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by Claire Barrett

When William Mager was
awarded £2000 from the
Hitchcock Production Fund

to make a short film, he didn’t
realise what he had unleashed.

With just three days to shoot
Stiletto – a 15 minute darkly comic
thriller that pays hom-
age to the master of sus-
pense – the Ghost of
Hitchcock played a mis-
chievous cameo role.

‘The night before the
shoot, my first assistant
director was hit by a car,’
explains Mager, a pro-
ducer/director in BBC
factual. ‘The star, Beth
Winslet, was ill with flu and sinus
infections, and when we did start
shooting her first dialogue scene, a
council truck pulled up outside the
café in Balham where Stiletto was
being filmed and started power
blasting the tarmac for the rest of
the afternoon, rendering all the
sound unusable.’

Somehow, though, the team,

that included a worthy 11th hour
replacement AD with credits on
Raiders of the Lost Ark and Super-
man to his name, shook off the
jinx. The resulting film was pre-
miered this month at the National
Film Theatre as part of the Film
London shorts event and has now

been submitted for the
international festival
circuit.

‘Having just seen it
on the big screen with
a live music score,
beautiful cinematogra-
phy and so-so direc-
tion, it was definitely
worthwhile,’ judges
Mager, who has spent

his evenings and weekends for the
last six months crafting the piece.

While cast and crew gave up
their time for nothing, a more
unlikely hero came in the form of
David Blunkett who, when the proj-
ect was running short of cash,
stumped up a £2000 interest free
loan to enable its completion.

A former Watchdog AP and See

Hear producer, Mager’s film mak-
ing talent hasn’t gone unnoticed.
The director, who was born pro-
foundly deaf, won the Rising Star
award from the Chicago Institute of
the Moving Image for his 2002 short
film, Waterfront (a spoof on the 
famous car scene in Elia Kazan’s On
the Waterfront using disabled 
actors) while his 2004 short,
Grandad, was screened on BBC Two
as part of its Christmas season.

Now Mager’s been accepted for
one of four places on the BBC’s
drama directing course, of which
Ridley Scott, John Boorman and Jon
Amiel are graduates.

He regards his deafness as no
hindrance to commanding a set. ‘I
have to be clear who I need to speak
to, be it the DoP, first AD, producer
or actors,’ says Mager, who relies on
face to face speech and lipreading.
‘One of the Stiletto actors said they
enjoyed working that way. It made
them feel a bit more valued and
part of the process than hearing
someone shout ‘Do it better’ at
them from the darkness.’
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Triumph over the
Hitchcock hoodoo,
or just plain bad luck

ACCIDENT
AND ILLNESS
STRUCK THE
PROJECT BUT
THE TEAM
DELIVERED

by Carla Parks

Quiet, please. These timeless words are
spoken before the start of every single
Wimbledon match and sometimes dur-

ing it. But it’s not just the spectators that need
to be silent before the first ball whistles over
the net at breathtaking speed. Andrew Castle,
one of the BBC’s television commentators at
Wimbledon this year, believes that silence is
the key to doing his job well. ‘If you can’t add
to what’s going on, it’s best to shut-up,’ Castle
says. ‘People have pictures on the television in
front of them and I do try to remember that.
It’s different when you are working with
McEnroe. He’s a man with things to say.’ 

Castle, a former tennis player himself and
once a British number 1, returns to the com-
mentary box for the sixth year running and he
plays by certain rules: don’t talk over the 
umpire, don’t talk over the actual tennis itself
and always think about your audience.

Although he plays down the significance of
his role, Castle prepares meticulously for Wim-
bledon fortnight. There are a daunting 256 play-
ers in the draw and he knows something small
about every single one of them. Each morning
for these two weeks in June and July, he will call
the production office to find out which matches
he’s commentating on; then he does research on
the internet. He’ll come in to SW19 about 10am,
speaks to the match director and tracks down
his commentating partner. It’s a rigid schedule
of long days, but Castle, who works on GMTV as
a breakfast presenter, finds it refreshing. 

‘I get to have a lie-in,’ he confides, ‘which is

just the greatest thing in the world and it’s so
lovely to go to work quite rested even though
there are late nights. I don’t have to get up like I
do for GMTV at four o’clock in the morning. In
some ways I’d rather put in a 12-hour day start-
ing at a proper hour than putting in a five-hour
day starting at four.’ 

The rain delays are partly to blame for those
12-hour days – and Castle says he has different

ways of dealing with the drizzle. Last year he
compared the linings of jackets with McEnroe
and took pictures on his mobile phone. ‘I’ve got
pictures of Greg Rusedski stretching on the floor
and there is another one of Becker hunched over
trying to get 10 minutes of sleep. Rain delays are
horrible… It’s like being in solitary confinement.
You can’t let your brain go.’

In much the same way Wimbledon wouldn’t

be what it is without rain, it would also certainly
be a sadder tournament without a British inter-
est. It’s fortunate, then, that Scotland’s Andrew
Murray shouldn’t be written off, according to
the BBC commentator. ‘Murray’s already won
two tournaments this year and he’s number 11
in the world. For many people that’s still not
good enough and I don’t think it’s good enough
for him either. He’s an ambitious kid. He hates
losing and sometimes that gets the better
of him. But he is a world-class operator
and we are going to see him for a lot
of years.’ He names Novak Djokovic,
Rafael Nadal and Roger Federer as
players to watch in the men’s; Venus
Williams and Ana
Ivanovic, a Serb who just
won her first grand slam
at the French Open, in
the women’s. 

The magic of Wimble-
don is a long way from
Castle’s childhood in a
fish and chip shop in
Taunton. ‘Everybody’s
journey is different
and I was just lucky that
my elder brother David
played tennis. If he didn’t play
sport, I wouldn’t have played sport;
and if he didn’t play tennis, I
wouldn’t have played tennis.
So I guess I owe him. It’s a lot
easier talking about it, I can
tell you that.’ 

Giving the game away
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Bit of a Hitch: William Mager’s short film is
the latest success for the talented director

Serb and volley: Ana Ivanovic and Roger Federer (below) 
will be leading contenders in SW19, reckons Andrew Castle
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