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Ever the dim beginning
Ever the growth, the rounding of the circle,
Ever the summit and the merge at last, (to surely start again,)
Eidólons! eidólons!


Walt Whitman (1819–92)


 


‘You don’t have to be real to be the Doctor.’


The Doctor, Extremis (2017)






INTRODUCTION


One of my favourite memories is of a moment that happened around 2007, when I went to the pub with Tom Baker, the actor best known for playing the fourth Doctor Who.


I was the director of a pre-school animated television programme at the time, and Tom was the programme’s narrator. It was a cheap, hastily made little series, and it would have been wiser to spend more of the budget on the animation and less on the voice talent. Being sensible, however, was very much a secondary consideration when the possibility of hiring the extraordinarily charismatic Tom Baker arose. After recording the actors in a Soho sound studio, I would usually retire to the nearest pub with my producer colleague Adam, and sometimes Tom could be persuaded to join us. As I remember it, he didn’t need much persuasion.


The pub was the Yorkshire Grey, a small, traditional boozer in Fitzrovia, London. A favoured drinking spot of the poet Ezra Pound, its façade is painted a regal green and the interior stuffed with period details. It is owned by the old Yorkshire brewery Samuel Smith’s, which meant that it only served their own brand of beers. As a result, getting a round of drinks usually took a bit of conversation, as familiar brands were absent and the merits of the less familiar Sam Smith’s equivalents needed to be debated.


So it was that I was standing at the bar with Tom Baker with a ten-pound note in my hand, discussing which of the unfamiliar beers he would like. At that moment, I happened to look up. The end of the bar turned a corner, and this gave me a view of a man in his forties who was leaning on the bar, intently studying a pint of lager. It just so happened that I looked at this man at the exact moment that he casually glanced up and saw Tom Baker standing there. I think about the expression that crossed his face at that moment often.


It was not a reaction that said, ‘Oh look, there’s that man who used to be on the telly!’ It was not a gentle smile and raised eyebrows, as you might expect from a person when they recognise someone famous. This man was not excited, happy or pleased to see Tom Baker. He was – and I use this word literally – awestruck. This may have been the only time in my life that I have seen a genuinely awestruck face. It was not the reaction you would expect to see when someone has a surprise encounter with a 1970s children’s television actor. It was the expression you would expect to see when someone walks into a wardrobe and finds themselves in Narnia.


The man at the bar appeared to be a similar age to myself, so I assume that Tom would have been ‘his Doctor’. The concept of ‘Your Doctor’ is something Doctor Who fans understand on a very deep level. They may argue at length about the various merits of different actors, but they understand that, when it comes to the Doctor you first watched as a child, rational critical arguments fail completely. They cannot compete with the nostalgic, magical association that you have with that version of the character. This was Doctor Who encountered in its purest form, with no concern about whether it was better or worse than it had been before. This was the version of the character that burnt into your mind, imprinting itself so deeply that it can never really be forgotten, even decades later when you pop out for a quick drink in Fitzrovia. Viewers would come to understand that Doctor Who was a series of constant change, but that was not the case during our first encounter. It simply was exactly what it should be, and we were never quite the same again.


For the typical British child in the 1970s, your world was small. You would know your own house, and your garden if you were lucky enough to have one. You would know the route to school, and maybe a friend’s house in the street, plus the home of any nearby relatives. Beyond a park or a nearby shop, that was basically it – that was your world. There were occasional cartoons on the TV, which you would look forward to, but most of television back then consisted of boring old men in grey suits talking to themselves behind desks. There was no YouTube or video game consoles to take you off into different worlds whenever you wished. Films about science fiction, fantasy or superheroes were rare. Yet on Saturday evenings Tom Baker would arrive on BBC One with his long scarf, his huge mad grin and his delighted eyes, and take you potentially anywhere in time and space. He made the world you knew and understood suddenly appear tiny. The programme was, in these circumstances, mind-blowing.


My earliest memory of watching Doctor Who was a 1975 gothic horror story called Pyramids of Mars. Tom Baker’s time-travelling Doctor and his companion Sarah Jane Smith are trapped in an English manor house in 1911, hiding from robotic Egyptian mummies and the terrifying Sutekh, an alien god of Death. At one point Sarah asks one of those questions that television characters should never ask – why didn’t they just leave? They could jump into the Doctor’s time machine and escape to the present day. To explain why they had to stay and fight the ancient awakening Egyptian evil, the Doctor does indeed take Sarah back to the modern day. On arrival, he opens the doors. Outside is not the welcoming English countryside she was expecting, but a hellish, lifeless wasteland. Terrible events that were happening in the past, the Doctor explains, had the potential to prevent the world we lived in from ever existing. I was four years old when I watched that. It broke my little mind. There I was, just beginning to grasp the basics of dull normality, when an innocent-looking television programme showed me that there was far more interesting stuff in the wider universe beyond.


Fast-forward to the early twenty-first century – and a man stood at a bar, minding his own business, drinking a pint and mulling over his middle-aged concerns. One casual glance upwards revealed that a white-haired old actor had entered his everyday world, and suddenly long-suppressed memories of what it was like to be a child took him by surprise. They momentarily banished his sense of a limited, predictable world, and allowed all that intoxicating wonder to flood back. It would take Olympian quantities of cynicism to fail to see the value in moments like these.


A few years before this trip to the pub, I had been talking to my friend Brian Barritt about the lack of male role models in my childhood. My father had died when I was three and I had no male teachers until secondary school. While I was familiar with old, retired men like my granddad, working-age men were largely a mystery to me. I remember watching the dads of my friends in an attempt to figure them out, but these men didn’t seem to do anything. They just sat around in armchairs. Looking back at this, I realised with something of a shock that the most significant adult male figure in my childhood was the carefree bohemian wanderer that was Tom Baker’s Doctor Who. This was a man unconcerned with ambition or status and unimpressed by authority. He had a moral compass that saw him prepared to fight for the greater good when needed, but was otherwise content to bumble about the universe, enjoying himself. I told Brian about this realisation. He nodded, looked thoughtful and then replied, ‘You were very lucky.’ I didn’t tell Tom Baker any of this, of course. But you can imagine why it meant so much to me to buy him a pint.


It’s easy to dismiss the role of fictional characters in our lives. We assume that things that are not real don’t matter in the way that real things do. Yet seeing the man at the bar’s face makes it hard to agree with that sentiment. If something can have an impact like that, then it clearly does matter. It’s hard to think of real things that would have affected him to quite that extent. There’s not a huge amount of awe in the modern world.


The arrival of a new fictional character in our culture is, of course, hardly unusual. Not a day goes by without a newly im-agined figure arriving on your television or cinema screen, being introduced in a paragraph in a book, or walking out onto a theatre stage. The life cycle of such fictions can vary considerably. Typically, they are not with us long, performing the role in the story they were designed for before slipping away, never to be seen again. The Doctor, in contrast, behaves in a way quite unlike the vast majority of invented people.


Some fictional characters make repeated appearances in different stories, particularly if they are a hero or a detective, and sometimes if they are a villain. Characters that survive over decades are far rarer, but they do exist. Sherlock Holmes has been featured in stories for over 135 years. Tales have been told about the adventures of Robin Hood since at least the fourteenth century. If a character outlives their creators and their original storytellers we grant them a new status which recognises that they have achieved something rare and remarkable. We see them as more than just a fictional character. They become a folk hero. If they live for long enough, like Robin Hood, then they become classed as a legend. In time, a character can go beyond the status of folk hero or legend, and become a myth, such as King Arthur.


Over the past sixty-plus years, Doctor Who has gone from being just another fictional character to becoming the British folk hero of the television age. Whether further promotions in status await them remains to be seen, but there are reasons to consider this likely. In particular, the Doctor has an almost unprecedented ability to step into more new stories than almost any other fictional character. There are 884 episodes of Doctor Who to date. That impressive mountain of narrative is dwarfed by the thousands of other stories the Doctor appears in outside of television, in the mediums of officially licensed novels, audios, comics, stage plays or video games. It is unlikely that anyone has consumed every single official Doctor Who story. When we include unofficial fan fiction, that number expands beyond all hope of counting.


No television-created character has appeared in as many stories as the Doctor. Only long-established comic characters like Superman or Batman can compare, and even then, those characters often retreat to retelling their origin stories, rather than continuing onwards in a single narrative like Doctor Who. As fictional characters go, the history of the Doctor is uniquely expansive, rich and complex. If the imagination does matter and if fictional characters do mean something in our lives, then this mountain of narrative suggests that there is no stronger candidate to illuminate us about this phenomenon than the Doctor.


When we think of fictional characters, we tend to assume that behind them stands a single creative individual who dreamt them up – an imaginative writer like Arthur Conan Doyle, J.K. Rowling or Ian Fleming. With the Doctor, this isn’t the case. There was no one person who had the idea of a regenerating alien time traveller exploring the universe in a box that is bigger on the inside than the outside. Instead, the character emerged from the space between many minds, crawling up into our world as if self-willed and determined to exist. Most writers spend their careers hoping to create a character who can live on after their work, if only for a few years. Very few manage to achieve it. That such a character can just turn up, unbidden, can seem a little unsettling.


Perhaps the unauthored origin of Doctor Who is why the show is so strange, bewitching and ridiculous. A single creator would have focused on plausibility and believability. They would have defined what the character was, and therefore what they were not. They would be too professional to offer up the messy explosion in an ideas factory that defines the programme at its best. As the current showrunner Russell T Davies has said, no one has ever tried to copy Doctor Who – unusual for a successful genre show – ‘because it’s nuts. Because it’s strange. It is eccentric. It is absolutely unique, and I think that calls out to you when you are eight years old and beginning to realise that you’re unique.’


Although the Doctor does not have a single creator, they are continuously being created by the imaginations of decades of cast and crew. Many writers, actors, producers and directors gave part of themselves to the character. Aspects of their history, beliefs and personality became imprinted in the fiction, where they will continue onwards and outlive them. As we shall see, some people arguably gave too much of themselves. After the Doctor had finished with them, they never seemed quite complete.


For a long while, it looked like Tom Baker had suffered this fate. He stayed in the role much longer than any other actor, and as a result he was more typecast by the part than his peers. His difficult relationship with the show after he left saw him attempting to distance himself, unsuccessfully, from the role. With his excessively long scarf and wild grin, Baker remained the archetype of Doctor Who in the public’s mind for the next three decades, regardless of who the incumbent actor in the role was – a situation that proved detrimental to his career. The Doctor, it seemed, was someone he could never escape from.


Yet around the time I bought him a drink in the Yorkshire Grey, things were starting to change. Tom was being replaced as the archetypal Doctor in the mind of the public by the current incumbent, David Tennant. It seemed to me that this development was a weight off Tom’s shoulders. It left him able to enjoy his association with the programme once again. I remember him turning up at recording sessions delightedly gossiping about the nature of the characters that Derek Jacobi and John Simm were playing in an upcoming story. He seemed thrilled that the public had once again fallen in love with that strange show. I think he never quite shed the idea that the programme was special, even through the long years when the press and public thought otherwise. It was at this point that he agreed to record BBC audiobooks in character as the Doctor once again, a decision that would eventually lead to him returning to the role in a range of full-cast audiobooks. Playing the Doctor again in his later years brought Tom a great deal of pleasure. As he said in 2023, at the age of eighty-nine, ‘I think being Doctor Who has done me a bit of good after all these years. It’s made me happy, otherwise I wouldn’t have stayed with it so long. It’s become part of me, and I’ve become part of it […] Because it makes me so happy I think about it most of the time, really. It’s just a wonderful thing.’


The person I bought a drink for was Tom Baker, not Doctor Who. Tom Baker is a wonderful character who is every bit as charming and entertaining as you would hope. Like many charismatic, talented older men, he was not really looking for a conversation. What he wanted was an audience. This was fine by me, and sitting in the pub listening to his tall tales was an absolute joy. But although Tom was not the Doctor, he had helped animate something larger than himself. As a result, there is an aspect of Tom Baker that seems set to live forever. As he charmed and entertained me that day, Tom was an ordinary mortal man finally at peace with his immortal aspect.


Forty-nine years after I watched Tom defeat the evil Sutekh in Pyramids of Mars, that Egyptian-styled god of Death returned to our screens in a sequel to that half-century-old story. In the build-up to Sutekh’s reveal, the Doctor – now played by Ncuti Gatwa – repeated the moment that had so affected me as a child. He took his companion to the present day and showed her that events in the past had destroyed the world she knew. I could not help but wonder how children in 2024 reacted to this scene. In forty years’ time, when a middle-aged man or woman enters a bar and sees Ncuti Gatwa standing there, I feel certain they will experience a moment of simple, unforced awe.






PRE-TITLES


The Conception (1962–63)


1. Verity Underground


On 30 November 1958, the Welsh actor Gareth Jones died off-camera during the transmission of an episode of Armchair Theatre, ITV’s flagship weekend drama anthology series. It was, as usual, being filmed and broadcast live.


The production was partway through the second act when Jones suffered a fatal heart attack. According to the director Philip Saville, Jones was ‘a very exciting actor’, similar to a young Charles Laughton or Simon Russell Beale. His character was important to the story because he had betrayed the rest of the cast and was going to be unmasked as a traitor at the end of the play. With bleak irony, the script called for his character to die of a heart attack in the dramatic finale.


The story, titled Underground, was about survivors from a nuclear war living in the remains of the London Underground. Jones had complained about feeling unwell in make-up but had then returned to set, which was a grim series of tunnels and rubble, to take his next cue. As fellow cast member Peter Bowles recalled, ‘I was in this little group and the character played by Gareth Jones was supposed to join us and share dialogue. We saw him coming down the tunnel towards us and then we saw him fall. We presumed he’d tripped up and we could see people apparently tending to him. So we had to carry on and extemporise to cover it.’ Bowles and the other actors did not realise that he had died. Jones was only in his early thirties.


In the early decades of television, it was usual for dramas to be performed live – it was much cheaper than committing a programme to expensive videotape. Actors had typically learnt their craft in the theatre, so performing a teleplay from start to finish was a natural way of working for them. Indeed, television drama was originally understood to be much the same as theatre, except with cameras for an audience. That idea, however, tends to underplay how complicated making television drama was, from a production point of view.


A typical production would involve around three or four cameras, mounted on heavy moveable pedestals. The camera movements would be carefully planned out by the director. Those movements would be limited by the cables leading from the camera pedestals to the various outlets, because it was vitally important that the cameras did not become tangled up in, or trapped by, each other’s cables. The sound team also needed to know in advance the positions of the cameras and which size of lenses they would be using at any one time, so that they knew where they could position the microphones, and how close they could be to the actors, without them appearing in shot. For a programme to run smoothly the movements of the cameras had to be accurate, timely and follow the camera script methodically. Any deviation could throw off not only the shot being broadcast, but the shots that followed as well.


The camera scripts and the associated camera cards were typed up by the production assistant. The PA was historically a female position, and one that demanded unflappable reliability with a sense of natural authority. They would typically sit on the director’s left in the control room, with their paperwork in front of them and a stopwatch in their hand. It was their voice that counted down to the beginning of the live broadcast, usually in a clipped, received pronunciation accent. During the broadcast they would call out the shots for those in the control room and for the camera crew on the studio floor. If the PA found this responsibility stressful, it was imperative that this wasn’t betrayed in their voice. The PA kept the programme running and to time, and their calm, controlled voice was an indication that everything was going to plan. The production assistant for the live broadcast of Underground was a young ex-boarding school pupil named Verity Lambert, who had celebrated her twenty-third birthday only three days earlier.


The production team learnt that Jones had died when the programme went to a commercial break. If something similar happened now, of course, it would be abandoned and the channel would broadcast an emergency repeat to fill the air time. Early television drama, however, was still rooted in theatrical attitudes. As the crew instinctively understood, the show must go on. ‘It was one of these things where nobody knew what to do,’ Lambert recalled later. ‘Nobody could prepare for it. You had to think on your feet. I don’t know, rightly or wrongly, we just ploughed on with it.’ The story would have to change even as it was being told. Another character would have to be unmasked as the traitor at the end of the story, and Jones’s expected actions and dialogue would have to be improvised around.


The cast were not informed of Jones’s death. They were told that he was ill and unable to appear in the rest of the play, and they performed incredibly well in this unprecedented situation. The actor Andrew Cruickshank, for example, was due to give a big speech that reacted to questions thrown at him by Jones’s character, such as, ‘How are you going to lead us?’ Cruickshank ad-libbed dialogue such as ‘Now, you might ask, how am I going to lead you?’ before delivering his original dialogue as best he could.


The director of Underground was Lambert’s boyfriend, a 27-year-old Bulgarian-Canadian named Ted Kotcheff. He realised that he would have to take the script and go down to the studio floor, where he could change the play on the fly. By reading a few pages ahead of the scene being broadcast live, he would hopefully be able to see problems coming and, somehow, solve them in time. He turned to Verity and told her that, for the rest of the programme, she would have to take over the director’s role in the control room. She would now be responsible for vision mixing and cutting between shots. Quite what those shots would be were, at this stage, as yet unknown. So it was that Verity Lambert, who had never directed multi-camera studio drama before, found herself directing ITV’s high-profile weekend drama as it was being broadcast live to the nation, with no real knowledge of where the story was going or how it would end.


There was little hope that it would go smoothly. Lambert was unprepared and knew that the cast were going to start improvising their parts in a way that would throw out her existing camera script. Still, she rose to the challenge, took charge of the studio gallery and directed the rest of the play, whatever it might be.


The extent to which the show was a chaotic mess is not entirely clear. Television reviewers, who filed their opinions before news of Jones’s death broke, generally found the programme unsatisfying, but they didn’t seem to have noticed the extent of the production chaos. For those more intimately involved in producing television drama, however, it was apparent that things weren’t going well. The young director Christopher Morahan recalls watching at home, fascinated, as the programme winged its way towards a conclusion. The programme would cut to cameras that were in the wrong place, filming other cameras and crew rather than the actors. ‘Every time someone went to a door, there was a camera there. So I said, “I think we’re watching a live disaster!”’ One person who did realise that something unusual had happened was Jones’s fiancée. She was watching the programme at her home in London, and she could not understand why Jones had suddenly disappeared from the drama.


The death of an actor during a live play must be, in television production terms, as big a nightmare as it is possible to imagine. Yet when the young Verity Lambert was thrown into this unthinkable position, she kept her head and she didn’t panic. She did what was needed to be done to keep the programme on the air. Her impressive response did not go unnoticed by the programme’s experienced producer, a 41-year-old Canadian named Sydney Newman.


2. What It Thought Was Good for Them


The unique corporate culture of the BBC was originally forged by its first Director General, John (later Lord) Reith. The youngest son of a Presbyterian minister in Kincardineshire, Scotland, Reith was a stern, serious individual who believed he was destined to be a great man in history. His hero was Oliver Cromwell. In his diaries, he claimed that he wasn’t drawn to political parties for their policies. What mattered, he wrote, was whether they advocated for ‘righteousness in every department of human activity’ and demanded ‘an unqualified, deliberate, manly and aggressive adoption of the principles expounded by Christ’. His interpretation of Christ’s principles was a very right-wing one. In the early 1920s, he worked as a political secretary for a group of Conservative MPs, to fight what he called ‘the Labour menace’. In an earlier job at a gun factory, he regularly sacked employees who asked for a pay rise or better conditions and claimed that he ‘enjoyed doing it’.


Under the guiding hand of Reith and the other founders of the BBC, the corporation saw improving the British population, intellectually, spiritually and morally, as its solemn duty. They took it for granted that they knew best. The British people, the BBC believed, would be improved by making them think more like Reith. It was its duty, therefore, to spread his values and worldview throughout the viewing public. Aspects of culture that Reith disapproved of such as jazz, regional accents and anything remotely connected to modernism were therefore conspicuously absent from the airwaves. The early BBC’s elitist attitudes were nicely illustrated in the expectation that presenters in London were, for a time, expected to dress in formal evening wear when broadcasting on radio.


The Reithian culture of the BBC lingered long after Reith had left. The post-war BBC was, in the opinion of the screenwriter Dennis Potter, ‘paternalistic and often stuffily pompous. It saw itself in an almost priestly role.’ It tended to assume that its audience was upper-middle class, like the people that the BBC employed. When independent television began broadcasting in the mid-1950s, this gulf between the corporation and the British public quickly became evident in the viewing figures. According to the BBC’s own research for 1957, the new ITV channels had an audience share of 72 per cent in regions where viewers could receive both BBC and the independent channels. ‘When commercial television started, it absolutely knocked the BBC for six, because the drama was so good,’ recalled Betty Willingale, who worked in the BBC’s script department at the time. ‘It just made the BBC [seem] ridiculous.’


This was the situation that Hugh Greene inherited when he became Director General of the BBC in 1960. Greene knew that he had to engage with the tastes and lives of the British public, now that they had a choice of what to watch. The BBC could no longer get away with giving viewers what it thought was good for them. As he said in 1962, ‘One must get away from the middle-class “Who’s for tennis?” type of drawing-room drama to show the problems of poverty, lack of housing, what have you.’ It was for this reason that he poached Sydney Newman from ATV that year as his new Head of Drama. The disastrous Underground episode aside, Newman had proved his popular touch as producer of Armchair Theatre and his earlier work in his native Canada. This was thought by many to be a great improvement on the type of plays shown on the BBC.


Newman was very different to the typical public-school-educated BBC employee. His habit of putting his feet on the table and swearing in meetings was considered shockingly uncouth. In the eyes of long-term BBC drama staff, he was an overpaid outsider and his position of power was a constant reminder of their failings. They knew that he had been employed as their boss because he understood viewers and could speak to them in a way that they couldn’t. All this did not make him popular. Internal resentment did not make his job easier.


When Newman arrived at the BBC, he realised that he had a lot of work to do. ‘I’ll be perfectly frank,’ he said later. ‘When I got to the BBC and I looked my staff over I was really quite sick, because most of the directors there were people whose work I just did not like. I thought it was soft and slow and had no edge. Believe me, I had a bad Christmas, because I didn’t know what to do – how to change those people who were stuck in their old ways.’


His solution was to restructure the old script department and create separate departments for series, serials and stand-alone plays. He split the original role of producer into two separate jobs, producer and director, and he gave individual productions their own script editor, rather than leaving that responsibility with the department as a whole. He also had to radically scale up both staff and productions, in preparation for the launch of the BBC Two channel in 1964. Among all this high-level restructuring, there was still the issue of individual series to attend to.


Around March 1963, Newman was called to a meeting with Chief of Programmes Donald Baverstock and Joanna Spicer, the Assistant Controller of planning, to discuss a hole in the schedules. This was the space between Grandstand, the hugely successful sports programme on Saturday afternoons, and Juke Box Jury, a music programme with a big teen audience that typically aired around 6 p.m. In between these two staples was something of a scheduling wasteland, and a variety of cartoons, repeats and American imports had been tried to fill it. What the corporation really wanted was a series which would keep families tuned to the BBC for the duration of Saturday evening. What this should be, however, was tricky. Grandstand and Juke Box Jury were very different programmes that attracted very different demographics. As Newman defined the problem, ‘We required a new programme that would bridge the state of mind of sports fans and the teenage pop music audience while attracting and holding the children’s audience accustomed to their Saturday-afternoon serial […] The problem was, as I saw it, that it had to be a children’s programme and still attract adults and teenagers. And also, as a children’s programme, I was intent upon it containing basic factual information that could be described as educational – or, at least, mind-opening for them.’ But what type of programme, exactly, could appeal equally to sports-loving dads and music-crazy teens?



3. ‘Mad Scientists and All that Jazz’


Newman decided that the answer was science fiction, a genre that he was very fond of. ‘Up to the age of forty, I don’t think there was a science fiction book I hadn’t read,’ he said in 1988. ‘I love them because they are a marvellous way – and a safe way, I might add – of saying nasty things about our own society.’


Although Newman’s enthusiasm for science fiction was not something that most BBC employees shared, the notion of making something in that area had been discussed in the years before Newman joined the corporation. In March 1962, for example, Eric Maschwitz, the Assistant and Adviser to the Controller of Programmes, wondered if there was any merit in adapting science fiction stories for television. Maschwitz was then coming towards the end of a long, varied and successful career in the entertainment industries. As a screenwriter, he had been nominated for an Academy Award for his work on Goodbye, Mr Chips (1939), and as a lyricist his work included songs like ‘These Foolish Things’ and ‘A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square’. Maschwitz, therefore, was the sort of person whose queries were worth paying attention to. Donald Wilson, the head of the BBC script department, duly commissioned a report to examine the matter. The fact that Wilson had to commission a report to answer this question nicely illustrates the status of the science fiction genre in the eyes of the BBC. When the script department turned its attention to comedies, historical dramas or thrillers, they did not first research those genres to confirm that they had value.


Contemporary attitudes to science fiction, and the prejudices of BBC staff, are readily apparent in the finished report. It was not enthusiastic. Science fiction, they said, was ‘not itself a widely popular branch of fiction’. The authors of the report, Alice Frick and Donald Bull, were deeply unimpressed by science fiction and fantasy authors, and they were forthright in their opinions. C.S. Lewis, for example, was described as ‘clumsy and old-fashioned […] There is a sense of condescension in his tone, and his special religious preoccupations are boring and platitudinous.’ Frick and Bull saw little merit in existing British science fiction writers, who were not welcome at the BBC. ‘We must admit to having started this study with a profound prejudice – that television science fiction drama must be written not by SF writers, but by TV dramatists. We think it is not necessary to elaborate our reasons for this.’ Still, they did hold out some hope for what they called the ‘Threat and Disaster school’ of stories, which they neatly summed up as ‘mad scientists and all that jazz’. Ultimately, though, their conclusion was ‘we cannot recommend any existing SF stories for TV adaptation’. It was from within this dismissive analysis that the spirit that would become Doctor Who first twitched.


To read this report now, you would assume that the idea of developing science fiction drama would have immediately been abandoned. That would almost certainly have been the case at other media organisations. The BBC, however, is governed by very different assumptions than other companies, and it had always been something of a contradictory beast. Although it unconsciously believed that it knew best, it also saw itself as independent, neutral and universal.


This neutrality was debatable, and tended to fluctuate with events. During the General Strike of 1926, for example, the BBC remained on air and – initially at least – attempted to report events neutrally. Statements from trade union leaders and Labour politicians were dutifully reported alongside government spokesmen. Soon, however, government pressure caused the corporation to reassess this neutrality. After the Archbishop of Canterbury requested a platform to broadcast an official Church opinion on the strike, the BBC was informed by the government that the archbishop’s words should not be broadcast. It was felt that they contained a certain amount of unacceptable empathy for the strikers.


Reith made the decision to cede their neutrality to the government, and duly complied with the politicians’ wishes. As the strike dragged on, any pretence of neutrality evaporated. This was acceptable, an internal BBC memo argued, because ‘our news was “doped” only by suppressions, not by fabrications’. With this incident, a template was set for how the BBC would operate in the years to come, during periods of intense political pressure. The BBC would be a proudly neutral broadcaster, except for when it wasn’t.


The government could put pressure on the BBC like this because, after it ceased being a private company in 1927, they ultimately controlled how it was funded. After the BBC was granted corporation status by royal charter, it was pointedly not funded out of general taxation. That would have defined the BBC as a government mouthpiece rather than an independent broadcaster. Instead, it was funded by a licence fee, which had to be paid by every household with a radio and then, after 1946, a television set. Non-payment would result in legal action and a fine. The royal charter, however, needed to be renewed regularly, and the government had the ability to alter the price of the licence fee. For this reason, the corporation remains eternally nervous about political pressure, and acutely aware that the source of its funding remains its Achilles heel.


The licence fee system was relatively uncontroversial when the BBC was the only broadcaster in the country, but it became harder to defend after commercial channels, satellite broadcasting and streaming took up an increasingly large share of British viewing. The system does not survive because it is easy to defend, but because it is generally seen as the least-worst option. The best defence of the compulsory nature of the licence fee is that the BBC – unlike independent competitors – is duty bound to provide programming for everyone. Sydney Newman, for example, was looking for a child-friendly family drama, and a show like that was unlikely to be developed at a commercial channel. The ‘family’ demographic is of little interest to broadcasters funded by advertising, because advertisers want to target their products at specific sections of the population. There is little point in paying to reach a large audience that includes children, mothers and grandparents when only a small section of that audience is interested in your products.


As long as the BBC provides programming for all demographics and interests, the argument goes, commercial competitors have to compete on quality. The net result of this is a better, healthier broadcasting ecosystem in the UK. For these reasons, when the 1962 script department report concluded that science fiction was not particularly suitable, Wilson did not scrap the idea. He knew that a section of the audience did enjoy the genre, regardless of what the BBC thought. It was necessary to serve this audience because ultimately the defence of the licence fee, and the very future of the BBC, required it.


It was not as if there hadn’t been successful science fiction on television before. The 1953 serial The Quatermass Experiment was hugely popular and is now viewed as a major landmark in the evolution of post-war television. More pressingly, the fledgling young commercial ITV channel had just begun broadcasting Out of This World, a science fiction anthology drama series which adapted the work of writers including Philip K. Dick and Isaac Asimov. Knowing that the BBC was duty bound to provide something similar, Wilson commissioned a second report. This ignored the question of whether science fiction was something they should do, and assumed instead that it was something that they were going to do. It asked what type of science fiction stories might be made to work on television.


Wilson received this second report on 25 July 1962, six months before Sydney Newman arrived at the BBC. It had several recommendations. The first was that any proposed series should not include any ‘Bug-Eyed Monsters’. The second was that ‘The central characters are never Tin Robots (since the audience must always subconsciously say “My goodness, there’s a man in there and isn’t he playing the part well”).’ Stories about telepaths, it thought, were possible. But the concept that its authors thought was ‘particularly attractive in a series’ was time travel. This, they felt, would allow a variety of scriptwriters to work on different plots in a serialised format. Time travel, they declared, could be ‘the Z-Cars of science fiction’.


This proved to be a prophetic description. Z-Cars was then a new series, having launched in January 1962, but it lasted for 801 episodes and became one of the longest-running police procedural series in British TV history. A time travel series that matched Z-Cars in longevity would be a remarkable hit indeed.


4. ‘Somewhat Pathetic’


The following March a meeting was called in Donald Wilson’s office, room 5078 at Television Centre. Wilson was now Head of Serials, following Sydney Newman’s arrival and reorganisation of the drama department. After Newman had decided that a science fiction series would fill the gap between Grandstand and Juke Box Jury, Wilson had been tasked with working out what it should be.


Wilson summoned Alice Frick and John Braybon, the authors of the second report into science fiction, and the writer Cecil Edwin Webber, known to all as ‘Bunny’. This nickname was the result of the odd way that Webber ran, which was said to be like a rabbit. It is fitting that a person who ran strangely was present at the birth of Doctor Who. The various actors who have played the role over the years are very different people, but there is one characteristic that unites them – they usually have a slightly silly run. Many people involved in creating the Doctor gifted parts of themselves to the character, and not always intentionally. Bunny Webber would make an invaluable contribution to Doctor Who by writing the first draft of the first episode. It would be irrational, but also pleasing to think that his strange physical quirk somehow imprinted on the character as well.


In Wilson’s office, the four creatives began suggesting ideas. These were varied and wide-ranging, covering notions such as telepathy, a team of scientific troubleshooters, the nature of human thought and the use of a flying saucer. As Webber saw the developing series, here was ‘a fine opportunity to write fast moving, shocking episodes, which necessarily consider, or at least firmly raise, such questions as: What sort of people do we want? What sort of conditions do we desire? What is life? What are we? Can society exist without love, without art, without lies, without sex?’ Speculation along such lines suggested a series that was far more serious, adult and potentially intellectual and ponderous, than the one that would eventually emerge. Newman would continually steer the developing idea back in a more populist, child-friendly direction.


One key idea was established at this point, however. Webber’s post-meeting memo starts, ‘Envisaged is a “loyalty programme”, lasting at least 52 weeks, consisting of various dramatised S.F. stories, linked to form a continuous serial, using basically a few characters who continue through all the stories.’ Here the very first piece of Doctor Who DNA falls into place. Before anyone knew what the series was, there was intention that it would run for a long time. Everything that was to come would be built on this idea. Longevity was the foundation stone of Doctor Who.


A second piece of the series can also be glimpsed in Frick’s memo. This follows on from Wilson’s earlier report, which recommended time travel. According to Frick, ‘Donald Wilson suggested if [a time machine] were used, it should be a machine not only for going forward and backwards in time, but into space, and into all kinds of matter (e.g. a drop of oil, a molecule, under the ocean, etc.).’ This was something far stranger and more fantastical than the time machine imagined by H.G. Wells. Here, in embryonic form, was the birth of the TARDIS. Webber suggested that the machine should be invisible, but Newman scotched this idea. He insisted that a ‘tangible symbol’ was needed, whatever that would turn out to be.


But who, exactly, was this series about? That was the question that remained unanswered at the end of the meeting. Webber’s memo speaks of characters in only the vaguest terms. The ‘first character’ is described only as ‘THE HANDSOME YOUNG MAN HERO’, while the second character is ‘THE HANDSOME WELLDRESSED HEROINE AGED ABOUT 30’. There was no deeper attempt at characterisation. As Frick’s report concludes, ‘The major problems in format are, how to involve a part of a permanent group in widely differing adventures, and how to transport them believably to entirely disparate milieux.’


During April 1963 the ideas gradually developed into the programme that would be broadcast that autumn, largely through the interchange of ideas between Wilson and Newman, supported by Webber, the story editor David Whitaker and the eventual screenwriter of the first serial, Anthony Coburn. The question of which person created which aspect of the finished format remains opaque, and we can’t be certain exactly who suggested key ideas such as the programme’s name, or that the time machine would take the shape of a mundane police box. A BBC memo dated 9 May 1963 refers to the series as ‘Mr. Who?’, but subsequent paperwork quickly corrects this to ‘Dr. Who’.


Newman wanted a young teenage character added to the cast, someone who could cause trouble and get into scrapes. This character was originally given the name Bridget or Biddy, before she was renamed Sue and finally Susan. She was originally described by Webber as ‘A with-it girl of fifteen, reaching the end of her Secondary School career, eager for life, lower-than-middle-class.’ The phrase ‘lower-than-middle-class’ is a telling insight into the culture of the BBC at the time. Newman corrected this wording, changing it into the avoided phrase ‘working class’. Despite this, when the programme was finally broadcast all the main cast were firmly middle class and spoke with received pronunciation accents.


Another character appeared in Webber’s memo, imagined only in the vaguest of terms – ‘THE MATURER MAN, 35–40, WITH SOME “CHARACTER” TWIST’. Webber offered no suggestions of what this twist would be. As character descriptions go, it was as vague as it is possible to be. If anything, it was less of a character, and more a desire for a character. Yet it was around this desire that the shape of the Doctor would coalesce – in much the same way that a pearl only forms inside an oyster if there is a piece of grit for it to form around.


As the birth of a major fictional character, this was a long way from J.K. Rowling having a vision of Harry Potter while daydreaming on a train, or J.R.R. Tolkien pausing while marking exam papers to scribble ‘In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit’. Many thousands of character descriptions circulated on documents in the BBC’s drama department during the 1960s, and most were far more inspired and promising than this one. This character sketch lacked intention, imagination and vision. Yet the great majority of those intended characters never left the page, while this desired character would outlive everyone who dealt with those documents. This sentence was the piece of grit within the shell of the BBC around which Doctor Who formed.


In a now lost memo, Newman developed this character into something resembling the role that William Hartnell would shortly play. In a programme format document dated 16 May 1963, we discover that ‘Dr. Who’ is:


A name given to him by his three earthly friends because neither he nor they know who he is. Dr. Who is about 650 years old. Frail looking but wiry and tough like an old turkey – is amply demonstrated whenever he is forced to run from danger. His watery blue eyes are continually looking around in bewilderment and occasionally a look of utter malevolence clouds his face as he suspects his earthly friends of being part of some conspiracy. He seems not to remember where he comes from but he has flashes of garbled memory which indicate that he was involved in a galactic war and still fears pursuit by some undefined enemy. Because he is somewhat pathetic his three friends continually try to help him find his way ‘home’, but they are never sure of his motives.


So there he was – Doctor Who, a fictional character who would behave and evolve in a way quite unlike the thousands of other fictional characters invented for television each year. He was built around the concept of longevity, yet he was frail and somewhat confused. He is the title character, yet he only appeared in the format in order to grant the hero and heroine their adventures. His most positive attribute was the ability to run away, and he was capable of utter malevolence, yet he was destined to become a hero to millions for decades to come. Given the extent to which the Doctor would become a powerful, almost godlike figure in the twenty-first century, the fact that he was originally conceived of as being ‘somewhat pathetic’ should give hope to us all. The Doctor has been steeped in contradictions from the very start.


5. A Certain Lack of Enthusiasm


Even as the concept of the programme was being developed, plans were under way for the practical aspect of producing it. A memo from the Drama Group Administrator on 26 April 1963 states that the budget for each episode would be £2,300. Adjusted for inflation, this would be around £40,000 in 2024, and it was clear from early on that money was going to be tight. Writers were advised that they should ‘work to a very moderate budget’. There was an extra £500 granted to build the set of the ‘space/time machine’, which would then be used throughout the series. The final cost for the TARDIS’s interior turned out to be somewhat more expensive, at £4,328. Overall, this did not seem to be a budget suited to a series with the ambition to explore all of time and space. With this seemingly crippling restriction on what the programme could put on screen, another integral part of its long-term DNA clicked into place.


Another concern was the studio allocated to the production, Studio D at Lime Grove. At 73 by 55 feet, excluding fire lanes, it was tiny compared to the modern studios that had recently opened at Television Centre. Its technology was also increasingly out of date, and it was immediately clear that, for a series that needed to be ambitious in storytelling, Studio D was going to cause major difficulties. When the fledgling production team raised their concerns, Ian Atkins, the Controller of Programme Services for Television, agreed that the old-fashioned lighting equipment and other issues made Studio D ‘virtually the worst possible studio for such a project’. The allocation, however, remained. Programmes assigned to newer, more suitable studios had precedence over this nascent children’s programme. Doctor Who was not a high priority for the corporation.


Several departments which would be crucial to the making of the programme were firmly against it. James Murdie, the Head of Scenic Servicing, the department responsible for building and striking sets, saw the programme as excessively ambitious. He wrote to the Senior Planning Assistant urging them to ‘think twice before proceeding with a weekly series of this nature’. Richard Levine, the head of both the design department and the visual effects department, sent a memo to Assistant Controller Joanna Spicer, saying that Doctor Who ‘is the kind of crazy enterprise which both Departments can well do without’.


A certain lack of enthusiasm for the show within the BBC can be detected in Newman’s efforts to find a producer to make it. Initially, the director Rex Tucker was hired as a caretaker producer, but he did not want the role permanently. ‘I did not particularly want to work on it,’ he said, ‘but as I was due to go on holiday I decided to help out with the initial casting sessions.’ Shaun Sutton, who would later become involved with Doctor Who when he became first Head of Serials, and then Head of Drama, was also offered the job. He turned it down. Newman began looking outside the BBC because, as he said in 1984, ‘I didn’t feel that I had anyone on staff who seemed right for the kind of idiocy and fun and yet serious underlying intent.’ Newman tried Richard Bates, who was then the script editor on The Avengers and who went on to produce landmark series including The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, The Darling Buds of May and A Touch of Frost. He wasn’t interested. The director Don Taylor claims that he was also asked. Writing in his biography, he recalled that he turned down Newman by saying that he’d ‘never had the slightest interest in science fiction, and if I wanted to do plays about the past, I didn’t need a time traveller to take me there’.


What Newman needed was a producer who didn’t think the show was beneath them and who wouldn’t just begrudgingly take it on until something better came along. He needed someone who would take control of the programme and fight for it within the corporation. He wanted someone who was, as he memorably defined it, ‘full of piss and vinegar’.


Having seen how Verity Lambert had dealt with the crisis of an actor dying during a live broadcast five years earlier, Newman knew she had the qualities he needed. Though she had no experience as a producer and no interest in children’s science fiction, she was ambitious, driven and eager to move up in television. He liked the way that she was prepared to argue with him when she felt that he was wrong. Lambert, Newman felt, was exactly the sort of talent that was overlooked by the industry but who deserved to be given a chance.


At this point, Lambert had already become disillusioned with television. She was ambitious and wanted to direct, but directing remained an almost exclusively male domain. The BBC had ended its ‘marriage bar’, which prevented the hiring of married women, in 1944. Yet there was still a lingering belief that there was little point in training women for complex jobs, such as directing, because they would leave the workplace to raise children after they married. Such attitudes were certainly present at the independent ABC Weekend TV, where Lambert was then working. She knew that she was just as capable as her male colleagues in those roles, but she saw little hope that she could progress, given the attitudes of her industry. ‘There were no means of really complaining in 1962. There wasn’t a sexual discrimination board,’ she has said. ‘I decided that if I couldn’t move up somewhere within a year, I would forget about television and do something completely different.’ She was considering a career in the antiques trade.


This was the point, in early 1963, that Newman called her from the BBC and asked if she would produce a new children’s science fiction series called Doctor Who. According to her friend Linda Agran, her immediate response to Newman was ‘I don’t know any children, I don’t want children, I don’t fucking like children!’


But Newman was offering her a chance to move up in television. That was exactly what she had been hoping for. And if it meant that she had to care about science fiction and children, then Verity Lambert would do exactly that.


6. The Three Musketeers


When it came to recruiting the rest of the crew, the lack of enthusiasm for the programme within the BBC was clear. Betty Willingale, who had worked with Wilson in the former script department, was offered the role of story editor. ‘I nearly died, I fell over laughing,’ she recalled. ‘I can’t bear Doctor Who […] I said, “Oh God, that’s the last thing I want to do!”’ The director James Cellan Jones recalls that he turned down Doctor Who because, ‘I was a frightful snob and said, “No, I don’t direct that class of material.”’ The director Alvin Rakoff also declined, believing that, ‘It was way beneath me; it was a kids’ series.’ Even Terry Nation, who would become incredibly wealthy by inventing the Daleks, admitted that ‘I remember feeling vaguely insulted at being asked to write for “children’s hour”.’


Like Lambert, Waris Hussein, the director eventually allocated to the first story, was also relatively inexperienced. He had completed the BBC’s directing traineeship and took the job because he was eager to prove himself. ‘Nobody wanted to touch Doctor Who,’ he recalls. ‘Nobody thought it was going to get made. They thought it was crap. The attitude was, “If it’s going to fail, it might as well fail with this young Indian.”’ In his diary, he wrote that ‘The more I think of “Dr Who”, the more it depresses me and I can’t bear the thought of it. I hope it never happens.’ His concern was that the first story took the time travellers back to the Stone Age. ‘The discovery of fire was not my idea of directing something after my Cambridge days where I studied Shakespeare. And I didn’t want to be laughed at – directing actors in skins.’


Because so many established BBC faces thought that working on the series was beneath them, the final production team varied significantly from the corporation’s norm. This very British icon was created by a strikingly international team. Newman was Canadian, Hussein was Indian, the designer of the TARDIS Peter Brachacki was Polish, the first script was written by the Australian Anthony Coburn and the theme was composed by his fellow Australian Ron Grainer. Many in the team were also unusually young, and their hiring was progressive in other ways. Verity Lambert was still only twenty-seven. This made her the youngest producer at the BBC and the only female producer in the drama department. Waris Hussein was even younger, at twenty-four. He was the BBC’s first Indian-born director and he was also gay, although as homosexuality was illegal in Britain in 1963 he was not ‘out’ in the modern sense.


‘We were like the Three Musketeers,’ Hussein has said. ‘We were the aliens fighting the establishment. Sydney was Canadian Jewish, Verity was an upper-middle-class Jewish princess and I was an Indian. How much more can you be outsiders?’ For Hussein, their difference was a constant issue during the working day. ‘I was very conscious of my ethnic background – of walking on the studio floor and having these redneck crews looking at me askance and wondering when I was going to stumble and fall. I knew I would have to be absolutely prepared, my camera scripts immaculate. For Verity, the whole attitude to women was that they don’t do this job, they were secretaries or PAs – it was a testosterone-driven thing.’


These were the experiences of the first people to actively shape the character of the Doctor, and they had an impact. As Lambert said, the Doctor was ‘sometimes dangerous or unpleasant, sometimes kind, sometimes foolish. But, most importantly, he was never a member of the establishment. He was always an outsider.’


That Lambert and Hussein were the programme’s first producer and director is now seen as symbolic. The programme, at its very start, came from a team that was progressive and diverse, and those attitudes are now championed by the showrunners of the modern series. On one level, however, both Lambert’s and Hussein’s backgrounds were similar to typical BBC staff. They both came from wealthy families and were privately educated. Lambert’s father bought her a house in Belgravia, complete with a cleaner and a car, and she was in a position where she was able to spend far more than she earned. She got her first job in television, at Granada, because her father was friends with Sidney Bernstein, the company’s co-founder, and asked him to find her a position. She got a later television job, she has claimed, because someone misread the reference to the elite boarding school Roedean on her application and thought that she had gone to RADA.


Hussein, meanwhile, had been educated at Clifton College in Bristol and Queen’s College, Cambridge. His entry to television came about because ‘I went to the Cambridge Appointments Board and I said to them I wanted an interview with the BBC. They got me one.’ Hussein’s privilege was particularly noted by Douglas Camfield, his PA. Camfield was desperate to direct and believed he was better qualified, but he felt he was overlooked because of his working-class background. Camfield, happily, did eventually become a director and went on to direct many classic Doctor Who stories.


Pre-production did not go smoothly. The launch date was pushed back twice. The pilot episode had to be rerecorded after Newman felt that the tone was too strange and off-putting. More seriously, the programme was very nearly scrapped due to concerns about feasibility and cost. Lambert fought the internal BBC politics behind this decision and was granted a stay of execution, but only for a run of thirteen episodes. This would not be the last time that the series faced cancellation, but this threat came when the programme was at its most defenceless. If it was to face internal opposition like this again it would need external help to defend itself, in the shape of an audience or fanbase. At this point, it was protected by nothing other than Lambert’s piss and vinegar.


Despite the issues of budget and the indifference of many of the corporation’s staff, scripts were written, actors were hired and the time machine was designed. Soon it was time for actors to perform and cameras to roll. The BBC was not expecting much to come from Doctor Who. What the British public would make of it remained to be seen.






OPENING TITLES


At 5:16 p.m. and 20 seconds on Saturday, 23 November 1963, the first episode of Doctor Who was broadcast on BBC TV – as the only BBC channel was then called. The channels BBC One and BBC Two – or BBC1 and BBC2 as they were styled until 1997 – would not launch until the following year.


The opening shot of the title sequence is predominantly black except for a striking white line shooting upwards from the bottom of the screen. It looks like a rocket ship blasting upwards into the vast heavens, straight and direct and powerful. For a split second it appears to be a purposeful, masculine representation of the coming future – a perfect symbol of the thrilling, brave Space Age we were on the verge of entering.


But almost immediately, things begin to change. The rising line seems to hesitate and stall. It twists and distorts as misty echoes thicken on each side. The one line becomes two, and then three, and then many. What had been linear, rational and neat devolves into something unpredictable and abstract. The screen becomes full of strange swirling patterns, pulsing with energy. From the firm white line comes chaos.


This pulsing chaos was achieved through an experimental technique called ‘howlaround’. This is the visual equivalent of the howling feedback generated when a microphone is placed too close to a speaker. A camera was pointed at a monitor displaying the picture from that camera. The swirls and patterns that emerged were a by-product of the fraction of a second delay in this feedback loop. These first howlaround shots had originally been used for the BBC’s 1960 production of the opera Tobias and the Angel, directed by Rudolph Cartier. There is no shame in reusing offcuts when money is tight.


Then a word appears – but only for a few frames. In bold capitals, the archaic exclamation ‘OHO’ appears in the centre of the screen, like a cry of alarm a few centuries out of date. The use of this word was a fudge, a clever trick to make something otherwise impossible appear on the screen. The desired word ‘WHO’ was not symmetrical, and as such would not produce the symmetrical howlaround effect that the designer Bernard Lodge wanted. To solve this problem, he used the symmetrical word ‘OHO’, then quickly superimposed the correct title over it. Its inclusion was both practical necessity and an act of inspired experimental ingenuity. There would be a lot of this in the programme’s future.


At this point the title of the programme reveals itself: Doctor Who. It is a silly name, if we are honest – a name that fitted the children’s programme that the BBC originally thought this series would be, before Verity Lambert and the desire to attract a family audience created a programme that was harder to classify. Still, it is a title with the same direct, no-nonsense, self-explanatory power that superhero names have, like Spider-Man or Batman. There would be a Doctor, and he would be a mystery. Such names work well, provided that you don’t think about them too deeply.


These strange visuals are accompanied by what would have been, for the majority of the 1963 audience, a piece of music quite unlike anything they had heard before. It was written by the Australian composer Ron Grainer, who was then the unchallenged king of television theme tunes. His work includes the themes for Steptoe and Son, Maigret and That Was the Week That Was, all of which are still familiar to many six decades later. Grainer’s fame was such that, two days after these titles were first broadcast, he was the guest on BBC radio’s Desert Island Discs. That a composer like Grainer wrote the Doctor Who theme, then, explains why the tune is memorable. But his melodic reputation did not prepare the audience for what this piece of music sounded like.


Grainer’s theme was arranged and performed by the electronic music pioneer Delia Derbyshire. Only twenty-six at the time, Derbyshire was motivated by the desire to create sounds which had never been heard before. She joined the BBC’s Radiophonic Workshop after being told, when she applied for work at Decca Records, that they did not employ women in recording studio jobs. The Radiophonic Workshop, in contrast, was an odd, overlooked department which was grateful for anyone who wanted to help, regardless of their gender.


A year after joining the Radiophonic Workshop, Grainer had handed Derbyshire a torn-off section of manuscript paper on which he had written down his new score. As Derbyshire recalled, the music description had ‘abstract things on like “wind clouds” and “sweeps” and “swoops” and “wind bubble” – all beautiful descriptions, but with a carefully worked-out rhythm. It was very, very subtle, the way he wrote the rhythm.’


Over the course of three weeks, Derbyshire created the finished theme without the use of anything we would recognise as a modern synth or sequencer. She worked with oscillators and white-noise generators recorded onto analogue tape, which she cut with razor blades and laboriously spliced back together until it howled and hissed and sang. The Radiophonic Workshop’s Brian Hodgson, who assisted her in the task, recalled that, ‘Ron came to hear it and said, “Jeez, Delia, did I write that?” Delia said, “Well, most of it, Ron.”’


There were precedents for the unearthly sound of Derbyshire’s arrangement, but these were in the world of musique concrète and early experimental electronic music. Very few people who tuned in to watch Doctor Who would have been familiar with them, and never before had those strange alien sounds been used for a tune quite that memorable. To the ears of the audience at home, this startling, frightening sound was unprecedented. It could only be music from the future.


When Verity Lambert played Sydney Newman the finished title sequence, he didn’t like it. He thought that it was too weird and frightening for the broad family audience he hoped to reach. Displaying the judgement and strength of character that Newman had originally hired her for, Lambert’s response was, ‘Well, I just think you’re completely wrong, Sydney!’ She did not change the titles.


The title sequence comes to an end as the words ‘Doctor Who’ reduce in size and the screen fades to black. It lasted for just twenty-five seconds, but it had been a perfect crystallisation of what was to follow. It was futuristic but built with elements that were archaic, like the cry ‘Oho!’ It had been created with ingenuity, on an unhelpful budget, on the edge of what was technologically possible. It was inspired, visionary and gently bodged together. It demanded your attention, and it was a little frightening. It was touched by genius and also a bit daft. That title sequence not only introduced that first episode perfectly, but it also described every one of the episodes that have followed. Considering the extent to which the programme has evolved over the following sixty-plus years, that is quite an achievement.
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The Exiled Wanderer (1963–64)


1. Out of the Shadows


Twenty-four hours after the assassination of President Kennedy, and twelve minutes into the first episode of Doctor Who, the title character stepped on screen and entered, for the first time, the minds of the British public.


Emerging out of the shadows of a derelict, seemingly abandoned junkyard and surrounded by outdated, worn and discarded oddities comes an old man, frail and coughing, dressed oddly in pre-war clothes. It is as if part of the junkyard had come to life.


This man is clearly no hero. His entrance is deeply sinister. It is observed by two teachers, Barbara Wright and Ian Chesterton, who are investigating the strange behaviour of one of their students. Ian and Barbara suspect that this suspicious figure has kidnapped their teenage pupil, fifteen-year-old Susan Foreman, and is holding her against her will in a wooden police box. Susan is indeed in the box, but she is in there willingly. The frightening Doctor is her grandfather, not her kidnapper, but the teachers’ fears about the old man are otherwise not far wrong. It turns out that he is the type of person who would kidnap innocent people and hold them in that police box against their will. They just don’t realise yet that they are the people he is going to kidnap.


When we look back at this first appearance of the Doctor now, we project a lot of contemporary ideas and backstory onto that mysterious character emerging from the shadows. We don’t think he is sinister, because we know he is the Doctor. The Doctor is a Time Lord from the planet Gallifrey who fights for the oppressed against the cruel and unjust. We know he has the ability to regenerate – to physically turn into a different person, including changing gender and ethnicity. He has lived for thousands of years and travelled through space and time in a stolen or ‘borrowed’ time machine, fighting evil and righting wrongs. He has two hearts and a scientific magic wand called a sonic screwdriver. He is a hero – never cruel or cowardly, a friend to children, someone who would risk their life to save others. When Ncuti Gatwa was cast as the Doctor in 2022, the actor made a video explaining who the character was for the benefit of a new young audience. ‘The Doctor is full of optimism and hope, with a fierce sense of right and wrong,’ he said.


None of this was true, back in 1963. The actor, writer or director of the programme would not have recognised any of those descriptions of the Doctor. They did not describe the mysterious coughing figure who walks on screen and upends Ian and Barbara’s lives.


For the audience in 1963, the character of Ian Chesterton, played by William Russell, would have been seen as the hero. Russell was then best known for playing the title role in the 1956 ITV series The Adventures of Sir Lancelot, so viewers were primed to see him as a dashing archetypal lead. He was the person that the early development documents described as ‘THE HANDSOME YOUNG MAN HERO’ – the series’ ‘first character’. Barbara Wright, played by Jacqueline Hill, was the heroine and the programme’s second lead. Barbara was a history teacher and Ian was a science teacher, so they were both authoritative, knowledgeable and trustworthy. They could explain to the viewing audience relevant facts about the history and science which the stories explored. The Doctor, in contrast, was a troubling and slightly scary figure who was unsuitable for the delivery of exposition because he was emphatically not to be trusted.


The Doctor of 1963 was often petulant, childish and pig-headed. His eyes would dart back and forth, leaving you unsure what he was thinking. He could be quite foolish, as likely to hinder Ian and Barbara as to help them. At times, he could be cruel. In the third episode, the Doctor wants to return to the safety of his ship even if this means leaving an injured man to die. Susan, Ian and Barbara are appalled by this, and insist on helping the wounded figure. In response, the Doctor picks up a rock, seemingly intent on killing the injured man in order to solve the problem and get his own way. He is only stopped by a horrified Ian, who realises just in time what he was about to do.


The Doctor could also be a danger to his travelling companions. In the third story, he threatens to throw Ian and Barbara out of his ship during a fit of paranoia, despite not knowing whether the ship was in space and whether this would result in their death. He makes a similar threat again at the end of the seventh story. These were not necessarily idle threats, as he would later abandon his granddaughter Susan in the ruins of a future Earth, despite her pleading to be let back on board his ship. According to the actor Maureen O’Brien, who played his later companion Vicki, Hartnell invested the character with his own personality, and his performance ‘used his dangerous nasty qualities as much as his benign grandfatherly qualities […] You feel that danger, even if you don’t see it, even if he doesn’t actually show it – you know that it’s there.’


The backstory of this strange character was a mystery. The teachers only knew that he was a doctor, and Susan’s grandfather. He wasn’t even given a name. Because Susan claimed that her surname was Foreman, Ian assumed that his name was Doctor Foreman. Yet when Ian called him this he just muttered ‘Doctor who? Who’s he talking about?’ Susan, we then realised, had adopted the name ‘Foreman’ from a sign at the junkyard. Nor did we know what type of doctor he was. As he confessed to Ian in a later episode, ‘I’m not a doctor of medicine.’


‘He was a mystery. That’s why he was Doctor Who,’ Verity Lambert explained to the later showrunner Russell T Davies in 2006. ‘Had he stolen this thing called a TARDIS? He didn’t know how to work it – was he an absentminded professor? Was he a criminal? Was he on the run?’ Hartnell initially asked the production team for firm details of his character’s backstory, but those details didn’t exist. Lambert simply told him that, ‘You know where you’re from, but you never let on. And the fact is we don’t know if you’re a criminal. Maybe you are a criminal.’ Lambert wanted a Doctor ‘who didn’t have a background, who was just there, and could have been anything, and that was actually more interesting than trying to give him a background. At that point we wanted him to be a mystery. If he’d stolen the ship, were [Ian and Barbara] in the hands of some lunatic?’


The nearest thing we are given to an explanation came after Ian and Barbara forced their way into the police box in the junkyard, and discovered that the box was bigger on the inside – a machine that travelled in time and space, which the Doctor simply called ‘the ship’. Susan explained that she had given this craft the name TARDIS, an acronym for Time And Relative Dimension In Space – which, for a physicist, conjures up far more questions than it answers. ‘Have you ever thought what it’s like to be wanderers in the fourth dimension?’ the Doctor asked. ‘To be exiles. Susan and I are cut off from our own planet without friends or protection. But one day, we shall get back. Yes, one day.’


The question of why the Doctor and Susan were exiled and cut off from their own planet is one that the original programme was not prepared to answer, and also a question that subsequent writers and producers have largely kept away from. It is still not answered to this day. The situation implies a further mystery – one which the TV series has also not acknowledged or explored. If the Doctor was in exile with his granddaughter, then where were Susan’s parents, one of whom would likely be the Doctor’s son or daughter? Were her parents alive, and did they know where she was? Had the pair run away to protect Susan, or to protect the Doctor?


The mystique of the Doctor would lose something if an explanation was given. It may simply be that Susan was orphaned due to accident or ill health, but because this is never established the mind is free to imagine other, more melodramatic alternatives. To be unfixed and partly unknown, then, was the essence of Doctor Who from the very start. Definition and backstory are limiting. Mystery can lead anywhere.


2. A London Urchin


Doctor Who – as the character was then commonly called – was originally portrayed by the experienced screen actor William Hartnell. The performer and the character had much in common. Both kept their origins a mystery and Hartnell, in particular, was rarely truthful about the circumstances of his birth.


Hartnell often falsely claimed that he was born on a farm in Devon. According to his granddaughter and biographer Jessica Carney, however, he was born in 1908 in the run-down area of London surrounding St Pancras. Hartnell was illegitimate, and he never discovered the identity of his father. His mother, Lucy Hartnell, was a domestic servant. It was not uncommon for young women in service during the Edwardian era to feel they could not name the father of their child on the birth certificate, and the prevalence of coercive and abusive sexual relations between the wealthy and their servants is an under-discussed part of British history. There is no way of knowing for sure, however, if this is the reason for Hartnell’s fatherless upbringing. As a child, he was bullied by other children for being a ‘bastard’. From his evasiveness around his origins, it seems that this remained a source of shame for him.


When he was fifteen, Hartnell wrote a 52-page journal that gave an account of his life so far. It was written in the third person about a boy called ‘William Fenn’, but the events described are an exact match for Hartnell’s own life. At some later point he wrote ‘The story of my life – WH’ on the back. It was called The Life of a London Urchin.


In this journal, Hartnell recounts his life living with a foster family, the Harrises. His foster father was stern and often beat him, because Hartnell was constantly stealing and getting involved in petty crime, including running errands for a corrupt bookmaker and forger. For a time, his birth mother returned to London, and he lived with her and her new boyfriend, a policeman. In his journal, he described how his mother was a violent woman who beat both him and her partner. This policeman, however, tried to protect Hartnell from his mother’s attacks. This seems to have been one of the few positive relationships in his young life, and Hartnell saw the policeman as a surrogate father. Sadly, he did not remain in Hartnell’s life for long. As he wrote in his journal: ‘No one seemed to love me only my policeman father. It almost broke my heart to think mother was so cruel to me. I shall never forget that man I called dad he was not really my father I found that out later on. I haven’t a father because I am illegitimate. That’s why mother hated me so much I suppose.’


Hartnell was constantly hungry, short of clothes and was regularly beaten. As Carney wrote, ‘He never used his own difficult childhood to get sympathy; he simply internalised it. I believe it was this which was largely responsible for the “chip” many people said they felt he had when he was older.’


Being a child during the First World War, when most young men were away fighting, meant that there was a lack of positive father figures or male role models in his life. By good fortune, however, one did enter his life when he was sixteen. This was Hugh Blaker, a wealthy art collector in his early fifties, who befriended Hartnell and encouraged him to take an interest in artistic pursuits. The Life of a London Urchin was written at his request, and it is possible that he paid Hartnell to write it. It was Blaker who encouraged Hartnell’s interest in acting, and he supported his enrolment into the Italia Conti Academy. If Blaker hadn’t befriended him when he did, Hartnell may have been heading for a life of crime and imprisonment, or worse. As he wrote in the journal, ‘If he had not come along when he did I could not have carried on [with] no food and hardly a rag to my back.’
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