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INTRODUCTION







I grew up in the eighties, the age of colour television and Nintendo, but it was radio that appealed to me in a way that MTV and Super Mario never could. When I was about nine years old my mum introduced me to the Radio 4 comedy Just a Minute and I loved it so much that I would record it on tape and listen to episodes over and over again. Eventually I started twisting the dial, hopping between stations, hoping to find voices that matched my mood, and as I gradually discovered new programmes my radio became much more than an inanimate object in the corner of my room.


Radio is an integral part of our everyday lives. We make appointments with our favourite programmes and become attached to the familiar, reassuring voices of the presenters we tune in to every day. Radio binds communities together, is an invaluable source of entertainment for the elderly, the blind, for those who live alone, for commuters, long-distance drivers, places of work. Radio affects everyone. It allows people to vent frustration, communicate unrequited love, engage in political debate, hear new music. It makes people laugh, happy, informs them of events, developing situations, stories that they would not otherwise hear. It has an immediacy, whether it is Chamberlain stating that war on Germany is declared or Danny Baker announcing the death of Kurt Cobain on Radio 1.


Over the years, radio has continued to evolve, from the BBC Home Service in the 1930s through to pirate radio and the birth of Radios 1, 2, 3 and 4. With the Internet it is expanding more than ever, and the developing digital technology means there is a continual demand. At its best, radio can be a more enjoyable and accessible medium than any other. It can mark people’s lives; I remember being fourteen and hearing John Peel play a Smiths song. It was ‘How Soon is Now’ and if my life has ever had an epiphany, that must be the moment. I was captivated by Morrissey’s voice and lyrics, both containing a beauty I had never realized existed, and I stopped doing my homework, transfixed, before the chorus had even started. The Smiths had split up ten years previously, but to me in my bedroom, that moment was as exciting as if I was hearing the song on its release in 1984. Since that night I have developed a thirst to hear new bands, new music that will thrill me in the same way. I listened to Peel’s show every night that I possibly could; it was a very special part of growing up, a way of escaping the stress of exams and teenage life. I remember hearing Steve Lamacq play ‘Girls and Boys’ by Blur on his Radio 1 evening show, and the next day I rushed out to buy that week’s NME to read about all the new bands he had played, and listened to Radio 1 every night to hear the song again. When I spent a year in Germany teaching English as part of my degree, I heard a Hamburg-based DJ called Paul Baskerville play ‘What a Waster’ and ‘Time for Heroes’ by the Libertines. There have been many times I’ve been excited on hearing new music, but those particularly stand out as spine-tingling moments, and it’s what makes listening so special, moments that stay with you for ever. And it’s not just music; I remember the time Terry Wogan read out a letter from a woman who had sent her grandchildren Christmas cards and written inside ‘Buy your own presents’ and not until weeks later discovered the gift vouchers she had forgotten to enclose.


There was the time I heard a woman tell a story on Tommy Boyd’s late-night Sunday show on talkSPORT. She had been sat opposite a skinhead on a train, and after reading some of her book she peeled open the red wrapper of the Kit Kat she had bought at the station, snapped off a finger of chocolate and ate it. She put the remaining Kit Kat back on the table but the skinhead reached over, snapped the second finger off and ate it. The lady was stunned and angrily broke the third piece, putting it in her mouth. Straight away the skinhead took the remaining finger and swallowed it whole, glaring at her. Later that morning when getting something out of her handbag she found the Kit Kat she had bought that morning, still untouched.


I decided to do something with my love of radio. Despite being a regular listener since those early days of enjoying Just a Minute, I had barely scratched radio’s surface. Scrolling through the presets of my digital radio I realized how much radio there was that I had never heard, and would have no reason to listen to. So I started to tune in to a different station every day and wrote about what I heard. I listened from the moment I woke up, listened while I was at work and carried on until I went to bed. I had a job doing data entry and so was able to listen at my desk to the sounds of the radio stations of the UK rather than office conversations. I discovered stations I never knew existed, listened to shows I had never heard before, from Dynamite MC on Kiss FM to Woman’s Hour on Radio 4. I decided to try to learn about radio and speak to people I had grown up listening to, as well as those who worked in key roles in the radio industry. Some of those I ended up spending time with included Mark Radcliffe, Stuart Maconie and the editor of the Radio Times, to find out their thoughts about radio in the twenty-first century, what makes radio so exciting, and to learn about something I feel so close to, yet know so little about.
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VIRGIN RADIO




‘I am contemplating horticulture.’


(email to The Geoff Show)










It’s 7.30 a.m. and I listen to Christian O’Connell as the nation butters its toast, straightens its hair. The theme of today’s show is marriage: the listener who tells Christian the best story of their wedding wins two first-class tickets to New York to attend the premiere of the film 27 Dresses. Sandra is on air; I brush my teeth, tie my tie.


‘I was nineteen and looking after my sister’s house while she was away,’ she tells O’Connell, ‘and there was a knock at the door. A man was stood there with a baby boy in his arms. He asked for my sister and when I told him she’d gone on holiday he looked really disappointed and turned away. I had never seen a man who looked so sad, so I called him back, asked if he was okay. He turned round, said he needed someone to talk to, so I invited him in. He told me his girlfriend had just left him for another man and she had told him that no court in the world would give custody to him ahead of the baby’s mother.


‘He had seen a lawyer,’ Sandra continues, ‘who told him the only way of getting custody of his son would be if he was married. He told me he didn’t know many women, certainly not any who would agree to marry him. And without even thinking about it I said: “You could ask me.”’


‘He looked at me, then went down on one knee and said: “Will you marry me?”’


‘You have to be joking!’ O’Connell says, aghast. I am standing by the front door, keys in my hand. I have to leave for work but I can’t, I want to hear more of Sandra’s story.


‘And six days later we were married.’


‘But surely you didn’t love each other?’ Christian asks.


‘We discussed that, but agreed to worry about it later, the baby had to come first. And this was twenty-five years ago.’


‘What an incredible story!’ O’Connell says, a trill of excitement in his voice for the first time this morning. ‘I want the movie rights! I want to get Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan involved!’


I take out my new portable radio and headphones, bought especially so I can carry on listening as I go to and from work. I don’t want to miss out on a single minute. As I walk, O’Connell reads out texts and emails that are already flooding in to the show. People say that Sandra has restored their faith in humanity, that, like me, they are late for work because they didn’t feel able to stop listening.


‘There’s already been two calls from tabloid newspapers asking for Sandra’s story,’ O’Connell tells his increasingly gushing listeners as I get into work at 9.15.




‘Sorry I’m late,’ I say to Alan Medlicott, who looks up from the folder his head is buried in and nods. Alan Medlicott is my boss, a tubby man with bright-red cheeks. He sits opposite me, next to Craig the new boy, who has a cherubic face, the side-parting of a bank manager. Craig’s eighteen years old and has a pension plan, a briefcase and a nodding Gromit toy perched on his computer. Alan Medlicott likes him because he’s very good with spreadsheets and offers to do overtime. We work in the corner of the room furthest from the main entrance, so to arrive late involves a walk of shame across the open-plan office. You can sense everyone looking up from their desks, smirking as you shuffle to your seat to start your day, bleary-eyed, yawning.


 


Last night I was in the pub with my friend Mark, telling him I was going to listen to a different radio station every day, and he asked if I had ever listened to Christian O’Connell.


‘He’s brilliant,’ Mark told me, ‘easily the best person on radio.’ Ever the diligent friend, I tuned in to Virgin when my alarm woke me this morning, but didn’t like it. O’Connell, the self-styled ‘daddy of morning radio’, seemed to have an abrupt presenting style bordering on the aggressive, not just to listeners who call in, but towards his producer, Brian, whom he treats like the kid at school who can’t afford Nike trainers. O’Connell was involved in a high-profile transfer to Virgin from London station XFM and is considered to be one of the most exciting DJs around, mainly by Mark.


‘Are you coming out with us tonight, Brian?’


‘I can’t. My cat’s got to have its teeth removed.’




‘What! That’s a ridiculous excuse. You just don’t want to come. I can smell a load of bull shhh…’


‘No, honestly, I would come out, but I’ve got to take it to the vet’s.’


‘Bull shhh…’


A vet emails the show to say that the symptoms Brian describes sound like severe gingivitis, and the only way to stop the cat’s intense pain is to go to a vet to have its teeth removed as soon as possible.


O’Connell chews over the situation now he has had an expert’s opinion. ‘Bull shh…’ he repeats, sniggering.


Sandra is back on air again before the end of the show.


‘Obviously you won the competition,’ O’Connell tells her. ‘You can tell your husband you’re taking him to New York. No one else stood a chance! Is there anything you’d like to say to your new fans?’


‘Well, just to let them know that life is for living, you have to take risks if you want to be happy. Just do what you want to do.’


‘You’re quite right, maybe that’s the way we should all approach life. Brian, you’re fired.’


O’Connell tells us that due to such demand, the conversation with Sandra will be replayed later on this morning. I really want to hear it again, I hadn’t been paying attention at the beginning of her story because I assumed that the call would be as uneventful as the others I had heard.


It feels good to listen to the radio at my desk. I’ve been in the same job for six months and have already run out of conversation with Alan Medlicott and Craig. My work is a lethal cocktail of data entry and filing, listening to Virgin could be a welcome addition to my otherwise repetitive daily routine. Sandra’s theory that ‘you should do what you want to do’ is an axiom far removed from my own life and the words stick in my head like a radio jingle. I cling to the safety net provided by the world of temping, where risks are minimal, in my case non-existent. Before I found this job I worked for a company three doors away, where I inputted slightly different data in a slightly different font and sat opposite people with slightly different faces. At first I thought of this kind of work as a stopgap, a way of earning some money while I developed the grand plan of what I was going to do with my life. But nothing ever materialized, and brittle temp jobs have become my career, with no end date, no chance to climb the corporate ladder. Occasionally there are perks, like finding a pen, or checking my emails without getting caught. Which is why listening to the radio at my desk appeals to me, it’s a rebellion against Alan Medlicott, against the people with designated parking spaces who drive past me as I walk in the rain to and from work. Admittedly it’s a tame rebellion, it’s not exactly overthrowing the Cuban government or mods fighting rockers on Brighton beach, but these days I welcome anything that makes my day go by more quickly.


 


It’s 10 a.m. and Russ Williams is on air. Russ has been part of the Virgin team since the station launched in 1993, when he presented The Breakfast Show. The first hour of his programme is devoted to classic songs from the eighties, and although it’s always good to hear songs by Kate Bush, Duran Duran, the Stone Roses, Russ seems uninterested. When he names the songs he’s just played–‘Hounds of Love’, ‘Wild Boys’, ‘Fools Gold’–it sounds like he’s reading a shopping list. Potatoes, semi-skimmed milk, dishwasher tablets. If I wanted to hear those songs I could just get myself an iPod.


‘Okay,’ Russ says, ‘guess which song I’m about to play. It was a big hit in the seventies but not number 1 until the eighties. If you can guess what it is, text in.’


Why would anyone text in?


Who?


Why?


The answer, he reveals after the eleven o’clock news, is…drum roll…dramatic pause, tension, tension…‘Imagine’ by John Lennon.


‘Well done to everyone who got it right,’ Russ tells us.


For the rest of the show, Russ isn’t restricted to the eighties. In fact at one stage he plays a song from as recently as seven years ago. Virgin brands itself as a rock station, if a song’s got an indulgent guitar solo, it’s on the playlist. At one o’clock Russ is finished and my lunch break starts. I switch off my computer and take out the sandwiches I made last night. Today it’s cheese and onion. Yesterday was cheese with no onion. I am living life on the edge. As I dine I listen to Afternoon Tea with Neil Francis. He plays ROCK music: Muse, Red Hot Chili Peppers, Aerosmith, then replays this morning’s conversation between Sandra and Christian O’Connell.


‘It’s a lovely story,’ he says at its heart-warming conclusion. ‘But do you think Sandra’s telling the truth?’


I had briefly dabbled with the fact that the story might not be true, that she could have made it up, that Sandra is a massive fibber, but decided that it doesn’t really matter. It made entertaining radio and was something for people to listen to while they were eating their breakfast, time that would have otherwise been spent staring out of the window. There is a chance that Sandra is a fantasist, that she isn’t even called Sandra, but I believe her. I think she’s nice and that every word she said was true. Maybe that means I’m gullible, but I’m glad I heard her on the radio this morning, and I’m glad that she’s going to New York with her real-life husband who definitely exists. But even if it’s all lies then that’s fine with me too, her story works as a parable, that if you take risks there is no limit to what you can achieve.


As I don’t have a very good memory, I open up a blank Word document and start typing up Sandra’s story. If I don’t have a record of it, when I try to regale my friends with her anecdote one evening it will come out as ‘There was a girl called Sandra, she was…somewhere…for some reason, and a guy came to her house and said…something…anyway, they’re happily married now.’ Typing this up has the added benefit that to anyone who looks across at me, it looks like I’m doing work. No one is going to look up and suspect I’m not inputting data, that I’m actually typing up an anecdote I heard on Virgin Radio.


‘Today’s mystery iPod belongs to Lee Sharp!’ Neil Francis reveals. ‘He’s got a very eclectic music collection,’ he says of the former Manchester United footballer and the next two tracks, the Foo Fighters and U2, are exclusively from his iPod. Conveniently, the two songs also fit perfectly into the type of music Virgin plays all day, every day. I go to the kitchen to make myself a cup of tea. Standing by the kettle is Kate, the only person at work I know well enough to talk to.


‘Hi, John,’ she says, warmly. It’s nice to hear a voice which isn’t coming through my headphones, so I take the earpieces out, let them dangle over my shoulder. I give Kate my mug and she pours tea from her pot. As we drink, I tell her Sandra’s story.


‘Do you think it’s true?’ I ask, still bitter at Neil Francis and his naysaying.


‘It has to be,’ Kate tells me, beaming a smile. I rinse out my cup, put it on the draining board.


‘I think so too,’ I say, my faith restored as I put my headphones back on.


 


At four o’clock I sit at my desk waiting for the clock to turn. I go to the toilet so I don’t have to go in my own time. Since the Sandra story there has been little more than adverts and songs: Amy Winehouse, the Hoosiers, Snow Patrol. This isn’t what radio was made for. It’s a long way from families huddled around the wireless listening to Chamberlain declaring war. Nick Jackson presents the Drivetime show. He plays Oasis and the Pretenders and just as I think about turning my radio off to get ready to go home, there’s a trailer for The Geoff Show tonight at ten.


‘I was in Las Vegas with my brother recently,’ Geoff says, his voice refreshingly cheery. ‘He’s not a rich man, my brother, in fact he owes various credit companies considerable sums of cash. We were on the plane on the way back and he had his head in his hands.


‘“What’s the matter?” I asked.


‘“I’m calculating my debts, I think I’ve lost three grand.”


‘I felt really bad for him,’ Geoff continues, ‘so the next day I phoned to check he was okay. When he answered he seemed really chipper.




‘“I didn’t expect you to be in a good mood?”


‘“Well you know how I thought I’d lost three grand? I’ve realized it was only two and a half. So I’ve been out this afternoon and bought myself an iPod and a digital camera!”’


I laugh out loud at my desk. Alan Medlicott and Craig look up and I have to disguise my glee as a cough. Eventually it is 5.30 and I am out of the door like a Japanese bullet train. I carry on listening as I walk home.


Nick Jackson announces a competition in conjunction with Renault Vans; the winner will receive a gadget to attach DAB digital radio to their car stereo. Gary is on air trying to win.


‘There are five types of vehicles not allowed in the outside lane of a motorway. Gary, if you can name one you will win.’ Jackson is so excited he sounds as if he’ll burst.


Gary ums reluctantly as the tension builds. ‘Pulling a trailer?’


‘CONGRATULATIONS! You’re a WINNER!’


 


I decide I may as well carry on listening to Virgin for the rest of the evening, there’s nothing on TV and I’ve no plans to go out tonight, so I listen to Ben Jones on my settee. He’s on air from seven o’clock until Geoff starts at ten. He plays ‘Just Looking’ by the Stereophonics ‘who are appearing at Australia’s V Festival’. There is more airplay for Scouting for Girls, and then ‘North Country Boy’ by the Charlatans.


‘If you want to win tickets to watch the Charlatans at an exclusive gig, including a champagne reception and a meal at the Hard Rock Café, phone in now!’ Jones urges. After a song by the Hoosiers, Mike, a policeman, is on the line trying to win.


‘Are you a Charlatans fan, Mike?’




‘I love the Charlatans,’ Mike replies, sounding far too confident. As I make myself a cup of tea I hope he fails.


‘Okay, here’s your first question. Tim Burgess is the lead singer of which band?’ Jones asks.


‘Don’t know.’


‘The Charlatans,’ Jones tells him.


‘Oh,’ says an embarrassed policeman.


‘Eric Clapton stole the wife of which member of the Beatles?’


‘Erm, pass.’


‘Who sang the songs “It’s My Life” and “Bad Medicine”?’


‘Erm, pass.’


‘Is that a tail I can see swinging between your legs?’ Ben Jones asks after a few more questions incorrectly answered. ‘We’ll add up the scores, but I’m afraid it won’t take very long.’


After a record by the Fray, Mike is back on air.


‘That was unlucky,’ Jones tells the policeman.


‘Well, I’ve calmed down a bit. I’d be able to answer them now, I panicked earlier.’


‘Okay. I’ll give you a chance to redeem yourself. Who sang the songs “Bad Medicine” and “It’s My Life”?’


‘Don’t know.’


‘Okay,’ Ben Jones says, letting him off the hook. ‘You have one of the lowest scores since we started running this competition. But we’re going to give you the prize anyway. You’re going to watch the Charlatans!’


This is a mockery! I like the Charlatans. And I like free champagne. Why can’t I have the tickets? This guy deserves nothing. I put sausages in the oven, listen to ROCK music as I wait for them to brown.




‘I met a guy today I’ve not seen for seven or eight years,’ Geoff says after a track by Run-D.M.C. ‘He told me he was in a pub with his mate and after a while they went looking for somewhere else to drink. They chose a pub at random, went inside and my mate saw someone he recognized sitting at the bar. Then someone else came up to him and said: ‘Glad you could make it.’ A few minutes later he realized the pub was full of people he recognized: he’d accidentally turned up at his school reunion.’


Geoff lets out a chuckle at the end of his story. He is a refreshing and engaging raconteur and immediately the most likeable person on Virgin. Since Christian O’Connell’s show this morning the output has been very similar, it has been difficult to differentiate between the presenters or to get excited by any of the songs they’ve played. Geoff plays songs that can’t fail: the Beatles, David Bowie, the Arctic Monkeys. But most of all it is Geoff who makes the show entertaining, he manages to be funny without being arrogant, which is rare on radio.


‘Something slightly embarrassing happened to me today,’ he tells Annabel, who works on the show with him. She came to Virgin on work experience in 2001 and has stayed there ever since. ‘I was in a coffee shop waiting to meet a friend. There were only two comfy chairs so I sat on one, saved the other. But then an Islamic woman came and asked me if the chair was free, so I said yes. I knew it wasn’t, but I didn’t want to appear Islamophobic. I thought she’d have had a hard time since September 11th. I’ve been smiling at Muslims ever since,’ Geoff says, laughing merrily, like Frank Bruno being tickled by Brian Blessed.


‘Why didn’t you tell her you were waiting for a friend?’ Annabel asks.




‘They might not have turned up. Or been late. And she would have looked at the empty seat and been really disappointed in me. I have a crippling social anxiety. I don’t understand how things work. Maybe I should become agoraphobic. I would do much less damage if I never left the house.’


Annabel reads a story emailed in response to a subject mentioned earlier: ‘Things people do at work they’re not supposed to’.


‘Twenty years ago I was a porter at the World Trade Center. All the offices were empty in the evenings. At the time I used to manage bands, so I would pick an office and pretend it was my own. It had a view overlooking Manhattan, I pretended I was a mogul. Then I was caught one night with all my papers spread out in front of me, talking on the phone, my feet on the desk, and was sacked.’


‘That was before electronic fobs,’ Geoff says, chuckling. ‘Fobs have ruined night shifts.’


‘Drunk versus Stoned’ is a competition at midnight. I listen in the kitchen while drinking a cup of tea and making tomorrow’s sandwiches.


‘Are you drunk? Are you stoned?’ Geoff asks. ‘Do you want to come on air, face your adversary in a battle of wits? We’re not glamorizing drinking or smoking the herb. Just offering people a route out by letting them win…a radio. So if you are drunk or stoned, phone in. Not if you are both,’ Geoff says, sternly. ‘You’ll be no use to us.’


Ali is the first contestant, a nurse in London.


‘Drunk Ali, do you understand that long-term drinking can result in permanent brain damage, serious mental disorders, a weakening of the heart and liver disease, including the potentially fatal cirrhosis?’


‘Yes.’


‘Okay. Your time starts now. Which Australian actress has just announced she is pregnant with her third child?’


‘Kylie Minogue?’


‘No.’


‘Not a vintage round,’ Geoff tells her after her sixty seconds. He plays ‘Ruby’ by the Kaiser Chiefs and the next contestant is Stoned Alex, playing online poker.


‘Are you aware that cannabis can cause a variety of mental health problems, from anxiety to paranoia, as well as causing actual psychotic states?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Okay, your sixty seconds start now. How much is a second-class stamp?’


‘No idea.’


They both end up with five points, resulting in a tie-break. The first person with the right answer wins.


‘In which country would you find Gothenburg?’


‘Norway?’


‘No.’


‘Romania.’


‘No.’


‘Denmark.’


‘No.’


‘Sweden?’


‘Drunk Ali wins!’


By the time the show ends, I am in bed, my ears spinning after a full day of listening to Virgin. Geoff plays ‘The Saturday Boy’ by Billy Bragg, because he went to watch his gig last night and had been to meet him backstage.


‘All hell will break loose tomorrow because I haven’t stuck to the playlist. But I’ll not worry about that just now, let’s just enjoy the rest of the show. We started really well tonight and then petered out,’ he says to Annabel with refreshing honesty. The show ends with ‘I am’, where listeners email to sum up their day in one sentence. Annabel reads them out, Geoff laughs heartily in the background:




	–I am glad I phoned in sick today, it’s been brilliant.


	–I am eating pizza in the bath.


	–I am learning French to impress a boy.


	–I am feeling sick after walking in on my parents having sex.


	–I am contemplating horticulture.


















2


BBC ASIAN NETWORK




‘There are an increasing number of Asian women who cannot cook.’


‘I know. I married one.’


(Nihal)










The booming laugh of Geoff means I wake with a smile on my face and the desire to listen to another station for the day. My face covered in shaving cream, I switch on the radio in my kitchen as the country snaps, crackles and pops.


‘The most likely person to bump into a parked car is aged between twenty-five and thirty-four, female, driving a small blue hatchback, and will be in a supermarket car park on a Saturday afternoon,’ says the female presenter, who sounds like she fits firmly into the demographic she describes. ‘If you bumped into a parked car and made a dent would you leave a note?’ she asks.


‘Of course,’ her colleague in the studio replies.


‘Liar!’ she laughs. ‘Do you think men are better drivers than women?’




‘I’m not saying anything,’ he replies, perhaps wisely, and the next song comes on, by Avril Lavigne. I am listening to the BBC Asian Network. It is not a station I have ever heard before and am intrigued. When I first decided to try out kinds of radio I wouldn’t otherwise listen to, this was the station I thought of first, something I wouldn’t normally tune in to, which is why it’s exciting to give myself the opportunity.


After two records the presenter, Sonia Deol, talks about the increasing problem of faith healers advertising in the Asian press. It has been a recent phenomenon with adverts full of unlikely boasts; promises such as ‘a hundred per cent guaranteed success’ and ‘results every time’. Sonia interviews the head of Trading Standards. He explains that the faith healers get away with it because victims rarely complain.


‘In the last two years there have only been a dozen complaints. People are either too embarrassed to report anyone to the authorities, or are superstitious that if they complain then the matter which the faith healer has been dealing with will never be resolved.’


The problems faith healers have been solving vary from the hysterical to the profoundly sad: from ‘Please make my boyfriend be nicer to me’ to ‘I am struggling to cope without my late wife’. The faith healers thrive because people who seek them tend to be in a vulnerable state.


‘It is against the code of practice,’ the man from Trading Standards continues, ‘but these people can easily change their name and telephone number. Also, it is hard to prove that somebody isn’t a faith healer, they can counter any allegation by maintaining that they believe they possess this special power. The only way they can be stopped is to have several people testifying who have all been victims of similar scams, and then it can be proved there is a pattern. One woman paid a so-called healer £15,000 and pretended to her family that the money she was raising was for an operation she needed to save her life.


‘Text or write in if you know of any similar incidents,’ Sonia encourages her listeners, and tells us about a story from the news: nine years ago a girl was murdered in India. Sonia speaks to the brother of the victim on the phone. He tells her it was an honour killing; his sister wanted a divorce and so her husband and mother-in-law murdered her, throwing her body into the River Ravi. Today is the end verdict and it is the lead news story on the Asian Network. The brother, Jigdeesh, had campaigned tirelessly over the last nine years and if not for him the case would never have been heard. Jigdeesh is critical of the role of the police and government in both Britain and India, saying he feels there was a lack of understanding of Punjabi family culture, and that his sister’s case had been neglected too easily.


‘Keira in London has emailed to say women are better drivers than men,’ Sonia tells us. ‘Ravi says his girlfriend is a danger on the road. Several of you have told us about friends and relatives personally affected by bogus faith healers. I’ll pass all your information to Trading Standards,’ she says and plays a new track by Asian artist Jannat.


The show plays a mixture of new Asian music, traditional Bollywood songs and more recognizable mainstream pop songs: Jay Z, Britney Spears, Beyoncé. The show closes with an item called Undercover Lover: a girl in year eleven fancies a boy in her class, they are both Muslim but she is too scared to talk to him. They make eye contact with each other all the time.


‘I know he listens to this show,’ the anonymous letter says. ‘I wish we could talk instead of just looking at each other.’


I feel slightly pathetic that at the age of twenty-five I am in no better position than a year-eleven girl. My current lovelife extends to thinking that Poppy, a girl in accounts, is quite pretty, but I’ve never even spoken to her.


 


Nine a.m. brings Nihal on air. I say hello to Alan Medlicott and Craig. They wave, both of them on the phone. Neither of them hangs up and says to me ‘What are you doing here?’ Neither of them says ‘Why do you keep turning up, day after day?’ So I take my coat off and get on with my work. Nihal is one of Asian music’s most important voices and is the lone name on today’s schedule that I recognize, if only because I saw him on Never Mind the Buzzcocks once. I assume his passion is primarily new music, but this show is his day job and he clearly relishes tackling important issues. Today the main subject is whether honour killings are a genuine problem in the Asian community. He refers to the case featured on Sonia’s show: the divorce that Surjit Athwal’s mother-in-law would let happen ‘over her dead body’. Nihal gives us more information about the case: the family forged letters claiming to be from police in London saying that Surjit Athwal was living in India with her new lover. Family honour had been so important and divorce was such a disgrace that today they are facing trial for murder. Nihal seems genuinely moved and appalled by the story and urges his listeners to call in if they have been affected by similar cases.




‘I was beaten by my father for insulting my family honour,’ Sira tells Nihal.


‘Why?’


‘I was fifteen years old and refused to marry the man my father intended to be my husband. Eventually I ran away from home and went into hiding.’


Nihal seems immediately concerned for her.


‘I’m fine now,’ she continues, ‘and I love my dad. I do not blame him. He was under so much pressure from the extended family.’


‘Family honour was more important to your dad than your happiness?’ Nihal asks. Her agreement is barely audible.


Nihal asks Sira to stay on the line as other callers comment on her situation.


Abdullah tries to find justification in the actions of Sira’s father. ‘You should have spoken to your father about the subject. He was angry because he found out from other people you were not marrying the man he had chosen for you.’


‘You can’t justify the fact that he beat her up, can you, Abdullah?’ Nihal asks, slightly taken aback. ‘You are a father, you have a baby girl. How are you going to bring her up to be a strong independent woman?’


‘I will make her respect me.’


‘Surely you earn respect?’


‘Sira was not giving her father respect.’


‘I always respected my father,’ Sira tells Abdullah, defiantly. ‘I still do. Leaving my family at the age of fifteen made them respect me rather than disown me. We would not be as strong as we are now if I had stayed.’




A girl calls in whose sister was killed by her brother. She had wanted to get out of an arranged marriage because she was in love with a man, who despite being of the same religion, was not who her parents had intended her to marry. Their brother is now serving fourteen years behind bars.


‘Have you been to visit him in prison?’ Nihal asks.


‘I went to see him for the first time last week. He was sentenced nine years ago.’


‘And how does he feel?’


‘He regrets doing it. Being in prison has given him a larger picture of life than he ever had living at home. It means he is not surrounded by the views of his family any more. He realizes he was wrong to try to restore family honour in the way he did.’


The discussion is uninterrupted for an hour. There are no trails for other shows, no adverts, and, most surprisingly given Nihal’s reputation with Asian music, he plays no songs. A girl tells him that her father is making her study at university so that as a bride she is ‘more sellable’ and says she is genuinely concerned about the next generation of Asian kids.


The most disturbing story is Sofia’s. She tells Nihal she was married in secret at the age of fifteen, and she finally realized it was over a year later.


‘If my dad finds me, he will kill me,’ she says, her words sending a chill from my headphones, making my fingers temporarily numb to type at the keyboard. ‘I don’t see my family any more. I live with a new boyfriend.’


‘Are you in hiding, Sofia?’


‘Yes.’




‘Because of the religious beliefs of your father?’


‘Not religious beliefs,’ she answers. ‘Social beliefs. It is the pressure of my father’s family.’


‘What will happen if your father finds you?’


‘He will kill me,’ Sofia repeats. At the end of the conversation Nihal wishes her the best and says he hopes they will follow the story up.


I was not sure what the Asian Network would be like today, but as soon as Nihal’s programme began I was glued, captivated by a subject I know nothing about. There are two and half million British Asians in the UK, the vast majority of whom are under the age of thirty-five. This is the Asian Network’s core audience, but it also appeals to older British Asians, as well as non-Asians. The station’s objective now that it broadcasts on a national scale is the same as when it existed locally in Leicester–to maintain the special close relationship with its audience that local radio manages to achieve. For people in the same situation as those in touch with Nihal about honour killings this morning, this must be revelatory radio. The problems in my life extend to not being able to find my stapler. Sometimes it’s easy to forget about people like Sira and Sofia while you are at work, swinging backwards on your chair, thinking about Poppy in accounts and what you’re going to have for your tea.


When the issue of honour killings is finished, Nihal shows he is as comfortable dealing with less delicate topics, and just as skilfully. He tells us he is wearing blue socks with crossbows on them. They are his favourites. He talks to three teenagers in the studio about current Asian youth issues.




‘The role of Asian women is changing,’ one girl tells Nihal. ‘Some Asian women can’t even cook nowadays.’


‘I know!’ Nihal says. ‘I married one.’


Another girl tells him she hates the ‘sexualizing’ of females.


‘I hate it when men open the door for me,’ she says. ‘Or when they offer to pay for meals.’


‘You hate that!’ Nihal asks, amazed. ‘If I ever walk through a door and see you I’ll make sure it slams in your face,’ he says, laughing. He talks to a man publishing a book of football poetry.


‘Who do you support?’ Nihal asks.


‘Liverpool.’


‘What is it about Asians supporting Liverpool?’ he asks with mock fury. When they finish arguing about whether Tottenham are better than Liverpool they address the question of why so few Asians are professional footballers. The poet blames sport’s vagaries, that the limited chance of success means Asian parents are reluctant to allow their children to take up football as a career. Nihal suggests it could have something to do with fasting for Ramadan and mentions the former Tottenham player Noureddine Naybet, who fasted for the duration of the festival despite it affecting his performance during an important part of the season.


At twelve is The Wrap, Asian Network’s news bulletin. It includes a breaking story from the court, and the news that Bachan Athwal and her son Sukhdave, the mother and son involved in the honour killing case, have been sentenced. The son will serve twenty-seven years, his mother twenty. Clips are played from the interviews Nihal and Sonia conducted with key people involved in the case. It is odd to feel so attached to the news, to hear it unravel as the day has gone on. I listen while on my lunch break. For the first time this week it isn’t raining so I eat my sandwiches outside as I walk to Comet. I go there at least once a week, it’s the only shop within walking distance from the industrial estate. There are always other men in suits wandering the aisles, looking at big tellies and laptops, wondering what they are doing with their lives. These men are my brethren. In the car park there is a man who sells burgers, I eat there every pay day. In temp jobs it is important to set yourself attainable goals, give yourself rewards. Walking through the industrial estate is a very grey experience. There seems to be a constant gust of wind; cars sweep through puddles, spraying people too close to the kerb. I am cleverer than that. I have walked these streets before, I know where to stand so the splash won’t reach me.


Back in the office I open up the Word document I started while listening to Virgin and read through Sandra’s story, smiling that I wrote ‘do what you want to do’ in 48-point bold, underlined. I try to recall The Geoff Show, and start to type up a new entry; write about his friend turning up at the school reunion by accident and his brother buying a digital camera and iPod because in his eyes he had gained £500. I type up about the average car-park pranger being aged between twenty-five and thirty-four, and realize that listening to radio at work is the best thing I have done for months. I look forward to trying different stations, typing all the interesting things I hear as I go from frequency to frequency.


‘Welcome along,’ says Nikki Bedi cheerily as she starts her show at half-past twelve. ‘I hope you’ve been watching Celebrity Come Dine with Me. I was going to boycott the celebrity edition because I knew it wouldn’t be as good, but no…still watched it. I love MC Harvey!’


I like Nikki, her voice carries the excitement of a toddler on Christmas morning. She describes herself as Anglo-Indian, her father being Indian, her mother English. When she runs through stories in the papers and mentions Britney’s bitter custody battle she launches into a word-perfect version of ‘If I bake this bitter butter it will make my batter bitter but a bit of better butter, that would make my batter better.’ She doesn’t even stumble. Hearing Nikki’s voice overexcites me. I decide to send her an email, wondering what it would be like to hear her say my name.




Hi Nikki.


Can you play me a song? Any song.


From John, sat in an office in Norwich.


x





I put more thought into whether or not I should end the message with x than I have done for any task I’ve been given at work. At one stage I was contemplating xxxx.


Bedi talks about the DVD of The Darjeeling Limited with reviewer Sam Jones.


‘I hope you like this, Sam. I love it. Tell us what it’s about, in case anyone listening hasn’t seen it.’


‘It’s a Wes Anderson film, three brothers go to India on a spiritual quest, starring Owen Wilson, Adrien Brody and Jason Schwartzman.’




‘I have never seen such a beautiful man in the flesh as Adrien Brody. He is magical. Even boys think so. What did you think about the film?’


‘Everything about it is good. Eight and a half out of ten.’


Nikki interviews Shahrukh Husain, a novelist who is preparing a talk and thesis on the reasons Asian novelists have been so successful in Britain recently. Kiran Desai has won the Booker Prize and Indra Sinha and Mohsin Hamid have also been nominated for the award since.


‘I love Mohsin Hamid!’ Nikki squeals. ‘That book is amaaaazing!’ I decide Nikki is the most charming lady on radio. She plays Justin Timberlake and just before the news says: ‘That was for John, sitting at his desk in Norwich. Ha ha. Doesn’t sound much fun, John.’


I didn’t expect to have my email read out, certainly not so soon, I only sent it half an hour ago. It makes me feel quite strange, and I feel that everyone is looking at me. It was probably more exciting than it should have been. And it was so simple, you forget that people who request songs are actual, real-life people getting on with their lives. Nikki Bedi saying my name: that really shouldn’t be the highlight of my day, yet it’s the highlight of my week.


Nikki interviews a photographer, Daboo Ratnani. He tells her models should stand in front of the mirror for eight to ten hours a day.


‘You’ve got to find your angles,’ Nikki says. In between records Nikki asks Daboo questions about photography. ‘Is there such a thing as an original thought any more? I’m not sure; I think everything is a version of a version of a version.’ Daboo agrees with her. ‘Is colour important?’ she asks. ‘I don’t think colour has added anything to any photograph ever.’ Again, Daboo agrees with her. It is hard to find anything disagreeable about Nikki Bedi.


 


‘A few months ago I put an advert in a London magazine stating “Asian male celebrity seeks companion for premieres and showbiz parties”,’ Adil Ray says at the start of his 3 to 7 show. He plays a selection of the voicemail messages he received in response.


‘I’m an old auntie type in her forties who dresses in purple.’


‘I believe my friends say I am stunning.’


‘I have beautiful white teeth.’


Adil phones the callers back; a half-Chinese, half-Portuguese legal assistant seems very keen to be involved.


‘I don’t want a companion who is going to be starstruck if they meet celebrities,’ Ray tells her. ‘Would you handle it okay if you came face to face with…say Ronnie Corbett?’


‘Oh yeah, I’d be fine,’ she says, her voice portraying no excitement.


‘When you say you are spontaneous, what do you mean?’ he asks, barely able to conceal the giggling in the studio.


‘I mean I do things without planning them. I make spontaneous decisions.’


‘Well that’s what spontaneous means…is there an example of something spontaneous you have done?’


‘Gone on holiday.’


‘You say you are witty. Can you give an example of that?’


‘Not right now.’




‘What are your measurements?’


‘Erm. 34. Erm. 24. Erm…36.’


‘Let’s hear that bit again,’ Adil Ray says back in the studio, spooling back the message. ‘I’m sure she’s lying about her measurements. Too many hesitations.’


‘I think she’s telling the truth,’ another of his posse in the studio says.


‘34, 24, 36. Does that mean she has a big arse?’


‘I don’t know,’ Adil’s colleague says.


‘It is the ideal figure for a woman,’ a girl in the studio says. It sounds like he has an entire entourage in there with him. ‘She must be making it up.’


‘We need to find out,’ Adil declares. ‘Maybe we should invite her to the University of Hertfordshire when we go there on our uni tour next month. She can be our special guest.’


 


At 5.30 I leave work and Alan Medlicott waves, saying, ‘See you tomorrow.’ I smile and say the same to him. Every day I am not sacked is a mystery and a blessing. I carry on listening on my way home on my portable DAB radio. One of the consolations if I ever get mugged is that it looks just like an iPod, so if anyone steals it they’ll be disappointed because instead of having hundreds of pounds of brand-new equipment they will just have a radio, albeit one with a really good signal. Back at my flat I go through today’s post. I write ‘Return to Sender’ on most of the envelopes and put the rest in the bin. Switching on the radio in my living room I encounter a brand-new listening experience–Gagan Grewal.


Grewal switches from English to Punjabi and back again sometimes several times within the same sentence. At first it is a bizarre concept but it quickly becomes accessible, the novelty of hearing two languages simultaneously adds flavour to the show. He plays new tracks by Asian artists and also interviews a Pakistani band who don’t just release singles and albums but also record Bollywood soundtracks.


Even the news alternates between languages, the half-past eight bulletin is in English, at nine o’clock Punjabi, although English words manage to sneak in, passport photo, high school, identification parade.


The theme of today’s show is nostalgia.


‘What would you like bringing back from your childhood?’ Grewal asks.


‘Knight Rider,’ a man phones in to say.


‘Thundercats.’


‘Family Fortunes.’


When I was at university I always felt out of my depth when students became nostalgic about TV shows. My memory isn’t good enough to remember simple things like where I put my mobile phone or house keys, never mind a particular scene in an early episode of Transformers. I always knew it was time to go home from the pub as soon as anyone mentioned Bagpuss.


‘I’d bring back Secret chocolate bars,’ a girl tells Gagan.


‘What are they?’


‘They had flakes of chocolate on top,’ she says.


‘How come I don’t remember them?’ he asks, frustrated. ‘My dad owned a sweet shop. We had every chocolate bar ever made on our shelves. I’m confused.’


 




‘F F Friction. F F Friction,’ says the trailer at the beginning of the next show.


At 10 p.m. we are told: ‘This is Bobby Friction bringing you phat Punjabi vibes.’ F F Friction has no time for nostalgia, he is too busy getting excited about new Asian music. The popularity of the music Bobby Friction champions can be shown by the weekly music show he co-presents with Nihal on Radio 1. When it first began it had the graveyard slot of 3 a.m. at the weekend. Soon it was promoted to a primetime slot, being aired simultaneously on the Asian Network and Radio 1, attracting a brand-new audience.


Friction is as strong a brand name as any other in the UK music scene today. He opens every show with a bhangra tune, which he says ‘ticks every box for the whole international audience’. Ninety per cent of his playlist is what he calls ‘bedroom stuff’–MP3s emailed from the laptops of emerging artists. ‘There are no closed minds here. You don’t need a label or to be a recognized name. Just MP3 your stuff to friction@bbc.co.uk or post your CD to our studio and if it’s good I’ll play it on the show. Good radio is simple radio.’ He plays two more tracks, segued with the trademark F F Friction soundbite.


‘It’s so exciting playing tracks by people who have never been played before,’ Friction says. ‘This is why I love this show. On the phone we have Mikka, a Punjabi rapper in New York. Hey, Mikka.’


‘Hey, Friction.’


‘How did you get into music?’


‘I was born, my dad gave me a guitar and now I’m here.’




‘And was it a conscious decision to rap in Punjabi?’


‘I just thought it sounded pretty good. Punjabi is an evolving language, it’s exciting.’


‘And what do you rap about?’


‘Chilling.’


‘And is there a shared community out in New York who are MCing in English? Do you all mix socially?’


‘We are all brothers and sisters.’


The last song of the show is by Imran Khan, a 22-year-old Dutch hip hopper.


‘This makes me want to take my clothes off and run around,’ says Friction and I decide to do the same, but minutes later realize that when the show ends the Asian Network merges with Radio Five Live for the night, and I would feel awkward with no clothes on, swinging my T-shirt around my head listening to a phone-in about the congestion charge.
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