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GRISEWOOD: Would you tell us %ﬁt were you doing before you
joined the BBC which led you to loo pdst in the Corporation ?
SIEPMANN: I was in jail. d the luck to get into the Prison

/, Service under a man who I t)-%,wﬂ.l be remembered as one of the great
e 274 He et

/ prison reformer%fr,t\lec a n/
A

[ineing begﬂx with the Borstal em. He got eight young men jusk=deownmfwon-Oxford '

wissle- 25 innocen a ist as I was to move in and undertake the
‘ § / | reforms that He ha mind. ,A/n/d ihis was my first experience of crime
and (by visit homes of all my boys)my first experience of what slum

life was. And it made an appalling impression on me.

GRISEWOOD: You were how old about then ?
STEPMANN: Iewae=d9s- this was 1924‘1 was 25 years old., (yes) And then

o S A
I was given a job, #eds brings a 11n£ to/ the BBC/ Alec said reform the

educational system/ 25-years-0ld, and.well That's a 1ong sbory and fascinating

story in itself but it doesn't belong here but it did involve me in ...

concerning myself with the education of these boys. (Yes I see). Well this

went on for four years and at the end of four years I concluded that I

simply couldn't spend the rest of my life patching damaged goods. The

trouble with these boys was not in Borstal ii.was.far- tee-late, it lay in
those homes that T had seen and the squalor wibh their lives, at least in
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STEPMANN: That's what it was ca@

GRISEWOOD: Yes I see, well

2.

parE,{?ébody knows the origins of crime to this day but it was no accident
that there were no public schoolboys in Borstal ‘smd I was restive and felt
that T had to do something.asd fhis was 1927 and 1o and behold a thing called

the British Broadcasting Corporation came into being.

GRISEWOOD: That was in 1926 wasn't it after (yes) Crawford, yes I see.
SIEPMANN: And I thought well this is where I'd like to throw my weight

and through a friend;Sir George Ga{tep;who figures in my later broadcasting
history:he approached Reith on my behéif and it so happened that vhey were
theny they had just started the Adult Education Department, so called, under
a man called R.S. Lambert who needed an assistant/and I applied 'and that's

the background to my coming.

GRISEWOOD: And that was your first job then assistant in the

Adult Education Department, /Is that what 1t

that job develop, what did you
actually do there 'you and Lamber ?

STIEPMANN: Well, t ad been e—teeturer a WEA lecturer and he came
in to see what broadca could do to further the interests of adult

education in He moved ogﬁo become Editor of the Listener
in 1929 when é

SIEPMANN: That's right and what we did and it really was quite an

ﬂ& see you then became the Head of 1977

achievement 1n its tlme, we started the Llstener Group Movement. This
amoun¢04—¥35‘y6 put on broadcasts, 7, 7.30, 8 o'clock at night, a series of
educational programmes which we hoped people would listen to in terms of the
general public but also in terms of the organisation of discussion groups

to follow up on the broadcasts. And there followed a very elaborate
organisation to recruit discussion groups all over the countr%/uﬁaucation
officers were aypointqul think in five regions, of«ecourse The Midlands,
North, Scotland, West and so on and the radio discussion group movement
grew by 19jq;that's in only three years/from the start to a movement of
over a thousand discussion groups formed and operating in parsoq/é:homes

or churches or whatnot all over the country.
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3.
GRISEWOOD: How did you keep in touch with these groups, it's something

quite unknown in broadcasting now in the BBC broadcasting now.

SIEPMANN: Yes this is now a dead letter.
GRISEWOOD: Absolutely/but how did you keep at that time in touch

with these thousand -groups I mean this is very early days in the BBC ... ?

STIEPMANN: Well through these education officers, they (F=see) they were
our field officers in effect (yes) they (yes) went around and organised these
people (yes) and kept in touch with them and kept reporting back to me on
their problems and so on. (yes) And by 1930 this had become a really
significant development in educatioq:and/;;rtly as a )‘iﬁftion against Reith
I organised a t@ing called Central Council for Broadg¢as®% Adult Education

and this was/pﬁ a large body of about 20 or 3@ pdople
the WEA and all the other organisations acro e 44'
had the shrewdness to /{,'-, get support for & by having on that Council

Sir George Gafter, my frienq;and as C "‘gisif the Council was William Temple;

then Archbishop of York:who'd long b ofiated with the WEA movement.

epresentative of
ntry and I think I

GRISEWOOD: Yes you've used ‘:éary important and interesting phrase

there, protection against Redgth ’pan you illuminate what the necessity was for

protection against Rei?. @
SIEPMANN : was the curious thing about Reith, or one of them.

el
Ha—ga#e—u§g£% ith\School Broadcasting, Reith put a lot of money and a
great deal of t behind us. He believed in education and gave us very
full support. But he couldn't take the somewhat progressive policies that
I was developing/ I with my Borstal experience had become obsessed with the
fact that the elite education of English Public Schools just wasn't good enough
these days,hnd broadcasting was a medium og(%éople and that we had to
broaden the whole scope of education in terms of the needs of the semi-

literate and the under privileged.

GRISEWOOD: And you were handling social questions in these.....
STEPMANN: That was one of the key things;/I was. concerned that

broadcasting should become the medium by which people became’ofl;'world they

were living in, exposed to the realities ‘as illustrated by broadcast series
~

that we did later, one on housing, one on unemploymenp/’}N}-kiko-to-oene
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JI baek—to both—of-those incidentally, (yes),-so-that we-were-—oh-se. I was

i f;’; /yconcerned that the BBC 'being a new institution‘&’and a new means of education /
{ theéwwe should be on the cutting edge of contemporary problems and contemporary
ol 1ifq_ and the whole emphasis was, was precisely on that.
GRISEWOOD: And Reith was nervous of this was he ?
STIEPMANN: He was very nervous of this.
GRISEWOOD: Why ? Or why do you think he was, what, what,,what made
him nervous about it, I mean on the face of it, it was a good thing to do ?
5 STIEPMANN: T e no documentary evidence

‘,f> of this /but I think he was under continuous pres ow the Board of Governors
who in those days were a very conservative c:c.'owd s) And wo$d got

(. /t:t back to them that we were doing these dangerou& eq"aboué-/]’ou don't
/- talk about contemporary life /after all tha &e

think there was pressure there/,/ I know F what was subsequently told me

y subversive. And I

that there was pressure from the Con ive Party, aggravated by the

fact that in the course of doing w@{ trying to doimgy-trying-bo=do
I was introducing people to bro@s ing and giving them a national audience
ar

who were, from the Conserva e ty's point of view, far from respectable.
I heard, Harmon, years af &ds from a former colleague of mine in the

s BBC, (yes) that when cked upstairs after my heyday% (yes we'll come
onto that) this was request of the Conservative Party on the grounds
that I was a Col Q

GRISEWOOD: A Communist ! Gracious me, that really is going rather far.
3ss SIEPMANN: The evidence on my being a Communist focussed on 'though"'not

; confined to the fact that I had put Harold Lasky on the air. (I see) And
',y in 1934 this was a really subversive act;’It's fascinating (yes)that history
/1 has moved that far that the fact of giving an audience to Harold Lasgy/was

regarded as a Communist conspiracy.
5 ,f» GRISEWOOD: This of course is going on somewhere intex/gaxo the future,f
/. after the move to Portland Place,/;éll,thinking still about the Savoy Hill
formative years/> Noew I've hear& it said that during those formative years
before the move to Portland Place thet the BBC had a hard time of it making
itself a respectable organisation. Did your work play some part in respect-

> abilising the BBC and gaining it that sort of recognition/would you say ?

~
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until the early '30s broadcasting/by the sophisticated, the educated world

~

was regarded as a rather vulgar new medium of popular entertainment, it

had no respectability in terms of sha11 we say, the standards of Oxford and

| Cambridge Dons. (yes I see). And Hilda Math;éson P

GRISEWOOD: She was what, what was Hilda Mathieson ... sorry to interrupt
you, what was she at that time ?

STEPMANN: She was Director of Talks. (I see yes) I became in two
years Director of Adult Education (yes) and both of us shared common interests
incidentally in the development of the broadcast word (yes) and also in’

the business of securing people who would come before‘ﬁg;microphone and

akao to talk through this vulgar medium. (y ee) and it was a
ge}tifig people, well,

G’ ic}(olson and Peter

ells, well I think I got him

long battle (breaking of ground) it really was,
Hilda for instance ultimately got people 1i
Sackville West (yes) and Bernard Shaw and H.

first, but the business of going to th ple (yes) and persuading them
so much to come before the micropho Qp have quite forgotten that we
ye ‘::;

were not a respectable culturalG aton in the context of the times.

GRISEWOOD: Yes, yes I d‘iﬁge that. Now that would be all very pleasing
to Reith’'wouldn't it!“
these, or one would i q:iw so because all this would enhance the Corporation.

e)\Re would have been delighted at you getting

SIEPMANN: t;:s one of the reasons why I think he was at the back
of both of us e development of the spoken word in broadcasting.
GRISEWOOD: I seq/but with some reservations on what you might call

the political (yes) side (yes). Well that's very clear. Now before we
go onto Portland Place and the move here and your becoming Directér of
Talks, is there anything else you'd like to say about the Savoy Hill period
as one might call it, before 1932.

SIEPMANN: I don't know how many of us there were then[but after
all by current standards/ﬁhatjare there now 24,000 people in television alone
or somethingj‘we were almost a small family of people.

GRISEWOOD: So you all knew each other very well ?

STEPMANN: We all knew each other pretty well, although even then
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§ /. we¥l we were all desperately busy (yes)/I didn't know the people in the
entertainment world beyond hobnobbing with them. We stuck to our last and
were very much confined to the work that we were doing. But my memories

Ls of Savoy Hill are relatively vague except that ... no/come to think of it,
after all the whole growth of adult education to its glimax in 1930 was
Savoy Hill days, the building of the Adult Education Dept., was entirely

a Savoy Hill proposition.

/ e GRISEWOOD: Was Lionel Fieldi“hé a colleague of yours at that time ?
SIEPMANN: A colleague of mine indirect .. not in my department he
was Hilda's....

. GRISEWOOD: I see he was the Talks side. @
°
SIEPMANN: He was the Talks side. \
GRISEWOOD: Was Tony Rendall in the ﬁ&( in those days or not ?

e SIEPMANN: Tony Rendall came Q Q, assistantgf/as I had come in as

Lambert's (yes) when I moved up ‘to ’) ome Director of Talks...

GRISEWOOD

thi i@&ortland Place.

Ah
SIEPMANN: Ton, over the Adult Education Dept.

. GRISEWOOD: Well let's move onto Portland Place in the year 1932.
There was a reorganisation soon after the move wasn't there, and you

became Head of what was called the Talks Branch wasn't it ?

4
/-I V/MMS STEPMANN: It was a big reorganisation/ It resulted from Hilda Mathises's
resignation.
GRISEWOOD: Can you tell us something about that, it's just alluded

to in the printed literature, no more.

/ . STIEPMANN: Well Hilda was a fascinating person/ she had been Lady

7 ‘i, Astor's secretary/ Reith relied very much on her social and political connexions '\
again to bring respectability to the BBC in which she was very influential
indeed. She had great imagination and great drive but she had the elements

/e of an intréguer in her and some of her methods were not approved of by Reith
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and what the ultimate crisis was all about I have frankly forgotten, but
what it resulted in was that Reith then reorganised the old structure of
the Corporation (I see). Roger Eckersley had been the Head of the whole
programme output (including Talks?) including everything (I see) music,

entertainment, Talks, Education, the whole lot.

GRISEWOOD: Controller of Programmes you might say.
A SIEPMANN: Controller of Programmes (yes). Roger at this time wast_:

as I say in charge of the whole business and I think Reith had become
aware of his total ineptitude in terms of our side of the work. Roger
.\ Was a sweet man \;Z were very good friends and he was a dear but he was
Py really totally uneducated, I think his qualificatior;s/ %the BBC was that
. he had been secretary of 'a golf club and he was i%
d ses/uneducated, illiterate and really quite out o.f plaee what was now a wery

developing side of broadcasting (yes). So R

ional terms

upper echelons of the BBC (I see) by dividi

v
o
9
(o]
)
5
| el
=
=3
o
Ho
s
(2
[\
e
=]
o
jo N
=
..J-
0
(¢]
o
5
‘-f
H
o
=
(o]
<
(]
=
o
=
v
:
@
(=}
d—
jol}
g
o
10)]
|_l-
[e]
Lo ~
Q
ct
=
()

nos and

I became what was called Dirg@tor of Talks - Asa Briggs gets this all wrong
in his book by confusi % le of Hilda with my subsequent title (yes)
she had been a departm% d I now became a branch head and went on to

the control board. Q

. GRISEWOOD: What was control board ?
SIEPMANN: Well the Control Board was the .. the top six people in the

BBC, the Chief Engineer, the Chief Accountant, Goldsmith the Administrator,
Gladstone Murray the public relations man, Roger Eckersley and I[and the
Control Board was Reith's Advisory Council.

}\' ~

GRISEWOOD: Directors we'd call them now, Board of Management I suppose yes.
SIEPMANN: Board of Management (yes) that's what we constituted (I seeyes)

and we met weekly with Reith...

GRISEWOOD: Under Reith's chairmanship ?

SIEPMANN: Under Reith's chairmanship (yes) to discuss all the problems
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of policy that arise in any department and we .. well Reith took our advice

or didn't but...

GRISEWOOD: That's what I wanted to ask you about .. it could be that
you were a collective body deciding as a cab#het or it could be that you
were vi/tually an advisory body to him as the Chief Executive who then did

what he wanted to do, now which was it really ?

STEPMANN : Oh the latter.
GRISEWOOD: It was the latter definitely ?

STIEPMANN: Oh Reith always had the reins in %& 4

GRISEWOOD: Isee and made that quite clear t you were ....giving
your views and giving your advi,,v"é and so on@g 1d take that .....

SIEPMANN: And from there on he t decisions and ....
GRISEWOOD: Would he tell yo a@e ime that he disagreed with you
about this and was going to do s@hing else or did he just consult you

and then keep his own counsa&nd take his own decisions afterwards ....

give his judgem t& and we had a fair idea what he was going to do about
it But br@ ing, I don't think it was a very effective organisation.

In terms of or tion I think it was perfectly sound but in terms of ...

7.5 SIEPMANN : No "'pn hole he would listen to the discussion and

certainly in terms of power Reith was the man who made the decisions.

GRISEWOOD: Was not part of the re-organisation that you as an output
chief should be relieved from the administrative side of things so that
there were executives working to an administrative branch of the BBC or a
wing of the BBC, wasn't that part of it ?

SIEPMANN: Well in one sense yes, the financial aspects of our budget
and so on were handled by an administrative person (yes) Rose-Troqi) I think
was the man we had but .. in terms of policy that was all on my side (yes)

(I see) I had complete control of policy.

GRISEWOOD: Yes and and @@ the staff and as to the recruitment of staff

because you did create a very ... brilliant staff the tradition of which lasted
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beyond your time really right into Mary Somerville's time and the time that

I held that post. You were left alone to choose these people yourself were you

or or.. how did that work, or did you have a board of selection ...

SIEPMANN: Well that's part of the whole story of the development of
/. [+3 /.those years, ﬂnitially yes, I made my appointments/ Reith had no knowledge

/ / €ISt
ARWRE - Adult Education,’ Hilda/made her appointments, but after I went on the

/

Control Board things begah to change. Now the conservative forces began

to operate very early on, almost from the day I went on to the Control Board.

GRISEWOOD: Oh I see as early as that.
SIEPMANN: And bit by bit I had people foisted whom I would never
. have chosen.

°
GRISEWOOD: Members of the staff you mea@% of your own staff ?

SIEPMANN: Members of my own staQ 5

GRISEWOOD: Were they really Q
s e SIEPMANN: Reith for i&we instructed me to go down to Cambridge
S and interview a man c e ge Barnes who was then/I think‘;'with the

Oxford University Pres
. GRISEWOOD: UhQCambridge University Press. Yes Yes.

SIEPMANN: .... As a talks assistant. (I see). And I duly went down and
I duly saw George and he didn't seem to me to be a likely character for
i L» what I was looking fox:"w-b-iel'r—was-._. \;;hat I was looking for was drive and
. imagination,” George was solid, sound and rather conservative and I would
never have chosen him. But Reith put the pressure on. After that the
next one that I can remember .. was .. and this was disastrous, this was

the appointment of Coatman, John Coatman.

GRISEWOOD: Oh that was something, did Reith intervene in that appointment
then ?
STEPMANN : Reith foisted Coatman on me without even giving me a chance

to protest. (I see) And it's another example I think of these conservative
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forces that I think were far more sinister in their effects on the BBC

than anybody has ever realised. Who was John Coatman to take charge of

the News Services of the BBC/ He'd been a North West Frontier Policeman

in India. He had no experience & journalism, he was in every sense unqualified

for that job but he was regarded as a sound conservative man.

GRISEWOOD: Was this conciously a kind of counter-balance to your own

reputation of being ... liberal and having socialist connections and so on ?
(yes) This was quite deliberately so. (Quite deliberately). Was it made
clear to you by Reith that this was what he was going to do or how did

Reith express his misgivings to you, or did he not express them ?

SIEPMANN: About my progressive outlook ? (yw&when I was first
t o

appointed to the Control Board, when T becam% Di f Talks (yes) Reith

had sent for me (yes) and said thet I am goi o int you Director of

Talks (yes) and it went on for a long time is’interview) this interview

and when it had gone on past the hour I emember saying to Reith - and
I think this is a revelation of the "S@r John I have the impression
from what yo%{said to me that you ¢ 11y trust me'. And Reith's

reply, I think only Reith could@ made it was - “"I don't trust you

and 1 don't distrust you".

GRISEWOOD: %gﬁ were you to make of that 2

SIEPMANN:

an appointment of this fantastic respon51b111ty (yes)
) T was set back on my heels and my first reaction was I
will not accept I simply won't take the job. (yes) - Well Reith havered a
little on that and then I got .a=dmget angry and obstlnate y(y first impulse

,was to say to Hell with this, I won't touch the Job/ﬂhat a relationship this / /&9,
edrve 4 A

what a compliment to a man who is now being appointed to the most important
job in the BBC. And then I got obstinate and I decided I'll take it but I
want to give you}the evidence that you have in me a man who'll give you
such loyalty as you could ask from no other. And I'1ll take this job only
on Qneunanditian/ two conditions - first that I have immediate access to
you, over the telephone, at any time that I'm involved in a problem that

I must consult you about.
GRISEWOOD: And what were those problems that you did consult him about ?

STEPMANN: Oh every kind of problem, problems of policy, later deveoping
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into problems like my great quarrel with Churchill.

GRISEWQOOD: I want to hear about that.
SIEPMANN : Political questions and broad gquestions of policy. And
internal problems of staff/ ‘,' e

tedtephone—but :gy other request was a—-I(again to prove my loyalty to you)
I'm making no move without consulting you and I want a weekly conference
with you to discuss the whole question of policy that I'm concerned with.
Thisw, I think we used to meet about 3 o'clock on a Wednesday/,and every week
I'd go down and bring all my problems before him, lay them before him and
there was nothing concealed at all/ I played straightwl Reith.

GRISEWOOD: On your side ? Q
o
STEPMANN: On my side. &\

GRISEWOOD: But what about his si Did he ... was he quite open
with you about his own misgivings Qs or fears, if he'd had represent-
ations for instance from the Cou@ve Party, as no doubt he did, did he
pass those on to you or did 5o onceal them or conceal the detail of them,
was he frank in other wor% his side ?

STEPMANN: Well/ @ frank in the sense that he would put his objections

particularly on @(t Education side and all these Laslﬁf's and people
in And some
ent

who were co the BBC (yes) and we would argue the toss.
of the argum ent on for a very long time, which again is another aspect

aq
of Reith that I think is worth mentioning/,/ ibs_a facet of his extraordinary

personality. (yes). The man had indefatigable, unbelievable industry (I see)
and set an example of that in the BBC that I think really made a deep impression‘;’.
boy ,did we work. I was fanatically devoted, I believed that broadcasting

,was the greatest miracle in human history&/ and to this day I believe that/

and still people don't recognise the fact that something had happened in
the world that was quite extraordinary - now for the first time in human
history everything that any man had ever written down on paper, every note
of music that had ever (been) composed was now universally available/_rhis

tha i wang b cadl
was i "The New Age of Cultural Communism".

) Put lecic b Restis 'h‘C/‘"l alle eiualcf)h
And T believed that. Ro&-tb—-dubuvb—behm-tha&-md I wish I could

remember the occasion of this, Z there was one day when we started at three

and by five we were getting nowhere and Reith said we must get on with this {
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go back and pack your bag and ceme-out-—and we'll talk it out at home.

And T went home with him, @ think')YE_BEhcénsfield e g lived then’
ec-scme.time,yx‘:e arrived about suppertime and I was introduced to Lady Reith/
ghe passed out of the picture, he made no acknowledgement of her existence,
Qe talked all through dinner, we talked after dinner and at three o'clock in
the morning, twelve hours later, I said to Reith "Sir John, I hear what you
say but I'm not taking it in, I'm going to bed". And Reith was as fresh

as a daisy, you could not tire that man.

GRISEWOOD: I see, yes, yes, but did you, on that occasion whatever the
issue may have been, did you on your side feel well now, at any rate we have
concluded this matter or did you still feel somewhat in a fog as to what

ultimately decided ?

STIEPMANN: No by and large, we thrashed ehi t ... it went either
my way or his way but .. no he was open and thi a certain sense

he liked the fact that I was Jmsshismk the &erson who stood up to him.
Now look at Reith's appointments,Zthis '%ther facet of his character.
By the end of my time at the BBC I a Yittle ritual/ As I entered the
BBC and looked up at the statue, ed’my hat in defference to the
miracle ,o‘fan organisation of su@ize and significance could survive
the internal incompetance ax&fle mediocrity of staff that was operating

there. Now I think is %

o be put at Reith's feet and responsibility.

GRISEWOOD: n 1 the mediocrity ... mediocrity ?

STEPMANN: e hose men of unbelievable mediocrity to surround him.
GRISEWOOD: Why was that ?

STEPMANN: I think because he liked 'yesmen'.

GRISEWOOD: But not you, you were no yes man.

STEPMANN: No I was not a yesman and I think in a paradoxical way he

kind of liked it,[there was one person (yes) at least who was not afraid of
him (I see) who fought it out (yes). But Roger Eckersley for instance
ex-golf club secretary, Graves - a sweet man and a very upright man, I

have a very great respect for Graves. Or take Admiral Carpendale, the
original controller of the BBC, in those terms he was Deputy Director General

you might say, one of the stupidest men I think I've ever met in my life,
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f.ﬂa really stupid man --Adm1ra1 however k1‘-ii;!l-pcnda%ef J.C. Stobartfln th«

oid days who was in charge of ,» in—charge—of education, a lazy conservative
man of great mediocrity although he wrote I think two books about ...

GRISEWOOD: The Glory that was Greece....

SIEPMANN: And the Grandeur that was Rome, that's right.
GRISEWOOD: Rather potboiley but ...

SIEPMANN: Well let me think of others like that.
GRISEWOOD: Well Roger Eckersley himself whom ou‘hggsioned.
STEPMANN: Eckersley, Cecil Graves ... @

»&\

Nicholls was no fool (no but)

GRISEWOOD: Nicholls, what about him

STEPMANN:
I think he got a first at Oxford

and utterly without imagination (;za)f‘nything imaginative he turned down
automatically as though it wasagf nolinterest. And here was a man who was

mind but again a lazy man (yes)

supposed to be a leade s) was the astonishing thing, an organisation that
needed leadership in t world of opportunities was staffed by people

of largely great me y of mind and a curious lack of imaginative interest ..
enterprise.

GRISEWOOD: He could have had the first raters I suppose, Reith, if he'd

really been after them because.....

STEPMANN: Well nowyHarmon, thisywbiésy, let's be fair and let's put
this into historical perspective. This—aﬁtac-all.:;éw we're talking about
wewgo-baelesbe the early '205,(yes) Reith having run for five years the

preliminary experiment as it were ...

GRISEWOOD: The company do you mean ?
SIEPMANN: The company (yes) now becomes Director General of the BBC,
F/‘ﬂho was Reith ? "The child of a Scottish manse, a man educated in engineering

a man who never lost his regret wrough~hiée—3dife that he hadn't been at Oxford,

WLl the-greal serrows-of-his.life,. il really-plagued~him, a man with no
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social connections whatsoever, suddenly here he is Director General of the BBC
and remember - the BBC was not respectable. So he had a recruiting problem,
in that it was not something that young men at Oxford/Cambridge jumped after
as a great career in prospect/as it later became. Aad—thu‘!‘mio here

e was a man without social connections, without adequate educational background
ag~wesfet in a time when broadcasting was not respectable. (Did he) How

did he look around, where did he find these people, I don't know but who

was he to look around, he knew nobody.

GRISEWOOD: I was going to ask, did he did he seek to repair these -omissions
in himself, these lacks, these defects in himself did he consciously grow

in the job in that sort of way ?

STIEPMANN: Well T certainly think he dld, I 11da Matqﬂéson s
appointment was a wonderful example of how Re d for somebody who
had social connections, who was educated, w w a literary and

cultural world and he brought her in and s a, oh was she a stand-by

in that connectlon.

GRISEWWOD: And you too in the same way.

SIEPMANN: And T too e same way, we brought the connective aspects
of the business in to Relth's total absence of these attributes at all.
GRISEWOOD: Qhe was suspicious of the direction in which you and
Hilda Mat%i wanteéd 93 to push the policy, he was suspicious of that.

SIEPMANN: Yes but here again the man was a paradox. Reith I think was
a very big man, not only in size but in personality he was, he was a big man,
I don't think he was a great man (yes) and I think the distinction is very
important. (yes). But in a certain sense I think he was also a frightened
man. He knew the power of this medium and I think something in him told
him that you'd better go slow with this business, this is a revolutionary
instrument (yes) and I think he sensed that (yes) and that was parfly the
basis of his resistance to the progressive policies that both Hilda and e
were pushing very hard indeed and we were both pushers let's say that.

oF wr
GRISEWOOD: Looking at jk/gifﬁ this element o{[hindsight’Charles, it
seems to such an observer as myself, that what you were doing really was

fulfilling the requirementof impartiality which was then laid upon the BBC
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and the conservative element;end the Conservative Party, but not only the
Party, the conservative element in the country, was, was very strongly
pulling upon the other oar, I mean you to some extent were corrective

of the very strong forces of conservatism, thus fulfilling the orthodoxy

of impartiality. How did Reith see that, how did - or rather why did he not
see that you were really doing the work of impartiality for him, by

correcting this other influence ?

STEPMANN: T think in part because he was not, to the extent that I
was, socially conscious. (yes I see). I don't think he had what I had,

a very, very sensitive social conscience (yes) and my sense of balance was
to redress the ultra-conservatism (yes) or the culture of that time and
my God, it's hard to think what England was like éven.‘6~§932 (yes).

he pressures

‘/) / ./ That/I think/was one fact,and that combined %
ﬁ;fuvvv of-work consistently guite=cleariy put on himgby befs of the Board of

4')

&

Governors and by Members of the Conservative v s) in their warnings
that this whole theory, my theory of balan subversive in the sense

that it was disruptive of the old Consexyatife clique....

GRISEWOOD: The Establishment le ve called it later, that was
really what you wanted to, to co<2%9t wasn't it (that's right) the ascendancy

of these establishment figu .

SIEPMANN: My aim ;g make broadcasting the great medium of social

consciousness ing, thi try, in terms of making people aware of the realities
of contemporagfm contemporary problems/and that was subversive in
the context o e YConservative Mind'.

GRISEWOOD: Would it be fair to say that Reith was partly a divided man

in this sense, that he was partly in support of your endeavours because

they, well they produced prestige for the BBC and partly fearful of them,

was it true to say that he was divided in that way ?

STEPMANN: He was a divided man, he was a Jekyll and Hyde in some
respects (yes) and in that respect particularly. Because/as I say(he did

give us very great support.

GRISEWOOD: Not in the end did he ?
STEPMANN: Well not in the end no (we'll come onto that) but in the

formative years. (In the formative years he did?) He did Lemean after all
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bhe-aid create, well I created for him but he allowed me to create the

J Adult Education Movement, he allowed Hilda Math'i/eson to bring all kinds of
people in (yes) he fought the Governors on behalf of the old business of
censorship you know (yes I see) on the, do you remember or was it before
your time, the great scandal of the submarine commander, the German submarine

commander ?

GRISEWOOD: It was before my time but I remember about it yes.
STEPMANN : Well this was ome—eof—ouxn, bhie-was the only time in my

twelve years in the BBC where Government moved in on us.
GRISEWOOD: I see what was that ? N

» -
STEPMANN: The Government and the postmste 1 have always kept
their hands off the BBC, I think very loyally % erly. But on this
Z, occasion they moved in/and that it should b

makes it almost absurd. We found a Ge ubmarine commander who had sunk

en on such a trivial issue

/» a British ship and taken the captain n [and we isvit‘ed them to come back
fourteen years after the war, to m@a other fautmst_ti-me a.nﬁ
talk about the old days. (yes) Ang some old Conservative thought bthis was
disgraceful that a Boche shqfid be allowed to talk on the BBC (np!) and he
went—and-he took this E& the Cabinet. (no!) and it was .2&9 the Cabinet #Aaf

w the BBC was informed that bhis '+

would be a very gra r of responsibility to do this. (Very seriously ?)
The Board yielded\b eith stood out. ( did he ?) Yes he did indeed.

. Reith said the® I gtand back, I will not partake in this decision.
GRISEWOOD: I see that's very creditable of him.
SIEPMANN: It was creditable,and he was again, this, this-was-a

considerable-many an the whole field of controversy Reith pushed and pushed.
In the early days of the BBC we were not allowed (banned wasn't it ?) to have

: But on wud T, au) F rme Aoy
controversy (yes) or to discuss anything.amd Reith pushedLand he-was.ihe
formad&ive influence that gave us,in abdut 1930, for the first time,ws-we;:e‘“"f- v’\"/‘(f
atlewed to have open discussions between people on controversial questions.

Aad Reith was the/ was the power behind that drive.

GRISEWOOD: And political broadcasting too, did he not seek further
liberties there than the politicians were readily willing to grant ?
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STEPMANN: He did indeed,and he was responsible for the compromise,in
outn
the end,wdsh party political talks, (yes yes) hu-tan that front Reith was

a pioneer and a fighter, he really was good.

GRISEWOOD: And to that extent you and he saw eye to eye (that's right)
you were a real partnership (yes) you, you, he supported you and you, you
felt his leadership was good. (yes). But then there was this contrary
side to him, represented .. take a particular case represented by the, the
choice of this man Coatman, John Coatman who you've mentioned. Under you
he was, under you to be responsible for the News side of your department.
Now what happened then, Coatman seemed to have made off on his own in

some direction - but he was your subordinate, or was that never quite clear ?

SIEPMANN: No it was very clear indeed, he w%qnsible to me and
I instituted with him the same practice thatel ﬁ ifh Reith, I asked Coatman

to come to me for a weekly conference to dis@

problems of the News
Dept., and its growth and development. (ye d he used to come in his
surlﬁ way, resenting it deeply/. xe co n stand being my subordinate

and became in the end absolutely in nzte to the point at which I took

it to the Board of Governors. Q

GRISEWWOD: Did you, in%son, you appeared there did you ?

SIEPMANN: I app this was the only time I ever took my case

to the Board of o@rs.

GRISEWOOD: was the chairman then ? (I've forgotten) Nevermind, you

went there to the Board, yeah ?

STEPMANN: And I put my story and it was ... it was a closed caseLit
was a case of absolute defiance, the man simply wouldn't take orders from me.
(yes) And I said it's a case of Coatman or me/I simply cannot carry on in
this position with an insubordinate junior. (;es) Well/Coatman having been
brought in for the purposes that he wa§,f’the Board was reluctant to yield on
this. (ah) And compromised in terms that(I shall never forget the phrase )
I was sent for and told that Coatman would not be fired but he would be

very severely animadverted (oh no).So Coatman continued and in another two

years he was hived off from (you) from me yeah.

GRISEWOOD: He got his own way in other words ?
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STEPMANN: He got his own way.
GRISEWOOD: He continued regardless of this animadversion in his, in his,

well insubordination to you and his determination to get his own way is that it ?

SIEPMANN: He did/and succeeded.
GRISEWOOD: And succeeded. Now how was that very notable secession

communicated to you by Reith, did he say to you regretfully I've decided

to allow Coatman to ... how was all this done ? Because it's a very important

thing.
SIEPMANN: Nﬁﬁ'This again was another side of Re he was devious.
He never confronted me and told me/ I received a #‘Ehﬁm I-bhink (yes)
'.of a reorganisation (oh no ) Ihe same thing happ en I was kicked upstalrs/
(yes) Vhat happened. "Bia Reith send for me ? en his first lieutenant
3 and I'd had these weekly c esZ I was closer to Reith
than anybody in the Corporation/ﬁ&gw i’m e dismissed. And did Reith
send for me ? No. He sent Niéholl wa@s then a junior to me to tell
me that I was in effect fire TMAhi: om that moment on to the end of his
time at the BBC I never saw §;1 n, he never dared face me.

GRISEWOOD: Can y 2 @&r the date of this Charles ?

STEPMANN:

GRISEWOOD' Yo ceased then to be Director of Talks, that was the
message that Nicholls brought to you was it ? (that's right) How was

this put to you for what reasons, what reasons were given for this momentous ...

STEPMANN: No reason at all, the simple fact that I=was-aedsy my services

would be discontinued and I was going to be appointed Director of Regional

Relations, which I was for a year or a year and a half or two years. (Did this...)

36 BE1ll ...t still hirts.

GRISEWOOD: Well I'm sure it must. It's an astonishing thing.
SIEPMANN: It was an act of real cowardice on Reith's part. (yes I see)

The way he handled it and the fact that he never dared see me again. Until
I met him again after the war/but that's another story.
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GRISEWOOD: And even when you left the BBC at the end of his... when he
left the BBC because he left before you, did he not seek you out and say

goodbye to you in any way affectionately or anything ?

STEPMANN: Nicholls message that I was no longer Director of Talks
was the end of my relations with Reithy F—mever-—sew-hi#-agein.

d"‘("‘.;"“2 GRISEWOOD: Whilst you were Director of Talks another figure that's

Apallonn
“T/JQ'_M > mentioned in the Histories appeared on the scenes, Colmel D,omeir. Now
how did he come to be appointed and what was his appointment and his relations

with you ?

STEPMANN : Well you might say‘that it's the %& in ... the Conservative

J ot plot. Derkey was brought in, over me and over R

°
GRISEWOOD: As a sort of Controller of IQ , in effect an overall ?
STEPMANN : An overall Controller rogrammes. (I see) To cushion the
shocks for Reith and to have a man hole responsibility in effect,(I

don't think Reith cared about Ecb ) t was to keep me under control.

GRISEWOOD : Were you t about that before it happened ?
Lot
Am?, STEPMANN: No, it ened. And Dexrney. came,and I remember going down
to him and I m e same pledge I made to Reith, I said - let there
. be no doubt t ecisions of mine that I make on this very delicate

front will be b ht to you r full discussion before I make them.
Loowt v Dermey was a very sweet man. A simple soldier, again remarkable in
the context of the true requirements of the BBC, a totally uneducated man,
a simple man and a very decent man (yes) and my pledge to bring him all my
problems before I made my decisions I think was contributory at least to
‘,45,,‘;.»./ the ultimate demise of poor Alan Deenmey in terms of the perplexities and
problems that it raised for him. He was utterly at sea in the world
that I was concerned with, he was not politically educated, he was not
culturally educated and the questions that I raised with him weme/ were
/~ /i Greek to him/ I can st}l remember the rather bewildered look on his face
/s as we discussed these things/he—ha&, He had no competance in the field at all,

except to keep me under control lest I go wild again.
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GRISEWOOD: And how did he set about doing that if he did it at all ?
STEPMANN: He didn't do it at all.
GRISEWOOD: That's rather to his credit (I think it was) or was it

that he just didn't know how to do it ?

SIEPMANN: I think he just didn't know, I never saw a man so bewildered

by the guestions that were raised for him.

GRISEWOOD: So to that extent he was really a failutre from Reith's point

of view as a monitor of you as a person, to keep you on the straight and
)y narrow path, Dorney really didn't do that, you Just w on doing eess

SIEPMANN: Oh I think he was in every sqpse to al cipher, I think he

made no contribution of any kind at all.

GRISEWOOD: Did Reith signify to ¥y thls was a failure, did he have

to re-assert his own authority ove

STIEPMANN: No because by t 's 1me you see my connections with Reith
“as v were broken by Dorney (I seg‘%:?, yes) now I no longer had my weekly talks
with Reith (you were :~_w€233 to Dorney) I went to Dormey yes (I follow)
he was fobbing off his %w ems with me ongy on Dorney.
. GRISEWOOD: D Qs make things easier for you or not, or did it make
no difference 1Yy, you just went on doing the things you believed right
vt and pé%suing the policies you'd created ?
*~
STIEPMANN: Well,Harmph/I don't frankly remember (no) I don't remember

the extent to which Dorney stopped me doing things, (no no) but by this time
it was getting very difficult to do things because the BBC was moving into
that terrible phase of innocuous policy that made (yes) that aftermath

that terrible period of years up to the-emnds, the beginning of the war when
the BBC was itself a cipher on my fron%/'zﬁe talks ceased to be interesting

GRISEWOOD: Because it had been disarmed by various forces is that ... ?
/
¥ B STEPMANN: Yes.then Sir Richard Maconochie came in and he became...

GRISEWOOD: That was after you ceased to be Director of Talks (yes) whilst
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you were, was it in the w period that there was trouble with Churchill

or a row with Churchill ?

STEPMANN: No that was before Dormey.
-
GRISEWOOD: Can you tell us something about that ?
SIEPMANN: Well it was interesting, my first contact with Churchill,

I'd never seen him or heard him/.Fart of my policy, as I've told you, was

to throw the searchlight of broadcasting on contemporary problems (yes)

#),',and/ with a certain sense of the war com'&lg up one of the things I wanted

to do was to get people aware of the world problems of Great Britain at that
time. And one of them was India’,"'Already there were e Ghandi troubles,i’
and T organised a series of 12 broadcasts on the SM' ? of India. Four
of them hlstorlcal and (yes) }h’e balanced digisip be een the Hindu and

Ahe
Mohoﬁledan and V1ce’ibprand s0 on/ and Ihls n when I first made
the dqualntance of Lord Lloyd who had given a k as ex Governor of Madras

Churchill protesting in his Churchill

in the series. (yes) Out of the bl s a letter to Reith from Winston
Q Z‘)havn.ng been excluded from

the series. (oh) Well/we all s our set and mm&t were
Churchill's claims #%32; s,;eries programmes on India (yes). He'a been

an officer in the Army out &e but he had’ noZpoflcy deedision at all.

KAd Reith sent the letger t8 me and I wrote the reply, ’gb/ya‘é a perfectly
modest reply indicatin was the structure of the series and/ T gldn't

see that Churchill Q if Churchill ﬁfglf“amg‘o{zen others would have to

be admitted tp thd sdpies (qulte)’wa@# Churchill was furious (was he ?) and

I think it agg®avajed his hatred of the BBC by a very large measure.

GRISEWOOD: Did he get at you personally over this ?
SIEPMANN: Well I got into it indirectly. Lord Lloyd was a very great

friend of Churchill's (yes) and I had become acquainted with him by his
contribution to the series and I think he took a liking to me as I took a
liking to him/’g‘é was a very nice man. And he called me up one day and said
look/this hassle with Churchill is really rather childish and surely it's

unnecessary/%y won't you come to lunch and meet Churchill and see if we

/? can get things ironed out. So I went round to Lord Lloyc}é house‘_‘,’.Tl‘lere

was Churchill standing by the fire, cigar in his mouth, already three or four
cocktails down)I think, and at first very glowering and dour.But gradually ,
what with the assistance of good wine and good talk Churchill began to thaw.
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And by the end he became very friendly with me and I think he went to the
length of asking me if I'd go down and see him ;z; - what was it - (Chgrﬁwell ?)
Chartwell (yes yeszgdnyhow the great reconciliation“éééé; was realised (yes

I see) and. I've had some correspondence with the man whose written Churchill's
life .. (yes) the seven volumes (yes) because he came across my correspondence
and gave me copies, which I was very glad to have (yes) ozusrurchlll's' bellers .
because tgter we, %E{g able to introduce him into a serleﬁ'though he was

never reconclled e, T saw to 1tc£EE} Churchlll's voice was heard because,
there again the Conservative Partx( He was’ p rsona non grata and they give
him no help-in fact they almost obstructed his appea;?hces on the BBC. (I see)

But well there's just a little episode ...

GRISEWOOD: Yes an important one. Can you tell u!‘gs some of your other
dlSCOVerlei{lf one mlght call them that’when you we ector of Talks,’?
Whsn't A%ﬁstalr, Algstalr Cooke on%”/one—oﬁ—y.ur i owr—time,
(~F5E)-you- found Alastair ? 0

SIEPMANN: I created A;;étalr Cookg may say so. (well) 1It's
d beautifully illustrative of
—itself.
ho did a weekly broadcast on films.

aninteresting story - agadin

the elements of chance in life ang
We had in those days a film crit
9&2 hL was Oliver Baldw1n,
neck he was—an-aw
film industry were e up %

anley Baldwin's son. Amd He was a pain in the
A
me and got me into endless trouble ... the

him and so on and I eventually fired him.

Arg In those day, A iting method Z: gﬁt an advertisement in
ot Cs
the Tlmes. tie wanted,tzQQJZGatlsns -ss 'and a11 the rest of
the business, applications started flowing in and we began to prepare

our shortlist, when there came a cable from Boston Masisﬁfrsetts vhich—~Etm
ashamed-tosay in -those-days Iid-hardly heard-of. And it -went - "If you

will put me on shortlist w111 return for interview, signed Algstair Cooke"‘f
\U@ll,I 'd never heard of Algstalr Cooke but I thought a man who is prepared

to pay his fare across the Atlantic on the chance of getting a job must

have something to him,and I had nothing to lose-go I wired back - "On shortlist
come'. Anilébout ten days later arrives Agiétair Cooke, Lionel Fielqggg
interviews him and then brings him up to me te=see. And into the rooﬁ
marches this, to my intense surprise, young man of about 23. He was a
Commonwealth Fellow at Harvard, just down from Cambridge, brash, self-confident
fluent, enthusiastic, in love with the film .. and in ten minutes I said

the job is yours. Now how did A]7¢,'stair Cooke }éﬁﬁfout the appointment &7
and Here's where the elementg of chance in life werk. The Bostggfg} be

had a half inch filler space and/presumably because &# Oliver waifBaldwin's
son, they put my advertisement into this half<ineh space. in—the-advertising
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col A Tobe amd Alastalr who does not look at advertlsements
somehow s.tmu‘.k thls,thttg and that was the beginning of Algstalr Cooke's (asmd e fin.
career. But for that %b in the Boston Glo‘g;:&AIastalr would have had |
a distinguished career anyway Mou—ld«no’t have been "Droadcastlng.
(Fascinating Charles) 1Isn't that fascinating ? (yes it is) The origins of

one of the most brilliant broadcasters 2?2

GRISEWOOD: Yes, yes, was it in your time that he became associated with

...the American scene as a broadcaster ?

SIEPMANN: Well he had been a Commonwealth Fellow and fell in love with

America and fell in love with an American girl and married her, c\ame over
EYY

here for whatever it was, fer( two years?ao-aas our, fi ritic, we became

very close friends,/.I by this time was acquiring g T terest in America

aad—an&e-»md'ing—i-tszo-.n and I kept Alest the air fairly steadily
then+in-a-series, T made him do a series of on America, if not
two, sevyea and I don't know whether I was mble( I don't think I was) }y 5,

id:hink ,Letter from America mvbeuQ
GRISEWOOD: Yes but 1t grew th s association (yes) that you've

described. Wasn't «Loonged Bar t one of your dlscoverles you might say ?

SIEPMANN: No, n mixe That was Hilda Matl}feson.
(that-was) She got him

GRISEWOOD: eybut you very much continued him and he was a controversial
figure to some t was he not I mean he was ...
STEPMANN: Yes )he represented the same old problem ghout %« of controversy

and fair-mindedness. (yes) Angd, I think with some reason it was argued

thed. o man vering - an ol e = O 3 -5 Vs -V or- oo y

thmmwer, that it was not right that one
Covar fla Lonsg e st Nobion

man should douust/ that there should be two or .. or a balanced group of

correspondents)and eventually Bartlett had to, had=be give up.

GRISEWOOD: 1 see under pressure of that sort.

STIEPMANN: Yes. No I got H.G. Wells on the air (yes) and (Lasky you

mentioned) Lasky and Bernard Shaw. (I see) ‘'he contrast between Bernard
75

Shaw and Wells is worth recording. I went in-fear—-and-trembling He see the

great Shaw down at his place on the Embankment. After.all I-was-a-young-man
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2k, VI
WM@MW and-I-sat in fear and
trembling amd through the door comes the great man. And—in-five-minutes
-JMA
who-was~the-figureof-interest— -——ffmt~he.h mt Tthe manners of
that man, the exqulsltf courtesy w1th which he treated me is something
at st
I shall never forget. , I was the point of interest, my ideas on this and that
and a-feee—x—aeieg‘%.nterest in broadcasting and my dreams for it and so on.
(I see) This was Shaw. And he was the only person we ever had whom we
didn't have to teach a lesson about, what I'd like to talk about sometime,
the art of broadcasti g. He was a natural. (Was he ?) Wells, I went
Cose Lot bin conrenbavi, o brvadeasls /r\u¢,

to see,and I thought,I made a big W,you see, were seidl the

% aen :-Afv»a/ow( ”"M’}M( (
formative years when we d to create/respectablllty and I'd ceneceived a
magnificent presentation of the endless possibilities of broadcasting .asd

Wells heard me out,and his only reply was - ""How much ney shall I get 2"

GRISEWOOD: Charles what was the fee thai'.wa l at that time,
(the standard fee was ten guineas) and what i Wells get ?
STEPMANN: And the wretched Wells ‘%hundred :

GRISEWOOD: My goodness that w 2’

SIEPMANN: Simple brib& But we got him .. he wasn't very good.
Shaw was wonderful.

GRISEWOOD: e quite a broadcaster ....
. STEPMANN: e/was 11ke Alg(stalr, he was a natural pro. He understood

what I call,dﬁ the new language of broadcasting without being told anything
about it. I can remember watching him, in the studio, rhere was the written
page from which he was reading, reading as though he was thlnklﬂnft it. He
would, he-wewdd pause as though feeling for the right word, / there it was,

slap on the age{ bwt He, he had this gift ef=the, of the actor, #s (Would you..)

0’4 3 cwla

j"“ and-gave -a spontaneity towist.

GRISEWOOD: A spontaneity to it, would you describe that as a phrase
that I've heard you use, the new language of broadcasting, what was that ..

(well you see) it was a creation of yours really.

STEPMANN: Well Hilda and I thought very much alike on this thing. We
both conceived that broadcasting is in fact a new art, unlike lecturing or

NLodi Lo - £
conversation or a.ngﬂa.:kf involving the problem of talking to people in their
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homes and recognising what is very easily obscured, the fact that you're
not in fact talking to millions yauLpe—$aiking to millions of indix?duals
in a domestic private situation, £ 8o that the whole tone and style of
language~eof your communication had to be personal, intimate, natural,
spontaneous. At the same time we couldn't trust our people to face the
terrors of a microphone which were utterly new to them and maintain
spontaneity without a script, so that so far from purposes of censorship
the script which we always insisted on was an insurance policy against the
man breaking down before the microphone. And we evolved this theory that
what you've got to do E; the broadcast talks, the new language of broadcasting,
piv.
You had to write down on the written page a script thiiszjs not literary,

involves in effect a double artifice,

. Ve Ove
that was not meant to be read.and-in-faet the pro

early days many of the broadcasts that got pu llsr:

s

was that in those
the Listener read

gn't have the smoothness,

M
very badly, they weren't written for the ‘... they

or continuity and so on J».,fthat print requi%
e

peech and then you've got

4 So first

you've got to write it down as though it e
®n taneously. ﬂb It was a double
igvolved not only tthscrlpt but thepn

to read it as though you were talking,§

artifice 1nvolv1ng quite a feat, w

o7 7 4 £ F i
rehearsal. ¥au surmountsa thg' o) of writing the right kind of script
o g Lo vt = ik, oﬂm\. L:d» Twdy Ve rwko—'\cw‘-
new the problem of delivering t cripti e

—intonati us

that has always interested me. I have never met

and T made a discovery
a human being who, hegr is voice for the first time,isn't shocked. The

last recourse stlnite pupil,whom you are trying to get to xbﬁ tb*-(s
{ /u\.,r ) rad [p Sww g
ally/ okay—lot&éisﬁapi-aﬁ}llyp the engineerg and say would
you play that b A When the man hears himself doing it, the hands go up.
J yeeld
"Iﬂ!éioe my God I couldn't belleg:z that I sounded like that'.
Well this,as I say, the double artifice ,we developed to

orst gt onn bl
a point of .great finesse.amd peeple became pros, Harold Nlcyblson,for

A
example,(yes) became a natural broadcaster, AlAstalr. Shaw above all,.z8
M&A A
Plsayn His artifices were beautiful to watch. But 1® - KC'

Qao
that it's something that's been lost in broadcasting to seme large extent.

I think that we did better with our double artifice and the required script
than many a talky that I hear today.

GRISEWOOD: Can you think of others who were naturals in the sort of
way that you're describing, was Vita good in this way, Vita Sackville West ?

STEPMANN: Vita Sackville West was good.
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GRISEWOOD: She was on books wasn't she ?
fond
STEPMANN: Yes. The one exception to the rule was dear old Walser Davies,
Xl Cs

Foundations of Music. (oh yes tremendous) mew Those were spontaneous
because he had to do illustrations as well. (Yes he illustrated them at
the piano didn't he ?) Yes .. but that was different ...

GRISEWOOD: Yes but still it bears out something of what you're saying

doesn't it because it was neither...

SIEPMANN: Oh a great one I can remember, probably not even a name to
you,?jshn McMurray ..(yes cizfainly a name to me) He a men {(reather)

(73
he-became a philosopher, a/professor of philosoph%- burgh University
GRISEWOOD: But I never knew he was a br&a&%p at all.
SIBPMANN: Well hark back to the Adudt cation days, (I see) hb did
a series of 12 programmes which again 'Subversive' because of (yes)

the title Freedom in the Modern Won (Oh I see yes) Now-—that—weas
I-mean, I think it's documented # Briggs somewhere that some Conservative
said "There's the proof that the is ... subversive'. But he gave a

broadcast series, 12 prog% as part of our thing, \Ié used to produce

pamphlets with questi rJdiscussion and summaries of the talks and so
on bYt for these discu groups n %ﬁg’country. And John McMurray}c;g;z;d
a minor cultural r ion,-Ihose talks were heard and the pamphlets were
bought by t of sands. He had an extraordinary gift of very quiet
communication e was a good pupil, he really learned and was ready to

be rehearsed in ... his scripts.

GRISEWOOD: By a staff that was how big Charles ? You had under you what

20 producers, %0, less ?

-

[ by
STEPMANN: Bne assistant§
GRISEWOOD: Good ...this was in the very early days.
STEPMANN: . This was from 1927 to 1932 and I went on the Control Board

M’O'
8 wagzs{ngle ded in the Adult Education Dept., in developing the whole

organisational side of things ...
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GRISEWOOD: And these techniques that you're describing ?

»7(/1'
SIEPMANN: - These technlques/and of thinking up every single programme
e T )

+ Hoew
that was broadc M’leony Rendall came in as my assistantf, very late, just
before I became Director of Talks. (I see) And this was characteristic,

Amndl
(I see) bhts was incredible ..what a/group of us were able to do in those days.

GRISEWOOD: But in the heyday of the Talks Dept., in Broadcasting House
Cin
what sort of staff did you have there, you had Lionel Fielding as your assistant ?

i ¥ on

SIEPMANN: You mean when I was Director of 'lalks ? (Yes)t{Lionel Fieldqu

succeeded Hilda Mathieson as Head of Talks Dept. [ L¢u back o Ase ﬁfuiyd
Confr con Weks TallSs Depankiant ¥ Hu L
“29 Tetler B ramth -

GRISEWOOD: I see that was just only one of y tments wasn't

it ? %
SIEPMANN: Yus = And I don't think there we & z»étc
Talks Dept.

GRISEWOOD: I see as small as yes) and this was in the time

people in the

that you're describing this v1st to urch111 (that's right) and visit to
Wells and so on. Just theﬁigé%ﬁ people that's all ?

STEPMANN: Just t eople and as ay single handed until
Tony Rendall develo is, organising the whole of that

Aqut Educati

GRISEWOOD:

up ideas to you, was it, was it a planned institutionalised thing with a

t system did, you have for meetings with the staff, putting
lot of written memoranda or was it really rather personal ?

SIEPMANN: Oh it was very personal indeed, I don't remember whether we
had regular department talks (yes yes) but there was great encouragement

to everybody to come up with ideas (yes) or ...

GRISEWOOD: And you were accessible to the staff, at all times were

you,I mean they just came into see you and talk about things ?
j*‘ fa 1 aldie B nascde 44.7;
STEPMANN: Well not quite like that they would talk to Lionel and then

Lionel would bring them to me. ’%GJ s 5~w~l ik B o fun A'pfuv?w“«h - Mes
S'M x Ay Cancatn
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GRISEWOOD: Yes yes of course because you had all the other side of it too.
2 di}gv\(w\w"ku/’ '
SIEPMANN: Everything was/so small that it was all in terms of (yes)

personal exchanges and (yes) pooling of ideas of one sort or another.

GRISEWOOD: Yes, yes I understand. Well Charles is there anything

more before we leave Talks and your leaving that post for the next post you
held, is there anything more you would like to say about the Talks Dept, leave
Reith on one side we'll go back to that, but is there anything more you want

to say about Talks ?

SIEPMANN: No I don't think so I've given the pioture of the problem
(we covered the ground) of how to get people onto gth t all (yes)
how to make them broadcast as professional broadcagt®rs”(yes) and no I
think that tells the story pretty well. ”

GRISEWOOD: And who succeeded you and%&én after you left Talks ?
N

STIEPMANN: Oh Heavens, I don'

GRISEWOOD: Oh there was sgof, kind of nobody at that time, there
was an interregnum even, z& sort of...

STIEPMANN : 3 % re was a kind of interregn_um.

GRISEWOOD: Yesd it went down the hill very badly didn't it ?

STEPMANN: Until Sir Richard Maconachie came along (yes a figure)

" which was an odd appointment.

GRISEWOOD: Yes, yes from outside having had a previous career but you
became when you left Talks, Director of Regional Relations, now what did that
mean ?

SIEPMANN: You may well ask. In those days, where are we now, we're

now 1935 (yes 1935) ...the Regions(and again this emphasises what I've said
before) the Regional Directors were a bunch of unbelievable mediocrities.
Some of them quite uneducated men and with very, very little outlet for

programme services, and a great deal of resentment in the Regions of the

monopoly of Broadcasting House, the parochialism of London.



[ Caf

29-

And Reith was aware of this, in fact it was quite broadly
known jand I think as a stop-gap for me,Lput me into this position of Director
Regional Regional Relations which in effect involved my touring the regions

( ti getting to know these people, talking to all ,

members of the staff, finding out what their problems were, hearing their
3
i and-their preblems,and I came back and wrote a long report which I

3 . i Acha s frodF raad .
think was 1nstmmenta1,,¢hwm-»the.%¢ehed—of thej recognition of regional

broadcasting as a contribution to broadcasting as a whole (I see). The

report on the whole was well accepted, Graves backed it very strongly.

GRISEWOOD: Graves being CP at the time ? (I think so) Yes, yes, he

backed it I see. &

&d I think a very

SIEPMANN: Nicholls as usual opposing it, but
marked effect.ﬁ'om there on out/gﬁe status ami the)

y S Ans F. 5
regions was raised to a new level and I thn@

the occasion for the changes, the details O ich I've quite forgotten now,

ontributions of the
ort was in fact

but-it did-jnvolwe,=eh I think I conti raiter writing the report, for about

¢
a year as Director Regional/Relatio h Tnvolved ,at—least,I think it
was monthly conferences with all gibnal directors, ’Ehey would come up and ...
(I see that started again) that ted again, I chaired those meetings and

(yes) they had now a regula&ice...

GRISEWOOD: And he to encourage them and bring them into the body

of the kirk yougnight ¥, whereas (yes) before they were really rather
Cinderellas %e ? :

SIEPMANN: Oh they were .they were really rather poor relations.
GRISEWOOD: Yes I see that was your work as, as DRR, issued in this report.

And that lasted what, two years something of that sort ? (Under 2 years)

Under two years.

SIEPMANN: I can't remember when I went on to be DPP,1937 was it ?
GRISEWOOD: An enjoyable post to you personally, I suppose you must have

felt so regretful at leaving, well the very great position you'd had, you

must have felt it rather, small potatoes ?

SIEPMANN: Well it was absolutely appalling (appalling) the hurt of the
way it was done was heavily with me at the time (yes).
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And the sudden descent to fussing around the squabble of regional directors

and their things was a (small beer) oh the anticlimax was something frightful.

GRISEWOOD: Did you have any friends, sympathisers in the BBC who really

felt with you over this, your former staff I'm sure.

STEPMANN: I think the whole of my staff.
GRISEWOOD: Yes they must have done because they had no leadership,

they were just left without, yes. Must have been a very unhappy time for you.
Then you became Director of Programme Planning, was that right ?2 (That's
right). Now what did that mean, what job was that 2

SIEPMANN: Well that was the designing of the (o) mes on the two
wavelengths. (National & Regional ?) Natigna egional.

GRISEWOOD: You planned the programmes

Q right) and this was the

se very well. Now who were

first time we met, I can remember that o

you working to there, as DPP you work Controller of Programmes,

I suppose ?  (Nicholls) Nicholls

was Controller of Programmes ?

STEPMANN : I think so. Qat was it) Anyhow he was the person
I wrote my memorandum <:53 ndsey Wellington was his assistant in
those days (yes) so I he was Controller of Programmes.

GRISEWOOD: e .. this was a position of some power, or became
s0 under your ds Jperhaps because you did really choose the programmes

didn't you ?

SIEPMANN: Well to a very limited extent. (To a very limited extent ?)
It was a jigsaw puzzle really basically (yes yes) it was, it provided for
virtually no creative (no) opportunities (no) I mean I couldn't suggest
programmes. It was a question of fitting in the offerings from the Talks
Dept., the Entertainment Dept., the programmes, the Music and creating the

Jjigsaw puzzle, a reasonable balance and alternation of this and that.

GRISEWOOD: No outlets for the sort of creativity (absolutely) yourself
that you had exercised up to then before the..... DRR.

STEPMANN: No I felt utter frustration.

GRISEWOOD: Utter frustration yes. We're coming onto the .. last years
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of Reith's Director Generalship. And .. you were Director of Programme
Planning all through those last years and at the time he left, were you
not ? (That's right). Did he, when he did leave, say goodbye to you

or, I got the impression a little earlier on that you didn't actually see
him at that time, he didn't in fact say '""Good-bye'" or anything of that kind

to you ?

STEPMANN: Far from it. (Far from it ?2) On the day when Nicholls
came to tell me that I was no longer Director of Talks all communication
with Reith ceased. As far as I can remember I never had an interview with

58
him again in my]days, Berhaps he might have called me in on my report on

the regions, but certainly in my days-ef—my last two rs in the BBC as
Director of Programme Planning, the first of whic *E;h¢sumab1y still

under Relth/'when did he leave ?

GRISEWOOD: '28 I think. \
SIEPMANN: '38, yes. In those d no contact with him at all .,

8s Director of Programme Planning {;::f d to Nicholls, Reith never consulted
t

me, saw me socially or official the BBC without a word of goodbye,

television programmes I was then doing in

and I never met Reith again came over in,I think,185..me 1968, (I see)
to interview him for a se if

America.
GRISEWOOD: he receive you ?
STEPMANN: t again I think perhaps throws light on the man, the

element of vanity and the element of never forgetting a grudge, I'd last
seen him, shall we say, in 1936, this is now ¥ years on (yes),I wrote to
him t6 ask him if he would allow me to conduct an hour's interview with him
on his views of broadcasting and the history of broadcasting in Britain ,
because this was a series on the history of broadcasting in America and

in the forefront I wanted the great contrast with the BBC. And we agreed
to meet for lunch somewhere on Kingsway I think, ‘wei:ént to the ITA studios.
I_think-or-something, And 1n walks s that 'Wutherlng Height',as Churchill
called him, (yes) who after 18 years seemed to me to have changed not one
jot or “ilttle. (No really). A little greyer%;&z‘ﬁ; ‘fhe same/~hé shook
handsll said let's have a drink befége lunch. We wengﬂ ordered the drinks,
and Reith's first words to me after years were "Siepmann, at a time when
I was in some difficulties with a committee of the House of Commons, a

testimonial of loyalty by members of the staff was prepared to which there
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were I think, several hundred signatures. I noticed that you and Lionel
Fieldgn were conspicuous by your absence on that list. (Good gracious).
The first words in.ég years. Can you explain, he é;&é; I said yes, I can
explain very simply, We didn't sign, we both agreed, we-didn't—sign because
we thought it was silly. If you needed any measure of my loyalty to you
you had it in the record of my relations to you, I felt not at all called

upon to sign some lunatic circular, it just was plain silly.

GRISEWOOD What did he say to that ?
SIEPMANN: I can't remember, &n yes,then he took me up ... he didn't &wvev

know the énglish language ewer very well and he took me up mistakenly on
tﬁg point, I think at that point I said, "Fdea't,/ I gquite sure that

no one ever owed you a loyalty such as I gave you',. he said '"Owed'" .
I said well,you don't understand the ghglisho that—oh—yes—I-owed

th Bk poie.

GRISEWOOD But he showed you no m %ordiality that really a very
old colleague and a person who real a great deal for him, you did
- - ?

that, he showed no recognition o@

IE o ¢
STEPMANN : No recognih&of that,except[after the interview he wrote
me a letter in which # e rst time in our relations’ he addressed me

which he wrote to say that ... after the broadcast
the fact that he had made no tribute to my

as "Dear Charles'.
he felt rather badabt
distinguished( serwice to broadcasting. To which I replied, 'Dear Sir
John, it's kin you to have written but that would after all have been
gquite irrelevant to the subject of our discussion.' And after all let us
remember it was you who dropped the pilot'". And I'm glad to have had
that last word with him.

GRISEWOOD: And that was the last word really ?
STEPMANN: That was the last word we ever had. He was a strange man.
GRISEWOOD: Yes he was a strange man, that you illuminated as certainly

I've never heard anyone else do it. I ... 1it was a very awkward time after
he left, I imagine, for all the staff, wondering who on earth would succeed

him. You never thought that you would perhaps or did you ?
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SIEPMANN: Oh My God No ! No I was right down the drain.
GRISEWOOD: I see yes. Did it seem to the staff that an outsider

would certainly be chosen not anybody from the BBC ?

STIEPMANN: T don't remember much about the gossip at the time, I

think there were speculations that perhaps Graves might become Director General.

GRISEWOOD: We haven't said very much about Graves, you, you'd, you
liked him didn't you as a person ? (I liked him) Yes and thought he was

a straight man.

STEPMANN: He was an absolutely upright man (yes)and he was very
Bk
' fair-mindéd(yes).hgain,imaginatively he served no e all. But as an
administrator Graves was,I think,an honest angd ceAt man.

really was he ?

GRISEWOOD: And when Ogilvy was appo@es was his second in command
STIEPMANN: Was he, I don't rera‘

GRISEWOOD: What was yo feelings, Ogilvy being appointed from after

all an academic worldéo@&ft have felt oh well here's somebody who's

an educator, this ...

' STEPMANN : Q‘Lberal , relatively.

GRISEWOOD: You felt pleased at the appointment or ... ?
STIEPMANN: Yes I seem to remember having high hopes of Ogilvy as

being at last an educated man in a real position to make decisions.

GRISEWOOD: Did he appreciate you and your past record and see in you
somebody who had been - well very badly treated in over some years before

he came on the scene.

STEPMANN: Well he appeared to, I had no direct official contact with
him but I was 30 miserable and so bored (yes)(to use Reith's own phrase,

}
nY felt'sr was, being stretched" (yes) that I went to Ogilvy and said frankly

"IT'm restless and I have such a belief in this medium that I think it/s

revolutionary powers are still grossly under-estimated,and if an opportunity
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occurs I would love some function that would give me scope for at least
putting up some ideas." (Yes) And I think it was perhaps typical of
Ogilvy, he was a very sweet man, had great charm but 1 think in—te;;S—QQ an
administrator he was essentially a ggﬁé?&f‘“ I think he, with me(gnd I think
probably this was illustrative of his general policx) it was the policy

of putting you off with soft words (yes). He gave me the impression that he
had a very important job waiting for me but it waited and waited and waited
and I think Fabius Cunctator was his mentor in the sense that I think he

handled things by avoiding decision by deferment.

GRISEWOOD: And he lost you in ....in the process.

Vs

STIEPMANN: Ihls went on and on and on until
to go to Harvard and took it down to him.whzgvﬂe'e

this invitation
ed great distress

and confusion, begged me not to leave but the# ast,because by this
time I really had lost all faith that there

me (yes yes).But that was my only contact th im (yes).

ng up and coming for

GRISEWOOD: And you accepted th in Harvard and just left, that

was what it came to yes. ur feelings, if you can describe

them at leaving the BBC? Regre d relief in equal proportions or... ?
SIEPMANN: Both i v@x gh proportion, beep regret, because I retained
then,as to this day, a proach my eightieth year, an unfulfilled dream,

a dream of what rqad ing,’always could have been and might still become.
But a dream t,4 om my observation from the sidelines ;% a professor,

has progressive ded over the last 20 years, éB far from seeing broadcasting

as, oh a regenerative force in texms.of the world, I think I regard broadcasting ,
and particularly television,as one of the most sinister and corruptive influences

in modern culture.

GRISEWOOD: That's a very ... frightful thing for you to feel and to say

since you started ....

SIEPMANN: That's the measure of my regret about leaving ...(a very deep)..
an instrument that I believed in and still believe in today to that extent.

od He
Relief, of course,with marvellous prospects of an appointment at Harvard.I
mean, my father had raised me to a reverence for professors only at this sideo/
the God-head,and to think that I was going to become a professor at Harvard

University was beyond my wildest dreams, / ﬁubsequently modified by first
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hand experience of professors about whom I can tell you much that is
perhaps best left unsaid, but great elation at the prospect of in-=

semse new worlds to conquer.Because the Americans hadé grasped'even then,
in a rudimentary sense what we've never learned in this country, that
broadcasting as a force, both in education and as a cultural force is
worth academic study.ﬁnd they pioneered what wq?}eally never developed

in this countryv;zIJ£i, a new kind of scholarship, €ommunications research,
it was called (I see) an effort to discover what broadcasting is doing to

people.

GRISEWOOD: And did that have a real effect in the United States on

the broadcasters ?

SIEPMANN: Initially yes,and for a curious re n roadcasting research,

like all résearch,needs money . The money cage ly in America to a
Y

man called Paul Lazqﬁgs;qﬁ who is the pionee b

the world,I think, fmem the Columbia Broadcdas%ing System, Frank Stanton,

the President, was sométhing of a scho was interested particularly in

gfcasting research in

sense guided by some of his ‘disco out audiences and audience reactions
and so on,and a number of fascingtihg reports and research studies were

brought out in America.amd iﬂ%;'was the world I now moved into, at least a

research,and he funded Lazééfeldf's i st®studies and was I think in some

resident of Harvard wanted me to explore,

double world. Cong t,@

through Harvard, the .q:i‘ ities of furtherance of higher education through
broadcasting on on #¥and on the other to .. go further into this enquiry
as to how the(ver ﬁ;e of Man and his circumstances is affected by the
instrument, wh fter all, the research itself divulged to be an influence
that monopolised the leisure life of millions. I think the earliest research
showed that the average American family had their television set on for

five and a half hours a day. - The question was well what's happening,

what's happening to people. And I think we're still very derelict ...

GRISEWOOD: Here in this country ?
SIEPMANN: Here in this country as in the world because CBS, since CBS

got so rich it didn't give a damn' about research, research itself has
fallen on evil days and (has it) is not extensive now. But when you
enquire into a question like for instance, what has been the effect( one

book has been written about it, in fact several but one book in particulag)
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what has been the effect upon people of the recurrent incidence aof violence
on the air - has it affected the crime figures - has it, in a sense, blunted
peoples' sensibilities ? I believe it has. I believe the much-touted
exposure of the Vietnam War by these very realistic and horrible pictures of
the suffefings of the forces, ®ms produced a quite opposite effect.

I believe that by watching the television and seeing the Vietnam War

at work people became removed from life, they became spectators, life itself,
the reality of that war became a spectator show,‘)bu sat in your armchair
and you watched it and this, I believe, introduced, as I believe also, though
no one can prove this, this terrible factor of violence particularly in
American programmes, has induced a fatal confusion between realism and reality.
Life as it is, is portrayed for us, but the realities of what life is has

&n not saying that

ab just about the time,

been thereby obscured. Let me give you an example.

t

this is cause and effect,but it's not uninteresting

a ’ mes as she passed

well doesn't matter about the time, some yeams ap’ appalling crime was

committed in New York. A girl was stabbed
through one of the New York squares. Thi i observed by a number of
people who watched from their windows T occurred. Not one person

went to the rescue of that girl. %
Not one person took any action o i

rson called the police.

Now I think this is symptomatic..

I would surmise that this is a mgdern development that has aiLiggét direct
relationship to this insulaﬂ‘%; of experience that occurs by becoming the
observer of the scene i s one of the reasons why I fear that

broadcasting is becom' corrosive and corruptive force.

- i thinklis that - and again only a psychologist

I

could measu it's measureable - I think that in terms of the

protection of o sanity and our own sense of judgement .. we're in a very
difficult situation resulting from the fact that broadcasting particularly,
but the mass media altogether, have provided a continuous bombardment on
our sensibilities and our awareness, our capacity to hear and know, so
much in excess of what we can take in, that again the self-protective
instincts of man have induced an insulation,that we protect ourselves
against this bombardment by cutting ourselves off. We hear too much news,
we hear too much crime, the excess of the impact of the outward world has
induced an inward confusion and self-protection that I think is conducive
to what I think is in some ways characteristic of our time, certainly in
the Western World, a general indifference to participant concern. We are
spectators, we don't really give a damn',precisely because we simply cannot

take in and certainly in terms of sensibility, cannot stand the amount of

horror and brutality and so on that is induced for us.
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This whole world is a speculative world of theory in which
I think enormous research is needed to identify the extent to which the
advent of the age of mass communication, so far from realising my initial
dream of cultural communism and the.s. the ability of all to enter into
the heritage of mankind in terms of learning and insight, has become a

danger to the maintenance, ultimately, of our essential sanity.

Now these are thoughts deriving from my years, 30 years
of watching from the sidelines of a professorship,and I think of another
(reverting to the other aspect of my job at Harvard) this business of education.
Is broadcasting any longer in any really deep sense an educative force.
Here T have to record a conclusion that makes me sad in terms of my
background and my original loyalties.+ Ir you ask me ere is broadcasting,
and television specifically in the lead today in i ﬁnéyid,(if you'd asked
me that question anytime in the last 30 yearg e a; said it's the BBC)
I don't believe that anymore. And it's the m~§§, ic and the more

péc

v
paradoxical Lf the fact that it derives fr uliar inversion of

circumstances. The very excesses and ities of commercial broadcasting
in America produce their own anti-bo ad therej«.developed in the
early thirties when I first went t@r the first grofping toward a

counterveiling force in terms o<::2F growth of what then was called
educational broadcasting, i as its infancy.when I first watched
it,but it has grown by le B‘;pd bounds in America as I think a positive
reaction to the debas% arity of commercial felevision.

i the same time in Great Britain an exactly opposite
development s odgcuPred. With the advent of commercial television in
England, the BB@ fof the first time was put into competition with vulgarity
in effect. And human beings being what they are, the notion that the
BBC could take its stand on catering to a minority and being proud of doing
so, was inevitably drawn into this damnable competitive business of the
ratings. I don't believe there's a person in the BBC today who is not
influenced by the fact that - well how are we doing over against commercial
broadcasting ? I've observed during my visits(énd I've been back here
seven years now, every year) I've-observed what I would say is an almost
steady decline in the general quality of BBC TV. Every year there seems
to me less and less to watch. These days,in terms of preference, apart
from professional interest,I listen to the radio. Radio is still

magnificent, I think,relatively speaking in terms of its general services

to the listener, as a cultural force. Music is still pre-emﬂ&nent.
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Intelligent talks and discussions are still here, radio plays survive, Lheyﬂe
disappeared in America. Television I find less and less though much, still

to watch that is of this nature, a positive, educative, cultural force.

Where do I find it ,then, if the BBC has now lost out,partly
by virtue of its competition with the commercial broadcasters? I find it,
ironically and paradoxically,in Public Broadcasting, so-called, in America
today. .

This is now acquiring,(it is of network proportions) it
is nationwide in its services) it ds—gathering audiences by the hundreds
of thousands, It can't rival the ratings of NBC and CBS yet but it 38
a very considerable social force. And—+hough .L: is true, of course,

that Public Broadcasting in America owes a tremendous,debt to the BBC,

. :(rhe number of programmes i
I*mnot——--ne, that it has taken from the BBC ha very significant

contribution to the quality of broadcasting P

< Nevertheless, that apart, say that today I find

lcl.bv-'.\-’o-
more to watch on Public Broadcasting in icawthat is worthwhile in

the broadest cultural:sense than I fi e BBC today and I find that

very sad. Q
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