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Peter Cox’s Set Into Song traces the fascinating story behind the groundbreaking series of Radio Ballads programmes devised by the eccentric BBC producer, Charles Parker, working alongside the eminent post war folk revivalists Ewan MacColl and Peggy Seeger. The series ran from 1958 to 1964 and was remarkably innovative, using for the first time – and against much resistance from the BBC hierarchy - the voices of real (mainly working class people) interwoven with songs integrated seamlessly with the spoken word but bereft of the traditional narration associated with this type of broadcast. Until the Radio Ballad concept challenged and revolutionised the tenets of broadcasting, the BBC had used the anodyne voices of actors in documentaries rather than the regional and colloquial accents of real people. 

As Cox demonstrates through the narrative, the programmes were not only an artistic success on the whole but also a triumph in endurance and persistence from the three characters around which the book revolves. As well as tracing the chronology of how the Radio Ballads were lovingly and painstakingly put together, the author focuses on the evolution of the key protagonists. Perhaps most remarkable was the almost Damascan journey of Charles Parker. His background before he encountered MacColl and Seeger was conservative with most definitely a small ‘c’ and most probably a large ‘C’. Once he began getting involved in programmes such as the Ballad of John Axon – a train driver who was killed saving others – and seen the kind of experiences and conditions faced by ordinary working people like the Miners, he quickly perceived that the plight and injustices they faced were the fault of capitalism. Parker’s zeal for highlighting fighting social injustice drew him to Marxism and he also became a passionate advocate of folk music. He was obsessively driven by the desire to develop the Radio Ballad into an art form in itself.

Also covered in detail in the book are the technical difficulties Parker and his colleagues faced, not least having to use cumbersome and less than state of the art tape machines to record the field interviews (cassettes were some way off and digital recording as distant as the solar system). They recorded hundreds of hours of interviews. Then MacColl and Seeger would wade through the interviews to select what could be used in the programme. Parker then manually spliced the bits of tape that needed to be interspersed with song. Later this process brought together musicians, technicians and a range of performers to try and simultaneously meld all the elements together in an effort to make the perfect programme, very often making the performers spend hours repeating quite complex sessions until they met the exacting standards set by Parker and MacColl. Moreover, the programmes began in 1958 when television was about to become the mass medium of choice among broadcasters and public. By 1964 the funding for radio programmes had been severely eroded as the BBC diverted its licence fee into popular visual entertainment, competing as it was with the commercially established ITV.

Cox has thoroughly researched his subject. As well as written secondary sources and original documents and tapes, he has interviewed a number of people who were involved at one time or another in the Radio Ballad projects, including Parker’s daughter, Sara who has subsequently followed in her father’s producer’s shoes, and musicians such as Ian Campbell, who was closely involved with working with Parker on the Ballads and other projects. There is a whole chapter devoted to the variety of mainly folk and jazz performers used on the Ballad programmes. These featured a young (pre posthumous) Dave Swarbrick, the legendary Bert Lloyd, Jimmie McGregor and Alf Edwards, regarded as a concertina player of genius.

Of the trio who made the Ballads, only one is still around to tell the tale. Peggy Seeger was significantly younger than the other two and was responsible for most of the musical arrangements. She has the unique advantage of contributing not only insight but also hindsight to this excellent chronology. Her reflections are interwoven like an incisive thread throughout the book. 

Another theme that pervades the subjects of the Ballads is danger and death – not unfamiliar to folk musicians – whether it’s from industrial accidents and injuries (Railways, Fishing and Mining) or polio and boxing (The Body Blow and The Fight Game). Inevitably the most successful of the Ballads were those pervaded by day-to-day humour and generosity of spirit of ordinary working people – humour and spirit they had every right to eschew. Without these resilient qualities and the comradeship and solidarity linked to industry and community, their often grim existence would have been unbearable. For those who died it was.

Peter Cox has brought to life and captured the essence of the individuals who had the drive, determination and vision to see these projects through at some considerable cost to their personal and working lives. The way he poignantly describes the deaths of Parker and MacColl is touching and dignified without being sentimental. The Radio Ballads gained international recognition and most have stood the test of time. They also inspired the recent 2006 BBC radio series based on the same concept. Cox compares and contrasts the technical, demographic and artistic challenges from the two different eras. Set Into Song is an essential enthralling read whether you were around at the time of the original Ballads or not. Peter Cox has done the folk and broadcasting worlds an outstanding service in demonstrating the historical role and relevance of these pioneering programmes fifty years after the first one was broadcast and illustrates the great debt we owe to those who made them possible. By producing Set Into Song the author has given us a Radio Ballad in book form
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