a small hallway, and we were getting a thorough going on over, and the door of the shop opened, and thankfully the shop keeper had stayed on to look after his premises. And we tumbled in and he slammed the door closed, and that’s what saved us. Some of the gear got a bit of a battering, and I’d bought this new Parka coat to go in, I was all kitted out thinking I was brilliant, and every toggle on it had been ripped off. So when I got home on Sunday night and I was living with my parents, my mother couldn’t understand what had happened, and I couldn’t tell her, or I wouldn’t be allowed out again, you know because she’s going ‘oh, what happened to all your toggles,’ and I’m going ‘errmm, I don’t know.’ But, we just had to work through, and during the up at the Diamond, where the parade came in and the violence was just out of hand then, the camera man took unwell and he laid down on the road. And I was just unceremoniously handed the camera and told to keep on filming, because this is what you did in those situations. So it was a real eye opener to what was happening around us, and then you’d come home and the people are living a perfectly normal existence and you’re thinking ‘you have no idea what I did today.’ 06:10
Int: 06:11 And then it followed you down the road 06:13
DM: 06:14 Yeah, yeah, so it led - people used to talk later on years, about multi-skilling as if it was the latest thing - when we were in the library we had to do editing, processing where you process the film, out with the crews, you just had to be able to fill in if somebody wasn’t there, they needed an extra body. So you acquired all these different skills which was fantastic and really brilliant. 06:42
Int: 06:43 and of course it was all film in those days 06:45
DM: 06:45 It was all 16 mil film, and then processing we had an old clapped out Lolly jr. And suddenly- it was used to dealing with a couple of stories a day, and when the Troubles came, everything just went into overdrive. And you had all crews coming in from all over the world, and I actually processed colour film for an American crew, through a black and white machine and we got pictures out of it. And Kodak came over for a week and saw what we were doing and had a report at the end of the week said it was impossible what we were actually doing, that was- no way we should’ve been able to do it. But, you were mixing with the top ITN crews and reporters and it was just incredible. And I remember nobody had phones, we had no mobiles, and we had just moved into a new house, in those days to get a landline phone took like two years. So I just had taxis coming to the door at all hours of the day and night telling me to get into work. And I remember one night I was told to get in at 6 o’clock in the morning, and when I got it in it was operation motorman had started, and from Monday morning through to Thursday, I didn’t get a break- meal break - and on the Thursday night at teatime, Robin Walsh, the news editor came in and said to me, ‘you could take a break now,’ and that was the way you were expected, you had sleeping bags. And you just camped down there and that was it, and there was loads of times where you were out, but they would find you, even- and I was pulled out of the cinema, sitting beside a girl I’d been trying to get out with for about a month, and my name came up on the screen to report to the reception, and I’d left her, and I went down and they said, there’s a phone call, and, it was Robin Walsh again and he said, David look out the door and tell me what you see, and I looked out and I said “I see a taxi” and he went, “get in it”, and that was it, and I never saw that girl again. 08:57
Int: 08:57 Unsurprisingly 08:58
DM: 08:58 Unsurprisingly yeah, I was in the middle of a Rugby match and I heard somebody yelling and there was this camera man standing at the side of the pitch and I had to run off, much to my teams concern, leave them a man down, and head off on this job, but that’s just the way it was, it was amazing, to be involved in it. 09:23
Int: 09:23 So what point did you move out of the film library then? 09:27
DM: 09:28 I actually left and went to work in Dublin for two years, there was a cameraman who had left UTV and gone down south and he kept saying to me come down and work with us for a while, and at that stage the troubles were getting, you know you were getting tired of it, so I left and went down south and as a freelance basically editor, and the first job we got was for the RTE in Belfast for the – so I thought nah, so I eventually came back and within a few months got a job as a cameraman within UTV, and that was me off again, but you know, it was great in those days because you were, you were involved with it- all the top news people and then you were being hired them too because UTV would let you out to work for ITN and whoever came in for you. 10:28
Int: 10:29 Dangerous though 10:32
DM: 10:33 Well, there was but we didn’t think of it too much because you were so busy, and you know, when you’re out on things, you concentrated on what you were doing, and if you had a good buddy with you, while you were busy looking into the camera, you couldn’t see what was going on around and behind you, they looked after you and pulled you about and made sure you didn’t get into the shooting line of things, but we went for years and years you were just living breathing it and it was great, and we’d enjoyed it, and it was horrible too because of the things that you saw, and you just had to move on, you know, and not let it get you down. 11:14
Int: 11;15 and of course there was the lighter side of life, the kelly shows, the lakeland games and all of that 11:18
DM: 11:20 yeah, there were all- it was just fantastic you know because in those days because everybody had an attitude about them of just getting on with things and just living a great life and, and looking after, it was true, it’s been said so many times, UTV was one big family, and everybody looked after everybody 11:41
Int: 11:41 Every single person I have interviewed has said that, from way back in- you know, the Gordon Burns and so on has said that it was a family and people looked out for each other 11:53
DM: 11:54 Well, Gordon Burns was fantas- he was like a giant, because he came over from England, became sports editor and I remember one day he walked in when I was working in the film library, and he walked in through the door with George Best, who was the big L beatle at the time, and it, aspiring had fled from Manchester because of the pressure, jumped on a plane back home, when he got to Belfast, his house was sort of sieged by press, so he phoned Gordon who was a friend, and Gordon brought him into UTV and he sat in the library talking to us and drinking cups of tea, and looking out the window at all the press out on the street below cause he couldn’t go anywhere, and we spent the entire day with him, and you’re just going this is incredible, you know, we’re here with George and chatting away and loving it you know, but you never knew who was gonna come through the door next and that was part of the fun 13:01
Int: 13:01 You must have some favourite stories 13:03
DM: 13:03 I’m trying to think of something I could tell that we could put out, funny enough when we did the- can't really tell that, was just about the start there, then I remembered the end, no, I think I’ll leave it there. 13:28
Int: 13:28 Interesting people or, stars who turned out to be horrible, all that kind of thing? 13:34
DM: 13:35 I loved, the reporters from ITN were like gods to us, because you know we were regional and these guys, and I remember I became very close to Terry, and he- 13:49
Int: 13:50 Terry Lloyd
DM: 13:51 Terry Lloyd, yeah, he was just so nice, and loved everything that we did, and I remember I’d been stationed in Derry for a while, and eventually they sent for me, think I was going a bit native, and they brought me back, and I dumped all my gear off and ran around to the pub, and I haven’t been home for a good while, and Terry was there from England and he was interested in what I was doing up there and the next thing while we’re standing having a drink there was a noise, a buzzing noise, and it was the first time I’d ever seen a message master, a bleep, and he did it like this, “a police man’s been killed in Lisburn” and I’m looking at him going “what?” couldn’t believe it- it's on his wee screen, so we looked and I said “I know where that is” and if you go in, straight up the motorway, they’ll have it blocked there, I know how to get in around the back, and he said “Would you go?” I said “fine” I jumped into the car, went and got it and headed up and got exactly to where the scene was, and the car was blown up, and seen your police officer killed and the police could be awkward at times, and they couldn’t figured out how I’d got to this position, coming in the back way, so they started to push me back and generally- I was behind the tape, I wasn’t doing anything wrong, but one particular guy took a umbrage against me, and it was because their emotions- they'd just lost a colleague, I could understand it, but we were getting a lot of hassle, and the photographer from the telegraph said to me, “Davy you keep filming, and if they arrest you I’ll take a photograph” and I went “Right okay”, so inevitably I got arrested and just upended me and were carrying me and throwing me in the back of a land rover, just as my wife walked past, who I hadn’t seen for about 6 weeks, and she just looked as I was being physically put in the back of a jeep and she just shook her head 16:03
Int: 16:03 and walked on 16:04
DM: 16:04 He’s home and you just thought oh dear 16:13
Int: 16:14 So, anymore memories to recount? 16:16
DM: 16:17 oh, there’s so many really, you know 16:18
Int: 16:17 I know, it’s - I feel bad even asking you, because, okay well, something different, you were probably one of the best cameramen, so what- were you self-taught or did you ever get any formal training 16:33
DM: 16:34 I got training in the studio, and that was, that was really good to do that because you had directors in your ears constantly correcting your shots, and some people just couldn’t handle that happen, but it made you a much better camera man, because you were constantly being monitored, and corrected, and that made it easier when you went out on the roads, you could still do news work but you were shooting pretty good quality stuff because of all the training you’ve had over the years in the studio, and you worked with so many directors, you weren’t with the same people, there was guys coming from England and they were directing you and you got such a wide knowledge you know that was- it was  great, it was- made everything so much easier when you were on your own, you knew how to react, and then as I say the year in the newsroom working with all those fantastic journalists- you- I said sometimes we were more journalists than just being a cameraman because a lot of the time we were on our own, and I remember Robin Walsh was saying one time, says if you’re ever out on the job, and you need to know what’s happening, ask your camera man, because he’s been there, and knows, you know and that’s- it was really brilliant doing that, and they give you a lot of leeway to go and do stuff yourself, aye well it was great, can’t complain about it at all 18:01
Int: 18:03 that’s great, now is there anything else you’d like to add, we seem to have skated through a lot of years very quickly 18:10
DM: 18:10 yeah it’s very difficult he’s looking at me going don’t say that Gena 18:20
Int: 18:20 What about any particular filming trips, like, American presidents, or big world cups, and any any of those 18:30
DM: 18:30 the, good one about the- whenever president Clinton was coming the first time, and this was big for us, we were all- and on the buildup to it as you know, all the advanced parties started to filter into Belfast and there were all these stories of these guys going around checking everything, and checking out people who incase- who endangered the president, and one night I finished work and as usual I’d dandered around to the pub and when I walked in Bruce Switzer, one of the sound men was in the back with this guy that I’d never seen before, assumed he was a friend, so I just stood at the bar having a drink and the next thing Bruce said “Here’s Davy he’s been in UTV a lot longer than I have, he might know who you’re” so this guy had said he was, an ex-employee of UTV, and gone to America and was back on holiday and was just retracing his steps, so I didn’t know him, and then I started to fire up names, and he was standing with the pint of Guinness and he even had a Chinese take-away in a bag beside him, and I went do you know so and so, do you know so and so, and the guy- and the next thing- he just ran out the door, and Bruce and I looked at each other and went, and I went- we suddenly realised he was one of the American security people doing a walk around and checking with people, so anyhow, we had a bit of a laugh and, cause he’d left his take-away the next day I went into town to meet my wife and we went to the kitchen bar for lunch and I was telling her about what happened the night before and I was saying there was this guy, guy pretending to be a bit drunk, Guinness and a take-away and he was- he didn’t know anybody in UTV, and the next thing I heard a voice in the other bar in the kitchen, and I said, ‘scuse me and I got up and walked through, and it was the same guy, doing the same routine, in the kitchen bar, and I just stood at the door and when he saw me, he ran out again- and I thought, that guy must think I’m following him, just ruining his whole day, and I’m thinking they must have a file on me now you know, but then the big thing was because you were able to do so much, Albert Kirk and myself got sent off to the Gulf war together, working for ITN and that was such a big step up for us, and we were out there for two tours, and that just a complete eye opener, we’re in a different world- a different world completely, and it was a major job, and we did- we did really well, you know, we’d survived it and came back, and I think that was a big pinnacle for me you know 21:47
Int: 21:48 what were you doing there? 21:49
DM: 21:50 I was filming the war with the ITN crews, we had been out earlier and I had visas, so when they couldn’t get other people in they asked would we go out, so I remember it was at Christmas time and I phoned Albert and he said you know, we’ve got this gig, you okay? You up for it? And, we to go in and sign transfer to ITN, because UTV didn’t want to be responsible for us if something happened to us, and I had to bring- my wife with me to sign all the will stuff, you know, all the legal stuff, and she was not pleased because it was coming up to Christmas and I was about to do a vanishing act, and our two senior managers had to be waiting there for this fax to come through from ITN, they signed it, I signed it, and my wife had to sign it, and while we were waiting, the Christmas party was going on upstairs and everybody’s- and we’re sitting waiting to do this, and the chief executive said to her “what do you think about Davy going to do this?” and she’d said “well I’d just leave it up to him, he makes his own mind up” and he went “well we think he’s effing mad” and I could see, that isn’t what you should be saying when I’m trying to get away here, you know, but certainly didn’t help, but, we headed off, and we held our own, and we did some big stories, I remember we headed off, there was a South African journalist who was a bit gung-ho, and he was determined to get up to the border with Kuwait, and we figured out the only way we could get up- we had a jeep which was camouflaged, so if we got army uniforms we could pretend we were the army and get up to the border where we’re meant to go, and we did, and we went through all the check points, and as we’re getting closer the first thing that hit us was this awful smell, and then a sea bird walked across the road, in front of us, covered in oil and I thought there was something wrong, and we stopped, climbed over the sand dunes, then you could hear the noise of the water lapping really strange- and it was completely, the whole sea, was oil, and that the first we realised Saddam had opened the taps, and letting it all go into the sea and then they were going to set fire to everything, so we very quickly filmed all of this, and jumped back into the jeep and headed back to the feed point at Daher Rehem and that night we were sitting in the ITN office and this American came around and he said “who shot the stuff of the oil” and I said “I did” and he said come on with me, and we walked around to another office and it was CNN and he pointed at the screen and there was George Bush with a screen and my pictures going out, and he was saying this is what’s happening- this is what- and I thought- okay, I’m happy now. 25:17
Int: 25:17 Yeah, seminal moment 25:18
DM: 25:19 and then we blew it because the guy wanted to go back the next day, and unfortunately didn’t make it this time, we were spotted and we were arrested and it was pretty unpleasant for a while until we managed to get out 25:37
Int: 25:38 and were you quite glad to get back into UTV then for some mundane work 25:42
DM: 25:43 No, not really, we-we sorta got a taste for it, and- but we still we given horrible, difficult things to do, but it took a while to come down from it all, you know, but it was, just one of those, things you think about and say I’ll remember this for the rest of my life, you know. 26:02
Int:26:03 Indeed, so give us your thoughts looking back now on your career as a whole 26:08
DM: 26:08 I was very very lucky, I mean, that’s- if that guy in the pub that night hadn’t told me about going to the interview I probably would’ve still been, or would’ve been still a customs clearance guy at the docks, but just that one conversation just changed my whole life completely, and I wouldn’t have missed it for the world, I really wouldn’t, you know?
It was brilliant 26:35
Int: 26:36 Thank you 26:38
DM: 26:38 Thank you 26:38

