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Coming to you live from Bangor 

This scrapbook is a compendium of student-led radio broadcasting in the Bangor area of North Wales, 
focussed on the 1970s and 1980s, and collated much later in 2024. It reflects a time before the online 
world where streaming, websites and social media were still well in the future, and broadcast radio was 
an important cultural mechanism. The events described here brought together great application of 
technology along with infectious enthusiasm to show what was actually possible in a slightly isolated 
broadcasting landscape.
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Coming To You Live From Bangor 
The transcript of the narrative from the BRBS story written in 1979 

This is the story of 30 years of local radio in Bangor, from its earliest known beginnings in 
1948 through to 1978. 


It is a story that goes back to just after the Second World War. Bangor had always been 
associated with radio, as the BBC even had one of their emergency broadcasting centres here 
during the war. From about 1948, however, come the first rumours of competition to the BBC, 
that the Bangor students themselves set up a radio station to celebrate Rag Week. Nothing 
more is known of this, or for the next 15 or so years, but it seems likely that by the end of 
the 1960s a medium wave radio station was regularly operational during university rag weeks. 


This pattern of events carried on into the early 1970s, but in June 1972 events began to 
proceed in a new direction. A small group of engineering students, fed up with the limited 
technical quality of a medium wave system, decided that the high quality of VHF FM was the 
only way to proceed. A fairly low power mono VHF transmitter, capable of about 5 watts 
output was built in time for Rag Week, which was in November that year. 


Transmission lasted for all of Rag Week on both medium wave and VHF. The staff had a 
natural wish to reduce the possibility of being apprehended by the authorities, and so all the 
programmes were pre-recorded. The station was known then as Bangor Rag Radio, or the 
Gnome service, and ran from 10am to 10pm from the Monday to the Saturday of Rag Week. 
Transmission was on 96.8 MHz VHF and 270 m MF, and programmes consisted of 1 hour slots 
with no afternoon break. This is how part of the final evening went. 


If we now jump 12 months to November 1973, we find that a stereo coder and higher power 
VHF transmitter capable of 60 watts output had been built, and Rag Radio, as it was still 
known, made history by broadcasting the first stereo programmes in the Bangor area. 


Programs were still all pre-recorded, and due to the much higher transmitter power there 
were several technical problems. In fact, the tape recorder ended up in a biscuit tin to shield 
it from the transmitter. Every two hours the duty engineer would scuttle up the hill with 
another 7 inch reel of tape, exchange it for the one just played, and disappear promptly 
again. Programme times were much increased from the previous year, now stretching from 
10am to 10pm continuously each day in 1 hour slots. The station was on the air from Saturday 
to Saturday, that's a total of 8 days compared to the previous year's six. The timetable listed 
such programmes as The Request Show, Gilbert's Giddy Aunts Prom Concerts, and even 
Intergalactic Laxative, not to mention more normal pseudonyms such as John Edmunds, Keith 
Bryan, and of course Lawrence. 


Lawrence and Keith. There were also 2 hours of Welsh broadcasting each day, Radio Bronco. 


Lunacy occasionally rained, as in the WDY show. 


One unexpected incident was due to the BBC themselves. The BBC TV team here filmed the 
station operating, and interviewed a couple of presenters. The report was then shown on 
Wales today, and the station was paid £7 for its trouble. 


After this week of broadcasting was over, the RAG radio team decided on a completely fresh 
approach for the following year. Different frequencies were chosen. 96.1 MHz VHF to avoid 
interference with the new independent commercial stations in Liverpool and Manchester, and 
1331 kHz MF to agree with European band planning. An attempt to find some new presenters 
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was made, and the system redesigned to make live programming much easier. Thus on 
Saturday, February 1st 1975, the new station of the Bangor Rag Broadcasting System hit the 
airwaves. 


All but 2 hours of the transmission each day was broadcast live, and it was scheduled to last 
for 9 days. Programs started at 8 o'clock in the morning, 9 at weekends, and went through to 
midnight with a 2 hour morning break on weekdays. Most of the transmission time was taken 
by music, including a classical hour called Air on a G string, and an hour or two of folk music. 
Jingles were introduced to give the station a sense of identity. One hour each day was taken 
up with a mixture of Goons recordings and readings from Dylan Thomas, and the rest was 
popular music. 


The transmission was not without its problems. The MF signal was very weak, and the VHF 
transmitter, although very strong, was discovered by a caretaker after only 2 days. To add 
insult to injury, the local postman was mistakenly shown around the studio in Brynteg Terrace. 
Many frantic hours were spent thinking about that one, and eventually the station was left 
where it was. 


Alan Dee. 20 minutes after that recording the fun really started. The president of the 
Students Union, Ann Beynon, received an irate phone call from the college principal saying 
that he had an official of the Post Office with him who was complaining about the 
transmissions. A member of the BRBS staff promptly beat a hasty retreat up the hill to the 
studio, and very shortly afterwards the station went off the air. The transmitting equipment 
was carefully checked and found to be satisfactory, but as some doubt remained the station 
stayed off the air. An attempt was made to resurrect it for the final Sunday evening from a 
studio in the Reichel Anecs, but the transmitted power was very low and few people were 
able to hear it. 


Although there was considerable disappointment over the abrupt and forced ending of the 
transmissions, plans were soon being made for the following year. In particular, since there 
was generally extremely little worth listening to on the radio on a Sunday evening in Bangor, 
for most term time Sunday evenings from late October 1975 to January 1976, very low 
power transmissions on 96.1 MHz were radiated for 2 or 3 hours. They were identified as 
BRBS test transmissions, the opportunity being taken to try out studio and transmitter 
equipment. The audience response was surprisingly good for a station run with a total staff of 
3 people. 


Rag Week itself was approaching fast, and the site for the station, a private house in William 
Street, was chosen only 36 hours before the start of transmissions. One of the occupants 
was even displaced from her back bedroom to make room for the equipment. At 8 o'clock on 
the morning of Saturday 31 January 1976, BRBS could once again be heard, and very soon 
the requests started flooding in. 


Transmissions lasted with only minor interruptions from Saturday 31 January to Sunday 8 
February, one embarrassing break being due to the money in the electricity meter running 
out. Scheduled times were from 8 in the morning to 1 the following morning, with breaks in 
the morning and afternoon from Monday to Friday. The programmes were 100% live, being 
divided into 2 hour time slots, and generally featured pop music presented by a DJ who had 
to operate all the controls himself, including switching the transmitter on in the morning or 
off at night. One innovation this year was the introduction of an organised news service, 
which involved its staff of three arising early enough in the morning to read and rewrite 
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national news freely cribbed from several newspapers, plus introduce a story or two 
gathered from local sources. 


Transmissions continued for all the nine scheduled days without too many snags. The MF 
service was far from satisfactory due to transmitter and aerial problems, whilst on the other 
hand the VHF transmission was fairly strong. The station finally closed down early in the 
morning of February 9th, with a chaotic gathering of the station staff in the studio. 


In the following week several hundred copies of a short questionnaire concerning the 
transmissions were distributed around the colleges and the town. The questionnaire attempted 
to discover what types of radio receivers listeners had, how they had heard of the station in 
the first place and what was thought of the transmissions overall. The majority of answers 
were useful, most emphasising the need for an effective MF service. One local garage owner 
even wanted to know what it would cost him to advertise his business on the station. Things 
were quiet then for a couple of months up to May, when BRBS reappeared with a few high-
power Sunday evening transmissions. Dave Gibson. 


A week later on the 16th of May a mystery voice in the guise of Dave Carter appeared. 


These transmissions culminated in a final all-day fling on the 13th of June to celebrate the 
end of the college year. The occasion was pretty hectic, with presenters having to be rescued 
from Aberffraw Beach in time to appear on the air. And those who remember the enormous 
great pole on top of Neuadd Emrys Evans will have a pretty good idea where the 
transmissions came from. Mike Doyle had the late-night programme. 


This event even produced a postcard from two holidaymakers visiting Anglesey, who 
complimented BRBS on its production. 


BRBS was next to appear almost exactly six months later to celebrate the end of the winter 
term on 12th December 1976. Dave Carter and John Stevens presented the extravaganza. 


Meanwhile the MF transmitter was completely rebuilt from scratch to bolster up 1331 kHz 
which had rather fallen behind in the attempts to perfect the VHF stereo service. A new 
studio was chosen in the back room of a house not a million miles from the football ground 
and at the start of Rag Week on 5th February 1977 the Bangor Rag Broadcasting System 
could once again be heard. Di and Rent O'Rea in particular had their own individual style. 


Programmes were scheduled from Saturday 5th February to Sunday 13th February, running 
from 8am to 1am the following day with morning and afternoon breaks from Monday to 
Friday. Programming was mainly with popular music and included one or two feature 
programmes. Rik Patto for instance produced one on the group Genesis. 


The station once again had a prolific news service although on occasions things were not quite 
so organised as they could have been. 


Another innovation was the introduction of 24 hours a day broadcasting over the final 
weekend, when the station stayed on the air all the early hours of Sunday morning 
presenting music for Bangor's insomniacs. After a marathon 41 hours of continuous 
broadcasting close down eventually came early in the morning of Monday 14th February. 


And so went BRBS for February 1977. BRBS was not to appear again until 11th December 
1977 at the end of the autumn term. Chris Fields and Dave Carter presented the programme. 


Rag Week itself had not been forgotten about. Indeed brand new transmitting equipment was 
hurriedly being built. Once again more staff had to be recruited and a new site found. This 
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time a house in the Holyhead Road was initially chosen. James Stewart started the 
programmes off at 7am on Saturday 4th February 1978. 


Things went well until the next day when a trader calling at the house came within feet of 
discovering the studio. This made the station staff very nervous and so at the finish of 
programmes at 1am every piece of equipment was disconnected and loaded onto a Land Rover 
to be taken 200 yards up the road to a new site, only to be almost stopped by a police patrol 
car on the way. After waiting for it to disappear the equipment was installed in its new home, 
a basement flat in Upper Bangor and the station was on the air again by that evening. There 
were problems with squeaky doors and noisy plumbing though and the decision was taken to 
move the station again out to Anglesey. The move took place after close down on Tuesday and 
the station was back on the air by the following day. Except for the MF aerial which fell 
down Wednesday evening things went comparatively smoothly from then onwards. 


As in the previous year insanity was a natural part of the Di and Rent O'Rea show. 


Greg Young. He was followed by Mandy Jane and then Scott Williamson. 


As in the previous year 24 hours a day broadcasting was successfully tried over the final 
weekend, Sunday morning revealing a very tired Chris Fields and John Stevens. That evening 
made particularly memorable by the snow falling gently outside, the duty of closing the 
station fell to James Stewart and John Collins. 


Thus BRBS closed for yet another Rag Week and after another 9 successful days of 
broadcasting. However another idea had yet to be tried and in the first week of October 
1978 it came about. The station appeared on the air with full programming during Freshers 
Week helping to publicise the special events staged during the week. Ian Anderton. 


Freshers Week 1978 brings the end of this part of the story of local radio in Bangor. To all 
those people who willingly lent precious recordings for use in this programme a very sincere 
thank you. What will happen in the future to radio in Bangor is maybe the material for 
another story. 
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1971
1972

1973
1974

Rag Mags 1971 - 1981
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1975
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266 responses 
received!
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1986
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November 1986

February 1986
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June 1987

October 1987
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‘Coming To You Live From Bangor’ - the story in 1979
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The perspective from 2024 
Over the 1960s to 1980s, technology advances enabled huge changes in radio broadcasting. The 
advent of the semiconductor transistor, itself researched at Bangor's Electronic Engineering School, 
allowed students to pack battery-powered portable radios in their bag to take to university. Pirate radio 
boats appeared in the North Sea and Irish Sea, and the nation of Luxembourg built a massive 
broadcasting station aimed squarely at Britain. The whole nation had serious competition to the BBC for 
the first time, particularly with pop music financed by advertising. The BBC fought back with a major 
reorganisation in September 1967 to give networks we still have today, and Independent Local Radio 
appeared in the early 1970s, also financed by advertising. Unlicensed low power radio appeared in many 
cities and gave real choice in listening to music format radio.


The generations of young people who came to Bangor would have hankered after such choice. This was 
a time before email, before mobile phones, before online anything, and radio was an important cultural 
medium. In the 1960s and early 1970s pirate boats and Luxembourg gave reasonable signals in North 
Wales, but only on medium wave with its limited technical quality. There was little local element, and 
dedications from your best friend took many days in the post before broadcast. FM local independent 
radio came to Liverpool in October 1974 with a fair signal in Bangor, but Liverpool was still a long way 
away.


The students at Bangor's Electronic Engineering School naturally had the same hankering after musical 
delights as everyone else. The School had a long history of a ham radio society, and by the end of the 
1960s this technical competence merged with musical influences to bring a medium wave station 
regularly to the air during the annual Rag Weeks. Such Rag Weeks aimed to raise money for charity by 
doing crazy things for a week. There was no question about a licence for such a station, as there was no 
legal mechanism where for a physically distributed university such as Bangor a licence would have been 
granted, so the events went ahead anyway.


FM radio at significant power was a little more difficult than medium wave, and stereo FM more complex 
still, but by 1975 the medium wave 'Gnome Service' had progressed to the FM stereo 'Bangor Rag 
Broadcasting System', or BRBS. It was music based, with a custom set of jingles to give a strong sense 
of identity. Studio to transmitter radio links, built by students, were used to overcome the hilly terrain of 
Bangor and also to give a bit of security against everything being lost if authorities objected to the lack 
of that licence for which it was impossible to apply anyway. There was a great deal of pride that student-
led radio in Bangor had provided the first stereo radio signal in North Wales, and it took the BBC several 
years to catch up. BBC TV acknowledged this by reporting on the station in Wales Today in February 
1975.


This live, responsive and implicitly local radio service broadened from Rag Week into end of term 
celebrations, and importantly into Freshers' Week where it gave another communication path to new 
students. News and musical documentary programmes were added to the simple music presentation. 
Keen presenters from all student disciplines and an enthusiastic response from listeners emphasised the 
feeling that it was Bangor's very own radio station. A major achievement was the continuing influx of 
new people every academic year as older people moved on from their student life, as this required not 
only organisation and equipment but also high technical competence. BRBS doubtless provided a new 
perspective on life chances for a number of students.


The last evidence of station activity comes from 1988. It's not known what precipitated this end of an 
era, but priorities and skills amongst groups of people do go through natural phases. But it's reasonable 
to suggest that first as a station with no real name, then the Gnome Service, and then for 14 years as 
BRBS, student-led radio for maybe 20 years significantly contributed to university life at Bangor.
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