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​​​INTRODUCTION


What on Earth is a Pirates History?
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Well, there’s the official history. The approved history, where all the rough edges are sanded off, the conflicts and disasters erased, the approved information and products are put forward, and the rest is erased.

A Pirates History is the unauthorized and unapproved stuff. It’s the events and the productions that don’t make it into the official history, whether it’s the high and mighty doing dirt to each other, or gatekeepers erasing or sanitising. A Pirates History is about the things they want to leave out of the official record.

For example, right now, Jody Whittaker is the first woman to play the Doctor, in October, 2018. Except she’s not. Barbara Benedetti played the Doctor in September, 1984, thirty-four years earlier. 

Barbara Benedetti played the Doctor through four stories, when the BBC series was being cancelled, uncancelled, put on hiatus, floundered through the Trial of a Time Lord, saw the official Doctor fired and McCoy’s awkward first year. And you know what? She was brilliant. She hit it out of the park. And she’s erased, excluded from history. But you can watch her stories right now.

And after her, other women would play the Doctor. Particularly, Sharon Crookes, Lily Daniels and Krystal Moore would each play the Doctor for multiple episodes, all before Whittaker. They’re all erased.

Jevocas Green was the first black man to play the Doctor, years before Ncuti Gatwa will take the role. 

On the other side of the coin, Jon Pertwee, Sylvester McCoy and Colin Baker have all played the Doctor in unofficial videos not approved by the BBC.

How about the season of the Rupert Booth Doctor, twelve episodes and five adventures, when the show was officially cancelled?? Did you know that the BBC licensed Nick Scovell to play the Doctor through five consecutive stage productions? There are whole worlds of unrecognized, unofficial Doctors in great stories on video. There are stage plays, and audio adventures, licensed and unlicensed. 

Did you know that Doctor Who was cancelled in 1984? That fans brought it back? Only to have the BBC sabotage the show until they could finally cancel it five years later? That it was all about backstabbing and pettiness?

While the official historians were writing their sanitized histories of designated people doing approved things, there’s an undercurrent, where people take control, where technology and fandom intersect and evolve. There’s a whole history that we’re supposed to ignore. And there are wonderful productions, amazing stories that we’re not supposed to acknowledge.

Well, that’s what these books are about. These are works of Doctor Who unauthorized and unapproved by the BBC. But these are the very, very best and most important. These are the ones you would enjoy watching, the ones worth seeking out, that give you new perspectives on the Doctors and their monsters.

They are worth it. And I’ll make you a promise, just about everything I write about, you can find. Some of it might take a little work. But it’s out there to be found, and it’s worth tracking down. 
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A Helpful Reading Tip
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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 want to, but going back and forth and reading what seems most interesting first is perfectly okay.

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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​​​CHAPTER 1: A GENERAL HISTORY OF FAN FILMS
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What is a fan film? I think that the narrow technical definition is a film or video of a popular production made by fans and for fans, usually without commercial intent, and often without rights or permission.

Fan films have historically been pretty marginal. Film and television are incredibly expensive. Even back in the old days, film and television production cost upwards of a thousand dollars a minute and required an army of technicians and labs to pull off. The cameras were 16 or 35 mm and required a fair bit of technical sophistication to operate. That was out of reach for most people. 

Still, fan films were around. As early as 1926, there was an Our Gang/Little Rascals pastiche shot in Anderson, South Carolina, although it was less a fan film and more a peculiar sort of swindle in the early days of film. 

Back then, it was theoretically possible for precocious children with very rich parents, or for adult enthusiasts, to make their 16 millimeter films. Some of these might technically have been fan films, although mostly it wasn’t really driven by fan culture.

For my money, some of the earliest genuine fan films were made between 1953 and 1969’s, by Don Glut, a young man from Los Angele. His family was actually rich enough to own a 16mm camera, and to indulge a young Don if he wanted to shoot his own three minute version of Beast From 20,000 Fathoms in the back yard. His mom would operate the dinosaur for him.

During this time, he created an astonishing forty-one short fan films, starting with the Universal Monsters, Frankenstein, Dracula, etc., but eventually moving onto Marvel and DC Superheroes. 

Glut wasn’t just a strange kid with indulgent parents though. Glut was a fan, so he wrote in to Famous Monsters of Filmland, run by Forest J. Ackerman, and touched base with the fan culture, becoming semi-famous for his films in the process.

He eventually broke into the lower ranges of the entertainment industry and is best known for his connections to the Star Wars and He Man franchises. Among Glut’s claims to fame is the earliest known live action Spiderman film, a twelve minute short from 1969, featuring crude miniatures and stop motion effects. 

But, as noted, even 16 millimeter was a professional format, which required considerable technical skill and expensive processing. It was expensive and difficult to make these films. The potential Don Gluts were few and far between out there. And mostly, they had nowhere to show them and no community to connect to.

In 1965 the landscape changed when Kodak released Super 8 millimeter. Regular film stock came in 35 millimeter and 16 millimeter, which required big bulky reels, cost a lot to process, and had to be painstakingly loaded by hand. As I said, it required a lot of technical skill, and was often a pain in the ass.

Super 8, on the other hand, could be shot in a small handheld camera. The film came in cartridges no larger than an audio cassette and you could get them processed at the local drug-store, along with your regular film. For the first time the average person could literally make home movies. For the small additional price of a projector, you could show your home movies to your friends.

A few years later, in 1973, Kodak added sound to its film strip so that you could make talkies.

The Super 8 cameras and projectors became the staple of home movies. Even commercial film producers got into the market, releasing Super 8 versions of theatrical movies for home enjoyment. You could buy cut down versions of Planet of the Apes, Seventh Voyage of Sinbad, or Three Stooges shorts, cartoons, old westerns. Typically Super 8 came in 200 or 400 foot reels, for ten or fifteen minute showings.

Mostly, Super 8 was just home movies: Children’s birthday parties, family reunions, excursions to the beach. That was all it was really meant for.

For the small additional price of a projector, which itself was somewhat relatively easy to use and small enough to be portable (in the sense that sticking a handle on a 15 kilogram box of gears and wires was portable), you could show your home movies to your friends and family. In fact, the ease and portability of Super-8 projectors made them popular at schools, at community centres, in small organizations, with charities, business and even government.

There started to be a demand for educational and training films in Super-8. These already existed in 16 and 35 mm formats, so it was easy enough to just re-issue them in the new, cheaper format. Commercial film producers got into the market, releasing 8 mm versions of theatrical movies for home enjoyment. 

My grandparents had a Super 8 projector back in those days. I can remember being a little kid, me and my cousins being brought over to Grandmother’s house on Sunday afternoon, to watch cartoons, old westerns and newsreel footage of astronauts. Or being a little older and reliving birthday parties and vacations, on screen, with our parents. When I got a little older, I tried to do stop motion and special effects on the Super 8 camera, I didn’t even have a tripod, so the results are best buried in a radioactive landfill.

Success breeds success. Super-8 caught on big, and when that happens, you want to follow up on it with accessories. A few years later, in 1973, Kodak added sound to its film strip, and a microphone to its Super-8 camera, so that you could record voices and music with your film. Kodak started selling tripods for the cameras, so it didn’t have to be handheld and shaky. They started selling lights, editing equipment, external microphones. They improved their cameras, adding a frame by frame feature, so you could literally do stop motion animation, or try for special effects. Cameras became cheaper, more diverse, more durable, and so very user friendly. 

But a Super 8 camera was a tempting toy. You could make your own narrative stories. If you wanted to go a little further, you could actually edit bits of film together to cut scenes, just like a real movie. Special effects were a kind of camera magic, and people, particularly children and teenagers were fascinated with the possibilities.

Amateur film making became a hobby. A whole subculture of Super8 film makers emerged in the 1970s, making movies for their own pleasure, or showing them to each other at gatherings or at Super 8 film festivals. There were even magazines devoted to the Super 8 enthusiast with articles on everything from cinematography to special effects and animation.

This ease of use made it such a tempting toy for teenagers and young people. Dedicated amateurs began experimenting with actually telling stories or incorporating special effects, doing stop motion, or cartoon animation. Mostly, it was home movies. But you could make your own narrative stories. If you wanted to go a little further, you could actually edit bits of film together to cut scenes, just like a real movie, and use a couple of cartridges. Special effects were a kind of camera magic, and people, particularly teenagers were fascinated with the possibilities.

Of course, Super 8 filmmakers were hamstrung in a lot of ways. Let’s be honest; it didn’t look terribly good. Super 8 cameras were by no means professional or semi-professional instruments. The image wasn’t great to start with, the film quality was grainy and the machines were often quirky. 

Sound, after 1973, consisted of a microphone mounted in the camera itself, so the sound quality was generally poor - full of camera noises, pops, glitches, ambient omnidirectional noise, you name it. Sound recording was on a different part of the film strip than the image, about so that complicated editing. Later cameras had a plug in, so you could use a microphone or a boom. But it still wasn’t great.

Processing was done by local photo labs without a lot of attention to detail, you didn’t get to see rushes, and you got what you got. If you were shooting several cartridges over a period of time, you couldn’t guarantee the colour and brightness would match from one cartridge to another.

In 1967, a three minute 8mm film was shot of a group of teens playing Star Trek in their living room. So far as I know, that’s the earliest Super 8 fan film. This is literally only two years after the technology is on the market. Doubtless there were others around this time or earlier, cowboy films, monster films. But this is the earliest we know of, and it shows how quickly this aspect got taken up.

Super 8 was simply a very tempting toy.

But mostly the fan based social networks that gave these films an audience didn’t exist yet. Yes, in the 60s and 70s there were fans and conventions, fanzines and pen pals. But typically it was confined to and focused on the printed word as the most accessible and portable medium. These conventions tended to be snobbish about movies and television, and looked down their noses at the breed of media fan. Media fandom in its modern form didn’t exist. It would take a while for media fandom to emerge and fan films to find their place.

One of the biggest handicaps for fan films back then was exhibition and distribution. 

Supposing that you actually made yourself a little Star Trek or Doctor Who fan film? Well, what do you do with it? 

In 1974, John Cosentino, a carpet installer in Michigan made his own Star Trek film: Paragon’s Paragon. Loosely based on James Blish’s original Star Trek novel, Spock Must Die, Cosentino’s film ran over sixty minutes. Cosentino built himself an optical printer for effects; he used stop motion, glass mattes, miniatures and superimpositions. He created the costumes and props, even re-created the bridge of the Enterprise. It was an epic. It was an astonishing. It was legendary.

Cosentino’s film ended up being well known, like Glut, because he got magazine coverage. In this case, Cinefantastique – a special effects magazine devoted to amateur film makers. But if even a thousand people actually saw it, I would be surprised. You can see fragments of it on YouTube. But the original full length film, on Super8 is now mostly lost. It was ahead of its time, a masterpiece without an audience.

You see, if John Cosentino wanted to share his Star Trek epic with a group of fans, he basically only had one physical copy. Before VCRs came along and got cheap you couldn’t really make or distribute copies.

Cosentino might have been able to take it to the photo lab, have them run off a second or third print from the negative, at the cost of a couple of hundred dollars, if he had a negative. If he’d edited on the actual film and had to copy that, it would have been a lot more difficult and expensive to make a copy. 

So mostly, there would only be one copy of these sorts of things. Cosentino wasn’t going to hand that over to a complete stranger, or a fan club, and hope they sent it back to him, intact, eventually. So he’d have to physically travel with that one copy. And if there wasn’t a Super 8 projector and screen there, he’d have to bring his own. Then he’d have to laboriously thread the film through the projector and run it.

Most Super 8 fan films existed as single copies, shown mostly to friends or small, usually local audiences and fan clubs. That’s pretty limiting. Good, bad, they just didn’t have legs.

Super 8 was the format of the earliest Who fan films that we have any sort of record of today. Son of Doctor Who a twenty minute film dating somewhere between 1970 and 1975 was the remarkable work of a pair of precocious teens. But they had no audience or community for it, beyond their circle of friends.

A notable exception was Mark Sinclair, who in 1976, who literally took his Doctor Who fan film, Threat of the Leviathans, on the road showing it at community centers, schools and youth centers in London. But that was the exception, mostly, these films would be limited to the creators and their families, or if they were lucky, to a local fan club.

The most well-known early fan film was a three minute animated short called Doctor Hoo. It came down to us because it played at the first ever Doctor Who convention, held in Battersea, England, back in 1977. It managed to take on a small life of its own. But even there, it was the exception that proved the rule. It only succeeded and survived because it was made for and played at a convention, one of those rare occasions back in those days when a fan audience was possible.

Then in 1977, two very important things happened.

First, Star Wars hit the movie screens, and in its wake, fan culture changed. Before that, Science Fiction fans were mostly literary. There were television shows and movies, popularized by people like Forrest J. Ackerman, but this was a rather marginal part of the fan community. Fans had tended to see themselves as fans of the overall genre, and not necessarily any specific part; with the possible exception of Star Trek.

Star Wars hit as a mass movement obsessed with the film and film series. Being a Science Fiction fan, that was a niche thing, and a bit nerdish. Being a Star Wars fan... well, there were toys and bedsheets and everyone was into it. Fandom changed, becoming acceptable, but also becoming narrower, breaking into niches. Suddenly you had the emergence of Star Wars Fandoms, Star Trek Fandoms, Buck Rogers and Battlestar Galactica Fandoms, Japanese Anime Fandoms, and Doctor Who Fandoms.

There was something else, something that made Star Wars different from Star Trek: Toys.

Ultimately, Star Wars was accessible to all ages, from grandparents to grandchildren, and for the children and grandchildren, there were all sorts of toys, action figures, spaceships, you name it. This was the thing: Star Wars encouraged children to play with it, its marketing was designed to be played with, to be interactive and user friendly. And because it was so hands on, what you saw were kids getting deeply, immersively into the world, making their own little Star Wars as part of play, and for some of them, with access to home movie cameras, that translated into making their own little Star Wars movies. That really started the ball rolling for everything.

It’s no coincidence that the first fan film to get any broad public recognition was a Star Wars parody - Hardware Wars, from 1978, a bare seven months later. Or that a VHS release of Hardware Wars would showcase a whole series of amateur Star Wars productions, as well as other film parodies. Or that, decades later, in 1997, the Star Wars/Cops spoof, Troops, kicked off the modern fan film movement.

For Doctor Who, the fan culture started to gel in the mid-seventies as well. There had been Doctor Who fan clubs going back to the 1960s, and fanzines since at least the 1970s, but these had tended to be transient, local groups of pals, who really didn’t have much access to fan culture. 

In May, 1976, the Doctor Who Appreciation Society (DWAS) formed as a national, BBC approved fan club, with over a thousand members. With those numbers, the Society formed the foundation of a community, one which received attention and support from the BBC and from the actors, which published increasingly ambitious zines, organized meetings, and even supported the first Doctor Who conventions. 

In turn, this fan community saw a series of short films, Threat of the Leviathans, The Destructors, Thosian Strategy, eventually culminating in the feature length Ocean in the Sky and the ambitious Image Makers, all by a relatively small group of enthusiasts in London – Marc Sinclair, Kevin Jon Davies, Paul Tams, Gavin French, Julian Vince. 

Now, there were probably other Doctor Who fan films made or attempted around England during this era. But the presence of a fan community made a big difference, there was now an audience for these films, people interested to see them, to commit them to the collective memory, which is why Leviathans is remembered, and other fan films made outside London are not. There was a community of people willing to volunteer and participate, willing to commit time, work and resources. There was an audience in the fan clubs and conventions. Without that you couldn’t have had productions as ambitious as Ocean in the Sky and Image Makers.

The other big development of the late 1970s was videotape, starting with Beta in 1975, and VHS in 1976, both of them really taking off from 1977-79 onwards. The simple existence of the Videocassette Recorder and player would prove revolutionary for both fans and fan films, because it changed fan culture.

Initially, all a VCR could do was enable you to record movies or television programs off the TV. But once you could do that, you could start collecting your favourite program. You could re-watch whenever you wanted. 

If you were the sort that liked to make things you could freeze frame on props and costumes. That was significant, I used to have a friend who was into making props and models before the age of VCR’s, and he would end up sitting in a movie theatre, watching a single movie over and over, tediously and meticulously, to make notes for his replicas. There was no freeze framing for him.

You could show these programs to friends and fan clubs, you could make copies of these programs, and start trading your copies for other peoples.

The limitation of Super 8 film was that you only got one copy, and that was it. That put a crimp in distribution. But by hooking two videocassette recorders together, you could make copies. Anyone could make copies. Lots of copies. This was a new channel of distribution which had never existed before. 

Suddenly, copies could proliferate and travel. It was still infinitesimally small scale compared to commercial film or television. But now there was the possibility of distribution networks through conventions, through collectors, through the mail and hand to hand trading. It didn’t happen overnight. Initially, VCRs were expensive. In the 70s, they could set you back a thousand dollars, very few people had them. They got cheaper, even so, through the 80s; these things were still a few hundred dollars a pop. It took time for the machines to become common household items, and for distribution chains to evolve. But once the technology was there, it was going to happen.

Of course, in the beginning, it wasn’t about distributing fan films. It was about the show itself – there was a lot of Doctor Who out there being broadcast, which in turn could be recorded, treasured, copied and traded. Copying and exchanging videotapes was particularly important for Doctor Who, especially in North America, where the show was harder to get. 

This was a show that had twenty years of history, a massive library of back episodes, of serials. Mostly what was being seen in North America was Tom Baker. What aired on television was only the tip of the iceberg. So for fans, there was this whole library of Doctor Who to share on videotape, to trade, to copy and collect. 

In turn, Doctor Who was a gateway to whole new libraries of British cult and sci fi television - Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, Blake’s 7, Sapphire and Steel, Blackadder, Red Dwarf, etc. that weren’t available on American television. In America and England, a large part of the operations of Doctor Who fandom was exchanging and trading tapes back and forth. People put together amateur collections. Videotape bootlegger making a living off of rarities became a thing. So a fan film could actually be adopted into these networks of exchange and take on some kind of life.

Between 1983 and 1985, camcorders started coming onto the market. A technology which was far easier to handle than the Super8’s, and we started to see fan productions on video. And the thing was that when these films started to emerge, there was a pre-existing videotape distribution and trading system to welcome it.

But even in the 1980s, all this really bought us was the possibility. You needed scripts, sets and settings, props, actors, costumes, cameras and lights, and you had to know what to do with cameras and lights. You needed to be able to edit film or video and mix sound, and you needed to be able to do it with at least some competence. It was hard to do, and hard to do well, particularly by young amateurs just starting out.

A great many fan films died in process as the inspiration faded, the work or organization required grew insurmountable, better ideas came along, or people simply found other, more satisfying things to do. It’s not clear how many fan films actually managed to get made. A lot of projects probably died along the road, having become more work and less fun. 

Of those that did get made, a lot of these are simply lost to us. That may not be a tragedy. Many of the lost fan films and videos were probably pretty harsh going.

As for the films that actually got made? Well, your mileage varied....
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The Wrath of Eukor, from 1984, is the single most important Doctor Who fan film ever made.

To understand why, we need to go and look at what was going on with the BBC and Doctor Who, back in England, way back when...

Between January and March, 1985, Doctor Who was cancelled, then uncancelled, then postponed, then cut back. Through this period everyone was going out of their minds.

Let’s rewind a bit further. In 1980, John Nathan-Turner, the new series producer, came on board. Flamboyant, outgoing, a cheerful extroverted man with bushy hair, a bushier beard and a penchant for outrageously colourful shirts, Nathan-Turner represented a changing of the guard, a new era for the show.

Tom Baker, by that time, had played the Fourth Doctor for six years. He was getting a bit tired of the role, the ratings were starting to drop, it wasn’t as much fun for him anymore. He would do one more year as the Doctor, and then move on.

In 1981, Tom Baker had finished his seventh year, with some very well regarded serials and left the show on a high note. 

He was replaced by Peter Davison, a well-known television actor. Davison had featured as Tristan in All Creatures Great and Small for years. Nathan-Turner knew him from his time as Production Unit Manager on that show. It was a safe choice. Davison’s tenure as the Doctor been successful; the ratings had been good, the stories well received. Davison was well liked as the Doctor, his quiet approach contrasting effectively with Baker’s.

By 1984, Peter Davison had served three years as Doctor, and decided it was time to move on. But with Davison leaving, Nathan-Turner, needed a new actor to play the Doctor. He found that actor in Colin Baker, the unluckiest man ever to take the role.

As the story goes, and there’s some truth to it, Colin Baker got the role because he had been the life of the party at some function John Nathan-Turner attended. Nathan-Turner was so impressed with Baker’s charisma and wit, he chose him for his new Doctor on the spot. 

It’s actually a little bit more complicated than that. There was a little more history. Baker had actually appeared on the show as the Time Lord Commander, Maxell, and he was relatively well known already. But why spoil a good story? 

Colin Baker was going to be a major shift from the quiet Davison. This new Doctor was going to swing back towards Tom. He was going to be loud, extravagant and over the top. The new Baker was a big strapping man with a curly mop of hair, and instead of a twenty foot scarf, he was going to have a technicolour overcoat.

There might have been a little more going on. Over the years, comments have been made that Colin Baker’s Doctor - boisterous, flamboyant and with appalling taste in clothes, was modeled on John Nathan-Turner himself, particularly his flamboyant, boisterous sensibilities. I can kind of see it.

Certainly Nathan-Turner seemed to really push this look. He fought efforts to tone down the wardrobe, and he seemed to want this Doctor to go broad and over the top. In turn, he put everything he had into trying to make the Sixth Doctor a success, bringing back classic monsters, famous historical characters, changing the format from half hour to full hour serials, and promoting for all he was worth.

Davison had been a safe choice, a conservative Doctor without a lot of risk. I think Colin Baker was where Nathan-Turner wanted to let loose.

Season 22 started off promisingly. Scripts were commissioned from January through March. Production began in May, 1984 and ran through into January, 1985. Season 22 began to air with Attack of the Cybermen, on January 5, 1985 with 8.9 million viewers, the highest in years, and would conclude on March 30, 1985 with Revelation of the Daleks.

But as the show was running, there was another drama playing out behind the scenes and Doctor Who’s very existence would hang in the balance.

In January, 1985, the BBC decided to cancel the show.

There are a lot of myths about what was going on and why. I’d like to take a moment out to address them.

It wasn’t about the drop in the ratings. There was no drop. Season 22 started off with the best ratings in years. While it did decline, its average ratings were about the same as Peter Davison’s seasons, which had brought no complaint. The ratings were well within the reasonable range for the series over its history. It wasn’t as if the BBC had suddenly decided to institute a new ratings policy and the show just wasn’t measuring up. 

In any event, the key decisions were made before Baker’s season had even fully aired, so you can’t really make a decision based on ratings for episodes that haven’t aired.

It wasn’t about the quality of Colin Baker’s stories. Those stories are often criticized, and rightly so. But John Nathan-Turner was a showman, and he had pretty much thrown everything, including the kitchen sink, into the mix to try and make the season a success. He’d introduced a new companion brimming with cleavage and legs for a bit of cheesecake. He’d brought back all the old favourites, Daleks, the Master, Sontarans and Cybermen. The Patrick Troughton Doctor was brought back as a stunt, to co-star in a serial. If Troughton’s return was too much nostalgia, the season also introduced two major new villains, the Rani, another renegade Time Lord, and Sil, planned as a recurring adversary. For literary fans, he had a story with H.G. Wells. In the background, Robert Holmes, a star writer from the classic series came back. 

It wasn’t to do with cheap sets or lousy effect or bad acting - while the show couldn’t compete with multi-million dollar movies, they were well within the acceptable range of what was on American television.

It wasn’t that the show was too expensive. The budget had been frozen for years. With their overseas sales, the BBC was actually making a tidy profit on Doctor Who, though none of that made it back into the show’s budget.

The crisis had nothing to do with the show at all.

What it was about was two men: Jonathan Powell, the head of programming, who moved into his position in 1983, and Michael Grade, who became head of the BBC in 1984.

Michael Grade in particular was an outsider, he’d been hired on from an American television production company and had actually taken a pay cut to run the BBC. He had come on board to clean house and ring changes through the organization.

Between them, they had big plans. A major project was to launch daytime television. The BBC up to that point had not run a full daytime schedule. That meant that they were opening up several extra hours a day of new television. Through 1985, the BBC commissioned eight new series for the new daytime television schedule, at a collective cost of over thirty million pounds, and the schedule was dramatically revised. That was going to be very expensive. 

The plan was that 1985 was going to be a bigger, better, brand new and improved BBC. The trouble was that the BBC didn’t have an unlimited budget. So the money for these wonderful new initiatives had to come from somewhere.

It was the Thatcher era, the operating model of the BBC wasn’t really in line with the free market ideology of privatization and free enterprise, there wasn’t a lot of new money coming into the BBC’s budget. So if Grade and Powell have ambitious plans to shake up the BBC, bring in daytime television, launch a soap opera and all these wonderful things.... Well, they weren’t going to have extra money to do it. The pot wasn’t any bigger. So the money has to come from somewhere.

It came from other programs. Over a dozen programs were cancelled or in a few cases postponed in order to free up their budgets for daytime television and the slate of new programs. Doctor Who was just one more show ending up on the chopping block, one of the shows that Grade and Powell figured the BBC could live without.

EastEnders is often cited as one of the shows that killed Who. Not quite. EastEnders premiered in February, 1985, literally in the middle of the cancellation crisis, so in people’s minds it’s the symbolic cause of the fall of Doctor Who. 

A soap opera is not a cheap thing. A regular television show had a small cast, a few sets and played once a week for a short season. EastEnders was going to run daily, which required a huge cast of thirty or forty characters, dozens of sets interior and exterior, it was going to be a huge commitment of time and resources. 

Actually, EastEnders had been proposed in March, 1983, production had begun in 1984, concurrent with Colin Baker’s first season, so there’s no real connection – not in the sense of EastEnders stealing Who’s budget. The money for East Enders had already been allocated before the big purge. 

It simply represented the winds of change.

John Nathan-Turner, in an interview from 1993, said “I think the real reason was that they needed a certain amount of money by cancelling many programmes – ‘Doctor Who’ was one of them – to establish daytime television on the BBC, and it was an attempt to suddenly demand this money because the BBC wished to pull forward their launch date because the independent companies were pulling forward theirs. So there was a sudden and dramatic attempt to get this money by cancelling a lot of shows, “ 

This simply included Doctor Who.

So there you have it. Bureaucracy, accounting, spreadsheets, budget allocations and ‘bold new visions’ were going to kill the Doctor.

There were a few other reasons why Doctor Who ended up on the hit list. 

Neither Grade nor Powell liked science fiction at all. Powell is on record as saying he would have never allowed Star Trek: The Next Generation on BBC1. Given the Next Generation’s popularity, production values and critical acclaim back in the 90s, that really speaks to a dislike of sci fi.

Fair enough, it’s a matter of personal choice, and people are entitled to have preferences. Of course, some might say that personal taste or prejudice shouldn’t get in the way of doing your job professionally. Powell and Grade thought sci fi was lowbrow, even when well produced. They thought it was for kids, even when critically acclaimed. They thought the BBC needed to do more elevated stuff... like soap operas.

In particular, they didn’t think much of Doctor Who.

“I thought it was rubbish. I thought it was pathetic,” Michael Grade would say later, “cardboard things probably clonking across the floor, trying to scare kids. You just sit and laugh at it.”

At different times, both men publicly criticized it for cheapness and shoddy production values. They just didn’t think it was competing with American science fiction movies, which had fantastic and expensive special effects and production design.

Of course, they were setting the budgets and schedules, so if it was a bit cheap and shabby - well that kind of came back to their decisions, but that’s neither here nor there.

Then there was personal dislike. Jonathan Powell despised John Nathan-Turner, Doctor Who’s producer. He didn’t like the show. But he really didn’t like the producer. He just didn’t care for any of it at all.

At one point in an interview decades later with Richard Marson, printed in Marson’s book, ‘The Life and Times of John Nathan-Turner.’ he said “What was I going to do with fucking John Nathan-Turner? I didn’t want him doing anything else; because I didn’t think he was good enough. You didn’t want to give him stuff because you didn’t trust him. And the worse the programme got, the less you were going to trust him. I wanted him to fuck off and solve it – or die, really.”

Let’s acknowledge that quote is thirty years later, with a lot of water under the bridge. What’s striking is not just the deep loathing for Nathan-Turner undiminished even a decade after the man’s death, but the underlying sense of petulant grievance. Powell feels angry and put upon even to be discussing Doctor Who and Nathan-Turner, as if, somehow, he’s the victim.

Michael Grade, on the other hand, wasn’t a fan of Colin Baker. Grade was used to a more naturalistic American approach to acting. He found Baker’s acting style too theatrical. He found Baker’s portrayal of the Doctor unlikeable and bullying. 

Grade would tell the Daily Telegraph in 2003, that he had fired Baker because he thought his portrayal of the Doctor was “utterly unlikable, absolutely god-awful in fact.”
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