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Dedicated to my long-suffering family. To my amazing mum Sheila and much missed dad Ted and nana Gladys, to brothers Alan and Robert, and sister Caroline. I love you all! To my children James and Andrew, and their mum Rosemary… and of course to James’s wife Rachel, and grandkids Ben and Phoebe. Also to Sam’s daughter (and hence my daughter) Linzi. Something to show your grandchildren’s grandchildren!


And to Sam… always.










Author’s Note


While this is a work of fact, because this is about me, and my memory can be notoriously bad sometimes, I have reserved the right in the book to talk about things as I remember them. Where possible I have ‘fact checked’ myself, but of course other people might have differing memories, or an alternate view of some of the things. On occasion I have also extrapolated from what I remember and whatever information I can glean to better tell the stories. So please don’t get upset if my memory differs from yours, or that Google or Wikipedia or some other strange website you found has a different answer. I’m sorry. Just enjoy the book.
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1


The Pre-Title Sequence


On that evening in August 1961, Ted went off to work as usual. He was a printer, working for the Daily Express. Every night he drove the ten miles or so from South London to Fleet Street in London to work on the machines producing the next day’s newspaper.1


Sheila was, as usual, at home, but because the baby was now a week overdue, her mother, Gladys, was staying with her. Saddled with a large, overdue baby bump was no fun. But Sheila had a plan… the best way to make a baby come was a hot bath, along with a drink of hot milk and castor oil. So that’s what she did… and like magic it worked!


It was three in the morning. The door to Gladys’ room cracked open and Sheila popped her head in. ‘Mum,’ she called quietly, ‘I think it’s time.’ 


‘Right,’ said Gladys. ‘I’ll go and get the midwife!’


But that wasn’t so easy in 1961. There was no house-phone, and so, leaving Sheila in the house alone, Gladys ventured out into the night to the nearest telephone box, only to find that it was not working, and so she went to another… which was also not working.


Eventually, she found one which was operational and called the midwife to come round, and then returned to Sheila. And so, a few hours later, at 5.30 am on 24 August 1961, little David John Howe entered the world.


Ted returned from work at exactly the same time as I was born, and the first thing he heard as he entered the house was the debut cry of his new son. Ted was a proud dad. ‘Everyone says he looks like me,’ he said to a neighbour the next day, ‘but I think he looks like a 90-year-old monkey!’


It was an inauspicious start for David, Sheila and Ted’s first son. Twenty-four-year-old Sheila had not been prescribed the drug thalidomide to help with nausea and morning sickness, as she didn’t need it, but it was available. As it happens, this was a very good thing, as thalidomide was shortly after to be found to be the cause of thousands of babies being born with shortened arms and legs and other severe birth defects, and was banned. Thalidomide was licensed in 1958 and withdrawn in 1961, and of the approximately 2,000 babies born with defects, around half died within a few months and 466 survived to at least 2010. Look it up,2 it’s terrifying. And I could so easily have been among their number.


But David was born as complete and as perfect as a 90-year-old-monkey could be… well… nearly perfect. As I am David and I am writing my own story here, I’m happy to report that, yes, I was physically okay… but I was also an inquisitive child… fascinated from a young age by all things horror and magic and science fiction… and driven by a desire to find out how that trick worked, how to do it myself, how those effects on the television worked – even how entertainment machines on the seaside piers worked. This is something which has stayed with me my whole life.


I was born into a loving family. Sheila, my mother, was a schoolteacher of everything to seven- to eleven-year-olds, and Edward – ‘Ted’ to everyone – worked for the newspapers. I lived in Tolworth, about ten miles south of the centre of London, and close to Surbiton and Kingston. Thus these were my childhood stamping grounds.


Like many, I don’t recall much about my very young years, but our family has the benefit that Ted was a great lover of music – he met my mum at Ballroom Dancing School, which is what all the young kids were up to back in the fifties. Unless, I suppose, they were bopping along to Elvis and those other ‘devil sounds’ coming from America. But I digress. Dad loved music and radio. He was a fan of the Big Band Sound, of Buddy Holly, of Gene Krupa and other drummers, and indeed of the Goons: he had marvellous taste. He had managed to scrape together the money, goodness knows how, to own a reel-to-reel tape recording system, and he recorded shows off the radio. But he also recorded me. 


And so, we still have those precious early tapes of little David. 


As well as having tape-recording machines, Dad also loved his gadgets, and also had an 8mm cine film camera… and this went everywhere with him. As I say, I’ve no idea how the family afforded these things. We also had a television set. Black-and-white, of course, but we had one… and this was a rare thing in the sixties.


But back to the tape recordings.3 The recording is of little David in his cot (I assume it was a cot, as I was two years old) and it was Christmas. I’m talking with Mummy and Daddy about a visit to Santa earlier that day. This was to Bentalls in Kingston, then just a big department store in the town.4 Of course, Santa paid a visit there just before Christmas. 


The year was therefore 1963. And this tape must have been recorded in late November, perhaps, in the lead-up to the Christmas period. 


David is explaining what Santa gave him on his visit to the Grotto.


‘A skeeky ammer’ – a squeaky hammer. That is, a toy one which makes a noise when you hit things with it. Obviously I was keen on hitting things with my new hammer.


There’s also a fascinating discussion about Santa and that he has whiskers. And he has ears. And he has eyes! ‘All people got eyes,’ observed young David in a very thoughtful manner. I was obviously on the ball, processing all this information through my two-year-old brain.


And what did David want for Christmas? ‘A music-a-box.’ And what colour might this ‘music-a-box’ be? ‘A geeb one.’ Yes, that’s right… a green one.


But wait. Why is any of this important? Why am I telling you about Christmas 1963? What possible relevance could a late November Saturday have to this story? 


Well.


It was 23 November 1963 that the first ever episode of a new BBC television show called Doctor Who was transmitted. At 5.16 in the late afternoon. So.


It is therefore very possible that this historic recording of David burbling on about hammers and music boxes was made while Doctor Who was actually being transmitted! If not the first ever episode, then perhaps the first episode of the story that introduced the Daleks to the world (21 December 1963). At the end of which, the Doctor’s companion Barbara, having been trapped in some futuristic corridors, confronts one of the creatures for the first time: all we, the audience, see at that point is a sink plunger on the end of a rod coming menacingly towards her.


Just think. If Barbara had had a skeeky ammer, maybe a geeb one, then she could have used it to hit the Dalek!


That’d teach it.


*   *   *


The weather was mental back in those days, and some might say it still is. There is a documentary on one of the streaming channels about the winter of 1962 into 1963 – which would have been my first proper winter.5 This is now known as ‘The Great Freeze’ and was one of the coldest winters on record in the UK.6 The cold weather started on 12–13 December when it snowed across the country. Snow continued to fall and drifted to more than 20 feet high in many places, and towards the end of December, remote parts of the UK were completely cut off. In January the sea froze for one mile at Hearn Bay in Kent. The icy weather and snow continued until 6 March, which was the first morning without frost in 1963. 


I mention all this as we have 8mm cine film of little David helping to shovel snow, probably a few years later – it looks like I might be three or four years old by now… but I certainly have memories of the great winters we had back then. Proper snow which came down in great drifts. So deep you couldn’t see the kerbs of the roads. Happy times.


Other happy times were spent watching television… and among the shows that I was enjoying were, of course, the old classics like Watch with Mother – the adventures of Andy Pandy and Looby Loo and Teddy were required viewing back then! This show was narrated by Maria Bird, and I was fascinated by Teddy, who was naughty but everyone loved him. Also that Looby Loo only came to life when Andy and Teddy were not around – she was like a pretend friend that the adults just didn’t believe in. Only 26 episodes were made, and these were shown on rotation! No wonder I remembered them! And, of course, The Flower Pot Men, shown as part of the same series.


This show has a special relevance as the Flower Pot Men were voiced by an actor called Peter Hawkins. Hawkins invented a language for them which he called Oddle-Poddle – a mix-up of words and phrases which were almost, but not quite, a recognisable language. I mention this for two reasons. The first is that Mum was a big fan of the comedian and actor Stanley Unwin – someone who probably no one has heard of these days. But Unwin was famous for inventing his own language, Unwinese, which mixed up words and came out sounding like gobbledegook. Mum loved this and had several records of his famous monologues. So, these languages which sounded sort of like English but weren’t, fascinated me. The other thing about Peter Hawkins is that he was the voice of the Daleks! What a revelation… the man who brought us the Flower Pot Men was also the voice of the most evil creatures in the universe! Who would have thought it.


Muffin the Mule (a string puppet horse which was talked to and presented by Annette Mills) is another show that I remember from Watch with Mother in the early sixties.


I also have a persistent memory of something I saw which terrified me at the time, and which has stayed with me ever since. There was a giant pumpkin which was chasing some children. It moved slowly, however, and just followed them wherever they went. No matter how fast they ran or where they tried to hide, the pumpkin was always there, slowly catching them up, and we knew it would eventually catch them. Quite what it might then do to them, I have no idea… but the idea of something slowly coming after you, that you could not escape or evade, was terrifying. Of course, this concept is also the plot of a horror film from 2014 called It Follows… but I very much doubt that those cinematic horrors were inspired by this old television series.


As to what that series was, I didn’t know for many, many years. I thought it might have been some mis-memory from a series called Escape into Night, a kids’ show from 1972 which was also quite terrifying. Based on the 1958 book Marianne Dreams by Catherine Storr,7 the show followed a young girl who came down with some debilitating illness, and so, to escape the confines of her bedroom, starts drawing a house and a boy who lives there… but then she dreams the same things she draws, and the whole thing starts to become something of a nightmare as outside the boy’s house are strange, mobile standing stones which have a single eye… and each night they’re getting closer and closer. You can perhaps see why I thought this might be the origin of my ‘pumpkin’ terror. But most of Escape into Night still exists to watch today, and that showed me this wasn’t my memory.


Nor was it something from Doctor Who… though I can completely understand if you thought it might be. In actuality, it seems to be from a show which no longer exists called Knock Three Times from a book written in 1917 by Marion St John Webb. This was transmitted from August 1968 and had six episodes. The show starred Jack Wild and Hattie Jacques, and it was made by LWT (London Weekend Television). As it is no longer available to see, I have only my vague memories of watching it… but it obviously made quite an impact!


Another show that I remember watching was Lost in Space. Now, this was a sixties film series imported from America. From the same camp as Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea, The Time Tunnel and Land of the Giants, it told the story of the Robinson family, who are blasted off from Earth in a spaceship called the Jupiter 2. But, unknown to them, a saboteur (the fiendish and devious Doctor Smith) is also on board, and he causes the ship to go wildly off course… and thus the whole lot of them are indeed lost in space.


What appealed to me, however, was that the show had a sort of ‘monster of the week’ approach, and I loved monsters! So, it was right up my street. I would have been watching this any time from its UK debut (which for most of the UK was on 2 October 1965, though in the LWT region, which is what we had, it didn’t start until 16 August 1968!) through to when it finished in the UK on 24 January 1969 (though this may have extended into the seventies)… which was also the time that I was watching Doctor Who! For me it was all in black and white, as we had a black-and-white television. I do remember one time being out shopping with Mum, and along the Tolworth parade of shops there was a television shop. I don’t think such things exist these days, as televisions are all vast flat-screen things that you only see in larger retail stores and parks. But back then, there was a shop which had a selection of televisions in the window… all different sizes8 but all tuned to one of the two television stations. The idea of playing some tape or DVD or whatever they do in shops these days was long in the future.


These televisions were tuned to the BBC or ITV, and of course they showed whatever happened to be on television at that time – there was no time-shifting by recording stuff: if you missed something on transmission, you missed it for good!


It was an evening as I recall, it was getting dark, and we were trying to get home after school when we passed the shop. One of the televisions was showing Lost in Space and it was in colour! Now, this blew my mind. At home, television was all in black and white – that was all there was. But here was my favourite Lost in Space in full colour! If you know the series, you’ll know that it was quite lurid in its colours – each of the Robinson family and crew had different coloured jerseys and the planets were a riot of reds and pinks and whatever was in the prop store that day; so, seeing this episode leaping out the screen and the shop window at me was quite amazing. I can even remember which episode it was: ‘The Galaxy Gift’, at the start where the crew are making a play, and a monster emerges from behind a door! I remember stopping there, in the street, transfixed by the screen. I can’t recall what Mum was doing or how she managed to get me to move along. Even though we all take it for granted now, I still recall my first glimpse of television in colour. Wonderful.


I loved the series, and I remember one episode, ‘The Space Destructors’ from the third season, where there’s this machine in a cave9 which manufactures android duplicates of Doctor Smith. Will Robinson gets caught in the machine and so it starts making duplicates of him as well! It was amazing. The machine started a bit like a bread-maker with dough being plonked on a conveyor and moved along to have glitter added, and be pushed and prodded, and then an android came out the end! I was so taken with this that I created my own machine in the back garden from the slide, cardboard boxes, and various ropes and bits of stuff. Fortunately none of my home-grown androids actually worked, or we would all have been in a lot of trouble!


Another story that stood out for me was ‘The Keeper’, where Michael Rennie, apparently hot off the set of the 1951 film The Day the Earth Stood Still, plays an intergalactic zookeeper who wants the Robinson family for his collection of beasts. A superb performance and a brilliant two-parter for the show. Again, I liked the monsters, and at the end of the first episode Will and Doctor Smith escape from the Keeper’s spaceship, but allow all the other monsters and creatures to escape with them! So, we have a procession of alien monstrosities coming out of the ship! Superb imaginative stuff!


*   *   *


Another big part of my childhood were the holidays… and these come into play later in this book as well. My grandmother (or Nana, as we called her), Gladys, initially lived about a mile away from us in Tolworth, and we saw her often. Like my own mum, she was amazing – a force of nature – and like my mum she was also a teacher. Maths, though, rather than ‘everything’… this cleverness with maths seems to run in the family. My uncle Brian is also a maths genius… but the gene seems to have skipped me. I can’t do maths to save my life! I need that little handheld calculator, or mobile phone, to do that sort of stuff!


Now, sidestepping slightly, it is Nana who I have a very early memory of, giving me a Dalek toy. I was at her house, and in her kitchen. And I remember the Dalek toy flashing and sparking at the top as it moved. Friction powered, and on the kitchen table. It might have had that clever thing they called ‘tricky action’, where you never quite knew if it was going to happily spin off the table to smash on the floor, or whether it would change direction at the last minute.


The me today knows that this must have been one of the 1965 Marx Dalek toys. There was one which sparked inside the head space and flickered through the red-tinted plastic that lined the head. It was friction drive, but no ‘tricky action’, and cost 12s 11d (which was quite a lot of money!) I often wonder where that Dalek went! I never found it; I never kept it – which would have been strange for me not to have done. But I don’t have it today, and I wish I did!


I mentioned holidays. We often took family holidays to either North Wales or to Cornwall. Cornwall because, in 1967, Nana moved to Newquay to live. And so we had somewhere to stay down there when we holidayed. A couple of years later, in 1969, my uncle Brian (Mum’s brother) and his wife Kathleen bought a house in the same street, and this is why we enjoyed many extended family holidays down there. There was Mum and Dad and Nana, me, and my brother Alan (who is three years younger than me), and Brian, Kathleen and their three girls: Susan, Jennifer and Jacqueline (my cousins). There’s more Doctor Who-related stories and adventures surrounding the holidays, and I will tell those in good time when we get there, but for the moment, I want to talk about the holidays. We would arrange to all rock up in Newquay at the same time and so spent a lot of time running around the town and the beaches. There was a rather nice zoo there, and a large area called Trenance Gardens with a boating pool, kids’ playgrounds and so on… lots to do, basically. But what did we kids do? Five went bin-diving for empty Corona bottles left by the tourists.


Why, you may ask, would we do such a thing? Well… back in those days the large fizzy-drink Corona10 bottles were made of glass, and what’s more they had a return of 5d on each bottle. For every bottle we could rescue from the bins, we got 5d to spend on ourselves! So, we checked all the bins on the route from Nana’s house to the town, collected all the bottles we could find, and then got 5d for each one! 


The other source of income for us five was the amusement arcades in the town. Now, I still love visiting arcades and playing the 2p push machines – it’s a relatively cheap way to spend an enjoyable few hours! Back then they were 1d machines and the same basic principles applied, but without the electronic jiggery-pokery which closes the exit chute if you’re not actually playing the machine. A wander around the arcades would almost always result in many pennies being ‘found’ in the exit chutes of the machines. Which, when all collected together with the 5d from each Corona bottle, meant that we could make quite a lot of money on a given day. 


And what, I hear you ask, did young David spend the money on? The answer is, unexpectedly, teddy bears! One of the shops in town had a large glass jar on the counter full of small colourful teddies… I think they were 25d each or something, and so when we had enough money, we would go to the shop and annoy the heck out of the shopkeeper by asking to see each one in the jar; we had to choose carefully based on colour and character and position of the eyes and so on. It was a serious business! Then, of course, the bears had to be named. We then carried them with us on our adventures. Most of the bear names have been lost to posterity, but my main bear was called Brownz, and a second was called Toosiepegs (which actually meant ‘teeth’ or ‘toothie-pegs’).11 Jennifer had the awesome Snoduss (a corruption of ‘Snowdust’ – a white bear), and there were many, many others.


And thus, we spent our summers: diving in bins; collecting money; scavenging for Corona bottles; buying small teddy bears; and adventuring among the caves, beaches and parks in Newquay.


And that sets the scene for this book. It’s about me, David J Howe, and my adventures in Doctor Who. You already know that my young childhood was heavily influenced perhaps by items and activities unconventional, and I hope that my adventures and experiences through later life will be equally as entertaining.


But for the moment we’re going to stay in the sixties… and find out more12 about that strange show called Doctor Who and how and why it so captivated the young David, and set him on a more or less unwavering course for the rest of his life!











[image: Start of image description, My small Yeti model made from modelling clay and some fur from an old stole; and my Dalek model made from Milliput., end of image description]

My small Yeti model made from modelling clay and some fur from an old stole; and my Dalek model made from Milliput.













2


The Sixties


It’s a Saturday night13 and the date is 1 July 1967. I am five years old, and snuggled in front of the television. There’s most likely beans on toast on a plate on a small table in front of me. I can still remember the smell of beans on toast. The toast lightly buttered. The beans have to be Heinz (of course).


On the flickering black-and-white television in front of me, we’re possibly just reaching the end of Juke Box Jury. I’m not sure that at five I had much appreciation of music… or who any of the people on that edition actually were! Mel Tormé, Janette Scott, Chris Denning and Penny Valentine.14 Not a clue for any of them, though I at least recognise the first name: for what I have no idea, though. However, it is just as likely that we were watching Wimbledon Tennis on BBC 2, as Mum was a big fan of the tennis. And I certainly wouldn’t have had any interest in that.


So, beans on toast it was… and either after Juke Box Jury, or when the tennis finished at 6.30 pm, we switched over to BBC 1… and I think this is then my earliest memory of watching Doctor Who. For at 6.25, the final episode of a story called ‘The Evil of the Daleks’ was transmitted.


It’s interesting looking back at the listing in the Radio Times that at the bottom it says ‘Dalek stories created by Terry Nation’, as he didn’t actually write this one. ‘The Evil of the Daleks’ was written by David Whitaker, a writer who was actually Doctor Who’s first ever story editor, and which was, at the time, intended to be the Daleks’ last ever appearance in Doctor Who.15


As I discovered much later, at the time, the Daleks were hugely popular. They had captured the imagination of the British public, and the ratings for the show had climbed and climbed whenever there was a story which featured the Daleks! Terry Nation was the writer who had created them. He wrote their first story back in 1963, and they were an instant hit, making Nation a much sought-after writer. He was also a very busy writer, working for several other shows, and he had the idea that he wanted the Daleks to star in their own show. So, he had written a pitch for that, and was touting it about in America, hoping for funding to bring the Daleks to their own television series. But it was not to be. There were no takers.


However, while he was doing this, he was happy for Whitaker to write this Dalek story for Doctor Who, but on condition that it was their last appearance. And Whitaker obliged, delivering a seven-episode epic which brought the Daleks to their own destruction.


I remember two key elements from this episode, one of which has no basis in anything which exists today, and one which does.


The first thing I remember is that when the Doctor and his friends passed under a special ‘conversion arch’ that the Daleks had built in their city, they got turned into human Daleks: that is, their minds were reprogrammed with ‘The Dalek Factor’, which the Doctor had spent the story unwittingly helping the Daleks to discover. When the Doctor and Professor Maxtible go under the arch, they are apparently converted. As a part of this conversion, I remember that the actors did what millions of children did in the playgrounds across the UK when ‘playing Daleks’. They raised one hand in a fist up to their forehead while the other was held out like one of the Daleks’ appendages (either the gun arm, or the sucker arm: it doesn’t matter which).


Another slice of Doctor Who history now, and not everything that the BBC made in the Doctor Who series still exists today. Many of the stories do, and can be watched over again, but many were wiped by the BBC in the seventies and don’t exist at all. There are soundtracks recorded by enterprising fans that still exist for everything, and many of the missing stories do have numerous off-screen photographs which were taken as a service for directors back in the day to provide a record of their work.16


So, for ‘The Evil of the Daleks’, only episode two exists today, but there is a soundtrack and there are off-screen photographs of the first episode.17 But none of these show the characters with their fisted hand held up to their foreheads as I describe. There is even a BBC animated version of the story, but this again doesn’t show this action. While it is possible that it never happened, and that my mind has made it up, it is something that I distinctly remember from the story.


The second memory comes right at the end of the episode. The Doctor has fomented rebellion on Skaro and the Daleks are attacking each other, exploding and burning all over the place. The massive Dalek Emperor has been destroyed, and the Dalek city is burning. As the Doctor, Jamie and Victoria make their way back to the TARDIS and safety, they find themselves overlooking the city, and as the Doctor looks down on it, he says, ‘The final end!’ And as such it was just this for the Daleks. That scene has stayed in my memory all these years. A good end to an exciting and action-packed episode.


My next memory of watching Doctor Who is actually the very next story. But it wasn’t transmitted the following week, as ‘The Evil of the Daleks’ brought to an end the fourth season of the show. The fifth season didn’t start until 2 September, just under two months later. I was very taken with the end of ‘The Evil of the Daleks’, and was asking when that show would be back on television again. It helped that when it did come back, the issue of the Radio Times had a front cover dedicated to the show.


This time it was a new monster – new to me, anyway – the Cybermen, and that Radio Times cover, showing loads of them, was brilliant. There was also an article on page three all about Doctor Who, and once again it was being transmitted on Saturday evening, following Juke Box Jury and ten minutes of news and weather. I don’t think, or at least I don’t remember, the Radio Times at all, and my memory from this whole four-part story, called ‘The Tomb of the Cybermen’, is a single sequence from episode four, shown on 23 September 1967. 


The story is a great one from this period in the show’s history. The Doctor, Jamie and new companion Victoria (rescued at the end of ‘The Evil of the Daleks’) have arrived on an alien planet, where a group of archaeologists are trying to find the lost tombs of the Cybermen. The Doctor ingratiates himself in with the team, and they find and enter the frozen tombs. But the Cybermen are not as dead and inactive as they appear, and soon they have released their impressive Controller from deep freeze, and he’s out to try to ensure the survival of the Cybermen. Battles, chases and all sorts ensue as the humans try to get out of there with their lives.


There’s one moment, the one which I vividly remember, and this is where one of the group, a bodyguard to one of the women, grapples with a Cyberman. He pulls at its chest unit, and then foam erupts from within, covering the front of the Cyberman as it twitches and falls to the ground dead, the foam still bubbling from out of it. A very dramatic scene and well done in the show. It’s no wonder that I remember it!


‘The Tomb of the Cybermen’ was for a long time another lost story, wiped by the BBC and thought gone forever. But in 1992, a copy was discovered lurking in some film vaults in Hong Kong! It was returned to the BBC, cleaned up, and released initially on VHS tape. So, we can now see this story again in all its glory, and it truly is a classic. 


I was pleased to see that the scene I remembered was intact and there! There’s always a slight feeling with these things that what you remembered wasn’t quite how it happened. A popular term is ‘the memory cheats’, and indeed it does and can. But in this case, despite being very young when I first saw it, mine was spot on.


This effect of the Cybermen erupting with foam from within wasn’t used in any further Cyberman adventures, which is a pity. It’s a good and relatively cheap effect to create, and gives the impression that these things have all this gunk inside them under pressure, just waiting to spill out. For a young boy watching, it also reinforced the alien nature of the creatures. That they weren’t made from blood and bone, but from something extraterrestrial and different… it sparked the imagination!


From this point, I have many random memories of watching the show… some stories I don’t remember at all, others I have flash memories from. The next memory for sure that I have is about a month and a half later, and it is of not watching a story called ‘The Ice Warriors’.


I don’t know if I watched the intervening stories or not… there are just no memories there… but with ‘The Ice Warriors’…


The story featured the third Ice Age on the Earth, and some scientists working on the ice fields discover something embedded in the ice. They dig it out, and it defrosts, and turns out to be a gigantic lizard-like alien life form originally from Mars, the captain of a Martian spaceship which is still trapped beneath the ice. Of course, Varga (as was the Ice Warrior captain’s name) sets out to free his comrades and his ship! These things lumber and speak with a brilliant sibilant hissing voice… and they are genuinely quite terrifying!


So much so, that I was too scared to be in the room when the show was on. My brother Alan, who at the time would have been about three, was fine, and I remember being in the hallway outside the living room, and hearing the soundtrack as these Ice Monsters lumbered and hissed their way through whichever episode it was. Alan was laughing at me, too… he was in the room, completely happy with his reptilian companions. 


Sometimes life just isn’t fair! But now I think my blossoming and slightly older imagination meant that I recognised more than he did how terrifying the idea of an alien creature of this sort was. 


*   *   *


Before we go too much farther forward, perhaps I should explain a little about this strange show called Doctor Who. There can be a habit in books like this where the writer (me) assumes that the reader (you) knows what I am going on about… and that’s probably the case for a lot of readers, as you probably picked this book up because you are familiar with the show and all it entails… but, of course, that’s an assumption on my part, and I don’t like to assume things, which is why I’m trying to explain things as we go along, so that you, gentle reader, have all the information you need to hopefully understand what I am talking about.


So… Doctor Who. 


There are TV shows and there are TV shows. And there is Doctor Who.


There are science fiction TV shows. And there is Doctor Who.


There are horror and fantasy TV shows. And there is Doctor Who.


For, you see, despite attempts to try to pigeon-hole or classify Doctor Who, it remains resolutely unclassifiable.


It started life through discussions within the BBC, back in 1962, for a new kids’ drama series that the schedulers wanted to fill a perceived gap in the schedule on Saturday nights. The evening schedule had shows like the cartoon series Deputy Dawg (about a sheriff’s canine deputy in a backwoods Southern American town), then the BBC News, then Circus Boy (a family adventure western series set in a Big Top) or Juke Box Jury (a pop music voting show) followed by Garry Halliday (Halliday was a pilot for a commercial airline and flew to his adventures) or Dixon of Dock Green (a homely police drama series). They wanted a new show that was faintly educational, and which could run over several weeks.


A panel of BBC people discussed it all through and decided that a science fiction show would be good, and started looking for books or ideas they could adapt. In the end they went for something completely original, and newly written by the writers they commissioned. It was called Doctor Who.


The idea was that it was about this mysterious old man and his granddaughter, Susan, who travelled in space and time in a fantastic space/timeship called the TARDIS. The ship was supposed to change its form to blend in with wherever they landed: so, in a desert it might look like a rock, or in a forest it might look like a tree. Basically, something which would not draw attention. So, when they arrived in London of 1963 – the show started in a then – contemporary setting – for whatever reason it took the form of a London Police telephone box, but sitting in a junkyard somewhere in London. The ship’s chameleon circuits then stopped working, so it was stuck in this shape thereafter.


The show was called Doctor Who because this lead character, Susan’s grandfather, was deliberately mysterious, and we knew nothing about him except that he was called ‘the Doctor’. ‘Doctor Who’ was not his name… it was a question about him. We didn’t know if he was human, alien or what, but the narrative veered towards him, and by association Susan, being aliens of some sort.


While on Earth, Susan went to a local school, and the Doctor tried to locate the various bits and pieces he needed to repair his ship. But one night, two of Susan’s teachers, suspicious of this strange pupil who knew far too much about some things and nothing at all about others, decided to follow her home, and discovered that ‘home’ was the junkyard. They are then ‘kidnapped’ by the Doctor when he suddenly takes off in his ship, whisking them far back in time to an adventure with a Stone Age tribe who are just discovering fire. From there they head to the planet Skaro, where they encounter the Daleks, hideous machine-creatures, survivors of a neutronic war which wiped out the planet and mutated the survivors so that they had to create machine-shells to survive.


From there the adventures came thick and fast, as the Doctor couldn’t completely control the TARDIS. Every week another challenge, more monsters, more planets and more excitement.


To fulfil the brief that it should be educational as well, initially there were occasional adventures in history, where ‘lessons’ could be learned by the TARDIS crew (and by the viewers), but over time these were phased out as they were simply not as popular as the stories set on alien planets and with the ever-present threat (or expectation) of monsters!


The show found an eager and willing audience for the adventures, and the initial commission of 13 episodes was expanded… and expanded… until the show was running nearly all year round, and Dalek toys were flooding into the shops.


But was it science fiction? In a way, yes. As a show about time travel, it couldn’t really help but be… but for a show supposedly about time travel, very few of the stories were actually about time travel.


I have always argued that it was far more a horror show, in that the excitement and thrills were what kept kids watching. They love to be scared – we all do – and Doctor Who was able to scare in a way which was both thrilling and terrifying, but also safe, as you could always avert your eyes to your mother sipping her tea, or your father eating a slice of toast, and know it was just a television show.


It was in these early years that the phrase ‘behind the sofa’ came into usage, describing the fact that some viewers preferred to watch Doctor Who literally from behind the sofa in the living room. For me, when it got too scary towards the end of the 1960s, I used to watch through the crack in the door. So, I would be in the hallway, peeking at the happenings on screen, but protected by the door to the living room.


Doctor Who was an escape from reality and into a world where the TARDIS was your home, and the doors could literally open to any place in the entirety of time and space. Where there could be aliens, or humans, or battles, or space monsters, or exploding planets, or time paradoxes, or intrigue or comedy or danger or ray guns or cowboys or space museums or… the list is indeed endless.


It was a show that captured the imagination and was always the talk of the school playgrounds on Monday morning. How would the Doctor escape? What were the Daleks planning? Did that bomb explode?


But it also provided a creative spur to the fertile minds which watched it. Could I draw a picture of the Daleks? How would you build a spacecraft out of old washing-up bottles? Could I write a story like that?


Out of this, a generation were inspired in creative endeavours – as, indeed, you will see I was – and many of these people have gone on to work in and shape the creative industries themselves.


All from a humble television programme.


*   *   *


As we got to the end of 1968 and into 1969 (I was seven years old), my memories of watching the show start to ramp up.


‘The Web of Fear’ was a tremendously creepy and chilling adventure where the Doctor and his companions Jamie and Victoria were battling robot Yeti with web-guns in the London Underground system.18 I was terrified by the lumbering Yeti in this one. So terrified, in fact, that later in the seventies I built a little model of one of them. Given that I cannot draw a stick figure that looks like a stick figure, my modelling prowess was equally rubbish, but I somehow managed it. There was this putty-like stuff you could buy which would harden in the air, I think it was called Milliput: a modelling clay of some sort. And I created the body shape for the Yeti from this, and carefully moulded into its chest a cavity for its control sphere.19 For the sphere itself, I found a large silver ball bearing which worked perfectly. Then I had to add the fur. Mum had an ancient fur stole which had been in the closet for years and years, so I asked if I could have it. I cut this up to create the fur for the Yeti, and fashioned a small hatch for the sphere from cardboard. For the Yeti’s claws and feet, I used small red plastic straws. It all seemed to work well, and indeed I still have my little Yeti to this day!


Like ‘The Tomb of the Cybermen’, this adventure was mostly missing for many years, but one episode (part one) existed, and four of its remaining five episodes were recovered from some foreign television vault in 2013, in time for the show’s 50th anniversary, and I cannot tell you the thrill of sitting down to watch it through for the first time since childhood. Even the lack of episode three didn’t seem to matter. It’s a stone-cold classic story, superbly written, directed and performed. And, of course, still scary as heck, especially if you are wary of spider webs!


‘The Wheel in Space’ was another Cyberman adventure (the first since ‘The Tomb of the Cybermen’) and featured the Cybermen trying to infiltrate and take over a Space Wheel as part of an elaborate plan to attack the Earth. I don’t remember much of it, but there’s a scene at the end of episode four and into episode five where the Doctor and Jamie are exploring a cargo bay, and a Cyberman comes in behind them, forcing them to rapidly scramble for cover and hide until the creature has gone. That really terrified me. In this story the Cybermen made a strange electronic whirring or whining sound all the time, so when you heard that noise, you knew one was close. Very effective indeed!


Following transmission of ‘The Wheel in Space’ was a full repeat of ‘The Evil of the Daleks’. This was only the second ever Doctor Who story to be repeated by the BBC,20 and while it’s possible that my earliest memory of that story comes from this repeat, I don’t think this is the case. The repeat led into a new series, this time with a new companion in Zoe, a teenage astrophysicist and librarian from the Space Wheel. Zoe was great, and my eight-year-old self was quite taken with her. She and Jamie were at loggerheads somewhat (Jamie was a Scots lad from 1746 – the Battle of Culloden – who wore a kilt and was all for using his fists to protect the Doctor and his friends) as his knowledge of the modern world was limited. Their first full adventure together was ‘The Dominators’, which was a somewhat typical story where a couple of bloodthirsty warmongers arrive on a planet inhabited by pacifists, with expected results. The Dominators (as, of course, they were called) had with them some rather neat robots called Quarks. Boxy things with glass spike-tipped heads and two gun arms, mounted at the front, which could slot back into their bodies. I loved the Quarks! 


Other memories from this period include the next story, ‘The Mind Robber’, an adventure set in the Land of Fiction, where all the characters in it speak lines from fiction past or future (depends on your perspective). I recall a great scene here of Zoe going up into a creepy castle. She pushes open the door, which swings with an enormous creak, and then vanishes inside with a piercing scream. When the Doctor and Jamie try to find her, the Doctor realises that it’s a riddle – the story is full of riddles and word puzzles – ‘When is a door not a door?’… to which the answer is… ‘When it’s ajar!’ And there Zoe is, trapped inside an enormous glass jar! Jamie breaks the paper seal on the top and lifts her out. It’s an interesting memory to have, as it’s not a monster, or an episode ending, but just a simple piece of slightly humorous action in a story that is full of the whimsical and the strange.


At this point I started to watch most every week… or at least for the next eight weeks, as the next adventure was another Cyberman one, and in my opinion, one of the best ever Doctor Who adventures. It was called simply ‘The Invasion’, and the Cybermen didn’t appear until a few episodes in. Instead, we have the Doctor, Jamie and Zoe back on Earth, and trying to get the TARDIS fixed again (it became invisible as they arrived). They try to find Professor Travers from the Yeti stories, but he’s not around; instead, they meet with the daughter of his colleague, Professor Watkins, a girl named Isobel, and end up having a battle of wits with an industrialist called Tobias Vaughn, who is somehow behind all sorts of strange shenanigans. Lethbridge-Stewart is back from the previous Yeti story, and is now a Brigadier, running a military outfit called UNIT, who are also investigating Vaughn and his companies. But behind it all are the Cybermen, again trying to invade and take over the Earth.


The scene I remember comes at the end of episode five, and involves a sequence where the team realise that the Cybermen are hiding in the sewers of London, and so Isobel, Jamie and Zoe head off there to investigate as the Doctor is involved elsewhere. They go into the sewers, chased by a London policeman, to try to get some photographs of the Cybermen to prove to the Brigadier that they are real.21 Meanwhile, Vaughn has tested a machine to try to destroy the Cybermen, as he has a plan to take over once they have invaded. The machine, invented by Professor Watkins, projects emotions, and when they try it on a Cyberman it drives it insane. Raging in confused pain, the Cyberman heads down into the sewers to join its fellows.


So, Zoe, Isobel and Jamie find themselves down in the sewers. The policeman comes down after them and comes face to face with a patrolling group of Cybermen, who kill him… and then, from the other side of the group comes the insane howling of the mad Cyberman. They are trapped between the two groups!


Cue episode ending and end title music!


Phew!


This was the most thrilling and exciting episode ending ever, and it made a big impression on me because it took place in a very familiar setting that we could all relate to. One of the things I notice about Doctor Who and the stories is that sometimes they reflected the fears and phobias of our daily lives. This took place during the Cold War, and growing up I was aware of the possible threat of nuclear weapons, because my parents’ generation still talked about and remembered the Second World War and the residual threat that existed then. But, because the stories were fictional, they were easier to digest, while letting you explore the fear element in a safe way.


Part of the thrill (and the point) of Doctor Who was that it had these exciting cliff-hanger endings. The Doctor and his friends would be put in peril, and you then had to wait a whole week to find out what happened and how they got out of it, meanwhile discussing with your own friends in the playground just how they might escape from what seemed to be certain doom. It was all part of the excitement and fun of Doctor Who. It made you think, and was always a kind of puzzle to solve.


Strangely, after this story, I have no further memories of watching the show in the sixties. Which is odd, as there were a fair few still to go, including more alien robot things (‘The Krotons’) and another Ice Warrior story (‘The Seeds of Death’), and, of course, the very end of the Patrick Troughton years in ‘The War Games’. I’m not surprised that ‘The War Games’ didn’t grab me, as it starts out appearing as though the TARDIS crew have arrived during the First World War, and this would not have interested me at all. I have never been a fan of wartime films or stories, and so this could well have been an instant wander-out-of-the-room moment. I think the problem with those stories for me was that my parents and grandparents had lived through the war, and tales of those times were often still on their generation’s lips. It wasn’t such a distant history as it is now. I suspect this is why I had no interest in these stories. It was always the fantastical, the futuristic, the supernatural and the horror which appealed to me far more than any ‘real life’ drama. I feel the same about Westerns as well. They just don’t appeal to me, regardless of how much I can appreciate the cinematography and acting and so on.


What I do find stranger still is that I have very few memories from the sixties which are not in some way related to Doctor Who. There was something about that show which attracted and beguiled me in a way that not much else did. One non-Doctor Who memory I do have is staying up late to watch the real-life Moon landings on 16 July 1969. The wonder of that evening was amazing. Actual men walking on the actual Moon. Again, it’s that futuristic/space-related element which appealed to me.


I couldn’t tell you the names of my friends at school, or what the teachers’ names were, for example, but I certainly knew all about the Doctor and his friends Jamie and Zoe, and at least some memories of their adventures in time and space, which is incredible when you think that the episodes were only shown once and were not accessible to be repeated as they are now. They had an impact on my formative years, and as time went on, I remembered more personal events when they were associated with various episodes.


There was one other item which I recall, and again it’s related to this show. Back in 1964, Armada Books released a paperback edition of a Doctor Who hardback book. I had no idea about these, but somewhere as the sixties progressed, a copy of Doctor Who in an Exciting Adventure with the Daleks22 came into my possession. Possibly from a school jumble sale. It had an evocative cover with a mysterious figure, his face strangely unformed,23 standing outside the blue Police Box shape of the TARDIS.


I read it a few times, I think, enjoying that this was an adventure that I did not recall, something new to me. For all I knew, it had never been on television at all (although the book suggested that it had), but the black-and-white line drawings inside evoked images in my mind as the Doctor, together with his friends Ian and Barbara and his granddaughter Susan, travelled to the planet Skaro and met the Daleks!


The book actually starts completely at odds with the television series. There is no junkyard and mysterious student; there are no schoolteachers following her ‘home’, and no adventure on Stone Age Earth. Instead, we’re told the story from the point of view of Ian, who, when driving home one foggy night across Barnes Common, comes across a car wreck, and an injured Barbara who is concerned about Susan. From there, we meet the strange old man with his everlasting matches,24 enter the TARDIS, and are taken to Skaro where the Daleks live. It was magical stuff, and easily on a par with other books I was reading, which I seem to remember as being some of Enid Blyton’s ‘Adventure’ series of novels,25 the Narnia books by C S Lewis, and a book about gnomes by someone mysteriously called BB.26


My original copy of Doctor Who in an Exciting Adventure with the Daleks has long since vanished. Probably worn away with multiple readings, but it’s a book I have a great fondness for. I have since replaced it with further copies. But what’s important about this book, along with other children’s fiction of the era, was how they aided my passion for fiction and my love for fantasy and science fiction and encouraged me to read for pleasure. These books were exciting and fun. Unlike some of the materials we were given in school to read, which could be a turn-off for the pastime. 


So, as we entered the seventies, and these memories intensify, my path towards Doctor Who geekdom was growing, even though I didn’t know what that meant at the time!
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