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---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Brief Summary: Robin Roddie discusses his perspective working at UTV being involved in the Religious advisory panel, how he navigated Northern Irish television despite the ecumenical religious circumstances.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
TRANSCRIPT
Int: 00:00 So, Robin, tell us how you came to be at UTV and what your role was? 00:06
RR: 00:07 Well, being asked to come here, today has forced me to reflect on why indeed I became involved in UTV, and I don’t honestly understand why. I know how it happened, but I don’t know what the thinking was behind it. I’d been involved initially in the religious advisory panel, and I’d suggested a few programs and indeed and contributed to a few programs, and on the back of that I had a few letters from Brum Henderson congratulating me, and the next thing I knew was that in 1979 or 80 I was invited to come fulltime as an employee in Ulster Television, as it was then. To strengthen a religious department, and what I don’t fully understand was why this was important to UTV. I do know that at the time it was facing competition because it was renewing a license, or attempting to review its license, and there was very strong competition from London. Mr. Bailie was involved with a few others, and it was the first really serious competition I think that UTV had, so they strengthened their religious department, and farming! I think was one of the other departments that they wanted to strengthen, so I thought long and hard about coming into the company, and I chatted to a few friends, but my primary commitment was to ministry, so very reluctantly, I went to back to Brian Wadell who initiated the invitation and I said “Thanks, but sadly, no thanks.” So, I thought that was it, but they came back to me, Brian Wadell came back and said, “would you be prepared to come in part time?”, and I jumped at that. So, I got my own desk on the production floor, and for I think 6 years, or so, I was part of the production side of UTV. And it was a wonderful period, and in 1981, was when the main program started, but there was a very difficult time, one that was a strike going on in UTV, and the other problem was it was the period of the hunger strikes and one of the programs that I was responsible for on the production side was, called, “In Our Eyes” and the theory behind it was, that despite religious divisions in Northern Ireland, when you got to basic questions about life. Most families had the same priorities, so the idea was that we would have for each program, two families, one from a Catholic background, and one from a Protestant background, and it was an a typical family in the sense that we had to find, a mum and dad and two child. So, we canvassed Catholic parishes and Protestant Churches asking could they nominate some people who would be willing to come onto the program, and the series was going to run through the major points of life, birth, and choosing schools, and courtship, marriage, or otherwise, and how do you face death, and so on. And we did a sample we did a dry run and that seemed to work well. Then out of the blue, I don’t know whose decision this was, they brought along to us a person In Our Eyes called Joan Kennedy. Did you know Joan Kennedy? She was imported from BBC and she did a farming program I think on U- I think on BBC, she was a family counselor and the trouble was that she didn’t really relate to the families, particularly well, we discovered that she disappeared before the program started recording, and she did yoga before she went into the program, so that was one little problem, but the main problem was that as the hunger strikes intensified, families who had agreed to come on, especially I think Catholic families began to withdraw, and I’ve never spent sleepless nights as I did at that time, trying to recruit new families who would be prepared at a time of great tension to come up front, and speak as Catholics in this kind of ecumenical context, so that that was just one particular strong memory. 06:07
Int: 06:08 Was it a good place to work in those days? 06:10
RR: 06:11 Well, it was wonderful, it was an extraordinary thing that it didn’t matter who you were, what background, you had, once you walked through the doors of Havelock House, all differences fell away, and amongst staff as well as far I was concerned, it was a wonderful openness, you could say- well within reason, you could say anything 06:42
Int: 06:43 You were a member of the religious advisory board for many years, did you feel you made a difference what sort of decisions did you make, or advice did you give? 06:52
RR: 06:53 Yes, the advisory board were, I was a part of the advisory board, that’s how I began, but the difficulty was that the religious advisory board had the opportunity to vet programs and perhaps I’ve- Andy Crockart memorably has said on one occasion that the acronym for the panel was W.R.A.P, and Andy disagreed with one particular member of the religious advisory panel, and when he, when we had a rotating chairmanship on us, and his name was David Burke, a blessed memory, now sadly deceased, but Andy said when David Burke was chairman of the religious advisory panel, “you know what the acronym is? C.R.A.P,” so, the religious- well of course, UTV along with all the other independent television stations were pretty heavily controlled, they had obligations, I don’t know how many hours a week they were obliged to have religious programs, but, when I first joined, the program that had been running from at least 1972 right through to 1977, every Thursday night during the main programming period was What’s It All About, it was a half hour program, it went out to 11 o’clock at night, and was a major programming slot that had to be filled every week. I don’t know whether Andy when you were interviewing him, has spoke about- the difficulty in the small catchment area like, Northern Ireland, the genius of good programming was to find new ways of talking to people who had been spoken to before, but the most fascinating one that I wasn’t really involved in, but, was on the go when I first joined, was hosted by Bunny Carr, I don’t know whether Andy mentioned this or not, but Bunny Carr was a very well-known southern broadcaster, who didn’t know Northern Ireland, and the genius of the program was that Bunny Carr could come and interview people, completely without any preconceived ideas, and so you had pretty well known people, being interviewed by Bunny Carr, and the program was called “I Don’t Think We’ve Met” and he didn’t know who he was going to interview, and these well-known Northern Ireland personalities were reeled in. And Bunny Carr’s task was in half an hour, to get to know who they were and also, what their significance was, and the one who stumped, the only one who- the only one who he didn’t- wasn’t able to crack was Lord Dunleath, and Lord Dunleath came in, in shabby clothes, a bit like a tramp, and sat down, and Bunny Carr did his very best, and he had to give up,  and he said, I give up, tell me your name, and he said Dunleath. And Bunny Carr’s next question was “may I call you Don?” And so, I think in many ways that, that’s the genius of the program. My first major series was one that we spent a great deal of time on, which was called The Irish Factor. It was a series of 7-8 programs that Andy and myself, and Patty Scott did a lot of research on. I scripted, I think 6 of the programs, and my favourite one out of it was called, Ireland’s Catholic Colony, which was a program about the Catholic Church in Australia, and we managed to do it all from Belfast. We got some spare film from Roark, a southern program from RTE, and the professor of Australian history at UCD, at the time, was just about to go back to Melbourne, we were able to interview him in Dublin, but credit him with being in Melbourne, and so we cheated our way through the program, but we got very favourable feedback on that, on that program, it was a very good series, I think. So, I’m going to refresh my memory now about some of the series, in 1981 alone for example, we did a series, “by this, I live”, and the interviewer was David Marlow. Did you know him? 12:38
Int: 12:38 Um, maybe. So, did you have the Delorean story? 12:42
RR: 12:43 Oh yes, as part of the series face-to-face, I thought we had the real scoop, June McClintock who was at that stage, I don’t know what relationship she had to UTV, but she was working for a person called Bill Hadid, who was his PRO in New York- was Delorean’s PR in New York, and I thought we had it all confirmed, I one of the wonderful letters I had was a letter that I had written to Bill Hadid thanking him for all of his hard work in setting this up, and I had a late night phone call from Bill saying yes, Delorean had agreed to the idea, and he’s quite enthusiastic in taking part, but it never materialised, but that would’ve been a real scoop, because I don’t think any company at that stage had been able to get Delorean to say very much about himself, indeed, I don’t think he came all that often to Northern Ireland, and kept pretty quiet when he came, so I think.- my, are-  14:10
Other: 14:12 You Happy? 14:14
Int: 14:12 Are we good? 14:13
Other: 14:14 Is there anything else? Have you anything else that you would just to show 14:19
Int: 14:20 I mean I think, I think that’s great, 14:23
Other: 14:23 Lovely is what it is 14:24
Int: 14:24Yeah, 14:24
RR: 14:25 Yes, the one thing that is very hard to think back on for anybody thinking about broadcasting today is the role that our religion had in television, I mean, it, there was the closed slot on Sunday’s, it, it had to, it had to do religious broadcasting, I think, I think even looking back over all these years, some of what UTV did was of a very high standard indeed, and some of the people that I met, working with Andy was wonderful, I know that occasionally Andy, if a program was a bit hairy, Andy would bend his head down in the production studio and say “Oh lord for those we were about to deceive, make us truly repentful” So, some of the, colleagues- Derek Murray for example. I worked with Derek Murray on a series called Compass, and Derek Murray was a very good political reporter and journalist, and my surprise was I was working with him on the production side, Alan Hales was the director, and what amazed me was that, Derek Murray when he came to religion, dropped all his critical faculties and I would, I as a clergyman was ver- much more critical about some of those stories we were working on, and we fought quite hard really about how, how, interrogative we would be about our line of questioning, and Derek who would’ve been as a political journalist, pretty incisive, when it came to religious programming, he just went all soft, and cushy, and so that was a very strange, series for me. But I think I’ve said enough now Gene. 20:41





