
Activity 3 – Who was behind the microphone? Making your own short 
‘broadcast’. 

 

For the final activity of the session, you’ll make your own short broadcast, ideally 
lasting no longer than 2 or 3 minutes.  

Your broadcast will consist of an interview with an historical figure associated 
with the BBC. You will work in pairs: one of you will perform the task of 
‘interviewer’, while the other will be the ‘interviewee’.   

Below you will find brief descriptions of seven personalities who appeared on 
the BBC in its early years. You are encouraged to use your imagination to fill in 
any gaps in the information – put yourself in your character’s shoes! 

Together, you’ll need to come up with a list of questions. Things you might ask 
could include: 

• How did you start working for the BBC? 
• What is your favourite thing about broadcasting on the radio? 
• What aspects of your work do you find most challenging? 
• What advice to you have for speaking on the radio? 
• How do you keep in touch with your listeners? 

After some ten minutes of planning and preparation, you can perform your brief 
broadcast for the rest of the class! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1. Sheila Borrett, the BBC’s first female ‘announcer’ 
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2. David Seth-Smith, the ‘Zoo Man’ of Children’s Hour  
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• Borrett was the first female ‘announcer’ 
(similar to a news reader today) to appear on 
the BBC – in 1933. 

• However, she had to resign after complaints 
from listeners who did not like hearing a 
woman reading the news 

• One letter to the radio times read: “Must this 
dreadful tide of feminism pursue us into our 
own sanctums and dens, where in the past we 
have at least been free from women? Or is the 
only alternative throwing out one’s receiver?” 

 

• The ‘Zoo Man’ appeared on both radio and 
television. He was a curator at the London 
Zoo.  

• The Zoo Man’s broadcasts usually involved 
funny stories about zoo animals 

• He even organised live broadcasts from the 
Zoo, where animals’ voices could be heard 
as part of a ‘zoo concert’ 

• However, after the Second World War, his 
services were no longer required, 
something that made him very sad! 



3. C. H. Middleton, the first gardening correspondent 
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4. Una Marson, Jamaican Poet and Broadcaster 
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5. Hsiao Ch'ien, Chinese broadcaster 
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• Arrived in England in 1939 to teach 
Chinese at the School of Oriental 
and African Studies in London.  

• Had a programme on the BBC 
during WWII, reporting in Chinese 
about events in Europe 

• Also broadcast talks for 
schoolchildren about Chinese 
culture 

• Born in Jamaica, moved to London in 1932 
• Feminist, actively involved in discussions of 

race 
• From 1941, Presented a programme called 

‘Calling the West Indies’, on the BBC’s 
Empire Service (a station designed 
exclusively to broadcast to British colonies) 

 

• Began broadcasting in the 1930s 

• Helped listeners learn about flowers and 

vegetables - when to sow, when to harvest, 

how to care for different varieties  

• He became especially important during the 

‘Dig for Victory’ campaign during the Second 

World War, when he encouraged people to 

grow their own vegetables.  



6. Robert Radford, bass singer 
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7. Olive Huntley, Animal imitator 

 

 

• Very popular singer amongst listeners: a 
‘celebrity’ in his day. 

• An opera singer – sung in major BBC 
broadcasts, but also on stages across the 
country 

• Originally intended to be an accountant, 
but ended up studying at the Royal 
Academy of Music 

• Derbyshire singer and performer 

• Employed by the BBC because of her 
abilities in imitating the sounds of animals 
– birds, dogs, cats, farm animals, etc.  

• These sounds were used in dramas and in 
educational talks, as ‘sound effects’ that 
could help listeners visualise what they 
were hearing 
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