
BROADCASTING HOUSE
A PORTRAIT



"The requirement was men and women who 
wanted to be in the BBC and nowhere else; who 

realised its potentialities and were moved and 
minded to share in their achievement..."

John Reith - Into the Wind



Foreword
Broadcasting House: A Portrait is the latest in a series of touring exhibitions from BBCNI’s Community 

Archive. It features some of the people who have shaped the development of local broadcasting and the 

changing role of the BBC. It’s not a complete story. Many significant moments and much of the everyday 

business of broadcasting were never captured on camera and live only in memory and anecdote. Despite 

these limitations however, our archival collections provide a rich and varied insight into the near past of the 

BBC in Northern Ireland and the community which has been at the heart of its work for over 80 years.

This booklet and the accompanying exhibition tell how the 
BBC has used lens, microphone and technology to ever 
more fully reflect the lives of local people. They remind 
us how the BBC has provided a forum for debate and a 
stage on which to celebrate the best of who we are. Many 
of these pictures also describe BBCNI’s role as an enabler 
of conversations and as a point of connection with other 
lives and a world which is “suddener and more of it than 
we think”.

Every aspect of broadcasting’s creative enterprise is 
represented - from technicians and engineers, to playwrights, 
actors, presenters and musicians. Changes in fashion and 
equipment are immediately apparent, but there are also 
important continuities in the commitment of succeeding 
generations to innovation and creative excellence.

Broadcasting House: A Portrait celebrates the restless 
creativity of BBCNI programme-makers in seeking to give 

new voice and expression to the stories of community 
life. Their energy helped to shape our creative and 
technological present and has left an abundant broadcasting 
legacy. But this exhibition isn’t an exercise in nostalgia. It 
documents a rich inheritance, but also reminds us of the 
opportunities that we have to build and to enlarge upon 
past accomplishments.

The golden age of broadcasting is always still to be created. 
Our challenge is to make it happen and in ways which fulfil 
the BBC’s unique potential and the needs of the audiences 
it serves. The ambition to inform, educate and entertain 
guides us still - bringing the best of everything to everyone. 
Broadcasting House: A Portrait tells something of what has 
been achieved. With dedication, luck, and a little help, the 
best should yet be to come...

Peter Johnston
Director- BBC Northern Ireland
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The BBC story in Northern Ireland began with the first 

broadcast of 2BE in September, 1924. The station’s 

programming was limited and had a relatively small 

audience. It became part of the newly established British 

Broadcasting Corporation in 1927 and its services 

continued to grow. The BBC’s studios in Linen Hall Street 

were progressively enhanced and regional programming 

got properly underway with the opening of a new 

transmitter at Lisnagarvey in 1936. It brought BBC radio 

services to audiences across Northern Ireland for the first 

time and was accompanied by a specially commissioned 

series of programmes and features.
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Broadcasting House 
- a story still in the making



By the mid-1930s the limitations of the BBC’s studios at Linen Hall Street had become apparent and 
preparations began to create a new home for local broadcasting in Northern Ireland. James Miller, a Scottish 
architect, was asked to undertake the building’s design and started work in 1936. Newspaper speculation 
about the BBC’s plans was intense. By mid-1937 it had been confirmed that the BBC had acquired a city 
centre site and that it intended to construct a ‘Broadcasting House in its main characteristics similar to the 
headquarters of the Corporation in London’. It was estimated that this work would cost around £250,000. 
A formal BBC announcement about its intentions, including a detailed description of the proposed look 
and structure of Broadcasting House followed in 1938.

Substantive building work on the BBC’s ‘new Northern 
Ireland headquarters’ began in 1939 and continued 
despite the outbreak of WW2. It was completed in 
1941 at a time when regional broadcasting was largely 
in abeyance. Services resumed in 1945 and received 
fresh editorial impetus with the BBC’s new emphasis 
on regional voices and experiences. Over the next few 
years the sound and output of Broadcasting House 
began to more fully reflect the audience it served. 
Technology helped to democratise the airwaves – as 
did the creativity (and occasional radicalism) of a new 
generation of programme-makers. 

BBC television arrived in Northern Ireland in 1953 and 
reached a bigger audience with the opening of a new 
transmitter at Divis in 1955. Local television programmes 
were initially somewhat limited – reflecting the costs and 
technical difficulties involved. Output steadily increased 
however, and began to include news programmes. New 
and cheaper technology, and the stimulus of competition 
from the newly established UTV in 1959, all helped to 
develop the range and ambition of BBCNI television. 
Schools programming began in the early 1960s (building 
on BBCNI’s pioneering radio work in this area) and 
increasing use was made of outside broadcasts. There 
were controversies too, about the BBC’s role in reflecting, 
and exploring, community divisions.

The Troubles had a profound effect on the BBC and 
marked a transition in its role in Northern Ireland. 
BBC coverage of the conflict sometimes excited fierce 
audience and political reaction. The Belfast newsroom 
grew to meet the demands of a fast-changing news 
agenda and Broadcasting House (like many other city 
centre buildings) suffered from bomb damage. Local 
services meanwhile were expanded with the launch of 
BBC Radio Ulster in 1975 and BBC Radio Foyle in 1979. 
Broadcasting House itself grew with the addition of an 
administration block in 1975 and a new suite of studios 
and editing facilities in 1984. 

Other developments would include the arrival of digital 
television and radio, new accountability arrangements 
with the establishment of a local Broadcasting Council 
and its later replacement by an Audience Council, the 
growth of online services, and BBCNI’s increased network 
programming. The exterior of Broadcasting House 
retained many of its original features, but its interior and 
the business of programme-making had been transformed. 
Seven decades on, Broadcasting House remains a place 
of gathering and transformation, bringing everyday stories  
to everywhere…
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Three or four of us met Sam Hanna Bell on a Saturday 
afternoon in The Elbow Room to discuss the format of 
a literary miscellany we were due to record. We drank 
too much and then weaved woozily across the road to 
the studio. Once behind the glass Sam who had been 
the ringleader of our revels rapidly metamorphosed 
into a Presbyterian minister, flinty and austere. In a few 
bracing moments he cleared our tipsy heads.

Younger producers carried on the great Boyd and Bell 
tradition: Bernard Torney, Maurice Leitch, Douglas 
Carson, Paul Muldoon. I enjoyed working with all of 
them. Maurice Leitch trundled around the Province 
with an amateur talent programme. I was between 
jobs and worked briefly as Maurice’s floor manager, the 
cheerleader for country and western songsters and back-
woods comedians – characters who would have fitted 
into one of his marvellous Ulster-based novels. 

My deepest collaborations were with Douglas Carson 
of the Schools Department. He inspired me to produce 
scripts based on childhood memories of Hallowe’en, 
Christmas, the summer holidays. Every year for a decade 
or so I created for Douglas dramatised versions of one 
or two Irish legends. I loved dreaming up fantastic sound 
effects which the boffins of the Radiophonic Workshop 

in London would brilliantly realise. We commissioned 
Billy White and his Trio to provide a jazz backing for 
the lovely lyrical story The Bird of the Golden Land: a 
marriage made in heaven.

Paul Muldoon produced an unpredictable omnium-
gatherum called Bazaar. Usually at his suggestion I would 
write short prose pieces on topics such as trying to 
give up smoking, or I would read a brand new poem. 
Part of the excitement was not knowing who the other 
contributors would be. One programme might include 
an hilarious short story by John Morrow, a song by Jimmy 
Simmons, a sombre recitation by John Hewitt. Bazaar 
reflected Paul’s own manifold ingenuity.

All of this took place against the backdrop of the Troubles. 
Car bombs and gunfire never quite overwhelmed the Bird 
of the Golden Land. The Head of Programmes I cared 
most for was Ronald Mason. Stagey and magniloquent, 
Ronnie had previously been an eminent drama producer. 
He appreciated the gifts of his team and in difficult  
times made space for the likes of Carson and Muldoon. 
They prodded dozing imaginations and generated a  
sense of creative sodality. They introduced the 
community to its writers. And the writers introduced 
the community to itself.

Michael Longley
The most important people in broadcasting are 

the producers and writers. At the very beginning 

of our careers, before we had published our first 

collections, the poets of my generation were given 

generous encouragement by two great producers, 

John Boyd and Sam Hanna Bell, both of them big-

hearted men of vision. We were young cubs in 

our early twenties.

John Boyd was in charge of The Arts in Ulster programme. 
He included me as a panellist with such seasoned 
broadcasters as Charlie Brett, Mercy Hunter (Ulster’s 
own Jean Brodie) and John Cowser who had taught me 
Classics at Inst. We were discussing Heaney’s Death of 
a Naturalist when John materialised from behind the 
glass partition and exclaimed: “Sound more enthusiastic, 
for God’s sake! This is the most exciting thing to have 
happened here for years.”
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On this occasion Dr Paisley’s mission was not about 
politics but religion. He had long felt that the smaller 
Christian denominations were under-represented in BBC 
NI’s output. To drive that point home he brought with 
him no fewer than 14 leading figures from Northern 
Ireland’s myriad evangelical churches - Elim Pentecostal, 
Baptist, Cooneyite, Plymouth Brethren and of course 
Free Presbyterian – all under the umbrella of the Caleb 
Foundation. I felt that here was an issue worth discussing 
so I invited the entourage into my office, which overlooked 
the early stages of construction of what is now the  
Ormeau Avenue Holiday Inn. Work on the site had 
exposed the normally completely covered Blackstaff 
River, which had been flowing for at least a century in a 
hidden brick channel. 

‘Dr. Paisley,’ I said, ‘look at the splendid Victorian culvert. 
Do you know that the river goes on to flow directly 
beneath Broadcasting House and it once powered a 

mill wheel on this site?’ With a good natured guffaw, he 
replied: ‘That comes as no surprise to me, Mr Loughrey, 
for I always knew the BBC was on watery foundations.’

I have always seen Broadcasting House as something 
more solid and secure than that. It is a solemn fortress 
with something of the character of an austere boarding 
school. Both establishments have their minds on higher 
things, yet in their precincts riotous times are had and 
some great work is produced.

While the BH exterior suggests order and a grand plan, 
the interior is quite different. It is like a village which has 
grown into a town. Offices have become studios and vice 
versa, whole departments now exist where once there 
was a corridor, Portakabins sprout, to be replaced by 
something more solid, walls come down, others go up.

Pat Loughrey
On a bright Spring morning in the late 90s, I approached Broadcasting House with a feeling of apprehension. 

The long commute from my home in Magherafelt had done nothing to calm my concerns and they 

were confirmed at 9.00 am when my indefatigable assistant Suzy O’Hara announced: ‘Dr. Paisley and his 

colleagues are here to see you.’ I had a sense that they were unlikely to have come to praise our output. 

It is easy to get lost in the ever-changing maze. During 
election programmes, in times not long past, when many 
local parties were not on speaking terms, producers 
used walkie-talkies to help steer various politicians in and 
out of the building and around the passageways so that 
they didn’t bump into each other. Had this happened, 
of course, the BBC would have been accused of staging  
a confrontation.

At one time, the Scene Around Six studio was at the 
top of the building but the newsroom was on the first 
floor. No grand plan there. Each night, as transmission 
time neared, the security staff commandeered the lift for 
the exclusive use of a production team rushing aloft with 
scripts and bits of film. These days all of that is done with 
the click of a ‘send’ key. 

For many years, Studio 1 has been the setting for an 
annual Christmas gathering of retired staff where old 
acquaintances are renewed and the talk is of how ‘it was 
different in my day.’ And they are right.
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Sam was employed, officially, by the Features Department, 
whose HQ was in London. Bertie Rodgers joined it there. 
For a time he shared an office with Louis MacNeice: and 
MacNeice used his influence to support Sam in Belfast. 
`He worked hard in the Elbow Room', Sam reported: 
`With his long purple hair. And his long purple pint. And 
his long purple face'.

They were envied by another Producer, John Boyd. 
John was in the Talks Department, but felt he should 
have been in Features with his friends. Despite this, his 
own work was critical. He had a passion for literature, 
especially for literature connected with Ireland - not to 
be confused, he said, with ̀ Irish Literature': his sympathies 
were nationalist, his aesthetics were not. In a long career, 
he promoted both writing and reading, encouraging 
new talents (like Brian Friel's) and bringing published 
authors to the fireside. Today, of course, we take the 
microphone for granted: in the fifties, there was still the 
Wonder of Wireless.

I grew up with that wonder. A decade later, I was able  
to pursue it. I started to write for radio in the early  
sixties. In 1966 I joined the club, a Producer in the  
Education Department.

The heroic age of Talks and Features was ending. 
MacNeice and Rodgers died. Bell and Boyd were retiring. 
Before they left they helped me with consummate 
patience. I recall them with gratitude and affection.

In its prime, the Schools Department was a kind 
of renaissance, a revival of Talks and Features for a 
particular audience, with elements of Music and Radio 
Drama. I worked there in a sense for centuries - my 
main preoccupation was with history programmes. And 
history as it happened stalked the classrooms. In the BBC 
at large our Schools Department was unique: it was the 
only Schools Department which spoke to a war zone. 
The young people tuning in to the broadcasts were 
victims of the themes the broadcasts were exploring.

A lot of people did the best they could. Technicians like 
Chris Gilbert, Don Street, Desmond Johnston. Assistants 
like Marie Keenan, Valerie Duke, June Clawson, Joan 
Calvert, Kathy Coulter, Myrtle Johnston. Cameramen like 
Eric Pollen, Rex Maidment, George Middleton. Editors 
like Bill Miskelly, Ian Hamilton, Don O'Donovan. Actors 
like Harold Goldblatt, John McBride, Jimmy Devlin, 
Charles Witherspoon, Stella McCusker, Margaret D'Arcy, 
Michael Duffy, Bill Hunter, Kitty Gibson, Mark Mulholland, 
Jimmy Murphy, Patrick Brannigan, Sam McCready, Liam 
Neeson, Jimmy Ellis, Denys Hawthorne. Writers like 
Michael Longley, Seamus Heaney, Paul Muldoon, Maurice 
Leitch, John Montague, Frank Ormsby, Jonathan Bardon, 
Rosemary Sutcliff.

These lists could be prolonged indefinitely. I was awed 
by the privilege. I still am.

Old friends, tonight I will speak quietly. 

Under my breath. In case the hills hear me.

Douglas Carson
I was born in 1938. At that time the BBC's Belfast 

studios were in an old building behind the present 

site. Some fragments survive. In the 1970s, when 

the shell was demolished, I rescued part of the 

panelling. It is now in my house - still resonating, I 

imagine, with the cadences of Tyrone Guthrie and 

the dramas of Denis Johnston.

The new premises had a Reithian gravity - `Portand 
Place', said a critic, `came to Belfast and pupped'. When 
the War ended, and the paint was still wet, a fresh 
appointment brought the place to life. This was the great 
Sam Hanna Bell - novelist, folklorist, music collector, 
creator of a thousand programmes and a fellow of 
infinite jest. Sam worked closely with the poet, WR 
(Bertie) Rodgers, author of The Return Room, the finest 
radio feature produced in post-War Belfast. Sam and 
Bertie were kinsmen, but this was kept dark. The BBC, 
like all bureaucracies, was riven by factions and rivalries, 
and the new place in Belfast was by no means immune.
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The walls were pure 1960s décor: square boxes with 
hessian fabric coverings in dusty greens, yellows and 
browns, presumably placed there very precisely by 
an acoustic expert from London. Then there was the 
round table where Michael Baguley would read the links 
destined for between the previously recorded music 
items. His superb clarity, diction and pace of delivery 
belonged even then to a world beginning to recede  
from view.

The BBC Northern Ireland Orchestra had been well 
used to Studio 1 from the early 1950s when David Curry 
ruled the Irish Rhythms roost through to the late 1970s 
when Maurice Brett was the leader, Derek Bell doubled 
on harp and oboe, and Eric Wetherell had succeeded 
Kenneth Alwyn as Conductor. With the shake-up of 
the Musicians’ Union strike in 1980, an enlarged Ulster 
Orchestra succeeded the BBC players in 1981. 

Studio 1 hadn’t been designed to accommodate that larger 
orchestra and it was eventually closed for refurbishment. 
Producers, audio technicians and orchestral players found 
themselves decamped to the low-ceilinged Montgomery 
Scott Hall in East Belfast, home of the Maple Leaf Club 
– its atmosphere pervaded by that dank stale alcoholic 
smell of a closed pub. 

On our return to Studio 1 it looked better, though the 
studio space was the same size. The new spacious sound 
cubicle was situated somewhat distantly on the first floor 
of BH. For the musicians, the new lighting still didn’t reach 
adequately to the outer edges, and the air conditioning 
system dumped cold air from on high at vital moments 

– rather as the Ulster Hall can do today! Worse for 
producers and performers alike was the eternal building 
work throughout BH. Retakes were the order of the 
day as performances were reorchestrated by a hammer 
or a power drill. The number of times we would run 
up and down the stairs wrapped around BH’s lift shaft, 
desperately trying to save a recording session, looking for 
someone somewhere wielding a drill or a hammer. 

And then there were those money-saving lights which 
responded automatically to movement or the lack of 
it. For one series we’d invited several Irish composers 
to compose and perform music based on stories from 
Helen Waddell’s Beasts and Saints. Gerald Barry chose 
St Kevin and the Blackbird and insisted on reciting it as 
St Kevin and the Blackboard, complete with a sustained 
rant mimicking Big Ian in full flow! 

My abiding memory is of working on one of those 
Waddell pieces which called for the plucking of the 
strings inside one of the two Studio 1 Steinway Grands. 
The light sensors couldn’t detect any movement from 
the pianist, who was lying precariously under the piano 
lid waiting for a loud passage of plucking to fade artistically 
away. Long before it did so, the lights had gone out one 
by one, leaving the poor pianist in total darkness. 

Perhaps that is what aspires to be the high endeavour 
Wordsworth described as an inward light “that makes the 
path before him always bright”. In truth it was a moment 
when everyone dissolved in laughter. And Studio 1 had 
lots of those moments, despite the lighting, the draughts, 
and the phantom drillers. 

David Byers
Before its more recent transformation for multi-

purpose use, Studio 1 had been the music studio. 

Specially built, its space somehow suspended 

within the building so that there could be no noise 

transmission from the outside world, it was the 

last 1939 word in music studios.

The gallery, where sound engineer and producer sat, 
used to be up the stairs which led off the studio’s small 
entrance vestibule. This was the inner sanctum where 
the SM (Sound Manager) ruled. His word was final. Well 
dare anyone challenge a decision. A new producer on 
the block was looked at in thinly-veiled disgust if he or 
she asked for the microphone to be moved. Grudgingly, 
the SM’s assistant would be dispatched to go downstairs 
and move the microphone maybe by a token inch. 
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Patricia Craig
What a place - however, that crucial little box with the 
well-bred voice was the means by which people, even 
people in the depths of the Irish countryside, could 
keep abreast of world-shattering events. ... And for us in 
Belfast in the 1950s, the pre-television era, it was that as 
well and more besides. Too young to take an interest in 
the news bulletins put out by the BBC Home Service, I 
found my level in a couple of programmes broadcast by 
Radio Eireann, or Athlone, as it was known. One of these 
was Patricia Lynch’s “Brogeen of the Stepping Stones”, 
wonderfully enticing for a six-year-old with its country 
fairs and whistling tinkers and agitated leprechaun. 
The other - well, the other gave me an inflated view 
of my artistic abilities and nearly precipitated me into 
a highly unsuitable career. It was called “Drawing 
and Painting with Marion King”, and how it worked  
without a visual dimension I have no idea. But work it 
did, as I can testify.

Marion King - whoever she was - got hundreds of us 
avid little would-be picture-makers reaching for our 
grubby paint boxes at every available moment and 
covering acres of paper with gaudy or wishy-washy 
images. The culmination of the programme was a 
competition and accompanying large-scale exhibition, 
and I was taken on the train to Dublin by my mother 
to view my own contribution to the “Under-Tens” 
section. And there it was before my eyes - a large 
inept watercolour grandly entitled “Shane O’Neill at 
the Court of Queen Elizabeth”, with Elizabeth looking 
like a cross Christmas decoration and Shane O’Neill in  
his Gaelic cloak resembling a hearth-rug with legs. I  
wasn’t discouraged.

Nearly every household in Belfast possessed a bakelite 
wireless at the time and all of them seemed to be placed 
high up on an all-purpose shelf in the living-room. To 
listen comfortably to ours I had to perch on the back 
of a rickety sofa - and the same thing was true when I 
visited my cousins in Andersonstown and we prepared 
to enliven our afternoon by listening with all our ears 
to “Life with the Lyons”. Because there were three of 
us that sofa sometimes overbalanced and we ended 
in a hilarious heap on the carpet. ... Perhaps it was the 
episode in which someone suffers a hair mishap, and 
someone else runs for a bottle of shampoo, only to 
have an indignant voice chime in: “This is no time for 
false economy. Get her a real poo, for goodness sake” 
- perhaps it was that that caused our most dramatic 
tumble.

I know a lot more about the BBC in Northern Ireland, 
and its civilising role, than I did in those unsophisticated 
days, and I wish I’d been a more discriminating listener 
while I had the chance (blame books - story-books - 
and their overwhelming appeal). To think I might have 
heard W.R.Rodgers’s “The Return Room”, Michael J. 
Murphy, Sam Thompson, Joseph Tomelty, John Hewitt ... 
any programme put out by inspired producers like Sam 
Hanna Bell and John Boyd, or - later - Douglas Carson. 
I even missed “The McCooeys”, god help us, that great 
indigenous entertainment. But it pleases me to know 
that all this, and more, was going on at a time when 
Northern Ireland was thought to be indifferent to the 
arts - and that the little box with the well-bred voice 
had become a repository of glorious local voices, and 
abundant local felicities.

In his poem “Cushendun”, written in 1939, Louis 
MacNeice (not yet a BBC man) evokes a pungent 
and reposeful scene, only to be brought face-to-face 
with reality in the last verse: 

Only in the dark green room beside the fire

With the curtains drawn against the winds and waves

There is a little box with a well-bred voice:

What a place to talk of war.
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It was just a few months later that I found myself applying 
for a job as a radio producer and, astonishingly, being 
seriously considered while not as yet having graduated 
from Queen’s. The fact that I had already spent some time 
in BH and was known to a few producers there must have 
stood me in good stead. What clinched the deal, I’m sure, 
was that my interview coincided with the arrival of the tea 
trolley in the boardroom and, being a well brought-up boy, 
I poured tea for each of the members of the interviewing 
committee. They must have been taken in by my sheer 
nerve since, frankly, they didn’t have much else to go on.

For whatever reason, I soon found myself with a job as 
a radio producer and, at the age of 22, may even have 
believed that I might one day belong to that tradition 
of producer/artists for which the BBC was so famous. 
Maurice Leitch was a novelist, Tony McAuley a singer, 
Denys Hawthorne an actor who had worked with Louis 
MacNeice and W. R Rodgers. R. D. Smith had himself been 
a producer in the legendary Radio Features department run 
by Laurence Gilliam. There was a distinct sense that radio 
was still an extremely vital medium, one which allowed for 
the possibility of a radio programme being a work of art. 

For the next 13 years I had a wonderfully adventurous 
time as a producer and director of semi-dramatised 
radio features involving writers, actors, musicians and 
sound effects as well as radio documentaries, magazine 
programmes, short stories and anthologies of new writing. 
The very particular demands of writing for radio – clarity, 
conciseness, an intellectual and emotional charge – must 
have influenced how I wrote poems. On a practical level, 
I learned to write piecemeal, setting down a line here, 
another there, often at a typewriter commandeered from 
the BBC Information Office in BH. I made a virtue of 
necessity and came to be able to write poems only when I 
was, or am, meant to be doing something else.

Though BH functioned under particularly heavy security for 
many of the years I worked there, having been car-bombed 
and otherwise assailed any number of times, it often felt 
like a particularly serene place. Through the course of any 
given day, it offered a space in which politicians came to 
analyse the latest developments and, even more tellingly, 
poets and performance artists and piano players to help a 
community make sense of itself.

Paul Muldoon
The first time I went into Broadcasting House, Belfast, was in or around 1970. I was 18 or 19, a student 

at Queen’s, and it was genuinely thrilling to be invited to record some of my poems for a radio anthology 

produced, I’m pretty sure, by Maurice Leitch. Shortly after that, I was asked by Tony McAuley to write an 

autobiographical programme for Today And Yesterday in Northern Ireland, the great Schools Broadcasting 

series that did so much to enliven and enlighten the education system. In 1971 and 1972 I took part in 

programmes produced by Denys Hawthorne. By 1973 I found myself recording an interview about my 

first book, New Weather, for an arts magazine programme, then sitting in the control room while R. D. 

Smith reviewed the collection.
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By the sixties the connection was made between the 
somewhat imposing face of Broadcasting House and that 
radio in the corner and then the proliferating transistors 
which accompanied people on treks up the Cave Hill, 
on to the beaches of County Down, on garden lawns, 
on window sills in yards, beside bathroom mirrors, in 
cars, and in back bedrooms. The voices started to sound 
a little bit more like us – sometimes quite ‘proper’ but 
with the tell-tale inflections of home that by the late 
sixties were becoming even more pronounced and 
relaxed about being themselves. 

We walked by Broadcasting House on the way up 
Dublin Road to visit girl friends, called in for a furtive 
drink to The Elbow Rooms before hitting the Cobbles 
(aka Lavery’s) or The Crown and then to the Jazz Club 
or Dougie Knight’s record shop or Crymbles back in 
town. Or we queued at night at the Ulster Hall (history-
less in our minds of the time) and Mecca of the music we 
danced to – blues music, R&B, and soul music – that just 
never stopped. Nearby Broadcasting House was starting 
to break down a few borders of its own, although it 
was probably a little too late to help stop the ‘trouble’ 
in our midst from turning feral. Then another war 
started, a local war, and the sound of our selves became 
increasingly screechy, aggrieved, shocked, shocking; but 
there was a sense throughout of understanding and 
restraint and knowing in Broadcasting House that kept 
things kind of steady.

Gerald Dawe
There aren’t many buildings in Belfast city centre 

that are as quietly authoritative as Broadcasting 

House. For a time, the City Hall looked a little 

embarrassed by the imperial statues vying with 

the Eye in the Sky, while the main thoroughfare is 

effectively eclipsed by bland and anonymous ‘high 

street’ facades. Above ground level you can still see 

the craftsmanship, proportion and architectural 

intelligence of the Victorian palimpsest. The shape 

of the city centre has always remained in my mind in 

planned lines and rectangles with signature period 

pieces like Broadcasting House as compass points.

In 1939 W B Yeats died and the world was about to go 
to war. A brutal dreadful war. Belfast experienced the  
Blitz that would leave hundreds dead and the landscape, 
both physical and mental, marked for a generation to 
come. When I was growing up in the fifties ‘the war’ was 
still around in ration books and blackout blinds, the days 
of commemoration and from the voices on the radio set 
that sat in the corner of my grandmother’s house in north 
Belfast – a solid timber-framed piece of furniture out  
of which music came, and people talking, and laughter  
and singing. 
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A decade passed before I became a regular visitor to 
Broadcasting House. This was as a scriptwriter for the 
schools radio series Modern Irish History: People and 
Events. Douglas Carson, the producer, explained that 
each programme was to draw on contemporary sources 
to dramatise just one pivotal event over no more than 
a twenty-four hour period – and that each broadcast 
had to be compelling enough to engage the attention 
of fourteen-year-olds in the classroom. Researching 
those programmes became an intensive and extended 
immersion course in our history.

Douglas went to every production in the Lyric Theatre 
(then in Derryvolgie Avenue), the Arts Theatre and 
the Group Theatre to seek out suitable acting talent. 
He insisted that I should be present during recordings. 
Many times I peered awkwardly and shyly through the 
glass at accomplished actors such as Stella McCusker, 
Mark Mulholland, Jack McQuoid and Harold Goldblatt. 
One morning there was a fresh arrival, a tall young man 
from Ballymena who was to take part in a programme 
on Robert Emmet. His name was Liam Neeson and he 
did not even have the main role. 

Later, I became a more frequent visitor to Ormeau 
Avenue as a member of the Broadcasting Council and 
to give brief interviews on Good Morning Ulster, Evening 
Extra and other radio programmes. In 1992, after the 
launch of my book on the history of Ulster, Douglas 
Carson asked me what I would like to write next. After 
thinking a bit, I responded: ‘I really want to write a history 
of Ireland’. ‘But, Jonathan’, he answered, ‘when you wrote 
a full history of Ulster you were doing something which 
had not been done before. If you wrote a history of 
Ireland, you would be joining a choir.’

I turned to other projects. Then thirteen years later I got 
a phone call from a Radio Ulster producer I had not met 
before, Alison Finch. In a noisy café the quiet-spoken 
Alison outlined a project to broadcast on radio the story 
of the island’s past from the earliest times to well into 
the twentieth century in dramatised bite-sized snippets. 
I eagerly signed up.

When I came from Dublin to live in Belfast in 1963, Broadcasting House seemed to me to be the only truly 

modern building in the city. I discovered later that the only other structure in this striking and appealing 

Art Deco style was the Bank of Ireland in Royal Avenue. Little did I know that before the year was out 

I would be in a BH studio for the first time – with Eamonn McCann, John McGuffin, Michael Farrell and 

Graham (now Stephen) Rea. This was to broadcast live an extract from a late night revue then running in 

the basement of the Whitla Hall. 

Jonathan Bardon

And so I threw myself into writing 240 five-minute 
scripts. The aim of each broadcast was to tell a story 
from Irish history which was sufficiently self-contained 
for those listeners who had not heard the previous 
broadcast. The episodes, heard in sequence, were to 
provide a narrative history of Ireland up to 1939. A 
second series would take the story up to 1963. My 
long-term dream of covering the history of the whole 
island in an original way was becoming a reality. 

The schools department in Ormeau Avenue was actually 
under the direct control of London. A Short History of 
Ireland, however, is a Radio Ulster production, entirely 
the responsibility of the BBC in Northern Ireland. Only 
after the 240th programme had been broadcast did I 
discover that the whole idea had been that of Alison 
Finch, who subsequently produced all the programmes. 
A vigorous local broadcaster relies on its producers 
constantly coming up with good ideas, on senior 
managers being prepared to take risks when identifying 
solid proposals and on talented and committed staff 
implementing them.
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