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FOREWORD
by Heidi Thomas


Drama is about relationships. Love stories, crime stories, comedy and tragedy are all fired by the ties between others and ourselves. With nursing at its heart, Call the Midwife depends on human interaction more than most shows. However, it is not just what is seen on screen that matters. Ever since the series launched in 2012, our connection with our audience has been our lifeblood.


Based on a trilogy of memoirs by retired nurse Jennifer Worth, Call the Midwife initially looked set to be a beautiful but small-scale series, and was launched with little fanfare. To the delight of all involved, it made a massive and surprising impact, with eight million viewers tuning in, and wanting more. The letters, emails, messages and tweets we received were so passionate and so generous that we not only carried on, but resolved to make the very best drama that we could.


Sadly Jennifer, whom I admired and loved, died shortly before we started filming Series 1. There was enough of her trilogy left to give us quite a lot of Series 2, but the remaining stories would not last forever. Without new contributions from her gifted pen, we had to look further afield for fresh material. Medical and newspaper archives were an obvious and exciting resource, as were midwifery textbooks of the period. Our fans also made an unexpected contribution. Moved by what they had seen already, they wrote to us in their droves, outlining their own experiences as midwives, mothers and nurses in the 1950s. When we used these personal insights to flesh out our own exacting historical research, the world of Poplar felt more exciting and replete with potential than ever.


As the creator of the series, and its main writer, nothing gives me greater pleasure than the fact that our relationship with the audience has always been a two-way street. Over time, it has become clear that Call the Midwife is a show over which our audience feels a sense of ownership. Retired midwives and nurses donate their badges, their buckles and their scarves. Some fans ask us to send them our vintage knitting patterns, others simply knit and send us baby clothes. Viewers write to ask where Shelagh buys her glasses, to say they wore Valerie’s floral coat to their sister’s wedding in 1965, or to tell us that their mum wore bright-blue eyeshadow like Violet.


Others share their deepest pain. They recount their experience of infant loss and stillbirth, of surviving cancer, of sitting with loved ones as they pass away. We hear from women who gave up babies for adoption, and from adopted babies, long grown and known by other names. I am always deeply moved by the way in which they watch the show to see their past reflected back, and their present given meaning. In short, our stories are their stories too.


Over the years, Call the Midwife has evolved and grown. Lovely Jenny Lee cycled away under the viaduct, and innocent, impulsive Barbara came to take her place. The Turners married. Trixie’s glossy outer shell cracked open, exposing her fragile core, and formidable Nurse Crane revealed her own past sadness, and her hidden depths. When Reggie, who has Down’s syndrome, was taken in by the Buckles, and Lucille arrived from Jamaica, our world expanded further. The Pill made its debut. Meanwhile, Sister Evangelina grumbled her last reprimand, delivered her last baby and was wheeled in her coffin through streets thronged with mourners she had nursed.


Appropriately for a show that puts childbirth centre stage, there is always new life somewhere in Call the Midwife. But tears are often shed. Our characters – whether they are beloved regulars, or people we meet and root for only briefly – have to struggle with daily existence in all its messy glory. They might be ill or penniless, lonely or infertile, but somehow we always find a thread of hope or grace for them. For me, despair is the least acceptable of all the human states.


Our fans have always laughed with us, and after every episode Twitter is full of the jokes and bon mots they’ve enjoyed. The best and the most memorable are included in this book. Quieter, more spiritual reflections, often spoken by the luminous Sister Julienne, are also profoundly popular. We are so often asked questions such as, ‘What was it that Sister Monica Joan said about grief when President Kennedy was shot?’ and ‘Where can I find the words about “belonging” from the end of last week’s show?’


Time and again, people write to us about the voice-overs – the short passages of narration that open and close each episode. The tradition began because, as memoirs, the original Call the Midwife books were written in the first person. The real Jennifer remained in touch with the nuns who inspired her all her life, and though her words are now written and spoken by others, it feels right for her spirit to stay with us in this way.


Vanessa Redgrave reads these passages so thoughtfully, and with such care, that the lines become more than a sum of their parts. There is comfort in her voice, and strength, and so much wisdom. One way or another, in this fragile world, we need all of these things. We need consolation. We need community, and we need to know that our hopes and fears are heard. Above all else, we need each other. Who are we, and how are we to live, if we don’t connect?


This book comes with love from all at Call the Midwife, to everyone who has been with us on this journey. Together, we have laughed and cried throughout the best and the worst of times at Nonnatus House, and we will do so in the future. This collection of quotations celebrates our unity. Because, in the words of our narrator: ‘What is joy, if it goes unrecorded? And what is love, if it is not shared?’
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Musings on midwifery




The word ‘midwife’ means ‘with woman’. A woman in that situation needs somebody by her side. Whatever mistakes or choices brought her to our door.


Sister Julienne Series 8, Episode 1







Babies come along when they feel inclined. We can only prepare; we can never predict.


Mother Mildred Series 8, Episode 7







Nothing like manning the gas and air to start the day.


Trixie Series 5, Christmas Special







I had entered a house in the dead of night, and emerged into sunshine, leaving a new life behind and I wouldn’t have changed my job for all the world.


Narration by Jennifer Series 1, Episode 2







Midwifery is about separation, physically dividing into two that which has been one for nine months. There is beauty and relief in the cleaving. There is labour, but there is reward.


Narration by Jennifer Series 3, Episode 7







Ain’t you been here long enough yet? We don’t have Hollywood endings here, Nurse Miller. We just do our jobs.


Sister Evangelina Series 2, Episode 7







I didn’t expect glamour when I came into nursing. But I had hoped for something more than a night in discussing square dancing and drinking Horlicks.


Trixie Series 4, Episode 6







We are the Sisters of Saint Raymond Nonnatus. Midwives and district nurses, present at life’s commencement and at its end.


Sister Monica Joan Series 1, Episode 1







Babies are not statistics at Nonnatus House! We know when they are wanted or unwanted, whether they are cherished or deprived. We see when they’re in with a chance in life, or stand no chance at all. We value every infant and every mother, equally. We are part of their world and they are part of ours. Because that is what happens when you enter people’s homes!


Trixie Series 9, Episode 8
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In Nonnatus House, we were good at tending each other’s wounds, and there were times when I felt we were all each other’s children.


Narration by Jennifer Series 2, Episode 5







I think you’ll find our patients are more than just a tick at Nonnatus, Dr Walters.


Lucille Series 9, Episode 4







We are midwives. We are also nurses, and we’re your friends. While we’re looking after you, we’ll be whichever of those you need most.


Mother Mildred Series 9, Episode 1







We don’t need an extra pair of hands. We need an octopus.


Sister Evangelina Series 1, Episode 2







I may not be on horseback, but consider me the cavalry.


Nurse Crane Series 5, Episode 7







I’d like to see a robot trying to do any of our jobs.


Trixie Series 8, Episode 2







Don’t forget your most essential instruments. Courage, and humility. If you leaven one with the other, you cannot fail.


Mother Mildred Series 8, Episode 7







Nurse, we’re not here to pity! We are here to serve.


Sister Julienne Series 2, Episode 1







Gravity can do amazing things.
It keeps our feet on the ground and brings babies down to earth.


Lucille Series 7, Episode 1







Midwifery is the very stuff of life. Every child is conceived in love, or lust, and born in pain followed by joy, or by tragedy and anguish. Every birth is attended by a midwife; she is in the thick of it. She sees it all.


Narration by Jennifer Series 1, Episode 1







As nurses and midwives, we were adept at silence. We shared much with those we cared for, and saw more than we could ever say.


Narration by Jennifer Series 2, Episode 6







Cynthia Yes, and don’t you think it might be fun to do things like music and movement with the toddlers?


Sister Evangelina Fun? We’re givers of health care. Not children’s entertainers! Series 3, Episode 1
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We’re going to welcome a new life into this world. Into a family filled with love. And I need you to do exactly as I tell you. Do you understand?


Sister Winifred Series 3, Episode 4







I realise I have to be able to sit with a patient all night if needed, or go to her at a moment’s notice. I need to care. I can’t ration it or turn it into an efficiency. That’ll never be my way.


Jenny Series 3, Episode 7







Perhaps stop trying quite so hard and instead just … feel. Feel the mother’s pain, the mother’s joy. The happiness is catching.


Cynthia Series 3, Episode 4







We are not machines, and nor are our patients. District practice has variables that preclude such a rigid approach.


Nurse Crane Series 3, Episode 6







Nursing isn’t easy. That’s why there are rules, and systems. Things we can hide in, and behind. Sometimes one simply has to dust off one’s brave face and crack on.


Patsy Series 4, Episode 2







They were witnesses to all that mattered. Struggle. Loss. Triumph. Ties of blood. Other people’s lives were their life. And in their service, they gave all they had. All that they were. They did not stop to count the cost, for this was their mission, their calling, their joy.
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