FIRST STAGES: PETER TOD

In the second of a series of interviews with senior members of the profession about their early career, Peter Morris talks to Peter Tod, who was Theatre Director of the Birmingham Hippodrome from 1988 to 2002. He oversaw a £35 million refurbishment and, earlier, the successful establishment of the Birmingham Royal Ballet in the city. Now semi-retired, he lives in London.

PM: I know that you come from Scotland, but whereabouts?

PT: I was born and raised in Perth. My father, who was Scottish, was an engineer and my mother, who was English, was a nurse. They met during the war in Italy but then lived their entire married lives in Perth. Perth has a charming late Victorian theatre and I used to go virtually every week as a youngster. It was then weekly rep, so I got into my mind a mammoth canon of work. The company were engaged for a season and worked exceedingly hard. It was then owned by Marjorie Dence and David Steuart, who established Scotland’s first repertory company there. By 1968, when it was owned by the town council and Joan Knight was Artistic Director, it had moved to fortnightly productions. Perth was the root of my love of theatre. When I went back recently I was disappointed to find the auditorium painted in brown. I’m surprised the Theatres Trust allowed it!

PM: Do you remember any particular performers from that period?

PT: Jane Cain was always the Good Fairy in the traditional – but Scottish – pantomimes, presiding over good and evil. But nationally she was known as the first voice of the speaking clock on the phone. On a couple of holidays I worked backstage and I used to hang around the dock doors on my bicycle on a Sunday and watch the scenery go in to that magical world beyond.

PM: So you were intrigued from an early age by the mechanics of theatre?

PT: Oh, yes. Started with puppets. I wasn’t a very good actor, although I did get an outstanding notice in The Scotsman when I was at school for playing the Magistrate and Queen Elizabeth I of England in 1066 And All That. I wore glasses from an early age so, in those days before contact lenses, acting wasn’t really a possibility for me. 

PM: Did you see any opera or ballet at that time?

PT: Like most towns there were thriving amateur operatic and Gilbert and Sullivan societies. In 1968, Scottish Opera made their first ever visit to Perth Theatre with Cosi Fan Tutte, that was a real eye-opener. 

PM: What did you do once you left school?

PT: I came to London and got a job in the City with an old-fashioned insurance broker. Living in London gave me the opportunity to see everything I wanted to see from ‘up in the gods’. Also, I got involved with an amateur group, The Croydon Stagers, on stage management. It was there that I had my first foray into administration as their tickets secretary. 
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