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‘Wireless’, a term that has far too recently entered our vocabulary, a term whose success has been far too swift for it not to have carried with it a good many of our era’s dreams and for it not to have provided me with one of those rare and specifically modern measures of our mind. It is faint gauges of this sort that occasionally give me the illusion that I am embarked on some great adventure, that I somewhat resemble a seeker of gold: the gold I seek is in the air.


André Breton, Introduction to the Discourse on the Paucity of Reality (1924), translated by Richard Sieburth and Jennifer Gordon




 





The BBC came to pass silently, invisibly; like a coral reef, cells busily multiplying, until it was a vast structure, a conglomeration of studios, offices, cool passages along which many passed to and fro; a society, with its king and lords and commoners, its laws and dossiers and revenue and easily suppressed insurrection …


Malcolm Muggeridge, The Thirties (1940)




















Introduction





The BBC is an institution at the heart of Britain. The BBC defines and expresses Britishness – to those who live in the UK, and to the rest of the world. The BBC, to my mind at least, is the most powerful British institution of them all, for, as well as informing, educating and entertaining, it permeates and reflects our existences, infiltrates our imaginations, forms us in myriad ways. It seeps into us. It is the stuff of our inner lives.


Unlike, say, the monarchy, or the armed forces, the BBC is an institution that is still young. As I write there are still those alive who can remember a time before the wireless. And yet in so many ways the age that birthed the BBC – that of modernism and the rise of mechanisation – can seem completely out of reach, as alien to us now as the ancient world. The years that separate us from its formation have been years of rapid change: the mass production of antibiotics, the Second World War, the atom bomb, the contraceptive pill, the Internet, 9/11, the rise of China … Perhaps, though, the threshold on which we stand now, hovering irresolute as we do between the analogue and digital eras, is not so different from the frightening and exciting changes wrought by modernism. The body politic, then as now, had a series of important choices to make about how to incorporate epoch-defining technological advances into the lives of the citizenry.


This book comes out of an unusual journalistic assignment. Alan Rusbridger, the editor of the Guardian, asked me to suspend my normal work as chief arts writer, and spend ‘several months’ researching the BBC. The fruits of this enterprise would be a series of long essays for the paper, and this book. The notion was to try to deepen the debate about the broadcaster, which had often been shrill and bad tempered. Alan asked me to try to get under the skin of the institution. Cheerfully, he informed me it was the biggest single assignment he had ever commissioned.


‘Several months’ turned into a year. The scale of the organisation alone (at the time it had 21,000 employees) and the range of its work made the task immense. Trying to understand the BBC is like trying to understand a city-state. It has its court, its grandees and aristocrats, its artists and creators, its put-upon working class, its cliques and dissidents and rebels, its hangers-on and corrupters and criminals. It has its folklore and mythology, its customs and rituals.


Over my year with the BBC, I spent (or so it seemed) more time in the BBC’s various offices than in the Guardian’s. I conducted over a hundred long interviews with employees and those who knew the corporation well, from secretaries to directors general. I became convinced that to understand the BBC it was necessary to delve into its past, and so I absorbed as much as I could of the huge literature on the BBC, starting with Asa Briggs’s multivolume history of British broadcasting. Towards the end of the project, I also spent time in the BBC’s Written Archives. It became clear to me that many of the qualities of the BBC are still dependent on the way it was first shaped. As one BBC journalist said to me, ‘Reith still stalks the corridors.’ Concomitantly, many of its recent problems have been foreshadowed and prefigured. The aim was not to present a linear history of the BBC but to offer a picture of the corporation as I encountered it over that year, deepened and enriched by the soundings I would take in the deep waters of its past.


In October 2013, when I began the assignment, the BBC felt fragile and insecure after the travails of the recent past. Less than a year earlier, George Entwistle, the director general, had resigned after only 54 days in post, as a result of two closely connected scandals. These were the handling by the current affairs programme Newsnight of allegations into sexual abuse by the BBC’s one-time star, Jimmy Savile; and the incorrect naming on the Internet, after an investigation by the same programme, of an innocent man as a paedophile. The BBC Trust’s chairman, Lord Patten, had also come under enormous pressure, and would resign through ill-health partway through my work on the BBC, in spring 2014. The BBC’s huge pay-offs to former managers were also under public scrutiny, and the corporation was being severely criticised for an abandoned technology project, the Digital Media Initiative, which had cost £100 million. No day passed, it seemed, without hostile headlines, the enmity of elements of the press fuelled by commercial rivalry.


There was perhaps even a greater existential threat. The BBC now operates in an era of unprecedented media fragmentation. We live in a world of Netflix and YouTube, of Google, Amazon and Apple – a world in which anyone can be a broadcaster, a world where the sheer bulk of encroaching global media businesses threatens the corporation. In my childhood the BBC was grandly dominant, standing out on the horizon like a great cathedral on a plain; only ITV and, later, Channel 4 were also visible in the landscape. Now that plain was built over and populous; great edifices loomed above the BBC, and threatened to cast it wholly into shadow. The very funding mechanism of the licence fee – a levy on television ownership – was beginning to look outmoded and shaky in the world of catch-up, the tablet and the smartphone. Politicians, for the most part, seemed indifferent or hostile, especially on the right. Urgent questions presented themselves: were we, as a nation, drifting towards squandering the inheritance of the BBC through sheer carelessness? Was the BBC worth fighting for? Had it grown too unwieldy and too powerful, as its detractors claimed? With its vast and tentacular commercial operations, was it trampling its smaller rivals? Was it succeeding in its basic and founding aims of impartiality and independence? It was with such questions in mind that I entered the great citadel of the BBC.

















PART ONE



ORIGINS AND ARCHITECTS
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Reith of the BBC





The manse on Lynedoch Street, Glasgow, is a handsome double-fronted house with nine steps up to its front door. It clings to the flank of its sandstone church, whose brace of tall, pencil-straight towers are linked by an elegant classical pediment. The manse – which still exhales an air of four-square Victorian respectability – occupies the high ground above the wide green spaces of Kelvingrove Park, in which, before the First World War, its son John Reith would walk, feeling the winds of destiny brushing his cheek as they blew down from the Campsie Fells – or so he said. Even when a teenager, Reith, all six foot six of him, had a face with something of the Easter Island carving about it: graven, austere, immense jawed. As he aged, the dark bushy eyebrows became more wayward and independently active, the white hair wilder. There is footage of him being interviewed in 1967 by Malcolm Muggeridge. When the terrifying, wolfish smile comes, the face looks as if it has been hacked open with a hammer and chisel.


The church has now been converted into the premises of an accountancy firm and a business consultancy, which would horrify the intensely religious Reith: in his youth it resounded to sermons given by his father George, a Free Presbyterian minister whom the son worshipped second only to God the Father: ‘His sense of grace was apostolic; his sense of righteousness prophetic,’ remembered Reith. ‘When he spoke on social or moral ill, or in defence of one whom he felt to be unjustly assailed, his eyes would flash; the eloquence of his indignation was devastating.’ The church ‘was one of the wealthiest, most influential, most liberal in Scotland’. Its congregation, in the British Empire’s prosperous, productive second city, encompassed ‘merchant princes, great industrialists, professors’ to a ‘considerable element of the humble but equally worthy sort – master tradesmen and foremen from shipyards and works …’ There was also a church mission that reached beyond Reith’s well-heeled parish to ‘a poor section of the city’: this was a self-conscious embrace of the whole social scale.


Reith grew up in an atmosphere of rigid piety. His parents were distant idols, seen only at mealtimes. At school, he did not flourish; he was removed from the Glasgow Academy after bullying two classmates, and sent to board at Gresham’s in Norfolk, where, eventually, he did better. But, to his bitter regret, his academic record was considered insufficient for university, and his father, calling him into his study one day, announced that he should follow a trade. He was duly apprenticed at an engineering firm. When war broke out in 1914, he joined up, and proved himself a bloody-minded and occasionally insubordinate soldier. One morning in France in 1915, when he was out inspecting a damaged communications trench, his tall and conspicuous figure was found to be a convenient target for a sniper. Part of the left side of his face was shot off, leaving a jagged scar. Relieved thereafter from active service, he spent happy and productive months in America as an inspector of small arms being produced for the war effort.
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John Reith. ‘He would look through you … like a dowager duchess meeting a chimney sweep.’








By the autumn of 1922, Reith was unexactingly employed as honorary secretary to the Conservative politician Sir William Bull. According to the account in Reith’s autobiography, on 13 October, while scouring the newspapers, an advertisement caught his eye in the situations-vacant column. It read: ‘The British Broadcasting Company (in formation). Applications are invited for the following officers: General Manager, Director of Programmes, Chief Engineer, Secretary. Only applicants having first-class qualifications need apply. Applications to be addressed to Sir William Noble, Chairman of the Broadcasting Committee, Magnet House, Kingsway, wc2.’ Reith wrote an application and dropped it into his club’s post box – then thought to read Noble’s entry in Who’s Who, and fished out his letter, rewriting it to emphasise his Aberdonian ancestry in an attempt to appeal to his putative employer’s local loyalties. His interview consisted of ‘a few superficial questions’, he recalled in his memoir, Into the Wind. He added: ‘I did not know what broadcasting was.’ Many might have quailed in the face of their own ignorance, but not Reith. Not long before, having listened to an especially energising sermon at the Presbyterian church in Regent Square, Bloomsbury, he had written in his diary, ‘I still believe there is some great work for me to do in the world.’


He was duly appointed general manager, and for the next few days, still in utter ignorance of what his new job might be, tried to ‘bring every casual conversation round to “broadcasting”’ until an acquaintance enlightened him. On 22 December 1922 he turned up at the offices (deserted, as it was a Saturday). He found ‘a room about 30 foot by 15, furnished with three long tables and some chairs. A door at one end invited examination; a tiny compartment six foot square; here a table and a chair; also a telephone. ‘“This”, I thought, “is the general manager’s office.”’ (‘Little more than a cupboard,’ remembered Peter Eckersley, the BBC’s first chief engineer.) Including Reith, there were four members of staff.


The BBC today, with its workforce of 21,000 and its income of £5 billion, is such an ineluctable part of British national life that it is hard to imagine its birth pangs, comparatively recent as they are. The birth of the BBC outstrips my own parents’ lifetimes by only a decade: for them, television was a novelty that became an affordable part of everyday life only in their adulthoods. (One of my father’s most vivid early memories was the announcement on the wireless from Neville Chamberlain, on 3 September 1939, that ‘This country is at war with Germany’ – ‘followed shortly afterwards by the air-raid sirens and sitting in the pantry under the stairs waiting for the onslaught’, which, disappointingly for a seven-year-old, did not materialise.) The BBC’s sounds, its magical moving pictures, its words are not just ‘content’, as the belittling word of our time has it, but the tissue of our dreams, the warp and weft of our memories, the staging posts of our lives. The BBC is a portal to other worlds, our own time machine; it brings the dead to life. With it we can range across the earth; we can dive to the depths of the ocean; take flight. Once a kindly auntie’s voice in the corner of the room, it is now the daemonic voice in our ear, a loving companion from which we need never be parted. It is our playmate, our instructor, our friend. Unlike Google and Amazon, which soothe us by presenting us with the past (their profferings predicated on our web ‘history’), the BBC brings us ideas of which we have not yet dreamed, in a space free from the hectoring voices of those who would sell us goods. It tells seafarers when the gales will gust over Malin, Hebrides, Bailey. It brings us the news, and tries to tell it truthfully without fear or favour. It keeps company with the lonely; it brings succour to the isolated. Proverbially, when the bombs rain down, the captain of the last nuclear submarine will judge Britain ended when Radio 4 ceases to sound.


The year the BBC was born was also the year Northern Ireland seceded from the Free State; it was the year James Joyce’s Ulysses was published; and its creation was sandwiched between the first general election in which women voted (1918) and universal suffrage (1928). Born in the wake of calamitous war, in the high noon of empire, and at the moment of the formation of the United Kingdom as we know it, it took its place as a projection of, and a power in, new ideas about nationhood, modernity and democracy. With the coming of the BBC, it became possible for the first time in these islands’ history for a geographically dispersed ‘general public’ to be able to experience the same events simultaneously – and together to gain what had hitherto been privileged access to the most powerful voices of the land.


This sense of collective experience, so familiar now, was striking and strange at its birth. Malcolm Muggeridge, in his book The Thirties (1940), tried to express the novel sense of the BBC thus: ‘From nine million wireless sets in nine million homes its voice is heard nightly, giving information, news, entertaining and instructing, preaching even, with different accents yet always the same; the voices of the nine million who listen merged into one voice, their own collective voice echoing back to them.’ He also marvelled, darkly, at the gulf between the nature of the news the wireless brought from the world outside – all delivered in reasonable, calm BBC tones – into the haven of the home. One thing came after another, spooling out of the wireless in an endless, undifferentiated stream of sound-matter. ‘Comfortable in armchairs, drowsing perhaps, snug and secure, the whole world was available, its tumult compressed into a radio set’s small compass. Wars and rumours of wars, all the misery and passion of a troubled world, thus came into their consciousness, in winter with curtains drawn and a cheerful fire blazing; in summer often out of doors, sprawling on a lawn or under a tree, or in a motorcar, indolently listening while telegraph poles flashed past. Dollfuss had been murdered, despairing Jews had resorted to gas ovens … and the king and queen had received a warm welcome in Hackney – well, there it was, and now for another station …’


Reith recognised one of the most fundamental qualities of broadcasting: it is superabundant. It knows no scarcity; it cannot run out: ‘It does not matter how many thousands there may be listening; there is always enough for others’, as he put it in his 1924 book Broadcast Over Britain. ‘It is a reversal of the natural law, that the more one takes, the less there is for others … There is no limit to the amount that may be drawn off.’ And because everyone can have as much as they like of it, broadcasting, at least as delivered by the fledgling BBC, is no respecter of persons; it is the same for everyone: ‘Most of the good things of this world are badly distributed and most people have to go without them. Wireless is a good thing, but it may be shared by all alike, for the same outlay, and to the same extent … The genius and the fool, the wealthy and the poor listen simultaneously … there is no first and third class.’ Broadcasting, said Reith, had the effect of ‘making the nation as one man’. It was Reith who attached this Arnoldian, culturally unifying ideology to the idea of broadcasting. This ideology, despite the optimism of American broadcasting pioneers such as the engineer David Sarnoff, who in June 1922 wrote of wireless’s function as ‘entertaining, informing and educating the nation’, was lacking in the United States, which was in the grip of a wireless craze by the mid-1920s. There, a cacophony of competing commercial stations grew up, strung between coast and coast. By 1925 there were 5.5 million American wireless sets and 346 stations.


That the BBC should have been set up as a company and a monopoly, and then a corporation in the public interest, was not inevitable, but the result of a series of incremental decisions at first pragmatic and then solidified into ideology. And before broadcasting was armoured in Reithian principles, it was first a technology. In the village of Pontecchio Marconi, a few kilometres south of Bologna in central Italy, is the remarkable sight of Guglielmo Marconi’s mausoleum, a kind of manmade travertine cave hewn into the rolling lawns of the Villa Griffone, the elegant nineteenth-century house he shared with his Scots-Irish wife Annie Jameson, scion of the Jameson whiskey empire. An enthusiastic fascist in later life, Marconi was accorded a state funeral by Mussolini, and his tomb has all the pomp – and distinctive, ruggedly geometric style – associated with the aesthetics of that regime. ‘Diede con la scoperta il sigillo a un’epoca della storia umana,’ declares the epitaph inside the monument, itself a phrase from the speech Mussolini gave after his death. It translates: ‘With his discovery he set his mark upon an era of human history.’


In truth, in the way of most scientific discoveries, it was a cluster of advances by a number of researchers that led the way to broadcasting. It was the German Heinrich Hertz who, before he died aged only thirty-six in 1894, demonstrated the existence of electromagnetic waves. In 1902 an American, R. A. Fessenden, used wireless waves to carry the human voice over the distance of a mile. The north Staffordshire-born Oliver Lodge developed a tuning device to control the wavelength of a receiver. There were French, American and Russian discoveries, too, in the years before the First World War. Wireless telegraphy and wireless telephony – sending signals or the voice ‘through the ether’ without wire or cable – was becoming a reality. Marconi coupled his celebrated transatlantic radio experiments with an eye for commercial opportunities and a talent for business. In 1897, he founded the Marconi Wireless Telegraph and Signal Company. He did so in Britain, because it seemed to him that radio could be commercially exploited as a means of communications to shipping – and Britain was the great marine mercantile nation. Broadcasting – the notion of one voice speaking to many – was not yet recognised as a prospect in view, and certainly not as a virtue of the technology. As Asa Briggs pointed out in the first of his magisterial five volumes on the history of British broadcasting, the notion that radio signals could be heard widely was at first regarded as a ‘positive nuisance’, a hindrance to what was regarded as wireless’s most likely application in point-to-point communication. Briggs quoted Lodge, in a parliamentary select committee report of 1907, making the first small intellectual gropings towards something different – that it might have a purpose for ‘reporting races and other sporting events, and generally for all important matters occurring beyond the range of the permanent lines’.


The First World War hastened developments. As the early BBC employee Hilda Matheson wrote in her book Broadcasting (1933), ‘The Great War … gave an impetus to wireless communications, as to other forms of practical science, destructive as well as constructive. Directions could be sent by code, or en clair, to troops on land, to ships in distant oceans, to submarines, and to aeroplanes deploying over enemy territory.’ It was after the war that the advantages of sending one signal to a multitude of receivers were recognised. Many of those who had been working as wireless engineers for the military slipped into work for companies such as Marconi. But the appetite for broadcasting came from ‘the man in the street’, recalled Matheson: a community of wireless enthusiasts grew up, at first more excited by the notion that broadcasting could be done at all rather than by what was actually to be communicated. She wrote, ‘There was a host of men and boys with a passionate interest in mechanical contrivances – making amateur telephones from tin cans, rigging up improvised magnetic and electrical apparatus, in sheds, basements and attics, wherever they could find undisturbed corners in which to use lathes, batteries and tools in peace … from their ranks came much of the persistence and enthusiasm which provided the first public for broadcasting.’


In the meantime, wireless also became a topic of popular interest – an apparently miraculous phenomenon followed in the newspapers with wonderment. Manufacturers of wireless sets, such as Marconi, held licences granted by the Post Office to conduct experimental transmissions. On 15 June 1920 the Daily Mail arranged for a recital by Dame Nellie Melba, who travelled down to the Marconi headquarters in Essex and sang for a half-hour, ending with ‘God Save the King’ via ‘Addio’ from La Bohème – her voice was heard clearly across Europe, and the event was widely reported. For the first time, broadcasting was planted in the British imagination as a medium replete with possibilities for entertainment. But, as these experiments continued, so disquiet in military circles grew. Wavelengths were being commandeered for ‘frivolous’, non-military use, it was felt. Briggs quoted a letter of complaint: ‘A few days ago the pilot of a Vickers Vimy machine … was crossing the Channel in a thick fog and was trying to obtain weather and landing reports from Lympne. All he could hear was a musical evening.’


A new settlement was needed. The wireless manufacturers’ experimental broadcasts were banned, and then, under pressure from the amateurs, allowed to continue under controlled conditions. The postmaster general, in response to a question in parliament about the future of broadcasting in April 1922, responded that ‘it would be impossible to have a large number of firms broadcasting. It would result only in a sort of chaos.’ Talks between the wireless manufacturers and the Post Office resulted in a scheme whereby the government would license wireless sets. A new British Broadcasting Company – with a monopoly on broadcasting – would finance its operations from a share of the licence fee and of royalties from sales of sets. Thus a funding mechanism for the service was devised, and the problem of the scarcity of wavelengths for civilian use solved. Moreover, the Post Office had followed a pleasing path of least resistance – it had neatly avoided having to provide the service itself. To many, it seemed an eminently sensible arrangement. The Manchester Guardian’s leader of 20 October 1922 noted that ‘broadcasting is of all industries the one most clearly marked out for monopoly. It is a choice between monopoly and confusion … the only alternative to granting privileges and monopoly to private firms is that the State should do the work itself.’


By 1925, when the Crawford Parliamentary Committee on Broadcasting made its recommendations, some of the societal and political implications of the new service were beginning to become apparent. The decision was taken to transform the young British Broadcasting Company into a public corporation. Broadcasting was too significant to be turned over to mere profit-making. ‘No company or body constituted on trade lines for the profit, direct or indirect, of those composing it, can be regarded as adequate in view of the broader considerations now beginning to emerge,’ it reported. ‘We think a public corporation is the most appropriate organisation … its status and duties should correspond with those of a public service.’ Reith’s Broadcast Over Britain had already laid out some of the abiding principles of the corporation-to-be. The BBC should be the citizen’s ‘guide, philosopher and friend’, he wrote. Broadcasting, in his hands, was moulded into something that was not merely a kind of pleasing technological curiosity, but a phenomenon with the capacity to ennoble those who used it. It may, he wrote, ‘help to show that mankind is a unity and that the mighty heritage, material, moral and spiritual, if meant for the good of any, is meant for the good of all’. Wireless ‘ignores the puny and often artificial barriers which have estranged men from their fellows. It will soon take continents in its stride, outstripping the winds; the divisions of oceans, mountain ranges and deserts will be passed unheeded. It will cast a girdle round the earth with bands that are all the stronger because invisible.’


Reith was drawing on Shakespeare: it was Puck in A Midsummer Night’s Dream who boasted that he could ‘put a girdle round the earth’. Reith cast himself as magician – more Prospero than Puck, for certain. I hear too the voice of his distant, adored preacher father in those rolling, ecclesiastical phrases. And Reith the younger was to outdo his father: his own congregation would consist not just of the good people of the West End of Glasgow, but the whole population of the United Kingdom, and all its empire.
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‘People, telephones, alarms, excursions’: Hilda Matheson





Savoy Hill, London, the frost-hard January of 1929. The atmosphere in the offices of the BBC is, according to talks assistant Lionel Fielden, ‘one third boarding school, one third Chelsea party, one third crusade’. The head of variety, Eric Maschwitz, finds himself killing a rat in one of the dingy corridors one day by ‘the simple method of flattening it with a volume of Who’s Who’. There are studios, if you can call them that – ‘just small rooms with distressing echoes’, according to Fielden. His fellow talks assistant, Lance Sieveking, who has a ‘vivid and sometimes erratic imagination’, has framed notices and set them beside each microphone: ‘If you sneeze or rustle papers you will deafen thousands!!!’ There is a creaking lift, a set of narrow stone stairs. Offices with coal fires. The BBC is partway through its triumphant march, at breakneck speed, from a staff of four in 1922 to a glorious future in the palatial Broadcasting House, where it will move in three years’ time.


The BBC is a ‘new and exciting dish, sizzling over the fire’, according to Fielden. Val Gielgud is reinventing drama for the wireless. Percy Pitt is conducting music of all types, and Maschwitz is lending his debonair personality to variety shows. Reith stalks the corridors – ‘this giant with piercing eyes under shaggy eyebrows’, as Fielden thinks of him. Reith’s chief enforcer and number two is Vice-Admiral Charles Carpendale, who commanded the cruiser Donegal in the war – he tends to speak to Maschwitz as if he were ‘a delinquent rating’. The staff are a curious and heterogeneous lot – people ‘who, often on account of some awkward versatility, or of some form of fastidiousness, idealism or general restlessness, never settled down to any humdrum profession after the war’, according to Hilda Matheson, the BBC’s first director of talks.


Miss Matheson’s office: today, because of the cold, she is minded to hold her departmental meeting with everyone sitting ‘on the floor round my fire which shocks the great who may come in, terribly’, she scribbles in a letter. Running the talks department, she presides over an extraordinarily mixed bag of subject-matter, and she must be master of it all – from theatre criticism to economics, from foreign affairs to tips for housewives. An ordinary morning’s work sees her wrangling talks on crime and criminals, ante-natal care, readings of poems by Tagore, and discussions on market forces for farmers. ‘Oh what a day, such a scramble – people, telephones, alarms and excursions, interviews, meetings,’ she exclaims.


In January 1929 she is forty-one years old, with ‘ashgold hair and grey eyes’, according to her old Oxford tutor, Lettice Fisher, the economic historian. She has neatly bobbed hair and a clear gaze. She is slender and fit – eleven hours’ walking a day in Alpine Savoy is what she likes to do on holiday, and indeed what she will do for a fortnight come the summer. Sieveking and Fielden are her assistants, and the latter has had to come to terms with the curious notion of a female boss. ‘I had at first thought that it would be strange, perhaps impossible, to work under a woman,’ he remembered. But Matheson ‘drew my admiration, respect, and affection almost instantly … She was not supremely intelligent or supremely beautiful or supremely chic or supremely anything, she was just one of those people who are made of pure gold all the way through. You could not imagine Hilda panicking about anything, or failing to meet any situation with composure and charm.’ Richard Lambert, editor of the Listener, remembered her as ‘earnest, intelligent, quick, sympathetic and idealistic’.


She might be calm as far as her juniors are concerned, but on 3 January she is feeling particularly overwhelmed by the claims on her attention:




The afternoon was so busy and my tray bulged so much that I began to get rattled and desperate and to think I couldn’t cope with all the horrid accumulations – But Miss Barry took things in hand and calmed me down and saw me through – so all was well, but you know it’s awful sometimes – the accumulations of anti-vaccinationists and Esperantists and propagandists on every subject and advertisement-mongers and Members of Parliament and pacifist organisations and women’s organisations and Empire Marketing Boards and Channel Tunnel promoters and A. J. Cook and Lord Ronalds hay and Indian musicians and infant welfarers … a little overwhelming in the mass.
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Hilda Matheson: ‘earnest, intelligent, quick, sympathetic and idealistic’








The following day, perhaps thanks to Miss Barry’s secretarial efforts, things are more fun, but still wildly busy: ‘… an interview with and voice test of an Afghan, an intelligent fellow and wise I thought – followed by a similar process with a charming docker called Bill – a great find – followed by an hour’s discussion with Lionel and a man I have found in the music dept who knows as much about poetry as about music …’


In truth, Matheson is struggling to concentrate. Because she is in love – drowning deliciously in it, drugged and drunk with it, utterly brimming with it. She has been in this intoxicated state ever since Monday, 11 December 1928, when Vita Sackville-West, whom she first met the previous summer, came in to the BBC to give a broadcast talk on ‘The Modern Woman’. Sackville-West once described the sheer oddness of the new skill of broadcasting in a letter to her husband, Harold Nicolson: ‘You are taken into a studio, which is a large and luxuriously appointed room, and there is a desk, heavily padded, and over it hangs a little white box … There are lots of menacing notices about “DON’T COUGH – you will deafen millions of people”, “DON’T RUSTLE YOUR PAPERS” … One has never talked to so few people, or so many; it’s very queer.’ After the ‘Modern Woman’ talk, Sackville-West and Matheson spent the night together, and on the Tuesday Matheson stayed off work. On the Wednesday, she wrote to Sackville-West, ‘All day – ever since that blessed and ever to be remembered indisposition – I have been thinking of you – bursting with you – and wanting you – oh my god wanting you.’


More than a hundred letters from Matheson to Sackville-West survive, mostly from late December 1928 and the first months of 1929, when Sackville-West was in Berlin with Nicolson, who was serving at the British embassy. Sackville-West’s letters are lost – perhaps destroyed by Matheson’s family after her death. In her correspondence, Matheson imparts a flesh-and-soul impression of the triumphs and frustrations of work within the young BBC. It is an account – knitted tightly into her outpourings of passion and desire – that dovetails intriguingly with the trail she left in official memoranda and letters to contributors, as well as in her own published writing. (She wrote an illuminating work, Broadcasting, for the Home University Library; and was for a time in the 1930s the Observer’s wireless critic.) One letter to Sackville-West is written on an official ‘internal circulating memo’ template, with its bossy instructions for use: ‘Write minutes BELOW each other and not at all angles – Number your minutes – Don’t write minutes in the margins –’ It is headed ‘To: Orlando. From: Talks director. Subject: Us.’ Matheson was referencing Virginia Woolf’s novel Orlando, which had been published the previous October, and whose gender-shifting hero–heroine was based on Sackville-West. ‘I shall write to you on a different office form every day,’ she wrote in her speedy, fluidly efficient hand, ‘partly to show you the world in which I work, partly to assure myself that it really is me – a filler-in of forms, a writer of memoranda – that you love. Besides I see I shall have to write to you at all sorts of odd moments during the day – covertly in Committees – and this looks so official, nobody would guess.’
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Vita Sackville-West: ‘One has never talked to so few people, or so many.’








That January, Matheson had a momentous project to undertake: organising the first ever broadcast debate between politicians from the three main parties. A ban on ‘controversy’ in broadcasting had been lifted in 1928, but the BBC was still treading carefully. Endless negotiations were necessary to bring speakers from the Conservative, Liberal and Labour parties together round the microphone to discuss the forthcoming De-rating Bill. (This was legislation, designed to boost the depressed economy, that freed industrial and agricultural premises from local-authority taxation.) On 3 January she wrote of her day, ‘Back rather late to find a frenzied Admiral Carpendale sending himself into fits over politics – so I had to draft an ultimatum to the parties for him – rather fun that was.’ Later in the day – her letters could stretch over numerous pages, added to at intervals – she becomes the ardent lover again: ‘I know that I want you – it engulfs me like a huge wave and I just have to wait till it’s passed over my head before I can breathe again … sometimes I want you so terribly physically that I can hardly bear it.’ Then she switches back to the question of the political debate, telling of a subsequent phone call from Carpendale: ‘He’s got cold feet because he thought I had rushed him into unseemly and inaccurate letters to the three political parties and I couldn’t quite be convincing. Darling, he was so accusing and unfair that I got all hot and bothered …’


The following week, on 10 January, the arrangements were still being fought over: ‘One final effort to secure my politicians – for the hundredth time of asking – thank heaven they’re all fixed now – for the first big political discussion we’ve yet had … they’re all as nervous as cats.’ The listings deadline for the Radio Times had been missed (it is partly for this reason that the politicians who actually spoke are lost to history, though the government spokesman is likely to have been Neville Chamberlain, then health minister, who was behind the bill). The debate, in the end, was ‘a great success’. The politicians were ‘so very sweet in their passionate desire to be strictly honourable about their allotted time’. Not an impulse, perhaps, that survived long into the broadcast age. The format, too, would surprise current audiences for broadcast political debates. Each speaker was allowed to speak for 20 minutes, with the government spokesman allotted a further 10 minutes at the end. ‘It honestly wasn’t dull,’ promised Matheson. Listeners’ letters, she wrote a few days later, were ‘pouring in’ and they were ‘quite amazing’. There was ‘a common admission that they hadn’t been interested in these things before, but the discussion made them want to know more’.


Matheson, who was born on 7 June 1888, was, like Reith, a child of the manse: her father was a Presbyterian minister in Putney, south London. When she was a teenager he suffered a nervous breakdown, and the family had a spell in Switzerland while he recovered. Matheson was also sent to spend time with families in Stuttgart and Florence. On their return, her father became the first Presbyterian chaplain to students at Oxford, and she studied history as a home student – this in the days before women were officially recognised as members of the university. It was perhaps in Oxford that Matheson made the contacts that led to her recruitment into secret work during the First World War. She was posted to Rome where ‘she had the task of forming a proper office on the model of MI5 in London’, remembered her mother. Italian officials turned up simply to marvel at her – they were ‘very incredulous about the capacity of a young girl, for she did look absurdly young then, to do such work’. (She was twenty-six on the outbreak of war in July 1914.)


After the war, she became political secretary to Nancy Astor, the first woman, in 1919, to take up a seat in the Commons. Astor remembered: ‘Those first years in Parliament were only made possible by her unremitting work and service, not for me, but for the cause of women … I might describe it as my zeal and her brain.’ As part of her work for Astor, Matheson organised a series of receptions where MPs might meet significant women, ‘in whom’, remembered her mother, ‘they had got suddenly interested because they had just got the vote. It was to one of these gatherings she invited Sir John Reith, and he was clever enough to realise that if he could get Hilda, who knew everybody, to come to the BBC he would be doing it a good turn.’


She did indeed know everyone; she was firmly plugged into a network of writers, intellectuals, social reformers and politicians, including some of the most impressively high-flying women of her generation. And if Matheson asked you to broadcast, clearly it was hard to refuse. Her unassailable charm leaps off the page in her letters. One of her greatest catches was H. G. Wells. Various unsuccessful attempts had already been made to get him to the microphone. Matheson tried a new tack: she had a friend of hers, Eileen Power (who was soon to become professor of economic history at the London School of Economics), organise a party at which they would both be present. The morning after it, 14 June 1929, Matheson was in full flow by letter to him – almost flirtatiously berating him for, perhaps, forgetting to give her a lift home (she had to rely on the mercy of philosopher Bertrand Russell, she writes). Then she moves to the kill: ‘I have always felt it to be pretty devastating that an internationalist like yourself – perhaps you are the only real internationalist? – shouldn’t be making use of the most internationalist means of communication there is.’ She goes on to explain that the ban on controversy has been lifted and asks him to go ‘on the air’ in July. ‘It is most awfully important just now, at this moment, that you should say yes, because the stars in their courses are favourable and there is a breath of greater freedom in the world … It is fun to address 12 million or so British Islanders and some dozens of millions of Europeans all in one breath – I do assure you it is. You will be bound to enjoy the full possibilities of broadcasting sooner or later – only why not sooner!’


Wells obediently promises to broadcast on world peace. Power sends Matheson a postcard: ‘I’m so glad you snared HG.’ He clearly required a deal of looking after. The day before the broadcast she is writing to another contact, Rachel Crowdy, who had been principal commandant of the voluntary nursing operation in the war, and was now heading two sections – one on opium smuggling, another on social reform – at the League of Nations: ‘Dear Dame Rachel – This is an absolute SOS … could you possibly come and dine with me at 7.30 at the Savoy Grill tomorrow night with H. G. Wells, who is broadcasting at 9.15? This is a remarkable reconciliation, because he has always been a great opponent of broadcasting, and I am sure it will make all the difference if there are one or two people he likes to cheer him up before hand … I really do beseech you to say yes.’ Also of the party were the Woolfs, Power and Julian Huxley. (Virginia Woolf was no great fan of Matheson. She wrote in her diary that summer of Matheson’s ‘earnest aspiring competent wooden face … A queer trait in Vita – her passion for the earnest middle-class intellectual, however drab & dreary.’)


Matheson did not hesitate to draw Sackville-West into her professional dilemmas, consulting ‘the big stride of your mind’ – and persuading her to do more broadcasting. On 23 January 1929 she is manoeuvring for her lover to become a regular broadcast drama critic. ‘I have got the evidence of all the people who say you have got the only decent voice on the wireless of any woman. My own young men I’m not sure of; they will perhaps be amused! However I think I can get away with it quite easily and I should enjoy doing it … Oh darling do go on thinking favourably about it – it would be so perfect from my point of view – excuse for your coming to MY OFFICE, benefit untold to my listeners, prestige of the most exalted kind for my BBC. Oh please do.’ (The portentous capitals of MY OFFICE are a frequently recurring private jest.) The following week she is asking for Sackville-West’s help in suggesting names to contribute to a ‘symposium’ on modern literature:




You understand so absolutely about broadcasting and the strangeness of our funny public – bless your heart. It is like you and so clever of you to see that we oughtn’t to have a pure Bloomsbury symposium on the novel. Rebecca West is such a devil to deal with and has such a temper, and I don’t think she writes good novels, do you? But she is very amusing. Aldous Huxley won’t broadcast he says, but of course he might in this series. Clemence Dane has such a nice voice, she might be good, only she has rather hived off to plays. Rose Macaulay? Margaret Kennedy has an annoying voice and manner rather. Well, we must think.





Clemence Dane was the author of Regiment of Women and co-wrote the screenplay of Anna Karenina starring Greta Garbo; Kennedy was the author of The Constant Nymph and The Ladies of Lyndon.


One of Matheson’s most enduring achievements was her invention of Week in Westminster, which still runs on Radio 4 today, and which she began as a programme delivered by women MPs for the benefit of the newly enfranchised female electorate. It had a curious passage to the airwaves. One of Matheson’s responsibilities was for household talks. (A reasonably long trail of memoranda in the BBC archives, for example, concerns Matheson’s seeking guidance from Reith on whether it is permissible to include recipes for fruit wines in broadcasts, since ‘from an economy and food preservative point of view there is much to be said for it’. A note in her handwriting records: ‘The DG … told me personally that no intoxicants should be included.’) At the start of 1929 a series of programmes was broadcast at 10.45 a.m. in collaboration with the Empire Marketing Board. In one of the programmes it was mentioned that listeners could send off for a free recipe sheet. To everyone’s surprise, 5,280 requests were made for the leaflet, sufficiently noteworthy for Matheson to write about it to Reith: ‘There is nothing at all remarkable about the recipes – various ways of cooking cheese.’


This rudimentary piece of audience research clearly prompted some further thinking. By the summer of that year, she was writing to Megan Lloyd George, David Lloyd George’s daughter and, since that May’s election, the Liberal MP for Anglesey. Matheson’s letter of 10 July began with an outline of the response to the cookery programme and recipe-sheet offer, explaining that she believed there was a ‘large public of housewives’ who make a practice ‘of taking a short pause for a cup of tea in the middle of the morning’ to listen to the wireless. This mid-morning slot, usually devoted to household matters, could be given a broader purpose, she suggested. ‘It might stimulate a greater interest in Parliament if during the session these weekly talks were given by one or two women Members of Parliament who would give a simple account of the week at Westminster. I believe that this would help perhaps to bring home to listeners that they had a stake in the Government of the country.’ It took Matheson several tries to squeeze a ‘yes’ from Lloyd George. In November she wrote again: ‘I am afraid you will think I am a great botherer …’ A fortnight later: ‘I feel you must think of me as an absolute pest.’ Lloyd George finally gave way and began to broadcast – most successfully. The format settled into a pattern: when parliament was sitting, women MPs from the main parties, including Nancy Astor, would speak in weekly rotation. Fielden’s memoirs record that, in his view, ‘women were (and are) almost never good broadcasters. I don’t know why this should be, but it is a fact.’ With the single exception, that is, of Lloyd George, whom he rated as ‘not only a naturally good broadcaster, but also a person of great charm and gaiety’.


Fielden’s certainty about the inferiority of women as broadcasters is a reminder of what Matheson was up against, both as a high-ranking woman within the BBC and as a lesbian. There was no doubt support from her circle of successful women contacts, many of whom came of age during the war. Harold Nicolson thought of her as the very ideal of the competent, ambitious professional woman – his first novel, Public Faces, contains a splendid character called Jane Campbell, a superlatively efficient and unruffled parliamentary secretary of foreign affairs, who, he noted in his diary entry of 11 April 1932, was a ‘woman … of the type of Hilda Matheson’. In the novel, he sketched the character thus: ‘a woman of tact, gaiety, and determination … a confident woman. She regarded it as quite natural that a person of her attainments … should … have reached so garish a position’. Campbell ‘liked being female: she displayed this liking in every curve of her trim body’. And yet the assumptions at play were greatly alien from those of our own time. In the talk that Sackville-West gave the night she and Matheson became lovers, she had argued (according to the account she gave in a letter to Nicolson) that ‘Women cannot combine careers with normal life … They love too much; they allow love to override everything else. Men don’t.’


Sackville-West was underestimating her new lover. Matheson’s letters show that love, desire and work mingled seamlessly in her head and heart; but nothing got in the way of her doing her job. Nor was she unduly worried about BBC gossip. She told Sackville-West about the possibility that Fielden was on to them (he is ‘as sharp as a ferret and I am told a complete homosexual himself’). But she was, on the whole, defiant: ‘I think my position in the BBC and yours in the great world are both far too strong for anyone to do anything to us.’ Above all, she was gloriously unashamed of her sexuality. ‘What we feel for each other is all good – that as far as I am concerned I know it is part and parcel of anything decent in me – of the best parts of me, not at all of the worst – that it makes more of me, not less … I cannot feel one shred of shame or remorse or regret or anything dimly approaching it … I loathe the need for furtiveness and secrecy – I find it’s incomprehensibly absurd – I have to keep reminding myself that it’s considered anti social and immoral – and it makes me fairly blaspheme. There – that’s a good explosion.’


Relations between Matheson and Reith gradually began to cool. She was entering bolder and more adventurous territory, and was increasingly falling foul of the director general. In a letter posted on 22 June, and written on BBC headed writing paper, she described in detail to Sackville-West a long ‘argument – hammer and tongs – about “controversial subjects” and their treatment’ with Reith and the director of programmes, Roger Eckersley. In so doing she laid bare one of the problems of the BBC’s principle of impartiality – that it all depends on where you start from: ‘He tends to regard as controversial and partisan and therefore inadmissible a talk about which any of his business magnates complain or disapprove, e.g. [critic] Osbert Sitwell, because his on art were objectionable and because all modern art is objectionable and therefore can only be discussed if there is also somebody to put the case for the Victorians or the classics. The fact that all talks on art hitherto have been given by spokesmen of the old school and that Osbert, however tiresome, was therefore evening things up, wasn’t regarded as relevant.’


Matheson continued: ‘What it really amounts to is this – that he only classes or admits as controversial subjects on which he or his friends have views … All our sermons are controversial but the DG won’t admit it because he agrees with them …’ The nature of the talks themselves came under discussion: ‘They … said that all my talks had been getting more and more “educational”, and that they were supposed to be “topical” and that talks on current ideas and current topics of speculation or discussion were not topical – only talks on events, not on problems of the day, like saving the countryside, or the future of the theatre …’ Matheson detected a suggestion towards what we would now call restructuring of her department. And, in a narrative that many professional women will find depressingly familiar, she remarked, ‘They are always so damned ready to say to any woman who disagrees with them that it is unreasonable and shows a lack of balance – I do honestly think that … afterwards when Roger began to say (a) that they highly valued my work but (b) that I was getting a name for unreasonable truculence I … got a choke in my throat which made me so angry and humiliated I couldn’t bear it.’


Soon enough she was speculating about whether she would have to resign. In his diary for 6 March 1930, Reith noted that he was ‘developing a great dislike of Miss Matheson and her works’. That year, she began working on a series of talks with Nicolson on modern literature. This became a battleground, according to Michael Carney’s biography of Matheson. Reith loathed the moderns. A sticking point was whether Nicolson would be allowed to mention the banned texts Ulysses and Lady Chatterley’s Lover. A very BBC fudge was agreed: there was to be no mention of the texts by name but Nicolson was allowed to say that the BBC had forbidden him to mention them. There were other problems. Fielden, in his memoir, perceived that Reith began to regard Matheson as too left wing. ‘Gentlemen in the Athenaeum Club were soon whispering to Reith that he was being “run by a Gang of Reds”’, he recalled. ‘Reith began to turn an enquiring eye upon the talks department, and sent sharp little notes to Hilda suggesting that so and so held eccentric or subversive or atheistic or anarchistic views and was not a suitable person for the microphone … the battle was on.’


In December 1931 Matheson finally did resign – a big enough story for the Manchester Guardian to cover it two days in a row. (In the edition of 4 December the wireless correspondent noted ‘an air of mystery about the resignation of Miss Hilda Matheson … it may be taken … that differences of opinion have existed for some time at Savoy Hill for some time past between two opposing schools of thought’.) Fielden recalled that nine members of the department threatened to hand in their notice en masse in protest. Lambert later paid her tribute: ‘It was Hilda Matheson, toiling single-mindedly night and day, who “made” the talks department a live, energetic and humane department of the corporation.’ She had ‘provided listeners with an informed criticism of books, films, plays, music and farming, opened up the field of debates and discussions, improved and expanded the news, and sought even to train the politicians to make better use of broadcasting’.


After leaving the BBC, Matheson’s next big job was running the Africa Survey for Lord Hailey – a major colonial project that studied the geography, ethnography, economics and politics of the entire continent. Later, in November 1939, her mother remembered, ‘a mysterious man began calling her up but would give no name. Finally they met. When she came back from lunching with him, she told me laughingly that he was a man who seemingly knew everything she had done all her life.’ Once again, Matheson was being recruited into secret work, this time editing books and directing broadcasts for the purposes of propaganda aimed at audiences overseas. But she was not able to finish her work there. Philip Noel-Baker – the MP, Olympic medallist, Nobel prizewinner and Megan Lloyd George’s lover for twenty years – ran into Matheson one day in June 1940 as he left the Ministry of Information, and remembered realising that she seemed terribly ill; he urged her to rest, but she told him that she needed to go on working, or ‘everything may smash’. By this time her affair with Sackville-West was long over, and she had been living with Dorothy Wellesley, the poet. In October 1940 she was dead, at fifty-two, of Graves’ disease – an autoimmune disorder affecting the thyroid. The Hogarth Press produced a short obituary volume, in which H. G. Wells paid tribute to a woman who was ‘courageous and indefatigable in her work for that liberal thought and free expression which is the essence of democratic freedom. She maintained a steady fight against Sir John Reith, who was inspired by a loyalty to influences above him far stronger than any sense of duty to the greater possibilities of his position.’ Composer Ethel Smyth wrote of the ‘blending of her intellectual grip with what one may call the perfect manners of her soul’.
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