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This highly readable book isn’t just the fascinating story of a groundbreaking radio series, it also tells of a remarkable time in broadcasting history and how individual lives were changed forever.

When Charles Parker joined the BBC as a producer in 1948, a presentable Christian conservative with a Cambridge education, few could have predicted that he would have been forced out 24 years later as a budding Marxist and growing liability.  This seismic shift was due in part to his work on a series of powerful montages that allowed railway workers, road builders, polio sufferers, travellers, miners, teenagers, boxers and fishermen to document their lives in their own words on radio for the very first time.  The eight Radio Ballads, as they came to be called, were what also turned Ewan MacColl into a prolific songwriter and Peggy Seeger into a highly versatile composer.

The trio’s major breakthrough was the realisation that the power of ordinary speech lay not in what was said, but in how it was said.  And to emphasise the point, after editing down reel after reel of interview (thirty hours in the case of Sam Larner alone for Singing the Fishing) the trio would begin the painstaking process of marrying the rhythm of speech to the rhythm of music. ‘That’s at the bottom of the ocean’, says Larner.  ‘Dar diddie diddie diddie dardar,’ says MacColl, ‘Put that rhythm in your mind.  Now, in what way can we ring the changes?’

Without pictures, the radio producer has to paint with sound, emphasis, music, silence – all of which must be applied to an invisible canvas with immense precision.  What comes across beautifully in Set Into Song is that, despite gargantuan struggles with primitive technology, this process became Charles Parker’s obsession.

As Peter Cox points out, the Radio Ballads often divided listeners and critics, but one of their biggest battles was with the rise of television.  With 70 percent of the BBC’s new audience switching over to the new medium, it was only a matter of time before Parker’s expensive radio habit was curtailed.

Last week the outgoing BBC Director of MAudio and Music, Jenny Abramsky, concluded her forty years of playing David to television’s Goliath with some advice to her succesor.  ‘Get people to tell their stories’, she said, ‘now that’s the strength of radio’.

Charles Parker knew that only too well.
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