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The Ballad of John Axon, Song of a Road, Singing the Fishing, The Big Hewer, The Body Blow, On the Edge, The Fight Game and The Travelling People, are the titles of the   Radio Ballad programmes by MacColl, Seeger, and Parker, broadcast by the BBC between July 1958 and April 1964. These programmes stand out as high points in the history of British radio. They also stand as significant contributors to our folk revival.  Songs from these programmes, such as 'Shoals of Herring', and Freeborn Man', are heard wherever folk singers and their audiences gather, some of them sung by people who consider them 'traditional', having no idea of their provenance. 

 Other songs have been taken up by communities who were the subjects of some of the shows thereby becoming part of their culture.  Many people found the programmes engrossing and endlessly fascinating, like the man, many years ago, who gave me a lift as I was hitchhiking from London to Norwich en route to a gig there.  He mentioned that he was an enthusiast for the steam drifters, boats used by the herring fishermen. I asked if he'd ever heard the radio programme about those same fishermen and their lives. He nearly swerved off the road! 'Did you hear it?' he said, 'I heard it years ago and I've always wished they'd repeat it. It's the best thing I ever heard'. 

 When I told him I knew the show, 'Singing the Fishing', and the people that made it I thought he might joyfully explode, especially when I told him that recordings of it could be bought from Collets Record Shop in London. From then on I was no longer a casual passenger but his honoured guest. He took me all the way to Norwich, thirty miles past his own destination, shook my hand and thanked me profusely as we parted,  then went on his way,  probably with the memory of Sam Larner's voice to speed him along. 

Two years ago writer Peter Cox, himself a Radio Ballads fan, was looking for a topic for a new book.  He had previously written on cricket, but a chance meeting and an "animated conversation" with Peggy Seeger turned his thoughts towards a book about the programmes and the people that made them.  Now we have it. 

The title 'Set into Song' comes from an introductory phrase "Set into Song by Ewan MacColl" spoken by a cut-glass BBC voice, markedly different from the tones of the everyday folk  whose stories were the cloth from which the programmes were cut.  Peter Cox gives the three creators, MacColl, Seeger, and Parker, a chapter of biography each, drawing attention to their widely differing backgrounds which on the face of it would make their chances of fruitful collaboration highly unlikely.  The fiercely political, self-taught intellectual Ewan MacColl had a background in radical theatre before he turned his attention to folk song.  Peggy Seeger, talented instrumentalist and singer, then in her early twenties had led a life steeped in music, folk and classical, with a folklorist and a composer for parents, and musical siblings including brother Mike, half-brother Pete, and various sisters continually playing or listening to music. Charles Parker, BBC producer, was a committed Christian, an ex-submarine commander, Royalist and political Conservative.  A mixed bunch, but as Peter Cox shows their combined talents went to create radio of a type never heard before.

After these biographies Cox gives each programme a chapter of its own with the story of how it was made.  Readers may feel as I did after the descriptions of the trials involved in getting this done that it's amazing they made it to air at all.  The BBC may well have been pleased when 'Singing the Fishing' gained the 1960 Italia Prize, the radio equivalent of the 'Oscar', but they can hardly be said to have been supportive of the programme makers.  There was disapproval and downright obstruction from members of 'the brass' almost all the way. Parker was a genius with tape, razor blade, and chinagraph, able to splice the merest fragments of tape into a telling sound picture but the description of his fight to get recording machines, and the lengths he had to go to get enough studio time are beyond belief at times. His work was gaining plaudits from outside the BBC, whilst he was constantly criticised and hindered by the in-house mandarins. He was finally sacked from the Corporation in 1972 after a move sideways into television, which he hated, being a radio man through and through. He did have supporters among the creative folk at the Beeb. The names of men like Phillip Donellan and D.G. Bridson, crop up frequently with their approval and understanding of what he was about. 

BBC politics weren't the only thing to muddy the waters. Cox reports on Parker's ferocious temper, and of clashes between him and the other two partners.  MacColl's annoyance at Parker's supposed hogging of the credit for the shows are well documented, and the mixture of reviews which had a fair share of put-downs as well as plaudits.  Cox knows all this because of his exhaustive research. He spoke at length to everybody concerned with the making, studio staff, musicians, singers, engineers, they all had plenty to say. Familiar names like Bert Lloyd, Louis Killen, Ian Campbell, Dave Swarbrick, and Frankie Armstrong crop up, as do other lesser-known participants in this wonderful series. 

A couple of later chapters tell of the 'Landmarks' radio ballad series on Midlands radio, and of life after Parker's sacking, taking in community theatre, and the Grey Cock Folk Club, and of MacColl & Seeger's career until 1989, the year of Ewan's death. (Charles Parker died one year later). The chapter 'Different Therefore Equal' deals with Peggy's subsequent career up until the present day.  The last chapter 'A New Generation' deals most generously with John Tams 2006 ballad series. 

 Peter Cox's admiration for the superb artistry of MacColl and Seeger and the technical brilliance of Charles Parker shines throughout the book and his love of the programmes too. But he is not afraid to give us a 'warts and all' background story where necessary therefore making an already fascinating report even more so.   I'm pleased to announce that Topic Records have made the CDs of the Radio Ballads available again, and that this book may be had direct from the website www.setintosong.co.uk at the discount price of £15, with signature if required.
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