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Cover Story
Happenings at IDSME

By the time you read this the 2017 running season will be almost two-
thirds done. The cover photograph shows one of many passenger trains
that we have run during the year so far. Mike Werrell is seen at the
controls of club locomotive Lady Patricia on the June running day. This
locomotive has been a regular performer on running days this year,
following a lot of hard work to get it into a serviceable condition, and
this was one of the few occasions that somebody managed to prise Harry
Wilcox away from the controls of this locomotive.
On the same day Michael Proudfoot (inside front cover top) passes the
junction signal while driving Mark Hamlin’s R1 single-handed, the
other hand being engaged in the rather more important activity of
carrying a cup of tea.
Apart from the public running days, work has continued on a number of
club projects. The S&T department have been engaged in the
refurbishment of the semaphore signals. This work has included
replacement of all the lenses in the signal spectacle plates. Over the
years the colour of these tends to fade and it was noticeable last winter
how many of the signals showed a white light during the hours of
darkness. President, Geoff Higgs is seen (inside front cover lower)
drilling fixing holes in one of the lens retaining rings during the course
of this work. Several of
the semaphore signals
have had their operating
air cylinders replaced
with examples
refurbished by Steve
Pennack, and for the
first time in more than a
year all the semaphore
signals are now fully
operational. One running
day the President was
even seen wielding a
paint brush, as he gave
all the signal posts a
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fresh coat of white paint (rear cover). There was no shortage of people
able to point out the bits he had missed.
Elsewhere work has continued on the new flat roof over the area
between the new workshop extension and the workshop store. (opposite)
It now boasts a slated fascia and has recently been felted. Work is now
progressing on moving the electricity, air and water supplies to the
workshop and steaming bay onto a new route inside the fascia, allowing
the metal cable tray that currently spans this gap to be removed,
improving the whole appearance of this structure.

Ashpan Notebook
Ashpan 114 & 115
Thank you to those who have submitted contributions for inclusion in
this issue of Ashpan. The Autumn edition of Ashpan, number 115, is due
to be published at the end of October and so any contributions should be
with the editor by the end of September. The editor's contact details can
be found on the inside front cover.

Winter Programme
Malcolm Parsons has taken on the unenviable task of organising this
year’s winter programme. At the time of writing he is finalising details of
the programme and these should be available soon. Keep an eye on the
IDSME message board at www.idsme001.proboards.com or the IDSME
website at www.idsme.co.uk.

Exhibitions
The model railway group is busy organising another IDSME model
railway show at the village hall in October. The date is Saturday 21st
October 2017. An appeal for volunteers to assist on the day is likely to be
made soon. In the meantime, a dedicated section has been created on the
IDSME website, giving some details of the exhibition.
www.idsme.co.uk/Exhi/ExhiWelcome
Elsewhere IDSME has already received an invite to the London Model
Engineering Exhibition next January. The exact dates are Friday 19th
to Sunday 21st January 2018. As in past years, the venue will be
Alexandra Palace. Discussions are taking place as to what form our
display should take.
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Airlander 10 – Hybrid AirVehicle
Following on from his talks at IDSME on the history of airships,

Mel Fuller brings the story up to date with some recent
developments in Bedfordshire.

The Airlander 10 is a hybrid airship designed and manufactured by
British manufacturer Hybrid Air Vehicles (HAV). Comprising an airship
with auxiliary wing and tail surfaces, it flies using both aerostatic and
aerodynamic lift and is powered by four diesel engine-driven ducted
propellers. The Airlander 10 has the distinction of being the largest
aircraft flying today.
In its original form as the HAV 304, it was built for the United States
Army's Long Endurance Multi-intelligence Vehicle (LEMV) programme.
The requirement was for a medium-altitude long-endurance unmanned
aerial vehicle able to provide ISTAR* support for ground troops. In 2012,
the HAV 304 conducted its maiden flight at Lakehurst, New Jersey. In
* Intelligence, surveillance, target acquisition, and reconnaissance.
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2013, the LEMV project, and thus development of the HAV 304, was
cancelled by the US Army.
Following the termination of the LEMV programme, HAV reacquired the
airship and brought it back to Cardington in England. Cardington was
once the RAF's principle airship establishment in the 1920s. Since then
HAV 304 has been reconfigured and renamed Airlander 10.
The project to continue development of the airship has been backed by
private investment, government grants and two successful crowd funding
efforts, both of which were oversubscribed.
In May 2016 she took off from Cardington and made several successful
flights, then suffered perhaps the slowest prang in history.

This was caused by the mooring line catching a power cable on its final
approach. The ground crew had told the pilot that the line was 50 feet
long when it was actually 155 feet. Damage was caused to the cockpit but
no one was injured.
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Following the prang the pilot
and co-pilot are exposed to the

elements! (above)

Airships have been at some
spectacular angles in the

past (left).

The port side airbag of the
ALS. (below)
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Following repairs Airlander 10 flew again on 10th May 2017 and
completed a successful three hour flight; at the time of writing it is
limited to a maximum altitude of 3,000ft and a 15 mile radius of
Cardington sheds.
A new ALS (Auxiliary Landing System) was fitted. This comprises of two
airbags to the front and either side of the cockpit and can be deployed in
a few seconds.

The locals
turn out to see
Cardington
once again in
use for its
original
purpose,
nearly 90
years after the
scrapping of
R100.
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Chairman's Chat
As we again approach the AGM, it occurs to me that this may be my last
contribution to Ashpan as Chairman. That depends entirely on you, the
members, as, if nothing else, IDSME is a democratic club. So, I will take this
opportunity to pass my thanks to the committee for their support over the
past two years. We do not meet formally perhaps as often as in the past, but I
believe we manage to keep a better handle on what goes on at the club, with
the benefit of both email and the message board. Neither of these however
replace the best method of communication, and that is to talk and listen to
one another. Whilst I try to do this as much as possible, I can’t get along to
every gathering so apologies if I’ve missed you personally.
We will soon be entering into our winter programme evenings, and I am
delighted that Malcolm Parsons has agreed (after some gentle persuasion) to
be our programme secretary for the coming year. His initial ideas look very
promising, but can I beg as many of you as possible to support Malcolm with
ideas of what you want to hear and see on those dark winter evenings. It’s
also time to remind those of you who can’t easily get down on a Friday to
please ask, and I’m sure we can sort out the occasional lift from the more
mobile of our membership.
One of the most rewarding things about being a part of the club is to see and
hear all of the compliments from visitors. The appearance of the site and the
engagement of members with the public brings the best of compliments, so
thanks to you all for being so welcoming to our guests. The club has benefited
from numerous improvements over the past few years and is now looking
great. The problem with what have been very successful projects is that they
then generate their own maintenance requirements. I believe it is now time
to consolidate on all of the good work that has been done and turn our
attention to maintenance of these investments. Over the coming months it is
my intention to try and encourage two types of activity. Firstly, I’d like to see
at least one Saturday or Sunday per month when we can deal with the ever-
growing list of repairs and general maintenance, to ensure the facilities are
available for future use. Secondly, I’d like to see us actually use the facilities
we have. We often complain about either a lack of locomotives or, on occasion,
a lack of drivers. The club have both of these resources available but they
need repairs or training (not necessarily in that order).
So, to try and encourage these activities I will attempt to identify at least one
date per month that the gates will be open and I will advertise these on the
message board and on the programme listings. Do try and come along, there
is always a pot of tea on the go. Maybe we can then begin to develop our
interests and learn new skills from those more experienced members.
Regards all – and look forward to an active winter!

Bob Proudfoot
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The Rise and Fall of Television Centre
By Geoff Higgs

This article is based on a talk that Geoff gave to IDSME in 2015.

The BBC
launched the
world’s first
regular high
definition*
television service
on 2nd
November 1936.
Broadcasts were
made from two
television studios
at Alexandra
Palace. Studio A
was equipped
with the
Marconi-EMI
electronic system which produced a 405-line picture, while Studio B was
equipped with the Baird intermediate film system that produced a 240-
line image. Broadcasts were made alternately one week from Studio A
and one week from Studio B. Early television receivers could receive both
standards, but as early as February 1937 the Baird system was dropped
and studio B re-equipped accordingly.
The BBC Television service continued regular broadcasts until 1st
September 1939, when it was taken off the air at short notice. The
government was concerned that the VHF transmissions would act as a
beacon for enemy aircraft homing in on London. Broadcasts resumed at
3pm on the 7th June 1946. By this time, it was clear that the BBC would
need a much larger dedicated television production facility, but there was
no room for expansion at Alexandra Palace. Planning for what would
*It was High Definition compared with what had gone before. Since 1932
the BBC had been making regular experimental broadcasts of 30-line
television pictures. This was just enough for a close-up of a person’s face,
but with a band-width low enough to use existing medium wave radio
transmitters.
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become Television Centre, began immediately, but given the glacial
progress with which any public-sector project seems to be cursed, it would
be 1960 before even one studio would be available.
In the meantime, more facilities were urgently required, and in 1949 the
BBC purchased, from the Rank Organisation, the Gaumont-British film
studios at Lime Grove in Shepherds Bush, for the princely sum of
£230,000. There were five film stages which were re-numbered D to H by
the BBC, continuing on from studios A & B at Alexandra Palace; the
letter C was not used for a
reason that seemed like a good
idea to the Senior
Superintendent Engineer,
Television. In fact, only four of
the studios were converted to
television use, studio F only
ever being used for storage.
The first converted studio
came into use in May 1950,

Cutaway Drawing of the studios at Alexandra Palace.

Lime Grove in Gaumont-British days.
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with the other three following over the next three years. Despite being
intended as a stop-gap until Television Centre was ready, some of the
studios at Lime Grove remained in use until 1991.
At this time, most programmes, including dramas, were broadcast live.
For example, ‘The Quatermass Experiment’ was produced live from
Alexandra Palace in 1953, Saturdays July 18 to Aug 26 (with repeats
being done live on Thursdays). This was so compelling that people re-
scheduled their activities so as not to miss an episode. Remember if you
missed it when it was broadcast, then that was it. No VHS, hard drive
recorders, DVDs or iPlayer.
Many
television
shows of the
time were
similar to the
variety
shows put on
in theatres
up and down
the country,
and so in
1953 the
BBC
acquired the
Shepherds
Bush Empire
theatre.
Renamed the BBC Television Theatre, it effectively became a studio in
its own right, and many television shows which required an audience,
were broadcast from here. Among the more well-known ones were the
Black & White Minstrel Show, Crackerjack and the Generation Game.
The BBC had considered acquiring a theatre in Hammersmith, but the
Shepherds Bush Empire had the advantage of being between Lime Grove
and the already identified future site of Television Centre.

Further studio space became available in 1956 after the BBC acquired
the Riverside Film studios located on the north bank of the Thames, near
Hammersmith Bridge. The two film stages were converted to television
studios, numbered R1 and R2 respectively. As work had finally started on
Television Centre, the opportunity was taken to try out various ideas for
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the layout of studio equipment to find
the ideal arrangement.
An example was the revolutionary
lighting grid. 79 motorised hoists were
installed in R1, 62 in R2. These
consisted of an aluminium bar, 8ft 8ins
in length with the ends two feet from the
next hoist. Rows of these hoists were
spaced across the studio six feet apart.
Each bar was normally pre-rigged with
four lamps. This saved enormous time
in creating the lighting rig for each
programme.
As a result of the innovations incorporated in their design, the Riverside
television studios were, when opened, amongst the most advanced
studios in Europe.

Television Centre

It was realised after the second world war that the BBC would need a
proper, integrated production centre and all the above studio pre-history
has covered the way in which the BBC coped while such a production
centre was planned, funded and constructed. As always it was the middle
one that proved the most challenging but much of the process is too
boring to record here.
A large area of land was required and, although central London was
thought preferable, there just was not the space available. Some of the
old Franco British Exhibition area at White City was available. Some
had already been used in 1936, when Hammersmith council built a
housing estate on the northern part of the site. In the event about a
quarter of this huge area was acquired and Television Centre built, about
where the Exhibition lake was previously situated.
The BBC appointed architect Graham Dawbarn to design Television
Centre in 1949. There is an apocryphal story about how his original
concept for the building was drawn on the front of an envelope. Nice tale,
but almost certainly not true. There certainly exists an envelope in the
archives that is addressed to the architect and which features a hand
drawn thumbnail sketch of television centre. However, the post mark
places the envelope at a date when a significant proportion of the
detailed plans must already have been prepared, and so it is far more

The original lighting grid in
studio R1 at Riverside Studios
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likely that the architect, while explaining his plans to someone else, drew
a quick sketch to illustrate his ideas, on the first piece of paper that came
to hand. It is possible that the BBC had mentioned that they had an idea
for a circular building because, in 1946, they had produced a short film
about a possible TV centre which featured a circular design, and
Dawbarn may well have absorbed this. In any case, the site was an
awkward triangular shape, and he came up with a question-mark shape
for the final plan. The project was to be built in stages, with the tail of
the question mark being the final stages
Due to financial shortages, further construction was delayed for a couple
of years but this turned out to be no bad thing because rapid
developments in television production during that time could then be
incorporated.

Above: The Franco-British Exhibition site at White City. Television Centre
today occupies the area in the centre of the photograph. At the bottom of the
photograph is the Central London Railway's Wood Lane depot, while the
Hammersmith & City railway curves across the lower portion of the
photograph. The date of the photograph is uncertain, but would seem to be
at least several years after the exhibition closed.
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Plans were drawn up, a model made and the first stage was to build the
scenery block. A large, tall room was included in the design to hang and
paint backcloths for use in studios which would be quite high themselves.
This was a carry-over from theatre tradition. As techniques evolved with
back projection, front projection onto cyclorama and electronic
replacement technology (called colour separation overlay by the BBC,
and chroma key by everyone else) this area fell into disuse and
(unsurprisingly) became a store room for things that might be useful.
When sets are built, they need to be checked before erecting in the studio,
as a studio is far too busy and expensive to use just to see if you have got
the design right. So, a large setting space was incorporated in the scenery
block, allowing sets to be erected and any problems identified. The design
of this setting space was unusual and later influenced some designers
when requiring futuristic sets.

Stage 2 was to construct the Restaurant block. The interior was very
stylish with an upper mezzanine level that provided waitress service.
Anyone could go up there, but it took longer and was mainly used by
production staff taking guests to lunch.

Above: The scenery setting space with unusual roof.
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This week I was asked to do a very important after dinner speech. I said,
“Do you want me to be funny?” They said, “No, just be yourself.” To be
honest it was actually a rather swish do, being held to commemorate fifty
years of the BBC canteen, and it was very, very moving. Some of the
original sausage rolls were there. Brought a lump to many throats.
Actually, it took me back to my own early career in the catering trade,
when I was a lift boy in a dumb waiter.
As I say it was a very formal occasion, but somebody for a joke had told
me it was fancy dress. So, there we all are, the director general, the
chairman of the BBC, the governors, all standing round in their smart
suits and dinner jackets, and I’m trying to act casual, dressed as Bo-Peep,
with my glass of sherry in one hand and my crook in the other. I
remember thinking it was actually the first fancy dress party I’d been to
since May the 10th 1975. Now I remember that date clearly because it was
the one day when there wasn’t a sale at Allied Carpets.
It was the usual low budget affair, this dinner, hosted by a repeat of Terry
Wogan. It was four hours before the BBC cheese board arrived. They held
a meeting and decided we couldn’t have any. - Ronnie Corbett

The Television Centre Restaurant
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Stage 3 was the construction of the main circular building containing
studios 1 to 7, the ‘central wedge’ containing the central apparatus room
(CAR), presentation area, Telecine, etc. This stage comprises the main
chunk of what we think of as Television Centre.

Four studios, TC2, TC3, TC4 & TC5 were initially to be brought into
service, the first being TC3 on 29th June 1960. TCs 4, 5 & 2 opened in
the following months.
TC3 was intended for drama, TC2 became home of ‘That Was the Week
That Was’ and ‘The Frost Report’, while TC4 was used for light
entertainment programmes and TC5 became the home of children’s
programmes.
One very early major production occurred in March 1963 when Television
Centre hosted the Eurovision Song Contest. This live broadcast was
directed and produced by Yvonne Littlewood and was (for its day) lavish,
requiring the simultaneous use of studios 3, 4 & 5. You can imagine the
amount of effort required to make three studios operate together. The
sound and vision is the easy part; it is all the control, monitoring and

Stage 3 nearing completion. Stage1, the scenery block, is on the left, and
stage 2, the restauarant block is on the upper right-hand edge of the photo.
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communications that present the complexity, and it was all required for
only a few days.
TCs 1, 6 & 7, whose shells had been constructed at the same time as the
other studios, were kitted out and opened later in the 1960s. TC1
became operational in April 1964, TC7 in July 1965 and TC6 in July
1967. TC6 was equipped for colour television from the outset, but we will
come back to that.

Somewhere in the building (I forget where) was a large Private Branch
Telephone Exchange. The final building would have many telephone
extensions and a lot of traffic, so this exchange was no small affair.
In those days if you wanted 90 incoming lines, then 90 numbers were
allocated. (Outgoing calls were on different lines). Television Centre was
Shepherds Bush 8000, so all the numbers SHE 8000 to SHE 8089 would
arrive at the switchboard. Anyone calling Television Centre just dialled
SHE 8000 and the GPO selectors ‘bounced up’ until the first available
free line was found.
One evening, having just returned from holiday, I needed to ring in to VT
Control to find out what shift to come in for on the following day. I
thought I would play about, so I dialled SHE 8063 and was greeted by
“Television Centre, good evening. Why have you come up on this line?”
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Apparently, things were very quiet, with only a couple of operators on
duty and only a few incoming calls, all at the low numbered end of the
switchboard. All of a sudden, a light on a line a long way to their right
lights up. When I asked for VT Control they sighed and said, ”Oh, you
engineers mucking about again.” It was all very friendly. Of course,
direct dialling of extensions would later become the norm.

With the rectangular shaped studios being arranged in a circular plan,
there were inevitably wedge-shaped spaces between adjacent studios.
Between studios 3 and 4 lay the ‘Central Wedge’ containing, if you like,
the technical nerve centre of the building. All the output for BBC 1 came
from this area, irrespective of where it originated, whether a programme
broadcast live from TC3 next door, a previously recorded programme
from VT in the basement or an outside broadcast from the Cairngorms.
All incoming and outgoing circuits were routed via the central apparatus
room and, for live transmission, via a network and presentation area. On
the inner (narrower) end of this wedge is the south stairwell located 180°
around the circumference of the building from the main entrance
opposite. A fountain was situated at ground level, outside in the circular
space encompassed by the main building. In later years this area was
often used for production purposes. The video tape (VT) area was built
below the fountain.
The network and presentation area was on the 4th floor of the central
wedge, and consisted of a Network Control room (NC1), Presentation
studio (Pres A), Sub Control Room (Sub CR) and International Control
Room (ICR). These facilities were duplicated when BBC2 began
broadcasting.
Network control selected what went down the circuit that left Television
Centre, went to Broadcasting House and thence to the Post Office (later
BT) Tower and from there to all the transmitters in the UK.
So, at the end of Harry Worth, originating from a video tape machine,
Network Control would switch to the output from the presentation
studio, where an announcer might announce what would be on tomorrow
before saying ‘we now boldly go’ as an introduction to the next
programme. Network Control meanwhile would have run a film channel
(Telecine) and would switch to this source as the opening titles appeared
from Telecine. Indeed, one network director used to smoothly and slowly
mix from the BBC rotating globe (filmed by a camera in the Caption
Apparatus Room) to the opening star field of Star Trek.
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The Presentation area was a small studio with a control room. (Pres A as
it became, when Pres B was introduced for BBC 2). The studio was for
the in-vision announcer, but as fashions changed he/she was no longer
seen on the screen, and was re-located, not long after the opening of
BBC2, to a ‘Continuity Suite’ (a cubby hole) with microphone, monitors,
communications to studio control room etc.
The presentation studios became available for other uses and it was
amazing what was put in there. Pres A became home to the weather,
while Pres B was used for programmes with a single presenter talking to
the camera, such as Points of View or Film 72 etc, with Barry Norman, or
for programmes featuring discussion between a small number of guests
such as The Sky at Night and Late Night Line Up. Even some episodes of

Network and
Presentation Area.
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The Old Grey Whistle Test were
recorded there.
In the early days of Television Centre,
there was no BBC 2 and the space
reserved for it in the central wedge was
used for other purposes. The first two
video tape machines at Television
Centre were housed in what was to be
the BBC 2 Presentation studio area, as
the basement area, under the centre of
the building, below the fountain, was not
then ready.
The Sub-Control Room was used when a
programme was made up from more
than one external source (say two
outside broadcasts) but with no local
studio required to link it. The communication and organisation and
switching between the sources was done there, as Network Control’s
function was to coordinate and link between complete programmes, and
try to make the BBC 1 output look as smooth and seamless as possible.
(Any cock-ups should occur within a programme and be attributed to it!).
Generally speaking, they did a good job.
The International Control Room were specialists in understanding the
complexities of dealing with broadcasters from all over the world. Many
had totally different ways of working, different protocols, circuit
requirements and understanding of urgencies. They ranged from
extremely capable and efficient to totally incompetent.
Daily the ICR handled the Eurovision News Exchange. Early each
evening, all the member countries of the European Broadcasting Union
(EBU) would play in any internationally worthy news items and all the
other members would record it and use it or not as they wished. It was all
co-ordinated by the Eurovision Central Control Room in Brussels. All the
circuits (of which there were twelve) came into TVC from Broadcasting
House and were called BH1 to BH12. Late, on New Year’s Eve, with
usually very little happening and all TV Centres throughout Europe
staffed to minimum, the staff at all of them would exchange all the
humorous (and often naughty) stuff that they had collected over the last
year. It was all pretty mild stuff and often technically atrocious (except
from ARD and ZDF in Germany which was always technically perfect.)
Our (BBC) contribution was usually humorous and the smash hit one

'Pres A' in use as
the weather studio
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year was the Square World re-enactment of the Battle of Britain with
Bond, Berkeley, Heinkel and Messerschmitt bubble cars racing around
the Television Centre fountain to the sound of aircraft engines, machine
guns and pilot RT. (not sure about the reaction from ARD and ZDF.)
To digress, Michael Bentine loved Television Centre and delighted in
sending it up. On one occasion he had it unearthed by alien
archaeologists, thousands of years hence. On finding the letters ‘BBC’,
one archaeologist asked a learned alien colleague what this meant. He
replied, ‘Before Billy Cotton’.
Another sketch had TV Centre lifting off in the style of a flying saucer,
but with much smoke and flame. One day I came in to work and in the
south stairwell some set workers were hanging great vegetable like
creatures, stretching down many floors. It was obvious what they were
and I asked ‘Oh, are we making The Day of the Triffids?’. ‘No, bloody
Square World!’, they muttered through their struggles.
At one point, the powers that be, (I can’t remember if it was the Premises
Management or some other department) got so irritated by Bentine’s
irreverent portrayals of TVC, that they sent a memo saying, ‘Under no
circumstances must BBC Television Centre be used for the purposes of
entertainment.’ Somewhere there is an image of this memo that I have
seen but I have failed to find it. Needless to say, staff and press had a
field day with this and treasured copies of it abounded. Bentine carried
on regardless.

On the 3rd floor,
below the network
and presentation
area, was the
Central
Apparatus Room,
or CAR as it was
always known.
This, as
mentioned, was
where the circuits
for all sound,
vision and
communications from, into, out of, and between sources and destinations
within Television Centre were routed. Places needing frequent
connections had permanent feeds, so, for instance, Video Tape (VT) could
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connect any studio to any video tape machine, but there were a defined
number of circuits from VT to CAR, and a daily booking sheet for the
whole of the Centre would show what circuits were feeding which
destinations or being fed from which sources, but also included the
scheduled usage of permanent circuits.
You can see that a studio or video tape channel can require both circuits
in and out. The studio output has to be routed to air, if live, or a video
tape channel(s) if recording, but it may also have inputs from a film
channel (telecine), an outside broadcast (e.g., Grandstand) or indeed
video tape channel(s).
A film replay device (telecine) only originates pictures, so is only a source.
However, as with all other areas, it needs to be able to see and hear the
studio output, hear its production talkback and be able to communicate
(intercom/telephone) with it. All these facilities, including permanent
ones, go via CAR and so if there are any problems this was the point of
contact.
The telecine
(film replay)
channels were
situated on
floors 1 and 2 of
the central
wedge. These
handled film,
and converted it
to the
sequential TV
signal of so
many lines to a
frame and so
many frames a
second. In the UK, the television standard was 405 lines per frame, then
later 625, initially monochrome and then colour. The picture rate was 25
frames a second. The film industry standard (worldwide) was 24 frames a
second. Telecine had to cope with these variations. You could either run
at 24 frames a second and use clever optical tricks to produce 25
frames/second output, or run the film at 25 frames/second and ignore or
put up with the result that the programme ran 4% faster, and the sound
pitch was raised about a semi-tone. Because of the one-to-one transfer of
the frames, the technical quality was improved and there was a time
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when a good quality, commercial 35mm film gave the best quality output
bar none (even live cameras to air).

This brings us to the area of standards conversion. North American
television was running on 525 lines per frame, 30 frames/second. (Their
telecine could only use optical tricks to change the frame rate, it not
being sensible to run a film 20% faster.)
Standards conversion is a complex subject and we haven’t mentioned the
differing standards when colour arrived. The UK adopted PAL while
North America used NTSC, but there were variations in both standards
in different parts of the world, and also combinations with different line
standards and frame rates. All this gave rise to the need for a dedicated
“Standards Conversion” area. This was on the 5th floor of the central
wedge.
Later, very advanced converters were developed by the Research
Department to cope with colour conversion as well. All this was necessary
to handle programmes from around the world arriving by satellite or
video tape in their originating standard. This research department
converter was the wonder of its time, producing very high-quality output.
These days you can buy home televisions and DVD players that will
(automatically) sense and cope with a variety of standards. Millions of
functions in a few integrated circuit chips.
When 625 lines became more established, BBC 1 was transmitted on
both 405 and 625 lines and its output, all now at 625 lines, had to be
continually converted to 405 lines for that transmission network.

In the early days of television the only way of recording programmes was
by Tele-recording using film. This consisted of literally pointing a film
camera at a television screen and filming it.
Of course, it wasn't quite as simple as that. There were many
complexities, such as taking one frame for each television frame (25 per
second), phosphor after-glow, synchronism of film movement with
television picture rate, etc. etc. The film then had to be processed and
replayed on a telecine machine. Both 16mm and 35mm were used, the
latter being more complex and expensive.
Video tape didn’t appear on the scene in the UK until the first two
Ampex 2” black & white machines (25 frames per second, 405 lines)
appeared in the UK at the BBC Lime Grove Studios. This was about
1958, having only been invented by Ampex Corporation in 1956. They
were (for their day) pushing the edge of what was commercially possible
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and were very expensive. They recorded analogue signals on 2” wide
magnetic tape and could be rewound and replayed immediately.
By late 1963, when I joined the BBC, there were six monochrome 405 line
VTRs in the basement of TVC (underneath the fountain) along with the
original two still at Lime Grove.
Later that year 625 line machines for the forthcoming BBC 2 were
installed. These were built by RCA and were more advanced and gave
good pictures until modified by the BBC to improve them. This was a
rare example of an unsuccessful BBC engineering idea. Other failures
included VERA and their attempt at slow motion. Slow motion really
arrived in July 1968 with the Ampex (625 line colour) HS100 video disc.
Video Tape machines were very expensive and by the time colour was
arriving, the first, good quality colour Ampex recorder, built specifically
for the European colour TV standard cost about £70,000. At the time you
could buy ten semi-
detached houses
for the same price.
We had six
VR2000Bs
initially. You can
now buy very
many video
recorders for the
price of a semi-
detached house
and the digital
recorder under my
TV produces
pictures somewhat
better than those
1960s machines.

Completing Stage 3

BBC 2 opened (one day late due to a power cut, caused by a fire at
Battersea power station) in April 1964 and was 625 lines only. The whole
of TV Centre had been developed with the knowledge that moving to 625
lines and to colour would take place in the not too distant future.
TC 1 opened on 15th April 1964 with huge area of 11,000 sq. ft. At the
time, it was claimed to be the largest TV studio in Europe, although

Ampex VR2000B colour video tape recorder. It appears
to be playing back an episode of Play School.
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studios A & B at the former Associated-Rediffusion studios in Wembley
can be combined into a single large studio that is bigger. The first
programme recorded in TC 1 was a production of Kiss Me Kate, intended
to be transmitted on the opening night of BBC 2 on the 21st April.
However, as mentioned above, BBC 2 failed to open on schedule and so
the following day the first programme broadcast on the new channel
turned out to be Play School.
TC 7 opened on July 4th, 1965. It did many children’s show such as
Multi-Coloured Swap Shop and its successors but from 1997 was mainly
used by News, presenting among other programmes, Breakfast Time
each weekday.
Back in the early 60s the east Tower was constructed as the final part of
the ‘Works Block’. Providing office space, it was a singularly
uninteresting, bland office block design that clashed horribly with the
rest of Television Centre. No more need to be said, except that it has just
recently been demolished.

Colour 1967

TC 6 opened in 1967 and was the first colour studio. It is at right angles
to the orientation of the similarly-sized studios 3 & 4. That is to say that
the latter two studios had their shorter side adjacent to the central ring,
while TC 6 has its longer side adjacent to the central ring. The reason is
that it was originally planned for TC 6 to be dividable into two smaller
studios, if required, with two sets of control rooms. The idea of being able
to split TC 6 was abandoned before the studio was fitted out.
By now Television Centre was really up and running. Seven studios were
in full production. The BBC made all of its own commissioned
programmes (either in London or in the national regions) and the turn-
around was fast. Studios would be cleared and reset overnight, lighting
would go in in the morning and by the afternoon or evening rehearsal or
even recording/transmission could happen, depending on the complexity
of the production.

Stage 4

Stage 4 saw the construction of the first part of the Spur, that is the tail
of the question mark, and represented in my time at the BBC, the first
step in the continuing programme to add more people working in the
spaces where staff used to be able to park their cars. Work began in 1963,
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with the shell of the building complete by 1966.
The Spur contained TC 8 and studios N1 and N2 for news. News had
moved from Alexandria Palace and found the new studios a bit small
after the great space they had previously enjoyed. Studios N1 and N2
were rather buried in the structure and not easy to locate.

Stage 4, which was always known as 'The Spur', had its own Central
Apparatus Room for news facilities. This dealt with all the news tie-ups
to the regions, any news outside broadcasts and was particularly busy for
elections and the party conferences. It was known as ‘SCAR’ (Spur
Central Apparatus Room) and of course it had a lot of dealings with the
main central apparatus room. You had to keep your ear tuned when a
brief “SCAR – CAR” was heard on communications circuits as to who was
calling whom. Still, slightly easier than the days of Lime Grove when
“CAR – CAR” could be heard.
TC 8 was the second colour studio and became the most popular studio.
Everything about it seemed to work. Perhaps it benefitted from several
years’ experience with the other studios when it came to detailed design
and equipment installation. Episodes of many well-known shows were
produced there.
TC 1 and TC 7 were converted to colour studios in 1968, with TC 3
following in 1969 and TC 4 in 1970. TC 5 at about this time was home to
Schools programmes, and since it was deemed that few schools, in the
early 70s, could afford colour televisions, this studio was not converted to
colour until 1973. TC 2 was actually closed in 1969, not finally reopening
as a colour studio until 1981.

Stage 5

Stage 5 was initiated in 1978 and was originally intended to complete TV
Centre. It was subsequently broken into two parts, the second half
becoming Stage 6. Stage 5 then included a very large video tape area
with 130 machines, a long way from the six at TV Centre and two at
Lime Grove when I joined in September 1963. This large facility was
mainly for post-production (editing), something which had been a virtual
impossibility when Television Centre first opened. Post-production had
now reached a complexity and speed that, combined with many a
producer’s inability to make up their mind until they had to, required
this amount of resources.
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Stage 6

Stage 6 was originally planned to have a very large studio (TC 9) that
would be considerably larger than TC 1. This was intended to allow the
closure of the Television Theatre on Shepherd’s Bush Green. Much
design work was. done and models made. If built it would have been the
envy of the television industry. The actual usable floor space would have
been similar to TC 1, but there would also be an area of permanent
audience seating, on two levels, along one side of the studio, which would
result in a larger structure overall. The studio would also have been
considerably taller than TC 1 with a grid height of 72 feet, allowing
scenery to be flown. (TC 1 height is 45 feet).
In the end, the arrival of John Birt knocked this on the head. Being an
accountant and current affairs man, he changed stage 6 it into a news
centre. In the event, all the BBC news was moved here, including radio
news from Broadcasting House, and of course TV news left studios N1
and N2 in the spur. The final shape of the news centre had a great,
impressive glass wall, so that the public could see how many people were

Television Centre after the completion of Stage 6
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beavering away to bring them the news.
Stage 6 was opened in July 1998 and, guess what! The journalists didn’t
like it (stuck out in W12 – all the people you want to interview are not
there!) and Greg Dyke gave the go ahead to move news back to a vastly
extended Broadcasting House. They arrived in 2013.

Construction and refurbishment continued at TVC for the whole of its
life. Individual rooms and whole floors were from time to time gutted and
rebuilt. Studios too were given refurbishments every few years, with
updated equipment installed. Most recently this would have included
upgrading to High Definition (remember that was how the BBC
television service was described when it began in 1936) and at least one
studio was equipped with 3D.

Meanwhile the BBC was considered to be too London-centric and was
under pressure to move many productions to the regions. Sport and
Children’s Programmes were planned to move to Salford in 2011. The
studios here were not owned by the BBC and much expense is incurred in
hiring these. In 2007 the BBC learned that the licence fee was rise at a
rate below inflation. With the BBC committed to the Salford move and
also to the Digital Switch Over, where analogue TV signals would cease
to be broadcast, significant savings needed to be made elsewhere. It was
announced in 2007 that Television Centre would be sold by the end of the
2012/13 financial year.

Television Centre was sold for £200 million and closed in March 2013.
The new owners are redeveloping the building. Studios 1 to 3 will be
retained as operational television studios and are expected to reopen this
year. Studios 4 to 8 are being demolished. BBC Worldwide will move into
the stage 6 building as tenants. The central control room and all the
circuits have been moved to the BBC Broadcast Centre in White City
(just up the road).

The BBC logo sign on the exterior wall of Studio One (TC1) was to be
moved to the New Broadcasting House, but one of the letters was
dropped and damaged during removal, and so the plan was also dropped!
The East Tower, the multi-storey car park and the restaurant block will
be, or already have been, demolished. The central building is being
remodelled into a hotel and apartments. The front car park and central
(fountain) area will become a public space.
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