
R.T.  So?

W.S. So, on to your directorial style, which I read is now the subject of a 
scholarly project: did they tell you why you were selected — because 
you worked in so many countries, because you worked on all film 
formats (commercial, TV, movie), or because of your reputation to come 
up with contenders for best episode?

R.T.  Well, it was certainly a surprise to me to be approached by a 
professor from Venezuela! I asked Mr. Sanchez why he had set his sights 
on me but didn’t get a very clear answer. I think he just wanted fresh 
meat to throw to his young and hungry students. But, really, I was less 
surprised by that than I was when you first contacted me from Germany 
— quite some years back now — particularly, as you already had such a 
comprehensive knowledge of my work, and a shelf of tapes to go with it. 

W.S.  Yes, I'm obsessed with directorial styles, too, inspired by 
Christopher Wicking's theory that a style is possible even in episodic TV, 
despite the limited time and budget. Do you agree?

R.T.  Certainly, but this is something to be achieved; not something 
which happens automatically. I do not subscribe to the “fingerprint” view 
of style. This may apply to literary works or painting, but in episodic 
television the force of the production-line would soon flatten any 
individual quirks that were not fought for all the way. The machine rolled 
on remorselessly and a show of personal style was an act of defiance 



that would likely attract as much hostility as admiration. 
Otherwise it would just be ignored, like a faux pas at a 
dinner party. 

I think that the reason so many directors of classic series 
do not want to talk to you nowadays is that they suffer 
from a sense of defeat. On the few long contracts I took 
I certainly felt this creeping up on me. Any artistic 
ambition one might have at the start would gradually be 
ground away by the unending churn of the production 
line. The pressure was always on to finish on time and 
on budget; to tell the story and get out. No-one cared 
about anything else; until, of course, they came to view 
the finished product. Then, they would expect it to be 
miraculously polished and fabulous. Otherwise, it was 
all the director’s fault.

The great stylists in TV drama by and large came from 
the single play; strands like Play for Today or Armchair 
Theatre, where they had time and budgets to experiment 
and invent as they went along. I once watched an 
astonishing production, directed by Peter Hammond, 
where beams of light and brilliant highlights were being 
drawn with white chalk on black card and half mixed 
into the picture (to compensate for the video technology 
of the time that could not cope with this degree of 
contrast). Of course, this is something that no-one 
watching at home would know anything about — except 
on a subconscious level. Even before that, in fact, right 
from my school days, I studied the work of Philip 
Saville, who was known for his striking visuals and 
elaborate developing shots. Philip saw one of the first 
things I did, a half-hour play called, Little Fears, and 
was very supportive. I believe it was largely through him 
that I got my chance on Gangsters — a series based on a 
one-off drama that he had directed.

W.S.  Watching all those 1970s and 1980s series we 
have been discussing, I found that there are directors 
who are completely at the service of the story 
(examples include Ray Menmuir), as opposed to others 
who constantly draw attention away from it (Dennis 
Abey coming to mind). If I said you are right in the 
middle of these two extremes, as Mixed Doubles and 
others prove, would you support that statement?

R.T. My aim was always to go beyond the story. “It 
tells the story”, was a remark that frequently made me 
see red. Right or wrong, I felt that was just the most 
damning and dismissive thing anybody could say about 
something that I had directed. At best, this was level 
zero — when the story was worth telling. But, more 
often than not, the story was paper thin. I remember 
when I first met with John Brason, my scriptwriter for 
Chessgame, as soon as I started to ask probing 
questions about the plot he admitted that he couldn’t 
make head or tail of it. It was a bit like Howard Hawks 
shooting The Big Sleep when he rang up Raymond 
Chandler to ask who committed the murder and was 
told that he didn’t have the faintest idea.

Sometimes it felt like walking on water; one just had to 
find a way to pull the audience along by the sheer 
intensity of their involvement; keep anticipation rolling 
from one mystery to the next, one attraction to another. 
In Deadly Recruits this meant the introduction of 
gargoyles and blind gurus and nude bath scenes and 
images of fire and ice, etc. Other times there might be 
more ground to stand on, and a slight change in the 
mise-en-scene was all that was needed. In the last 
episode of Moody & Pegg, for example, I had Judy 
Cornwell, who played Pegg, take a bowl of water from 
Derek Waring, who played Moody, and kneel before 
him to tend to his blistered feet. This gesture, with its 
obvious biblical associations, had a profound and 
unexpected effect on the playing of the scene, which 
was commented on at the time by both Judy and Derek, 

my aim was always to 
go beyond the story
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was the close-up. However, TV drama tended to ape the 
visual style of the movies of the previous decade. Most 
of the shots were group shots with occasional cut-ins to 
close-up for emphasis. I aimed to reverse that, with 
close-ups being the norm, and occasional cut-aways to 
wider shots for orientation and punctuation. 

Working in close-up meant that there were very many 
more cuts than was usual. These were still preplanned 
by marking the dialogue script with cut-points for the 
vision mixer, but these cuts now rarely followed the 
beginning and end of speeches. I soon discovered that it 
was much more interesting to watch the person who was 
listening than the one who was speaking. Watching the 
listener could add another layer to the exchange, 
whereas the intent of the speaker was usually carried by 
his tone of voice. This could draw the audience into a 
deeper level of involvement, but I soon found that it was 
a technique that could only be used with the best actors. 
Too often, when the less talented weren’t actually 
speaking they were just trying to remember their next 
cue and the line they had to speak next.

W.S.: So you experimented with imagery and editing. I 
presume that was 
not the end of the 
road for you?

R.T.  I guess what 
c a u s e d m o s t 
comment was my 
use of moving 
cameras. In the 
early days most 
dramas were shot 
in the studio in 
three-sided box 
sets. The trick was 

to pull the action to the front of the set and stage 
everything in shallow space. You would then position 
the actors so that they were three-quarters turned out, 
rather than squarely facing each other, and cross shoot 
preserving good eye-lines. However, sooner or later, I 
always had the urge to push the camera in, into deep 
space. Or track from one character to another. The 
producer, Brenda Ennis, once said that in my shows the 
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and the writers, Donald Churchill and Julia Jones. I 
always looked for moments like this, that would have 
resonance beyond the plot. 

There is an article on my website where I talk about 
developing a personal lexicon of images; appropriately, 
a “hidden” page, which, maybe, you haven’t yet found? 
It doesn’t appear in the main menu; the only way to 
access it is to go to the ABOUT page — above my CV it 
says “The Alibi” and beneath “meanwhile …”. If you 
click on that a new page will appear entitled, THE 
SECRET MOVIE.

W.S. Yes, I'm aware of it — I intend to take you up on 
what you say there about C.A.T.S. Eyes.
 
R.T. Oh, really? .... Anyway, the piece is mainly about 
how certain images were drawn from my private life. 
But, let me make it clear, for me an image did not 
necessarily have to be directly tied to my personal 
world. When working with Greta Scacchi (on 
Bergerac), for 
e x a m p l e , I 
discovered that 
s h e w a s 
c a r r y i n g 
around a large 
picture of her 
m o t h e r . I 
asked her if we 
could put it on 
the set, and, 
then, gave her 
c h a r a c t e r a 
p r i v a t e 
moment with it before she leaves town. Of course, it had 
nothing to do with the plot; but for me that was the 
point. Occasionally, as happened with Gerard 
MacDonald on Boy Who Won The Pools, a writer 
discovered something I had added, and wanted to add 
dialogue to justify it. But, as far as I was concerned, that 
would have killed it stone dead.

W.S.  This sounds like quite a different "discourse", 
compared to your early work.

R.T.  How do you mean, exactly?

W.S. I'm referring to the way in which you set up the 
film's communication with the audience — it appears to 
become more varied and complex, because you add new 
layers of meaning, NOT based on the spoken word.
 
R.T.  Absolutely right, but this was something I worked 
on right from the start. When I first went into TV I was 
knocked back by what a literary medium it was. 
Everything was based on words. Drama was done 
almost entirely on video, and, by and large, in a studio 
with enormous cameras that took four men to lift. Nearly 
all the cutting was done simultaneously with the 
recording, and preplanned by making marks against the 
dialogue on the script. This generally resulted in the 
actor who was speaking being on camera, and cuts being 
made as the focus of the dialogue changed, or characters 
moved from one sector of the set to another. Back then, 
the TV image was a pretty low definition square, and it 
struck me that the only shot that had any visual power 

from The Secret Movie

The inception took place on my first drama 
assignment, directing the world’s longest 
running soap opera, Coronation Street. On one 
of the rare occasions when we got away from 
the studio sets and into the real world, I spent a 
few moments shooting a young lad pulling a 
clattering string of tin cans up a back alley. 
Delighted with the image, I turned back to 
discover that some of the stars were outraged 
that they had been kept waiting while I did 
this. Later, the producer whispered in my ear 
that this kind of thing was alright now and 
then, but should always be scheduled last. But 
schedules were such that I knew, if these 
moments were left until last, they would not get 
shot at all. 



actors always seemed to be dancing 
with the camera. A nice idea! But 
hard to achieve in a studio where 
there was inevitably a whole arc of 
people and equipment in the way.  

W.S. Brenda Ennis produced The 
Boy Who Won the Pools?

R.T. I also worked with her on 
Gems, and a failed project for 
Granada, a teen romance set in the 
world of 70s  punks. 

Way back, just after I started in TV, I 
had the opportunity to watch Derek 
Bennett directing The Caesars. He 
would block complex sequences 
around either side of the Mole-
Richardson studio crane, sometimes 
using the beam to make lateral 
sweeping shots, sometimes having 
the camera looking back along its 
length, only narrowly missing its 
own base. The height, for which the 
crane was normally used, was just 
treated as an occasional secondary 
effect. This was a revelation to me, 
and something I had to try for 
myself. I finally got my opportunity 
with the play, A Private Matter, 
which, though just a chamber piece, 
was set in a stately house with 
rooms that were large enough. Some 
years later, I met Frank Hatherley at 
the BBC, who said that he had never 
before seen a play shot like this.

W.S. Who was he?

R.T. He produced my play, The 
Ghost of Adelphi Terrace.

When I got onto film, and the series with which you are 
more familiar, I did, on occasion, attempt long 
developing shots — something that almost no-one else 
did. On both Shoestring and Strangers I did takes of 
around four minutes, which was exceedingly long for 
shooting on film. Peter Hall, the Director of 
Photography on Knock for Knock (Shoestring) 
deliberately exposed two magazines of miss-takes to 
sunlight and then set the slate number back to one, so 

that we wouldn’t be jumped on by the back office for 
wasting stock. To do shots like that on those schedules 
you really had to have nerves of steel. When lunchtime 
came and went and we still had nothing in the can 
everyone would start to get very jumpy. But, one good 
take and you had achieved more than a day’s work.

to do shots like that 
you really needed 

nerves of steel

W.S.  At which point did you feel you were really 
benefiting from the development of camera technology?

R.T.  Further down the track, Bombay Blue  was one of 
the first major drama series to be shot entirely on digital 
cameras — and that changed everything. There were 
still not a lot of the new wide-screen TVs around at that 
time, so we shot on a compromise ratio set by C4 that 
could reasonably be viewed on both the old box sets and 
on the new sets for those who could afford them. Even 
so, it was thrilling to no longer be restricted by that little 
square when I lined up the shots. And, because the 
digital tapes could be loaded onto the camera, in a 
similar fashion to film magazines, we were no longer 
restricted by cables. Shooting chase sequences on a 
production like The Bill, for example, had been a 
nightmare because that show was shot on light-weight 
cabled video cameras and so the action always had to be 
plotted to run in circles around the base station. It simply 
took too long to keep on moving it and setting it up 
again to cover very much ground. On Bombay Blue I 
felt a new freedom; I was able to do a lot of things I had 
never been able to do before, like tracking from interiors 
to exteriors and visa-versa.
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from On A Private Matter, an interview with Aanel Victoria

Sections of the play were shot on the three-man-operated Mole-Richardson 
studio crane. This is now an almost forgotten piece of equipment: one man 
rode on the end of the crane arm to operate the studio camera, while another 
travelled on the base in order to swing the beam, and a third rode on the back 
to drive the rubber wheeled crane which was powered by an electric motor. (In 
addition a fourth man was needed to bash both video and electric cables.) With 
the possibility of panning through nearly three-quarters of the circle, craning 
from about four to eight feet, and freely tracking any steered course, forward 
or back, over the studio floor, very complex shots were possible. However it did 
mean that the camera team had to work in unison with absolute precision and, 
of course, trust in each other. … Some years later I attempted to use the same 
techniques at Thames Studios in Teddington, but with miserable results. 
Although they had the equipment, they no longer had a team that could use it. 
The skills had gone forever.



To sum up, whatever the restrictions, technical or 
financial, my approach to style is simply this — I aim to 
give everything I do an edge that will take it beyond 
simply what is there. — I think of this as turning a 
picture into an image.

W.S. You mentioned "rivalry" between directors a 
number of times in our earlier discussion. A very 
interesting subject worth a few more thoughts I 
believe ....

R.T.  Of course, some will tell you that it wasn’t like that 
at all. But those are the guys who weren’t in the game, 
who were content to be a “safe pair of hands”.

We had a job that very many wanted, maybe more in 
those days than is the case today, when TV has lost 
much of its glamour. There was always a long queue of 
hopefuls more than ready to take our place. In this 
situation, you needed nerve to do anything out of the 
ordinary, because anything out of the ordinary would 
likely being putting the schedule at risk, and always 
there was this constant pressure of time. So style often 
came down to bravura. It was all about brinkmanship 
and walking on the edge. 

There was always the temptation to play it safe, to 
deliver what was expected and no more. Then one of 
those monster egos would turn up; like Marek 
Kanievska, in his one-piece flying suit, demanding 
special camera mounts; or Alastair Reid stomping about 
in his cowboy boots, and keeping everything he did a 
dark secret; or Philip Saville, tagged by his assistant 
carrying his box of cigars, breaking budgets everywhere, 
(and getting away with it). Of course, these guys weren’t 
just bluster; they had proved they could deliver. So it 
really made you sit up.

On two separate occasions I was made aware that 
another director had been asked to emulate my style ... 

W.S.  Would you like to name them?
 
R.T. No. But with your knowledge you could probably 
work it out ...  On one of these series, when I saw the 
result, I was quite taken aback. He turned in a far more 
stylish piece of work than I would ever have predicted. 
In this case I was the provocation. Of course, I might 
also have been the alibi should there have been an over-
run.

W.S.  Wasn't this different on Chessgame, where all 
three directors had the same number of episodes and — 
to me at least — equally attractive parts to shoot?

R.T. It wasn't so much how attractive the parts were, but 
what you could make of them. You could say that we 
were all victims of the script but that was no excuse! To 
the audience at home the contributions of the writer and 
the director are probably difficult to disentangle, but 
among ourselves we had a pretty good idea and kept a 
pretty keen watch. There’s a saying, two directors on a 
set is one too many, and some would say the same for a 
room. So, we hardly ever saw each other, except in 

from The Action TV Interview

There is inevitably a degree of rivalry in this set-up, 
but the situation on Gangsters was extreme.

When I arrived at Pebble Mill to start preproduction 
I discovered that Alistair, who at this time was going 
around in a cowboy hat and boots, had forbidden his 
team to speak to any of my team. One day I caught a 
few feet of his rushes, having been called into the 
projection room by the producer; when Alistair 
found out he flew into a rage ... (or so it was 
whispered to me later). However, his production 
office was only just across the corridor from mine, so 
what he was doing could not be kept entirely secret.

One day I became aware of a lot of visitors trooping 
in and out in preparation for the next day’s shoot. My 
assistant discovered that he had a giant feature-film 
crane coming up from London, a special effects team, 
stunt men, and a kung-fu martial arts expert. I 
thought, WOW, must be a really big scene Alistair is 
shooting! When everyone had gone home that night, I 
decided I would look it up. I found the schedule, the 
scene number, pulled out the script — and could 
hardly believe my eyes. The scene had one actor, no 
dialogue, no action, and merited a single line of 
description, along the lines of “Red Stick meditates in 
the forest at dawn.”

Slowly, the penny dropped: if this was the way 
Alistair was treating a pretty much nothing scene like 
this, and I shot all my stuff in the usual TV manner of 
quick-in/quick-out matching over-the-shoulder two-
shots, then my episodes were going to look pathetic 
by comparison! From that moment on it was all out 
war. Anything that Alistair could do I could do 
bigger, better, wilder!

I think of this as turning a 
picture into an image.
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passing. The directors all tended to go around with their 
own little coterie drawn from members of their team, 
and it was generally through members of the team that 
one learnt what was going down on other productions. 
One would certainly expect to be kept informed of 
anything that was likely to stand out or set a precedent.

One of the visual themes that I introduced in my 
production for Chessgame was gothic gargoyles. They 
are first seen on picture postcards straight after the 
opening titles, later one is seen on the steps of a country 
house, a croquet lawn is marked out with one at each 
corner, and they appear again in a montage at the 
climax. Hopefully, in the film they look entirely real, 
but, in fact, a number of these were cast in fibre-glass. 
While they were waiting to be taken out to the location 
they were stacked immediately outside the entrance to 
the Granada Studios café, and, being of considerable 
size, sparked a lot of curiosity. They were marked with 
the name of my production, but there was no mention of 
gargoyles in the script. So, according to members of my 
team, the other directors all wanted to know what the 
hell I wanted them for.

W.S. Michael Brandon claims to have rewritten scripts/
dialogue to no small 
extent, on Dempsey and 
Makepeace, even at the 
11th hour. Is that true, 
a c c o r d i n g t o y o u r 
experiences, and doesn't 
this sort of thing make it 
more difficult for the 
director because he can't 
shoot what he prepared?

R.T.  I think you’ve got a 
greatly exaggerated idea 
of the changes that 
Michael Brandon might 
have made — at least, at 
the shooting stage. The 
schedule simply didn’t 
a l l o w f u n d a m e n t a l 
changes to be made to a 
scene; and, if these were 
required, it would trigger 
a product ion cr is is . 
However, there is a big 

difference between the overall action and 
blocking of a scene, to which all the 
departments would be working, and the 
actor making adjustments to personalise his 
body movement and dialogue within that 
framework. It is my normal practice to OK 
these incidental changes unless they have a 
knock-on effect in the plot or staging of 
other scenes. As a general rule it is better for 
an actor to feel at ease with what he is doing 
than to insist on some preconceived idea of 
how it should be done.

As I recall, I found Mike very professional 
on set, and I don’t remember any particular 
friction between us. I may well have let 
minor dialogue changes pass, but the only 
line of any significance which I remember 
him introducing was the phrase: “Life’s a 
bitch and then you die.”  At the time I had 

never heard that saying before and I thought it was ... 
pretty cool ... and a small plus for the scene. 

WS: Brandon, of course, was an American actor - a 
clash of civilizations, as it were.

R.T.  In the US there was always a much bigger divide 
than in the UK between TV production and movies. In 
America it was normal for TV shows to be blocked with 
stand-ins and positions marked with tape on the floor 
before the cast were even called. But, counter to this was 
the cult of spontaneity that reigned among actors in the 
movies. Here the aim was always to make every take 
seem fresh and alive. The most cumbersome and 
annoying example of this that I ever came up against 
was that of the American actor, Andrew Keegan, on 
Waiting for Dublin. We could spend hours beforehand 
working every line of dialogue but, when it came to the 
shoot, he would suddenly change it without warning — 
over and over, to such an extent that he could sometimes 
end up confusing himself as well as the other actors in 
the scene. This clearly resulted from a real difference in 
values between American spontaneity and British polish.
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Stylistic choices are not neutral — they allow a certain 
freedom and certain constraint for the actors, and there 
can be a contest of wills. Certain actors, want to do 
nothing to help make the image, and would like to 
pretend that the camera is not there. Others know that 
the impact on screen can only come through the lens. 
Frequently it is the best actors that are easiest to work 
with because their confidence and spontaneity extends to 
adapting to the director’s vision.

W.S.  In the context of Strangers, you said:

“Series, such as this, usually did not have money in the 
budget, or time in the schedule, to have music composed 
to picture. There was normally opening and closing title 
music, and a selection of links, and that was about it.”

R.T. Yes, but this wasn’t always a bad thing. The 
economics were completely different back then. The 
early series I did for both BBC and Granada were 
intended for home consumption; any international sales 
were treated as a bonus. This meant that music rights 
only had to be cleared for the UK. So, other than 

American recordings (which could prove tricky) almost 
all other commercial recordings could be used as 
soundtrack music. And this could lead to some very 
creative sound montages. 

For example, on Fallen Hero I used some of the 
extraordinary vocalising of Lene Lovich’s Bird Song to 
create a quite chilling effect of alienation when the 
young punk, played by John Wheatley, breaks down. On 
Strangers I multi-tracked three layers of commercial 
recordings, one from the German electro group, 
Tangerine Dream, and two from the free jazz group, 
Pigbag. This was all done by editing magnetic coated 
film on the Steenbeck and pic-sync and pre-mixing it in 
the film dubbing theatre.

W.S.  Just for the record: you covered this in our original 
Action TV interview.

R.T.  O.K. Well, later, this kind of thing became 

impossible, because it was no longer economically 
viable to produce series for home consumption alone, so 
all music had to be cleared for world rights. Not only did 
this mean that both recording companies and music 
publishers wanted very much larger fees for the use of 
music, but, also, clearances, which had previously been 
done in a matter of days, would now take weeks and 
often months. In fact, in later times, when virtually all 
series had international sales, the limited music 
clearances on early series proved a real hindrance to 
sales. This was the reason why the DVD release of 
Shoestring was held up for so many years.

Even then, the complete individual scoring of series 
episodes rarely happened. Opening and closing music 
and a collection of related links and stings was usually 
all the original music that was created for a series. Other 
than that, one would be forced to use “library music” 
from the enormous numbers of discs which were being 
produced for this purpose. I think that the influence of 
this can be seen in the James Bond movie franchise, 
where the original James Bond Theme, composed by 
Monty Norman, will be sounded at the beginning, end, 
and at significant moments of triumphal return; whereas, 
in between, the incidental music would more likely be 
composed by John Barry or David Arnold.

W.S. I keep returning to Dempsey & Makepeace, for 
which I apologize. But, Alan Parker and Dempsey & 
Makepeace were vastly different, I reckon - how would 
you characterize his input?

R.T.  For sure: things were rather different there. Finding 
the right music on disc, either from commercial 
recordings or professional libraries, took an enormous 
amount of time, even for a director like myself, who had 
a real love, and quite a wide knowledge, of music. The 
major TV companies were prepared to pay for this 
imput, but some of the smaller TV film companies that 
arose, such as Mark 1 Productions, that made The 
Professionals, and Golden Eagle Films, that made 
Dempsey & Makepeace, followed the American practice 
of paying higher pro-rata rates for directors, but for 
shorter contracts. As a consequence the directors were 
rarely around to oversee the music track in detail. They 
could leave a list of cues and notes but, usually, that was 
it. I certainly did not have the kind of input on these 
shows that I had, say, working with Dick Walter on 
Bulman, or, especially, Craig Armstrong on Winners & 
Losers. 

On these quick turn-round shows the music track was 
normally assembled by the sound editor working 

stylistic choices are not neutral

craig armstrong

lene lovich
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directly with the composer or a music assistant. When 
possible pieces would be found from the library of cues 
that the series composer had already recorded; often 
these were re-edited. Only when the existing bunch were 
thought to be inadequate would new music cues be 
composed. There would be a number of studio sessions 
per series for this purpose, but these recordings were 
hardly ever made direct to picture, which would have 
taken too long. So, the result produced you might say 
was more homogenous, but it was rarely as exciting or 
distinctive as might have been the case, because those 
moments, when picture and music collide to produce 
something else just weren’t there.

Latterly, there were some series where music was given 
more prominence. On Saracen, for example, I believe 
that Barrington Pheloung did have music recording 
sessions for every episode, but, he still failed to integrate 
the music with the image. A thriller really comes alive 
when the music strikes at just the right moment to bring 
impact to the action; even more so if this action is just a 
thought. These moments of sound and vision 
synchronisation, or stings as they are known, are not at 
all easy to integrate into a musical structure. Mike 
Moran, with whom I worked on Strangers and Bookie, 
employed an assistant to plot these and suggest how they 
could be integrated into the composition. Barrington, 
however, was not used to working with that kind of 
metronomic precision. The music he produced, in the 
time that he was given, was, by and large, washes of 
emotive sound that were then laid, like blankets, over 
everything. To my mind this was not good thriller music.

W.S. As it's out there in the open anyway, could you tell 
us about your involvement with C.A.T.S. Eyes and how 
it ended? If possible, please supply some data/details so 
that I can determine which episode it was.

R.T.  Ah yes, C.A.T.S. Eyes …. I think I’ll have to go 
and lie down …. that was truly the nadir of my career! 

W.S. I'm confident this is going to be hugely 
entertaining, as always!

R.T.  The whole experience was really unspeakably 
miserable. The run-up started in the worst winter 
conditions — roads were impassible, snow banks 
everywhere, cars abandoned by the wayside. To attempt 
to launch a fast turn-round film series in these conditions 
was lunacy, but, as so often in TV, it was the money men 
who called the tune, and they didn’t give it a second 
thought.

When I first arrived at the old naval dockyard which was 
to be the unit base, they were still trying to set up a 
production office in one of the abandoned buildings, but 
this had been partially flooded and scraps of cheap 
carpet were floating around in pools of icy water. To 
make matters worse the heating had broken down in the 
motel where I was staying, and, it seemed, I was the 
only guest to remain. I was told that the other director 
starting off the series, Ian Toynton, was also there, but 
oddly, I never once saw him.

I’d actually been hired for the job by, the series 

originator, Terence Feely, who knew my work from 
Shoestring and Bergerac. But Terence was a writer 
with, as far as I know, no hands-on experience of 
producing at all. To counter this TVS had hired an old-
time film industry production manager, named Dickie 
Bamber, to act as line-producer. Dickie was very much a 
“meat and potatoes” man, but I certainly never thought 
of myself as being that kind of director, so trouble was 
inevitable from the start. In my experience, to try to split 
the artistic from the technical in this way never ever 
works.

What do I remember? Terence turning up in the middle 
of the day, and heading straight for his office where he 
sat for hours and hours with a pile of dictionaries trying 
to work out obscure acronyms for the title, while Dickie 
ranted and raved in the outer office about the amount of 
paper that was being wasted by the girls typing scripts in 
the TV format (where each scene starts on a new page) 
instead of in the running format of a film script. Of 
course, I wasn’t there much of the time; I was out 
somewhere in a snow drift with the designer, trying to 
work out what the hell the location might be like when it 
all thawed.

But, at least, I was more than happy that Jill Gascoine 
had been cast as the lead. I’d previously worked with her 
on Rooms at Thames, and thought that she had a strong 
screen presence. It wasn’t until she turned up on location 
at Chatham that we discovered that she couldn’t drive. 
She blinked her long eye-lashes and said that she 
thought we all knew. This was a series almost entirely 
revolving around her character driving from one place to 
another, but no-one had actually thought to ask her 
whether she could drive. In fact, she was too scared to 
even take the car a few yards in first gear and then bring 
it to a stop. So hours of shooting-time were wasted while 
we put the car on a low-loader, took it off the low-
loader, doubled her as driver, and had her pushed in the 
car by props men for numerous starts and stops.

Of course we fell further and further behind, and word 
was that Ian Toynton, shooting with the other crew, was 
not doing much better. I do remember directing quite a 



fun car chase around the deserted shipyard, that ended with a 
plunge into a dry dock, but that day was an exception. By and 
large it was grim. The final blow came when Dickie turned up 
in the middle of a night shoot and found me lining up shots of 
frogs beneath a frozen standpipe. There were no frogs in the 
script so I was OFF THE PICTURE! Dickie, himself, didn’t 
last much longer and was probably under a lot of pressure 
himself. 

That’s about all I can tell you. As I drove away from Chatham 
I did my best to wipe the whole kaboosh from my memory. 
You may think that this would be an occasion for sadness and 
regret. In fact, the opposite was the truth. I felt like partying 
all-night long. The monkey was off my back!

W.S.  Truly amazing. Any tiny cue from me prompts 
something eminently readable, regardless if the pieces are 
anecdotal or reflective. Actually I'm still under the 
impression ...
 
R.T.  You're pulling my leg?
 
WS: Certainly not! If everyone talked to me like that my 
publications would not run to hundreds, but thousands of 
pages. 

R.T. Got it; I’ve been rattling on too long.

W.S. I definitely find your remarks inspiring and 
enlightening, especially when we bear in mind that film 
director and film critic/student don't necessarily speak the 
same language.

R.T. Well, thanks for that. Any more questions?

W.S.  No new questions at this point - they usually come up 
when I get the chance to see one of your films. If you feel 
there's not enough material yet for a stand-alone piece, maybe 
it could be uploaded as "the first part"?
 
R.T. NO, NO! I've already said too much. Time to turn off the 
lights and put out the cat.

————————————————————————
Werner Schmitz is the web master of media-gems.com. He 
has published a number of books on British television classics 
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f rom The Ac t i on TV 
Interview

One day, sitting with my editor for 
Deadly Recruits, I made a casual 
remark about the fire/water 
transitions. He stared at me, 
puzzled, and I realized that he 
hadn’t a clue what I was talking 
about. I had to explain that I had 
designed the major transitions to 
go from fire to water, or vice-versa, 
in some analogous way. For 
example, the scene may cut from 
ac tres s Carmen du Sautoy 
splashing in a bath, to flames 
coming through the floorboards of 
an attic; or from a flashing red 
light, to ice cubes in a bucket; or 
from close on a cigarette lighter, to 
frogs beneath a waterfall. He 
immediately went spooling back, 
and was astonished to find these 
transitions and more were, indeed, 
there, in the film which he had 
spliced together. But, if my editor 
hadn’t noticed, after working on 
the film for months, then, perhaps, 
no-one ever has. Yet, still, it gives 
me a certain satisfaction to know 
that from my first notes to release 
on DVD, the pattern was  there. 

t o  s um  up ,  what e v e r  t he  
r e s t r i c t i o ns ,  m y  appr o ac h  t o  s t y l e  

i s  s i m p l y  t h i s  —  I  a i m  t o  g i v e  
e v e r y t h i n g  I  d o  a n  e d g e  t h a t  w i l l  
t ak e  i t  be y o nd  what  i s  j u s t  t he r e
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