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 I
n 1952 Lindsay Anderson, one of the 
pioneers of the Free Cinema move-
ment, came to the Wakefield district 
to make a documentary about the 
work of the local newspaper. An-

derson made a bonny film, some of 
the shots wouldn’t have been out of 
place in an Italian neo-Realist movie. 
We got to see old men on allotments, 
children dancing and singing around 
a pit village and the oldest woman in 
Horbury, Miss Mary Compton, born in 
1859. The narrator, in a strong West 
Riding accent told us, “She likes to 
share her memories, and her memo-
ries are important.”  The one false step 
in the film was that we didn’t get to 
hear Miss Compton’s own voice or her 
memories. 

If we look at the film nearly 70 years 
on, we can see it as an attempt to record 
something very different, and on that 
level it is cutting edge, but for all of 
the local input, it still feels like a film 
made by somebody from the outside.  
A decade later Anderson returned to 
Wakefield to make This Sporting Life. 
He adapted the book by the Wakefield-
born author David Storey and created 
parts for local people and locations.

There was a long-running radio pro-
gramme called Down Your Way. It in-
volved visiting small provincial towns 
and meeting local people who might 
have an interesting job or something 
unusual to say. Back in the 1960s its 
presenter, Franklin Engelmann, vis-
ited our neck of the woods. 

I was an excited young lad on the 

Sunday lunchtime when the pro-
gramme was broadcast. I sat down 
with my grandparents to listen. no 
sooner had the programme finished 
than my grandfather, who was never 
short of an opinion, announced in his 
broad West Yorkshire baritone, “It 
was alreight Hilda, but it wasn’t for 
me. I could have made that programme 
me’self. He doesn’t know ’owt about 
round here, only what folk have told 

him and I knew most of that already.”  
I found it funny that my grandfa-

ther, who worked as a tail-gate ripper 
at Sharlston pit, thought that he could 
make a wireless programme for the 
BBC.  I wasn’t really sure what the old 
lad was talking about, but I did remem-
ber the words, which came up from 
somewhere, like a folk song.

The writer Alan Plater used to talk 
a lot about finding the music in re-
gional dialects. He said, “The more we 
‘McDonaldise’ the world, the more im-
portant a regional identity becomes.” 
Alan wrote about ordinary people in 
ordinary situations. His writing was 
very northern. Alongside the legen-
dary radio producer, Alfred Bradley, 
he developed a programme called 
Northern Drift in Leeds. Many young 
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alan plater’s early work included scripts for the ground-breaking Z cars
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writers like Barry Hines and Stan 
Barstow had a place to take their work 
because of that programme. Alan’s 
first play for television was made by 
BBC north and he wrote the early 
episodes of Z Cars when it was very 
much a programme of the kitchen 
sink school.  

When I decided to go freelance with 
my own writing in the 1980s, Alan be-
came a mentor to me. He was the one 
who encouraged me to find my own 
voice. He once said to me, “Just ask 
yourself who you are and how you got 
here and then be sure that whatever 
writing you’re going to do next comes 
from the same place as you do.”

Years later when I worked in ra-
dio and television myself, the penny 
dropped. It’s not enough to know 
what programmes are about, we need 
to know who they are by, how we get 
them aired and who they are made 
for as well.  I worked as a presenter at 
Yorkshire Television from the begin-
ning of the 1990s. By then we were used 
to hearing local dialects on television 
news reports and regional documenta-
ries, though it was still a bit of a novelty 
for a presenter to have a strong local 
twang. I was never pigeon-holed at 
YTV and I roamed across a variety of 
subjects in places all over the world. 

A regional TV station like York-
shire was never just confined to its 
own region. In fact, one of YTV’s 
most famous programmes was made 
in Haiti, when Alan Whicker visited 
Papa Doc, and put together by people 
who lived within a few miles of the stu-
dios in Leeds. There was a lot of skill 
and know-how at YTV, built up over 
years of independent thinking and 
creativity. And everything was done 
in-house from the first spark of im-
agination to the mending of electrical 

equipment. You could come up with an 
idea at the morning meeting, see your 
boss at lunchtime and have the idea 
commissioned before you went home. 
There was no waiting for somebody in 
London to tell you that it fit some kind 
of grid pattern. 

It was a shame when it all started to 
fall apart. I freelanced for YTV for 15 
years and then one day, in the light of 
all the redundancies for staff, some of 
whom had been there almost from the 
start, I was called in and told that due 
to decreasing budgets for the regions 
there would be no more work for me. 

There is a need to look beyond 
what is now the mainstream, celebri-

ty-based broadcast culture to find the 
overlooked and the voices we don’t 
normally hear.  We need to find the 
musicality in local dialects that both 
preserves the nuances of different 
places and enriches expression. 

Change comes on the rim of the 
wheel. It’s local voices that hold lo-
cal politicians to account, local voices 
that save local landmarks, and, if you 
believe the local hospital, library, post 
office, pub and playing field are worth 
keeping, it’s local voices that give you 
a chance. 

At the end of Lindsay Anderson’s 
local newspaper documentary, there 
were shots of paper boys posting pa-
pers through neighbourhood letter 
boxes. The narrator told us, “It is out, 
time to show the town its own face.”  
Perhaps it is time to stand up, speak 
out and show our face again.

Ian Clayton’s latest book,  It’s 
The Beer Talking, won first prize 
for best writing about pubs at 
the annual British Guild of Beer 
Writers awards. 

It’s local voices that  
hold local politicians  
to account, local  
voices that save local  
landmarks

the original Yorkshire television buildings on kirkstall road, leeds, now house itv  
studios. the soap emmerdale is produced there
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Voices from the North East

T
YnE-TEES TV began broad-
casting in January 1959. It had 
its ups and downs. In 1962 the 
Pilkington Report criticised 
Tyne Tees for avoiding minor-

ity programmes and putting out cop 
shows or westerns instead.  In 1978 
The Economist reported that Trident, 
the franchise owner, was ‘London-
dominated, overly diversified, and 
out of touch with the grass roots’.  
Locally made programming amounted 
to an average of less than nine hours a 
week, with the remainder of program-
ming from the ITV network.

Some of Tyne Tees’ best known pro-

gramming includes the groundbreak-
ing music show The Tube, critically 
acclaimed adaptations of Catherine 
Cookson novels, and children’s pro-
grammes such as Supergran.

Two other distinctive north East 
voices were Amber Films and Trade 
Films. Murray Martin of Amber Films 
and Stewart Mackinnon of Trade 
Films worked with other independent 
film makers to devise the Workshop 
Declaration (1982) in partnership with 
the film union ACTT and Channel 4. 

The Workshops worked with local 
communities, women’s organisations 
and ethnic minority communities, and 

by 1988 44 workshops had had films 
funded and screened by Channel 4, 
which helped finance and produce Am-
ber’s  first feature-length film Seacoal, 
set among the coal-collectors on Lyne-
mouth beach, close to the coal-mining 
towns of Ellington and Ashington. 

Trade Films’ productions included 
The Miners’ Campaign Video Tapes 
and Northern Newsreel, which was 
distributed to trade unions and the 
Labour movement. Amber and Trade 
Films were supported by northern 
Arts, the regional association of the 
Arts Council of Great Britain at the 
time.
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 Y
OU wouldn’t think that 
Ofcom was responsible 
for finding, vetting and 
appointing Channel 4 
board members based 

on what happened recently.
In April the government ve-

toed the reappointment of two 
women to Channel 4’s board of 
directors, including one of only 
two women of colour. It was 
another example of ministers 
intervening in senior media ap-
pointments. The decision not to 
renew the boardroom positions 
of Uzma Hasan and Fru Hazlitt 
at the state-owned but privately 
funded broadcaster was made 
against the advice of both the 
Channel 4 board and the media 

lines, “We did ask a minister to 
appear but none was available.”

The threat of C4 privatisa-
tion has been a favoured pro-
posal of the broadcasting min-
ister, John Whittingdale, for 
many years and last October 
Culture Minister Oliver Dow-
den said the issue of privatisa-
tion had to be ‘on the table’ as 
part of a government review of 
public service broadcasting.

But back to the blocked  
reappointments. Both women 
were recommended for an-
other three-year term on the 
broadcaster’s board. However, 
ministers have instead decided 
to seek new candidates. 

Downing Street should have 

no formal role in the appoint-
ments process but the deci-
sion was influenced by officials 
working in no 10. This is part of 
a wider push, a clearly-planned 
strategy which has led to the 
appointment of Conservative 
allies to leading media roles.

We should be concerned. 
Boris Johnson already has a 
powerful bloc of right-wing 
newspapers which consistently 
cheerlead and provide uncriti-
cal support. In a way reminis-
cent of Viktor Orban in Hunga-
ry, it seems like Johnson is now 
intent on curbing and weaken-
ing sections of the media he 
deems too recalcitrant or criti-
cal of him and his government. 

Cultural commisars take 
out dissenting voices

 B
ORIS JOHnSOn’S min-
ions at the Department 
of Culture, Media and 
Sport are systematically 
reshaping opinion on the 

boards of museums, galleries 
and media groups by easing 
out dissenting voices and ap-
pointing trustees more aligned 
with government thinking.

The problem is you won’t 
find much about what’s going 
on in our government-friendly 
media. Only high-flying cases 
like Lord Dacre’s possible ap-
pointment as Ofcom chair hit 
the headlines.

Let’s start with one small 
example, reported in the Finan-
cial Times. Sarah Dry, an au-
thor on the history of science, 
was a trustee at the Science 
Museum. She has withdrawn 
her reappointment applica-
tion in protest at being asked 
to ‘explicitly express support’ 
for the government’s policy 

against the removal of conten-
tious historical objects. 

In her letter, sent to the 
group’s board and chair Dame 
Mary Archer, she writes that 
bowing to these conditions 
would ultimately harm the Sci-
ence Museum Group’s reputa-
tion, compromise its board and 
‘betray the trust of the public’.

She continues, “Any re-
quirement which seeks to 
constrain the independent cu-

he wrote to public bodies warn-
ing about ‘activism or politics’ 
and explaining the government’s 
policy to ‘retain and explain’ con-
tentious statues and works.

He refused to reappoint Dr 
Aminul Huque as a trustee of 
the Royal Museums Greenwich, 
leading to the resignation of its 
chair, Carphone Warehouse 
founder Sir Charles Dunstone. 
Huque’s fate was presumably 
linked with his work calling 
for the decolonisation of the 
curriculum.   

The Culture department is 
taking an aggressive stance on 
appointments, limiting trus-
tees to one term and, in a com-
plete break with past practice, 
requiring candidates to pledge 
support for the government’s 
‘contested heritage’ policy.

The disturbing aspect of 
this controlling intervention by 
the Culture minister is that, far 
from people refusing this gov-
ernment-imposed constraint, 
chairs and trustees have accept-
ed Dowden’s more prescriptive 
approach to appointments, with 
several new appointees giving 
assurances of support.

Tory ministers 
are intervening to 
impose conformity 
on appointments

ratorial and interpretive work 
of national museums violates 
the long-established principle 
of arm’s length bodies. Today 
it is contested heritage. Tomor-
row it may be another issue. 
This has several damaging ef-
fects.”

dowden in control

Oliver  Dowden, the Culture Sec-
retary, is carrying out Downing 
Street’s wishes. Last September 

regulator, Ofcom.
Such reappointments are 

usually waved through by 
the government, but there’s a 
broken relationship between 
C4 and the government. This 
goes back to before the general 
election. Remember the attack 
on Boris Johnson by Dorothy 
Byrne, then Head of news and 
Current Affairs at C4, in her 
MacTaggart lecture? During 
the 2019 general election we 
featured in ElectionWatch the 
robust coverage of the Tory 
campaign by C4. 

Since then Tory ministers 
have consistently been absent 
from Channel 4 news and report-
ers regularly ritually incant the 

Channel 4 is also in government’s crosshairs 

london’s science museum is one body where a trustee withdrew her re-
appointment application in protest
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