Radio Waves: Paul Donovan: Calls of the wild


Their long, low, mournful horns summon up a John Ford landscape. The mighty freight trains of Arizona, in When the Whistle Blows on Radio 4 tomorrow, seem to share little with the tiny wrens and Christmas carols on the same network a week today, or the crunch of Gordon Ramsay’s carrots a week tomorrow on Radio 2. 

Yet the care invested in the recording of these things, and myriad more, is the very essence of radio. To my shame, I have never celebrated the art of sound recordists, never thinking about it or them much, and taking what they do for granted: this month, offering such a rich palette for the ear, is a good time to do so. 

These engineers have to know about the limits of the human ear, the passage of sound waves, the different types of microphone, pitch, echo, range, white noise and more. Patience is also useful: Matt Thompson, the producer who spent a week in Flagstaff recording tomorrow afternoon’s evocative little documentary with Diane Hope, the presenter, says: “It was so difficult to get the noise of the train horn without the intrusive traffic that we ended up recording very late at night.” He has mixed the railroad horns, intended as a warning to both people and animals on unfenced lines, with the views of (sometimes deafened) residents and the vivid but grim testimony of engine drivers. It is only 15 minutes long, but brilliant: perhaps the BBC will repeat it at a slightly more suitable time. 

Chris Watson is probably first among equals in this fraternity, certainly in the wild- life field. There is hardly a screech, squawk, bark, cluck, croak, coo or chuckle he has not recorded and preserved in his own amazing aural archive (much used by the BBC Natural History Unit). Even those who never listen to radio may know him with- out knowing it, for he did much of the sound recording on David Attenborough’s various television epics. Radio 4 listeners encountered him again last Sunday: it was he who recorded the pinging calls of bearded tits on the Humber estuary. Three weeks ago, he did the week-long Soundscape on Arctic terns: the mew of skuas, cry of guillemots, whistle of whimbrels, yelp of foxes, crash of waves and crack of ice were all his achievement, shaped by a particularly dedicated producer called Sarah Blunt, who used up to 10 layers of sound, laid digitally on top of one another, to make that series so memorable. 

In America, the work of sound recordists has been acknowledged in the Oscars every year since 1931. Here, though similarly included in the annual Baftas, they are more neglected. But next year, this will change. “For a long time, I have thought how astonishing it is that the Sonys and other British radio awards do not have categories for best sound editor and other production and post-production areas,” says Neil Gardner, secretary of the Radio Independents Group, the trade body for Britain’s 80-plus independent radio-production companies. “In 2007, we will be introducing our own annual awards to put that right.” 

He is still working on a sponsor, and other details, but it promises to be glitzier than it might appear. Let’s raise a glass to the sound recordists, without whose skill the colour of our listening would be so much more monochrome. 

