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Preface


Betjeman’s England is constructed around some sixty television programmes that deal directly with the architecture and topography of England. Betjeman made many more films than are contained here – notably his series The Englishman’s Home (1957) and his ABC of Churches (1960–67) of which, apart from the first episodes of each, only fragments have survived. He also made films in which others participated, notably a series called Pride of Place (1966–7), which he co-presented with Arthur Negus. But in terms of the films that he hosted alone, Betjeman’s England comes close to offering a reliably thorough guide.


As always, editorial choices have had to shape the selection and treatment. For example, the script has survived of Betjeman’s film about St Brelade’s, Jersey – Church J in his ABC of Churches – but a letter has also survived that he wrote to his producer, Ken Savidge, that covers all the ground in the film and much more. Given the attraction of showing how Betjeman visualised a film in advance, it seemed more revealing to publish the letter rather than the script. In the same way, I have included a letter to Peter Hunt, another producer, suggesting a treatment for a film about Canterbury Cathedral but I have not provided a transcript of the quite different film that was eventually made (in which Betjeman was pleased to narrate a poem by a Canterbury choirboy that ran, ‘If I happen to trap / My toe in a tap / Or to step in a large bowl of trifle, / I wear a top hat, / Sit down on a mat / And shoot at my aunt with a rifle’). On the other hand, two alternatives proposals have been included for a short fund-raising film about Winchester Cathedral precisely because they show different approaches. These might be seen, I accept, as arbitrary decisions.


Film commentaries don’t necessarily read well on the page, because they are written to support images. In the pages that follow Betjeman invites us some sixty times to look at something: an instruction the reader clearly cannot follow. Nevertheless, I was very rarely tempted to rewrite his words, because his request often proves to be redundant. When he says, for example, ‘notice the headstones in the churchyard, all of different shapes’, we understand this simply as ‘the headstones in the churchyard are all of different shapes’ and accept the information without difficulty. Rarely does it jar that the words are secondary to the missing images – and this comes as a happy surprise. In the few cases of difficulty, however, notes on what the camera is seeing have been added to the text in square brackets or, in the case of verse, in footnotes.


The layout of the commentaries has, however, been revised to conform to a standard book format rather than the two-column format of the original film scripts in which shooting directions appear on the left and speech on the right. This raises legitimate questions about presentation, especially where Betjeman alternates between prose and poetic forms of narration. These questions were aired in the Introduction to Tennis Whites and Teacakes (John Murray, 2007) but, to recap, when Betjeman was writing to an already edited film, the production secretaries tended to type his words as short lines to match the action. When these lines are now transferred to the wider one-column format of a book, must they still be reproduced as short lines? And must long sentences that happen to sound like sequences of blank verse (unrhymed iambic pentameter) always be treated as lines of blank verse? The approach taken by Tennis Whites and Teacakes was to try to reveal whether Betjeman’s television writing was essentially prose or essentially poetry. Where the narrative adopted a regular metre, rhyming or not, it was set as verse; otherwise it was set as prose. This seemed to make sense and made plain for the first time just how much Betjeman’s speech patterns tended towards the poetic. But its irregularity on the page meant that his narrative flow was constantly being interrupted as words bounced back and forth between formats, sometimes leaving single lines or pairs of lines hanging awkwardly in the air. Edward Mirzoeff, the producer of Betjeman’s Bird’s Eye View programmes (1969–71) and ‘Metro-land’ (1973), objected, in addition, that printing the words in a new setting meant they no longer always followed the pacing of his films. On the other hand, the scripts are not properly punctuated. In the end, a decision has to be taken on whether Betjeman’s commentaries must always correspond to the original layout or whether they can be presented in a new way for readers who don’t know the films. Mirzoeff says that he has always felt, with Betjeman, that the scripts could not be published separately from the images and should therefore not be published at all: that they are, and must remain, television – a dual medium of sound and vision. Betjeman’s England takes a different view and shows that, freed from their original formatting and the need to defer to the films that gave rise to them, the texts work remarkably well as pieces of independent writing. The commentaries to the films, mostly published now for the first time, have been set out in such a way as to make the experience of reading them as easy as possible and to give a sense of their own autonomy. (As for the three films that appeared in Tennis Whites and Teacakes and that have been reprised here, they are given even more of a prose form than hitherto.) No doubt future editors will take a different view again. On other questions of style, readers are invited to consult the prefaces to Tennis Whites and Teacakes and the first of the collections of Betjeman’s prose that I edited, Trains and Buttered Toast (John Murray, 2006).


Even more than before, tracking down John Betjeman’s television scripts has given rise to a huge research effort and, as in the past, I am indebted to the Special Collections Department at the McPherson Library of the University of Victoria in British Columbia, where Betjeman’s archive resides, and in particular to John Frederick, who dug out material and answered my queries with extraordinary efficiency; to Jeff Walden of the BBC Written Archives Centre in Caversham, Berkshire, who steered me round the BBC’s elephantine collections and helped me with many enquiries; and to the staff at the British Library at King’s Cross and the Newspaper Reading Rooms in Colindale. I was also helped by the staff of the British Film Institute, among whom were Kathleen Dickson, Natasha Fairbairn and Ros Cranston.


Personal memories and memorabilia were furnished to me with great generosity by: Betjeman’s producers (in order of their film-making) Ken Russell, Ken Savidge, Jonathan Stedall and Edward Mirzoeff; by Shirley Charters (then Cobham), one-time production assistant to Peter Woosnam-Mills, who also put me in touch with John Legard and with Steven Foxon; by Michael Woosnam-Mills in Bordeaux; and by members of Malcolm Freegard’s family (his wife Molly, daughter Alison Tyabji and eldest son Jonathan), colleague David Cleveland and personal assistant June Lewis. (I am greatly obliged too to the photographer Nick Lloyd for putting me in touch with Ken Savidge, to Joyce Arram for putting me in touch with Shirley Charters, and to Antony Woosnam-Mills for putting me in touch with Michael Woosnam-Mills.) This book could not have appeared with as much fullness of detail had it not been for their extraordinary contributions, Ken Savidge even doing a drawing for me of what a 1960s mobile studio would have looked like. I only wish that I could have incorporated more of what they talked to me about.


John Heald of the John Betjeman Society was, as ever, encouraging and I drew heavily on his Sir John Betjeman Checklist (The Betjeman Society, 2005), co-compiled by Peter Gammond, and on William S. Peterson’s invaluable John Betjeman: A Bibliography (Clarendon Press, 2006). I thank both for their kind advice on specific points. Bevis Hillier’s three-volume biography of Betjeman was a constant source of reference, as was Candida Lycett Green’s two-volume collection of Betjeman’s Letters (Methuen, 1994–5) and her anthology of his prose, Coming Home (Methuen, 1997). It was enjoyable to be in contact about questions of mutual interest with Kevin Gardner, in Texas, who rediscovered Betjeman’s Poems in the Porch, now published by Continuum (2008).


Other individuals who helped me include Stuart Montgomery of the Test Card Circle; Alison Hobson of the Fairford History Society; Richard Thomson at Milton Abbey; Andrew Webster, consultant to the Chapter of Canterbury; the Revd Mark Bond, rector of St Brelade’s Church, and the Revd Martyn Shea, of St Mark’s Church, St Helier, both in Jersey; Helen Turner and Ian Kemp in north Cornwall about the Pentire estate; Steve Hartgroves of the Historic Environment Service of Cornwall County Council; Basil Abbot, David Summers, Maggie Swayze and Tony Billett about Diss; the Revd Alison Kennedy of St Paul’s, Vauxhall; David Johnston of Savills in Sevenoaks on Mereworth; Nicola Dyer, custodian of Chastleton House; Anne Richman of the Chelmsford Travel and Visitor Information Centre and Helen O’Sullivan of the Maldon Tourist Office about Creeksea; Tim Dwyer and Abegail Morley on Benenden; Lorraine Dobb at Hardwick Hall; Emily Blanshard, Jancis Williams, Georgina Mead and Dudley Dodd on Stourhead; Catherine Dunhill at the Westcountry Studies Library for information on Woolbrook Cottage; Isabel Sedgwick at the National Trust, Wicken Fen; Ros Abrams; Erika Abel, UK Media Relations at Shell; John Legard, for background information about the British Transport Film Unit; John A. Sass about the filming of windmills; Tom Styche; Scott Anthony; Rachel Richards in Northlew; Binny Baker of the Yorkshire Film Archive; Catrin Jenkins of the National Library of Wales; Emma Cocroft and Emma Hyde of the North West Film Archive; Louis H. Cohen of the Nederlandse Kring voor Joodse Genealogie; Frank Delaney; Catherine Percival; Jane Findlay of the London Transport Museum; Jill Barlow and Sue Baxter of Cheltenham College; James Dyson; Katherine Mager of the East Anglian Film Archive; Michael Marshman of the Wiltshire & Swindon History Centre; Mike Brewis at South West Film & Television Archive; David Parsons at Northern Region Film & Television Archive; Richard Shenton at the Media Archive for Central England; and Louise Watson at the BFI and Michael Brooke of Screenonline.


As far as the production of this book is concerned, my thanks go to the executors of the Betjeman estate for approving the use of the material and specifically to Candida Lycett Green, Betjeman’s daughter, and Clare Alexander of Aitken Alexander, who acts for the estate; to Roland Philipps at John Murray for seeing the value of a book of Betjeman’s television programmes; to my editor, Bernard Dive, for bringing a refreshing quality of intelligence to its compilation; and to my proof-reader, Nick de Somogyi. Thanks are also due to Florin Vascu and his team for building me a bedroom I can at last retire to happily; to Sophie Georgette, for mostly staying in her cot uncomplainingly at night and thereby giving me more time to write; and to my darling wife, Bea, for keeping our ship on an even keel.


For ease of reference, the films that follow have been set out in four sections according to whether they deal with England as a whole, English regions, specific places, or areas beyond the English borders. An appendix on p. 293 charts the chronology of when the programmes were made.


Finally, as before, every effort has been made to clear permissions. If a quotation is found for which permission has not been granted, please contact the publisher about taking the necessary remedial steps.


Stephen Games
Muswell Hill, 2008







Introduction


John Betjeman was one of England’s best-loved television personalities, a man whose comforting voice and crumpled appearance made him as much a public institution as the monuments he helped to preserve. He was not obviously a heroic figure: more than anything he represented human foible and it is perhaps because of that, and his emotional honesty about the things that pleased and pained him, that the public warmed to him as their ambassador against the dark forces of bureaucracy and philistinism.


Betjeman’s heyday on television ran from the second half of the 1950s to the early 1970s. That means that his original core audience – those who remember him from first time round – is now shrinking fast. For younger people, his memory is kept alive mostly by his poetry so that perceptions of him are also shrinking fast. Admittedly he always insisted that he was above all else a poet but because of his frequent appearances in the press as a campaigner for architectural conservation and because of his broadcasts on radio and television, he was equally likely to be thought of as an activist and ‘telly star’, to use his own words. If we are to understand him today – even if we wish only to understand his poetry – we have to construct a truer picture of him, and that means taking into account his other activities. His work on behalf of old buildings has been dealt with elsewhere but there has been very little effort to look closely at his creative work outside poetry and to assess its value in relation to his achievement as a whole.


The aim of Betjeman’s England is to correct that imbalance. This fourth collection of Betjeman’s prose writings contains some sixty television programmes that Betjeman wrote and presented. Except in a handful of cases, the scripts have never been seen before by the public. Following the publication of Trains and Buttered Toast* and Sweet Songs of Zion,† which first made available the best of his BBC radio work, and of Coming Home‡ and Tennis Whites and Teacakes,§ which included examples of his occasional writing and journalism, the availability of his TV scripts should act against any future tendency to focus on him only as a poet who did his best work as a young man and then went into decline.


The story of how Betjeman became a television performer and writer follows on from the story, already told in Trains and Buttered Toast, of his rise as a radio broadcaster in the 1940s and ’50s. As a young man newly down from Oxford in the late 1920s, Betjeman was keen to work in the exciting new medium of radio but was not taken seriously by the majority of those of his contemporaries who had already got BBC jobs. Between 1932 and the outbreak of war, he was only commissioned a handful of times by Broadcasting House in London, invariably as a comic turn, albeit a knowledgeable one. His proposals for serious talks – about architecture and conservation – were treated with bewilderment, as was he. At a time when historic buildings and traditional landscapes were being decimated by a massive and popular building boom, his concerns were not thought important enough to warrant much public attention. His own personality – that of a rebel and joker – may even have damaged the case he most wanted to make.


Not until he moved out of London to Uffington (then in Berkshire, now Oxfordshire) in 1934 and made himself known to the BBC’s new Western Region studios in Bristol did his fortunes change. In Bristol he found an older, slower city which seemed to offer him a perfect base from which to attack the metropolis he felt had rejected him (even though he had formerly aspired to be one of its brightest young things). Crucial to this reinvention of himself was the BBC Bristol producer James Pennethorne Hughes, who had been in the year below him at Oxford. Pennethorne Hughes invited him to make two series of six-part broadcasts in 1937 and 1939, looking at the damage caused by modern town planning to a number of West of England towns. This established Betjeman as a serious broadcaster and one whose ideas at last started to commend him to the BBC back in London.


Around this time, Betjeman was also noticed by the BBC’s new Television Department. Television, at the time, was a lowly outpost of the Corporation and Betjeman was not alone in thinking little of it. In May 1937, when a newly appointed producer invited him to come ‘and discuss with us the possibilities of this new medium’, he wrote back, after a visit, that he found the BBC’s experimental programming ‘a little boring’. The producer, Mary Adams, eight years older than Betjeman, persisted and eventually, with some difficulty, got him to perform twice in front of a camera over the next couple of years. In his first appearance, in September 1937, he talked about how to make a guidebook. In his second, in December 1938, he joined other celebrities in trying to name familiar objects, while blindfold, by touching them. Betjeman later described these programmes as ‘tripe’.*


In spite of Betjeman’s dismissal of television, he was very keen on the ideas of John Grierson, the man usually credited as the father of documentary film-making in the UK and a profound influence on television in the 1960s. During his eighteen months as film critic of the Evening Standard in 1934–5, Betjeman had written enthusiastically about the work of Grierson and the circle of pioneering film-makers Grierson had brought together at the Empire Marketing Board – Edgar Anstey, Stuart Legg, Paul Rotha, Harry Watt, Basil Wright, Betjeman’s schoolfriend Arthur Elton and others. On one occasion he had written about how Grierson had revealed to him the incompetence of most film commentary:


It occurred to Mr John Grierson, as it has often occurred to me, and even more frequently to you, I expect, that there is nothing more irritating than the sickening commentaries provided for short films. Let me improvise an example.


Here is the old-world village of Rime Intrinsica, right in the heart of dear old Dorset. My! It is old-world, isn’t it? Look at that funny old farmer! He lives in the funny old house with the roofs nearly on the ground. (Laughter.) But then he has a lot to do with the ground, hasn’t he? (More laughter.) So I suppose it comes quite naturally to him to live in such a place.


What a wonderful old boy! There he goes, driving his old sheep. See, they’re trying to get over a stile.


No wonder they look sheepish. (Laughter.) There he is, going into the wonderful olde hostelrye where mine host is giving him right good old ale to quaff you! Ho! Ho! (Music off.)


Well, we’ve all had to put up with pretty silly nonsense from lantern lecturers, but nothing quite equal to the stupidity of many commentators whose words accompany much magnificent photography today.


That is the tragedy of it. The photographs are so good and the scenery they depict is so interesting that it is a pity our enjoyment should be ruined by listening to futile jokes and obvious comments.


‘This is an old house – do you see how the stones are all crumbling?’ ‘Of course I do, you fool,’ I always want to reply. ‘Why bother to tell me what I can see for myself?’


The General Post Office Film Unit [which Grierson had set up in 1933] is among the first to get rid of needless commentary.*




In a later review, he complimented Grierson on ‘[his] latest experiment … to employ a poet to write a poem to a series of shots of collieries, most of them at a standstill’.† He also greeted Grierson’s feature-length BBC – The Voice of Britain (1935) as ‘the most important documentary film yet made in England’.


Coal Face (1935), the collieries film that preceded Grierson’s better-known Night Mail (1936), combined non-naturalistic words, choral music and coal-mine imagery with natural sounds, dialogue and statistics. The result, as the film historian Ian Aitken has pointed out,* was that a film that was meant to function as government propaganda nonetheless offered up trenchant social criticism, in line with Grierson’s own left-wing politics. Betjeman, keen to engage in criticism of his own about planning, could only have been impressed. Although he did not analyse Grierson’s work with any sophistication, he must have taken from it high expectations of what film-making was able to do and been that much more disappointed by what the BBC was actually doing.


What he was not interested in, he told Mary Adams, was the type of studio-based programming that she was in charge of and that she was commissioning to fill the BBC’s air time. As he told her:


The value of television seems to me to be its possibility of outside work. I mean, when television cameras can show to millions of people actual scenes of shooting & dying in Spain, then it will become the most valuable propaganda medium in the world. When it can actually drive down the Great Worst Road† picking up the noises & then catch the silence of a cathedral close, it will awaken people to the repulsiveness of their surroundings.


All TV programming shut down at the start of the war. When it started up again in 1946, Adams resumed her attempts to get Betjeman to take part and he continued to resist. Television technology had not moved on in the interim but Betjeman had. In radio, he had gone from being a London comic and a Bristolian sceptic to a wartime morale booster. Between March and November 1940, he had written and presented four talks for Pennethorne Hughes, broadcast nationally, in which he’d talked about love of country and the determination to survive. In each talk he’d found an ingenious way to accommodate his pacifism and his doubts about the war within a conventionally propagandist government line.* His broadcasts had been halted by a thirty-month secondment to Dublin as British Press Attaché but he successfully picked up where he had left off on his return to England in mid-1943. With his friend the poet Geoffrey Grigson as his producer, he presented more wartime commentaries, mostly on literary subjects, and started giving poetry readings – a confirmation by the BBC that his voice had the necessary quality of comfort and familiarity to be useful to Britain in troubled times.


Betjeman’s ability to respond to the national mood was probably sensitised by his appointment, in February 1940, as film officer to the Films Division of the Ministry of Information. He had been given the job by the art historian Kenneth Clark (whom John Reith had put in to sort out administrative conflicts in the Division) on the basis of his quirky mind and his experience at the Evening Standard. Betjeman’s work involved commissioning short public-information films and checking scripts. He seems to have enjoyed his year there. He came in contact with the leading names in British film-making and had endless opportunities for schoolboy pranks (described at length in his biography).† Clark and the director Sidney Gilliat, who had written the screenplays for The Lady Vanishes (1938) and Jamaica Inn (1939), agreed that Betjeman was often written off as an unproductive eccentric within the Films Division but that his creativity, open-mindedness and lack of self-importance made him more of an asset than many of his colleagues.


What bothered Gilliat was not Betjeman’s silliness – Clark once had to ask Betjeman to remove his bicycle clips from his ears while listening to a briefing – but Betjeman’s obvious preference for documentaries over movies, which Gilliat felt acted against the interests of film-makers such as himself. Gilliat ascribed this bias to Betjeman’s friendship with two important documentarians, the American Robert Flaherty and Arthur Elton, both of whom Grierson had invited to make films for the Empire Marketing Board as early as 1931. This ignores the fact, however, that Betjeman abhorred the ‘tastefulness’ and commercialism of Hollywood and preferred film-making that had a social purpose. He was, after all, a supporter of the Labour Party and took part in its party-political broadcast of 1962, Enjoying Life. In January 1941 he was the only MoI film officer to stand up for the Boulting brothers’ film Dawn Guard at its preview, when the left-wing thrust of the script had taken other MoI staff by surprise.


Among the short films that Betjeman is credited with commissioning at the Ministry were three Gilliat scripts: Mr Proudfoot Shows a Light (1941), about blackout procedures; From the Four Corners (1941), a film about the Empire, in which Leslie Howard reminded the British what they were fighting for; and Partners in Crime (1942), about avoiding black-market products. He advised John Paddy Carstairs, who had just made The Saint in London (1939) and was currently working on an Ealing comedy with George Formby, about the need for a clever fade-out in three films on the dangers of gossip that Carstairs had agreed to write. He encouraged Peter Graham Scott, who went on to make The Avengers, The Prisoner, The Troubleshooters and The Onedin Line, to make propaganda films. And, according to a letter he wrote to Grigson at the time,* he scripted at least one MoI film himself.


After Betjeman’s wartime experience of film-making at its most ingenious, Adams’s post-war attempts to encourage him into programme-making at its most primitive failed to win him over. In one exchange, in May 1949, she offered him a free hand to broadcast as long as he remained in the confines of the Alexandra Palace studio; by return he offered her a location documentary looking into the workings of the Marquess of Bath’s 8,000-acre Longleat estate, with its spectacular Elizabethan palace. This led to a discussion with one of her assistants, Andrew Miller Jones,* and a follow-up letter (see p. 250) that prompted Miller Jones to comment, ‘John Betjeman you are a philosophical ignoramus,’ in reply to a remark that the car-maker Lord Nuffield was a devil and Lord Bath an angel. A month later Miller Jones produced a cut-down programme that Betjeman took no part in, consisting of nothing more than Lord and Lady Bath sitting in the studio and talking about the history of their house.


Adams tried again in June 1951, offering Betjeman a fortnightly slot for three months in which he could ad-lib on something that had excited him during the previous week or so. Excusing himself on the grounds of ‘strain, lack of experience and finance’, he repeated his wish to get out of the studio, proposing a church tour using a mix of pre-recorded film and live camerawork. Adams was twenty years behind, he felt, and still thinking of TV in terms of radio. ‘I was very interested when you said to me that you thought there was far too much talk and not enough silence in television,’ he told her. ‘A church might enable one to use silence. Who knows, one might almost encourage worship.’ Adams still didn’t take the point. ‘We feel pretty certain here you’d make a success of television if you’d ever settle to it,’ she replied. ‘Do come – I’m sure it wouldn’t be a strain once you’d got into your stride.’ Her attitude convinced him that people in television understood less about their medium than he did.


When Betjeman didn’t oblige, Adams asked George Barnes to intercede. Barnes had joined the BBC in 1935 as a radio talks producer in London and was made Assistant Director of Talks the following year. In 1940 he had had to support Betjeman and the Corporation after Betjeman had wrongly claimed, in a talk about the poet Sir Henry Newbolt, that a poem of Newbolt’s was a lament for a dead son, a claim that the son in question wrote to the BBC to dispute. Barnes went on to befriend Betjeman, who was two years his junior, inviting him to his club in London, to his house in Kent and subsequently to France, where their two families spent their summer holidays together between 1949 and 1952. Barnes thought Betjeman brilliant and undeveloped and became his principal sponsor within the BBC, repeatedly trying to push him into projects that would advance his career, while always failing to observe that these required a level of discipline and intellectual effort that Betjeman found uncongenial as well as imposing on him the moral obligations that went with being – and being seen as – Barnes’s protégé.


In July 1946 Barnes became the first head of BBC Radio’s newly created intellectuals’ network, the Third Programme, and in October 1950 he was switched to the top job in Television: ‘D.Tel.B.’ (Director of Television Broadcasting). Two months later, Betjeman made a less glamorous switch of his own, from book reviewing for the Daily Herald, which he hated, to book reviewing for the Daily Telegraph, which he also hated. By the time of Adams’s appeal for help, Betjeman had already talked to Barnes about getting out of reviewing and Barnes had offered him alternative work on television, which Betjeman had turned down – as he always did. At Adams’s behest, Barnes now sounded Betjeman out about a one-year contract but made the mistake of quoting her and her misapprehensions:


Mary was right in believing that the best outlet for you in Television programmes at the present time would be a talk not strictly related to a subject but tied to anything which had excited you visually in the previous fortnight, since this method would give you a chance of talking with the illustrations that television can give you about the things you care about.


Neither Barnes nor Adams seemed to have registered that Betjeman had been delivering talks at the rate of one a fortnight on the radio over the previous two years and did not want to duplicate this demanding and, in his view, unremunerative work on TV.


The start of Betjeman’s slow breakthrough into television can be dated to 1952. The BBC had asked Marcus Cooper Ltd, a company specialising in films for and about British industry, to make a series about stately homes. Two programmes had been made so far, the first about the much-altered Tudor mansion Cobham Hall, in Kent. Barnes thought the films ‘competent, attractive pieces of work’ but they had run into problems with the BBC’s American distributors for using a commentator who sounded too English. What was wanted was ‘a neutral voice unobjectionable to the American public’ that would save the cost of revoicing the soundtrack for the USA. With touching faith, Barnes invited Betjeman to join him at a screening of the films to see if he could have done the commentary any better. Betjeman duly attended but was more interested in the quality of production, as Barnes later reported to Cecil McGivern, his Programmes Controller:


I was very impressed by Betjeman’s criticisms on that score. He showed how much the imagination of an artist can bring to the composition of films of this kind. It may be that that can only be bought with a much higher shooting ratio than you can afford. Nevertheless I hope you will speak to Marcus Cooper about the criticisms [Betjeman] made, mostly those of omission, for example, do not talk about a brick mansion, get the camera right up to the brick and let us see what Tudor brick looks like and how patterns were obtained in it before going back to see the whole front of Cobham Hall. These houses are lived in: the cameras must show that, for example, by the filled ashtray, the crumpled chair, the turned down bed, or less obviously by showing the rooms in the order in which someone living in the house would use the rooms … The point, I think, is that this is a competent job of work but he showed how we can improve every time we do a new one.


Barnes’s fatherly satisfaction at Betjeman’s reactions could only have tried the patience of those of his staff with more experience – and worse provocations followed. Betjeman wrote to Barnes (waggishly signing himself ‘Alexander Korda’) to say that ‘if your executives would like to consider trying me out on a film, I should do my best to find time to devote to one film, and then if that was a success, we might go on with others.’ He no longer simply wanted to write a commentary for a film that was already shot, he added some time later: he wanted to advise the director on what to shoot ‘and indeed to have myself a share in the direction’. When this breathtaking offer came to nothing, Betjeman agreed that it might be better if he could actually watch the way the BBC handled a film recording and a live outside broadcast first – he wouldn’t interfere in any way – so that he could get a more informed idea how he could improve on them.


Barnes, ever forgiving, set about satisfying Betjeman’s wishes in early 1953. He called three of his most valuable staff to join him for lunch: the BBC war correspondent Robert Barr, who’d made the Corporation’s first television documentary in 1946; the drama producer John Elliott, who was currently filming at Corsham outside Bath; and A. Berkeley Smith, the BBC’s Assistant Head of Outside Broadcasts, who was preparing to transmit a live programme from Gloucester Cathedral. In due course Barnes announced that Berkeley Smith and Elliott had both agreed to let Betjeman sit in on their shoots. For his efforts, he got a letter from Betjeman’s then secretary, Jill Menzies, saying that ‘the great man asks me to thank you’ but that he couldn’t spend two days in Gloucester, as proposed. He would drive there in the morning, talk to Berkeley Smith in the afternoon ‘if necessary’, and go home again after the rehearsal in the evening.


The upshot of these visits could not have been anticipated. On 6 March, Betjeman wrote to Barnes that he was unexcited by John Elliott’s work at Corsham (‘I have watched films being made before now … All I saw was a dull shot, all carpet, of four ugly students playing chamber music’) but was very taken by Berkeley Smith:


Your introducing of me to Berkeley Smith is something for which I will always be grateful. My dear Commander, he really is a man of genius. I watched him that day in Gloucester. Not only was he on excellent terms with the huge staff of thirty people, of whom he was clearly the respected commander, but he has an eye and an ear which are a delight. He really loves Gothic architecture and he understands ceremony and drama.


There is nothing I could teach him, beyond introducing him to a few places which might inspire his eye. But there is a lot that he could teach me. Already he has made me interested in television … I was very impressed by how well he conveyed the spirit and the plan of Gloucester Cathedral, and how human and reverent his approach to it is. I thought [Richard] Dimbleby’s commentary could not have been better.


From wanting to be a director, Betjeman now wanted merely to be Berkeley Smith’s amanuensis:


I would dearly like to go to some building in an area from which television can be done, and which I had selected, with him and see how it could be televised … If Berkeley Smith can interpret something so complicated as Gloucester Cathedral, how beautifully he could interpret a village church, again using OB cameras, not film, except for a visual introduction. The film part of the Gloucester programme I thought the least effective. [But] what does impress me very much is how good the architectural detail looks on the television screen, carved stone, carved wood and that sort of thing. It is particularly impressive when interspersed with general views, as he intersperses it, and with long, raking views, sweeping round until they centre on a single object.


I will leave it to you, Commander, to see whether you can arrange for Berkeley Smith and me to go somewhere like, let us say, Thaxted, or King’s Chapel, or Fairford, and see what we can do with it. Or some unrestored church in a remote village where we can shew the village as well. I would not only like to do churches with him; I am perfectly certain we can do towns and houses.


Barnes received Betjeman’s letter while he was away in New York and was delighted. ‘Please show this to C.P.Tel. [McGivern],’ he told his secretary, Mrs Minerva Corteen, ‘and ask him if we can get on with the project outlined. I am very excited indeed about this because Betjeman is one of the most brilliant broadcasters, and is unique in his knowledge and way of conveying knowledge to people. Please let me know what is proposed.’ Two weeks later, on 1 April 1953, Barnes received a remarkable memo from Berkeley Smith:


Mr Betjeman saw two hours of our preliminary research at Gloucester. Previously, at lunch, I had been able to give him an idea of our OB method of working, our physical limitations and how those limitations might be overcome. I pointed out that we are restricted to one thousand feet of camera cable and that, at the moment, we must ensure that any building we cover contains sufficient variety of shot and story to fill our general minimum period of thirty minutes. For this reason the small village Church, however beautiful, is not satisfactory but the Church and surrounding village would provide sufficient material which could then be covered partly by OB and partly by film.


Berkeley Smith explained that the main problems that outside broadcasts then faced were technical but allowed, perhaps a little vaguely, that Betjeman ‘could be a great deal of help to us in suggesting methods and treatments’. Penshurst Place, in Kent, which Berkeley Smith had looked at the previous summer and which brought together a church, a house and a village, was one location where he would welcome ideas. It could be broadcast on a summer evening, using OB for panoramas and exteriors and film for interior shots and details, or on a winter evening if it was acceptable to use film shot in daylight. He doubted whether Betjeman could add anything to the filming of ‘big churches’ such as Winchester, Wells, Norwich and Southwell Minster, which were all planned for the next year, but was open to the idea of summer-evening programmes without film, perhaps at the ruined abbeys of Fountains or Tintern.


Berkeley Smith’s memo is the true starting point for Betjeman’s film-making, because it is the record of what was effectively a short course on location work. Berkeley Smith had unlocked the secrets of how outside broadcasts and film worked, how they differed and what each medium could and couldn’t do. Hearing about mechanical systems – their rootedness in reality and the machine-like complexity of their parts – was exactly what Betjeman enjoyed. The schoolboy in him relished what he called ‘the dependable world of technical terms’ – a love that grew out of trainspotting, as he acknowledged in his commentary for a film about the running of British Railways’ last steam train, in 1968.* (Trainspotters enjoyed not only trains but also the paraphernalia of trains and their special vocabulary, he said: ‘“flanged wheels on a fixed rail”, “blast pipes”, “coupled driving wheels” and “the balancing of revolving and reciprocating parts”’.) He was also drawn to the human aspect of film-making: the mutual respect between crew and director, all working in a common cause. This echoes the modern ethos, social realism and political thrust of Grierson and his distrust of artificiality – the artificiality of the studio, which exists in no real place, and the artificiality of film, which consists of edited highlights of pre-recorded sequences that exist in no real time.


Three weeks later, Barnes pressed Berkeley Smith to meet Betjeman and involve him in a series for the summer of 1954. ‘It is very sweet of you to take this trouble,’ Betjeman told Barnes on receiving the news ‘but I don’t think you will get anyone on the television to accept my services.’ He was almost right. Barnes’s campaigning on Betjeman’s behalf led to just three commissions in the next three years.* It was a start, but nothing like what Barnes wanted for Betjeman and nothing like what Betjeman imagined he was worthy of. Nor does it suggest that Barnes’s initiatives were being wholly welcomed inside the Television Department.


The struggle Betjeman was having in making headway in film was not matched by his activities in other fields. By the time he was forty-eight, he was an established if quixotic figure in public life: a poet, writer, newspaper columnist, campaigner, architectural critic, book reviewer and radio broadcaster, with a very large following among women (a Times columnist of the time described him as the favourite reading of wives under hairdryers). He had already made around two hundred appearances on the wireless, where he was a popular contributor to religious programmes and a favourite contrarian on Any Questions? and The Brains Trust. Only on television did his way seem blocked. Frustrated by his inability to make films, he agreed in the summer of 1954 to appear in the pilot for a new television panel game, Where on Earth?, devised and produced by David Attenborough. The first programme aired on 8 July 1954, to disappointing reviews. The Daily Mail headlined its notice, ‘Self-conscious travellers in new TV parlour game’ and the News Chronicle asked, ‘What on earth is this?’, though the Daily Express felt that Betjeman’s presence in the programme had given it a fillip. In spite of that, the show disappeared without trace.


During all this time Betjeman’s attitude to the BBC had soured over the issue of how much he was paid. Since his first attempt to get more money out of his radio contracts manager during the war, he had convinced himself that he was being dishonoured by the higher sums being offered to celebrities such as Malcolm Muggeridge and J. B. Priestley. ‘His insecurity was amazing,’ comments one of his later producers. ‘He always used to say that he’d end up in the workhouse. However nice he was to work with there was this petulance that was the other side of him – just like A. J. P. Taylor, who was also obsessed that the BBC was conspiratorially underpaying him.’*


Having always been paid piecemeal rates by the BBC, Betjeman now tried to win an annual contract. (This was an unusual turn of events, because Betjeman had been turning down just such offers from Barnes for more than ten years.) In 1955 it occurred to him that the coming of independent television in September might nudge the Corporation into snapping him up to stop him joining the competition. Armed with this thought, he approached Barnes privately in January and said he’d give up the Daily Telegraph, where he was still reviewing as many as a dozen books a week, if the BBC would guarantee him £1,000 a year for two years. Embracing this opportunity of winning Betjeman for the Corporation and giving him the security and status he craved, Barnes took soundings and then offered Betjeman £700 for year-long availability, including taking over a book-review programme that Arthur Marshall presented on Sunday afternoons. Betjeman turned the offer down, furious that anyone should presume to encroach on his Sundays. Another round of memos circulated and Barnes now offered the £1,000 that Betjeman had been asking for and that he understood Betjeman would accept. In April a draft contract was sent for signing but Betjeman stalled, raised more points and then stopped replying to letters. The following year, when Betjeman instructed a literary agent to try again, the moment had passed. ‘Betjeman is good value but not such good value as a television performer as we first thought,’ one of Barnes’s staff reported in a memo. There was general agreement that commercial television was less of a threat than feared and that he’d work for the Corporation whether he was tied to an exclusive contract or not.


As recounted in Trains and Buttered Toast, Betjeman responded by refusing to do any work for the BBC for a while. When he did eventually resume, there was a notable change in the type of work he took on. Instead of serious and arduous radio talks, he became a frequent guest on panel and game shows, which he found more sociable, more popular, better paid and more fun than talks. Asked by the BBC TV producer Nancy Thomas whether he’d like to take over from Dr Glyn Daniel as chair of Animal, Vegetable, Mineral? in December 1956, Betjeman replied, ‘My dear thing, I should love to. It is money for jam and it is a pleasure.’ The attraction of being the chairman, he had told her the previous year, was that it was ‘less embarrassing than not knowing the answers’.


Another apparent realignment occurred when Betjeman made a series of television advertisements for Shell-Mex, the petrol company. Betjeman had first got involved with Shell in the early 1930s. Disgruntled with his work conditions as assistant editor at the Architectural Review, he had got the firm’s publicity manager, Jack Beddington, to sponsor a series of guides to the counties of England that Betjeman would write and edit. The two met again in 1940 when Beddington was brought in to succeed Kenneth Clark as head of the Ministry of Information’s Film Division during Betjeman’s year there. (Beddington’s qualification for the job was that while setting up the Shell guides for Betjeman in 1933 he was also starting Shell’s in-house film unit, with Edgar Anstey as the unit’s first producer.) Now, in the mid-1950s and with commercial television pending, their paths crossed a third time.


Beddington introduced Betjeman to a small company called Random Film Productions, which specialised in making films about cars and motor racing and already had several contracts with Shell-Mex. Beddington, now an independent advertising impres ario, had come up with the idea that Shell should buy three-minute advertising slots in the ITV schedules to show short tourism films that indirectly promoted Shell petrol (and its new additive ‘ICA’, which its posters claimed ‘cuts power loss due to engine deposits’). Betjeman met the head of Random, film director Peter Woosnam-Mills, and together they made half a year’s supply of weekly shorts called Discovering Britain with John Betjeman, for which Betjeman chose the locations and wrote the commentaries. The twenty-six films went out on Friday evenings, the first – about Avebury – on the second night of ITV’s existence: 23 September 1955.
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