
Till Death Us Do Part exploded onto the BBC on the 6th June 1966.

It  ran  for  se v e n  se r i e s ,  fin i s h i n g  on  17/12/75.

Th e  sho w  wa s  br i e f l y  reb o r n  on  ITV  in  198 1  an d  the n  wa s  rei n c a r n a t e d  as  ‘In  Si c k n e s s  an d  

in  He a l t h ’  ru n n i n g  fro m  1985  to  1992.

Fr o m  be g i n n i n g  to  en d  the  sho w  wa s  wr i t t e n  by  Jo h n n y  Sp e i g h t .

Sp e i g h t  cam e  fro m  hu m b l e  or i g i n s  (His  fi rs t  so l d  jok e:   Th e y’ v e  pu l l e d  dow n  my  old  ho u s e  

an d  bu i l t  a  sl u m).  

Be f o r e  wr i t i n g  Ti l l  De a t h  he  ha d  wr i t t e n  ove r  500  sc r i p t s  for  Ar t h u r  Ha y n e s  am o n g  a  ho s t  of  

ot h e r  com e d i a n s .

I pr o b a b l y  do n’ t  ne e d  to  tel l  yo u  tha t  fro m  be g i n n i n g  to  en d  Ti l l  De a t h  wa s  hi g h l y  

con t r o v e r s i a l .

St o r y  of  Al f  G a r n e t t  (War r e n  Mi t c h e l l),  hi s  wi f e  (Dan d y  Ni c h o l l s),  ki d s  (Una  St u b b s  an d  To n y  

Bo o t h)  liv i n g  a  wo r k i n g  cl a s s  life  in  W a p p i n g .   Al f  is  a  W o r k i n g  Cl a s s  To r y ,  se t  ag a i n s t  the  

so c i a l i s m  of  St u b b s  an d  Bo o t h .   He  is  a  roy a l i s t ,  pr o  Em p i r e ,  se x i s t  an d  rac i s t .

W h i l s t  no w a d a y s  it  is  pe r c e i v e d  as  su c h  be c a u s e  of  its  em p l o y m e n t  of  ide a s  of  rac e  (whi c h  

is  wh a t  thi s  pa p e r  wi l l  be  ab o u t)  it  is  wo r t h  no t i n g  tha t  mo s t  of  the  sh o w ’ s  cri t i c s  di d  no t  foc u s  

on  an y  rac i a l  iss u e s .

Le d  by  Ma r y  W h i t e h o u s e ’ s  Cl e a n  Up  TV/  Vi e w e r s  an d  Li s t e n e r s  As s o c i a t i o n ,  Ti l l  De a t h  wa s  

at t a c k e d  for  its  ba d  lan g u a g e  (the  ‘bl o o d y ’  cou n t),  for  its  bl a s p h e m y  (the  bi g g e s t  co n t r o v e r s y  

tha t  I ha v e  se e n  is  ov e r  Al f  an d  Mi k e ’ s  di s c u s s i o n  of  the  se x u a l  m o r a l i t y  of  the  Vi r g i n  Ma r y),  

an d  for  its  rep e a t e d  at t a c k s  on  pol i t i c i a n s  (eg) Ca l l i n g  Te d  He a t h  a  ‘gra m m a r  sc h o o l  tw i t’.

Th u s ,  pu t t i n g  rac e  at  the  for e f r o n t  of  the  iss u e s  tha t  m a d e  Ti l l  De a t h  co n t r o v e r s i a l  is  a  ma t t e r  

of  hi s t o r i c a l  cho i c e ,  spe a k i n g  mo r e  of  ou r  va l u e s  an d  bel i e f s  tha n  tho s e  of  its  

con t e m p o r a r i e s .

Th a t  sa i d ,  I wi l l  ar g u e  in  thi s  pa p e r  tha t  the  cr e a t i o n ,  po p u l a r i t y   an d  lon g e v i t y  of  thi s  se r i e s  

of f e r s  the  hi s t o r i a n  a  wi n d o w  int o  the  rac e  rel a t i o n s  hi s t o r y  of  the  1960 s  an d  1970 s

Fi r s t l y  a  few  wo r d s  on  the  leg i t i m a c y  of  ap p r o a c h i n g  so c i a l  hi s t o r y  in  thi s  wa y .   On  wh a t  we  

can  ho p e  to  lea r n  fro m  a  si t c o m .

In  Co m i c  Tr a n s a c t i o n s ,  Jam e s  En g l i s h  ha s  exp l o r e d  the  wa y  tha t  hum o u r  fun c t i o n s  in  ou r  

so c i e t y ,  sp e c i f i c a l l y  on  its  rel a t i o n s h i p  wi t h  so c i a l  co n f l i c t  wh i c h  he  ar g u e s ,  is  the  ve r y  

es s e n c e  of  wh a t  ul t i m a t e l y  ma k e s  com e d y  fun n y .

‘Com i c  pra c t i c e  is  al w a y s  on  som e  lev e l  or  in  som e  me a s u r e  an  as s e r t i o n  of  gr o u p  ag a i n s t  

gr o u p ,  an  ef f e c t  an d  an  eve n t  of  str u g g l e ,   a  for m  of  sy m b o l i c  vi o l e n c e .   Th e  ine s c a p a b l e  

he t e r o g e n e i t y  of  so c i e t y ,  the  ce a s e l e s s  con f l i c t  of  so c i a l  li fe,  the  mu l t i p l e  an d  irre c o n c i l a b l e  

pa t t e r n s  of  ide n t i f i c a t i o n  wi t h i n  wh i c h  rel a t i o n s h i p s  of  so l i d a r i t y  an d  hie r a r c h y  mu s t  be  

ne g o t i a t e d  –  the s e  are  wh a t  ou r  lau g h t e r  is  “abo u t”’.   



An d y  Me d h u r s t

‘If  you  wa n t  to  un d e r s t a n d  the  pre c o n c e p t i o n s  an d  pow e r  str u c t u r e s  of  a  so c i e t y  or  so c i a l  

gr o u p ,  the r e  are  few  be t t e r  wa y s  tha n  by  stu d y i n g  wh a t  it  lau g h s  at’.    ‘Com e d y  is  ab o u t  

po w e r :   the r e  are  tho s e  wh o  lau g h  an d  tho s e  wh o  ar e  lau g h e d  at’.

It  can  thu s  be  ar g u e d  tha t  ide a s  of  rac e  on  TV  ca r r y  the i r  res o n a n c e  far  be y o n d  the  me d i u m  

of  en t e r t a i n m e n t .

St u a r t  Ha l l  con t e n d s  tha t  re p r e s e n t a t i o n s  ‘or g a n i s e  an d  re g u l a t e  so c i a l  pr a c t i c e s ,  inf l u e n c e  

ou r  co n d u c t  an d  co n s e q u e n t l y  ha v e  re a l ,  pr a c t i c a l  ef f e c t s ’.

Be l l  Ho o k s  co n c u r s  in  re g a r d s  to  rac i a l  ima g e s :

‘The r e  is  a  di r e c t  an d  ab i d i n g  con n e c t i o n  be t w e e n  the  ma i n t e n a n c e  of  wh i t e  su p r e m a c i s t  

pa t r i a r c h y  in  thi s  so c i e t y  an d  the  ins t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  vi a  ma s s  me d i a  of  spe c i f i c  im a g e s ,  

re p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of  rac e ,  of  bl a c k n e s s  tha t  su p p o r t  an d  ma i n t a i n  the  op p r e s s i o n ,  exp l o i t a t i o n ,  

an d  ove r a l l  dom i n a t i o n  of  al l  bl a c k  pe o p l e ’ .    

Th e  ex t e n t  to  wh i c h  TV  rea l l y  af f e c t s  wi d e r  iss u e s  is  de b a t a b l e  an d  sho u l d  no t  be  as s u m e d  

or  ex a g g e r a t e d .   Ho w e v e r ,  the  op p o s i t e  as s u m p t i o n ,  tha t  TV  has  lit t l e  or  no  inf l u e n c e ,  is  

eq u a l l y  ina p p r o p r i a t e .

AS  Sa r i t a  Ma l i k  rem i n d s  us:

‘to  as s u m e  tha t  tel e v i s i o n  sim p l y  re f l e c t s  wh a t  is  go i n g  on  “out  the r e”,  ov e r l o o k s  the  fac t  tha t  

re p r e s e n t a t i o n  do e s  no t  me r e l y  re f l e c t ,  bu t  is  an  ac t i v e  pa r t  of  so c i e t y ’.

Ba c k  to  com e d y ,  Ro s s  is  su r e l y  rig h t  to  po i n t  ou t  tha t  ‘jok i n g  ine v i t a b l y  pr e s u p p o s e s  

at t i t u d e s ’ .

So  wh a t  we r e  the  ‘att i t u d e s ’  of  the  pe r i o d  as  reg a r d s  rac e  rel a t i o n s?

Th e  ton e  of  the  pe r i o d ,  I wo u l d  arg u e ,  wa s  se t  by  the  vi o l e n c e  an d  con f l i c t  wh i c h  led  to  the  

pa s s i n g  of  the  Co m m o n w e a l t h  Imm i g r a n t s  Ac t  of  1962.

Th i s  Ac t  se r v e d  as  a  de p a r t u r e  po i n t  in  Br i t i s h  imm i g r a t i o n  po l i c y  cl o s i n g  the  do o r  on  

un r e s t r i c t e d  Bl a c k  com m o n w e a l t h  imm i g r a t i o n  wh i c h  ha d  be e n  tak i n g  pl a c e  in  an  

ac c e l e r a t e d  fas h i o n  si n c e  the  lat e  1940 s  (the  Br i t i s h  Na t i o n a l i t y  Ac t  ha d  ex p l i c i t l y  gi v e n  an y  

Com m o n w e a l t h  ci t i z e n  the  rig h t  to  liv e  in  the  UK).

Co m i n g  af t e r  rac i a l  rio t i n g  in  No t t i n g  Hi l l  Ga t e  an d  No t t i n g h a m  the  Ma c m i l l a n  go v e r n m e n t  

uti l i s e d  ve r y  re a l  lev e l s  of  pu b l i c  di s a f f e c t i o n  wi t h  imm i g r a t i o n  to  en a c t  wh a t  wa s  ba s i c a l l y  

rac i s t  ‘res t r i c t i o n i s t ’  leg i s l a t i o n  to  co n t r o l  the  nu m b e r  of  Bl a c k  pe o p l e  in  the  UK.

At  the  co r e  of  thi s  ag e n d a  wa s  the  ide a  of  Bl a c k  rac i a l  di f f e r e n c e .

As  Ham p s h i r e  ha s  no t e d ,  co n c e p t s  of  Br i t i s h  imm i g r a t i o n  po l i c y  mo v e d  in  the  six t i e s  fro m  the  

ide a  of  ‘cit i z e n s h i p ’  to  the  ide a  of  ‘bel o n g i n g ’ .



Pu t  sim p l y ,  ma n y  pe o p l e  fel t  tha t  irr e s p e c t i v e  of  the  pa s s p o r t  tha t  the y  ma y  hav e  he l d ,  bl a c k  

pe o p l e  ha d  no  bu s i n e s s  res i d i n g  in  Br i t a i n .

Su c h  an  ag e n d a  fue l l e d  Pe t e r  Gr i f f i t h s  1964  ‘If  you  wa n t  a  ni g g e r  for  you r  ne i g h b o u r  vo t e  

libe r a l  or  lab o u r ’  Sm e t h w i c k  el e c t i o n  vi c t o r y .

It  al s o  led  to  an o t h e r  Co m m o n w e a l t h  Imm i g r a t i o n  Ac t  in  1968  wh i c h  at t e m p t e d  to  pr e v e n t  

the  imm i g r a t i o n  of  Br i t i s h  pa s s p o r t  ho l d i n g  Ke n y a n  As i a n s ,  wh o  we r e  Br i t i s h  ci t i z e n s  bu t  

we r e  pe r c e i v e d  no t ,  in  Ha m p s h i r e ’ s  lan g u a g e ,  to  bel o n g .

1968  of  co u r s e  al s o  sa w  En o c h  Po w e l l  de l i v e r  hi s  no t o r i o u s  ‘Ri v e r s  of  Bl o o d ’  spe e c h  to  a  

Bi r m i n g h a m  Co n s e r v a t i v e  As s o c i a t i o n .

Th i s  wa s  the n  a  pe r i o d  wh e r e  rac e  rel a t i o n s  we r e ,  to  pu t  it  m i l d l y ,  st r a i n e d .

At  the  ro o t  of  go v e r n m e n t  an d  po p u l a r  co n c e r n s  wa s  the  ide a  tha t  Bl a c k  an d  As i a n  

imm i g r a t i o n s  we r e  inh e r e n t l y  di f f e r e n t  an d  we r e  a  thr e a t  to  the  rac i a l  co r e  of  Br i t i s h n e s s .

Bu t  the s e  fea r s  do  no t  sum  up  the  pe r i o d  in  the m s e l v e s .

In  wh a t  Sh a m i t  Sa g g a r  ha s  ca l l e d  a  ‘lim i t a t i o n- int e g r a t i o n  eq u a t i o n ’  the r e  wa s  al s o  a  de s i r e  

am o n g s t  po l i c y  ma k e r s  an d  mu c h  of  wi d e r  so c i e t y  to  int e g r a t e  an d  pr o t e c t  the  imm i g r a n t s  

tha t  we r e  he r e .

No t  eve r y o n e  sup p o r t e d  Gr i f f i t h s  an d  Po w e l l .   Th e  1960 s  thu s  bro u g h t  (in 1965  an d  196 8)  

Br i t a i n ’ s  fi rs t  Ra c e  Re l a t i o n s  Ac t s ,  ai m i n g  to  pr e v e n t  pu b l i c  di s c r i m i n a t i o n .

W h i l s t  Zi g  La y t o n  He n r y  is  no  do u b t  rig h t  tha t  thi s  law  wa s  ‘de c l a r a t o r y  ra t h e r  tha n  ef f e c t i v e  

or  ef f i c i e n t ’  it  is  at  lea s t  ind i c a t i v e  of  a  de s i r e  in  som e  qu a r t e r s  to  me n d  rac e  rel a t i o n s  an d  

len d  som e  sup p o r t  to  Br i t a i n ’ s  gro w i n g  bl a c k  an d  As i a n  com m u n i t i e s .

An d  thi s  is  wh e r e  the  sto r y  of  Ti l l  De a t h  Us  Do  Pa r t  be g i n s .

Th e  rel a t i o n s h i p  be t w e e n  com e d y  an d  rea l  life  wa s  no t  los t  on  the  Ti l l  De a t h  tea m .   Sp e i g h t  

an d  the  BB C ,  al o n g  wi t h  the  ac t o r s  in  the  si t c o m ,  be l i e v e d  tha t  the  sho w  cou l d  an d  sho u l d  

ha v e  a  so c i a l  imp a c t .

Th e  BB C  ha d  an  ag e n d a  to  thi s  en d.   Pu t  sim p l y ,  the  org a n i s a t i o n  ha d  de c i d e d  at  the  

hi g h e s t  lev e l  tha t  it  ha d  a  res p o n s i b i l i t y  to  pr o m o t e  go o d  rac e  rel a t i o n s .

Lo r d  Hi l l  tol d  the  Gu i l d  of  Ed i t o r s  in  1968 :

‘In  tal k i n g  ab o u t  the  BB C ’ s  obl i g a t i o n  to  be  imp a r t i a l  I ou g h t  to  ma k e  it  cl e a r  tha t  we  ar e  no t  

im p a r t i a l  ab o u t  eve r y t h i n g .   Th e r e  ar e,  for  ins t a n c e ,  two  ve r y  imp o r t a n t  ex c e p t i o n s .   W e  are  

no t  imp a r t i a l  ab o u t  cr i m e … n o r  ar e  we  imp a r t i a l  ab o u t  rac e  ha t r e d ’ .

Ho w e v e r ,  vo i c e s  wi t h i n  the  BB C  pe r c e i v e d  a  co u n t e r  pr e s s u r e .   In  a  me m o r a n d u m  pr e p a r e d  

for  sub m i s s i o n  to  the  An n a n  Com m i t t e e  on  the  fut u r e  of  br o a d c a s t i n g  in  1975  titl e d  

‘Bro a d c a s t i n g  an d  mi n o r i t i e s ’  it  wa s  no t e d  tha t  the  BB C :

… b e l i e v e s  in  ex e r c i s i n g  the  gre a t e s t  res p o n s i b i l i t y  an d  res t r a i n t  les t  it  ex a c e r b a t e  rac i a l  

ten s i o n s .   It  be l i e v e s  in  tak i n g  ev e r y  re a s o n a b l e  op p o r t u n i t y  to  re p r e s e n t  rac i a l  eq u a l i t y  in  

Br i t a i n  an d  ac c e p t s  the  imp o r t a n c e  of  ch a l l e n g i n g  ste r e o t y p e s  an d  foc u s i n g  at t e n t i o n  on  



inj u s t i c e s .   Ho w e v e r ,  it  do e s  no t  be l i e v e  tha t  it  is  the  BB C ’ s  job  to  su b o r d i n a t e  its  pu r s u i t  of  

tru t h  an d  of  tru t h f u l  re p r e s e n t a t i o n  to  a  po l i c y  of  au d i e n c e  ma n i p u l a t i o n  ev e n  for  so  

me r i t o r i o u s  a  ca u s e  as  rac i a l  eq u a l i t y .   Its  res e a r c h  wo r k  su g g e s t s  tha t ,  eve n  we r e  it  to  do  

so,  su c h  a  po l i c y  wo u l d  no t  su c c e e d .

No w ,  to  me,  Jo h n n y  Sp e i g h t  an d  Ti l l  De a t h  Us  Do  Us  Pa r t  ne e d  to  be  rea d  as  an  

am a l g a m a t i o n  of  bo t h  the s e  ai m s .    Th e  ide a  wa s  to  rep r e s e n t  the  tru t h  ab o u t  so c i e t y  an d  to  

pu s h  an t i- rac i s t  ed u c a t i o n .

Sp e i g h t  ne v e r  tir e d  to  tel l i n g  pe o p l e  tha t  the  pro g r a m m e  wa s  de s i g n e d  to  un d e r m i n e  

pr e j u d i c e .

Re s p o n d i n g  to  cr i t i c i s m  fro m  the  Com m u n i t y  Re l a t i o n s  Com m i s s i o n  in  197 5  tha t  the  sh o w  

rei n f o r c e d  rac i s m  he  tol d  the  Su n :

‘The y  ha v e  com p l e t e l y  mi s s e d  the  sh o w ’ s  po i n t … .

W h e n  a  co l o u r e d  pe r s o n  is  inv o l v e d  wi t h  Ga r n e t t ,  it’s  Al f  wh o  en d s  up  loo k i n g  stu p i d  an d  the  

co l o u r e d  pe r s o n  wh o  ap p e a r s  cl e v e r .

Th e r e  is  sti l l  de e p- se a t e d  rac i a l  pr e j u d i c e  in  thi s  cou n t r y ,  ba s e d  on  ign o r a n c e  an d  fea r .   Bu t  

my  sh o w  br i n g s  it  ou t  in  the  op e n  an d  tri e s  to  ma k e  pe o p l e  re a l i s e  how  si l l y  it  is.

Be f o r e  Ti l l  De a t h ,  yo u  wo u l d n ’ t  ha v e  kn o w n  it  ex i s t e d  as  far  as  TV  wa s  co n c e r n e d .   At  lea s t  

pe o p l e  are  lau g h i n g  at  it  no w’.

In  line  wi t h  cl a i m i n g  an t i- rac i s t  ed u c a t i o n a l  fun c t i o n ,  Sp e i g h t  ar g u e d  tha t  the  sh o w  he l d  up  a  

mi r r o r  to  so c i e t y .

In  hi s  au t o b i o g r a p h y  in  199 1 ,  he  exp l a i n e d  hi s  ho s t i l i t y  tow a r d s  hi s  gr o w i n g  nu m b e r  of  cr i t i c s :

‘Mo s t  of  the s e  libe r a l  ze a l o t s ,  wh o  at t a c k  me  an d  my  wr i t i n g  wi t h  su c h  fun d a m e n t a l i s t  

fer v o u r ,  ap p e a r  to  lac k  an y  ki n d  of  sub t l e t y  of  mi n d .   Th e y  mi s s  the  sa t i r e  en t i r e l y ,  an d  bl a m e  

me,  as  if  I ha d  en d o w e d  Al f  G a r n e t t ,  an d  ot h e r  cha r a c t e r s  I ma y  wr i t e ,  wi t h  al l  the  

un p l e a s a n t n e s s  the y  rev e a l .   It  se e m s  the y  wo u l d  pre f e r  m e  no t  to  dr a w  at t e n t i o n  to  the  

na s t i e r ,  m o r e  di s a g r e e a b l e  si d e  of  pe o p l e .   Th e y  wo u l d  pre f e r ,  if  I m u s t  dr a w  my  ch a r a c t e r s  

fro m  lif e,  no t  to  dr a w  the m  wi t h  wa r t s  an d  al l.   Ho w  the y  exp e c t  m e,  or  an y  ot h e r  wr i t e r ,  to  

rec o r d  tru t h f u l l y  al l  tho s e  bi g o t e d ,  ill i b e r a l  cha u v i n i s t s  an d  ot h e r  xen o p h o b i c  ha l f- wi t s  tha t  

pl a g u e  us,  wi t h o u t  sow i n g  the m  in  ful l  cr y,  is  be y o n d  me.   Ne v e r  m i n d ,  eh?   Yo u  can’ t  pl e a s e  

‘em  al l’.

To  he l p  co n s i d e r  wh e t h e r  Sp e i g h t  ha d  a  ca s e  he r e  let’s  con s i d e r  som e  of  the  wr i t i n g .   W h a t  

di d  it  sa y  ab o u t  the  ide a  of  bl a c k/  wh i t e  es s e n t i a l  di f f e r e n c e ,  ab o u t  the  po t e n t i a l  as s i m i l a b i l i t y  

of  Bl a c k  pe o p l e  int o  Br i t a i n?

No w  at  thi s  po i n t  I wo u l d  lik e  to  sho w  you  se v e r a l  exa m p l e s  bu t  be c a u s e  of  tim e  I wi l l  fo c u s  

on  on e  wh i c h  I ha v e  tak e n  rig h t  fro m  the  m i d d l e  of  the  ini t i a l  ru n.

Se r i e s  3,  Ep i s o d e  3:   Th e  Bl o o d  Do n o r  bro a d c a s t  on  the  12/1/68

In  thi s  ep i s o d e  Al f  go e s  to  of f e r  hi s  bl o o d  an d  ma k e s  the  fol l o w i n g  ob s e r v a t i o n s .



Fi r s t l y ,  top i c a l  as  ev e r ,  Al f  com m e n t s  on  the  fai l u r e  of  the  fi rs t  hu m a n  to  hum a n  he a r t  

tra n s p l a n t  wh i c h  ha d  tak e n  pla c e  the  pr e v i o u s  mo n t h  in  So u t h  Af r i c a .

Th e  pa t i e n t  wa s  a  Jew,  Lo u i s  W a s h k a n s k y ,  an d  liv e d  for  18  da y s  be f o r e  dy i n g  of  

pn e u m o n i a .

Al f’ s  wi s d o m  on  thi s  wa s  as  fol l o w s  (and  thi s  is  the  sc r i p t ,  no t  ne c e s s a r i l y  how  Mi t c h e l l  re a d  

the  line s):

‘I m e a n ,  tak e  yo u r  W a s h k a n s k i … I  me a n ,  wh y  di d  he  die  eh?   I me a n  the  op e r a t i o n  wa s  

su c c e s s f u l  wa s n ’ t  it?   Eh?   Bu t  the  rea s o n  wh y  he  die d  wa s … b e c a u s e  hi s  ow n  bo d y  rej e c t e d  

the  for e i g n  he a r t  you r  do c t o r s  pu t  in  it.   Se e … Y o u r  W a s h k a n s k i  wa s  a  Jew … a n  if  you r  

Do c t o r s  ha d … h a d  a  Jew i s h  he a r t  to  pu t  in  hi m … h e ’ d  ha v e  be e n  al r i g h t … ’ C o s  hi s  bo d y  

wo u l d  ac c e p t  tha t  yo u  se e … ’

‘We l l ,  I m e a n … o f  cou r s e  the y ’ r e  go n n a  rej e c t  a  Ch r i s t i a n  he a r t … b e c a u s e  it  isn’ t  wh a t  the y  

ca l l  Ko s h e r .   I me a n ,  the  sam e  wa y  a  Ch r i s t i a n  wo u l d  rej e c t  a  Jew i s h  he a r t … a n n i t ?’

Al f  go e s  on  in  thi s  ep i s o d e  to  see  a  bl a c k  ma n  gi v i n g  bl o o d  an d  he  com m e n t s  as  fol l o w s :

‘…t h e y  ou g h t  to  lab e l  it… b l a c k  bl o o d  for  you r  bl a c k s … a n d  wh i t e  bl o o d  for  yo u r  wh i t e s ’ .

‘Co o n  blo o d  is  co o n  bl o o d .   An  its  on l y  fit  for  co o n s .   I me a n ,  the y  sta r t  bu n g i n g  tha t  in  wh i t e  

pe o p l e … a n  wh o  ca n  tel l  wh a t ’ s  go i n g  to  ha p p e n … w e  cou l d  al l  tur n  bl a c k ’.

So  ho w  is  thi s  an t i- rac i s t  ed u c a t i o n?

We l l ,  Sp e i g h t  wo u l d  arg u e  tha t  the  idi o c y  of  Al f  in  thi s  ins t a n c e  wo u l d  ma k e  pe o p l e  ch e c k  

the i r  ow n  pr e j u d i c e s .   Th a t  yo u  wo u l d  he a r  thi s  no n s e n s e  an d  rea l i s e  tha t  the  bi t  of  Al f  in  you  

wa s  a  pr a t .

To  som e  pe o p l e  thi s  wa s  cl e a r  an d  ev i d e n t .   Com m e n t i n g  on  the  ‘Ta l k b a c k ’  pr o g r a m m e  tha t  

fol l o w e d  the  epi s o d e  on e  vi e w e r  wr o t e  in  to  sa y:

 ‘I tho u g h t  las t  we e k ’ s  pr o g r a m m e  of  the  Ga r n e t t  fam i l y  di d  mo r e  to  roo t  ou t  fal s e  un s c i e n t i f i c  

ide a s  ab o u t  bl o o d ,  rac e  an d  he r e d i t y  tha n  an y  nu m b e r  of  ea r n e s t  bi o l o g y  pr o g r a m m e s  an d  

tho u g h  mo s t  of  the  pe o p l e  wh o  vo t e d  for  the  pr o g r a m m e  in  Ta l k b a c k  wo u l d n ’ t  re a l i s e  thi s  

pe r h a p s  the  ne x t  tim e  the y  find  the m s e l v e s  exp r e s s i n g  thi s  so r t  of  be l i e f  the y  ma y  fee l  

un c o m f o r t a b l y  lik e  li tt l e  Al f s  an d  El s e s  an d  sto p  to  thi n k  a  mo m e n t .   I wa s  gla d  the  fam i l y  

we r e  the i r  rea l  na s t y  se l v e s  thi s  we e k .   

Ot h e r  vi e w e r s ,  ho w e v e r ,  we r e  les s  imp r e s s e d :

‘Th i s  so r t  of  m a t e r i a l  is  al i e n  to  BB C  Te l e v i s i o n  St a n d a r d s ,  an d  af t e r  wa t c h i n g  the  

pr o g r a m m e  ‘Ta l k b a c k ’  las t  Su n d a y  eve n i n g ,  I am  com p e l l e d  to  re g i s t e r  m y  pro t e s t  in  vi e w  of  

wh a t  wa s  sa i d ,  an d  it  wa s  a  ve r y  sad  ref l e c t i o n  to  he a r  a  co l o u r e d  fel l o w  hu m a n- be i n g  sa y  

tha t  the  imm i g r a n t s  tho u g h t  tha t  we  ha d  som e t h i n g  to  of f e r  the m  in  Gr e a t  Br i t a i n ,  bu t  thi s  

wa s  no t  so  af t e r  see i n g  the  di s g u s t i n g  be h a v i o u r  an d  com m e n t s  by  Ga r n e t t  at  the  Bl o o d  

Do n o r  se s s i o n ’ .

Be c a u s e  of  tim e  co n s t r a i n t s  you  wi l l  ha v e  to  tak e  it  fro m  me  tha t  thi s  m i x e d  ba g  of  com m e n t s  

we r e  com m o n p l a c e  on  Ti l l  De a t h .



Som e  vi e w e r s  ‘got  the  po i n t ’  as  Sp e i g h t  wa n t e d ,  som e  did  no t .

In  1973  the  BB C  com m i s s i o n e d  an  Au d i e n c e  Re s e a r c h  Re p o r t  to  try  to  find  ou t  ex a c t l y  wh a t  

im p a c t  the  sho w  wa s  ha v i n g ,  am i d  fea r s ,  in  the  lan g u a g e  of  the  re p o r t  its e l f ,  tha t  it  m a y  be  

‘ba c k f i r i n g ’ .

‘An  Au d i e n c e  Re s e a r c h  Re p o r t :   ‘Til l  De a t h  Us  Do  Pa r t’  As  An t i- Pr e j u d i c e  Pr o p a g a n d a :   A  

St u d y  of  the  Re l a t i o n s h i p s  be t w e e n  vi e w i n g  the  se r i e s ,  pe r c e p t i o n s  of  the  Ga r n e t t  fam i l y  an d  

at t i t u d e s  su c h  as  au t h o r i t a r i a n i s m  an d  rac i a l  pr e j u d i c e ’ ,  M a r c h  1973

Th e  res u l t s  he r e  we r e  int e r e s t i n g  as  vi e w e r s  we r e  as k e d  wh e t h e r  the y  ag r e e d  or  di s a g r e e d  

wi t h  a  se r i e s  of  st a t e m e n t s .   On  the  cha r a c t e r  of  Al f,  vi e w e r s  we r e  as k e d  if  the y  ag r e e d  tha t  

he  wa s :

‘A  fou l- m o u t h e d  ign o r a n t  foo l  un f o r t u n a t e l y  typ i c a l  of  too  ma n y  pe o p l e  in  thi s  cou n t r y ’ .   

Of  reg u l a r  vi e w e r s ,  on l y  36 %  ag r e e d  wi t h  thi s  sta t e m e n t .   59 %  di s a g r e e d .   

‘Pe o p l e  as  st u p i d  an d  ign o r a n t  as  hi m  ma k e  pro g r e s s  im p o s s i b l e ’ .   

Of  reg u l a r  vi e w e r s ,  33 %  ag r e e d ,  bu t  62 %  di s a g r e e d ’ .   

‘Al t h o u g h  hi s  vi e w s  ar e  too  ex t r e m e  mo s t  of  the  tim e,  som e  of  the  thi n g s  he  sa y s  ar e  tru e’.   

Re g u l a r s :   84 %  ag r e e ,  10 %  di s a g r e e .   

‘Rig h t  mo r e  of t e n  tha n  he’s  wr o n g ’ .  

Re g s :   45 %  ag r e e ,  46 %  di s a g r e e .   

No w  I am  pr e s e n t l y  thi s  da t a  se l e c t i v e l y .

Al o n g  wi t h  the  st a t i s t i c s  ab o v e  vi e w e r s  al s o  ag r e e d  tha t  Al f  wa s  so  ex t r e m e  in  hi s  vi e w s  tha t  

he  wa s  jus t  a  jok e  an d  tha t  he  wa s  mi s g u i d e d  bu t  ha r m l e s s .

Ho w e v e r ,  if  I am  pr e s e n t i n g  the  da t a  se l e c t i v e l y ,  it’s  no t h i n g  on  how  the  BB C  pr e s e n t e d  it.

Th e y  con c l u d e d  fro m  thi s  rep o r t  tha t :

‘Mo s t  pe o p l e  (5 ou t  of  6) see  Al f  Ga r n e t t  as  a  ha r m l e s s  bu f f o o n  an d  the r e  is  no  ev i d e n c e  tha t  

vi e w i n g  of  the  se r i e s  ha s  mu c h  (if an y)  di r e c t  ef f e c t  on  rel e v a n t  at t i t u d e s  an d  pr e j u d i c e s ,  in  

ei t h e r  di r e c t i o n  –  des p i t e  the  co n v i c t i o n  of  ab o u t  on e  pe r s o n  in  fiv e  tha t  it  can  do  ha r m .  

Vi e w e r s  of  the  se r i e s  are  no  mo r e  lik e l y  to  be  au t h o r i t a r i a n  in  ou t l o o k  or  to  be  pre j u d i c e d  

ag a i n s t  co l o u r e d  pe o p l e ,  it  see m s ,  tha n  the y  we r e  be f o r e  vi e w i n g ;  no r  is  the r e  an y  ev i d e n c e  

tha t  the  se r i e s  ha s  ren d e r e d  pre j u d i c e s  ri s i b l e  to  tho s e  wh o  we r e  no t  di s p o s e d  to  lau g h  at  

the m  al r e a d y .   Ot h e r  fac t o r s  we r e  fou n d  to  be  far  mo r e  inf l u e n t i a l  in  the  de v e l o p m e n t  of  

pr e j u d i c e ’ .   

W e l l  tha t’ s  no t  the  re p o r t  I re a d .

So  wh y  the  sp i n?



Wh y  di d  the  BB C  (who  I ge n e r a l l y  be l i e v e  to  ha v e  be e n  tru e  to  the i r  ove r a l l  ag e n d a  of  try i n g  

to  pr o d u c e  be t t e r  rac e  rel a t i o n s)  kee p  a  sho w  go i n g  wh i c h  the y  kne w  wa s  ce r t a i n l y  no t  

ha v i n g  an y  ki n d  of  po s i t i v e  imp a c t  on  wh a t  wa s  a  ver y  vo l a t i l e  rac e  rel a t i o n s  si t u a t i o n .

I my s e l f  thi n k  tha t  it  m a y  ha v e  ha d  som e t h i n g  to  do  wi t h  the  fac t  tha t  be t w e e n  du r i n g  bo t h  of  

its  thr e e  yea r  run s,  Ti l l  De a t h  wa s  re p e a t e d l y  the  mo s t  po p u l a r  sho w  on  TV.

Sp e i g h t  is  pr o b a b l y  rig h t  wh e n  he  no t e d  in  hi s  au t o b i o g r a p h y :

‘If  it  ha d n ’ t  be e n  for  the  lar g e  au d i e n c e ,  an d  the  cri t i c a l  ap p r o v a l ,  it  wo u l d  pr o b a b l y  ha v e  

be e n  tak e n  of f  be c a u s e  of  the  con t r o v e r s i a l  st o r m  it  ge n e r a t e d .   Th e  exe c u t i v e  wh o  wo u l d  

ha v e  da r e d  to  tak e  it  of f  in  tho s e  da y s  tho u g h ,  wo u l d  ha v e  ha d  to  ha v e  be e n  ei t h e r  ve r y  

br a v e  or  rav i n g  ma d ,  pro b a b l y  bo t h ,  so  ve r y  lar g e  au d i e n c e s  ha v e  ot h e r  lar g e  qu a l i t i e s  ap a r t  

fro m  the  we a l t h  the y  can  spa w n ’ .    

Pu t  mo r e  su c c i n c t l y  by  No r m a n  Le a r ,  pr o d u c e r  of  the  Am e r i c a n  sp i n  of f  of  Ti l l  De a t h ,  ‘All  in  

the  Fa m i l y ’:

‘No b o d y  fuc k s  wi t h  su c c e s s ’ .

Th e  su c c e s s  of  Ti l l  De a t h ,  I fee l ,  al s o  exp l a i n s  to  a  gr e a t  ex t e n t  wh y  Sp e i g h t  an d  W a r r e n  

Mi t c h e l l  co u l d  no t  let  the  ch a r a c t e r  of  Al f  Ga r n e t t  go.

By  1968  Sp e i g h t  (the  co c k n e y  fro m  Ca n n i n g  To w n)  ha d  lea p- fro g g e d  Ga l t o n  an d  Sim p s o n  to  

be  the  hi g h e s t  pa i d  wr i t e r  in  tel e v i s i o n .   Fo r  hi m  I thi n k  an d  for  M i t c h e l l ,  the  mo n e y  an d  

ac c l a i m  tha t  Al f  Ga r n e t t  br o u g h t  pr o b a b l y  fue l l e d  the i r  ide o l o g i c a l  be l i e f  in  the  pro j e c t .

Fa c e d  wi t h  a  de t e r i o r a t i n g  rac e  rel a t i o n s  si t u a t i o n  Sp e i g h t  du g  hi s  he e l s  in  an d  ar g u e d  tha t  it  

jus t  pr o v e d  hi s  po i n t .

Co m m e n t i n g  in  the  Ob s e r v e r  two  we e k s  af t e r  the  Ri v e r s  of  Bl o o d  sp e e c h  he  sa i d :

‘All  En o c h  Po w e l l  ha s  do n e  ha s  pr o v e d  my  poi n t :  the  co u n t r y ’ s  ful l  of  Al f  G a r n e t t s ’


