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David Witherow was a fluent writer 

      On David Witherow’s last day at the BBC, in the late summer of 1994, dozens of colleagues gathered in the car park. 

Leaving the building he was met with a storm of applause, which was amplified by staff leaning out of windows 

overlooking the courtyard. Streamers and party poppers added to the celebratory atmosphere, as did the person handing 

out glasses of champagne. 

      They were not glad to see him go, they were sorry to see him leave. His decision to do so had come as John Birt, the 

director-general, was pushing ahead with his unpopular — with staff at least — plans to integrate the World Service into 

the domestic BBC. 
      Witherow had been a key figure in the modernisation of the World Service and had been instrumental in obtaining 

considerable funding increases from the Foreign Office, with whom, during negotiations, he would play his own version 

of “good cop, bad cop”. Faced with what he saw as unacceptable rigidity, he would say, “Well, I might just be able to 

accept it. But I have a managing director back at Bush House who will take it very badly and make a lot of noise in 

public.” John Tusa, that managing director, recalled Witherow returning from one of these meetings and saying with a 

broad grin: “It worked.” 

      The World Service had, in a sense, already implemented many reforms of the kind that Birt was seeking. In spite of 

this it was clear that the director-general intended to impose what Witherow described as “his own strongly held and 

authoritarian views” as to how the BBC should be organised and run. Witherow found it hard to commit, or to persuade 

others to commit, to the radical changes proposed by Birt. 

      David Michael Lindley Witherow was born in 1937 in Birmingham, where his father, James, was a GP and his mother, 

Greta (née Roberts), helped to run the practice. He had two siblings, Vivienne, who survives him, and Peter, who died 
two weeks before him. 

      After attending King Edward’s School in Birmingham, David won a place at Pembroke College, Cambridge, but first 

spent 18 months on National Service with the Signal Corps in Singapore during the Malayan Emergency. At Cambridge 

he read English and was an enthusiastic member of the Pembroke Players (which included his contemporary, Peter Cook). 

Soon after finishing his finals he married Ragnhild Kadow, with whom he had two daughters, Naomi and Fiona. This 

marriage ended in divorce and in 1994 Witherow married Elizabeth Wright, a China specialist, who was also a senior 

executive at the World Service and who survives him. 

      After a brief spell at the Press Association, Witherow joined the BBC as a sub-editor. At the age of 35 he became the 

youngest editor of the External Service News department, then the biggest in the corporation. He was a fluent and precise 

writer, and colleagues admired his ability to distil a complex series of events into a cogent narrative with no rewriting and 

no wasted words. 
      He moved to BBC Television News in 1977, editing Newsday on BBC Two. In 1980 he was appointed head of the 

monitoring service at Caversham, which was part of the World Service, and then returned to Bush House as controller of 

resources and administration. In 1989 he was appointed deputy managing director. 
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      Witherow was dedicated to the World Service’s listeners and on one occasion, during a 24-hour journalists’ strike, he 
led a group of four managers in providing a three-minute news summary on the hour, every hour. At the end, utterly 

drained, he said: “We can never do that again.” He meant both physically and professionally. 

      After leaving the World Service he worked on a project to introduce digital audio broadcasting throughout Britain 

and was in charge of the start-up of the BBC’s DAB services in 1995. 

Finally enjoying full retirement, Witherow returned to his first love, the theatre. He was a keen patron of the National 

Theatre and wrote a dramatisation of Trollope’s The Warden, which was produced at the Gatehouse theatre, Highgate, in 

2012. 

      As Tusa said in a tribute, Witherow was “the gentlest of men, tolerant, understanding, wise, with a warm sense of 

humour”. And it was those qualities that brought his colleagues down to the car park to say farewell. 

David Witherow, CBE, World Service, executive, was born on July 19, 1937.  

He died on January 20, 2020, aged 82 


