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---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Brief Summary: In this interview, Gordon Burns shares his journey from joining UTV as a sports editor to transitioning into news during the Troubles. Despite initially aiming for a career in sports, he filled in as a news presenter after a colleague left, ultimately taking the role permanently. Burns reflects on the challenging and dangerous times at UTV, especially when covering political tensions and threats. He recalls significant moments, like his intense interview with Prime Minister Edward Heath, and his interactions with politicians such as Ian Paisley. 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Int: 00:00 When and how did you come to work at UTV 00:03 
GB: 00:03 Well, I was at Campbell College in Belfast, and from there I battered the editor of the Belfast Telegraph and joined The Telegraph and after 3-4 years there I landed in the ludicrous fluke- a job I was underqualified for in London with BBC radio sport doing iconic programs like sports report, as a minion writing the sports news and so on. And it was at that time my mum, who’s still in Belfast, spotted an advert trying to get me back home again, in-in the newspaper saying there’s a job up as sports editor at Ulster Television as Ernie Strathdee, a former Irish rugby scrum-half who was sports editor there, had left in strange circumstances shall we say. So I applied for it and didn’t expect to hear another thing, and then I got invited for a-for a board. So I flew over from London to Belfast and did this board, and which included some tests, you know, to do a piece to camera, see if I could do a piece to camera etcetera, and an interview with one of the producers pretending to be a football manager or something, and I did all that sort of thing, and then I went back to England and got on with my life- not expecting to hear anymore. I’ll never forget I was in the flat with three lads in London, we were just going out one Friday night when the phone rang, this is how I nearly didn’t get to work with Ulster Television, picked up the phone and this voice- Cockney voice, and I can tell you now the controller of BBC- at UTV in Belfast was over from England- a Cockney, and his voice came and said “’ELLO!! Is that you Gordon?” and I said- and I thought it was a mate of mine pulling a trick, I said “yeah?” and he said, “It’s Jeffery Gilbert here, controller at UTV!” I said “Oh come on! I’m going out” thinking it was me mate, “I’m going out now, what do you want? He said- “is that Gordon?” I said “yeah.” “it’s Jeffery Gilbert here, at UTV!” and I said, “for goodness sake I’m going now if you’re going to carry on like this”, and I put the phone down, it was an absolutely true story I put the phone down! And then it rang again I picked it up and said “WHAT?” and he said “It’s Jeffery Gilbert here about the sports job” and I suddenly realised it was Jeffery Gilbert and I went “I’m terribly sorry, sorry the line went dead then, I wasn’t hearing properly etcetera, I’m really sorry but yes, so what can I do?” and he said “I just wanna offer you the job!” and so that’s how I bizarrely got sports editor at Ulster Television, 1967! And, so I flew over and became the new sports editor of Ulster television, all very grand except the sports department was me and one other; Leslie Dawes and a- and a film editor, and we had to put out two half hour programs a week; Friday night sports cast, and then Saturday 5 o’clock when all the results were coming in, we put out a half hour program then. 03:16 

Int: 03:16 So, you weren’t exactly overcome with manpower then? 03:20 
GB: 03:20 Certainly weren’t overcome with manpower to the point, you know, you think football matches ended at about 20 to 5, quarter to 5 and same with the rugby and hockey, we went out at 5 o’clock to give them all the Irish League results, the rugby results, the hockey results and then we had interviews- getting players coming in from Windsor Park or something to do an interview, and various other items we pre-recorded in the program as sort of features. Now, I remember being in the newsroom at UTV, you know, at 5 to 5 we were going on air, we were still typing bits of scripts up, and then hurdling down the stairs to go into makeup, and with- actually sat in the chair and makeup having them just doing that around my face when I heard the opening music start for sports cast in the studio just across the way, and I had to leap out the chair, hurdle across into the shooting, into the seat, just as they went “cue!” and it was a very breathless “good evening! And welcome” you know, etcetera. So things were that tight in those sort of programs and it- it was a bit amateurish in some ways, because there was a lack of staff and so on, but it meant well. I mean, one PA – people who time the program and count you in and out of things, I remember finishing a program- the sports cast once on a Friday night, and I was into the wind up “and that’s all for this week! We’re back again, same time next week!” When I got this sign from the floor manager saying “stretch!” and we’ll have all the latest news and Leslie Dawes will be back” and then I got this “stretch” again, one minute still to go- she'd under timed the program and I have no idea how when I’ve already virtually said goodbye how I got through another minute! It must’ve been the biggest garbage the country’s ever heard! But somehow, we got through it, so yeah! We had moments like that, but it was a fantastic place to work in, the atmosphere was just brilliant, and there was that still that pioneering spirit on television as we found new ways of doing programs. 05:23 

Int: 05:23 Of course, you didn’t have the technology they have today, so were there lots of people rushing in to hand you pieces of paper? 05:30 
GB: 05:30 Yeah, that's- the pieces of paper would emerge from under the desk, and land in front of you, etcetera, with a update on something or other, I don’t even know that we had earpieces, I can’t remember, I don’t think we did have earpieces as far as I can remember, and then they brought in a rickety old autocue, where the words over the lens, makes it easy for a presenter, and they’d invented one in UTV that we could use and you operated with a pedal, under the desk to keep it up with your speed, but it was a very sticky pedal, you know, so stop and you’d have to push and when you-it finally worked again it shot through! So suddenly your words were going past the top of the camera, yeah. But it was an amazing place, and we did some amazing programming, particularly as the troubles started, some tremendous, tremendous, brave reporting and coverage on UTV, ahead of anybody else. 06:28 


Int: 06:28 So how did you move from sport into news? 06:31 
GB: 06:31 I had absolutely no intention of doing anything in my life but sports. I was looking forward to being sports editor, on main, sports presenter, back on the network in England, or something in the future. That’s all I wanted, although I started as a general reporter on the Belfast telegraph, so I’d done courts and councils and all that sort of stuff, but there was a presenter, at the time doing UTV reports, and he also did a program, a current affairs program in the evening, which broke new territory in UTV and it was called “Flash Point”. And he was called David Marlow, but he was an actor by trade rather than a journalist, but he did very well with these programs, one day he walked out over a pay dispute as presenter of UTV reports evening news program- gone! And the only other person in the building who’d done a half hour program and had a journalistic background was me! So they suddenly said “could you fill in tonight? Maybe the next two nights? While we find a new presenter” so, so started in ‘69 now, I’ve been there two years, so I did the news for the next two nights, and then that became a week, which they hadn’t found anybody and then that became two weeks, and then they came to me and said “this is going quite well actually, do you fancy doing it?” I said “oh- I’d be sorry to leave sport!” etcetera and he said “no, no, you’re still doing sport” I said “so I’m working 6 days a week now? Am I? Monday Friday Saturday etcetera through” and they said “yeah, that would- It would have to be that if you want to do it.” I said “well I have no interest in politics, so-” they said “well, there’s not much politics, you could interview councillors and so on, couldn’t you?” and I said “oh yeah, yeah, well that’s alright” so in the end I took the job permanently, and what would happen? Just a few months later after taking it, the man who didn’t want to do politics or anything; the first stone was thrown at Burntollet bridge in the civil rights march when Paisley’s supporters attacked the civil rights march, and the troubles had begun, and I anchored that program for the next four years, up till 1973, possibly the most violent and horrible years of the troubles, and it was a fast learning curve I can tell you, for a presenter like me to start at the ground floor of a big new international story meant everything, it wasn’t something you had to catch up on, so every night after the program the politicians would come up into the green room, and many of them liked a wee tipple, and so they’d be there till all hours, and they would talk to you about what was really happening, what they couldn’t say on telly, and you learnt very fast what was happening, what was going on, and you were able to ask things in the sanctity of the green room, nothing in the green room would ever be allowed to go outside and if it did you’d know you would never get anymore background ever again, so those were interesting times, and very dangerous times, and scary times. The building was evacuated on many occasion and you did evacuate because it was bombs going off in Belfast and you knew, the media was always a target- but then it’s the trick, if anyone wanted to blow up UTV to take it off the air, the answer was not ring UTV and say “there’s a bomb” so everybody evacuated, if they really wanted to do it they should’ve rung UTV and said “there’s a bomb” and then we all would evacuate, and where did we all evacuate to? Not the other side of the street, around the corner into Maxie’s pub, so if you blew up Maxie’s pub about five minutes after the bomb scare you would’ve got the whole of UTV in there, and getting people back out of Maxie’s pub back into work again was a bit of a problem, but yeah, so there were tough times, and threats came left right and centre- on the phone after- If I had interviewed the reverend Ian Paisley quite hard, then immediately the phone will be red hot and reception will be taking down all these threats “we’re coming to get you” all that sort of stuff, from the protestant side, and the next night it would be Gerry fit or John who you’d give a tough time to, and then you get all the nationalist side ringing up threating with all sorts, and all the protestant side ringing up praising you, so I always thought, as long as it’s balanced, one way or the other, you’re probably doing alright, and you’re safe enough, but it was the job, and that’s what you did, and you knew what it meant, and if you didn’t like it go! But if you do it, then you have to do it properly and not be threatened, or worried about it. But! There was one really serious situation in terms of a threat that came up which has never left me, because it came in the cold light of day, about 11-11:30 it was taken at UTV, and then I was on a list and it was known that there were assassination lists on both sides, and I was apparently on the list according to this call, and they left a code, that suggested it was serious, and I was called up to the controller’s office, and he went through it with me, a guy called Sid Perry and then the police were in touch with me to tell me to change my route into work every day, to look under the car before I set off, and where to look etcetera etcetera, go back a different route, try and change my times, all that sort of- don't open the door at night, blah blah, and they told me also how to feel any parcel addressed to me, had to feel it for wires and stuff like that, so it was actually quite scary, nonetheless, that was it, and I went home, and I lived on the third floor of a building on Belmont road, with my partner- soon to be wife, and little boy of 3-4, he was, well he must’ve been 5 he was at the local primary school around the corner, and this- next morning when I walked down and came out front door taking him up to school, when I walked out the door, closed behind me, and I said “close” saw parked across the gateway, on the road but across from where the gateway was, there was this Ford Cortina car, with two blokes in the front wearing these big anoraks which is what these guys always wore, and they always drove a Cortina, and I froze for a second, I had no idea what to do, because I had my little boy there, had to walk up to school, the door had closed behind me, there was nowhere to go, if I turned around put the  key in if they were out to get me that woul- that coul- that that would’ve been it, but it might not’ve been that, I didn’t know! But it looked very sinister on the day after all these threats, so all this big threat, so anyway, I decided to walk on, so I walked on, out the gate and I could see them sitting in the car and they turned left, and then up the Belmont road up to the primary school, and had him on my inside, and as you go up the hill it’s all people’s front gardens, so it was all hedges beside me there, and this car came with me at walking pace, so it came up the hill absolutely beside me there and halfway up I could see the window being wound down, and thought this was it now what’d do I do? And it’s amazing what you think in the fraction of a second the speed your mind works, and the stupidity of it all because I thought right, this is it, I gotta dive in through the hedge, with me on top of him so if they shoot he’ll-he’ll hopefully make it, you know, just get me. I was on the brink of doing it and my brain also said, aren’t you going to look stupid if they lean out the window and said “excuse me do you know where the post office is?” and all these things going through your head and suddenly it roared off, on off the road, up the Belmont road, towards Strandtown and went away, and I delivered him to school, and went on into work and I thought “right, I was imagining it, it was nothing” the next morning, came out to take him to school, exactly the same thing, same car, same guys, followed me around the corner up the road, and then zoomed off, but I got the registration number this time I was thinking, and I got into work, and just joined it so was later to be a very famous UTV and later BBC presenter and brilliant interviewer in the troubles; David Dunseith, who had come from us from the RUC drug squad, joined us from that, a bit wacky at the time, and I got to him as he’d only just left the police force and I said “this is the number tell me what happened” can you find out from your mates what this is about, so he said “leave it with me” and that afternoon I got a call from the RUC saying “right Gordon, we’ve looked into all this, we’ve traced the car, and it comes from Cuba street in East Belfast” – heart of UDA paramilitary organisation etcetera, it’s that, lower end of the Newtownards road, so it was obviously a protestant one, and they said “it won’t happen again”, I said “what do you mean it won’t happen again” they said, “just, Gordon listen, we know it, we’ve chased it up, it will not happen again” I said “well that’s not good enough, I want to know why it happened, when-why am I on a list or anyth- or I mean what’s happening” he said, we’ll say this one more time “It won’t happen again, right? Now leave it” and I had no idea to this day what went on or what happened, but that was the scariest of all those sorts of moments. 16:10 

Int: 16:13 Wow, so what other standout moments did you have at- in terms of interviews or, you know van marks in the troubles. 16:22 
GB: 16:23 Well, there were quite a few standout moments during the evening program, UTV reports, with all these politicians. Many of which stand out, and interesting ones too, because outside UTV, that way was a sort of Protestant local area, some would call ghettos, I never liked that phrase, but a Protestant area. And that side, the Ormeau Road, was the nationalist area. So when you had these politicians on, you gave them a hard time, very often a mob from that side and a mob from that side came either side of the building and sort of stoned each other while they waited for whoever they wanted to get at or whoever they wanted to cheer to come out. So you had all that going on outside. I mean, there were two or three moments in these interviews. One that stands out in a sort of way that normally and quite rightly sometimes, the army and the police get hammered for the way they'd operated. There were good things they did and there were bad things they did and so on. But I remember this time, Bernadette Devlin, as then she was Bernadette McAliskey. I think, became after that. She was a firebrand, a young firebrand who'd, very young, had got to Westminster and made an amazing maiden speech that riveted the whole house and another time she crossed the floor, which is absolutely disastrous in the House of Commons, to attack Reggie Maulding and pulled his glasses off and things. But she was a young firebrand and I was interviewing her, it was a tough old interview and she was slagging off the army and the RUC killers, you know, the whole bit, murderers, really heavy stuff. Of course, when it ended, the mobs outside were massive, the nationalists to cheer and the Protestants to have a big go at her. And there's no way she could go out, so we were holding her inside as she waited. And then she said, “I have to go, I'm making a speech tonight” somewhere, I think it was Cookstown or somewhere. And then the police got to her, the army actually, got in and said, “right, this is what you do. Go down to the front door of UTV and we'll wait there and when we say go through the walkie-talkie, open the doors and send Bernadette straight out and her car will be just parked at the edge of the pavement there with an army,” they were called army pigs, weren't they. Those big armoured cars and I think there was another RUC one behind, so the front of her car, back of her, and so we're waiting and waiting and then they said go and we opened the door and off pushed Bernadette out and she just had to go across the pavement straight into the car and the army and the police guys had formed a sort of archway with their shields up like that as the bricks came flying over as she came out and she hurtled off into the car and then they whisked her out through the cars and away. And you just thought later, and it's not a political statement, it's just a fact of that day, that there would be very few police forces or armies, if you think of the Italians and the French Gendarmerie and so on, who would have protected someone who had just hammered them on the telly and called them murderous, this, that and the others, etc. And yet they protected her. All the bricks were hitting them on the back of the legs and everything else as she went in and drove off. So that was a fascinating one. And there were many with the Reverend Ian Paisley, a great big, strong character with this amazing, powerful voice. And I'll just tell you a couple of stories about Paisley. One of them, we used to have a horseshoe-style desk. So I was in the middle and then two nationalist politicians there and two Protestant politicians, unionist or whatever politicians there, the Alliance Party somewhere in it as well. And we had these discussions. And I mean, Irish politicians knew how to manipulate and they all wanted the last word. So they got very professional. They knew when the floor manager was getting to one minute to go, half a minute to go to me, that they wanted to get in. And if they got in, they never shut up. But I had to balance these guys. I remember with one of them trying to give everybody equal time, you know, Gerry Fitt, leader of the SDLP over here and Paisley here and the Alliance Party there, John Napier, I think it was, etc. and so on. And Paisley, when he starts, he won't stop. John Hume had a very great technique because he didn't stop either, the SDLP. He never breathed between sentences. I don't know how he did it. So you could never jump in when he took a breath. You know, it was your way in. As soon as they go and you get in quick. But I don't know where he breathed, but it wasn't at the end of sentences. So he was hard to stop. They all were in their own way. But Paisley this time was thundering. I'm not a thing we won't stand in the way, etc, etc. He just wouldn't shut up. And every time you tried to stop him, he got louder so he couldn't hear you or anybody else. And he thundered on. And what I want to say here, etc. And I claimed to be the only man in television ever to stop Paisley in his tracks. Because in desperation, because the other politicians were really having a go at me for not stopping him hard. I was trying. I put my hand under the desk and I grabbed his thigh and I squeezed it like that. And he stopped and looked at me like that. John Hume. And then I bring another politician in. So that was one of them. The other, he has, he's an interesting man. Because we did another interview once. Well, actually we did one once when we had two politicians up from the South, which is not the done thing in these days. But we had a very courageous editor in Robin Walsh who broke new ground all the time. And we had some Irish politicians up. And then Paisley wasn't happy about that at all. But they said something, these Irish politicians from the Dáil, something about, they referred to the six counties of Northern Ireland, which was red rag to a bull to Paisley. And he leapt up from the seat behind the desk and said, “I'm not staying here another moment. I can't do the accent, but I'm giving you some idea. Another moment with these people who come up here and don't recognise the constitution of Northern Ireland. I'm off.” And he walked out of the studio and the cameras followed him. So when he went out of the light, as he got to the door, it was very sinister, this shadowy figure still shouting and waving his finger. And he went out of the studio and then the whole thing felt so flat after that. But we carried on and we got to the end of the program. And then I apologised to the others saying, “well, sorry about that, but at least you all got a fair say.” And we walked out of the studio and there waiting for us as we came out was the Reverend Ian Paisley. And we thought, oh no, he's really going to lay into us now. And all he did is he looked at them and he said, “well, gentlemen, I think I know who won that one.” And off he went. One final one with him, I did this program, again, a discussion at the desk, et cetera, on a regular basis. These were and at the end of it, he turned on me when the program stopped and he said, if he called you Mr. Burns, you were in trouble. If he called you Gordon, you knew he was in a good mood. And he said, Mr. Burns, that's the most biased discussion I've ever been in my life. You gave those other politicians far more time than you gave me and I said, “well, I'm really, really sorry. I mean, I've tried to balance it equally and I thought I did. And if anything, Dr. Paisley, I thought you had more time than the others. He said, rubbish, ridiculous. They had far more time than me, far more time than me, ridiculous,” and stormed off still gesticulating. And he came back two days later for something else. And I was flying down the back stairs of UTV, as it then was, to go to makeup late as usual. And I jumped into him as he walked past. I was jumping the last two steps and I actually jumped into him and he turned round and he grabbed me by the lapels. Sorry about the mic. Grabbed me by the lapels. Now, I'm big. I'm six foot. And I'm going to stand up now. I'm telling the cameraman I'm about to stand up now. Because he grabbed me by the lapels as I landed. I forgot to keep my mic on. And he lifted me up onto my tippy toes like that with his big face right pushed into mine. And then slightly red in the face and he said to me, “Mr. Burns.” Bad news. “Mr. Burns. Do you remember in that programme the other day I said it was biased and that you gave them more time than you gave me?” And I said, “I do remember that but I felt it was biased.” He said, “exactly. You said you felt it was biased.” He said, “far more. You said you thought I had more time than anybody else. Well, let me tell you now, Mr. Burns, one of my supporters tape recorded that programme and we put a stopwatch on the contribution of every member of that discussion and do you know what, Mr. Burns? You were right. I was wrong. I got more time than anybody else. Ha ha.” Big shoulders went as he walked off around the make-up or whatever. So there are all sides to that man. Very dangerous in front of a crowd. Very good with his constituents. Very friendly if you ever met him in the street. But very powerful in front of people who could turn them like that. But a fascinating man and we had some interesting moments. I remember Robin Walsh, the editor, when politicians were allowed to carry guns and some of them came in with bulges in their jackets. Paddy Devlin used to have a big Wild West six-shooter that he could hardly hold when he lifted it up. But Paisley came in with a big bulge. And I remember, I think it was Robin, saying to him, “show us your gun, Mr. Paisley.” He said, “what gun?” “I can see, the bulge was there.” He put his hand in his pocket and he said, “this is the only protection I need.” He pulled out his prayer book which he carried in his pocket there. Interesting. 26:51

GB: 26:51 We pulled off a great coup at UTV on one occasion. I mean a massive coup. I'll set the scene for you. It was at the time when Stormont had fallen, and they were then going to set up the first power-sharing assembly, which wasn't going to be like the later ones. The unions were clearly going to win the overall majority and the former Prime Minister Brian Faulkner would become First Minister. But they had to have then at least, I can't remember the details, two members of the SDLP or the nationalist side within the sort of cabinet. So it would have been Gerry Fitt and John Hume probably. So that's what they were trying to set up. And it was coming before Parliament in Westminster as a white paper. So we decided to do the programme from one of ITN's studios in London, so we could get politicians quickly from the Commons into the studio to do the interviews. We were going to do the whole programme from there. And so I did UTV reports one night and then had to rush up to the airport to catch the late plane to London and stay in a hotel and then do the programme there the next day, follow the debate and then get politicians in. So that was the plan anyway. And I got to the airport and as I was rushing for the plane the Tannoy sounded. Would Mr. Burns please go to the nearest phone? We had no mobiles or laptops or any of those things, computers, nothing like that in those days. So I went to the phone, picked it up. I said hello and it was the voice of my super brave editor Robin Walsh who said “Gordon,” and he was a good mate of mine by this time. He said “Gordon.” I said “yeah Robin, hurry, I'm rushing for the plane, I haven't much time.” He said “change of plan. We're not doing the programme on the white paper tomorrow from London. We're doing a live interview with the Prime Minister Edward Heath. Down the street, 11 o'clock, OK?” I said “stop messing me about Robin” because he did wind me up at times and I would wind him up. I said “I've got to get a plane now, what do you want?” He said “I've just told you.” I said “no seriously, what do you want? I've got to run.” And he said “interview, Prime Minister, 11o'clock, a crew will meet you there, half hour interview.” I said “are you serious?” He said “yes.” So I put the phone down. Now this was a big moment in my life as a youngster and I went to the hotel. I just told you there are no computers, no laptops, you can't look up Google, it didn't exist and there were no libraries that were open. You can go and dig out, get cuttings just to refresh yourself. So you had to do it all from your own head and mind to prepare half an hour with the Prime Minister of the land, Ted Heath, on this hugely serious situation because Paisley and the DUP had already said they would wreck it from within if this was ever set up. They weren't having a power share assembly. The Unionist Party was the biggest party at the time, Brian Faulkner's party when he'd been Prime Minister and so on. And he had said that they would certainly take part and he would be First Minister assuming they won unless, he said, “we will not take part” and it needed the main Unionist Party as it needed the main Nationalist Party. He said “we would not take part if we did not get control back of the police force in Northern Ireland and security there”, which used to be there but had been taken, and Stormont had been taken to Westminster and they were in charge of the police force and the whole thing. So that was Brian Faulkner's condition which he said to me on UTV reports. “We will not take part if we don't get that back.” So anyway, so I go to this interview in Downing Street and I wait for the Prime Minister to come in and the more distant, cold, not that pleasant a man ever to meet is Edward Heath, the then Prime Minister. He shuffled into the room. In later years I interviewed Mrs. Thatcher in that room when I worked for Granada in England and she swept in with an entourage. I mean, and she actually went round all the crew and shook their hands first and welcomed them to Downing Street. But with this one, when it was UTV, in he shuffled on his own, came over, didn't speak to anybody else, hardly me. I said, “hello, good morning Prime Minister, I'm Gordon Burns, UTV, I'll be doing the interview.” “More.” That's what he said. And then he sat down and I tried to talk to him while the film camera, so it's magazine, 12 minutes and then you changed it to the next one. So I was trying to have a chat with him and he wouldn't say a word to me. And then we started the interview and we got through quite well the first bit and then we changed the magazine. So I tried to speak to him. I said, “well, you'll be looking forward to the summer break Prime Minister.” I said, “sailing no doubt in your boat Morning Cloud. I'm sure you'd want to do plenty of sailing.” It's just horrendous. Anyway, we started the second half and we came to this classic moment when it made the lead in every national newspaper the next day, every TV news, the lead story. It happened at this moment because he was talking about the new assembly and I'd been talking about people not taking part. And then I was saying, “but Prime Minister, the loyalists say that if, the extreme loyalists say that if,” and I got no further, he went red in the face. He looked at me, he almost foamed at the mouth and shouted at me, which if you have the Prime Minister of the land shouting at you in Downing Street with all this history around you and you're fairly young, I think I was still in my late 20s, it's a scary moment. And he said, “loyalists, loyalists, call these people loyalists. There are no more disloyal people in the whole of the United Kingdom than people who do not accept the sovereign decisions of this parliament.” So I was reeling at this response from the Prime Minister shouting at me, the scariest moment of my life, I think, but prided myself still to this day at how I kept my head and came back with a strong response that actually floored him. Because I looked him in the eye and said, “but Prime Minister, the loyalists I'm referring to are led by the Reverend Ian Paisley and Mr. William Craig.” And as background, William Craig, the former Home Secretary in Northern Ireland, led a huge extreme loyalist organisation called Vanguard in Northern Ireland, which had, I mean, he was even bigger than Paisley in many ways. I said, so they're led by the Reverend Ian Paisley and Mr. William Craig. "Are you saying that the Reverend Ian Paisley and Mr. William Craig are disloyal to the United Kingdom?” Now, he couldn't, he knew he'd made a big error there because he couldn't say yes or he'd have had a civil war. I mean, massive uprisings in the streets if he said that about, especially the Reverend Ian Paisley who sang God Save the Queen at every opportunity and waved the flag and loyal to the Queen, etc. And he got flustered and he just went “what I'm saying is that the people you say are loyalists are in fact disloyal if they don't accept the decisions of this Parliament.” I said, "but they're not accepting the decisions and they're led by Reverend Ian Paisley and Mr. William Craig. You're saying they're disloyal.” And again, he couldn't say yes and he was flustered all over the place. And that's what made the lead disloyal. I think it was the Daily Mirror headline the next day and that Reverend Ian Paisley, when he saw the interview, went mad and sent a telegram to the Queen in protest and rose to his feet in the House of Commons the next day to protest, the whole bit. And there were lots of other anger that Heath had spoken to us rather than Parliament about what he thought of the White Paper. And in that interview, the other crucial bit was I said, “the unionists are happy to take part, led by Brian Faulkner, unless they do not get control of the police back in Northern Ireland and are in charge of security as they would be the Parliament at the time of Northern Ireland.” I said, “so is that being restored to Northern Ireland and the new Assembly?” And Mr. Heath said, “no, it's not. I think it's best that we stay in charge of the police and the army in Northern Ireland for the time being.” So that flawed, who clearly wanted to be in this new Assembly in the Unionist Party, but now his condition had gone. It was actually the next night I was back in Belfast and Brian Faulkner came in. And these are politicians for you. Brian Faulkner came in, very sharp politician, very good, very tricky to interview. I sat there and I said, “Mr Faulkner, a few days ago you told me that you'd be all happy with the new Assembly unless you did not get control of the police force back. If it stayed in Westminster, you would not be supporting the new Assembly. You'd pull out. You heard the Prime Minister last night. You're not getting it back. So are the unionists pulling out now of the new Assembly?” And he said, looking me in the eye, he said, “first of all, what a good interview that was, Gordon, with the Prime Minister. And I hear what you say, and that's a very good question you're asking. And it's a question that the people of Northern Ireland have the right to know the answer to and where we stand on this.” And then proceeded to go all round the houses and not answer it at all. I mean, I tried a couple of times. He clearly wasn't going to pull out, but he didn't want to say it. And in fact, they didn't pull out. But the hardline loyalists, it lasted a short time, that Parliament. And then I think they had a Protestant worker's strike on the street and stopped people going to work and all that. And the people in the power stations were all loyalists came out and you had no power for long parts of the day and so on. And the Assembly fell but that was a key interview with the Prime Minister. And the Irish Times carried it the whole half hour, verbatim, right to finish across a couple of pages of the Irish Times. Massive in the Telegraph over here. And the front page of every national newspaper. And I think it was the lead in every news bulletin at the time, national news. So it was a big special moment and a part of history in Northern Ireland. So I've always remembered that as one of the most special moments in my life and one of the best interviews in my life. Because Heath was the first Prime Minister I did. By the end of my career, I'd done eight successive British Prime Ministers from Heath through Wilson and Thatcher and Major and Blair and Brown and all these people to the end, so I did eight successive ones. But that was the first one and probably the most memorable. 37:49

Int: 37:50 So how could you bear to leave us after all that? 37:53
GB: 37:57 Well leaving, I had such a strong time at UTV and it really changed my career doing all the politics and affairs and learning how to do tough interviews with politicians. There are no tougher politicians to interview as I later found out in England than the Northern Ireland politicians. I mean they were very good and sharp and wanted to dominate the whole time etc. But in the end, if you analyse it, I did four years of it. It's the same story with some twists and turns. It's the same politicians, the same story etc. And I was still that keen. There's an ambition inside me. Could I now do this on the bigger stage in England? And I thought for a while, I'm just going to go and try my luck in England. I'll never forgive myself if I don't. And how long can I keep doing this the same story time after time after year after year? And I thought it's time to go. And that's the interesting thing, when you learn a lot about management and yourself and what you can get and what you can't get depending on your circumstances. Every year I was at UTV, I'd go in with a controller at the end of the year and ask for more money. And then of course when I did the news as well as sport, ask for more money. And then when it became quite dangerous and all the rest of it, I thought we should get a bit more money. And every time I was turned down on the basis that it's tough times, it's tight times. We really don't have, I mean ITV was making money hand over fist at the time. But we couldn't pay it, blah, blah, blah. And then I started some threats after a while when my position was quite strong and said “well, you know, the BBC are interested and I might have to go there.” And they always called the bluff. They always said, “well we'd be very sorry to leave you Gordon if that's what you decide.” So I failed every time. And then when finally, I gave them six months' notice. I went in and said “right, I'm leaving in the summer after the”, there was the next set of elections were coming up. And I said “I'd do the big election specials for two days and then I'd leave.” And they said “alright", that was that. And then about a month before I left, they said “you're not leaving are you?” And I said “yeah, it's a career decision, I'm leaving.” And I remember having accolade of being called down by the managing director, Brum Henderson into his office for a rare opportunity to see the big man. He was a big powerful figure sitting behind this desk in his shirt sleeves, dominating this desk. And he said, “Now Gordon, you're not leaving, are you?” I said “yeah, I am Brum, I'm leaving, it's a career decision.” “No, no, no, no, no.” I said “no, seriously, I'm not kidding now, I'm going.” And he said, “What can we do to make you stay?” I said “Nothing, it's a career decision, I'm off. I'm not being bolshie or anything, that's it, I'm going, I've given you plenty of notice.” And he said “Right, more money then, how much do you want?” I said, “Well it doesn't matter what you offer me, it's a career decision.” “No, no, no, give me a figure.” He said “What about a car as well? Car?” I was getting all this stuff offered to me all the years when I couldn't afford to leave because of mortgages and now I was leaving on a career decision. I was getting offered everything because I really was leaving. But in the end I said “No.” And then he said “Alright, well it's a pity, I could see you,” he got his dig in at the end, he said “I could see you being here for a few more years dominating the scene before you burn yourself out.” I thought well that's a good suggestion to keep me here. But it was a total, he could have offered me a million which would never happen but he could have and I wouldn't have. It's a career decision and I went with no job to go to. We left and we went back to England, well we went over to England not back to England, set up over there and then I landed. I nearly got out of the BBC's mid-week, which is the evening current affairs programme. They only offered me a three month contract and I didn't want that to see if I could do it. So I joined Granada to anchor their evening news programme and then things developed from there. I did all their politics and current affairs and then landed the Krypton Factor quiz which ran for 18 years, right top, second in the ratings for a long time, over 18 million viewers. 18 years, peak time, which is phenomenal but it took me off course. You become a quiz show host, you get pigeonholed and no more politics came my way for a long time. But other things did. Surprise, surprise, Asyla Black offered me a slot on their programme for one night only. It turned into five years. I thought, I never wanted to do this sort of programme. It was great fun to do. But it was all because of the upbringing in UTV, the way I learned the trade. Belfast Telegraph originally learning the trade of journalism, and UTV that brought me through all that and into the biggest story in the world at the time. And I was able to learn to cope with it and to face politicians and not be scared of them anymore and to ask the key questions. And that really took me on the rest of my career, which was a fabulous career. I can say one thing. There was never a single day in my entire career, which spanned over half a century, where I didn't look forward to going into work and enjoyed the day. Never once did I want to stay off work or shirk it or whatever. I looked forward to it, I enjoyed it. And I think if you can say that at the end of the day and get well paid for it, then you can be very happy. And I'm very happy with what's happened. 43:41

 
 


