
An Interview with... 

John Peel
Now apparently subsumed by the establishment; a subject of "This is Your Life", a recipient of a Sony "Broadcaster of the Year" Award and a guest castaway on "Desert Island Discs" (!) many of us middle-aged dads will remember John Peel broadcasting on pirate radio and writing about the meaning of life for IT in a column called The Perfumed Garden, which according to OZ editor Richard Neville, "read like Christopher Robin in a sari, wooing Pooh Bear". In the early '60's he DJ-ed in the US, where he was sacked for refusing to play The Ballad of the Green Beret. He worked as a zookeeper at London Zoo before joining pirate radio and then moving to BBC's Radio One where he has remained consistently popular to this day.

Erstwhile long-haired dads get regular stimulation from his show on Radio 4, Home Truths, and his weekly column in the Radio Times, John Peel's Family Album, in which his review of highlights of the week's programmes is interwoven with observations about or from his family - wife Sheila and kids, Flossie, William, Alexandra and Thomas.

SYMBOL 83 \f "Wingdings"
RICHARD HARVEY: What are the best and worst things about fatherhood?

JOHN PEEL: Golly... erm... these are the kind of questions that you need to think about for a while. Let me just ask Sheila, she'll tell me. What are the best things about fatherhood? What are the best things about parenthood? The worst things are the rows really, the worst things are just the sheer repetition of things because you assume once you said, "Please don't set fire to your bed", or whatever it is, that it'll sink in and then you're not going to have to say it again tomorrow morning and tomorrow night and so on in perpetuity for the rest of your life... it seems. That's why those small things become... Sheila's being sentimental across the table... but that is the most irritating thing and that's why small things become so important like you say, "Please don't leave bowls of food in the bedrooms because it'll attract rats, mice and things like that... ants!", and it's just as though you'd never spoken. That's what I find so mystifying. Before the children were born that was the one aspect of it which I hadn't bargained on... it's just the sheer dullness of the repetition.

The nicest things are again fairly simple things like, as Sheila's just been saying, on the rare occasions when all six of us sit around the kitchen table and have a meal and everybody's getting on and not hating each other and trying to wind each other up.

RH: What advice could you give to fathers?

JP: I don't think I'd presume to give them any advice at all except... before we had the children, no lines in the sand I always say, because if you draw a line in the sand and say, "You will not do this, you must not step over that line", any kid of any imagination is going to step over it immediately just to see what happens. But also before they're born you have a kind of book of rules, a book of instructions as it were, an instruction manual, but of course from the moment they issue from the womb you realise that they're not going to fit easily into the pattern that you devised for them so you have to throw the rule book away. In other words don't consider that they're going to do what you want them to do.

RH: How has being a father changed you?

JP: Lord, erm, well it's made me a lot more tense than I used to be. Before the children came along I was a much more relaxed kind of bloke according to Sheila. It's just, er... (Sheila in background: "Made you less selfish")... made me less selfish, she said. You ought to be asking her really, she's got most of the answers, but... ("Made you lose your hair")... made me lose my hair and get fat, yeah, because you just think I don't care any more, I'm going to eat... ("Kept your bank balance down")... kept my bank balance down just in case I got over inflated, meant that I couldn't have a Ferrari, but apart from that [laughs]. The experience is not one of total frustration [but] it is a terribly frustrating business being a parent. On the level of you know that your children are intelligent enough to do reasonably well in their exams and things, but they all do the absolute bare minimum to get through. What they're all going to do I don't know. I'm not unduly worried about that because I didn't know what I was going to do until I was about twenty-six or twenty-seven or something but you just wish that they would listen to you because the things that you say to them you don't say for your own benefit. It doesn't matter to me whether their room is filled with rats... you just think, "Please just listen to me, let me just say this once and then consider what it is that I'm saying, that it might have some merit", and they never do that and that's incredibly frustrating.

RH: So they're not going to learn from your experience?

JP: Not really, no, no.

RH: Are there other fathers who you admire?

JP: Well, our children have this strange thing about... well the younger ones... about... just been talking about it actually... about not going anywhere with me so I'm always rather... not admire exactly... but I'm always rather envious about people whose kids are prepared to go out, go places with them (aside: Yeah, you're not one of the younger ones). I think it's one of those things where you're going to get it wrong. There's no way you're going to get it right, so all you can do is hope to get it less wrong than your own parents did, as you would see it. But then I think a key moment comes when you stop being... (aside: What are you doing now? What?)... accumulating bits of his own flesh on the kitchen table, pulling off bits of fingernail, piling them up on the... anyway, sorry... I think the key moment is when you stop being resentful of your own parents, the sort of things that they got wrong and start feeling a bit sorry for them and the opportunities that they missed out as a result. Our parents, my brothers and I, our parents were always rather distant and I very much regret this because there wasn't much affection in our lives as children but then once you start thinking about it in terms of their loss rather than your own it makes it a lot easier.

RH: Yeah, I think you've started to answer my next question which is do you ever get it right?

JP: Very, very rarely. If you do, you glow like a beacon for days. I can't remember the last time I so glowed.

RH: Do you think the role of the father will change in the next century?

JP: It's already changing, isn't it? We're in the era of the single parent and I think the role has already changed really.

RH: What do you think of our education system?

JP: Well, we sent all our children to local schools and so on because I went to boy's boarding schools and they're such a bad experience I wouldn't have dreamt of ever sending... even if we could have afforded to... wouldn't have dreamt of sending them away or anything. But it's a lottery really, isn't it? You know, people come and people go and there are people who come and you think, "Oh they're going to do well for the kids", and then they move on to somewhere else or they turn out to be rather less impressive than they seemed to be initially. So all you can do... I mean Sheila used to be a teacher herself so she's been in a position over the years to get involved with the schools and keep a kind of nautical eye on what goes on, which has been an advantage for our children I think. But I've not really been able to help the school much at all, the kind of school system that I had was so utterly different I don't really fully understand what they go through.

RH: Did you go to public school?

JP: Yeah, got packed off to boarding school at the age of seven.

RH: How did your relationship with your own father affect you?

JP: I always think sort of caught between the generations where... and this is when I am feeling sorry for myself really... is caught between, y'know, I'm just exactly the generation where you were pretty much ignored by your parents and the generation where you're pretty much ignored by your children [laughs] and so it's just an accident of history really but it makes me a bit sad at times.

RH: Hadn't thought about it that way, but that's right, isn't it? Things have changed in that way.

JP: Yeah, absolutely, yeah.

RH: What is the difference between fathering and mothering?

JP: Well, apart from the obvious biological ones, I think, and obviously it differs as men make the effort to be the equal partners in the bringing up of their children. We've not really been able to do that because the nature of what I do, that I'm away quite a lot and when I am here I have to spend an awful lot of time working and I think the end result is that they have - not less respect for their mother, in fact they probably have more - but I sometimes think they take their mother for granted.

RH: What do you most wish you had known before becoming a father?

JP: I'm tempted to say something like playing the piano! I think it is the repetition, I must admit that's the thing that's always bugged me. You get so bored, (background remarks), they're all criticising me now for not coming... (aside: but it wouldn't be true). I think it is the repetition. I get so bored with it, you know what I mean? It's not anger or anything, it's just pure boredom.       

RH: Do you think there is anything that you could do about that, that if you'd known before...

JP: No, I've tried everything that I know to try and... apart from sending them all off for remedial surgery, I've tried everything. It's the same with all children I assume, it doesn't seem to register. So apart from... the other thing you can do is have it tattooed on their foreheads (background remarks). They're now telling me I'm a cold, heartless man...

RH: How do your kids handle being in your column in Radio Times?

JP: Well, I don't think they read it, to be honest [laughs].

RH: I'm quoting you where you say, "You are as much the sum of your perceived failures as you are of your obvious successes". How does that apply to you?

JP: If I'd worked harder at school and got all those A-levels and gone to university I could be an accountant in Cheshire, which I don't think I'd much enjoy. I mean I like doing what I do and I wouldn't be doing it if I'd passed the necessary exams. I'd like them to all find jobs, find something that they enjoyed doing that they could actually earn a living doing but at the moment there doesn't seem to be anything like that on the horizon for any of them because they don't really have hobbies much... or obsessions...

RH: There were all sorts of instruments you were talking about in your column a couple of weeks ago that they're learning to play...

JP: Well they've all stopped. I think that's another one of those things that happens with children is that their lives are kind of mapped out with the things that they stopped doing. You start them off trying to keep them jolly interested in loads of different things, then as they grow older it's kind of, "Can I stop doing this?", or, "I'm not going to go to whatever it is anymore". But then one of them has started playing the piano again sort of spontaneously which is quite good.

RH: Thanks very much.

JP: All the best.
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