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            Praise for Radio Moments by David Lloyd

            ‘Reminded me fondly of my early days in radio – a fantastic read.’

            SCOTT MILLS, BBC RADIO 1

            
                

            

            ‘David Lloyd has forgotten more about radio than most of us will ever know. Luckily, he has remembered enough about his uniquely varied career to fill these pages with insights, anecdotes and experiences which will prove invaluable, and often hugely entertaining, to people in every corner and at every level of the industry. It is the story of a love affair with a medium that continues to touch people in ways that no other media can and few professionals have expressed that love better than Lloyd. His blue patent shoes, however, are a disgrace.’

            JAMES O’BRIEN, LBC PRESENTER

            
                

            

            ‘A passionate love letter to commercial radio. David Lloyd’s sparkling stories and wry humour evoke several decades of bad haircuts, big shoulder pads and fine pop music. Radio Moments is a delight.’

            HELEN BOADEN, FORMER DIRECTOR OF BBC RADIO AND FORMER CONTROLLER AT BBC RADIO 4

            
                

            

            ‘Anyone who is interested in radio should read this book. Written by a man who got to work in the industry he grew up loving, on both sides of the microphone, as broadcaster and station boss. Laced with wonderful dry humour, it tells how radio has changed and developed over the years. If you love radio, you’ll love this.’

            DAVID HAMILTON, BBC RADIO 1 AND 2 AND COMMERCIAL RADIO BROADCASTER

            
                

            

            ‘This is as good as it gets. A love-in with radio that pulls no punches and spares no blushes.’

            JOHN MYERS, RADIO EXECUTIVE

            
                

            

            ‘David has written an autobiographical book that details not only his extensive career but also the life of commercial radio, from its difficult birth pangs in the early ’70s through to the present day. Full of fascinating insights into who did what to whom, it will inspire you.’

            JOHNNY BEERLING, FELLOW OF THE RADIO ACADEMY AND CONTROLLER OF BBC RADIO 1 (1985–1993)

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            PREFACE



NEW BEGINNINGS

         

         I looked back over my shoulder at the Free Radio premises in Birmingham, the station’s bright green logos glimmering. As I strode across the pointlessly well-hoed gravel for the last time, I realised that never again would my key work in the door. The station, which had grown up as BRMB, was now under energetic new ownership and I was about to become an eccentric memory.

         It’s a reality in any business now that, if you’re fortunate enough to have been running something from the top table and someone else buys it, they’ll want to do it their way and the likelihood is that they may not need you. There’s a thoroughly grown-up response to that. They’ve bought the train set; they can play with it how they like. But given this is radio, a medium for which those involved feel such genuine passion, there’s the private temptation to want to lie on your back in the office, legs flailing, and scream like a spoilt three-year-old because the runny-nosed lad next door has stolen your toy.

         A little like splitting from a lover, for a while it hurts to turn on the radio and spend time with your old station. But after a decent amount of time elapses you can become friends again.

         Free Radio in Birmingham was one of four Free-branded stations in the West Midlands. Those FM radio stations, plus the successful Gem 106 station serving the East Midlands, formed our Midlands company Orion Media. The roots of our organisation had sprung from collateral damage in 2009 as the UK commercial radio sector consolidated further, edging ever closer to the state in which it will fight the battle for the ear through the twenty-first century.

         The UK commercial radio network launched in the 1970s and comprised a few valiant independent companies that were headed by colourful characters. Now, it has become a more grown-up affair. Efficiency is critical if the medium is to survive in a fast-changing world. If the first age of radio was the halcyon spell before the Queen’s Coronation and mass-market television, the second age now looks set for its finale, ready for a digital future.

         Forty years ago, if you were lucky, your city had a single, lonely commercial radio station. Vinyl songs blared from medium-wave radios; everyone in a city tuned to the same station; and I witnessed the antics of some truly fascinating characters on and off air. As a presenter and then as a boss, I’ve seen happiness and heartache, success and frustration, canniness and stupidity. And, most recently, after forty years in radio, I’ve had a taste of owning an appreciable part of a radio company and playing a key role in forging the destiny of its stations.

         I wasn’t better than many others, I was simply luckier. For the little lad who grew up with dreams of just wanting to play a few songs on the radio, it has been a fascinating journey through a radio era which will never be repeated.
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DREAMS

         

         The neighbours assembled dutifully in the large scruffy kitchen at our suburban semi. Ours was the only house on the street with an FM radio and my mother was determined that the whole of Lady Bay should hear the whiny ramblings of her youngest son.

         Budgets in our noisy home were stretched. Our family of five kids, me being the accidental and late fifth, couldn’t afford washing up liquid, mended our own shoes and lived off Fray Bentos steak and kidney pie. Twenty minutes at gas mark five.

         Our family possessed an FM radio, which was then known as VHF, only because my tall oldest brother, Martyn, had built it. Like DAB radio sets in the late ’90s, few people owned FM sets in the ’60s, and listening choices were limited. Such was the rarity of this new gadget that it could not yet be purchased in exchange for Green Shield stamps, which were the source of most things in our house. The smell of solder flux drifted down from the attic and my clever brother emerged with two new radio sets: one white and one faux teak, painstakingly veneered with the sort of sticky back plastic favoured by Blue Peter’s Valerie Singleton.

         These miracle radio sets picked up radio stations in a hitherto unheard-of quality. No more AM hiss and crackle, which would only get worse if you switched on the twin-tub. Few stations could be received by the new sets at this stage, but one notable spot on the dial in our neighbourhood was the fledgling BBC Radio Nottingham.

         BBC local radio was a reluctant addition to the broadcasting landscape. The Corporation’s ex-war correspondent Frank Gillard had pursued its launch with single-mindedness. Sufficient BBC funding was not available, so the cities whose local authorities chipped in got their station. Accordingly, Leicester came first, not Manchester, as had originally been planned, with BBC Radio Nottingham following a couple of months later in January 1968.

         Back then, every radio programme had a title. My debut appearance came in a programme called The Magic Microphone Club. The BBC reporter turned up, clutching a microphone topped with a branded red pop shield, ready to tease out some cute ramblings from the innocents at our Victorian infant school.

         My wonderful headmistress had prepared us all with our party pieces. I was offered prime time, reciting a poem about the Great Fire of London. I still recall the opening words to this day, as I stood there in my short trousers and braided blazer: ‘It was the year 1666, just after the year of the plague…’

         Radio was woven into the infant school curriculum. We’d sit cross-legged on the parquet flooring, gazing at the large speaker grille as Julia Lang, with her vibraphone chimes, delivered the words, which I still associate with the smell of Izal disinfectant and warm milk to this day: ‘Are you sitting comfortably? Then we’ll begin.’

         It would be poetic to suggest my soprano performance on BBC Radio Nottingham was the start of my love affair with radio, but I will never know. It was certainly a vivid memory – and about the only thing I remember from infant school  days, apart from an unfortunate lad wetting himself in the first year and my being lent a box of Cuisenaire rods after the head teacher concluded that I was clever at arithmetic. Or maybe she was seeking to make amends, having rightly judged I could not be trusted with the class hamster during the holidays.

         At the bottom of our huge rambling garden, hidden behind unkempt blackberry bushes, was a rotting shed. As I progressed through junior school and into secondary school, this became my den. Having clambered on the roof to lay roofing felt and painted the front with leftover turquoise and orange paint, I put my mark on my space. In the corner, all manner of plugs, sockets, loudspeakers and batteries were installed. I also made the early discovery that a small, old loudspeaker could serve as a microphone, and programmes were duly recorded on what remained of a portable reel-to-reel tape machine which I had dismantled and repurposed.

         Powered by some PP9 batteries, a radio station was thus created, which I called Radio Anchor, named after the motif on the front of a sailor’s hat I’d brought back from a dull weekend in a leaky caravan in Ingoldmells. It wasn’t until adolescence that I realised that a sloppily pronounced ‘Radio Anchor’ was a brand riddled with difficulties. It wasn’t to be my last challenge with radio station brand names.

         Programmes for Radio Anchor were recorded on tape and relayed to our house, which lay some way up the garden, and to my long-suffering friend Harry’s house, whose long garden backed onto ours, by means of lengthy cables Sellotaped together and draped over the weeds.

         I was becoming what the industry calls an ‘anorak’, supposedly named after the dedicated listeners who would journey  out to the ship that housed their favourite 1960s pirate radio station. Their intrepid journey across the North Sea, made with the hope of seeing their disc jockey idols, was aboard a small tender, necessitating warm, waterproof clothing.

         My listening to proper radio became ever more frequent. Programmes on the young BBC Radio Nottingham were generally short and purposeful, with a theme tune, a name, and a pithy Radio Times description usually ending with the words ‘… and the very best in music’. The schedule ranged from the arts programme Spectrum, and the rock programme Extravaganza, to a puzzling request programme called Bran Tub which featured a homely presenter, helped out by a couple of squeaking characters.

         A journey across the country would have heard similar offerings. Launch day of BBC Radio Leeds included an Alan Bennett monologue and a talking budgerigar; and BBC Radio Stoke featured ‘The Esperanto Family Robinson’, where a local headmaster recorded conversations in Esperanto with his family in their front room. Two stations, which now no longer exist in their original form, excelled themselves with Heavy Pressure on BBC Radio Birmingham and Dad’s Music on Radio Cleveland.

         The early BBC local radio stations were staffed by hugely gifted communicators and intelligent producers, led by managers with steely determination. The BBC had only reluctantly agreed to the swathe of early stations and deemed the initial eight ‘an experiment’. The local managers, however, eschewed the word and referred to themselves as pioneers.

         Like many, my local BBC station was to become an accidental training ground for Radio 1. It created an early home for a young Trevor Dann and Matthew Bannister, who were later to spearhead controversial moves to revive the national station in the ’90s;  and for Simon Mayo, who was to become the sixth person to present the hallowed Radio 1 breakfast show.

         I also witnessed Dennis McCarthy on BBC Radio Nottingham, a rare character and one of the best examples of the sort of local personality who ruled that generation of stations by simply being himself. Like Billy Butler at Radio Merseyside or Tony Capstick at Radio Sheffield, Dennis chatted effortlessly with understated humour to the people of the city he’d come to call his own. Authenticity is now regarded as a key word in contemporary radio, but back then, given the paucity of radio, these characters likely achieved that through simply having no one else to influence them.

         Dennis mastered the pause as well as the art of identifying and exploiting the real value in any programme item. His phone-in segments were legendary. Dennis had the gift of being able to turn the dullest of callers, and the most mundane of features, into pure entertainment. Anyone who can breathe life into ‘swap shop’ and ‘wanted column of the air’ deserves recognition. It was to be expected that when Dennis died suddenly, aged just sixty-two, listeners would line the route of his funeral procession. Mention Dennis to anyone over fifty in Nottingham even now, and they’ll likely draw from a wealth of anecdotes from the days when his voice would purr from their radio sets over the Sunday Brussels sprouts. Few broadcasters achieve such a legacy.

         Late nights on Radio Nottingham featured an experiment called The Moonlight Mile, a rambling, yet engaging show which sounded as if management did not know it existed, symbolising the independence of the stations. I recall it seemed to end when the presenters felt like calling it a day. When Radio Nottingham presumably decided late-night radio was not such a good  idea, I’d tune down the dial to enjoy Radio Derby’s very different late offering. There was always something addictive about radio after dark.

         Apart from BBC local radio stations, there was little else of interest on the new FM waveband. Like many, I’d derive some naughty joy from tuning in to the police transmissions, which occupied the swathe of FM spectrum on which no one had bothered to launch radio stations. Back then, I gather, prisoners were not allowed FM radios in their cells lest they heard something to their advantage.

         BBC Radio 1, however, was altogether fine for reprobates when it launched in 1967, as it only commanded a crackly 247m wavelength on AM. It would be some twenty years before FM frequencies were bestowed, making use of the spectrum eventually relinquished by the police walkie-talkies. Like BBC local radio, Radio 1 was only just tolerated by a cautious BBC. Reception in the Midlands was almost as bad as it had been for the pirate stations. During the course of the short ’60s life of the offshore Radio London, which went on to influence Radio 1, my brother used to dangle a red transistor radio near the electricity meter to render the station vaguely audible.

         In those days before social media, you never knew whether your unusual penchant was shared by anyone else. You feared not. I could sing all the Radio 1 jingles, and felt I was the only person in the world who could belt them out word for word. Whilst my friends would be annoyed by disc jockeys talking over the songs they were trying to record, I sat listening impatiently for them to end so I could lift the pause button and hope to capture fifteen seconds of a close harmony radio station identification. I was already discovering I wasn’t quite like my friends. 

         In our school, bringing in a radio was an offence for which you could be hanged. It was even more serious than wearing platform shoes or the wrong colour shirt. Nevertheless, just as in totalitarian states where media is forbidden, we ignored the law because radio meant that much to us. The ’60s also made the transgression easier to commit, given radios had shrunk from the sturdy valve sets to affordable pocket-sized transistor sets in pastel colours.

         Admittedly, we only risked the teachers’ wrath so we could hear the charts, rather than the latest news from the Empire. This was a period when Tuesday lunchtime was sacred, as Paul Burnett would effortlessly run down the new chart. As Paul told me recently, he got the feeling the world appeared to stop as he announced the latest chart topper.

         Back then, blackberries, apples and oranges were confined to orchards; and radio was the only way to get our music news. Anxious to hear who was up and who was down, we would assemble in frozen huddles, rather hoping that the marauding teachers would pursue the smell of smoke from neighbouring miscreants rather than the sound of jingles from our small crowd.

         Having caught the update between geography and double maths on a Tuesday, we could then look forward to Sunday. The chart was the only exciting thing about a day on which all shops were closed, the lukewarm weekly bath was taken, and that back to school feeling would hit the pit of the stomach when the miserable theme tune to Radio 2’s Sing Something Simple rang out as you searched for your smelly PE kit.

         Six o’clock pipped, and mother would busy herself with the evening ironing, before relaxing by watching Upstairs Downstairs on the TV. Meanwhile, in our icy bedrooms, we would crank up the radio to enjoy the Top 20. It was broadcast in stereo on FM, as Radio 1 hijacked Radio 2’s frequencies on occasions at the weekend, presumably when the Light’s delirious management had gone home for a sherry. Not that anyone had a stereo radio, but mono FM was certainly better than crackly AM.

         Sunday evening was self-evidently inspired scheduling for the chart rundown. It had not always been thus. When Alan Dell first took a Biro to a copy of the music press in 1957 and ran down the numbers that mattered most, it was scheduled late on a Sunday night. David Jacobs then started to assemble something more akin to our current chart, broadcast on Saturdays, before Alan Freeman barged in, preferring to work Sunday teatimes. From that moment, whatever its name or the programme in which it was housed, the chart has been part of our Sunday evening listening ritual.
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AFTER THE BREAK

         

         By 1975, in my small, Anaglypta-papered bedroom in Nottingham, I was discovering all sorts of things, as teenagers do. And I discovered commercial radio.

         The Bee Gees faded in and out, and a friendly voice told me I was listening to an ‘IBA test’, long before I knew much about the Independent Broadcasting Authority, or indeed test transmissions. These early announcements sought to establish whether new stations were effectively pumping out their signals to the right homes.

         Although I was to be a suited regulator in later life, I was more fascinated by the ’70s summer hits beaming out ‘in stereo’ across what were truly beautiful Fahrenheit months. I’d rush out with a bowl to give to the local ice cream man to fill with vanilla, before dashing back to shout ‘do the hustle’ at just the right moment in that luscious Van McCoy hit.

         Radio Trent became the thirteenth local commercial radio station to come on air. London’s LBC had been first, in 1973, with Capital launching a week later, both of which faced their share of early crises. LBC was beset by painful industrial disputes, and the first chairman of Capital Radio, Richard Attenborough, had resorted to offering to sell some paintings to pay the bills of his station. 

         The term ‘independent local radio’ was the official moniker for the grand plan, and the regulator even troubled to write to one station asking it to desist from using the dirty term ‘commercial radio’.

         Having won the Nottingham franchise in a regulatory beauty parade against Radio Robin Hood, Trent was big news in my home city. On making the award, the IBA had observed there were ‘major differences between the two applications’ and that the successful applicant would need about £300,000 to come on air.1 The company, like all those launching commercial stations across the UK, enjoyed a variety of local shareholders, as the regulator demanded, including, in this case, three trade unions, the Co-op and the Nottingham Evening Post, for which a shareholding had to be reserved to help protect the press from this annoying newcomer.

         The original company, again like many, had been formed in the 1960s, when the first sniff of commercial radio became evident. Indeed, it was expected at that stage that commercial local radio would arrive before any BBC local radio. June 1962 had seen the formation of the Newark & Notts Broadcasting Company, with those around the original board table expecting commercial radio to debut a little earlier than it did. After a decade of presumably dull board meetings, the company changed its name to Radio Trent Ltd in November 1973, and Radio Trent made its debut on air in July 1975, with the deep voice of presenter John Peters.

         Commercial radio proper was a late arrival to the UK, whereas in most countries around the world, it had predated commercial television. There had been early commercial influences here in the 1920s; the British Broadcasting Company had formed from a trusted group of radio manufacturers, but they  were stamped out as the Company became a Corporation. John Reith, the first general manager of the Company and first director general of the Corporation, referred to radio as being ‘of almost incalculable importance’. He was certainly in no mood for double glazing ads on his radio stations and advocated the public corporation model, at arm’s length from the government, which we still recognise.

         Radio Luxembourg was also an early taste of commercial radio to our shores, beamed in from the Grand Duchy. Broadcasting from the Villa Louvigny, an impressive 1920s building built on the foundations of a seventeenth-century fortress, the English service, established in 1933, became home to a generation of talent to become familiar to BBC listeners. Early presenters often came from acting or singing stock, from Pete Murray to Teddy Johnson and Keith Fordyce.

         By the ’70s, the station was still huge in the UK. Its more recent presenters, like Paul Burnett, Rob Jones and Kid Jensen, were also to play a key role in due course on our domestic stations.

         Only broadcasting at night, Luxy was compulsory listening for a teenage Briton, with its signal fading in and out on its famous 208m wavelength, oddly even becoming part of its charm. A copy of Fab 208 magazine would be devoured by its avid listeners and centre spread pictures of favourite longhaired artistes cut out and stuck on my sister’s headboard. We’d listen on the rowdy return journey from Skegness in our spacious Ford Zephyr, the transistor radio perched precariously on the parcel shelf.

         This powerful station had moved on from deeply sponsored programmes and shows solely featuring discs from a single record company to a more familiar Top 40 radio. 

         Ad breaks on Radio Luxembourg were glossy: shampoo, spot cream and cigarettes, featuring big-name fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) brands which, to this day, have rarely been heard on home-grown commercial radio. Luxy brought lush, sung ads for the likes of Marlboro and Peter Stuyvesant. Cigarette advertising had been heard on the pirates but was never to be heard on commercial radio proper. Sponsorships were commonplace too, in a way which was only to arrive tentatively on UK commercial radio more than a decade later.

         Commercial radio arrived formally in Britain in 1973, under the auspices of the Independent Broadcasting Authority, a hastily rebranded Independent Television Authority with a proud new turquoise logo. It might never have happened, had the Conservatives not won the 1970 election. As former Labour PM Harold Wilson said on the opening day of LBC, the nation’s first station: ‘It is well known that the Labour Party opposed the introduction of commercial radio, but that in no way prevents me from offering my best wishes to the Independent Broadcasting News service.’ Given that’s a little like saying ‘I don’t like you, but here’s a birthday card anyway’, I’m puzzled they even troubled to air it.

         From its lofty premises on Brompton Road in London, the new IBA cautiously licensed its first programme contractors around the country. Anticipating the new services would be less formal than the BBC, its new director of radio, John Thompson, dubbed them ‘radio in jeans’. The regulator awarded franchises to produce radio programmes, but not to transmit them, and decisions on the winning contractors were made after painful Opportunity Knocks-type auditions. Predator companies could not pounce to acquire the franchisees – and ‘excess profit’ was shaved off and handed back to the regulator for distribution  to worthy radio projects. For those who had invested in the early stations from their own pockets, this was a peculiar form of capitalism.

         The regulator was very firmly in charge, and even served as a dating agency. Capital Radio’s first managing director, and later director general of the IBA, John Whitney, told me that when Capital Radio won its licence, the IBA ensured that its chairman secured the services of appropriate executives from the rival losing bidder. John himself had been such an appointee.

         Key staff changes needed to be cleared by the rubber-stamping IBA officials, as did programme schedules. All transmission was arranged by the regulator’s engineering division itself, and the codes of conduct for all matters were as rigorous for radio as they had been for the more lucrative business of television. The IBA’s Tony Stoller, in charge of radio programming for a time, conceded to me that technical regulation had indeed been a little overenthusiastic.

         The regulator’s goal was to license stand-alone stations in markets of various sizes: from the mighty London operations to the smaller ones like Radio Orwell in Ipswich. Following a Labour government’s return in 1974, however, the number of stations licensed in the first tranche was curtailed suddenly at just nineteen.

         The great commercial radio experiment had thus begun, with an overregulated patchwork quilt of random stations of varying quality all doing different things, covering under a third of the population. Radio was hardly going to be top of Procter & Gamble’s list as a favoured choice of advertising media.

         I was unimpressed too. In the mid-70s, I was moved to write a disgruntled note to the letters page of Radio Guide, a short-lived TV Times for radio, which boasted regional opt-outs and  pictures of David Essex. In my embarrassing missive, I declared the whole network not fit for purpose and suggested it should all be closed down. Nowadays, when my colleagues curse the ill-informed, and often wildly inaccurate, statements from radio anoraks on social media, I wince and recall the angry and younger me.

         The early commercial stations appeared to divide between those with a BBC gene, and those with a music radio influence from the pirates or overseas. Trent, like the mischievous Beacon 303 in Wolverhampton, was one of the latter. These stations were unsurprisingly not top of the IBA’s Christmas card list, with the regulator despatching angry notes and refusing to extend the contracts at various stages, threatening the stations’ futures. Beacon had been launched by two colourful characters: American managing director Jay Oliver and Scottish/Canadian programme controller Allen McKenzie. It contrasted starkly with its conservative and traditional West Midlands neighbour BRMB.

         At launch, Trent had pirate radio DNA, spiced with flavourings from Radio Luxembourg and the excellent biscuit factory radio network, UBN, thanks to the provenance of the staff it appointed.

         In the top office sat Trent’s first managing director, Dennis Maitland. Dennis, like those who launched Manchester’s Piccadilly Radio, was one of the generation who left the pirate ships for the earliest land-based licensed commercial stations. His radio career had begun in 1964, on board offshore Radio London; he then joined Radio Luxembourg, before eventually moving to Nottingham. His first programme director, Bob Snyder, was also of pirate pedigree, having been aboard one of the smaller stations, Radio 270. 

         Whilst some of the new commercial stations recruited pseudo-continuity announcers to host programmes in traditional BBC stentorian fashion punctuated by sing-song jingles, Trent sounded like a decent music station from day one. It even troubled to define its format in a manner that would be commonplace decades later, but back then was absent from many stations: ‘Mainstream pop, over and towards contemporary sounds … forty oldies a day, mainly during the peak housewife listening times.’

         Years before many brands were defining target audiences specifically, and certainly long before BBC local radio spoke of targeting your average ‘Dave and Sue’, Trent sought to serve ‘a West Bridgford housewife, aged twenty-eight’.

         The station boasted decent jingles at launch. Apart from some forgetting to mention the station name: ‘When you’re down, pick us up.’ The catchy theme, composed by hit maker Johnny Arthey, and performed by, amongst others, ’70s vocalist Tony ‘Beach Baby’ Burrows, was to be the soundtrack to Nottingham’s warmest summers. The identification packages were sufficiently impressive to prompt me to phone in to ask the programme director, who doubled as a gifted presenter, about them on his Boxing Day show in 1976.

         I had caught the radio bug. 
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A START

         

         Like Kenny Everett, being given a second tape recorder for Christmas was an important moment for me. My messy bedroom, with its ‘cracked ice’ polystyrene tiles on the ceiling, now accommodated a home-made mixer, and, at last, I could dub from one machine to another. Editing was even possible, albeit cutting and splicing cassette tapes demanded a special set of implements, available from Woolworths, and the precision of a heart surgeon.

         Whilst classmates busied themselves with painting rock band logos on their haversacks, I could make ‘radio’.

         As inspiration, I would listen to programmes from all stations, savouring the delights of a fading World Service AM signal and relishing a vibrant Radio 1. I’d enjoy the charm of an embroidered Radio 2 and I’d worship my local Radio Trent. The attraction of that proud new commercial station became a magnet. As the station and I grew, fresh exciting presenters heralded more excitement and, like most wannabe presenters, I was subconsciously to adopt a slice of each of them as my model.

         Lying in the bath one night, hating the thought of returning to school the following morning, I recall hearing a frizzy-haired, flared-trousered Guy Morris on air, having the sort of fun presenters have on the radio. How could he be so happy  and me so miserable? I had all the worries of the world on my teenage shoulders and he appeared to have none. Radio was surely a great job to have. Remembering that feeling now, I cringe when I hear presenters refer on air to ‘coming into work today’, not acknowledging that their listeners don’t want you to describe presenting as a job – you should sound like you’re doing it for kicks.

         I’d participate in Trent competitions and, usually, I would win. On the Len Groat Get Together, an LP was the prize for dreaming up a radio contest. The brown cardboard LP sleeve arrived belatedly in the post – bearing a Stranglers album. This twelve inches of punk would have been a great prize for most lads my age – but not me.

         Half a dozen eggs were the mystery prize on Steve Merike’s afternoon show, in recognition for writing a jingle – and I was invited in to collect them. On arrival, he dragged me down the stone stairs to the legendary underground Studio A, where the Trent magic was made. I watched the last hour of his show, transfixed. Afterwards, we walked together to Marks & Spencer on an egg-shopping trip.

         I wanted to work in radio. I wanted to be on Trent – everything else was pointless.
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ON THE WARDS

         

         Hospital radio used to be a trunk road to a career in the medium, as aspirant disc jockeys across the country honed their skills by delivering requests to the dying in disinfected wards, in the hope that a Lena Martell song would take their mind off their major surgery the following day.

         Thankfully, my city enjoyed a well-respected hospital radio station, launched in the early ’70s when even commercial radio had yet to begin in Robin Hood’s City. I was initially turned away from its dusty, prefab building for being too young, but I battled through and, aged sixteen, I finally won my blue membership badge. I grew up as a desperately shy teenager, and catching two buses twice a week to mix with all these grown-ups took all of the little courage I had.

         Pete Murray, former long-standing Radio 2 host and Tony Blackburn influence, confessed to me recently that he, too, was dangerously shy. For many people who tend to be more timid, radio offers an ideal platform where they can behave as they’d like to, away from the pressure of prying eyes.

         Nottingham Hospitals’ Radio was frighteningly well managed, with a clear focus on its audience. It was run by the impressive and towering Barrie ‘James’ Pierpoint, who later would become chief executive of Leicester City Football Club. Anyone whose career was born there knew about promotion, PR, preparation, pre-fading and PPM levels. Here, I found an early inspiration in Steve Voce, a warm, instinctive presenter and fine producer who helped fine-tune my radio ear. It was Steve whom I first witnessed broadcasting live close-up. I watched his technique and discovered for the first time how the radio I listened to was created.

         All broadcasters begin on air with a very high voice. Thankfully, no recordings remain of my first ever hospital radio show on 17 December 1977, although I do recall ‘Underneath the Arches’ from a warped Flanagan and Allen LP being my first song, which tells a little of how genuinely well targeted the station was.

         In the studio, our equipment was sufficient. Sonifex tape cartridge machines with a loud click played out our stolen, poorly edited jingles. A few battered Ferrograph reel-to-reel tape machines with an editing block nailed near the heads were reserved for audio production, and a swish new Revox tape machine played out the evening’s recorded shows from their huge spools. Phone calls could be taken to air by the flicking of a switch in the adjacent office, which was most quickly accessed by climbing through a window.

         ‘Sig (signature) tunes’ for each show, which appeared to be near-compulsory in the ’70s, were kept on baby 5-inch tape spools: yellow leader tape at the front, red at the rear. Turntables were slow to start, so each had a felt slipmat that one gripped until the required moment. Like the BBC a generation before, we even often had technical operators who would play in the records for us as we focused on what needed to be said. I was very much a junior partner in the whole affair, and strong characters with names like Beryl, Betty and Hilda ruled the roost.

         Early lessons were learned about the importance of  vocabulary. ‘Listeners’ were referred to as just that on air, never ‘patients’. We received a crash course on how radio is a one-to-one medium, not least because, on lucky days, we did indeed amass that single listener.

         An early duty for me was to present the programme for those in the long-stay geriatric hospitals – one popular feature within was the birthday list: ‘Hello Agnes, happy ninety-third birthday. Here’s George Formby – and the one entitled…’ I’d be instructed to run down the shiny tiled corridors to conduct a last-minute check that Agnes was still alive just minutes before the show, on the pretext of delivering a branded birthday card.

         Promotion to a Saturday morning upbeat music show followed swiftly a few months later. To this day, when I hear Kate Bush wailing ‘Wuthering Heights’, I see a red and beige EMI record label and think warmly of those hospital radio days. Having my first chance to do what I felt I was born to do makes those memories amongst the happiest in my life. And – like so many people who join hospital radio – I met my life partner there, too.

         Although a voluntary organisation, the station was militarily structured and even had a hefty staff organogram. I brought a photocopy home to show my mother. Pointing to my role, as a lowly ‘features producer’, she asked where I wanted to be in the future. My finger moved to the box at the top of the sheet.

         Meanwhile, at school, the top ancient universities were being flagged up to me by my doddery head of year, encouraged by what she considered my impressive list of O-Levels. Caps and gowns, however, seemed to me highly unlikely, given my attention had wandered to wireless. Distracted by afternoons and evenings at the hospital, I anticipated my A-Level results would fail to impress Balliol College. 

         At that stage, commercial radio stations were being pressured by the regulator to provide more ‘meaningful speech’. Lord Gordon, who, as Jimmy Gordon, had won the Glasgow radio licence with Radio Clyde in ’73, observed recently that he felt the implied denigration of entertaining presentation was unwarranted. As he suggested to me with his owlish smile, giving a great best man’s speech demands far more talent than delivering a serious announcement.

         To feed the meaningful speech quota, devices such as ‘hospital radio link-up’ programmes were hurriedly added to commercial radio schedules, and I was duly asked by Trent if I’d supply some interviews with patients.

         Desperate for a professional break, I dragged a heavy Uher round the wards so I could record dedications from patients in pyjamas. A generation will recall the Uher tape recorder, possibly by the affliction of a lop-sided gait, given that this German machine weighed as much as a large Christmas turkey. I was despatched to the maternity wards and, as a shy, innocent youth, learned more there about the female body than I had ever before.

         Down the road, BBC Radio Nottingham staged a worthy jingle contest in conjunction with the local police. The Constabulary brief called for an anti-car-theft ad campaign, as these were the days when car radios were not line-fitted by manufacturers but bought from the Freeman’s catalogue and installed by dads in driveways. Vehicle doors did not lock automatically, so spotty delinquents would steal unlocked cars, or at the very least pilfer the radio inside. I was disappointed only to win second prize – and I often wonder what the chap who beat me has gone on to do in life. The prize for winning the competition was a radio.

         BBC local stations were expected to belong to their communities. BBC Radio Nottingham, accordingly, boasted a programme slot called Open Air in which listeners could devise their own quarter-hour programme on a subject of their choice. Whilst most punters presumably arrived at the station with a few vague ideas scribbled on a napkin, I turned up with a black briefcase full of scripts and edited audio. My topic was pirate radio, and the programme was produced and broadcast with considerable ease.

         A few weeks later, I took a call from Radio Nottingham’s long-haired producer Trevor Dann: ‘I heard your programme. Bloody good. What are you doing with your life? Are you into rock music?’ To this day, I have regretted my honest answers: ‘I’m at school still’ and ‘no’.

         Every person working in radio has had a different entry route and it is a matter of seizing the moment and making the most of it. Had I possessed the seeming confidence of many of today’s aspirant presenters, I would have bluffed better and who knows where I might have ended up, as this hippie Dann chap wended his way through the highest offices of national radio. Years later, Trevor confessed that my battered tape sat on a dusty shelf at the BBC for years, and he’d often point to it and say: ‘We should get this chap in.’ It would be almost thirty years before they ever did.

         Sadly, my tatty comprehensive school was typically ill equipped to prepare anyone for anything resembling an interesting career. The one rebellious teacher, who dared to wear jeans with his corduroy jacket, handed me a couple of misspelt, smelly pink Banda worksheets that offered the sort of elementary advice on media jobs I’d already worked out for myself.

         As Margaret Thatcher settled into her first term of government in 1979, and I won the sixth form sweepstake for guessing her majority correctly, I walked out of school into the big wide world with just a dream and absolutely no idea quite how to pursue it.

      

   


   
      
         

            5.



BREAKING IN

         

         Terry Wogan worked in a bank once, so that seemed like a decent job to tide me over. Interviews were duly arranged with cheap-suited nice blokes at three high street banks. I was offered jobs by each, not least because the seemingly interesting hobby of hospital radio had dominated all interviews, apparently setting me apart from all the other acned school leavers.

         The best job offer was accepted – a position at Lloyds, although I opted for it mainly because I shared the same name. This marked the beginning of what was to be a depressing few months. I would stamp cheques, remove staples and fetch packs of twenty Lambert & Butler cigarettes for the sexist boss. I remain grateful for this period, purely because an insight into real life is critical for a decent broadcaster. Counting the minutes to the end of a day for a pitiful wage is something too few on-air presenters in the radio business have had to do.

         Planning my escape, I targeted one of the BBC station assistant posts, the first possible rung on the BBC ladder, marginally above that of coffee maker. I filled in the necessary forms and Auntie quickly wrote back a foolscap rejection letter, headed by the old slanted Corporation lettering, with typing so determined that the Os had been punched out.

         Commercial radio was the only other option, and here, it was more about demonstrating what you sounded like rather than your result in A-Level Art. I’d make desperately poor audition recordings in the hospital radio studios and despatch them to every one of the new stations around the country, not even knowing where on the map they served.

         Having posted the Dymo-labelled tapes off to the relevant programme controller with a personally addressed typed letter, I’d count the days on my fingers, anticipating the earliest date a reply might conceivably be received in the post. As the dog barked and my letterbox eventually thudded, just seeing the franked envelope and handling a sheet of paper headed with a colourful wobbly-font radio station logo felt exciting. Even if they were all rejections.

         A junior position as ‘traffic assistant’ emerged at my beloved Radio Trent. I applied – and was turned down. Maybe it was because I was under the impression that this glamorous job was on the front line, assembling crucial travel news, whereas the role really involved scheduling the ads into their time slots across the day. Not knowing what a job entails is probably not the most promising start.

         My disappointment was common. Hundreds of applicants were seeking jobs at just nineteen stations across the country in this exciting new industry. Many candidates boasted experience from the United Biscuits Network, a factory radio station which operated on a professional basis to help cheer and retain the workforce in London, Manchester, Liverpool and Glasgow. UBN, based in Osterley, was an early home for the likes of Roger Scott, Dale Winton, Adrian Love, Nicky Horne, Graham Dene, Peter Young and John Peters. UBN-grown talent was seemingly preferred to a wiry hospital radio lad who wouldn’t say boo to a goose.

         Radio 210 in Reading was my first real interview. An  encouraging letter suggested that my audition tape had shown ‘good promise’ and I was invited to drop in to have a chat the next time I was in Reading.

         The Trevor Dann experience had taught me that if I were to succeed, I needed to be bolder. So, despite the fact that I’d never even journeyed to London without holding mother’s hand, I ventured south to visit the programme controller. Like many stations in that first generation, 210’s premises were full of character. The operation was housed in a former civil defence base for Berkshire, described to me recently by former 210 MD Tony Stoller as ‘a slightly rundown out of town hotel’.2

         The programme controller sat in his swivel chair wearing a jacket with his name on, surveying his kingdom below, where the presentation office and newsroom were accommodated. I sat perched nearby on a less important chair.

         Given the chap had appeared moderately enthusiastic when writing to me, I was taken aback when he asked me why I had turned up. Luckily, I’d brought my treasured letter with me and I handed over his crumpled communiqué. He snorted and suggested he couldn’t remember the tape. Fortunately, I had a copy with me which I handed over eagerly so that he might play through the opening few minutes. Swivelling round, he grimaced and told me: ‘It’s pretty shit.’

         I gather this man is fondly remembered and was respected by many, so maybe his tactics went over my head, or perhaps he’d mixed up the letters, but it was a disappointing start. I did get the chance to turn him down for a job later in life – he never knew why.

         By this stage, the Conservatives were back at No. 10 and in 1980 the commercial radio network began to grow once more, with stations licensed initially for Cardiff (CBC), Coventry  (Mercia), Peterborough (Hereward) and Bournemouth (2CR). Whilst government focused on its new broadcasting strategy and radio stations rushed to launch at breakneck speed, I was journeying to the Post Office to despatch yet more audition tapes.

         CBC invited me to an interview in Cardiff some months before the station went on air. In the absence of official premises, I met the programme controller in a community centre hall, where we sat on hard benches to discuss his station and my aspirations. CBC had community radio ideals and I felt it was likely to be a little different from my beloved home-town Trent. The boss volunteered he’d get back to me within a week. Indeed, I recall he went to great pains to explain how well he understood the irritation of not hearing the results of interviews. Over thirty years on, as I hear Dan Damon delivering news reports on the BBC World Service, I think of reminding him that I’m still waiting for his call.

         Evidently, it was difficult to get a job without experience. Without a job, it was difficult to get experience. Wrestling with the challenge, I came up with an idea for an audition tape that might stand out from the others. Rather than fifteen laboured minutes of pretend dedications, imaginary weather forecasts and ‘that was/this is’, I assembled a two-minute ad that began by explaining the circularity of my position – and how ‘your radio station can break the cycle’.

         The novel approach earned me several interviews. Sadly, the quality of creativity that had seemed evident in the demo was belied by the frightened youngster who turned up for interview. The radio me was ahead of the physical me.

         Impressed with the production values of the audition tape, Beacon Radio in Wolverhampton invited me to interview for  a commercial producer’s job. To this day I still recall arriving for a six o’clock evening appointment and ringing the doorbell, staring at the polished brass plaque outside, bearing the company name. Over thirty years later, I would become a founding member of a company which owned that radio station. When it moved premises in 2013, I took away the plaque, polished it with Brasso and restored it to its original splendour.

         Beacon didn’t quite find what they wanted from me that evening. I was asked to play in the studio for a while and then sent on my way. Rightly, they suspected I would be ill equipped to handle moaning double glazing company owners who didn’t like the commercial I’d made.

         In February 1980, one of the letters back from Trent was certainly not a carbon copy of everyone else’s. It was much worse. This lengthy yet accurate note from head of presentation Len Groat was mired in colourful criticism and long tetchy paragraphs of all that was wrong with my audition tapes. Apparently, I was a ‘breathy’ version of Radio 1 presenter Peter Powell. Tempted to write back angrily to Len with a list of what I’d found wrong in his last show, I simply bit my tongue and penned an effusive response in Quink ink thanking him for the feedback and expressing just how much it was valued.

         My grovelling reply obviously struck the right note, so when my novel audition tape was subsequently received, I was invited in by Len to discuss a job opportunity.

         At that point, Trent was being run by a shadow government, as there had been unrest at senior level and the programme controller and managing director were no longer in office. Such turmoil was commonplace in the challenging early years of commercial radio. Across the network, this highly unionised business was caught between what the unions wanted, what  the regulator wanted and a distinct lack of enthusiasm from advertisers. The last thing anyone was too concerned about was what the listener wanted.

         LBC and Trent were amongst the worst affected by industrial strife, with notable episodes in Nottingham of sit-ins, lock-outs, food being smuggled in to those who carried on, and presenters protesting outside with placards. Indeed, the Trent chairman had been summoned to the IBA at one stage to sort things out: ‘You must please now take all practicable steps to achieve an effective resolution to the recent internal problems.’

         By the start of the ’80s, Trent was run by an acting MD and an acting programme controller and it was those understudies who signed off my employment to the mongrel post of broadcast assistant, earning the princely sum of £3,047 per annum. Len Groat seemed keen, and the acting MD – suited, smooth sales director Tony Churcher – nodded off on the salary ‘so long as he starts to dress a little better’. I’d never given any thought to how I looked. Folklore suggests I wore a duffel coat and vest to the interview. I vehemently deny this.

         I’d got a job in radio. It was one of the happiest days of my life. Shoppers looked on bemused as I ran past Mac Fisheries, jumping in the air. Life felt good. Maybe unfairly, I still expect people to respond in the same way that I did when they are given their first opening into the exciting radio world. Sadly, it seems not to be the case – and not just because Mac Fisheries has closed.
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