
TELEVISION

Although Michael Faraday, the virtual discoverer of electricity, looked through a 
microscope for the first time in my paternal grandmother’s home, I know nothing about 
science. (This very microscope I was later to possess, as well as most of Faraday’s earliest 
letters, all of which are now in the Royal Institution in London, where Faraday spent 
most of his working life). My mother lived to be over one hundred and five years old, 
and believed the most exciting event in her life was the coming of the telephone, while 
her brother quoted seeing aeroplanes racing over the sands at Blackpool at a height of 
fifteen feet in 1909. In my case I would say the coming of wireless or what is now known 
as radio was the most exciting happening.

It was around 1922, when we were living in Newcastle-Upon-Tyne that I was allowed 
to withdraw twenty pounds from my life savings in a Post Office Savings Account, from 
which I purchased for fifteen pounds a crystal wireless set, made surprisingly by the firm 
of Meccano. This consisted of a polished wooden board on which was a cylindrical coil, 
a crystal and cats whiskers enclosed in a cylindrical transparent tube, and four terminals, 
two of which were connected to a single ear-phone, the others leading to the external 
aerial and second earth. These external items were all extras to the cost of the set itself, 
and I can still remember the thrill of carrying that coil of copper wire which, cut into two 
lengths, was stretched between the gleaming white porcelain insulators, held apart by old 
broomsticks, one mounted onto a chimney stack and the other onto a wooden pole. The 
end nearest the house was tied to a hook in my playroom window frame, through which 
a hole had been bored, and to which a Bakelite insulated tube brought the wireless waves 
into our home. Slowly and steadily every home and cottage within a fifteen mile reach 
of a wireless transmitter had an aerial, and height of aerial and depth of earthing were 
among the main topics of conversation with one’s school friends. Then came the 
discovery that one’s set would work equally well if the aerial or earth lead was tied onto 
a gas pipe. Soon we acquired a second single earphone so that myself and a friend, or my 
mother, would sit side by side with an earphone held to our ear.

The local Newcastle-Upon-Tyne wireless studio in Eldon Square had started a daily 
evening childrens’ programme, and you listened to your favourite ‘uncles and aunts’. If 
you wrote, they invited you to visit them in the studio to see the live programme, at the 
close of which you were invited to say, ‘Good night children, everywhere’. I am such a 
hoarder or collector that I still have the little enamel badge probably presented to me at 
the time of that visit, ‘5NOFL’. ‘5NO’ was the Newcastle call sign, ‘FL’ standing for 
‘Friends League’. Remember that this was a year before the establishment of the BBC, 
when ‘2LO’ - the London call sign - became famous. That visit to the studio is 
memorable for two things. Walking up the stairs my school friend and I were amazed to 
see wires running from old car batteries connected to clocks hanging on the wall, our 
first awareness of the possibility of an electric clock. Entering the studio on the first floor, 
into what was probably once a bedroom, we found ourselves, to our surprise, in an ex
army bell tent, used I suppose as sound insulation. To our regret, we found the uncles 
and aunts so very much less likeable as people than they had sounded to us on the air. I 
fancy they didn’t much like us, as we were not invited to say, ‘Good night children,
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everywhere’, as we had hoped, something I have always regretted. It was a few years 
later, when I had graduated from crystal wireless into making simple one or two valve 
sets, that the coils I purchased had the printed words on them, ‘What are the wild waves 
saying?’

In 1933, when I was staying in a South Kensington boarding house, another young 
man received a visit from his uncle. I must have been in the lounge at the time of his 
arrival and may have been introduced to him, but I have never been so aware of such a 
strong aura and personality as this uncle had. It was Sir John Reith. I received the same 
impact, though to a lesser extent, some five years later, when I delivered a chair 
purchased from me to Evelyn Waugh’s study in Somerset, where he was seated at his 
desk. Again I had a feeling of being glad to have got away.

Although I received a licence from Baird for television experiments, which was 
numbered in the early two hundreds, I never got beyond the stage of ruining the family 
tin opener when cutting tin metal revolving discs. I was, I suppose, slow in becoming the 
owner of a television set.

The age of small screen celebrities was quick to come, but they were almost as quickly 
forgotten. That of Arthur Negus is now becoming unknown to the younger generation 
of TV viewers. Arthur Negus was born in Reading around 1903 where his father was a 
cabinet maker, and where he ran a small antique business which I think I may have 
visited in my early dealing days in the 1930s. Arthur left school in 1920 after his father 
died, when he had to run the antique shop and look after his mother before her death in 
1927. It was during this time that he developed his great interest in cabinet work and 
particularly in tools. On his return to civilian life after the War - during which time he 
was in the ARP (Air Raids Precaution) - and having no great financial resources, he saw 
an advertisement from the firm of Bruton Knowles of Gloucester, seeking someone to 
help catalogue and deal with the chattels side of their extensive estate and auctioneering 
business. He applied for the job, and, after an interview, was accepted into that firm. I 
first met Arthur Negus when he would have been acting as booking clerk at some larger 
country house sale, such as Southam Delabere near Cheltenham, around 1945, and, 
following a succession of such occasions, we got to know each other, and I would 
sometimes leave commissions with him at sales that I was unable to attend myself. In this 
way he got a very good idea of the type of goods in which I was interested, and I can 
recollect often wondering whether I should or should not tip him for his services.

In 1963/4 the BBC in Bristol decided to mount a series of TV programmes on antiques, 
a subject not previously covered by them. As usual, a trial run of six programmes was 
shown, but in the West Country only. Needing an expert, they approached the firm of 
Bruton Knowles for advice, and they suggested Arthur Negus, who was not, I think, very 
pleased at this idea. He did agree to take part in the first and last of these events, and it 
was during them that the BBC discovered Arthur Negus had the perfect television 
personality. When they decided that the programme should have national coverage, 
starting in 1964 Arthur was the key figure, and this was the start of Arthur’s connection 
with the BBC for the next twenty years.

Almost at once the matter of finding the right selection of items for display must have 
arisen and Arthur evidently suggested me as a source of supply for the unusual. One of



ROGER WARNER 151

the first items they hired was a musical box with which the programme would start and 
finish. Unfortunately, although sounding very good, no way could be found of stopping 
it playing. It was promptly returned to me, and that well known singing bird in a cage 
was acquired from a different source. I did however, continue to supply an amazing 
variety of other items over the years ahead. Although Arthur suggested I should take part 
with him on a programme and the BBC approached me several times over this, I firmly 
said no. However, Ruth and I were invited as audience to visit the Bristol studio and 
watch the making of the programme, and this we did and enjoyed it.

It was a few weeks later that the telephone rang. It was the BBC once again pressing 
me to take part. I was busy with a customer of importance at the time, and had to stop 
the telephone, so rapidly said ‘Yes I will’, to my immediate regret, but too late to put 
matters into reverse. So one morning in 1965, after a visit to our daughters, who were 
at school in Somerset, I again found myself back in that same Bristol studio but as an 
expert. Entering it, I was unaware that there were microphones above my head, all part 
of a voice test, but was very much aware that I had inadvertently arrived without 
spectacles, and was therefore unable to read a signature on a bronze that formed part 
of the programme. I was too frightened to say I couldn’t see it. Each programme was 
prefixed with a test run when different objects were shown, but of approximately the 
same size, so that camera positions could be decided on. In these early days the 
programme was transmitted live and in black and white. The first two or three that I 
took part in were of this kind. The success or failure of a programme was very much in 
the hands of the woman in charge of the Chipping Sodbury telephone exchange, as the 
programme was transmitted to London by land line, and it all depended on her plugging 
in things correctly at the right moment.

The programme really consisted of eight people. Max Robinson was chairman, sitting 
in the centre. On one side were two invited so-called customers, and on the other, Arthur 
Negus, and a visiting ‘expert’. Not seen by a camera, at Arthur Negus’s side was a girl 
whose job was, after the two experts had written down on a piece of paper their 
valuations, to add these together and divide by two, and this was the valuation they 
arrived at. One day I can recollect her inadvertently adding a nought on the end of the 
figures we had given, which involved the BBC with thousands of letters of complaint the 
following week.

Another vital member of the programme was the Porter who would carry the goods 
forward, showing them first to the customers in turn, who would say what they thought 
they were and their value. They would then be handed over to Max Robertson, then on 
to the experts, possibly first of all a visiting expert if it was something that he was 
particularly aware of, or perhaps to Arthur Negus himself. Then came the moment when 
Arthur Negus would get out of his chair, walk forward on to the floor and discourse on 
a piece of furniture. I can remember at first the visiting expert followed him, being told 
to stand exactly on dots painted on the floor, but this was soon dropped as it was 
confusing for the cameras.

I must, I suppose, have enjoyed that first programme, as somehow I was to take part 
with Arthur twelve to fourteen times more over the year ahead, he saying that he knew 
where he was with me. The programme developed and soon became recorded so that
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even what was said could be altered or erased. This was, oddly enough I think, not as 
enjoyable for those taking part as it was in the days of being a live programme. What a 
variety of customers there were: Eleanor Bron, Humphrey Lyttelton of jazz fame, Alan 
Bennett and finally Diana Dors, complete with a two man body guard.

In the name of economy, as the programme ran on over the years, two programmes 
were recorded on the same day, each with a rehearsal, and different items. These, added 
to the travelling time, coffee breaks and lunch, would make the whole session quite a 
long day’s work. It was on one such day that arriving, I went to my now familiar dressing 
room to find both my name and that of a London auctioneer whom I didn’t know on the 
door. Going in, I found clothing scattered on the floor, including about the dirtiest vest I 
have ever seen. A few minutes later, entering the studio and being introduced to the 
London expert, I held my distance, and he looked at me with great disgust. That evening 
we both returned to the dressing room at the same time, to discover that what we had 
thought was the other man’s vest, was in fact the skin of Alice’s rabbit, inadvertently 
dropped on the floor two days earlier following a children’s programme.

At its height, I believe Going for a Song had a viewing public of around fourteen 
million people, more than watched Match of the Day. I can remember the curious feeling 
when driving home after some of these early live programmes, that only an hour or two 
earlier I had been dropping down those TV aerials one saw everywhere.

Appearing with Arthur Negus certainly gave the business publicity, as well as, on one 
occasion, a second free breakfast on the Oxford to London train. Following the 
breakfast I had ordered, the waiter said, ‘Sir, have some more porridge’ and before I 
could refuse added, ‘Saw you on the box last night; now, tell me about my table. It’s 
round’. Then, talking about his tables and his other possessions he plied me with a 
second round of bacon and eggs. Never have I earned a breakfast more hardly. Also once, 
a bed was found for me in a North Country hotel, never stayed at before. Though it 
seemed to be full, looking at me they suddenly said, ‘Ah, we saw you on television last 
week, have the bridal suite’.

The chairman of the series throughout my involvement with it was Max Robertson, 
and I remember how one day, following rehearsal, there was a lunch break. As the sun 
was shining he said to me, ‘Let’s get some fresh air’. We went out for a walk round the 
block, and began a discussion on some aspect of Chinese art, a subject he was 
particularly interested in. So we walked on. Suddenly he looked at his watch and said, 
or rather shouted, ‘We’re on the air in five minutes’. Never again have I run through the 
streets of Bristol so fast. We somehow made it to our familiar seats, make-up girls 
mopped and powdered our sweaty brows, the bird began to sing, the lights dimmed and 
we were on the air, but only just. The programme finally ended in 1973, more, I 
personally feel, due to the fact that all those taking part in it grew tired, than that there 
was any real dropping off of interest by the public. One good thing was that it ended my 
mother having severe indigestion every time she watched me on this programme.

By this time I was no longer disturbed by cameras, but when invited to take part in a 
radio programme to mark Arthur’s seventieth birthday - which was, I think, entitled 
Thirty Years o f the Antique Trade - 1 ended up being alarmed to a quite surprising extent. 
I was told the secret for success was to be completely relaxed, and with this in mind,
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arranged with the BBC to book me into a private hotel, not far from the studio and much 
used by them . I reached the hotel w hich had been converted from  a block o f  terraced  

houses, on that Sunday evening, had a meal, read and so early to bed. During the night 
I awoke, hearing shouting, but knowing that even Clifton Hotels were not as quiet as the 
Cotswolds, I turned over and closed my eyes. There was more shouting and the sound 
of a tin rubbish bin being hit. Then I heard ‘FIRE’ being shouted, and I sat up in bed and 
sniffed smoke. Getting up, I looked out of the window to find the centre of the building 
draped in smoke, the reflected light of flames and a fire engine. The next moment my 
locked bedroom door burst open and there was a fireman with an axe. ‘Down the 
corridor’, he shouted, ‘knock on all the doors’. Very soon I gave up the door knocking 
due to the smoke and general noise, as more and more fire engine appliances and police 
kept arriving in the street below. ‘Whose car is this?’, shouted one policeman. ‘Mine’, I 
called out the window, ‘I’ll throw you the keys’, which I did. Somehow they hit his boot 
and promptly fell down a manhole cover where, for about an hour later that morning, I 
lay flat on the pavement with a magnet tied to a string, eventually catching them, when 
I should have been in the Bristol BBC studio. It proved to be the worst hotel fire since 
the Bristol Blitz, and even now hotel fire exits are always noted by me. The cause of the 
fire turned out to be a newly installed fire alarm system. I certainly received red carpet 
treatment on arrival at the BBC later that morning, even though in a somewhat shabby 
state, and it was just as well it was radio and not TV. Ten years later, I was one of the 
guests at a TV programme celebrating Arthur’s eightieth birthday, where they had, after 
he left his home in Cheltenham, moved the complete furnishings of his dining room into 
the studio.

In 1972 I purchased the remaining stock of an ironmongers’ shop at Presteigne, just 
across the border into Wales, following the death of the last member of the Newell family 
at age 98. The Newell family had run the business for two hundred and two years. The 
day after Mr Newell’s death, a delivery of fuel oil and petrol came in, but there was no 
one to sign up the delivery forms as his old sister - who lived in the back of the premises 
- was too old to cope. A local firm of auctioneers were called in to do the probate 
valuation, and to their surprise discovered that most of the stock was not, as one might 
say, ‘in trade’. Items such as garden spades were useful, so had sold. However, when oil 
lamps were superseded by electricity there was a declining demand for glass lampshades 
and spare lamp parts, so, scattered over the large premises in drawers and cupboards, 
were items that had remained unsold for many years, mostly dating back to around 
1845. Certain other items were some forty or fifty years older than this, including leather 
cases for knives and scissors. It was after I had cleared it all, as I thought, a locked 
drawer was discovered, and when this was forced open, it was found to contain two 
dozen small pistols, dating from the 1820 period. Fortunately these did not become my 
responsibility.

At one stage the Newell family had gone in for the ‘new -fangled idea’ of cycling, and 
one section of their shop still contained cycling posters and advertisements dating from 
before 1900. Most of these found their way from me to the Cycling Association, and 
most of the other items I bought I eventually sold en bloc to the National Museum of 
Wales, who put some of them into packs for circulation through schools. It was while
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clearing up that a message reached me one day that old Miss Newell was having what 
we might call ‘a good day’, and would I go and see her. Being taken into their back living 
room she said ‘I have remembered, you know, everything you bought has a price on it 
clearly marked but you will see a code, and I’ve remembered our family code, which 
were the words ‘O man be just’. (O representing one, M two and so on). She then went 
on to tell me that some few years earlier they had presented to their local library a series 
of small black books, in which detailed lists were kept of items that the firm wanted to 
buy if and when a traveller came round. When I got to the library and looked at these, 
they mostly dated from 1840 to 1850, with notes such as, ‘tin trays to sell at not more 
than one and ninepence each’ and then on the opposite page, quotes from the tin 
factories at Pontypool, Usk and Wolverhampton. Interestingly they bought the 
Wolverhampton productions which appeared to be the cheapest, at a cost of one shilling 
and threepence halfpenny each. In premises down the garden they had run a clock shop 
doing repairs to clocks and watches in the early part of the nineteenth century. They had 
also mixed their own paint colours, and there were vats filled with powder colours 
which they would blend. I prevailed on the BBC at Bristol to do a documentary 
programme about the shop and its contents. They also filmed the packing up of the 
goods and their loading into a van, and their arrival at Burford. The final part concerned 
the eventual unpacking and display in my cellar show room in Burford, when Bernard 
Price and I unpacked the items.

In 1978,1 loaned a considerable amount of furniture for a programme on which a BBC 
book was based, entitled The History of English Furniture. In April 1981, following a 
phone call from Arthur Negus, I find my diary entry reads, ‘Said yes in principle to Arthur 
re BBC Roadshow.’ The extraordinarily successful Antiques Roadshow was the successor 
to Going for a Song. Arthur was the furniture/woodwork expert. But, having reached the 
age of seventy eight, he was finding a full day of talking with people - probably well over 
a hundred - together with television appearances with some of them, rather too much. 
The idea was for me to fill in the gaps, not under the cameras, but on the stand when 
Arthur himself was not there.

My first assignment was at the Leisure Centre down on the sands near St Austell in 
Cornwall, where I had driven down to the previous day. Although I had watched the 
programme on television, it was my first real sight of it in action, and was amazed by a 
quarter mile queue stretching across the sands with people clutching objects of every kind 
at 9 am next morning. So many people appeared to be arriving that the doors were 
opened half an hour earlier than planned, and some of the experts were that day on the 
job for more than eleven hours. I was given no real briefing as to what I was supposed to 
do. That afternoon, approaching the furniture stand, which was manned by me alone, I 
saw a young mother approaching with a large lively baby in one arm and a great white 
goblet shaped cup in the other. On examination the cup proved to be a seventeenth- 
century turned lignum vitae wood wassail bowl, found by her and her husband while 
blackberrying in a wood in Devonshire. In the wood they found a ruined cottage, the roof 
and windows of which had all gone, but this cup was still standing on a window sill. Sadly 
all camera time had already been used up, so it could not be shown or story told, and this 
was something that I found was a recurring problem with the programme as a whole.
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The next recording was in Lancaster, fifteen miles from where I had been born, and 
several people I had not seen for many years turned up, including a farmer’s daughter 
with whom I had made mud pies some sixty five years earlier. By now I was firmly 
hooked on to the programme, although never under the cameras. I remained with the 
programme for the next two years, with visits to places as far flung as Aberdeen, 
Nottingham, Scarborough, Malvern, Bolton, Winchester, Gloucester, Dundee, 
Leamington Spa, Exeter, Leicester, Southport, Norwich, and Crewe. The programme at 
Scarborough is one I will always remember. When the BBC was seeking suitable 
premises, and decided upon the Pavilion on the front, renovations were at that time in 
progress. They had not realised that a sprung dance floor was to be fitted. As the 
programme background was being set up it was discovered that if anyone walked on the 
floor, the cameras bounced, and the entire layout of the programme had to be put into 
reverse. Instead of the public standing in the centre of the floor, they were plastered to 
the wall with the cameras in equally safe positions. I can remember the evening before. 
There was a slightly gloomy feeling for no apparent reason, but by next morning news 
arrived that Mrs Negus was having an operation, Arthur had refused to leave her, and, 
to make matters worse, most of the BBC camera staff had gone on strike. Somehow, 
when the doors opened at ten o’clock the next morning, one or two non-union camera 
men were found to operate things, but it did not prove to be the easiest of all 
programmes. It was, I remember, following Arthur Negus’s award of the OBE that he 
nearly missed our flight at Heathrow for Scotland, getting aboard just as our engines 
were revved up. Arthur was possibly not the easiest of people to deal with at the best of 
times, and, as he grew older, I know the BBC found him increasingly difficult. He was 
not always willing to talk on the items that I or others had selected for him. However, I 
can still remember his kindly advice to me; ‘Don’t let the BBC bully you, always go your 
own way’.

Throughout the time I was with the programme it was quite apparent that there was 
an increasing lack of quality interest in much of the furniture brought in. I think it was 
only on the occasions that we were at Malvern and possibly Winchester and Lancaster, 
that furniture of any very great interest arrived. So many people, wanting to take part in 
the programme, would pick up their so-called old chair, which may not have been more 
than fifty or sixty years old and of little true antique interest. Being on the stand, a 
constant difficulty was not to be too kind or too enthusiastic over items of very small 
worth or interest.

During the years that the Going for a Song programme lasted, it did much to educate 
the public in the world of antiques. Many antique dealers were critical as to the public 
being informed as to values; my own feeling is that prices should take very much second 
place to the information being given on the items themselves. Nowadays with numerous 
antique programmes running on the television, and admittedly with very much higher 
values for all types of old things, they have tended to put too great a stress on prices 
compared with The Antiques Roadshow, which basically provided education. How 
events have changed over the sixty years since the Newcastle-on-Tyne Wireless station.


