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I have interviewed Sir David Attenborough many times, mainly for articles published in the UK broadcasting listings magazine Radio Times.
These essays and shorter pieces are based on articles of mine first published in that magazine, with some additional content based on material first published on the PBS.org website.
Sir David Attenborough is, by common consent, the world’s master wildlife documentary presenter, the last of the great TV communicators whose career began with the birth of the medium in which he works. He has no rival and no successor whose career could possibly follow a similar path (broadcasting has changed too much for that to happen) at the BBC or anywhere in the world.
In Britain Attenborough is a household name, and, among those who are not royalty, movie, music or sports stars or politicians, one of the few people to be recognised in the street wherever he goes.
It was, I scarcely need to say, a great privilege to meet and talk to the great broadcaster, and occasionally to see him at work. He is the consummate professional, but never pompous or arrogant, and always ready to oblige and assist the production team, and credit them for their efforts.
I had cause to ring him on many occasions to seek a comment or a quote for an article I was writing for the UK broadcast listings magazine Radio Times. He would readily respond, breaking off whatever important writing I’m sure he must have been doing for the next series with an apposite few words. When I wrote to him informing him I was writing this e-book he responded promptly, even though he had not met me for some years, with some kind and encouraging words.
His rare skill has been to compress often complex behaviour into a succinct and understandable film sequence, and deliver it to a script which is a model of precision. His is a broadcasting and writing skill of the highest order, which means he can commit his thoughts directly into finished words on the page, with, I suppose, very little need to revision. Where I quote him in this book, I reproduce exactly (with the benefit of a tape recorder) the words he used. They never needed to be edited.
Modesty is one of his endearing qualities. His “little knowledge” is equivalent to most people’s “great learning”. His series are written to his own words, put together from his own reading, and the research of an excellent support team. When I spoke to him he never needed to refresh his memory by looking up a particular species or location. The detail was readily accessible in his fine scientific mind.
I met him once on Easter Island. I had travelled there with a photographer, to research an article for one of his programmes, which I was writing for Radio Times.
He already been on the island for several days. I had come straight from the airport, and walked into the hotel restaurant where he and his team was staying. He greeted me like an old friend, which of course I am not. It is extremely flattering to be the recipient of that sort of welcome, but you to need to have the humility to recognise that as a measure of his affability. I’m sure he has tens of thousands of “old friends”.
I once had the privilege of interviewing him in his home in Richmond when his wife Jane was still alive. She brought tea and biscuits, which she made herself. Around us were various pieces of ethnic art he had brought back from around the world, although, as he explains in The Lost Gods of Easter Island, one should not buy anything of any real value or antiquity which had a particular significance for a native people. When the interview was over, he poured us a glass of some excellent dry white wine.
I interviewed him in public view in a club in London; on another occasion it was in a hotel in the New Forest after he had been filming a sequence for The Private Life of Plants. You never feel so invisible as when all eyes are drawn to the person sitting next to you.
My work changed around the start of the new Millennium, which is why the articles I include here run out at about that time. He went on to make more wonderful series, and oblige interviewers in print and in broadcasting with his perfectly formed answers and comments.
So much has already been written about the man who described himself to me as, above all, a teacher. He told me it was a matter of “huge pride” that his Life series was used by college students as a study aid. His father was a university lecturer who trained his sons’ inquiring minds. “And that’s what I suppose I am, a teacher.”
I hope this short book throws some more light on the work of one of the great communicators.
The writer’s microsite on Sir David Attenborough and his series Life of Birds has been a permanent fixture on the PBS (US public broadcasting network) website for over 10 years - http://www.pbs.org/lifeofbirds/index.html
The broadcaster confesses to a strong dislike of one creature out of millions. I think we all know it. The subject of this article, so we are told, is never more than a few feet away from any of us.
Let me introduce King Whiskers, Tremendous Tail, the scamper-on star of horror, supporting role in one of the most side-aching pieces of TV comedy ever (the opening of the biscuit tin on the health inspector’s table in Fawlty Towers to reveal Manuel’s pet: “But ees only h-hamsterr, Meesterr Fawlty”). Resourceful, adaptable. The first animal back to Hiroshima after the bomb. One of nature’s winners. It’s the rat. Oh, and also the star in a very curious Attenborough story.
The man who has been (almost) everywhere, seen (almost) everything, has a profound loathing for just one of nature’s works - our versatile and successful rodent lead.
It happened thus. “We were filming on a small coral island in the Solomons. Our accommodation was a bamboo hut. As soon as I saw the greasiness on the poles I knew we were in for a disturbed night. We moved to the middle of the floor and tried to sleep in a huddle, but then the scrabbling started and everyone started flashing their torches.
“Eventually a rat ran over my face. That was it. ‘I don’t think we should stay here, David’, said Henry, a stout-hearted cameraman from Yorkshire. ‘No, we bloody won’t’, I said. I was only wearing a sarong. We ran into the teeming rain and splashed through the village mud until we came to a roof on poles in the middle of some sand. ‘This’ll do,’ I said. So we slept there.
“In the morning we woke to see some very black faces staring down at us. Our spectators were all wearing white surplices. We were in the church, and they were the choir making ready for the morning service.”
Attenborough has a theory why most people can’t bear rats. “Partly because they are associated with sewers and disease and the Black Death, but also because we all need our personal space. If they are outside in the grass, doing interesting things with their front paws, you say ‘Oh, aren’t they charming little rodents’. But when they come inside and invade your space, you feel psychologically assaulted.”
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