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No, it isn’t strange 
After changes upon changes 
We are more or less the same 
After changes we are 
More or less the same 
 
The Boxer, lyrics by Paul Simon 
 
I’ve often wondered what it must have been like to have been a passenger on the 
bus that left Chatham House in the late summer of 1939.  The capital was preparing 
for war and this busload of recruits was, on the face of it, just another cog in a rapidly 
mobilising war machine.   
 
As London faded behind them, eventually to be replaced by the bucolic landscape of 
the Vale of Evesham, the passengers knew that their world would never be the same 
again.   
 
Some had already fled Nazi Germany, others were the last of their generation to 
complete their degree in peacetime.  A few knew about broadcasting.  All were 
pioneers in the BBC’s newly formed Monitoring Service (BBCM). 
 
Just as the formation of the BBC Empire Service seven years earlier had marked a 
coming of age for shortwave radio – the world’s first global medium – so the birth of 
the Monitoring Service recognised the growing importance of knowing how others 
were using – and abusing – this power to communicate to millions. 

Despite John Reith’s belief that “the programmes will neither be very interesting nor 
very good” the BBC had quickly shown the value of broadcasting to audiences far 
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beyond the UK.  These lessons were not lost on other nations, including Mussolini’s 
Italy and Hitler’s Germany.  

So, as Chamberlain’s government declared a national emergency on 26 August  
1939, the Monitoring Service prepared to leave its temporary home at the Royal 
Institute of International affairs, the bus setting out from Chatham House for rural 
Worcestershire.  

The service’s output that day was brief by later standards, just over four pages of 
closely spaced typescript.  Reading it now after 76 years I’m struck by several things 
that would seem familiar to today’s editors and journalists at BBC Monitoring.   

Amongst a carefully selected list of news bulletins, two stand out: 

GERMAN NEWS IN ENGLISH – DHB & DJA (31 metres) (8.15pm BST) 

This bulletin addressed to English listeners dwelt at length on Polish 
aggression and on atrocities committed against Germans in Poland… 

Food supplies in Germany were represented as abundant.  Stores of 
necessary raw material for a year have been built up... 

GERMAN NEWS IN GERMAN  

A German news bulletin addressed to German listeners, monitored early this 
morning…  

stated that ration cards will be introduced immediately for milk, meat, coffee, 
tea, sugar, and marmalade; while potatoes, bread, wheat, flour and 
vegetables will remain uncontrolled.  

The point was emphasised that this was not a sudden emergency measure, 
but according to plans long thought out with a view to preventing food 
hoarding and unfair advantages to the rich.  Special pains were taken to 
couch the announcement in reassuring terms. 

This extract exemplifies something that’s as common today as it was in 1939: two 
pieces of open source information from the same mouthpiece – in this case 
Goebbels’ Propaganda Ministry – saying different things to different audiences.   

Both observations were carefully sourced by those BBCM pioneers.  This early 
tradecraft, observing ‘who says what to whom’ remains as important today as it was 
then.   

But in today’s million channel universe, the scale of this task is immeasurably 
greater, a challenge compounded by personalised media and the accelerating 
transition from the ‘one to many’ broadcast model to the ‘many to many’ services 
exemplified by social media. 

Just as critical as the ‘who’ and ‘what’ in those Nazi broadcasts is the ‘why’.   

It’s clear that one message is a threat, the other reassurance. Understanding and 
explaining that requires deep knowledge of language and context – characteristics 



woven through Monitoring’s output from that first day to this. Witness BBCM’s 
contribution to describing the unravelling of Libya, the historically charged conflict in 
Ukraine and current events in Syria 

The three objectives of observing, understanding and explaining have remained 
constant across the seven decades. Their relative weights have changed, reflecting 
changing fashions, funding levels and customer demands. But, as I discovered on 
my first day as the Director of Monitoring in April 2003 at the height of the Iraq war, 
every good BBCM journalist has the desire to observe, understand and explain 
hardwired into his or her DNA. 

What has changed has been the geographical and thematic focus of those 
continuing truths: the Second World War, the Cold War, the end of the Soviet Union, 
the Balkans, the Middle East, 911, Afghanistan, nuclear proliferation and global 
terrorism to name just a few. 

Another constant has been the wide variety of organisations that have benefitted 
from Monitoring’s window on the world.   

In 1939 the BBC worked closely with the nascent Ministry of Information, the 
relationship morphing in the Second World War to encompass Service Departments, 
the Political Warfare Executive and even Winston Churchill himself, who would 
phone direct during Hitler’s speeches asking “what’s that fellow been saying?” 

Nowadays the name plates may have changed but the information flow remains: to 
the BBC, UK Government departments and agencies, the Governments of trusted 
UK partners and an ever-growing range of businesses, non-governmental 
organisations and academics.   

Product volume and format have changed out of all recognition though. 

While it is still possible to replicate the ‘all you need to know in four pages’ format of 
August 1939, the increasing capability of digital technology now enables hundreds of 
distinct items to be routed to thousands of individual customers around the world on 
a daily basis. 

And it’s no longer just a case of reading ‘the words as spoken’. Video, audio, 
multimedia, tweets, Facebook posts – they all provide ways of telling the story in the 
best way possible; a blessing for customers but, I suspect, a headache for future 
archivists and historians.   

So if in the words of Paul Simon ‘after changes upon changes we are more or less 
the same’ what can BBCM’s history tell us about the future? 

To my mind, for as long as the UK wants (and is able) to play a role on a stage that 
goes beyond its own borders, it will be imperative to continue to understand the 
‘world in its own words’.  Unsurprisingly that has been a consistent outcome of the 
many (many!) reviews of Monitoring since its formation.  

But it’s how to meet that need that has repeatedly been the grit in Monitoring’s 
oyster.  Funding regimes and governance arrangements have come and gone in a 
rather (to misquote the late Sir Robin Day) ‘here today and gone tomorrow’ manner, 
exasperating and exhausting many on the way.   



I wonder what those pioneers on the bus to Wood Norton 76 years ago would make 
of it?   

Concerned that a self-evident common good for the UK is still being fought over after 
seven decades?  Absolutely. Fascinated by the challenges of their successors in 
today’s million channel universe?  Yes.  Proud that what they created lives on? 
Undoubtedly.  

 


