Gail believes she is the only
female graduate to-date of the
ABTT sponsored City & Guilds
Theatre Technician’s
certificate, She worked as a
theatre electrician at
Manchester Palace, ABC
Bizckbool and the Bristol
Hippodrome discussed in her
| artice.

She is now a freelance
fournalist and editor of
industrial T.V. programimes.
Witk her husband she runs
"Video Training Services™ who
organise specialist courses for
industrial videa users.

THE end of anera occurred in Bristal in
15280, Mo fanfares accompanied this
momentous occasion, no headiines
were made, though maybe a fear or
two were shed al he passing of a
wonderful old lady the Grand
Master board from the Brisiol Hippo:
drome

To those who think it a contradiction
in terms to describe a Grand Master as
a lady, | can only say thal she must
have been lemale, As her only iull-time
wioman operator, | shoubkd know, and |
expact most of the menwhove had the
privilege of working on ong f these
grande-dames of the thealre would
agree. Her scales were upside-gown
for one thing, 50 a lamp on full resolute-
ly registered 0 on the scale, and a lamp
at guarter-check meani a reading of 8
{halt-a-point being altogether ioo
fimickity to reproduce)

A masterpiece of enginearing, the
qeanng balweean her banks was a joy
to behold — and we honestly didn’t
lind the facl that the aulos and specials
bank wouldn go Inlo reverse oo
| muchal anuisance, The old lady would
occasionally kel a locked-off dimmer
slip by her, but a fade to very-nearly-
plack was a small price to pay for the
smcothes! fade imaginabla!

Positioned at the master whaegl,
awvaiting one’s cue {a buzzer loud
enough (o wake even the doziest aled-
trician, but never a peep reached tha
audienca’s ears from our backslage
perch) it was easy 1o imagine onesell
as the caplain of a ship, nursing the
greaal heap of iron ”‘!f{}‘dg?'l Sl CUES
and fast. lowards "house up'' and the
successiul completion of another
vovage .. | mean, show

Today's generalion of technicians,
brought up with the luxury of thyristor
poards, can have little idea of the sheer
energy nesded by us older lolk. The
climb to the parch up a twenty-1ool ver
lical ladder was liring enough, and the
shows always involved a good deal of
leaping about — no leaning back in a
reclining chair with controls al one’s
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fingertips for us! 5iill, the amount of
rooen on the perch did have its com:
pensations — during one particularly
borimg show | made wo rugs!

A lack of understanding of the
realilies at the op of the ladder often
cauvght oul lighling designers who
graced our porals — the lass ex-
perienced ones, thal is. During lighting
sessions they would pause o admire
the state they had called for, and the
Grand Masier operator would sing
gratefully back inlo hisiher chair
Several elernities later, the chapin the
stalks would say, “"Could you just take a
couple of points off numbaer B3
pleasa?' Gathering my legs beneath
ma in a gallant atlemnpl 1o rige and per-
lorm the reguested alleralion, | was
frequently halted by the waoards, “'Oh,
greal, fine, supear, that's much better
thanks. Pot il!™ Which only goes 10
show that even a fighling designer’s
eye can be looled nto seeing what it
wanis 1o see.

A replacement {or the Grand Master
was suggested several times, but
wihan it came 10 the point thera was
ahwiays some good reason winy it didn’
happan. Citen, this amounied o the
fact thal, managemeant having made
up their minds (againl) 1o buy a new

| board. thay dithered so long belore ac-
| cepting the proposed expenditure thal
the price had doubled by the lime they

were ready 10 go ahead. and then they
couldn't afford it.

Derek Peel, the ex-chiel of the
Bristol Hippodrome enjoved a lovel
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hate relationship with the board for
many years, bul he wasn'l 100 surphs-
ad that she cullasied him

Those Old boards will never weaar
out, either electrically or mechanically,
providead they get reasonable malnten-
ance,” he {okd me. (Il was actually the
contactor room which blew up in the
end, and sounded the board's death
knell} 'l think they were more reliable
than the new electronic boards.” —
Qurs cartainly never went wrong,
anyway!

"Thera's a kot to be said for the new
compuler-lype boards, but | honestly
don't think there’s much they can do
that a couple of good operators
couldn't manage on the Grand Master
The new boards are chaaper 1o run, of
course, SmMcé you OGNty nesd one
operator. Two was normal for us,
though on exceptional shows like
“Hair" and “Godspell’” there were Tive
ol us falling over one ancther 10 doan
average of a cue per minule. Variely
bills couldn't have been simplar, with
the banks being ready colour-coded
according 1o thear colour states

“Computer boards are here to stay
but | doubt if they'll ever have the
character that the Grand Masters had

— of the hundred or 5o boards install
ed, | doubt if any wo were exacily the
same!’

Roy Hynam, the present chiel, is
maore than pleased with the Duet which
has proved 10 be the Grant Master's
eventual successor, but he still has
nosialgic feelings for the old board
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"The Duet's greal, very Hexible and
easy louse, and much guicker for plot
ting and operating than the old board
but there was something about a cue
done on the Grarnd Master.a . what's
thee wiard? ... & subtlely, | think, which
caams 10 be missing mone

| feed quite sad when | sea the oid
board silting there, useless and parthy
siripped down. And | must say | prefer
rexd being backstlage — there might notl
have been such a good view of lne
show trom the perch, bul we could ab-
sorb the atmosphare, which is missing
FOH."

Cwer the years the Grand Master,
which performed 1s first show m
December, 1948, has consumed &n
estimated three mullion kKilowall hours
cpread over her ninely-six ways of
1500W + and 2kW . She has per
farmed around a million cues (give or
take a few thousand) and has graced
the parformances of soma of he
legendary figures of the stage — Van
Johnson, Max Wall, Tito Goobi and Rod
Stewart 10 name bul a few of Ihe
thousands of artistes she has i
luminated.

Mow, sheis likely 10 find a new home
in the Theatre Collection at Bristod
University's Drama Department. A fit-
ting end, perhaps, for this plece of
theatre history. But | expect the old girl
will rmiss her perch, and Thatintang:osa,
yvel umigue, atmosphere of her od
horme [
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