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​INTRODUCTION



A Word about Redundancy. 
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This book, and the others in the series, are not necessarily meant to be read in order. You can if you’d like, that’s just fine. But you can read in any order you want.

They consist of chapters and reviews which are by and large stand-alone, so it’s perfectly fine, and I completely encourage just wandering back and forth, reading the bits that strike your fancy in whatever order you want. 

The world of Doctor Who is a timey-wimey, wibbly-wobbly place and often things overlap, so I’ve built a degree of redundancy and repetition into the various chapters and articles, touching on the same information in different places to make your reading experience easier and more satisfying. 

The downside is that after a while, you may be afflicted with flashes of déjà vu the more you read. Don’t sweat it, just relax and keep on going.
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The Actual Introduction
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Fan Films? This Book? Why bother?

Seriously, that’s the question. Why would anyone want to write about fan films? 

And why would you want to read it?

If you’ve bothered to get this far, then I figure I’ve got at least half a shot at convincing you.

Let’s start here: I’m a Doctor Who fan. I suspect that you are too. For me, it was walking through the TV lounge of the Student Union building, and glimpsing some program about two very different starships, phased into each other, and a tall curly haired man in an impossibly long scarf who was trying to sort it out. I was hooked. I loved the show. I loved its quirkiness and charm, its wit and characterization, the intricacy of the stories, the room given to supporting characters to grow, the originality of the production design, its sprawling stories.

Fast forward a few years. At a Doctor Who fan club I ended up watching the Wrath of Eukor. This was a full episode length production, shot on 16 millimeter film, with amazing production values and talented actors, featuring a female Doctor. 

I had never heard of fan films. 

I had no idea what they were.

But I was watching a Doctor Who story as good as anything I’d ever seen on the regular show. It was witty and twisty and brilliant in a Doctorish way.

So I got interested in fan films.

And then, I lost interest.

Most fan films, it turns out, aren’t actually all that good. I hate to say this. They’re made by people out of love, and a lot of hard work goes into them, and often a lot of creativity and imagination. But mostly, they’re made without money, by people without a lot of experience or skill. It tends to show. But they pretty much wear their amateur status on their sleeve. That’s okay. There’s nothing wrong with that. It’s a labour of love by people who want to make a tribute to a show that they enjoy. I admire that spirit.

Fast forward a few more years, and I ran across something called Phase Four, a four part serial where a young Doctor, played by Rupert Booth, confronted an army of very authentic Cybermen. This was professional quality, nearly indistinguable from the real series. There was a whole series of stories featuring the Booth Doctor.

And I ran across something called Star Trek Continues, where Vic Mignona and Todd Haberkorn recreated the original Star Trek series with such perfect fidelity that initially, I literally couldn’t tell the difference. It was that good.

So I got interested again, this time systematically.

I’d realized something. There was a continuum, a range for fan films. From the appalling, to the mostly amateur and mundane, to a handful of genuinely brilliant films - productions so smart, so polished, so well done that you could place them alongside the original show. They were worth watching, a lot of them had something interesting going for them, even if it was only naïve enthusiasm and pure love. But more than that, the best of them, they they were worth seeking out.

That was the problem. There may be around a thousand Doctor Who fan films out there. They’re all over the map, and ninety per cent of them perhaps, really are mostly for the people who made them. A lot of them are really tedious, I’m not being a snob, that’s what it is. Maybe five or ten per cent are really good, they match or approach the level of the original show, they’re the ones that knock you on your butt, the ones that you really want to see, the ones that elevate the entire genre.

But finding them is actually pretty hit or miss. If you just go looking randomly through YouTube, then you end up wading through a lot of dross to find the gems. That’s tedious and most casual fans, even most hardcore fans, are just not up to it. If only there was some way to bypass all of that, to help identify and seek out the best of it, the stuff that’s worth watching. The stuff that was cool and amazing.

As I researched, my scope widened. I started digging into stage plays, finding a world of official and unofficial productions, and even bootleg recordings of a stage play. Doctor Who’s Ultimate Adventure, where Colin Baker and Jon Pertwee both played the Doctor.

I delved into the hidden corners of the show, the stories that were abandoned or never made, the projects that went in strange directions, the way the BBC almost threw hundreds of episodes away, and the work that fans did in recovering lost episodes, and making audio recordings of episodes unrecovered. Fans, fan films and Doctor Who history intersected in fascinating ways, stories that needed to be told.

So I started writing reviews, and they turned into these books.

I even explored the gray-market stuff, the copyright skaters that found loopholes in copyright law, to make movies with Who characters and monsters, to create Doctor Who without the Doctor. It crystallized something for me.

I didn’t love a piece of legal intellectual property. I loved Doctor Who. I didn’t watch the show for the BBC’s official licenses and trademarks. I watched because it was a show about a kind hero, a hero who believed in people, brought out the best in them, who could talk to the monsters, whose weapons were intelligence, compassion and conviction. If that was there, if those were the qualities of the Doctor, then it didn’t matter to me whether it was BBC approved, so long as it was true to the spirit of the show.

That’s what this is about. 

This is about the overlooked and ignored stuff, and specifically, the very best, the most interesting, the most significant unauthorized Doctor Who. The stuff that you would want to seek out and watch, the stuff you would enjoy.

This isn’t just reviews, but recommendations, a guide to identify and hunt down, so you don’t have to wade through mud to find the gems. Here are the gems, on a silver platter, just for you, and you can read these reviews and decide if you want to hunt them down. And maybe learn a few things about the history of the show as you go.

These are the things I want to share with you. I promise you that if you love the show, you will love these. You will be amused and amazed, enthralled, entertained. I offer you the thrill of discovery, a chance to learn about hidden corners, and strange quirks and secret treasures. I will show you things you’ve never seen things you never imagined. I will show you that it’s bigger on the inside.

So come with me. You won’t regret it. All you have to do is step through the blue door...
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​CHAPTER 9: ON STAGE TREADING THE BOARDS



A History of Doctor Who Stage Plays
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Doctor Who has always been a television series, but you know how it goes. Things drift, a popular television series gets made into movies, or gets taken up as a comic strip, novels are published, there are audio adventures, board games, trading cards, you name it. Basically every successful franchise inevitably crosses over into other mediums, either because it’s cheap and easy, as in the case of comic strips and novels, or because there’s the promise of big money in movies and merchandise.

Which explains why, over the years, Doctor Who has a long, but rather patchy history on stage, both as professional and fan productions.

There are the big well known officially licensed productions – Curse of the Daleks, Seven Keys to Doomsday, the Ultimate Adventure. We’ll be covering those. 

In the modern era there’s been Doctor Who at the Proms, Crash of the Elysium, The Monsters Are Coming, Doctor Who Live, a Muppets Revival Show where David Tennant and Peter Davison appeared for a sketch as the Doctor on alternate nights. The Chuckle Brothers did a parody called Doctor What and the Return of the Garlics. We won’t be covering those. I think they’re pretty fresh.

There has been an assortment of recognized semi-pro or amateur productions, restaging of Seven Keys to Doomsday for instance, Empress of Otherwhen, the Trials of Davros, the Karnak Trilogy, and Scovell’s Bedlam plays. There’s probably more than we can ever fully track down. But that’s all right. 

There are Doctor Who plays that never made it onto the stage. Back in the 1980s, comic book writer Jon Ostrander attempted to mount his own production of Doctor Who, Inheritors of Time, for the stage in California in the mid-eighties. Last year, a young writer named Andrew Hawcroft wrote a Doctor Who play, A Light in the Dark, so far unproduced, but shared with fans. 

Doctor Who on stage has always been a thing.

That said, I don’t recall a lot of Star Wars or Star Trek stage plays. But then, this is the British. They’ve always had an affinity for stage, so that probably has something to do with it. The British are crazy for theatre both amateur and professional, in the way that Americans are crazy for guns, or Canadians are addicted to clubbing seal pups on ice floes.

Now, you’re probably thinking that this is all very interesting, but what does it have to do with Doctor Who fan films?

The really short answer is that many of these stage plays are recorded, or remade, or have documentaries made by fans, and some of them end up available on YouTube or elsewhere, so they end up being fan films through the back door. 

I think that Doctor Who stage and Doctor Who fan films have very similar roots. Both arise from a fascination with the television program, and a desire to re-create in a new format, to tell new stories.

There are differences. The stage productions are often official, or semi-official. The BBC itself is not in the business of producing Theater of course. But they can and have allowed others to use their product. If a stage production is not formally licensed by the BBC, there’s usually some kind of formal letter of permission or authorization granted. In this section, we’ll cover a number of stage plays, and almost all of them have either a license or at least a letter.

There are very few Doctor Who stage plays that take place with no permission granted. Whereas pretty much every fan film is a renegade production without permission or authorization.

Part of that difference is that stage productions typically sell tickets – there’s a commercial aspect to it, even if that’s often nominal. The stage tradition is much more formal and much more mindful of rights, so they’re more inclined to seek permission, even for small productions. On the other hand, it’s a self-limiting venue, so maybe the BBC is more tolerant. There are always only a finite number of performances. And the BBC is probably much more used to dealing with Theatre people and Theatre matters, so there’s a comfort there.

But beyond the legal issues, stage plays and fan films have a key thing in common. Inspiration. Both are inspired by the TV, and they exist as recreations and interpretations of the TV show in their mediums. They are made for fans of the show, and they’re almost exclusively made by fans. Even the big commercial productions are ultimately driven by a fannish urge.

There’s also a key distinction between stage and film. Stage is ephemeral.

Curse of the Daleks lasted barely a week. Seven Keys to Doomsday ran a few weeks. Ultimate Adventure ran a couple of months. Empress of Otherwhen ran four performances. Planet of Storms three nights. 

It comes, it goes, it’s gone.

Theatre as we’ve mentioned is ephemeral. The curtains go up, the boards are tread for a handful of performances, then the curtain goes down and they’re gone forever.

I had a friend who did a fringe festival show. He worked on the script for a year, cast six months ahead, for two months his cast and crew worked hard, rehearsing, building sets, getting ready. Then opening night comes along, and a few days later, it’s over. 

Done. 

Gone. 

All that work, all that time and energy spent, and nothing to show for it but a couple of reviews and some leftover handbills and paperwork.

Planet of Storms played for three days and then apparently vanished from the earth.

That feels shocking, doesn’t it?

We’ve gotten used to performance as an ageless form - nowadays, we can save our video games, listen to golden oldies, binge on reruns, we watch fifty year old episodes of William Hartnell, listen to Jazz or blues recorded seventy years ago on vinyl, and watch century old silent skits by Charlie Chaplin or Harold Lloyd.

The notion a performance could simply happen and be lost the moment it’s completed, that this was the way it was for most of human history, that it is probably still this way for so much that is performed live... It seems... subversive, even disturbing.

And really, I suppose that’s the crucial difference between Theatre and Film or Video. We can go back and watch William Hartnell recite lines spoken fifty years ago, televised Doctor Who has this immense record or body of work going back half a century.

Empress of Otherwhen simply evaporated away with its final performance.

Except...

That’s not always the case.

Technology’s changed that. Back in 1983 and 1984, the first domestic Camcorders came on the market, quickly pushing Super8 out of the way. They were expensive and crude, but they steadily got better, cheaper and more accessible over the next decades. 

Now the thing with these Camcorders was that they made filming convenient, and portable. There was no painstaking loading film rolls or popping in film cartridges capable of only a few minutes at a time, there was no processing and development, no special equipment was required to play.

And, very importantly, they had a lot of running time. Maximum time on your Super8 was three minutes, twenty seconds. But you could pop a tape in your Betacam, and assuming you were fully charged up or connected to a power line, you could go for an hour or two.

You could, if you were minded, videotape an entire play. Sometimes the players did that themselves. It was nice to have a record of their own performance after all. Sometimes it was an audience member being sneaky. But it could be done.

The same technology that drove an explosion in fan films in the 80s and 90s also drove recording stage plays, particularly through the 90s and beyond.

So a lot of Doctor Who stage plays ended up being recorded, and some of them have ended up on YouTube or in circulation. 

There were handicaps with recording stage plays of course – it’s not the same as a real movie. Movies are edited, they have a variety of shots and camera angles, close ups, establishing shots, you name it. 

For recordings of plays, the camera stands in for the audience usually. The camera is stationary, it might swing to follow action, or it might zoom in or out, but it’s pretty fixed. Stage plays are often dim in recordings, the stage lighting isn’t designed for the camera. Sound is often muddy, again, built in camcorder microphones are not the greatest, and the voice projection of stage actors sometimes is only partial compensation for that limit.

You can always tell the difference between a deliberate film or video shot as a movie, and a videotaped performance of a stage play. And you can usually tell the difference between a video recording of a stage play by the players or theatre, and one snuck in by a fan.

But then again, a lot of fan films can struggle with the technical requirements of their production. So the gulf, while distinctive, is not insurmountable. Fans learn to forgive a bit here and there.

If you’re willing to make those allowances, what you’ve gotten is often surprisingly watchable. And the existence of these recordings basically amounts to something so close to a fan film, there’s not really a lot of meaningful difference.

Almost every Doctor Who stage play, official or unofficial has intersected with the world of fan films. They re-created Curse of the Daleks, they made a documentary for Seven Keys to Doomsday, they recorded the Ultimate Adventure, somewhere out there, there are video recordings of just about every Who stage production from the last thirty years.

So why not cover the official and unofficial world of Doctor Who Theatre?
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​​Curse of the Daleks Remade (1965)



The First Official Stage Play, 1965, and 2000’s CGI
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Believe it or not, the first Doctor Who stage play didn’t feature even feature the Doctor. No Doctor, no companions, no Tardis, not even a police box, no time travel, nothing.

Nothing but his nemesis, the Daleks.

This was Curse of the Daleks, running from December 21, 1965, to January 15, 1965, written by David Whittaker, the story editor for Doctor Who, and along with Terry Nation, creator of the Daleks. 

The difference between script editor, Whittaker, and Nation, or BBC designer, Ray Cusack, and Nation is simple. They were BBC employees, so their work was owned by the BBC. Nation was a free-lancer, so he owned his own contribution to the Daleks. 

And since the BBC couldn’t use his ‘contribution’ to the Daleks without his permission, that effectively meant he owned the Daleks.

1965 was the middle of Dalekmania, back when Dalek songs were on the radio; they were in comics and cartoons, television and movies. Daleks filled toy stores and Daleks were practically celebrities on their own, and made public appearances, and every child was running around with arms outstretched screaming ‘Exterminate!’

They dominated the two Doctor Who feature films with Peter Cushing, so much so that Doctor Who wasn’t even mentioned in the title of the second film.

There was even talk of an American television series to be called The Destroyers, built around the Daleks. Mission to the Unknown - Doctor Who’s famous single-episode story, which also doesn’t happen to have any of the regular cast, was supposed to be a sort of backdoor pilot. The Daleks were well on their way to being a multimedia empire, so why not a stage production? 

Hence, Curse of the Daleks, written by David Whittaker: The Doctor and his time machine had no part in the story, the BBC didn’t license that use. But due to a quirk of BBC’s copyright policies, Terry Nation, had the rights and the influence to license them for a stage play.

But then, wouldn’t Nation have written the stage play? How did Whittaker end up writing it? I have no idea. In fact, I really have no idea who produced this, or why, apart from Dalekmania, someone decided that a Dalek play was just the thing. Whittaker did contribute the scripts for the two Dalek movies. Apparently, Nation was busy with other things, so he could just cash the cheque and let Whittaker do the work.

There’s an interesting movie connection. The stage play apparently commissioned at least four Daleks, from the same company that made the movie Daleks. Once the play was over, it wasn’t like they were going to be needed for the stage, so they were sold off. Terry Nation, creator of the Daleks, swooped in and bought them. Apparently, the plan was to use them for his American spin-off space opera, The Destroyers. 

After that fell through, Nation then rented them to AARU productions, for the second Doctor Who movie, Dalek Invasion Earth 2150 AD. As it turned out, the movie didn’t do particularly well, so AARU cancelled any plans for a third movie. 

It may well have come full circle, some of the AARU Daleks were rented for the BBC television series, and may well have been Terry Nation’s original stage play Daleks.

But Nation kept his little army of Daleks, and for the next couple of decades he had a nice side line in exhibiting or renting them out. 

A thorough history of Terry Nation’s Daleks, and in fact a thorough history movie and television Daleks is available from Dalek 63-88, an absolutely brilliant, incredibly enjoyable web site, podcast and YouTube series. Check them out.

The Curse of the Daleks told the story of far future human colonists on Skaro, a future so distant that humans have forgotten what they were. Skarro is still full of Daleks, but without power, they’re dormant, basically, just a lot of ancient statuary. Some bright guy gets the idea of reviving the dormant Daleks. At first, the Daleks play along and make nice, but eventually their true nature comes out.

Obviously, there’s no video record of the stage play. Neither film nor video were accessible enough to allow for a record of the performance. All we have are the scripts, a few playbills, and maybe some camera stills, if that.

But there is a fan film connection: Many, many years later, in the early 200s, a fan group called Altered Vistas, as part of its Dalek Chronicles, remade the play as a full length CGI Adventure. Their gig was doing crude CGI figure animation with existing software. If you look at the Altered Vistas web site, you can find their feature material – a detailed photo gallery for the production, and a set of very enthusiastic reviews. It’s no longer available from them. But I suspect that if you look hard enough, you can find it out here somewhere. Sometimes it seems that nothing ever truly goes away on the internet. 

Altered Vistas appears to still be active, they maintain a detailed web site, and they’ve made a number of CGI movies based mostly on Dalek or Cyberman appearances in comics, including Absalom Daak stories (a character unique to comic strips – Daak was a criminal brute who, together with a few allies, waged a bloody and violent campaign killing Daleks). They’ve given life to Grant Morrison or Alan Moore stories, usually traded or run off on DVD roms.

Daleks seem to be very CGI friendly, I notice. They’re basically just ornate cylinders that glide around a lot. That’s easy to animate, especially compared to critters with limbs and joints and features all akimbo and going in different directions. A lot of CGI people or animal animation is often ponderous and clunky, with all these limbs with awkward joints and projecting heads, jaws and tails, sticking out all over, their movements stiff and mannered. But Daleks? Man, they just glide around smoothly.

Sadly, as I’ve said, the Altered Vistas production is no longer easily available. In 2008, Big Finish Productions, in its ongoing and very laudable quest to expand the Doctor Who universe, eventually followed up with an audio version and Altered Vistas withdrew theirs. Still, the Big Finish Production is commercially available, and worth tracking down.
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​Review: Remembering Seven Keys to Doomsday (1974)



The 1974 Official Stage Play and the 2017 Documentary
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The next stage production came in 1974. It was officially Doctor Who, authorized and licensed by the BBC. Seven Keys to Doomsday took place in the gap between Jon Pertwee and Tom Baker. Indeed, Pertwee was originally going to play the Doctor, but either due to scheduling, or just being sick of the role, he declined.

Instead, the part went to Trevor Martin. Martin actually had a connection to the show; he had appeared in Troughton’s The War Games, as one of the Time Lords who puts the 2nd Doctor on trial. 

Pertwee did agree to have his image used, however. So the opening scene of the play featured a sequence of 48 flashing slides in two alternating carousels, depicting Pertwee regenerating into Martin. This was the beginning, as I understand it, Seven Keys did a lot of this kind of thing; it was a highly technical play that utilized a lot of visual effects.

It premiered two weeks before Tom Baker’s first appearance as the Doctor, which technically makes Trevor Martin the first actor to appear before the public as the fourth Doctor.

Another key component, Wendy Padberry, who had played Zoe in the Troughton serials, returned as a new companion, Jenny. Once again, the Daleks were a big part of the story written by Terrance Dicks.

Terrance Dicks, was a Script Editor during the Troughton days, and wrote eight serials, running from the Troughton to the Davison era. He also wrote an immense whack of Doctor Who novels, and was involved in several fan productions, from Shakedown and Mindgame to Death Takes a Holiday.

This time out the newly regenerated Doctor’s Tardis materializes on stage, where he picks up two teenage audience members, obviously plants. That’s actually a fun “meta” idea, blurring the lines between stage and audience before taking off.

Together with his new companions, Jenny and Jimmy, the Doctor goes off for a jaunt to Karn where he has to foil the Daleks and their crab monster henchman, ‘clawrantulars,’ as they search for the seven jewels which will give them universal domination. Oddly, it seemed to be aimed more at children than Pertwee’s family oriented adventures. It was literally a re-creation of the show on stage, with familiar old tropes. At one point, Wendy’s character hides in a Dalek... we’d only seen that a handful of times before. The natives of Karn were reminiscent of the Thals of original Dalek serial. There seemed to be a lot of recycling of previous elements.

Terrance Dicks, would re-use the planet Karn for Tom Baker’s Brain of Morbius. When the new series of Doctor Who rebooted, Karn would become increasingly important to the mythology of Who.

Well, Karn begins here.

The play was hampered by excessive technical requirements - a lot of special effects, as I’ve mentioned - which made for a difficult stage production. Ambitions were high; the intention was to take it on tour, eventually end up playing the summer at Blackpool. The production was too expensive to make a profit, the sets too large to go on tour, and audiences were scared away by an IRA bombing campaign that year. One bomb, in fact, exploded so close that it was heard by the audience and cast during a performance. The production lost money, earning only twenty-seven thousand pound, but costing thirty-five thousand pounds.

Technology had moved along somewhat. Super 8 cameras were commonplace, but that wasn’t good for more than two and a half minutes at a pop, and frankly it’s hard to imagine a Super 8 enthusiast being allowed to record. Video was still big heavy studio cameras on reel to reel tape. Television news had location cameramen, but odds were they’d never have taken more than a snippet. There’s simply no record of any film footage of the play.

And from the sounds of it, it wasn’t likely. This was an extremely technical, special effects oriented play, so any kind of news filming or super 8 would be like giving away secrets. Plus, because it was so technically difficult, they were literally working right up until opening night to get it right. Not even the Daleks were ready for publicity shots.

If you search online, you can find publicity stills, mostly Trevor Martin hanging out with Daleks. Interesting factoid: The stage production built its own Daleks, but those weren’t ready in time for the publicity shots. So Martin is actually posing with Terry Nation’s Daleks, the ones from the stage play and Cushing movie.

Although there is no video record of the play itself, there is a fan made student documentary, Remembering Seven Keys to Doomsday, by Thomas Jedski, which is well worth searching out. Although lacking live footage, it features a treasure trove of black and white stills which showcase the fearsomely ridiculous clawrantulars, half lobster, half cyborg Frankenstein, half glam rocker; the Grand Master of Karn is a skeletal ten foot tall figure whose bulbous skull glowed with internal light; blue skinned natives with long white hair; and a fascinating new version of the Tardis console, and of course the Daleks.

Still photos, and compositions of black and white still photos, with lines from the script recited, re-create a vivid feeling of what the play must have been like. Meanwhile, interviews with Trevor Martin, Terrance Dicks, director Mick Hughes, other actors, technicians, and Kevin Davies (at that time a young audience member), give us windows into the theatrical experience. 

Rear projection for instance, then comparatively rare in the theatre, was a huge part of the show, with three rear projection screens on stage, including a central one which lifted to become a doorway, and other rear projection screens suspended in the air. 

An actor notes that the sets were designed to move, so you had to be careful or you could be run over by your own set. Another technician recalls ‘flying’ objects, lowered from the ceiling. Simon Jones, who plays the Grand Master recalls that his costume was essentially a stepladder on wheels– he stood at the top, flowing robes concealed his pedestal, and a hidden stagehand pushed him around, so he effectively glided across the stage with unearthly effect. An actress, who was a Dalek operator, recalls being spun too fast and falling into the orchestra pit.

These experiences and memories, the stories and the images bring the story to life. It makes you want to find a time machine so you can go back and watch it, the way it was originally meant. Despite the pedestrian story, it feels like a spectacle.

Seven Keys has had a few more turns at bat after that initial run. 

In December, 1980, Colin Jones starred as the Doctor, in a restaging of the play in Buxton, England by a local theatre group. Unfortunately, there’s not much more information than that. We don’t even know where they got their Daleks.

Then in November and December, 1984, there was a production in New Zealand, with Michael Sagar as the Doctor. It just missed the boat, home camcorders didn’t come onto the market until 1984/85, so there was no opportunity to record either of these. However, the New Zealand production was well documented online, and if you poke around, you can see their own distinctive versions of Daleks, Clawrantulars and Grand Master.

Finally, Big Finish released an audio re-creation of the play. Trevor Martin returned to the role of the Doctor some forty years later. Wendy Padbury’s daughter, Charlie Hayes, took up the role of Jenny.

With all due respect to Big Finish, which has done an extraordinary job of following up on these lost aspects of the show, I don’t think the Audio play really cuts the mustard on this one. 

Curse of the Daleks? Sure, fine as a stage play. 

But Seven Keys? As originally mounted, it was intended to be a visual spectacle, full of special effects, striking costumes, with ten foot tall skeletal menaces with gigantic heads, and giant stompy cyborg lobsters, rear projection effects everywhere, and showmanship. You can’t capture all of that in audio. This is one of those things that needs to be visual.

The story in Seven Keys to Doomsday seems rather threadbare, but it must have been a wonderful spectacle. Sadly, the bottom line was that it was a financial bust, which may explain why there wasn’t another original Doctor Who play for a full ten years.
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​Review: Recall UNIT, The Great Tea Bag Mystery (1984)



Sargent Benton’s Lost Fringe Festival Production
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Perhaps for that reason the next effort was rather less ambitious, and once again Doctor-free: Recall Unit: The Great Tea Bag Mystery played at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival in 1984. The story behind the story is kind of interesting though. 

UNIT and its characters, particularly Brigadier Lethbridge Stewart, played by Nicholas Courtney, actually had their origins in the Troughton Era serials, Web of Fear and the Invasion. The concept is pretty simple, if there are bona fide alien invasions in modern day London, someone is going to call out the army, for sure.

When Jon Pertwee became the Doctor, the new production crew decided on a new format. The Doctor would be exiled to Earth by the Timelords, and he would fight alien menaces from home. This was supposed to save costs - past and future settings and alien planets were expensive to build. 

If you’re setting a lot of the action on Earth, it stands to reason that there’s going to be a specialized military force to contend with all those alien invasions. To help out the Doctor, the Brigadier and UNIT came back into play. 

To round out UNIT, Richard Franklin came in as Captain Yates, and John Levene as Sergeant Benton. Caroline Johns was added as Doctor Liz Shaw, UNIT’s scientific advisor, resident skeptic, and eventually the Doctor’s sidekick. 

The Liz Shaw character lasted only a year, before being replaced by Jo Grant. A generation later, she’s make a comeback in the BBV’s PROBE series.

But the rest of the UNIT crew proved pretty steady through Pertwee’s tenure.  The Brigadier and Benton in particular, were steady through the end and beyond. The series changed format again when Tom Baker came in. UNIT was eventually written out. 

Nicholas Courtney’s Brigadier had a few appearances with Tom Baker, notably Robot and Terror of the Zygons, appeared in Mawdryn Undead, in the Davison years, and in Sylvester McCoy’s Battlefield in 1989. He popped back in Dimensions in Time, and was even referenced in the new era.

Sargent Benton’s last official appearance, on the other hand, was Baker’s Android Invasion in 1975.

Although UNIT ceased to be an active part of the Doctor’s stories in the Pertwee era, they were still part of the Doctor’s universe, and revisited from time to time by subsequent Doctors. In the new series, they were referred to in the Tennant era, and have appeared in Smith and Capaldi stories. 

The Brigadier appeared in the Sarah Jane Adventures, and was referred to a few times in the main series. Nicholas Courtney passed away, but somehow, his character managed to return one last time. The Brigadier’s mantle was also handed down to his ‘in universe’ daughter, Kate Lethbridge who now runs UNIT.

Levene’s and Franklin’s characters did not have the same extended life as the Brigadier.

Franklin’s, Captain Yates was written out at the end of the Pertwee Era. Captain Yates did wobble off the beam at the end of Pertwee’s term, in Invasion of the Dinosaurs and was written out in Planet of the Spiders in 1974. And that was the end. There may have been appearances in Audio or Books, but he disappeared from the main series.

Levene’s Sargent Benton lingered briefly in Tom Baker’s reign, appearing in Robot, and then later in the Android Invasion in 1975. 

By 1984, the roles of Captain Yates and Sargent Benton were almost a decade in the past; their final appearances had been 1974 and 1975. Normally, that would be the end of things. Both of these guys were essentially just supporting characters, and the format had left them behind.

Normally, you don’t really feel a lot of impulse to return to a supporting character you did ten years ago. 

But by the 1980s, Doctor Who was going over big in the United States, and consequently, any actor connected with the Tom Baker or Jon Pertwee eras were in demand at conventions. Suddenly, even minor recurring actors, including Levene and Franklin, were being invited to appear in America. They were meeting people for whose experience of their work was as recent as a few weeks or months ago. For the American fans, Levene and Benton weren’t a decade old; they’d just watched them a few weeks ago.

It was at one of these conventions that Richard Franklin got the notion of reviving his Captain Yates character for the stage. John Levene and Nicholas Courtney came on board with Sargent Benton and the Brigadier. Courtney dropped as a result of scheduling conflicts. 

The story featured the UNIT regulars facing off against the Master, the Supreme Dalek and a race of evil Margaret Thatcher clones called Dragoids. It sounded pretty tongue in cheek. As a fringe festival entry, it played in a field of some eight hundred and forty fringe plays, so it’s not surprising that it got lost in the crowd.

I assume that Levene and Franklin got permission from the BBC and the copyright owners to re-use their characters and series concepts in their play. This was the troubled 80s era of who, John Nathan-Turner was the showrunner, Colin Baker was just beginning his tenure and the cancellation crisis was bare months away. But that storm had not yet broken and this does seem like the sort of thing that Nathan-Turner might support. I suspect he would have seen it as a bit of free advance publicity for the 1984 season then in production. 

I like the thought of some confused bureaucrat in the BBC’s legal department coping with the request of an actor who played a supporting character in a children’s show a decade earlier asking to revive his character for the stage.

Recall Unit vanished almost without a ripple. It was never remounted anywhere again. This one is especially lost, there was no video record, no fan video remake, no Big Finish audio, I’m not sure that a copy of the script even exists any more. It’s remembered mainly for an article or two and a few photographs in fanzines.

But it may have had one important consequence. It established Doctor Who’s subordinate characters as independent creations with something like a life of their own.

That may have opened the door for Sargent Benton to return three years later. In 1987, John Levene would reprise, Sargent Benton in Reeltime’s production of Wartime. Wartime didn’t feature any other Doctor Who elements except Sargent Benton. 

And it really isn’t a substitute for Recall Unit, which had its tongue firmly in its cheek. This is serious, even mopey. The half hour drama had Benton confronting the ghosts of his past. Frankly, it’s not my cup of tea.

But it was the first video production to take advantage of the BBC’s screwy copyright situation with respect to Doctor Who’s characters and creations. This in turn would eventually lead to an entire genre of Pseudo-Who productions from 1991 onwards by Reeltime, BBV and Dreamwatch.
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