Interview with Jack Williamson
Date Transcribed: 13/05/25
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Brief Summary: Jack Williamson reminisces on his time at UTV, and goes into some detail about the experience of working there at its infancy. He does not remember the minute details about UTV, but goes into detail about the people he worked with, particularly Brum and how he would show up to employees’ houses on Christmas day. 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Int:00:00 So, so you had work from television before? 00:01
JW: 00:01 I’d worked in- to BBC for a year, was in Glasgow, I was in London for a week training, and then, in Glasgow for most of a year, then I’m back to Belfast- and then a job was advertised and went to UTV. Just started about a week before- started about a week before it opened, and- so was there for the start yeah. 00:29
Int: 00:29 So, what, what was your actual job? 00:31
JW: 00:32 Well I was in the central area, where the films went out and the commercials went out and of course—it’s a bit vague but I don’t even remember when the studio opened, cause I don’t think there was a studio at the start, but- I remember the first night, what do you call them, can’t remember his name now, did the- opening 01:03
Other: 01:04 Sir Laurence Olivier 01:04
JW: 01:04 Sir Laurence Olivier that’s the one, yeah him 01:08
Int: 01:08 so yeah, just go back and pick it up “I remember the first night” 01:10
JW: 01:11 yeah well, just vaguely remember the first night- it was a long time ago. 01:18
Int: 01:18 So, what do you remember of that first day? 01:21
JW: 01:22 Not a lot really, now. 01:25
Other: 01:25 Well, was there a buzz that day? Jack, I mean- bring us back to that Halloween day, the 31st of October 1959, you know, was it a righter day when you started? Was there a big anticipation cause- did you all know that Laurence Olivier was going to open- open the station 01:45
JW: 01:46 Oh, we all knew that yeah, but, 01:50
Int: 01:52 What had you been told about that day? 01:58
Other: 01:59 Were you told to keep away?-- Where youse told- were youse locked 02:02
JW: 02:02 No, no, no it was- he must’ve done it from the main entrance cubicle, so I don’t think there was a studio at that time because- no it’s too vague, I can’t remember it much 02:19
Other: 02:19 And was that- the announcers, call it as it was a studio, that was part of a central area then? 02:25
JW: 02:25 Oh it was, yeah, and there was a window between the master control area and announcer 02:33
Other: 02:33 So that would’ve been where the continuity announcer would’ve been ordinarily, 02:37
JW: 02:37 Yeah, a-huh, yeah 02:38
Other: 02:39 It had to be very small 02:41
JW: 02:41 Oh it’s small, yeah it was- very small. There was only a desk in it, a microphone, that’s under a camera of course 02:49
Int: 02:49 So what was your role? That, that night. 02:52
JW: 02:52 That night- I don’t- well I must’ve been in telly sunny looking after the commercials and the film whenever it went out, I can’t even remember what was- went on but 03:06
Other: 03:06 and think- thinking back to those- that, that, those early weeks and years, so a commercial break was what, 35 milimeter and voiceover? 03:17
JW: 03:17 Yeah, well the voice was over the slides and the main break was 35 mill’ yeah 03:25
Other: 03:25 and can you remember who was continuity at that time? 03:27
JW: 03:28 Well it’d have been either Adrienne or, Diane 03:35
Other: 03:35 Was Adrienne—03:36
JW: 03:37 Adrienne McGuill well, she was then, she was married to--- what do you call 03:43
Other: 03:43 So that was miss Adrienne who went onto Romper? 03:45
JW: 03:44 Miss Adrienne, yeah- and Jimmy Green was now entered at the start, as well, and the guy that went to ITN, who- bad with names, ah, what do you call that went to ITN?  04:06
Other: 04:06 The vision mixer guys? 04:07
JW: 04:08 No, no, no 04:08
Other: 04:09 Iver Mills 04:10
JW: 04:10 Iver Mills, that’s him, yeah, so they were all there at the start. 04:16
Other: 04:16 and those early days, was there a live news program every night? Or was it just headlines 04:22
JW: 04:20 –No, just headlines, no live- there's no—no, there’s no newsroom or anything like that I don’t think, at the start anyway 04:32
Other: 04:33 And what time did the station come on air at? 04:38
JW: 04:38 I think it was about 6 in the evening, and it closed they used to play the Queen at the end of it- and, yeah, 04:55
Other: 04:55 What’s your first memories of local production? 04:59
JW: 05:00 Well, I was on racks controlling the cameras and the thing, but I can’t remember what the early programs were, I suppose they were news, 05:12
Other: 05:12 That was roundabout? Was it, was round- 05:16
JW: 05:16 Well, roundabout was one of the early programs yeah, u-huh, yeah. 05:20
Other: 05:20 But that’s when studios came along, sure that wasn’t like in 1959 05:25
JW: 05:25 Not that I remember no 05:28
Other: 05:28 And what would your greatest memory be, going back to that time- the thing that stands out, most of all. You know, as a memory to you 05:40
JW: 05:41 Well of course, that’s where I met my wife- Joan, she was working for Frank Brady, she started shortly after, and we were married the following November so, and that’s, and then we were married for 49 years until she went to Dublin for a heart operation. 06:10
Other: 06:10 So typically, like most of the women in those days, once they married they had to leave? 06:14
JW: 06:15 No, I was, I think I was the first of people in UTV, there were others since, there was Bill Shaw and various others, Paul Irwin. They tried to bring in that rule, but, I don’t think it worked, cause Joan went back and did lungclark [?] after she left Frank Brady’s office 06:41
Other: 06:41 and can you remember what year that was? 06:42
JW: 06:42 Oh, 1960 we were married, and started in 1959, so, yeah. 06:53
Other: 06:54 and so, your whole career with Ulster Television was in a technical area, and was there areas within that? Engineering area- there was a maintenance for instance, there was transmission control, but are- you know, or was it just one big place that you worked in? 07:14
JW: 07:14 No, well I didn’t do transmission control or anything, I was just on the engineering side, we did, or well, when we got to- the VTR, the recording machines, I was up doing that, but, I did control the camera’s for a while, and control, and then I was master control at- when I’d move down into the new area, so 07:41
Other: 07:41 So your memories of technologies at that stage, so, 07:44
JW: 07:44 Yeah, yeah 07:46
Other: 07:45 So what was the first was it the 2-inch VCR—or, not VCR, the 2-inch VCs as I would recall? 07:55
JW: 07:52 Yeah, u-huh yeah, actually I found it in the shed, one of the recording heads, from the- whenever they were done away with, they were throwing out these heads. I thought it would be a keepsake, but it’s just been lying there, and found it the other day 08:13
Other: 08:13 So, on a commercial break, you know, a lot of people in today, we just pick up an iPhone and we press play, but in order to put a commercial break out, a commercial break consisted of many different aspects of technology, can you recall what they were, be weight- a BTR was 2 inch, and 35 milimeter and then voiceover slide, or voiceover cart- or,  cart over, could you give us a bit of information as you- as you can recall from that on the technology end? 08:52
JW: 08:52 Well, we got these RCA machines for the commercials eventually, and they were- we used to have to transfer them onto a cartridge, a cartridge, and then they- they all went onto the- there was a- 09:11
Other: 09:12 a large carousel? Was it? 19:13
JW: 09:13 Ah, a carousel, that’s the word yeah, and it was all, I-I did a course with Bill Shaw and Jersey on those at one stage- it was, maybe about ‘77. Rings a bell, sort of 09:31
Other: 09:32 I’m trying to think of a name of the card machine, could you recall what it was? 09:34
JW: 09:34 RCA? It’s made by RCA. 09:37
Other: 09:38 Yeah, that wasn’t the name of it as I recall? Odedix? 09:41
JW: 09:42 Odedix? 09:42
Other: 09:42 Does that sound familiar? 09:44
JW: 09:44 That was a different one, what was that? I remember the name of it, Odedix 09:52
Other: 09:52 Go back to commercial breaks, so, will we come off the Monday madney[?], you’d be going into a commercial break which would’ve consisted of a 2-inch VT, as it was before you got the parts, then 35 millimeter, and then the announcer doing a voiceover, and that was typical throughout all commercial breaks? 10:18
JW: 10:18 Yeah, they wouldn’t have used, they wouldn’t have used, they wouldn’t have used, I don’t think they used VT for the commercials, there was just the 35 mill and the slides and that’s about it. 10:29
Other: 10:29 I can remember going in as a kid about 18 years old, that would’ve been 1977,  7 70, yeah 1976 1977, there was a jolly tot’s commercial was being played out on a two inch VT. 10:43
JW: 10:44 Was it? 10:45
Other: 10:45 Maybe it was later transferred onto a card, but I can’t recall. 10:48
JW: 10:49 No, I can’t remember commercial but, suppose it could’ve happened 10:55
Other: 10:55 So Petey, tell us how many people worked typically on a shift pattern 11:01
Other 2: 11:01 Michael do us a wee favour will you, ---- 11:02
JW: 11:02 Right, well there would’ve been about, I would say about half a dozen, probably 11:13 
Other: 11:13 Just, let me ask you that question again, because I- I'm really interested in the technical side, because you know, my local background had been cinema, worked in a projection room, and so, I’d was signed- at well that was my last question, forget what I got- 11:26
JW: 11:27 You were asking how many were in the 11:28
Other: 11:28 Yeah, so how many typically worked- in a shift in those days 11:33
JW: 11:34 I think about 6, somewhere like that. Yeah. 11:37
Other: 11:37 Tell me about Christmas day, about Brum Henderson coming along, tell us a wee bit about that if you can remember that, my understanding was that Brum used to visit you on Christmas day, is that correct? 11:49
JW: 11:50 Oh yeah, he would, he would oh he definitely always came in on Christmas day yeah, and he was a great man for having- inviting people to the boardroom and having a few- I think he, yeah. Just, I think he liked his own drinks, with his people up too, enjoyed with him but, 12:15
Other: 12:15 It’s not very often the managing director of a company would let people into his business 12:20
JW: 12:17 No, wouldn’t think so, no yeah, he was just like one of the people- he just, you know, blended in and made everybody comfortable. I would say 12:32
Other: 12:32 So even though he was the big fella like, he would’ve never intimidated you when he would come downstairs 12:38
JW: 12:37 Oh no, nothing like that no, he was- 12:43
Other: 12:43 Have you any other memories of of-of occasions you know down in master control room, I’m thinking aback when The Troubles began and you know, you know, newsflashes were going out, or anticipation that youse had been there. 12:59
JW: 13:00 No, no, apart from having trouble getting in and out, there was traffic and so on, I don’t remember any great trauma about that. 13:15
Other: 13:15 Were there ever occasions when the station was taken off the air because of bomb scares or anything? 13:20
JW: 13:20 Very rarely. I think there was maybe, possibly once that I can vaguely remember, yeah. When- nothing major no. 13:33
Other: 13:33 What about the unions, and occasions when the station was taken off the air, have you memories of those? 13:43
JW: 13:40 Oh right yeah, well, yeah well, we were out for about 6 weeks at one stage 13:56
Other: 13:57 Would you have said that the union members were militant 14:00
JW: 14:00 Well, there were some militant and some- some- some scoundrels, could say Jim Be- Jim Hi- aye Jim Bell, he was- hi- did you know Jim Bell no? 14:12
Other: 14:12 I remember Jim Bell,
JW: 14:13 You’ve heard of him- 14:14
Other: 14:14 his pub, 
JW: 14:15 aye his pub 14:15
Other: 14:16 and they sent a private detective after him, he bought a pint, served by Jim, who was on the sick 14:22
JW: 14:23 Aye, yeah, aye yeah. 14:25
Other: 14:25 Well, how would the boys in master control feel about that, because he was one of your colleagues 14:29
JW: 14:29 Oh aye, I suppose they had a vote and whatever happened, you know, 14:40
Other: 14:40 And if you had to do it all over again, is it a career that you would be happy with? 14:44
JW: 14:45 Oh aye, yeah it was, I mean, you wouldn’t have got the money anywhere else, and you wouldn’t have got the comradeship that we had, I’d say we’re still friends with- ones that- Tom, Paul and, Bill Shaw and then, yeah 15:05
Int: 15:02 Everybody we’ve spoken to has talked about the sense of family and comradeship in UTV but what- what's your take on that? 15:14
JW: 15:14 say again sorry 15:15
Int: 15:15 Everybody we’ve interviewed has talked about the comradeship and a sense of family in UTV, did you feel that? 15:22
JW: 15:22 Oh aye, yeah, cause- 15:23
Int: 15:23 in what way? 15:26
JW: 15:32 I don’t know how to answer that really 15:35
Int: 15:35 You all worked well together 15:37
JW: 15:37 Oh, well we all worked well together and then, we used to have, I suppose there was annual celebration, there was do’s and the- I remember going to Wellington Park at one stage, but. No, I remember- there were no great rows or anything like that, that everybody worked well together. 16:04
Other: 16:04 Tell me Jack, is there any one particular memory that comes back, that you think back on, or that comes to mind as we’re talking here to today that, had an impact on your life when you worked in UTV, or, an occasion that stands out among all others 16:25
JW: 16:25 No, nothing I can- 16:27
Other: 16:27 Could be could be something like a news item, it could be like the day the albert clock[?] was blown up, it could be, you know, some of the maybe, just something even quite funny that happened or, you know the one memory that brings you back to the- you know, to a time, that, you know, brings back happy memories 16:49
JW: 16:50 I can’t think of any specific memory, no. 16:57
Other: 16:58 Well suppose my next question would be to finish with, if you had to do it all again would you do it? 17:03
JW: 17:04 Oh I’d do it alright, yeah, yeah, definitely. 17:10
Other: 17:12 That’s the answer we’re looking for 17:13
Other 2: 17:14 Jack could you do me a favour Jack, just say, I’d to do it all over again, I would, If I was to do it all over would do the exact same thing, yeah something like that 17:20
Other: 17:21 yeah just look to me and say that, if I had to do it all over again I would. 17:24
JW: 17:24 If I had to do it all over again- I wouldn’t even have a second thought about it, yeah. 17:30
Int: 17:32 That’s the ending! 17:33
Other: 17:32 Perfect 17:33
Other 2: 17:33 Thank you 17:35







 


