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DAVID DIMBLEBY was chairman of the BBC’s Question Time for 25 years. He has anchored election programmes and many other political programmes and has been both a reporter for and presenter of Panorama. He is the commentator for a variety of State and other events. He has made film series for BBC television about the USA, South Africa, India and Zimbabwe as well as about the art, architecture and history of Britain. He lives in Sussex.
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1


Not Fit to Run a Whelk Stall


I have been a broadcaster probably for longer than anyone on earth. I began when I was knee-high to a grasshopper, presenting my first radio programme at twelve years old. God knows what the audience made of it but I enjoyed it and I have enjoyed everything I have done since, whether holiday documentaries in my teens, or cutting my teeth on discussion programmes in my twenties, interviewing heads of state and powerful politicians, presenting election-night programmes, chairing Question Time for a quarter of a century, or guiding viewers through the arcane rituals of state occasions. Seventy years of broadcasting and I have loved it all. I am no intellectual. You do not study philosophy, politics and economics for three years at university, taught by some of the cleverest brains in the country, and end up with a third-class degree if you are an intellectual. I simply enjoy absorbing information and then communicating it.


Broadcasting has changed out of all recognition since I began. The technology is more sophisticated and the sheer quantity of radio and television available is on a scale unimaginable seventy years ago. But in one respect it has not changed: that it only works when the broadcaster can communicate effectively, can talk engagingly and persuasively to the listener and viewer. It is still in that sense the most intimate form of communication, almost a conversation. At any rate that is why I enjoy it and why, not surprisingly, I am grateful to the BBC for all the opportunities it has given me. Not just the obvious privileges but also the freedom to observe, close-up, how power works, how politics is conducted, how democracies thrive or wither. In return I have been a staunch defender of the BBC against all the attacks mounted by its enemies, whose number seems to grow year on year. It is not beyond reproach, it makes mistakes and struggles to provide something for everyone in a fracturing society. It has this curious and meaningless motto: ‘Nation shall speak peace unto Nation’. ‘Speak truth’ would be better: an almost impossible aim, which nevertheless remains its intention.


A curious chain of events once led me to apply for the Director Generalship of the institution I have been involved in for all of this time. It was the mid-1980s – December 1986. Margaret Thatcher had appointed a new BBC Chairman, Duke Hussey, previously Chief Executive and Managing Director of The Times under Rupert Murdoch. Hussey’s brother-in-law was William Waldegrave, the only politician I have ever counted as a friend. Because of this, Hussey invited me to dinner at his club in St James, Brooks’s. I had been a member of it myself for a few years when I was living some distance from the centre of London in Putney. It had a useful toilet and a fine library where (those were the days) you could still smoke while you read. It was a bolthole in the middle of London and a classy club at that. My father had always been a bit in awe of aristocratic ways. He once came home from a stately home where he had been filming, disconcerted that a valet had unpacked his suitcase and put out clothes for him to wear. After three years at Christ Church Oxford (the first in the family to go to university), and membership of the Bullingdon Club to boot, I had no such qualms. In truth I rather enjoyed the sense of privilege that membership bestowed; the sense of acceptance into the world of a gilded class, which for a time I embraced, although I always felt like an outsider. However, when I sat down to dinner with Hussey I had long abandoned these pretensions, and my membership of the club. I met him because he knew nothing about broadcasting or the BBC and Waldegrave had told him I would give him the inside story of what was wrong with it. I cannot now remember what my litany of complaints consisted of. Everyone who works for the BBC can moan for hours about what is wrong. Few bother to talk about what is right. We were well into our lamb chops when Hussey leant forward and said, ‘I’d like you to keep this to yourself. We are going to sack Alasdair Milne.’


Milne had, by general agreement, not been a particularly successful Director General and his rows with Thatcher over the BBC’s treatment of the IRA had aroused her ire. Hussey had been appointed as Chairman in effect to remove him and, Thatcher hoped, make the BBC more compliant, an ambition incidentally that she failed to achieve. I thought it was surprisingly indiscreet of Hussey to tell me of his plan, but assumed it was because he trusted me to keep his secret. What followed was more astonishing. He leant forward again and asked conspiratorially, ‘Would you like to become Director General?’ I was so astonished by the suggestion that I could not reply. I should have said, ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t have the experience. I could never do it.’ Instead I remained silent, thinking: Can this be true? Briefly, a vision of taking charge of the institution I loved crossed my mind. I saw myself putting right everything I thought was wrong, restoring it to glory. I could not bring myself to reply. After a pause, Hussey said, ‘I take it from your silence, that you would.’


The seed of ambition had been planted and grew. When three weeks later Milne was taken to one side by Hussey just before a governors’ meeting to be told he was being sacked, or that he could – to protect his pension – resign, he bowed to the inevitable and resigned. Applications for the role were requested and I applied. For the next few days, as I worked on a book and films about the United States, made plans for the general election expected in early summer of that year, and did the commentary on Harold Macmillan’s memorial service in Westminster Abbey, I was focusing on the job for which I was now disconcertingly being tipped in the press as favourite. In truth, I had no clear idea how the BBC should be run, only an instinct that it had been going through difficult times and needed to restate its claim to impartiality and therefore regain the trust of the public who paid for it. I was summoned before the Board of Governors for my interview. Hussey chaired the meeting, and I explained my general approach without going into detail on the changes I would like to see. I probably had no very clear idea of these anyway. The Board listened politely. There were one or two sharp questions from the trade union governor (a role that Margaret Thatcher later abolished) and the philosopher Mary Warnock. Hussey thanked me and I left, without any sense of whether I had convinced the examiners that I was the man for the job.


The announcement was to be made two days later. I was told to stand by my phone and expect news by six o’clock. Six o’clock came and went. No news. I went to my son’s school to watch him act in Titus Andronicus. I rang during the interval. Still no news. As the curtain fell on a stage strewn with dead bodies I tried again and finally Duke Hussey came on the line. ‘I am sorry, but the Board have not chosen you but Michael Checkland.’ I did not know Checkland. Few did. He was an accountant who ran the BBC’s finances. Hussey went on to say that he had suggested I might become Checkland’s deputy with responsibility for news and current affairs, but Checkland had rejected the offer. I do not remember being disappointed. I think in a way I was relieved. It would have meant the end of my career as a broadcaster. No more election programmes. No more trips to New York and Washington. No more State Openings of Parliament. In retrospect it was a reckless ambition that would have led nowhere. Not that it was entirely extinguished. Subsequently, I twice applied for the chairmanship of the BBC. My views on how the BBC should be run received a warm reception, but with the caveat that I did not have sufficient experience of running a large organisation to warrant my becoming Chairman. Or to put it more crudely, I could not be trusted to run a whelk stall.


The two interviews I had for the chairmanship, two and a half years apart in 2001 and 2004, offered me the opportunity to think about and try to articulate my instincts about how the BBC could best adapt to survive. As part of the application process I was asked to set out my views on what I suppose would now be called my vision for the BBC. I said, ‘The BBC belongs to the licence payer [and] therefore has a paramount duty to offer each of them something that justifies the levy. But it has another obligation springing from its privileged and protected position, which is to represent the common interests and loyalties of all the citizens of the UK and thus help bind society together . . . Central to the strategy would be a shift away from the obsession with ratings as the dominant measure of success. The quality and originality of the programming and the reoccupation of the high ground in national life should play a more significant part.’


I suppose it was presumptuous to assume that I could navigate the BBC out of troubled waters. There were others far better placed to do this. But I felt, and have always felt, that I had an instinctive understanding of the BBC: of what it should do and how it could be made to work.


This is probably arrogant, but there must be a streak of arrogance in anyone who puts their face on the box and pontificates about the world around them, or for that matter decides to write a book about it.


This is not, however, an account of the BBC in its centenary year. It is instead an account of a broadcasting life, about the excitements and tribulations that life has afforded, the people I met, the lessons I learnt, and, yes, about the fun. It is the inside account of someone who loves the BBC, is steeped in it, is proud of it, is seen as part of it and yet, as a freelance whose applications to run the place were turned down three times, never considered himself fully inside it.


There is a book from the eighteenth century about a fictitious Baron Munchausen who tells tall tales. One story is of a journey by coach in freezing weather. It is so cold that as they travel over the mountains, the horn used by the postillion, to warn other coaches coming the other way, emits no sound. When at last the coach arrives at the inn, the postillion sits by the fire and puts his horn down beside him. The warmth thaws the frozen horn, and all the notes blown on the journey come flooding out. After seventy years in the business, here are some of my tunes.
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Cradle to Grave


I was waiting for the taxi driver to write out a receipt when he looked up and said, ‘My wife loves you on TV.’ A flush of pleasure at being recognised. All that talking to the unblinking eye of the camera was not in vain after all.


‘Yes, she loves you, especially when you are wearing those shorts.’


‘Shorts?’ I asked the driver. ‘I never wear shorts.’


‘You know. When you are talking to those gorillas.’


‘Gorillas?’


‘You are David Attenborough, aren’t you?’


Heart sinks. Being mistaken for a different face from the box is salutary, a reminder that television is not the real world but a simulation of reality. Its apparent familiarity, a contrivance. But why Attenborough? It had happened once before when I was trying to buy a box of cigars.


‘I am afraid we cannot give you any more until you have paid your outstanding account,’ the assistant said, polite but firm.


‘I haven’t had a bill from you,’ I protested.


‘But Mr Attenborough, we have written to you several times.’


‘I am not Mr Attenborough.’


I mentioned this to Attenborough much later. He, a non-smoker, was equally puzzled.


I like meeting people who have seen my programmes and want to talk about them or thank me for them – strangers who accost me on the street or in trains and want to know what I really think about the politicians I have interviewed, or to ask how I stay awake for all-night election programmes. They are always friendly. There must be others who do not like what I do or how I look or how I speak, but politeness holds them back from confrontation. Once, while I was walking in Soho, a man spat in my face as he walked past, but that is the only time I can remember a display of hostility and maybe it was nothing to do with Question Time.


Sometimes this public recognition can be embarrassingly inappropriate. On another occasion I was in the church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, built over Christ’s tomb. I was alone in a thoughtful, contemplative mood, in a quiet part of the church, when a voice disturbed me. ‘Mr Dimbleby. What a surprise meeting you here. Would it be alright to ask for your autograph?’ Not here, I thought. Surely not here. With a sense of shame at this incongruous merging of the sacred and the profane, I did what I was used to doing and signed.


My first brush with fame was on the pier at Hastings with my father, Richard. I was born in 1938, just before the Second World War, and for most of my early years my father was abroad, working as a war correspondent for the BBC in the Middle East, flying with Bomber Command over Germany and reporting from the D-Day landings and then across France as the allied forces advanced on Berlin. He had reported from the ruins of Hitler’s bunker. Most memorably he had been with the British forces who had liberated the Belsen concentration camp in April 1945. From there he had broadcast the most vivid and horrifying descriptions of the scenes he saw, in a report that is still almost too distressing to listen to. All his reporting was on radio. There was no television during the war. What people knew of him was his voice – warm, authoritative, trustworthy. They had no idea what he looked like.


After the war, when he started working on television, all that changed. He became the best known broadcaster in the country and wherever he went he was recognised, fêted, the centre of attention. Around the same time, I was sent to boarding school near Hastings. I went there when I was eight years old and, as would most children of that age, suffered homesickness from being wrenched out of my family. The only brief respite we were allowed was a family visit one weekend a term, for the afternoon of Saturday and the morning and afternoon of Sunday. Lying in our dormitory beds, we would plan, for days before, every detail of what we would do when this ‘half-term’ came; and recount to each other what had happened on our return. Hastings was a frequent destination for these precious days, Eastbourne less so, though I remember a wet afternoon riding the lifts in the Grand Hotel at Eastbourne in a desultory mood, filling the time before the school curfew. Hastings had more to offer, not least Knickerbocker Glories. The Knickerbocker Glory was an unimaginable luxury in the 1940s when sweets were still rationed, its tall glass jar filled with layers of ice cream, jelly and fruit, then topped with whipped cream and a glacé cherry, all to be eaten with a long spoon specially designed to reach to the very bottom of the glass. I would drool over the thought of it for days before half-term and salivate on the memory for days after. Apart from the Knickerbocker Glories, my main other memory of these outings is of a scene in a Hastings car park. A group of women on their way back to their coach after a day trip to the sea surrounded my father, shouting ‘Richard! Richard!’ and waving their bras over their heads. Or so I thought. They were probably swimming costumes. I stood to one side embarrassed as my father, blushing slightly, signed autograph after autograph, until the last was done and we were free to go. It was the sense that they owned him that upset me: that because they had seen him on television they had rights over him, rights that were equal to mine. It was more than an intrusion. It seemed meretricious. If this was what being a famous broadcaster meant was it really a serious job at all or just an attempt to curry favour with the public? Chastened and ashamed, I talked to my headmaster, a man I liked and trusted, about the morality of working as a broadcaster against, for example, being a coal miner. Who was making the most valuable contribution to society? A juvenile exploration of ethics that seemed to have no impact on my own choice of career.


Mind you, I was doomed from birth. I was born in a flat in East Sheen in London. On the floor above lived John Logie Baird, the prolific Scottish inventor who had designed not only the first television transmission system, but also early versions of colour, 3D and even HD TV. One evening my mother had invited him down for cocoa and asked the famous man to kiss me goodnight. I can picture the fifty-year-old leaning over my cot and planting his kiss. The good fairy or maybe the bad?


I started television broadcasting at an absurdly young age. It was 1949 and I was eleven, though to skirt the regulations on theatrical performances I was described as being in my twelfth year. I remember nothing about the programme itself, except for the girl who appeared with me. She had long blonde hair and had just played Alice in Wonderland on the London stage. This precocious start was followed by an invitation, which my parents accepted on my behalf, to act as disc jockey for a special Boxing Day edition of a radio record request show called Family Favourites. It was broadcast live and there was no script, just a producer sitting next to me to help me choose the requests and read them out. Thrilling. Faced with a request for a Fats Waller song, ‘My Very Good Friend the Milkman Said’, I noticed that on the postcard, the sender had written in brackets, ‘I am blind.’ On impulse I blurted out, ‘I am sorry you are blind, but I am afraid there is nothing we can do about it.’ It is a remark that has haunted me ever since. I think I must have thought of the BBC as all-powerful, able to resolve any difficulty. It seemed to cause no offence though. I had more fan mail after my guest appearance on Family Favourites than for any broadcast since. I counted them. Over seventy cards, including one asking for a photograph of me ‘in my shorts’. All, bar that one, were dutifully answered.


As I blundered through my adolescence and early adulthood my name and family connections gave me more chances to discover what working in television was like. In 1960, with legal constraints on the amount of currency that could be taken abroad recently eased, the British were starting to venture on foreign holidays. Our whole family made a short series of holiday films: guides to where to go, what to do there, and what it would cost. Together, my father, my mother, my three younger siblings and I made Passport to Brittany, Passport to Norway, Passport to Portugal and so on. My younger brother Jonathan and I made our own film, No Passport, in the Lake District. We toured the sites in my first car, an apple green Austin 7 tourer, built in 1929. I wish I still had it. It was the simplest of cars, no computer-controlled devices, no radio, no heater, and it could be started by hand. Its best torque was in reverse. So faced with the steep inclines in the Lakes we had to turn the car around and go up backwards. Perilous and probably illegal. One of the sites we visited was Kendal and a factory that produced not the famous mint cake but another Kendal speciality: snuff. We were filming a huge tub of this dark brown powder and, thinking it would make an amusing scene, I urged my twelve-year-old brother to put his head in the tub and sniff hard. He snorted the snuff, turned bright red, and succumbed to a paroxysm of sneezing, so acute that I thought for a moment he might collapse. To this day I think he believes it was a malicious (but wholly ineffective) attempt to prevent him from pursuing his own successful broadcasting career.


Nearly half a century later I came back to the Lakes, this time making a series about the effect that landscape painting had had on perceptions of the British countryside. A Picture of Britain was one of four television series – about painting, architecture, history and Britain’s relationship with the sea – that I filmed during breaks from Question Time, all of them a welcome breath of fresh air from the overheated atmosphere of political debate. They were fun, like those earlier films. I was hoisted in a harness to the top of a church arch to examine a fresco of the Day of Judgement, vertigo just under control; caught frostbite doing a piece to camera in a blizzard on the slopes of Helvellyn; crash landed from a hot air balloon, ending up on my back in a cornfield with the cameraman and his camera on top of me; and rode a horse while pontificating to camera about Queen Elizabeth 1 and her royal tours. The saddle slipped and I was unceremoniously dumped in a ditch.


During one of the summer holidays from university I worked as a reporter at Anglia Television, the commercial station based in Norwich. The newly appointed Programme Director there was a friend of our family and had worked closely with my father at the BBC. Nepotism again. But nepotism only got me so far. When I was about to leave university I was offered an audition to be a presenter and interviewer in the current affairs department of the BBC. Along with three other candidates I had to introduce a report on the refugee camps in Europe: displaced people still without a home in 1960, fifteen years after the end of the war. I watched the recording of the audition recently. It comes from another era. I speak with a clipped Oxford accent, am wearing an old-fashioned double-breasted suit and have a bouffant hairstyle. A passable performance but I don’t think I would have given myself the job, and neither did they. That might have been the end of my life in television, which would have pleased my father. He hoped that the university education he had never had would lead me into what he thought of as a more serious profession: the law, or the diplomatic service.


It was not my father but someone else’s father who led me down the slippery slope of a broadcasting career. I had fallen in love. In what might now seem an old-fashioned gesture I had asked my girlfriend’s father for what used to be called ‘her hand’. He, taking the first of many steps, ultimately successful, to prevent the marriage, insisted I must pay off my university debts before he would consent. I was £600 in the red (about £14,000 in today’s money). The BBC paid £3 for a radio interview, £5 if it was broadcast on both medium wave and FM, and a further sum if the interview was used on television. I calculated that if I was lucky I could pay off the £600 in six months. So instead of heading for the Inner Temple or Whitehall I asked for another audition, this time at the BBC in Bristol, and was offered work as a freelance reporter.


Despite all the advantages of my background I did not take easily to broadcasting. My first major assignment from the newsroom was to report on a fire that had destroyed a primary school in Somerset. It was not clear how it had happened. It may have been the work of the local arsonist, though these were early days in what turned out to be a long career. A fireman by profession, he gave himself away because he was always first on the scene of a suspicious fire, an enthusiasm to admire his own work that led to his downfall. Armed with my tape recorder, which I had just learnt to operate, for the radio interview, and followed by a film crew for the television report, I headed for the charred ruins of the school and its distraught headmaster. But what to ask him? I knew even at this early stage of my career that ‘How do you feel?’ was not an acceptable question – too clichéd – although the answer to ‘How do you feel?’ is exactly what the audience would want to know. Instead I said, ‘This must come as a great shock.’


‘Yes.’


‘I expect you will be needing the parents’ support for rebuilding the school.’


‘Yes.’


So it went on, each question eliciting only the answer ‘Yes’ – or, occasionally, ‘No.’ I had a suspicion this might not be quite the emotional interview the newsroom was expecting. The news editor listened to it, then said to me, ‘You have to try to get people to say something, best of all something interesting, not just yes or no.’


I thought that might herald the end of a very brief broadcasting career, but BBC Bristol were forgiving and offered me more work. Within a year I had interviewed Noel Coward, Yehudi Menuhin, Elaine Stritch and Francis Chichester on the eve of another transatlantic voyage. Anyone famous passing through Bristol risked being hauled into our studio for an interview with me.


BBC Bristol also gave me a chance to read the local news. Newsreading is a harder job than it looks and not just because it demands the confident pronunciation of unfamiliar names. It also calls for a robot-like ability to keep going whatever happens – as I quickly discovered early in my brief newsreading career. I was announcing the death of the Mayor of Weston-super-Mare – a tongue twister in itself – when my chair started leaning to the left, slowly collapsing and leaving me clinging to the desk to remain in view of the camera. The position posed a dilemma: how to turn over to the next page of the script without letting go of the desk and disappearing from sight? I was saved by a quick-thinking colleague. The floor manager, armed with a pile of books, crawled towards me and gently slid them under the collapsing chair leg, allowing me to turn the page and reach the end of the bulletin, dignity intact.


I was only once tempted to go back down that alley. Towards the end of the 1970s, I was invited out to lunch by two senior BBC executives of the day, expensive lunches in those days being the preferred way of giving either good or bad news, promotion or the sack. On this occasion, along with the inevitable lamb chops, I was offered what my hosts thought would be an irresistible opportunity: to read the main evening news. ‘You will be the face of BBC News,’ they promised. ‘Just like the American news anchors, giving authority to our bulletins.’ I wondered what degree of control I would have over what was being broadcast. I did not want merely to simulate authority while in reality just reading scripts written by the sub-editors from the autocue. I told them this and asked for time to think it over. A few weeks later I was in New York and arranged to meet the main anchors of CBS, ABC and NBC to ask them about their influence over their respective networks’ news bulletins. Each in turn explained how, to a greater or lesser degree, they were part of the editorial process. Back in London I asked whether the same influence over the shape of the bulletins and the stories to be given prominence would be on offer here. ‘That is not the BBC’s way of working,’ I was told. ‘The editor of the bulletin is in control, not you.’ I turned the offer down. It was a relief. I think it would have been a cul-de-sac, and I would never have mastered the pronunciation of all those unfamiliar names.


In the 1960s the BBC was not yet stifled by the bureaucracy that hampers it today. Television was itself a relatively new medium and was searching for ways of attracting and holding the attention of the audience. In the days before computer-generated analysis of viewers’ tastes and viewing figures, those commissioning programmes seemed to operate by instinct and hunch. Put forward a proposal today and it has to pass up through several layers of management before it can be agreed, each manager trying to guess whether the manager in the rank above will approve. I was a beneficiary of a more creative era and was able to present or chair an eclectic mix of programmes in my first few years working for the BBC. There was a science programme for children, What’s New?, that had me illustrating scientific discoveries in a way that would not be allowed in our risk-averse culture today. I remember being persuaded to stand on a glass platform that was supposed to insulate me as thousands of volts of electricity were passed through my body. My trendy long hair stood on end, waving like ears of corn in a breeze as the electric current was turned on. What scientific point we were trying to make escapes me. Then there was the train driven by electric motors that accelerated at rocket speed. It was in the early stages of development at the old Gorton railway sheds in Manchester. To show how it worked I was strapped into a small trolley that hurtled down the railway track towards a brick wall at the end of the building. The health and safety instructions were, ‘Do your seat belt up tightly and don’t worry if it doesn’t stop. It will hit a sandbank at the end of the track. Oh, and if it does hit the sandbank, release your seat belt and jump out quickly. Sometimes, we don’t know why, it goes into reverse and hurtles back the way it came and there is no sandbank at that end.’


Another programme I was asked to chair was Quest, a thrusting title for a religious panel discussion with young people. I remember earnest discussions about whether sex before marriage was immoral, and whether homosexuality should be legalised (this was five years before the law was changed in the Sexual Offences Act 1967). Then there was Top of the Form, a radio programme that had been transferred to television as an experiment. It was a quiz show in which two school teams competed, each from their own school hall, and each with their own question master. For the question master it was an easy gig, as long as you could get the answers right yourself of course and pronounce names correctly. Early in the series I raised an eyebrow at my team from a girls’ grammar school for not knowing where the annual festival celebrating Wagner’s operas was held. ‘It is of course Beirut,’ I chided them. We had to do an embarrassing retake extricating Wagner from what was then still one of the most beautiful seaports in the Mediterranean as I tried again: ‘It is of course Bayreuth.’ Any thoughts I may have had of one day rising to the dizzy heights of chairing Mastermind or University Challenge died that evening.


There was one other programme in my portfolio. Any Questions had long been staple fare on Radio 4. It was organised and produced, as it still is, by the BBC in Bristol. In the summer of 1962 Bristol persuaded the BBC in London to try the programme on television, with me as Chairman. It’s My Opinion was not a success. There was no chemistry between panel and audience. I sat with my back to the audience facing the panel who were seated on a stage above me looking like the board of directors at their AGM. We plodded through a few questions submitted on cards without any of the lively debate and angry exchanges that later came to define Question Time. It only lasted one season.


Looking back on these early years when I had so many invitations to take part in new programmes it would be easy to conclude that nepotism was at play again. I think that would be wrong. My father was certainly at the peak of his illustrious career, but he had no power within the BBC to promote his son. My mother confided in me years after his death that he had confessed to being slightly apprehensive about my choice, thinking two Dimblebys might prove one too many. My father only once gave me advice, when I was chairing Quest. He told me not to wriggle in my chair and move my feet about. I think producers were just curious to see whether I had inherited an ability to broadcast. Perhaps inherit is the wrong word. I do not think there is some configuration of the brain that makes children so often follow in their parents’ footsteps. It is rather that seeing a parent confidently performing a tricky task – whether it is tightrope walking or mountain climbing or brain surgery or perhaps broadcasting – can make a child think, ‘If they can do it why can’t I?’ I watched my father talking to millions of people while seeming to be speaking informally only to one, and perhaps in doing so I developed the belief that I could do it too. As I watched him I instinctively grasped how to use the camera, how to speak as though it was a person not the camera I was talking to, and how to avoid sounding stilted, or appearing nervous. These contrivances of broadcasting, the simulation of intimacy, came to feel natural to me, rather than contrived. I was not aping my father’s style, contrary to what the Sunday newspaper The People thought. No sooner had I begun regular broadcasting than the paper went on the attack. Under the headline ‘Oh Mr D. Can’t you fix a job in the city for that carbon copy son of yours?’ it reported that viewers in the West Country were horrified that I had chosen their channel to groom myself to take over from my father. I had, it said, a ‘familiarly plump figure’ and a ‘sonorously pompous manner’. ‘One Dimbleby is as much as Britain can take’, was its conclusion. The following week, after what its author described as a cascade of letters about his article, he had to admit, somewhat chastened, that the pro-Dimbleby comments outnumbered the antis.


Fame, or rather being well known from appearing on the box, is seductive but can be unsettling. For many years, working on a variety of programmes, I lived in relative obscurity. It was when I moved to more popular strands, presenting general election programmes, doing a brief stint on Nationwide in the early 1980s and particularly chairing Question Time, that my face started to become more recognised. I was not famous in the way pop stars are famous. I was not mobbed in the streets. Crowds of autograph hunters did not lie in wait outside the studio doors. This was different. I would notice people recognising me, and smiling as they walked past, or stopping to ask for a selfie.


I suppose it would have been odd were it otherwise. The aim of my kind of television is to come into the viewer’s home as a welcome guest: informal, friendly, putting the viewer at ease so that they feel comfortable with my presence. The viewers are inviting broadcasters into their private space and it is no surprise that they feel they know them. I see it as a natural consequence of my work and in a way a mark of success. Actors are sometimes heard complaining about public intrusion on their private lives, but they are actors, by definition portraying a different personality on stage or screen from the people they actually are. With a broadcaster it is different. We are trying to be who we are, not seeking fame but accepting it if it comes. I have never resented it, but it has a price. I lost my privacy in public places, and became self-conscious, feeling I was always being watched, always noticing that I had been noticed, or wondering whether I was about to be noticed. Even walking in the countryside I would feel a small tremor of tension as other walkers approached. Would they smile and say good morning and walk by? Would they turn around when they had passed to stare at me? Or would they stop, surprised, and say, ‘What are you doing here?’, then ask for a selfie. These meetings were benign but it meant I was always on parade, never able to relax. And it must be disconcerting for friends and particularly for the family never to know when a private moment will be disrupted by an unexpected intrusion.


And yet, now that I have stopped appearing regularly, the gradual decline in recognition and the adjustment to greater anonymity is also disconcerting. I used to relish the freedom of walking the streets of New York or Paris knowing no one would know me there. Maybe the same will one day be true of the streets of London, but my spirits still lift when someone stops me to tell me how much I am missed or, better still, ‘I have watched Question Time since I was at school and it got me interested in politics, taught me all I know.’ But it is will-o’-the-wisp. My wife was sitting next to a distinguished psychiatrist recently who asked her who she was married to.


‘David Dimbleby,’ she replied.


‘What does he do?’


‘He works on television.’


‘Never heard of him. Oh, hold on. Is he that person who points at people?’


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I suppose he is.’


Fame. Will-o’-the-wisp.
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The Struggle for Independence


If I were a politician I would pick daily fights with the BBC. I would attack its bloated bureaucracy, complain that hard-working people had to pay for it, whether they used it or not, and accuse it of bias against whatever side I was on. Independent radio and television, and newspapers, I would either ignore, if they were not important, or schmooze if they were, because I would have no stick to wield, so would need to use carrots instead. But the BBC, whose role, funding and very existence is determined by the government of the day – that is, by politicians – would be the perfect target. And so it is that from early morning until late at night, week in week out, the BBC’s political reporters and editors are subject to a barrage of complaint about every question they ask and every opinion they offer. Complain to the Daily Mail or the Guardian, the Mirror or the Sun, and it makes no waves. Complain to the BBC and it is headline news. The press can be relied on to encourage and exaggerate any grumble about the BBC because it serves their purpose, aggrandising the printed word against the spoken, and undermining what they see as the unfair competition offered by the BBC, feather-bedded by its licence fee and apparently arrogant and unresponsive in its self-defence. Except that is not true. The BBC goes to extreme lengths to ensure its political coverage is fair, and to examine the most serious complaints against its journalistic conduct, even reaching for judges to examine the case and pronounce their verdict. Lord Dyson, a former Supreme Court judge, was brought in twenty-five years after Martin Bashir’s interview with Princess Diana (‘There were three in this marriage’) to examine how the interview had been obtained. He condemned the BBC for failing to conduct a proper enquiry into the deceit. Impossible to imagine the Daily Mail examining its behaviour with such diligence or any of Rupert Murdoch’s newspapers even now making a serious attempt to come clean about phone hacking. But the BBC is different. It has higher standards than the written press, and being funded and therefore owned by the public it has a duty to maintain those standards. It must be the only institution in Britain that inculcates in its members the cleansing power of self-flagellation.


I may be seen as a safe pair of hands, entrusted to narrate state occasions, and to anchor flagship programmes such as Question Time and election-night broadcasts, but I have managed to rub my fair share of people up the wrong way. Fifty years ago, in the early 1970s, I was embroiled in a row that was at the time the biggest bust-up with a political party the BBC had ever provoked. It was recently described by the Daily Telegraph as ‘the most controversial moment in the BBC’s history’. For the way it rocked the organisation internally and for its long-term impact on the BBC’s relationships with politicians, it ranked alongside arguments with Margaret Thatcher’s government in the 1980s over coverage of the Falklands and the IRA, or with Tony Blair’s government in the 2000s about ‘sexing up’ the intelligence on Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction. Compared with the tensions between the ‘mainstream media’ and Jeremy Corbyn when he was Leader of the Opposition, or the charges levelled at former Prime Minister David Cameron about how he tried to make money for himself after leaving office, its intensity seems slightly comic, yet it scarred the relationship between the BBC and the Labour Party.


Everyone was surprised when Labour was defeated in June 1970, after six years in government. Harold Wilson and his cohort of formidable ministers were suddenly removed from office and replaced by Edward Heath and a similarly formidable cohort – politicians in those days being a cut above what we have to put up with now. I had spent election night in Harold Wilson’s constituency, Huyton, just outside Liverpool, interviewing him there late in the evening, driving back to London with his convoy overnight, and interviewing him again in the morning at Downing Street, when he in effect conceded defeat. When I came out of No. 10 the removal vans were already at work loading the private effects of Roy Jenkins from No. 11 under the curious gaze of the crowd. I was struck then by the overwhelming effect of defeat on those who had so confidently been expecting victory.


Some days later, I lay in the bath thinking about Labour’s fate and how this unexpected humiliation would affect the big beasts of Wilson’s government: Denis Healey, who had been Wilson’s Secretary of State for Defence; Roy Jenkins, Home Secretary and then Chancellor; Anthony Crosland, who had held five different positions in those six years, including three in the Cabinet; Barbara Castle, who had been Secretary of State for Employment and Productivity, and First Secretary of State; and others. Today there would be no interest in the impact of defeat on any government, so unimpressive have our political leaders become, but on both sides of the House of Commons in the 1970s there were still distinguished figures, politicians of intellect and experience. It struck me that talking to them about their defeat would be revealing. My intention was to give a sympathetic portrayal of lost status, of wounds being licked, of people who had felt themselves invincible, now vanquished. On one side of paper I wrote a proposal headed Yesterday’s Men, which I sent to my boss at the BBC, John Grist, Head of Current Affairs. He agreed with what I was suggesting and we got to work.


It began so innocently. Angela Pope, my director-producer, had a lively sense of mischief but not an atom of malice in her approach to the film. She and I wanted to reveal the human side of the people who until recently had wielded power over us. The proposal promised interviews and background material shot with the senior members of the last government, ‘as well as their wives, friends, secretaries etc. where these can be revealing’. It said we would explore what it was like to lose high office suddenly and unexpectedly. How had ‘these men’ (I seemed to have temporarily forgotten about the two women, Barbara Castle and Shirley Williams, who had been in the Cabinet) coped with the sudden change in their lifestyles and the demands made on them? How were they responding to the absence of hard work and heavy responsibility, to which they must have become used? Was the material loss a hardship? (Christopher Mayhew, who had been a junior Defence Minister until 1966, had said that the worst thing about resigning from the government was losing his chauffeur-driven car.) How were they making up their income?


On the political level, the film would consider the job of being in opposition. How hampered were they by lack of information? How did they think Labour could be effective in opposing the new Conservative government led by Ted Heath? Did the electorate take any notice of the opposition? The appeal of Yesterday’s Men, the proposal concluded, would lie in seeing how people whose faces had become so well known were reacting to their enforced retreat from the limelight.


We made a slow start. At first the politicians seemed reluctant to take part. I told John Grist that maybe we should abandon the idea. He told us to keep going because – and this is ironic in view of what happened later – he was concerned that the BBC would be seen as anti-Labour if we gave up. His view was that the relationship between the BBC and politicians was so delicate that if you made a proposal and then dropped it, it would be seen as a hostile act. So we went the rounds once more and this time they were more amenable. One after the other they gave us long interviews about the impact of defeat, both political and personal. Roy Jenkins allowed us to film him playing tennis, a perfect image for political battle. He was an engaging, nervous man. When we came to interview him at eleven o’clock in the morning he took me to one side as the camera crew were setting up their gear and asked, mixing a Martini, ‘Do you think it’s too early for a drink?’ Tony Crosland was endearingly frank, saying, ‘Oh I think yes, great humiliation. It was very unexpected, certainly to me, and I don’t believe anybody who says they expected it’ and ‘You suddenly realised you hadn’t got an office to go to on Monday morning . . . You actually hadn’t got any work to do on Monday morning.’ James Callaghan, later himself Prime Minister from 1976 to 1979, tried to dodge an awkward question by turning away from me as he answered it, saying, ‘I am talking to your producer so that you won’t be able to use this.’ So, of course, we did. An initial meeting with Harold Wilson himself, now Leader of the Opposition, in his room in the House of Commons, went smoothly enough. The notes I made straight afterwards recorded, caustically, that
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