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0 LIFE INTERVIEW

New film is no cop out

*
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Writer Arthur McKenzie will be
joined by TV star Stephen
Tompkinson on Monday night for
the Durham premiere of feature film
Harrigan. He tells BARBARA
HODGSON about its long journey
from page to screen

HEN faced with set-backs and challenges
there are those who buckle and those who
tough it out.

Writer Arthur McKenzie - a bit like his new fic-
tional hero Harrigan who's about to make a big
screen debut - is one of the latter, as you might
expect of a former policeman who tackled villains
on the mean streets of Newcastle in the sixties and
seventies. 1

So when his script for Harrigan, a North East
police drama inspired by his career, initially strug-
gled to get off the ground, he filed it away as a case
pending but didn't give up.

And now the end result sees his 1974-set feature
film, starring Stephen Tomp- !
kinson, set for general He said
release after it makes its
debut on Monday night - to such
be followed by a Q&A with _ . . :
its writer andy its star - at 11CE fhmgé
Gala Theatre in Durham. 4o

“It's only taken 17 years!” ﬂbOHl it
laughs Arthur of his labour ;
of Fc‘?ve which was initially C!}'?d I

commissioned TV pro-
ducer Geraint 'fb));vies who tho Iighf an

was looking for a new police 7 foy (Jf hfS
“But before i libre i

But before it could be ¢ .
developed Davies died. “So I }‘(3‘ )
it went in the bottom draw- 1107 gomg
er’ says Arthur, a 74-year- &
old father-of-two who lives O SV 1t
in Gosforth.

It remained in the back- L7[eSs he

ound while he worked on e
g(ther projects (he's written [T1ETLS it
for The Bill and Wycliffe)
then three years ago he took it up again with the
encouragement of his friend, local actor David
Whitaker who knew New Tricks star Alun Arm-
strong and had read about its cast bemoaning the
lack of good quality TV scripts.

So Armstrong was asked to take a look and, says
Arthur, “about two or three days later I found an
answering machine message from him saying it
was a terrific script and should be made.

“He said such nice things about it and I thought
an actor of his calibre is not going to say it unless he
means it, so that gave me a stimulus”

‘The next step was to work with Vincent Woods of
local film company TallTree Pictures, where
Arthur's daughter Kirsty Bell is commercial director
and helped raise the film's budget of about £1.5m
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with the help of local businesses.
Arthur had Teesside-born  actor

Tomp

the main role as Detective Sergeant

undmcnt in Honb Kong and
instead of spending his final \\'orlmg.
shuffling papers, decides to get
ckling problems on a
crime-ridden estate.
heer chance” Tompkinson was
ng play at Live Theatre in
Newcastle and, again at David
Whitaker's suggestion, Arthur sent
him the script.
Arthur reca
do this' - he'd ju

“He said ‘T want to

because this is set in the seventies.”

It also represents a very different
style of policing, before the advent of
computers and DNA profiling: a
world of old-fashioned detective
work carried out in cluttered offices,
piled high with paperwork, overflow-
ing ashtrays and takeaway cartons
and helped along, you might imagine,
by a copper’s instinct and occasional
headlock.

When shooting on the film, origi-
nally called Ha arted
late last year on location around the

n Hunter shipyard, to talk
and help ensure the

the West End puh:e station, It was
spooky.

“The one thing where I had to
‘we didn't have that in the seventi
was angle-poise lamps”

If it sounds a bit like

, was born before that hugely
d

popular period police drama.

When the finished film had a pri-
vate screening in Newcastle earlier in
the year, Arthur invited old col-
leagues.

“They were friends I trust who I

d ‘it is just as it was’ and another
minded me how awful it

busy writing through-
out his police career, finding the
meticulous nature of the paperwork
to be good training for capturing crisp
detail and essential facts.

A rare copper who “enjoyed doing
paperwork’ he says: “Whatever the
case, you had to put a file of evidence
together and it had to have a begin-
ning, a middle and an end and the

In his 31 years in the force, Arthur

received 27 commendations for his

reaching the rank of

detective inspector before retiring in
1989,

Working the city centre streets in
the sixties, he remembers being on
duty alone the Bigg Market
“thumbs in my jacket, waiting for the
pubs to turn out. I basically had a
fight every night".

Once he even stopped a speeding

ing -the Krays, whom he
ght “gentlemen” - “I didn't know
who they were!”

Back then it was a matter of relying
on your own skill to solve crime.
“Now it’s collective management and
a different sort of policing; a different
attitude”

Stephen Tompkinson
starsin North East-set
film Harrigan
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He adds: “People were respectful of
the poli
It s completely different now. Kids
em to have any respect. Then
nge-drinking - I don't know
about to be honest.

“I think it's harder to police now
than it was then because we had that
respect. We didn’t have the carry on
with pepper sprays, flak jackets and
stab-proof vests.

‘The film of course draws from his
experiences - “at least two incidents
are basically exactly as they hap-
pened” but others, as well as the
characters, tend to be composites.

“I'm happy with the way the film
has turned out but when you're so
close to something it's hard to be

objective,

“I know every word, evi
tion - and I know what's missing!

“Two storylines are missing as they
had to chop it down for time and
finance reasons so that's a frustra-
tion."

But if the film is a success the hope
is that, with plenty of material still
left, Harrigan might be brought to life
on the small screen too, where he was
originally meant to be. In acknowl-
edgement of its roots, Arthur has
included a credit to Geraint Davies at
the end of the film.

So might his first feature film now
inspire him to write more about his
life?

Arthur has already published the

story of his early police career but is
looking for takers for his now-com-
plete story.

And there's another fascinating tale
in there, about Arthur’s other earlier
career: as a top athlete, representing
Great Britain at discus throwing.

Success in his careers has come
from using the mindset he developed
as a 14-year-old, at a time he lay ill, in
danger of dying from pleurisy, and
‘was given Wilson of the Wizard com-
ics to read w introduced him to a
wonder athlet.

“I was inspired by a comic!” he
says. “And I've used principles T used
then through my time in the police
force, as an athlete and as a writer:
discipline and to keep going with-a

clear vision of what you want and
having the confidence tc for it

Right now, it is the story of another
athlete he has in mind to develop.
Again a project he's had on the back-
burner for years, it's about Victorian
runner James Rowan from Gates-
head, also known as The Black Cal-
lant, who had a fascinating but ulti-
mately sad riches-to-rags life.

“I'm hoping the Harrigan experi-
ence might just be a little stepping

one to talking about that one as
well” he say

cKenzie and Stephen

Tompkinson will be joined on Mon-
day night by Vincent Woods and
Grsty Bell of TallTree Pictures for a
QA after the screening of Harrigan.




