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

Not Fit to Run a Whelk Stall

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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