Interceptor – A contestant’s View
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Before the Recording of the Programme

The Interceptor story all started for me back in early 1989. My sister who lives in Cardiff saw a poster in her local Leisure Centre asking for contestants for a “New Television Adventure”. The poster said that they were looking for people who were “extrovert, fit, adventurous and enjoyed a challenge”. I thought I’d apply anyway!! It sounded great fun. The two page “flyer” (I still have my copy), said that Interceptor was from the makers of Treasure Hunt, and it described the format of the show - it sounded pretty exciting. I didn’t really think however that I’d ever get to be on the programme. Little did I know how much we would have to do before we eventually got to the programme.  

The first problem was that the Leisure Centre in Cardiff had no application forms left. The address of Chatsworth Television was on the poster, and so I got their phone number from Directory Enquiries. When I called, they agreed to send me an application form.

The application form asked for a pair of contestants. I decided to apply with a friend who I had only recently met – Sarah Hollis. I had met up with Sarah on an Outward Bound holiday in Wales the previous Summer and Sarah was fit and adventurous – perhaps they wouldn’t notice that I wasn’t so fit!! Sarah was a keen rock climber and was working as a Doctor in a Hospital near Wrexham in North Wales. 

So I completed the form and sent it off. 

It was not long before I heard from Chatsworth. A letter in early February invited us to an interview in London – at the Royal Court Hotel in Sloane Square on 1st March at 10 am. Unfortunately, Sarah couldn’t make it to London on that day because of her work, and so after a few frantic phone calls, Chatsworth kindly agreed to interview us in Manchester instead. They were also conducting interviews there. And so we went for our first interview at the Piccadilly Hotel in Manchester at 4 pm on Monday 6th March. Chatsworth had hired some normal rooms in the hotel. We waited with other prospective contestants in one room, until we were asked in for interview. The main interviewer was Kate Herbert. She was very pleasant and nice, and I think she particularly liked Sarah, whose “CV” for this sort of thing was very good!!

Luckily, the first hurdle had been crossed, but there was still a long way to go until we would meet the Interceptor.

The next hurdle was in the form of an assault course!! We were asked to be at a military base in Corsham near Bath – called Royal Arthur - on Friday 31st March. We had a great day there, performing all kinds of tasks and challenges – most of them set on the assault course. They were checking our fitness, and whether were willing to do whatever we were asked. I remember having to run flat out to the top of a steep hill, and once getting there, a cameraman appeared from nowhere, and someone was asking me questions about what I could see, and asking me to describe the view – not no easy when you are shattered and can hardly speak!! We had to carry barrels right around the assault course, and crawl through mud, over fences – the usual hard graft. 

There were lots of other potential contestants there that day. I recall that there were probably about 40 people. I don’t know if this was only such day of this type, but I expect that I met a number of the other contestants there that day without realizing. 

My feeling was the day at Corsham was great fun and if we didn’t get any further, then it would have been worth it anyway. The director of Interceptor, Colin Fay was at Corsham – although I didn’t know who he was then.

On the 5th April, Chatsworth sent us a letter saying that we had got to the final interview – a half-hour meeting with Malcolm Heyworth and Angela Breheny in the Dean Street Office, London. There was still a chance to blow it!!

On the day, 11th April, I guess we were being prepared for our brief life in the world of Television recording. We had to wait ages, with lots of things going on around us, and then suddenly we were in, and it was over in a flash. Our brief meeting with the producers was over quickly and I was just struck by how nice and pleasant they both were. I had built up in mind that they were going to be nasty aggressive people, but they were just nice people who wanted to make their own judgment that we were OK for the show.

Finally, we knew we were going to be on Interceptor. But we still didn’t really know what it would be all about – no one had told us much about the format or about what we might have to do. We didn’t know where or when the programme would be recorded. Chatsworth were still deciding on the running order and which contestants were to be on each programme.

Two weeks later we got a letter explaining that we would be in the Cornwall Interceptor programme that would be filmed on Saturday 27th May. Another letter told us what to bring and wear and that we would be staying at the Bodare Hotel – right next door to Daymer Bay – which was to feature in the programme – not that we knew this of course.

We had to be in Cornwall at the Bodare Hotel on Friday 26th May by 1 pm for what was called the “Rehearsal”. So we set off for Cornwall on the Friday morning of this Bank Holiday weekend. The real excitement was about to start!!   

The Cornwall Recording

We arrived in good time at the Bodare Hotel on the Friday, and checked in. Ellie Hay, a production assistant met us and she looked after us for the duration of our stay. We had met her at Dean Street during our visit there and she was very kind and considerate and she looked after us very well.

The Friday Rehearsal for us, turned out to be part of the recording of the programme.

After lunch we drove in my car with Ellie to Trevose Head and parked next to the lighthouse. We were told we were waiting for a helicopter. In due course, the yellow Jet Ranger helicopter arrived, flown by Jerry and with Annabel and Malcolm Heyworth on board.

Trucks arrived and soon we were set up to record the opening shots of the programme. We were on the cliff top with the lighthouse and the bay behind us – a lovely setting.

This is where we recorded the part were Annabel introduces us, gives us our packs and sends us on our way. This was the day before the real recording. You’d never know, except if you look carefully, the weather is slightly different. These shots were recorded a number of times. There were various reasons for this. At this stage, Chatsworth had not decided whether this would be a Christmas Special on not. So we recorded two versions, one with Annabel saying welcome to a special Christmas edition, and another with just the normal introduction. There were other reasons for multiple “takes” including my mistakes, and the usual “let’s do another one, just to be sure” !! 

My first bit of stardom was to come when Annabel explained that the Interceptor could zap us. I was supposed to say “and how does he do that” ? On about the 6th recording, I forgot my line (the scenery was nice and it was easy to get distracted). Annabel, the true professional – without any hesitation, just simply said “and if you want to know how he does that …” and just carried on – you’d never know that I had fluffed my lines. Of course, that was the “take” that they used in the final version.    

As I said on the programme, I had never been in a helicopter before. My first ride however was to be shorter than you may think if you watch the programme on TV.

After we were placed in the helicopter, we took off, did a short orbit around the lighthouse and landed again!! That was the “take off” shot. We then watched on the ground as Annabel pretended to wave to a departing helicopter. Our pilot in the Jet Ranger (G-BXHU) was Jerry Grayson.

A short while later, we were back in the helicopter, this time with a cameraman in the front seat, in the place of Jonathan Souch, the Castle Air engineer, so they could take shots of us in the back as we flew along with our blindfolds on. Once this was done, we could take the blindfolds off and enjoy the short flight as we flew around the coastline and back to Trevose Head.

So our first day of filming was over. It was exciting stuff with all the cameras, equipment, lighting (even on a sunny day), cables etc. We even had the clapperboards !!

So our backpacks were whisked away, and we retired back to the hotel. The business of selecting a pack was a bit of a waste of time – as we had no idea which pack we each had when they were given back the next day. We still had no idea where we would be the next day.

Later, I was to find out that the production team worked in Cornwall for three days. The setup of all the locations and equipment was on Thursday 25th May. A full run through, with “stand-in” contestants, the Interceptor and everyone else took place on Friday 26th May (whilst we were already in Cornwall and had no idea), and then the real recording on Saturday 27th May. So at least the production crew knew what they would be doing, even if we didn’t.

We had a very pleasant meal in the hotel that night with many of the production staff. I particularly remember Henry, the Interceptors cameraman, who was a great guy, although maybe I wouldn’t have thought so, if I’d known what he would be up to the next day.  

The next day, we were up early on a beautiful sunny day. We were a short time away from the real action now.

The first step was for us to get to the helicopters to be flown off to our real start positions.

All of the helicopters and production crew were based at a farm just outside Port Isaac up the hill to the West of the town. To get there, Ellie drove us in my car. As we neared Port Isaac, we had to put the blindfolds on and we passed through Port Isaac oblivious to where we were. We were not allowed to see where Annabel would be located for the programme – not that it would have helped us much. Once we arrived at the farm outside Port Isaac our blindfolds came off and we were able to witness the hive of activity. This was the main communications center and a huge crane acting as a mast was supporting a number of communications aerials. Helicopters were flying in and out ferrying people to various locations in preparation for the days shooting. Once at the farm, we were kitted up with our communications packs. 

We had two packs, which were both quite heavy. One pack had a headset with an earpiece and a boom microphone. This allowed us to communicate with Annabel and each other. The other pack operated via a clip-on microphone which you can see clipped onto our jackets, and that recorded our voices via a transmitter back to each of our cameramen.

My cameraman was Glenn Wilkinson. Sarah’s cameraman was Andy Watt. So Glenn’s camera was also recording my sound as well as the pictures. This was high quality sound and this is what you hear on the TV. On the day of course, this was of no use to us. All we could hear was via a small earpiece. The quality of sound was at best poor and quite often the signal was non-existent. In theory I could hear both Annabel and Sarah, but in practice I very rarely heard Sarah. There were long periods where communications were lost and you had to just get on with it, based on what you have already heard. But it is worth realizing as you watch the programme that it doesn’t sound like that to a contestant.

The sound crew were particularly worried about being able to hear Sarah, and they talked to her about being in a very noisy environment later on. This would turn out to be when she was in the Sea King helicopter. They asked her if it got noisy to hold the clip mike up to her mouth. They were pleased that she remembered to do this – and you can see her on the programme doing this. 

The equipment was heavy, particularly the batteries, and were now given our backpacks again just to add to the weight !!  

After this long period of preparation and testing of the equipment, we were finally ready to be flown to our start positions. The cameramen and other crew had already been flown to their positions. 

So we got back into the Jet Ranger and with blindfolds on, we were flown off to our start positions. As you will have seen from the programme, Sarah was dropped off first at Saint Enodocs Church– that’s why she sat on the left, so Jonathan could help her out from that side first. I was dropped of second at Rumps Point. Glenn was already there to film us landing and Jonathan helping me out of the helicopter.

We were now in position ready to go, but as we were beginning to realize, TV does not happen that fast. We waited in position for quite some time – maybe an hour, whilst final technical details were checked and tested. We were able to take our blindfolds off and sit in the sun. We were in the middle of nowhere, so I had a wander down to the cliffs and a good look around. It gave me time to think about what I would say to Annabel when the recording started. Meanwhile over at the church, Sarah and her crew managed to have an ice cream – I don’t know where they came from !!

Finally the moment arrived when we were all ready to begin, so the blindfolds went back on, the countdown started and we were away !!

I won’t take you through all the details from here, as you can see for yourself from the programme but I will tell you about a few things that I remember from the day.

Probably my clearest memory and best memory is when the Interceptor flew over me that first time on the cliff top.

It was a fantastic, thrilling site. The helicopter as it flew over the sea towards me was below me, and I could see the disk (blades) with red “stripes” from the blade markings. As it came close, it rose up towards me, and for a while was flying straight towards my face !! At a time that seemed too late, it lifted slightly and flew over my head at probably 150 miles an hour and making a tremendous roar as it did so. I was convinced that it was going to hit me and so I hit the deck. Maybe it wouldn’t have hit me, but it felt like it. That one moment is my best memory of all – and there still were some good ones to come!!

The next thing I guess I have to mention is the ambush at the farm – I’m sure many people watching will think I blew it – when I watch it, that’s what I think anyway.

What you must remember was that I had never seen the Interceptor before, I had no idea what he was like, what he was dressed in, and what to expect from him.

I commented in the programme that I didn’t think he was in the helicopter. My first sight of the helicopter allowed me to see lots of people in the helicopter with camera lens’ pointing out. I now know that the Interceptor’s helicopter had two cameramen – Henry Marcuzzi and Graham Berry (from Treasure Hunt fame). One cameraman always followed the Interceptor – whilst the other stayed on board to get the aerial shots.

So over the farm, I could see that there weren’t so many people on board, but I wasn’t sure what that meant. The other thing, was even if I knew he wasn’t in the air, what can you do – which way to you face ? He could be anywhere and you’d never know. 

My plan was to get in the back of the truck as soon as I could – and to lie down to protect the pack. Having got into the farmyard, I ran and put my back up against the wall whilst I checked that I could get a lift to Daymer Bay. I also checked with the driver that he knew the way. He did.

If you watch the programme carefully, you will notice that I get my pack safe at this point once I am in the truck. However, Annabel and Glenn at this point, asked me to tell the driver the way to Daymer Bay again. So I had to stand up and lean around the cab to speak to the driver. When I eventually sat down again I did not protect my pack properly. Of course, now I watch the programme I realized that Glenn knew the Interceptor was behind the gate – he zooms in on him – but he didn’t give any indication to me. The rest of course is history – and I still go cold now when I remember the shock that I got !! I jumped back when I heard the scream – and it took me a while before I could speak again !!

Still, I have to console myself with the fact that it made good television.

The other thing that was not seen on the programme was the traffic that I hit on my way to Daymer Bay. As we passed through Polzeath right next to the beach the traffic was bad – it was a Saturday on a Bank Holiday weekend. The worst part was when we turned right down the road into Daymer Bay. We got into a traffic jam that was a complete gridlock. I got out of the truck and directed traffic back and forth to clear the way. I got cars driving up driveways to get out of our way and eventually we got through and I was able to get down onto the beach and onto the water bike out to the Padstow Lifeboat.

My key was on the anchor and I had to haul this in next. I think I was hoodwinked here. The rope for pulling it in was only looped around the winch pulley a couple of times and as a result, I had to pull really hard to haul it in. I’m sure the Lifeboat men were having a giggle, as I’m sure that if it had been looped round a few more times, the friction would have allowed the winch to pull it in with no trouble. 

It was when I had finished pulling the anchor in that the communications completed failed for some reason, and recording was stopped. I’m not sure how long the delay was, but I recall it was for the best part of an hour or more. 

It's probably worth mentioning about the clock. The timing that you see on the screen is added after the programme is finally edited. We were never told how long we had to go until there were just minutes left. The complete time for the recording (excluding the comms breakdown) was probably well in excess of an hour, but the editing brought it down to forty minutes.

After the comms breakdown, we had word that we were ready to start again, so I had to do “take 2” on the anchor and pull it in for the last part again.

The rest is seen in the programme. I had a great time as the crew let me drive the Padstow Lifeboat as we were chased by the Interceptor. The Sea King was huge and extremely noisy, and very exciting as it hovered overhead.

And then we found out that I had blown it at the farm and we didn’t win the money. At the time I guess I was disappointed. But now I really don’t care – we had a fantastic day – that I will never forget, and if we’d won the money I would have spent it by now anyway. You get to keep the memories.

The filming was over, but we were still on the Lifeboat in the middle of the sea. Annabel had come out on a small boat to join us on the Lifeboat. So we made our way back along the coast to Port Isaac in the Lifeboat. Unfortunately, Sarah was extremely seasick and didn’t enjoy the journey at all.

We transferred by small boat to the harbour in Port Isaac and went to look at Annabel’s location from where she had been guiding us.

The tide had gone out by this time and there was a tricky transfer from the small boat over slippery rocks onto the shore. As Malcolm Heyworth came ashore, the cameras started rolling again. The cameramen were convinced that Malcolm was about to fall into the water. Much to their dismay of course he didn’t, and they didn’t get the shot that they hoped for!!

We also watched at the Interceptor’s helicopter flew some low passes over the Lifeboat just outside the harbour wall as they filmed some closing shots for the programme.

Then it was back up to the farm to remove the equipment and talk about our experiences.

All the helicopters were back at base now, including the Interceptors Augusta A109 (G-MEAN) and I was able to have a close look at it.

There were publicity photos being taken and I held up the reflective white boards as the photos were taken of Annabel and Sean that were later to appear in the TV Times.

Of course I met Sean O’Kane at this point – but to tell the truth, I was still a bit scared of him !!

Annabel was very friendly and kind, and in fact I gave her in lift in my car down into Port Isaac where she was staying at the Slipway Hotel with the rest of the “big wigs”  .

Whilst at the farm, I had a quick look into the cabin where they were looking at the “rushes” – the early views of the tapes that had been recorded. In charge of proceeding here was Frank Meyburgh (Frankie from Treasure Hunt). 

The rest of the day in now a haze – as we were still coming down from the adrenalin high, but it was the last day of filming for all the crew, as they had finished a long and arduous series of filming the programmes around the country.

I do remember that we all went for a picnic with champagne on the cliffs above Port Isaac and there was a “get together” at the Bodare Hotel that evening to which Sarah and myself were invited as it was the last programme.

I also remember Malcolm Heyworth assuring us that the equipment was top rate, and that it always worked perfectly. So he set the zapper into reverse to unlock my pack to demonstrate how well it worked. Only he couldn’t unlock the pack – he never did. At this point, the crew were all trying to persuade him to give us the money as we had been swindled – and I’m sure Malcolm almost did. The fact that he didn’t and that he had good business sense is probably testament to why he is a producer and not a contestant !!  

That evening we met everyone, Mikey the pilot, Keith from Castle Air (also from Treasure Hunt) who had flown in piloting a Long Ranger helicopter, and all the others.

A long but exciting day had come to a close. 

After the Show

We stayed the rest of the Bank Holiday weekend in Cornwall, and the following day Ellie took us to meet Hilary – a contestant in the Derbyshire programme. I can tell you that she still hadn’t recovered from her “tractor incident” and told us all about it.

Over the coming weeks, we were to find out when our programme would be broadcast. At first it seemed like it would be that Summer – then it would be December 28th, but as you know if ended up as 1st January 1990. I was a long wait, but I was able to go into Dean Street before then and I got a private showing of the programme before it went out, although I wasn’t allowed a copy of the tape until after the programme had been broadcast.

I also managed to get hold of still photos that had been taken by a dedicated stills cameraman who had been around all day. You can see him from time to time if you look closely. For example, you will see him in the small boat with Glenn alongside me as I ride the water bike. So I now have an album full of photos and slides to remind me of the day. I also got to keep the programme notes, my blue jacket and other bits and pieces – I think mainly because it was the last programme in the series. At that stage of course, Chatsworth were still hoping for a second series.

I lost touch with Sarah some time ago now. I know she had a spell working as a Doctor on a Mountain Rescue team in the Lake District, and I think she planned to work abroad. But I don’t know where she is now.

I do know that she didn’t enjoy the programme as much as me. I think she was genuinely scared by the Interceptor and he was certainly able to give her a much harder time than he was able to give me. I only came face-to-face with him for a matter of seconds – and that was plenty for me !! She was also pretty scared in the Sea King when she had to get winched down to us. But she kept going and it all made good television !! I can’t tell you much about her experiences as I only saw what you can see on TV, and Sarah preferred to forget about it rather than talk about it !! 

I have always been interested in the making of TV programmes and this was a great insight into the craft of these skilled people. Even though he scared me that day, when I watch my videos these days, it is very clear how good the Interceptor was. His professionalism was absolute, and the character that he created was superb. His attention to detail and his rapport with Mikey for me is the highlight of the programme.

I also agree with everyone who would like to see this programme on TV again.   

Nowadays

It was great to come across Chris’s Interceptor Web Site recently. It brought back great memories for me, and it was nice to know that some people have remembered the programme and enjoyed it.

My time was helicopters was never to be forgotten, and in 1993 I started to learn to fly helicopters and in 1994 I got my licence. I now fly Robinson R22 and R44 helicopters from Denham near Heathrow and my wife Jenny has recently started learning as well. She recently flew her first solo flight. Most years as well as more mundane flying, I also go on a trip to Snowdonia to fly in the mountains and last year we also flew to Scotland around the West coast and the islands. I am currently in the process of completing some night flying and instrument training in order to get another rating on my licence.

One of then days, I plan to fly in Cornwall, and maybe I’ll see who I can zap whilst I am there !!
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