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1



Radioland


IT’S THE AUTUMN OF 1984. The miners’ strike is coming to an end. Stevie Wonder’s topping the charts with ‘I Just Called to Say I Love You’. And on the streets of the quiet market town of Borchester, a budding young entrepreneur called Nigel Pargetter is about to launch his new and soon-to-be glittering career (another one).


‘Watch this, Lizzie. Watch and learn.’


The young woman gives him a sad and knowing smile. She doesn’t hold out much hope for the new venture. Any more than she did for the last one, the ill-fated swimming pool business. To be honest, neither do I. We both know Nigel a little too well.


Bearing down on them is a stocky, middle-aged man dressed in faded denim. He’s got a Dead Head tattoo on his forearm and carries a heavy-looking rucksack slung over one shoulder. Not a terribly promising candidate.


Nigel steps forward.


‘One moment, sir. Have you ever considered how much easier life would be if one of your arms was a metre and a half long?’


‘What are you on about?’


‘All will be revealed, my friend. First, I must congratulate you. You’re about to have a brush with destiny.’


‘Just get out of my way, nutter.’


‘With this handy, extendable cobweb brush, there’s not a single remote crevice in your entire home that’ll be out of reach to you.’


‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’


‘I say, have a care, old chap … what’re you doing? Ouch … There’s really no call for that sort of thing, you know.’


Nigel gets the rucksack shoved into his ribs, causing him to stumble off the kerb. His brush – trade name ‘The Household Wonder’, but we’re not allowed to mention that – clatters to the pavement. Muttering profanities, the man strides on while the outraged Lizzie screams after him.


‘Hey, what’s your fucking problem? Dickhead.’ This line gets cut from the recording.


Nigel rubs his bruised ribs, then stoops to pick up his brush. His expression is one of hurt bewilderment. Lizzie rests a comforting arm on his shoulder.


‘Are you quite sure you’re cut out for this sort of work?’ she asks him gently.


‘Listen, Lizzie. We Pargetters were selling wool to the dukes of Lombardy back in the fifteenth century. If I can’t flog a few household gadgets in my local high street the family’s in real trouble.’


End of scene. Cut to village shop.


Looking back, it was an odd thing to be doing. Who was I to be manipulating the lives of characters I had so little in common with? Nigel, for example. The guy was aristocracy, admittedly of the minor sort. He’d grown up on a large country estate, even if it was a bit run-down. His early life had been all dogs, horses and deathwatch beetle. Except when he was away at school – Rugby School, that is, the one his father had gone to.


I, by contrast, had grown up in a three-bedroom semi on a council estate in Reading. My own education had been at the town’s boys’ grammar school, an institution, it must be admitted, that tried hard to pass itself off as a public school. That was the reason I disliked it so much. The posh school trappings were simply a device to make council-house kids like me feel uncomfortable, or so I believed.


To me, life on the Emmer Green estate was real life. While Nigel was out riding to hounds, I was happily speeding down Southdown Road on my mate John Elliott’s soap-box cart, made by his dad out of pram wheels and bits of an old tea chest. What did I know about the manners and attitudes of the landed gentry?


In theory, Elizabeth Archer should have been more of an open book. She was, after all, the daughter of farmers. And farming was what I was supposed to know about. I’d studied it for several years at Bangor uni. Plus, I’d had ten years or so working as a journalist for Farmers Weekly and other bastions of the agricultural press.


Hardly Newsnight or the Financial Times, I give you that. Nevertheless, in the world of pig breeding and muck-spreading machines I was definitely at the top of my game.


Much of my working life until that moment in 1984 had been spent sitting in farmhouse kitchens listening to the everyday stories of farming folk, which is what had planted the thought in my head that maybe I could boost my freelance earnings by writing for the world’s longest-running soap, set as it was in a farming community. Now I’d been given a chance to prove myself, I’d surely have no trouble writing a farming character like Lizzie.


It proved more difficult than I had imagined. Her parents were Archers legends – Phil and Jill Archer, who’d been stars of the show since its early days in the 1950s. They lived in a large brick-and-timber farmhouse dating back to the sixteenth century, and owned not far short of 500 acres of prime farmland. As characters they were solidly middle class.


Elizabeth – their youngest child – had grown up in surroundings that provided security, space and freedom. It had been, as far as we know, an idyllic country childhood, in which (as with Nigel) horses had figured strongly. Her universe was definitely not my universe.


There was a further challenge: this seventeen-year-old hadn’t spoken on the show for a number of years. She’d been played earlier as a young child, then joined the ranks of Ambridge’s ‘silent’ characters. They’re around, but they never get to utter a peep during the thirteen-and-a-half minutes each day when the microphones are live.


Now William Smethurst, Archers editor and puppet-master-in-chief, had decreed that the teenager should make her first appearance. It had to happen in my trial writing week, during episodes that would determine whether or not I’d be taken on as a regular scriptwriter. I needed to find a personality for this new character who’d been marked out for stardom by editor Smethurst.


The storyline for the week set out clearly how events were to unfold. First Nigel was to be dumped by his girlfriend, Elizabeth’s older sister Shula. She’d had a fun time, but she couldn’t see any long-term future with a man who was happiest doing drunken conga dances while wearing a gorilla suit. She decided to go back to her earlier love, the more sober-minded solicitor, Mark Hebden.


For a long-term job on the show, I had to find a way of bringing Nigel and Elizabeth together. I needed to invent a personality for this young woman whose comfortable, middle-class background still felt alien to me. Then inspiration handed me a freebie. Why not make her like Paula Brooks-Thomas?


I was sixteen when I encountered Paula. By then, we’d moved from my beloved estate at Emmer Green to what I judged enemy country: a posh (in parts) village near Henley-on-Thames. My parents had bought a detached country house with a big garden filled with fruit trees. To do so they’d taken on a large amount of debt. It was never going to enhance domestic harmony in a household already under strain.


We lived in a kind of icy wasteland where the cult of secrecy froze out all meaningful communication. The one thing you couldn’t do at our place was speak honestly about your wants, desires, rages, disappointments, fears. We were living under a self-imposed rule of silence.


It created a permanent state of anxiety for all of us – my mum, my dad, my brother, me. Into this the fear of debt added another stress point. Sometimes the ice would crack and there’d be a full-blown row, though this seldom cleared the air.


We lived in a kind of inglorious isolation, with my mum and dad going to work each day, and me and my brother heading off to school eight miles away in Reading. Apart from that, we didn’t really socialise with anyone. It was nearly a year before we had even talked to our neighbours.


*


I took a Saturday afternoon job delivering orders from the family greengrocer’s shop in the village high street. They gave me one of those heavy trade bikes with the square metal frame at the front in which I would stack up the boxes containing the fruit-and-veg orders. When I arrived for work at one o’clock, the day’s orders would be packed and ready for delivery. I’d check the names and addresses, then work out a series of routes for delivering them in the most efficient way. I got paid fifteen shillings for the afternoon, however late I worked.


The job took me to some of the poshest houses in the village. The biggest were mostly down by the River Loddon. When I knocked at the back door it was usually answered by the housekeeper or kitchen help.


Paula Brooks-Thomas didn’t live in one of the really posh houses. Her family had one of a pair of large Edwardian villas on a road leading off the high street. The name on the order sheet was Mrs Bennett, and the first three times I called there it was Mrs Bennett herself who took in the order. She was a tall, middle-aged woman, with long grey hair and a friendly, open manner. She was invariably profuse in her thanks, more than could be said for a lot of the customers.


The fourth time I rang the bell at Whitstable House everything was different, and my life was to be in turmoil for months afterwards. This time a young woman of about my age opened the door. She had deep blue eyes and blond hair pulled back in a ponytail. Her dazzling smile robbed me of the power of speech.


‘Oh hello,’ she said brightly, ‘what have you brought us this time? Anything nice?’


‘Er …’


I handed over the box as I struggled to find words.


‘Yippee, a pineapple. I hope it’s ripe?’


‘Er, yeah, it will be.’


‘It had better be. Otherwise, I’ll be down that shop of yours to complain.’


‘It’s not my shop.’ Even as I said the words, I knew they were dumb. Of course she knew it wasn’t my shop, but there was no way I could claw them back.


‘Do you live in the village?’ she asked. ‘Only I haven’t seen you around, I don’t think …’


‘You wouldn’t have done. I go to school in Reading. Unfortunately.’


‘Does that mean you’re always at school? Evenings, weekends, holidays, Christmas Day?’


‘No, course not.’


‘Well anyway, I’ll see you with the next order, OK?’


‘Yeah, sure,’ I said, at long last trying to sound cool. Then I went and undid it. ‘I only work on Saturday afternoons. So, it has to be a Saturday order. You phone it in by twelve noon, then I deliver it before four. That’s how it works.’


This information was clearly underwhelming. ‘I’ll make sure Mum knows, alright?’


‘Er, yeah. Thanks.’


‘See you next time, then.’


Then she was gone and I was staring at the front door. For a millisecond it flashed through my mind that I should ring again and ask her out to the new Cliff Richard film, which was showing in Henley at the time. The idea formed and I quashed it. There was as much chance of me ringing that doorbell a second time as there was of me going to the headmaster on Monday and telling him he could stuff his Saturday morning school. I was having my weekends off like everyone else.


The following week there was another order for Whitstable House. I could feel my heart pounding as I walked up the path and pressed the doorbell. Mrs Bennett answered and was her usual charming self. By then I’d worked out that, despite the name difference, she was Paula’s mother. My response, sadly, was not as gracious as it would normally have been.


This was the pattern for the following three weeks. Each Saturday I delivered a veggie box to the friendly lady at Whitstable House. I thought about asking after her daughter but decided that would be presumptuous. I doubt she’d ever given me a thought after that first time.


Then the next week she was there, smiling that same devastating smile.


‘Hello,’ she said cheerfully, ‘I was starting to wonder what had happened to you. Nice to see you again.’ I passed over the box.


‘I’ve been here every week,’ I said curtly. It could have come over as a sulk but she didn’t seem to notice. She put the box on a hall table, pushing the phone aside to make room for it.


‘I meant to ask you,’ she said. ‘Do you play tennis?’


‘Er, yes,’ I mumbled, hurt pride instantly forgotten. ‘Or rather I should say I can play tennis. Don’t get a chance very often. They don’t do tennis at my crappy school. Only rugby and cricket, and that’s it. I mean, how backward is that? And they claim to be one of the top grammar schools in the country. Laughable.’


I thought about telling her I played outside-right for the village football team (third eleven) but decided this was risky. She might come along and watch. I didn’t particularly want her to hear the name the other guys had for me. It encompassed my ability to move fast down the wing without necessarily taking the ball with me.


‘You should come along to the tennis club,’ she suggested. ‘Meet a few people.’


‘Yeah, I will. Definitely.’


‘You know where it is?’


‘Yeah, the rec. You a member?’


‘Have been for three years. You should come one evening. I’ll give you a game if you like.’


‘Great.’ I tried not to sound too excited.


‘Make it Wednesday evening. Any time. It’s open to non-members every Wednesday.’


‘OK, I’ll be there. Look forward to it.’


‘Fine. Bye then.’ Once again I was looking at the front door.


The following Wednesday I turned up at the tennis club. Paula was on one of the four courts playing a singles match against a tall, thickset guy with a Bobby Vee hairstyle. I guessed he wasn’t a member as he was wearing jeans and a yellow T-shirt.


She gave me an extravagant wave and, between serves, ran across to greet me. All I could look at was her long brown legs perfectly set off by the short white skirt. I felt the now-familiar anguished, hollow feeling somewhere between my belly and my chest. Whatever was happening to me, it wasn’t hurting any less.


‘It’s great you came,’ she said, smiling at me through the steel netting. ‘Pop in the clubhouse and give Terri your details. She’s the club sec. I’ll see you when I’ve finished off Joe.’


I was tempted to ask her what she meant by finishing him off, but she was gone.


Inside the clubhouse I gave Terri my details and she organised three young guys to give me a game of doubles. They were all new to the game, she assured me, as I’d told her I was. In the men’s changing room I pulled off my jeans. I had my white school gym shorts on underneath.


Out on the court I discovered that, far from being novices, the other three were potential junior champions. The one who’d drawn the short straw and was partnering me appeared to have some sort of speech disorder. He let out a series of clicking sounds and groans whenever I hit the ball.


It was a dire sort of match, not made any better as I watched Paula and Joe packing up their stuff and walking off across the park hand in hand. I wondered where they were going to finish things off. Suddenly remembering me, she turned and shouted across: ‘Have a great game. See you Saturday.’ Miserable though I felt, I couldn’t suppress a twinge of pride as my tennis companions found a new respect for me.


‘You know Paula?’ one of them exclaimed with undisguised awe. ‘Bloody hell.’


That was the way our relationship went over the next few months. If you could call it a relationship. Our lives would brush against each other at regular intervals without any deeper, more significant connections. While our lives touched, sadly our bodies didn’t. Except for one momentous occasion on a youth club walk. But that’s a story for another time.


As these thrilling yet unsatisfying events were being played out, I shared them with a couple of mates at school. Neither lived in my village so they didn’t know Paula. Dave Baker was in no doubt the woman was bad news.


‘She’s playing you for a fool,’ he commented. ‘You want to give her the bum’s rush, that’s what I’d do.’ From that moment on, I knew he and I weren’t going to be mates for much longer. My good friend Rich was more circumspect, which I’d expected.


‘Listen, she’s brought a bit of excitement to that dead-and-alive village of yours. You’ve stopped moaning about the place for the first time since you moved there. I’d stick with it if I were you. You never know how it’s going to play out. You could end up with all your cherries in a row.’


This was basically the way I saw it. Maybe she was simply challenging me. Maybe at the start I’d been in with a chance. I simply hadn’t responded, at least not in the way she wanted. Somewhere I knew she was out of my league. And she knew I knew it. The easiest thing for her would have been to tell me to shove off, to stop wasting her time.


But she never did. She carried on relating to me as if I mattered – as if I was important to her, even if the thing was going nowhere. At a lonely time in my life she made me feel good about myself. For that I’ll always love her.


Now, twenty-five years on, Paula would become my Elizabeth Archer. The boss of the show had decreed the character should be silent no longer. She was to be given life, breath and personality, and it had fallen to me to give her these things.


I decided that she should appear in the final scene of my Friday episode. This is the hook scene, which is supposed to make it impossible for listeners not to tune in to the next episode, which would have been Monday in those days. I wasn’t going to make this a hook of the conventional sort. This was going to be a promise of hilarious stories to come.


So here’s the set-up. It’s a sunny Friday afternoon. A gloomy Nigel is sitting in the orchard at Brookfield Farm, Shula’s home, when a new, young voice rings out among the trees.


‘Hello, Nigel. Why so glum?’


‘Lizzie.’


‘You’ve got a face like Dad’s Hereford bull when the AI man drives in the yard.’


‘It’s your sister. She just dumped me.’


‘What?’


‘She’s ended it. Waved ta-ta. Brought down the curtain on us. And shall I tell you the worst thing, Lizzie? The cruellest thing. She’s chucked me for a solicitor. A solicitor, can you believe?’


‘Mark.’


‘It’s devastating. After all the great times we’ve had together. Where’ve I gone wrong, Lizzie?’


‘She doesn’t deserve you. No need to despair though. As one door closes, another one opens and all that.’


‘Does it?’


‘Here’s the good news, Nigel. You are now free and unencumbered. So you can jolly well go out with me, can’t you? Well, don’t look so shocked.’


‘I’m not. I’m, er … I didn’t expect it.’


‘As it happens, I’m at a turning point in my life too. I’m out of school for good. I’ve decided. They’re meant to be preparing us for life, but they’re doing no such thing. Preparing us for half-lives, more like. For permanent greyness. Zombiehood.’


‘Like being a solicitor.’


‘Exactly. There’s only one way to prepare for life – that’s to live it. It’s what I intend to do from now on. This is 1984, remember, and we don’t actually have Big Brother or the Thought Police. We ought to be out there celebrating, right?’


Nigel is warming to the idea. ‘Absolutely, Lizzie.’


‘From here on in it’s going to be full-on for me. I’m going to ride the big blue for as long as I can. Then when it crashes down on the beach, I’m going to head straight back out again and look for the next one. Are you with me, Nigel?’


‘I’ll say. I’m not exactly sure I know what you’re talking about, but it’s the best offer I’ve had all day. So yeah, I’m up for it. Just one question though? Have you told your dad yet?’


There was another page or so like this. Well, I had two minutes to fill, but this was the gist. At the end of my week, I sent my episodes off to William and waited for the verdict. It came in a phone call four days later.


‘I have to tell you they weren’t great,’ he said. The words chilled like ice cubes down my back. ‘It took me a full day’s editing to make them fit to broadcast. Quite honestly I don’t have the time for that sort of input on scripts.’


So that was it then. My one and only week of writing The Archers. Oh well, it would look good on my CV. Has written for the world’s most famous radio drama. Once. But the voice on the phone hadn’t finished yet.


‘There was one scene I did like – your final scene on Friday. The one where you bring in Elizabeth. Very nicely done. Exactly the way I imagined her. So I’ve copied it round to the other writers. This is the way I want the character written from now on. So well done. See you at the script meeting.’


If a radio show can be said to have a beating heart, the monthly script meeting at the BBC’s Pebble Mill centre in Birmingham was it. It was where the writers, editor and production team met around the boardroom table to plot new adventures for their characters. It was the closest we writers came to Ambridge. For me it was both exciting and terrifying in equal measure.


William gave great creative freedom to his writers, far more than any other editor I worked for on the programme; more than the writer of any TV soap would expect. He’d been a writer himself on the show before taking on the top job. Archers’ writers, he said, had both freedom and power.


Reading some of his public pronouncements on the subject, you wouldn’t necessarily know that. In a book called The Archers, published to mark the show’s thirtieth anniversary, he set out the characteristics that made a good Archers’ writer.


‘Ideally he should live in Worcestershire or South Warwickshire, and be able to write with humour and understanding about the countryside and the people round about. He should be able to reflect rural society, from a pub darts match to a hunt ball, with perception and sympathy. If he’s an officer in the Yeomanry, rides to hounds, and runs the tombola every year at the Conservative Garden Fete, then so much the better.’


If he’d stopped there, I’d never have gone near the show, but he went on to introduce some of his recent recruits to the writing team. They included Helen Leadbeater, a feminist lawyer’s clerk from Islington who’d written a brilliant play for Radio 3; Mary Cutler, an Oxford-educated teacher from Birmingham who, like Helen, had appeared on University Challenge and written stories for Jackie while still at school; Susan Hill, the novelist and dramatist; Margaret Phelan, a trained midwife who worked in London as a solicitor’s clerk; and Debbie Cook, a folk singer and composer of the hit song ‘Day Trip to Bangor’.


For its first twenty years, The Archers had been written, produced and directed entirely by men. If they could have got away with it, they’d probably have found a male actor to play Doris Archer. However, the show I joined in the early 1980s had become a centre for powerful feminist writing, giving a new depth to the characters. The storylines sparkled; the dialogue had a new warmth and wit. The audience, which had slumped through the 1970s, was on the rise again.


Sitting at that boardroom table at Pebble Mill, I started to wonder what on earth I was doing there. Despite the mini-triumph of my Elizabeth character, I was clearly a fraud. The others at the table were proven writers. What had I done? A lot of stories about tractors and muck-spreaders, and that’s about all. I was clearly there for the farming, and little else.


It made a kind of sense. At the time, the media were constantly complaining about The Archers having abandoned its farming roots. It was obvious William had recruited me to bring a breath of the farmyard to the show. I was the token farming writer recruited to get the media off his back. He wouldn’t be looking to me for great dialogue. That’s what the real writers were for.


I pushed these thoughts from my mind and joined in the discussions on new storylines. The general format of the meeting was that William would put out a few story ideas. The writers would then bat them around for a bit, while coming up with their own story ideas. Most of the time William would sit listening impassively, his arms folded. Every so often he would pick up his pen and start scribbling in his open notebook. This was the signal that a story was to go in the show.


I managed to chuck in a couple of stories. How about if twelve-year-old environmental activist Lucy Perks – daughter of Sid, the publican – suspects Phil Archer is injecting his cows with growth hormone, I suggested. It was a controversial subject at the time. What if she sneaks into the Brookfield Farm milking parlour one evening and pulls the drain plug from the bulk (storage) tank? Hundreds of pounds’ worth of milk gets lost.


One of the other writers kindly supported my idea. ‘It’s the kind of thing Lucy would do in that moment. She’s in that state of mind.’ William’s arms remained folded. As they did for my next idea.


‘How about the Grundys’ Hereford bull gets out,’ I suggested. ‘Let’s have him go walkabout around the village. Say it’s Sunday morning and he wanders into the churchyard during morning service. He’s quite happy grazing around the gravestones. When the service ends, no one dares leave the church. Until Clarrie arrives and tells the bull to get home or else. And off he trots as quiet as a lamb.’


‘Not really a story, is it,’ said William, clearly unimpressed.


‘It would be if he tossed Tom Forrest over the church hedge first,’ said Mary with a chuckle. There was some animated chat about the consequences of having Ambridge’s legendary gamekeeper gored by a Grundy bull. William was clearly amused, but he still didn’t pick up his pen.


The meeting ended at four and we all started to pack away our notebooks.


‘If you haven’t got enough stories, you’ll have to make up your own,’ said William in a parting shot. ‘Be sure to tell the next writer what you’re doing. Happy writing.’


This was an extraordinary offer. No editor since has given writers such creative freedom. After William, editors started requiring writers to submit scene-by-scene synopses before they even started writing in earnest. There would then follow a couple of hours haggling on the phone about what should or shouldn’t go into each scene.


William, by contrast, had no real idea what he was going to get each month until the scripts arrived in the post. As long as we each kept the writer following us informed of storyline changes, we were free to introduce tales of our own. It showed enormous trust and it produced results. In my view, the show has never been better written than in those days in the early 1980s. Which is why I thought my chances of a permanent place on the team weren’t great.


Even so, I was determined to use that creative freedom for my second week’s episodes. In addition to the agreed storylines, I would introduce a number of my own. In the village shop I’d have Martha Woodford scammed by a commercial rep. Jill Archer would tell Phil their marriage had become humdrum. On Jack Woolley’s shoot, his chauffeur, the unspeaking Higgs, would be accidentally shot while beating. And I’d have the village pub broken into, with an end-of-episode hook that would make listeners fear for the safety of landlord Sid Perks and his daughter Lucy.


I sent off the finished scripts and awaited the verdict. When it came, it didn’t exactly amount to a ringing endorsement.


‘Well, you’ve certainly got plenty going on,’ said William, in a tone that implied it wasn’t a good thing. ‘To be honest, I’m not convinced by the way you’ve told the stories. There’s a way of handling the material for this show that you don’t seem to have grasped, unfortunately.’


‘I’m getting there, I really am.’


The anxiety must have registered in my voice because his tone softened. ‘Alright, we’ll give it another go. If that’s what you want?’


‘Yes, definitely. Thanks.’


Over the next two weeks I put the show under intense scrutiny. I listened to each episode two or three times over, carefully analysing the scene structure. I noted down the timings and recorded the points at which storylines dropped out and were later picked up again. Although I’d been listening to the show for years, on and off, I’d never examined it in such forensic detail.


As it happened, I was down to write the Christmas week’s episodes. I made up my mind that if these were to be my last-ever scripts, I’d do my damnedest to make them memorable. I would enjoy the festive season in Ambridge in the company of my favourite characters. They would have to include the Grundys – Joe, Clarrie and Eddie, the downtrodden but ever-optimistic tenant farmers of Grange Farm, whose kitchen was already my favourite Ambridge location.


No one wanted complicated plot devices at Christmas, I decided. There was too much going on at home. What listeners wanted most were vignettes; brief glimpses of Ambridge life to show their favourite characters were having fun too. Or perhaps having their hearts broken. My job, it seemed, was to create scenes that would amuse and linger in the mind.


On Christmas Eve, we’d go to Grange Farm. It was going to be a very special year for the Grundys. There were two new members of the family – William, now almost two years old, and young Edward, just three months. The kitchen had always been a fairly chaotic place, shared at various times with dogs, Joe’s ferrets, and the occasional orphaned lamb. This year there were going to be a couple of extra seasonal visitors.


I contrived a way of bringing two small piglets to live in the kitchen over Christmas.


‘I’ve got no choice, Clarrie, love,’ says Eddie as he reveals the wriggling animals under his coat. ‘Their mum didn’t survive and the heat lamp’s on the blink. They’ll have to stay in the warm until I can get the lamp working again.’


This plot device meant that each time we cut to a scene at Grange Farm, we heard the boys’ shrieks mingling with the happy squeals of the piglets. A touch Dickensian, without a doubt, but somehow just right for the ramshackle Grundy household.


The Christmas Eve atmosphere in the staunchly middle-class home of Jill and Phil Archer couldn’t have been more different. The couple are relaxing in the sitting room at Brookfield, Phil sipping sherry and enjoying In Terra Pax, a seasonal Christmas work by the English composer Gerald Finzi. The couple’s daughters – Shula and Elizabeth – are out partying. Son David is soon to join them. For the middle-aged pair it’s a moment of calm before the busy family Christmas begins.


Then Nigel turns up. He thought he had a date with Elizabeth but she seems to have forgotten. (I happen to know she stood him up, but Nigel always sees the best in people.) Kind Jill pours him a sherry and insists he stay for supper. Phil, who was very much enjoying his moment of calm, feels obliged to press home the invitation. That’s the end of his Finzi. The rest of the evening is taken over by Nigel’s explanation of why he’s being packed off by his family to work on his uncle’s farm in Zimbabwe.


‘Pater thinks it’ll make a man of me,’ he says. ‘Not that Lizzie’s ever had any worries on that score. Oops, sorry, Mrs Archer. That didn’t come out quite right.’


I was determined to include at least one scene featuring a couple of Archers’ legends. There was no space on Christmas Day, but I managed to fit them into my Thursday episode. I chose an awesome duo – Dan Archer and Walter Gabriel, both characters from the show’s trial run at Whitsun in 1950.


Dan Archer and his wife Doris had been the original occupants of Brookfield Farm. In the fifties, the couple were Archers royalty. Walter was meant to be the backward-looking small farmer, devised as a comic character to contrast the modern approach of the Archers. We may have dissed poor old Walter, but to listeners he became as big a star as Dan and Doris.


In my Christmas episode I put the two originals together over a gourmet meal. The plot device was that Walter’s wayward son, wine-bar owner Nelson, had made a quick exit from the local town, Borchester, to escape his creditors. Though he wasn’t able to join his dear old dad for Christmas, he sent along a Fortnum & Mason food hamper. The BBC didn’t name the brand, obviously.


In my scene the two Archers originals are quaffing champagne and tucking into smoked salmon, to be followed by black cherries in kirsch, and fine blue cheese. As they eat, they reminisce about old times in Ambridge, even before the BBC began broadcasting its daily goings-on. Like the time Squire Lawson-Hope declared war on the local hunt.


I have Walter tell the story. ‘There were a dozen of us working there that day. Lifting turnips. All on piece rates, of course. That’s when the hunt came through at a gallop. The Squire was beside himself with rage. “Come on, chaps,” he says, “let’s give ’em a broadside.” So we did. We pelted ’em with turnips, tops and all. There was a terrible fuss afterwards. He never apologised though, the old Squire. They don’t make characters like that any more.’


I think I probably added Walter’s famous catchline to his speech, ‘me old pal, me old beauty’. I’d always wanted to write that line, but it didn’t go out on air. William or someone must have cut it.


I ended my Christmas in Ambridge back where I started – with Nigel and Elizabeth. With a nod towards that classic sixties film The Graduate, I put them on the back seat of a bus. This was a particularly ancient one even for the time, the sort that were all grinding of gears and rattling metal seats. It was the last bus of the day from the village to Borchester. For all I knew it could have been the only bus of the day.


Nigel is explaining to Elizabeth why he needs to take his father’s advice and have a spell working in Africa.


‘Life’s got too comfortable, Lizzie,’ he says. ‘Sometimes we need to get back to reality. The primeval struggle for survival.’


‘That’s why we go to parties.’


‘You don’t understand.’


‘Yes I do. You’ve got a Boys’ Own view of life under the stars. Most boys get over it when they leave the Cubs.’


‘My life’s had no real challenges. I need to test myself against elemental forces.’


‘Listen, Nigel. The reality of your life has been selling swimming pools and loo brushes. That’s a struggle for survival, too. The difference is the rules in Africa are a bit simpler. Here it’s more complicated. It’s a challenge just the same.’


‘Are you saying you’re going to miss me?’


‘Of course I’m going to miss you, but if that’s what you’ve got to do …’


‘Why don’t you come with me, Lizzie? You keep saying you’re a free agent. So join my expedition. It’s going to be an awfully great adventure.’ SIG TUNE.


This time the verdict from Archers HQ was positive.


‘You seem to be getting to know the village at last,’ said William. ‘There’ll be a contract for you next year if you want it.’


I was ecstatic. I’d been accepted by the Ambridge community and it looked like I’d be staying around for a bit. What I never imagined was that I’d be there to see the Grundy boys grow up, to watch two generations of the Archer family take over at Brookfield Farm and have Elizabeth and Nigel finally tie the knot a decade after I’d brought them together. Nor that I’d play a part in the tragedy that ended their story.


Still less did I know that my time in that archetypal English village would help me work out a part of my own identity. Though I’d been born in a town and lived much of my early life on a housing estate, I learned about that part of me which belonged to the land. I don’t simply mean that I loved the countryside, though I suppose I did. It’s more a sense that I longed to be part of the unsung community which daily works the land for food: the farming community.


My guess is there are others in both town and country who feel something like this. It may help to explain the enduring appeal of this radio drama. For generations it has provided a link, if a tenuous one, with our common heritage, which is the land that feeds us. I also have an idea that in the new, post-Covid, post-Brexit world it could help build even stronger connections, to the benefit of all of us.


None of this I knew when I joined the scriptwriting team in the mid-1980s. For the moment I’d landed myself a job on Britain’s longest-running soap, and that was more than enough.
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Escape to the Country


UNLIKELY AS IT SEEMS, the people I have to thank for my long residence in England’s most famous village are the elected members of Reading Borough Council and their staff in the housing department. Not the present incumbents. We’re talking here of the late 1940s, around the time BBC programmers were deciding whether or not to give the go-ahead to a new radio drama series set in the English countryside.


Down in Reading, our family was in trouble. There were seven of us living in my grandparents’ semi-detached council house. Along with my grandparents, Tom and May, there was my mother Rhonda, my brother Tony and me. Mum’s older brother, Uncle Alan, had a bedsit in what had been the front room. Finally, there was my dad, Peter, after he’d come back from the war, that is.


Things could get pretty crowded at times. We had no kitchen or bathroom. The toilet was a red-brick building at the end of the garden. To get washed you had to stand at the scullery sink or sit in a tin bath in front of the sitting room fire.


In the end, the council came up trumps and the four of us moved into a sparkling, new, three-bedroomed house. Tony and I were awestruck. We’d never imagined there could be so much space. The idea that we might get rooms of our own hadn’t occurred to us.


The council’s gift turned out to be far bigger than simply putting a roof over our heads. Almost from the day we moved in, we felt part of a community. Our immediate neighbours we knew almost straight away. Within a few weeks we’d developed at least a nod-in-the-street relationship with pretty well everyone on the estate.


Everywhere there seemed to be open spaces. All the houses had large gardens, back and front. Out on the street there were wide pavements with well-trimmed green verges. Grassy play areas were plentiful. There was even a small wood with a stream running through, all within the boundaries of the estate. Best of all, at the end of our road the houses stopped, and you were into green fields with tall, rambling hedges; a mysterious, magical land that seemed to go on for ever.


Thanks to the council, my brother and I enjoyed something pretty close to a country childhood. However grim things became at home, we always felt we belonged to a close and kindly community. Looking back, it’s hard to see how I could have been better prepared for life in Ambridge.


I’d been born one foggy November evening while the war still raged in Europe. My mum had temporarily moved next door to ‘Auntie’ Dorrie’s house. Dorrie lived alone most of the time, her soldier husband being away with the army. With space at a premium in the family home, it was the only way Mum could be afforded some privacy.


It must have been a particularly stressful experience for her. She’d had no communication with my dad for many weeks. He was away with the RAF, flying as an observer/navigator on bombing and photo-reconnaissance missions in a high-speed Mosquito fighter-bomber. It was dangerous work and the long silence from him had been unprecedented. She’d begun to fear he might have been killed and that the Air Ministry were withholding the news until after she’d given birth.


In fact, my dad was soon to be on his way to India, where a Japanese invasion was feared. As it turned out, none of us were to see him for the best part of three years.


I have few memories of those early years in my grandparents’ council house. I can still see the laburnum tree that stood in the front garden, with its summer cascades of vivid yellow flowers. I remember it because my mum told me if I ate the pea-like pods I’d almost certainly die. I also recall standing on the front lawn as a cloud of brightly coloured butterflies drifted around me, as thick in the air as snowflakes in a winter storm.


My chief memory, however, is of the incredible garden at the back of the house. I read somewhere that only infants truly see nature as it is. As soon as we’re able even to put names to birds or flowers, we’re projecting our own constructs and ideas. Only the small child is able to gaze in wonder and so see things as they really are.


It’s certainly true that even as a toddler I recognised our back garden as a place of extraordinary life and excitement. My granddad, Tom, had been a veteran of the Great War. Twice he’d been returned home with severe wounds, the first time in 1915 with his lungs scoured by chlorine gas, then again in 1917 with a fragment from a German shell lodged in his skull.


Though he’d never been able to work, he turned his council-house garden into what must have been one of the most productive patches of land in the whole country. As well as supplying all our vegetables and a large quantity of soft fruit, he kept chickens for their eggs and rabbits for meat. I still recall the shock of finding out the meat in my bowl of stew was the sad-eyed animal I’d been feeding with dandelion leaves just a few days earlier.


Thanks to Granddad’s garden, I’d been given a clear insight into the link between food and the earth. It’s probably why I’ve never doubted that, given the sort of devotion he showed to the soil, there’s no limit to what it’ll give you in return.


I can see him now, sitting in his fireside armchair, endlessly leafing through copies of his favourite magazine, The Great War … I Was There! – if I showed even a scintilla of interest, he’d have me up on the chair arm and start pointing out the photos. Smiling men marching along dusty roads bounded by tall poplar trees, like those I could see from an upstairs window, beyond the houses and back gardens. Or men with despair written on their faces standing in a land of mud and shattered tree stumps. None of it made much sense, but it seemed to mean everything to him.


Though I always thought of him as a kindly man, he seemed to be treated with a certain wariness by my mum and my grandma. When I was older, Mum told me why. Though he’d mellowed in middle age, his personality had been volcanic throughout the years of her childhood. Frustration brought on by his disabilities and dashed hopes sometimes led to angry outbursts.


As usual the women – my mum and grandmother – bore the brunt. Though he never hit anyone, his rages could be intimidating in themselves. To minimise these storms, the women adopted a deferential manner in dealing with him. According to Mum, it became second nature to them. It must have put them under great strain.


They found some solace in the English countryside. As toddlers, Tony and I would usually be taken out on Sunday afternoons for a ramble. If we were lucky, it would start with a ride down the Shinfield Road in a big red Thames Valley bus. Sometimes the journey would be just a couple of stops. On other occasions, especially during the long days of summer, we’d get a corporation bus to the town centre, then catch another bus and head further afield. Even now the place names conjure up a timeless and beautiful England – Bucklebury Common, Burnham Beeches, Finchampstead Ridges, Christmas Common.


While relations in the house were strained at the best of times, they were about to get a good deal worse. When my brother was four and I was nearly three, my dad returned from his wartime service in India. He’d been traumatised by his experiences. Some sort of cataclysm was inevitable.


Mum and Dad had married in 1940 during one of his short-term leaves. The wedding, a small affair, had taken place in the registry office in Hastings, where he’d been posted soon after joining Bomber Command. Though they didn’t know each other particularly well, as my mother later recalled, it was a time when couples couldn’t be sure they’d even see each other again. Life seemed precarious and there’d been a mutual desire to make a commitment. Now, with the conflict over, what couples needed most was time together to renew and strengthen their relationships. There was little chance of that in our crowded house.


In cramped conditions and with young kids craving attention, the opportunities for marriage-mending were virtually non-existent. Like so many after the war, my dad was in desperate need of support and counselling, but in those days neither were on offer. Like others, he looked for escape in alcohol and the dance hall life he’d enjoyed in pre-war years. He was a tall, good-looking man with more than a touch of arrogance about him.


Before the war, his image had been used in magazine ads for hair products. In small-town Reading he cut something of a dash as he drifted round the pubs and dance halls with his chum, Leslie, later to become my uncle when he married Dad’s sister. When in 1938 the two of them signed on as ‘weekend flyers’ in the RAF Volunteer Reserve, they were soon in even greater demand.


Now faced with coolness at home – and haunted by his wartime experiences – he tried returning to his old life, spending long hours in town-centre pubs. Making friends, chatting up women. Sometimes getting drunk. Spending money the family couldn’t spare. All this put yet more strain on the marriage. His attempt to return to his pre-war job of clerk to a local firm of solicitors lasted no more than a couple of months. Too much had happened for him to settle to an office routine.


While his rage was never far away, he could be good-humoured, jovial even, especially in company. Always the life and soul of the party was my dad. He could be kind, too, though sustained tenderness seemed beyond him. At any time, there was the risk of an angry outburst, way out of proportion with whatever had triggered it. We now had two ticking time-bombs in the house, both of them products of war.


In the end, the strain on the family became too great and my mother asked him to go. For a while he moved in with his widowed mother in her town-centre flat, vowing to sort out his life and become a good husband and father. Neither my brother nor I remembered these events. Years later my mum spoke of them and how the council’s housing department came to our rescue. For us it was to be a turning point.


The estate at Emmer Green was the first social housing built in Reading following the post-war Labour victory. After the years of conflict, everyone now wanted to make the world a better place. Our little family were beneficiaries of this great ideal, though it nearly didn’t happen.


I remember vividly my mum’s outburst at the man from the council, probably because angry outbursts were not generally in her nature. That was Dad’s department. Mum was usually a mild-mannered woman, timid, you could even say. This was the moment the worm turned. The unfortunate target of her rage was a visiting official from the housing department.


He’d come to inspect my grandparents’ house to see if we’d make suitable tenants for the new estate. Only carefully chosen families were to be accepted, he told us. Then with a pained expression on his face, the man from the council informed us that we weren’t likely to be among them. He’d found evidence of wilful vandalism in the room occupied by me and my brother. Someone had defaced a wall by scribbling on it in pencil. It looked like a child’s impression of a cat.


I knew at that moment the man was an idiot. Anyone could see it wasn’t a cat. It was Tiger Tim, copied from Tiger Tim’s Annual, which, as it happens, my brother had been given for Christmas. It wasn’t, however, the man’s poor art appreciation that triggered the onslaught from my mum. It was his lack of common humanity.


Did he have the slightest inkling what families like ours had been through, she demanded to know. Wasn’t it enough that my dad had been away serving King and Country? Did anyone in the housing department have the slightest idea what it was like bringing up two young boys when food was rationed and, in any case, there was scarcely enough money in the household to feed everyone?


The man muttered something about the council having its rules, then headed for the front gate. He wasn’t quick enough, though. Mum sprinted across the lawn to cut him off. She resumed the attack by telling him how our garden had kept the neighbours supplied with eggs, soft fruit and rabbit meat throughout the war years. What had he been doing down at the council to protect the nation from the Nazi menace? The poor man finally made his escape. Shortly afterwards we learned that we were to get a three-bedroom semi-detached house on the new estate.


This was 1949, the year a producer of radio farming programmes in the BBC’s Midland region was getting excited by his idea for a new daily soap. Though there hadn’t been much enthusiasm from the Corporation’s drama department, he’d set up a meeting with two drama writers to develop the idea further. The result was to be a daily serial that would take its radio audience to the very heart of the countryside.


As my brother and I set off for our new house we, too, were heading for an adventure in the English countryside. With my nan accompanying us, we took the corporation bus to the town centre. There we picked up another bus with the magical words ‘Emmer Green’ on its destination panel. With much gear grinding and engine whining it somehow hauled itself up Peppard Road. As the road levelled out in sunlit uplands, we caught our first glimpse of the estate.


It was a world more dazzling than we could have imagined. Dozens of bright new houses with colourful front doors, and streets wider than any we’d seen. We got off the bus at Evesham Road and walked down the hill, passing spindly new hedges and bare-earth garden plots. We crossed a little valley of stream and woodland that was to become our adventure playground, and up the hill on the other side.


By the time we got to number twenty-five with its smartly painted green gate, I felt almost sick with excitement. In our new kitchen, Mum was getting to grips with the electric cooker that had been delivered that morning. From upstairs came thumps, bangs and the occasional curse as Dad struggled to put together the two iron utility beds that my brother and I were to sleep on. We were together, the four of us, a family at last.


‘I’m having the front bedroom,’ Tony said. This was fine with me. Having a bedroom to myself was amazing enough. Who cared if it was at the front or back? From my new bedroom window I looked out over the collection of back gardens that seemed to go on for miles. Most of them were still bare earth. I tried to imagine what they’d be like when they had been planted up and stocked with chickens and rabbits like Granddad’s garden. There’d be enough to feed the whole town.


Over the weeks, as I watched from the window, the gardens were sown and planted. There weren’t any chickens or rabbits, but vegetables grew, flowers bloomed, the brown earth became green. I looked out often as the seasons passed and the skeletal hedges grew tall and muscular, creating a land of garden rooms, filled with colour and life.


Like the garden plants, we flourished, too, in that place of space and light. Tony and I went to the local primary school, appropriately called The Hill School, with views across Reading and the Thames Valley. Getting there involved a ten-minute walk and the crossing of the busy Buckingham Drive. It was worth it, though. The school, like our estate, was new, spacious and filled with light.


On the south side, the classroom walls were almost entirely glass. If you were bored, you could look out across the town to the far-distant land of Sunday rambles. This didn’t happen often, though.
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