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Introduction


CORONATION STREET. Just saying those two words conjures up a raft of feelings – hearth and home, growing up hearing that iconic theme tune every week, identifying with the beloved characters and their stories.


Everyone reading this book has their own connection to the Street. It’s as much a part of British culture as a nice cuppa, a fish and chip supper or sitting down to the Queen’s speech on Christmas Day.


Since 1960 this show has been part of our lives, and not just in Britain, it’s loved around the world. Who would have thought, 60 years ago, that stories of the trials and tribulations of the residents of an inconsequential little back street in the north of England would provide essential entertainment for millions of viewers week in week out for decades?


The ultimate credit must go, of course, to visionary Tony Warren; he knew in his bones what would make a great TV show. Thank God he stuck to his guns and demanded to ‘write about what he knew’.


What he knew was the voice of the working-class north, and he brought that to the screen with drama, sensitivity and a biting wit, traits that have been inherited and enlarged upon by some of the most talented writers in television.


And their words have been successfully transformed on screen by an ever-growing group of equally talented actors. Anyone in the business knows that soap actors are to be admired – turning out so many hours of quality drama each week is an incredible achievement and the ‘inhabitants’ of Weatherfield are justifiably recognised as leading the way.


But it’s not just the actors. As every star appearing on screen will attest, without the skills and dedication of those behind the scenes – the storyliners and writers, the casting department, the schedulers, the designers and editors, the directors, the costume and makeup departments, the researchers, the props department, the publicity office, the office staff, builders, carpenters and electricians, the security guards and canteen staff – this juggernaut of British entertainment simply could not be produced. It’s a great big family in which everyone looks out for each other; colleagues on Coronation Street become lifelong friends.


To still be at the top of the viewing charts after 60 years is a phenomenal achievement. This book documents the history of a TV programme that has made itself essential viewing for millions. We trace the beginnings of the show, from Tony Warren’s original concept and the bringing together of that first iconic cast, through the storylines that weaved their way into the British consciousness to the compelling episodes we love to watch today.


Thank God he stuck to his guns and demanded to ‘write about what he knew’.


Thanks to actors past and present, and all the behind-the-scenes staff, this book contains in-focus sections and interviews and a timeline throughout the years that details many well-known stories, as well as others that might not, at first glance appear important, but that go on to inform subsequent plots, while production notes throughout highlight key events behind the cameras. From that first episode in December 1960 until production was temporarily halted in March 2020 due to the Coronavirus pandemic, we hope you’ll be reminded, as you stroll along the cobbles, of the many fantastic Street stories – and also some forgotten gems.


In this Diamond Anniversary year we pay tribute to the many hundreds of actors and behind-the-scenes staff who have given us 60 years – more than 10,000 episodes – of compelling television.


And finally, what a joy it has been to research this book – it meant watching endless hours of Coronation Street and speaking to the best programme makers in the business. What a privilege.
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Doris Speed, William Roache, Violet Carson and Jack Howarth
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William Roache MBE – there from the start


WILLIAM Roache didn’t want to be in Coronation Street. That’s right, the longest-serving actor on the world’s longest-running TV serial drama had to be persuaded to take the role of Ken Barlow, just for those first few trial episodes, then just for the initial contract he was offered.


In 1959, Roache was starting out as an actor. He’d landed the lead in an episode of Play of the Week, which went out on ITV on a Wednesday evening and was a highlight for many viewers.


‘It was called Marking Time, about a young soldier in Germany,’ recalls Roache. ‘I’d done plenty of rep and some film parts and my career was just on the threshold. To get the lead in the Play of the Week was massive for me. I was very excited about it.’


The play happened to be filmed at Granada Television in Manchester city centre. Unknown to Roache, as he was filming it, Tony Warren took a casting director down to the studios, pointed at Roache and declared, ‘He’s the man I want for Kenneth Barlow’.


‘He’d perhaps seen me on the monitors. We did the play and it was due to come out quite a few weeks later. In the meantime, I got a call from my agent saying, “They want you to do this thing in Manchester, I think it’s a comedy…” I said I didn’t want to go back up to Manchester. I had my flat in London, I’d done four film parts, things were looking really good. I had the play coming up, so no, I didn’t want to do this.’


Under instruction from Warren, the programme’s bosses were quite persistent, remembers Roache, so he agreed to travel back up to Manchester to do the pilot, or dry run.


‘They told my agent they definitely wanted me for the part. I said no again, I didn’t want to do it. My agent pointed out that it was only likely to run for 11 weeks and in the middle of that my play would be going out, then I’d only have to do three more weeks. He said a twice-weekly serial would be an even better shop window for me than the Play of the Week. So I said OK, I’ll do it! And it was amazing, it really took off. I remember the producer saying, what have we got here? We were celebrities, instantly!’


The character of Ken Barlow was that of an intellectual young man, the first in his family to go to university. He was embarrassed by his working class ‘sauce bottle on the tea table’ family. Casting notes from 1960 describe Kenneth Barlow as: ‘Aged 20. A Cambridge undergraduate. His looks, which are finely drawn, come from his mother. He does not speak, dress or behave like a northern working-class boy. Sometimes arrogant, he is basically likeable.’ In a later brief this was changed to Ken reading English and History at a local university on a state scholarship.


Ken was, and still is, something of an idealist. And even though he’s still living on that same terraced street, he remains the Street’s elder statesman. Nearly 60 years on from that nerve-wracking first live episode, and aged 88, Roache, who is seven years older than his character, keenly remembers the incredible impact the show had on the viewing public. Timing was everything. It was part of the new realism that was sweeping through the theatre, he explains.


‘There had been John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger, James Dean and Marlon Brando were in the cinemas and we were it, we were the kitchen-sink drama on television. We were not a soap – I still don’t like the word soap – we were a living, cutting-edge drama and we were highly respected.’
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Roache’s original contract for the dry runs
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Roache as Ken in 1963
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With the cast at Christmas, 1987





The show quickly topped the ratings and Granada was, ‘totally gobsmacked by it and we were all offered longish contracts.’


‘I was excited. It wasn’t just another job, we were part of a whole new wave. I loved everything about the show so I thought, I’ll do this and in two years I’ll be able to go back to acting in other things. And here I am, still waiting to get back to my career!


‘If Tony hadn’t been so persistent in wanting me I’d have said no, and moved on. It’s funny how fate does these things.’


Roache, as is widely documented, is the only member of the original cast still in the show. He is noted by the Guinness Book of Records as the longest-serving TV soap star (despite his dislike of the description ‘soap’). He also holds the record for the longest time to play the same role in any TV series. ‘I can’t believe it’s been 60 years, it’s absolutely staggering. I still get nervous, you need that adrenaline pumping.’


In his autobiography, Ken and Me, he explains further: ‘Even now, when they say, “We’re going for a take. Quiet studio, ready, action!” your nerves start. If there’s just two of you doing a scene, you’ve got the whole studio – sound, vision mixers, producers, directors – watching; over 40 people who can only operate if you’re working. If you stop, the system stops. You can’t be doing that and not be nervous. But I think the day you don’t feel nervous is probably the day you should pack it in.’


Despite the nerves, he adds today: ‘I’m extremely lucky and I appreciate that, it’s been a wonderful show. I’ve had some great stories over the years and met some wonderful people. We’ve always had great actors and we do now. I still feel it’s a privilege to be in it, I love it dearly.’


It’s clear that Roache himself is dearly loved too. Not only by the show’s millions of fans around the world, but also by his colleagues. Mention Bill, as he’s known at Coronation Street, to anyone at the studios and the reaction is the same – he’s a lovely man for whom nothing is too much trouble.


Roache, exhibiting a powerful memory people half his age would covet, recalls those early days of Coronation Street clearly. ‘The actual format has changed dramatically,’ he explains. ‘When we started, we used to do the Friday night episode live and then immediately afterwards, record the one for Wednesday, but in a way that couldn’t be edited so it was like doing it live. In those days a lot of things were live, even some commercials, you just accepted it.’


For today’s actors, performing live to millions is an occasional event – spectacular live episodes have marked two special anniversaries for Coronation Street, its 40th and 50th birthdays, and also ITV’s 60th anniversary in 2015. Back in 1960, many of the actors had honed their ability to perform live in repertory theatre, a training ground many of them hailed as highly beneficial.


Roache comments, ‘My two years in rep – I didn’t go to drama school, I’d been in the Army – was where I learned the job. In those days you had to be in (actors’ union) Equity and to become a member of Equity you had to have done a lot of theatre. You learned in front of a live audience – timing a laugh, the discipline of the theatre. I really valued that. There’s no better training ground than the old rep system, which isn’t there any more, sadly.’


For its first 29 years, Coronation Street was screened twice a week. Now there are six episodes going out each week of the year. Roache has embraced the frenetic pace of turning out three hours of quality drama week in week out, and in large part he credits his acting colleagues: ‘There have been so many good people coming in, and so many good, very competent youngsters. I often feel I should go to them for advice!’


Roache’s character Ken has been at the centre of many of the Street’s best-remembered storylines. He recalls the tremendous impact of one in particular…


‘The most powerful one, and the one that set all the papers off having the soap thing, was the Ken/Deirdre/Mike (Baldwin; Johnny Briggs) love triangle. That had colossal impact and I put a lot of frustration into that. We got an award for the scene between Anne (Kirkbride, who played wife Deirdre) and myself (in which Ken argues violently with Deirdre in the hallway of No 1 as Mike Baldwin knocks on the door).


‘We got flashed up at the Manchester United match at half-time – “Deirdre stays with Ken”! It hit the pulse in a most extraordinary way, the timing was right. Without any doubt, that was the one with the greatest impact for me.
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Weatherfield’s best-known love triangle
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One of Ken and Mike’s infamous punch-ups
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Ken’s stag night prior to his second wedding to Deirdre, surrounded by her exes





‘It was good to do as well. Ken had been written in a not very interesting way for a while and I was getting a bit fed up with it. That really sorted it and I was glad about that.’


Acting in the same show for so long is certainly no mean feat, but there were always going to be downsides to living with one character for so many years. Roache admits: ‘There were times I considered leaving, you have ups and downs, that’s part of life.’


Before Mike Baldwin’s affair with Ken’s wife of just two years, Deirdre, Roache felt his character was not getting the interesting storylines he knew it deserved. The impact of the affair plot convinced him to stay and led to future storylines that the viewers – and the actors – loved. Ken and Mike were chalk-and-cheese adversaries and the writers explored this complicated relationship to great effect.


Roache says: ‘That great rivalry between Ken and Mike went on and on – Ken had an affair with Mike’s girlfriend, Mike married Ken’s daughter. I used to say the only thing left is for Ken and Mike to have an affair! They were diametrically opposed – Ken was the idealist who wanted to write his novel and put the world to rights and Mike was the do-it-yourself businessman who would ride over anybody to make some money.’


Mike Baldwin was, of course, struck down by Alzheimer’s disease and died in 2006 in his nemesis Ken’s arms on the cobbles of Coronation Street.


Another storyline that was important for Roache was the Martha Fraser (Stephanie Beacham) relationship in 2009. He says: ‘Ken had always dreamed about being a successful novelist attending the great literary parties in London, the world he wanted to live in, and along comes this woman offering him this life he’d always wanted, but he realised it was just too late. It wasn’t fear that stopped him but a total understanding of where and who he was and that he really loved Deirdre. It would have been a false life, a dream, not a reality.’


Roache’s character Ken has had many relationships on the Street. They have been well documented and the most recent, with Claudia Colby (Rula Lenska), lent itself to some touching scenes, but it’s that marriage to Deirdre that fans love and remember. Roache, along with the rest of the cast, was devastated to lose his on-screen wife, Anne Kirkbride, who died of cancer in 2015.


One relationship Roache looks back on equally fondly was with mother-in-law Blanche Hunt (Maggie Jones). ‘I loved the humour with Blanche, the way she used to send Ken up. I’ll never forget the Alcoholics Anonymous scene (in which Deirdre, Ken and a hilariously critical Blanche accompanied Peter (Chris Gascoyne) to an AA meeting during which Peter declared: “Is there any wonder why I drink?”). We were so worried doing it, it’s such a great organisation. It worked though, the humour came through.


‘It’s a tricky thing to do. If a show decides to “do something funny” often it doesn’t work, that’s not where the humour is. Sometimes it’s at a funeral, it’s remarks people make as life is going along, and the Street has always been good at that.


‘You have to entertain, you have to have strong drama, and you have to have humour.’


‘It’s part of being Lancashire as much as anything that you’ll get the humour coming from within stories. The writers know how to write it and we know how to play it. It doesn’t kill the moment. The humour could kill the drama or the drama could kill the humour – getting that balance of the humour within the drama and enhancing it in a way is the craft.


‘You have to entertain, you have to have strong drama and you have to have humour. Those things together are the mix that has worked.


‘I love the humour. Ken’s not one for humour sadly, I wish he was more. Anne (Kirkbride) had a brilliant, natural sense of comedic talent. I loved her comic scenes, she was such a talented actress.’


Roache says he’s thankful that in every one of the 60 years he’s been acting on Coronation Street he’s had a great storyline. ‘They have often been love triangles but I’m a bit past that now, thank goodness! The Sinead storyline was great – a dying young girl with a baby. It takes you down, there’s no doubt you get affected by it. You do a lot of bread-and-butter stuff, ticking along, and then suddenly get those moments…’ Roache was widely praised for his monologues during the harrowing storyline in late 2019 that saw Ken’s daughter-in-law Sinead (Katie McGlynn) die of cervical cancer.


Reflecting on the success of Coronation Street over more than half a century Roache says: ‘Having been on for so long is difficult in one sense but in another it means the show has its own history to call upon. I think the writers are brilliant and always have been. I have tremendous respect for the producer, the writers, everyone behind the scenes – it’s a well-oiled machine.


‘In terms of reference, Coronation Street has the widest you can have – we’re not a police drama or a hospital drama, but we include those, we have everything open to us. It’s about people in a little struggling back street really fighting against the odds of life. It’s the underdogs’ struggle. The Street has got something special, it has a heart, a big heart.’


And Coronation Street does more than entertain, says Roache, it informs, its stories are important. Alongside storylines like Sinead’s cancer and Aidan’s (Shayne Ward) suicide, both of which prompted a huge public reaction, there have been issues of public information.


‘We’re not a documentary, but we want to be as truthful as we possibly can be. I remember when the new currency came in (decimalisation occurred in the UK in 1971) the government asked us to cover it and we did, in the Rovers with Minnie Caldwell (Margot Bryant), I remember it well.’


Roache is happy with the way Coronation Street has changed and evolved over the years, the way it addresses current issues but still entertains. ‘You sometimes get people saying the show is not what it was and they’re not watching it any more and that’s a sad fact,’ he says, ‘but it has to be that way otherwise you’re not moving with the times and you’re not bringing the youngsters in and that is a very tricky balance. If we’re not organic, responding to society and what it is, we’re not doing our job and moving forward.’


For any actor playing a part for so long, elements of their own personality must surely seep into the character they play, so how much of William Roache is in Ken Barlow?


‘I am Ken’s caretaker. I will defend him. I care about Ken, he’s a very well-meaning guy. He wanted to be a great writer and he failed, he failed at a great many of the things he wanted to do, but he’s always wanted to make the world a better place and he’s a nice guy, I like him. He’s a good friend to have, very loyal. I have to look after him. I’m different from Ken though, I’m sporty, he is not. And I’m not an intellectual like him. I treat him like a brother.’


And as for the future? Roache says: ‘The start was incredible, but here and now is my favourite time on the show. Ken is turning into what I always wanted in a sense, to become the wise chap. Ken’s been round the block. He’s done it all, you name it he’s done it. He’s got intelligence but he’s also got wisdom from experience of life.


‘I love my dysfunctional family and boy, is it dysfunctional! Tracy (Kate Ford) is a murderess and a psychopath, Peter is an alcoholic bigamist…I just like being the head of my family and long may it continue.


‘Coronation Street is a happy place to come to work, there are no big egos. I’m very grateful to the show. I look forward to coming in, and there’s lots more to do! While I can do it, while I can walk and talk, and while they want me, I’ll be here…’
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Three generations of Barlows: Ken with his sons and grandson, 2019
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Before Coronation Street – the cultural and TV landscape


THERE was no colour, no remote control, no video. The screens were tiny and the pictures were not so much black-and-white as grey-and-white. Fast forward meant jumping out of your chair to adjust the volume and picture quality. There was ‘interference’ from passing traffic, resulting in a crackling, fizzing screen and temporary loss of sound. And the nightly closedown, decreed by the government, was 11pm. This was television in the late 1950s, the decade in which the upstart Independent Television (ITV) broke the BBC’s monopoly and the box in the corner became a household necessity.


The event that sparked the viewer revolution was the broadcast of the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II at Westminster Abbey on 2nd June 1953. Fewer than two million British homes owned or rented a TV set at the start of 1953, living mainly in London, Manchester, Birmingham, Cardiff and Glasgow. In the build-up to the coronation, some 526,000 new sets were bought or rented. On the big day itself, an estimated 20 million people watched the broadcast, which was narrated by broadcaster Richard Dimbleby. More than half of them crowded into other people’s homes and up to two million saw it in schools, cinemas, halls and pubs.


By 1959, the number of households with a set had risen to 10 million. Today, that figure is more than 27 million. TV watching in the 1950s was tightly controlled by the government. The BBC was allowed to broadcast between 9am and 11pm, with no more than two hours before 1pm. At weekends, a maximum of eight hours was allowed on Saturdays and 15 minutes fewer on Sundays. Colour? We had to wait until 1967 for that – a broadcast from Wimbledon on BBC2, which had started life in 1964.


The launch of ITV in 1955 (only in the London area at first) changed the TV scene forever. ITV had a dignified start. Its first programme was an outside broadcast from London’s Guildhall of a dinner to celebrate the birth of...ITV. It was during that broadcast that the first commercial on British TV appeared – for Gibbs SR toothpaste.


The emphasis moved to focus on more ‘popular’ programming – quiz shows, situation comedies, variety shows, police dramas and American imports. Newscasters became stars, and the adverts (or commercials, as they were called) grew to be as familiar as the pop songs of the day. Viewers began to desert the BBC, and in late 1959 BC (Before Coronation Street), the five most watched shows were all on ITV. They were: US Western series Wagon Train (13.63 million viewers), the prize quiz show Take Your Pick (13.16 million), Sunday Night at the London Palladium (13.08 million), Armchair Theatre (12.74 million) and the comedy series The Army Game (12.6 million).


Around this time, the favourite BBC shows included This is Your Life, The Grove Family, Dixon of Dock Green, Hancock’s Half Hour, Come Dancing, Panorama and What’s My Line?. Then came along a programme that really broke the mould, a programme that the big cheeses at ITV HQ were initially hesitant about, but one that proved so popular with viewers that it was quickly extended beyond its initial 13-episode run – Coronation Street.


It was December 1960. The first year of that new decade was already memorable for several reasons: Princess Margaret married society photographer Antony Armstrong-Jones in the first royal wedding to be shown on television and The Beatles played their first concerts in Hamburg, Germany. Conservative Prime Minister Harold Macmillan had made his historic ‘Wind of Change’ speech in South Africa, and Penguin Books were prosecuted under the Obscene Publications Act for publishing D H Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover. The company was found not guilty in the watershed obscenity trial, allowing the public to read Lawrence’s final novel for the first time.


Elvis Presley spent eight weeks at No 1 in the pop charts with ‘It’s Now or Never’, the best-selling song of 1960. The Winter Olympics took place in California (the 17-strong UK team failed to bring home a medal). Manchester City bought Denis Law from Huddersfield Town for a new British record of £55,000 and the Grand National was televised for the first time – winner Merryman II, the first clear favourite to win for 33 years. Farthings ceased to be legal tender in the UK and as post-war peace continued in Europe, National Service was scrapped.


The decade went on to see huge social change in Britain. The Swinging Sixties saw Britain, especially London, lead the world in music, fashion, theatre and film. The teenagers of the 1950s were growing up and demanding new rights at work, especially women who were no longer expected to give up their jobs when they married. Despite disquiet from some quarters and grumbles about the dangers of a ‘permissive society’, laws governing divorce and abortion were relaxed and the contraceptive pill was licensed for use in the United States. By the end of the 1960s the voting age had been lowered from 21 to 18.


Two decades after the end of the Second World War, people were becoming wealthier. The average annual wage was around £700, the average house price was £2,530 and a season ticket for Manchester United was just over £8. More households had cars, and families started to holiday abroad. Technologically, Britain was surging ahead – together with France it developed the first supersonic aircraft, Concorde.
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The future may have been looking brighter for Britain’s new middle classes, but for many communities in the north of England the pace of change was much slower. The city of Salford is part of Greater Manchester. It is situated next to the city of Manchester and is not, as is still commonly thought, part of Manchester. It’s widely credited as the inspiration for Coronation Street. Creator Tony Warren was born in Pendlebury and went to grammar school in Eccles, both in Salford. He grew up in Swinton in a relatively middle-class semi-detached home, but his grandmother hailed from the terraced streets of Irlams o’ th’ Height and he knew them well. It was one of the poorest areas of the country – parts of Salford still are. By 1960 the pre-war glass-blowing industry had gone and biting poverty blighted the communities living there. The rows of back-to-back terraces on cobbled streets, a feature of so many of artist L S Lowry’s famous paintings, housed proud but poor families battling to get by. Those families were often ripped apart in the late 1950s and 1960s thanks to the slum clearance programme, which saw entire streets with soot-stained brickwork, sagging roofs and pervasive damp demolished and residents rehoused often miles away from friends and neighbours.


Salford’s first tower blocks had begun to spring up. The eightstorey Clement Attlee House went up in May 1956 and by the early 1960s, the first 15-floor blocks were under construction. Year on year those condemned two-up two-downs with a pokey back yard and an outside ‘netty’, or lavatory, which today may well be renovated and resold, were torn down. By 1971, Archie Street, on which Tony Warren and designer Denis Parkin based the look of Coronation Street, had been demolished.


Achieving the highest viewing figures, and beating the other side were the chief objectives.
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Fewer of those Salford residents owned a television set than people living in the suburbs, but changes other than slum clearance and high-rise living were in the air, and television reflected that. Network bosses and programme makers realised that the televisual landscape was going to become increasingly competitive – although how many among them could have predicted the hundreds of channels on all manner of devices available to today’s viewers? Although the medium was relatively new, it adapted and evolved quickly – achieving the highest viewing figures and beating the other side were the chief objectives, especially for commercial television whose income depended on this. Within weeks of Coronation Street airing in December 1960, it had become essential viewing, appearing in the top 10 of the TV charts week in week out, and creating income for ITV, which today is as lucrative and vital as ever. By episode 73 on 23rd August 1961, it was the best-watched programme in the UK.


This fictional northern back street, with its small terraced homes, famous cobbles and well-drawn characters reflected, for the first time on TV, the life of regular working folk with all their trials and tribulations, back at viewers and they loved it...





Tony Warren MBE (1936–2016) – the father of the Street



WHEN a young television scriptwriter named Tony Warren turned in the first scripts for a brand-new type of serial drama in late 1960, not even he could have imagined what a phenomenon his creation would become.


At the age of 21, the former child actor had joined the writers’ pool at Granada Television in Manchester. He found himself frustrated writing for programmes he wasn’t interested in, and after a couple of years he was appealing to Granada bosses to let him write what he knew about. He was given 24 hours to come up with something that would ‘take Britain by storm’. Warren revisited a script he’d written several years earlier about a northern back street and its inhabitants. He spent the night honing his characters, adding new ones and giving them all an authentic northern voice. The result was Coronation Street, the world’s longest-running TV serial drama.


As is widely documented, Coronation Street was originally called Florizel Street (after Prince Florizel in Sleeping Beauty, a picture of which hung on Tony Warren’s wall). Its name was changed very shortly before the first episode was broadcast live at 7pm on Friday 9th December 1960. On viewing a special screening for Granada employees, a studio tea lady named Agnes declared Florizel sounded like a disinfectant and the producers took note. Perhaps it was prophetic that a woman had such an influential say on Coronation Street’s name as it is the strong female characters for which the series is most famous.
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Warren knew how to write women, especially working-class northern women. As a small boy he would sit on a cushion beneath his grandmother’s table listening to the family gossip away, inwardly digesting their turns of phrase and caustic asides, and noting the differences between men and women. During the war, with the men often away fighting, it was women who held their families together, ran the homes and kept the wolf from the door, and nowhere was it harder than in the back streets of the industrial north. The older women had also lost husbands, fathers, brothers and sons in the Great War. They struggled through the Great Depression of the 1930s. They knew how to survive, and suffered no fools.


Warren’s mother Doris had three sisters and a brother, and the sisters would gather at the grandma’s house on Ernest Street in the Irlams o’ th’ Height area of Salford, cleaning the small terraced home. As a young boy, Warren would accompany his mother the mile down the road from their semi-detached house on Wilton Avenue to Ernest Street and soak up the chatter. Warren loved it. He told friends later that he saw something a bit more alive there than in the more middle-class cul-de-sac on which he lived with his parents. He added that when the men got back from the war the women just raised their voices a bit louder and carried on as before.


Born Anthony McVay Simpson in 1936, Warren was a toddler when his father was called up. George Simpson had educated himself at night school and was fluent in several languages. The gifted linguist was drafted early to the Second World War because he was considered so useful. George Simpson became a fruit importer after the war and the family did fairly well, with mother Doris doing piecework from home.


Warren was an only child. His cousin Roy was another only child, and for a while they were inseparable. Roy was an art student at Salford School of Art and through him Warren experienced a more bohemian world than that in which he had grown up.
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‘He got to know a lot of artists and that was a way of being different,’ says one friend who knew Warren closely for many years. ‘A lot of it was about rebelling against respectability, he didn’t like the 1950s repressed semi-detached middle classes and going back to his grandma’s, there was a certain rebellion in that too because that’s what his family had moved away from. There was an earthiness to that, something that he saw as more “real”.’


Warren attended Eccles Grammar School but frequently played truant, preferring to spend his time in Manchester’s Central Library, reading plays. For months he would call the school secretary from a telephone box near the library impersonating his mother and making excuses for his absence.


As a child actor, until his voice broke at 14, he had appeared in Children’s Hour alongside future Coronation Street stars Doris Speed, Violet Carson and Alan Rothwell. He went to the Shelagh Elliott-Clarke School of Dance and Dramatic Art in Liverpool, but got expelled from there for ‘rabble-rousing’ although he did maintain a relationship with Shelagh Elliott-Clarke for several years. After his expulsion, Warren hitch-hiked to London at the age of 15 and lived in an actors’ hostel, picking up acting and knitwear modelling jobs, writing cabaret and devising routines for strippers before returning north in 1958.
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Warren lasted less than a morning working in the hardware department of Kendals, Manchester’s famous department store. He worked in repertory theatre for a while, at venues including the Hulme Hippodrome in Manchester and at Chesterfield Theatre, before joining Granada Television, not as an actor but a scriptwriter after casting director Margaret Morris discovered he could write. He worked on Shadow Squad with producer Harry Elton before moving into the company’s promotions department and then onto the writing team for the Elton-produced Biggles.


Barbara Knox (who has played Rita Tanner full-time since 1972) remembers how innovative and influential Granada Television was in those days. ‘The Bernsteins (Granada founder Sydney and his brother Cecil who were not initially overly enthusiastic about Warren’s proposal) knew how to do everything, they built the place. They built the wonderful studio and they looked after us, they were wonderful to work for. They were regulars at the studio, they would go round asking if everything was all right.’


Creatively frustrated at spending his time adapting W E Johns’ Biggles adventure stories, he implored Elton to let him write about people he knew, famously jumping onto a filing cabinet and refusing to come down unless Elton agreed, a moment recreated in the Bafta-winning television play The Road to Coronation Street made to mark the programme’s 50th anniversary. He penned five episodes, which were accepted, and he was asked to write seven more, plus an extra ‘final’ one in case the programme proved unpopular. Warren was closely involved in casting the original 23 roles. He had had Doris Speed in mind right from the off for Annie Walker, and when the search for his original scrawny, shrewish Ena Sharples was beginning to look fruitless, he persuaded the more comely figure of Violet Carson into the role.


Coronation Street’s first script editor Harry Kershaw recalled in his book The Street Where I Live that Warren’s scripts were a delight to read: ‘The characterisation was superb and at the end of the first five episodes you knew Elsie Tanner and Ena Sharples and Ken Barlow and little Lucille Hewitt (Jennifer Moss). You closed your eyes and you could see the pot flight of ducks and the antimacassars and the chenille tablecloths and the newspapers stuffed under the cushion of an easy chair. You sniffed and you could smell the burning sausages and the cheap hairspray and the tang of bitter beer.’


Warren, he said, had ‘a superb ear for dialogue and an undoubted devotion for the people and the streets of his native Salford’, attributes that ensured Coronation Street immediately found its way into the hearts of the viewing public.


‘You sniffed and you could smell the burning sausages and the cheap hairspray and the tang of bitter beer.’


William Roache adds that Warren’s scripts had depth and a gritty reality. In his autobiography Ken and Me Roache noted: ‘Many writers came in after Tony, but the Street was his baby. He got it off the ground, established all the characters and set the pattern for his successors to follow.’


Although Warren’s original inspiration came from visiting his maternal grandmother, Coronation Street is based visually on Archie Street in Salford. Tony took designer Denis Parkin to see it as he was mapping out how Coronation Street would look. Unlike his grandmother’s street it had a pub at one end, and that was the inspiration for how The Rovers Return Inn would appear on screen.


More writers were drafted in to script the increasingly successful Coronation Street and Warren left the show for some time. He had well-documented issues with alcohol and drugs, and spent some time in America visiting San Francisco to ‘hang out with the hippies’. He returned to the UK, and after his recovery, contributed occasional scripts for Coronation Street as well as acting as a consultant on the programme right up to his death in 2016. He would have monthly lunch meetings with the producer to discuss the show and would be sent preview DVDs for his feedback, but he always watched each episode as it was transmitted as well. When the show moved to MediaCity, Warren would occasionally lunch in the canteen with members of the current production team to find out about them and their work too.


Throughout the 1990s Warren wrote several novels that attracted positive criticism, including The Lights of Manchester. In the early 1970s, he wrote a play in which he quoted from a poem by John Betjeman. He loved Betjeman’s poetry. He wrote to Betjeman’s agent to ask if he could use the lines and when Betjeman saw that they didn’t live too far from each other in London he invited him to dinner and Warren discovered Betjeman was a Coronation Street fan. Sometimes the poet would invite him round to watch Coronation Street together and he visited the set, with Warren proudly guiding him round. The Poet Laureate and Warren exchanged fond letters and kept in touch until Betjeman’s death in 1984. Betjeman is quoted as saying: ‘Manchester produces what to me is the Pickwick Papers. That is to say, Coronation Street, I live for it. Thank God. Half past seven tonight and I shall be in paradise.’


Warren was also great friends with Dame Carol Ann Duffy, the first female Poet Laureate (from 2009–2019). When Warren died in 2016, aged 79, Duffy said: ‘Manchester has lost its dearest son and so many of us a beloved friend. And the millions who have loved Coronation Street for over half a century have lost their Dickens.’


Another dear friend was Noel Streatfeild (1895–1986), the children’s author whose most famous book was Ballet Shoes (1936). In the 1970s, when Warren lived in London, in Strutton Ground in Westminster, the church he belonged to was St Mary’s Bourne Street, just off Sloane Square, in Belgravia. It was a high church, anglo-Catholic rather than Roman Catholic, and Warren and fellow parishioner Streatfeild found they got on famously. She became what they called his ‘godmother’ and would address her letters to Warren ‘to my godchild’.
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Warren and Pat Phoenix also became great friends. She described him in her autobiography All My Burning Bridges as ‘without a doubt, the wittiest and funniest person I know’. In the early days of Coronation Street they lived close to each other in the countryside village of Hayfield, near Manchester, and would enjoy walks through muddy fields together. Phoenix recalled the locals found Warren ‘exotic’ and his behaviour sometimes eccentric, especially when he lay on the floor of the village pub The Lantern Pike quoting the service of exorcism ‘in sonorous tones’. Phoenix believed that the landlady of The Lantern Pike could have been the inspiration for Annie Walker.


When Warren relocated to Manchester after his later stint in London it was to a terraced house in Swinton, Salford, albeit a larger redbrick Edwardian property close to a park where he liked to walk his dogs and chat to neighbours. Life had come full circle, with Warren spending his final years just down the road from his childhood home.


In 2014, the main studio block at Coronation Street’s new home at MediaCity in Salford was named in Warren’s honour, and on his death two years later stars from the show paid tribute to him, calling him ‘the most inspirational man of a generation’ and ‘a genius of our time’. Actors past and present attended his funeral, which took place at Manchester Cathedral, a grand venue befitting his status as the father of Coronation Street. Perhaps Barbara Knox puts it best when she says: ‘Tony Warren, what a genius he was, what a legacy he left us. We should all bow down to Tony Warren.’
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As an admirer of the show, John Betjeman wrote to Warren in 1974
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Warren with Coronation Street fans, John Betjeman and Lady Elizabeth Cavendish
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The Tony Warren Building, opened 20th May 2014








Bringing the vision to life


WHEN Granada TV producer Harry Elton read Tony Warren’s first script for Florizel Street, which he’d written overnight on his bedroom floor, he immediately asked for a second draft episode. A memo from Tony Warren, which accompanied it, outlined his vision. He said the purpose of the programme was to entertain by examining a community and initiating the viewers into the ways of the people who live there. He described it as ‘a fascinating freemasonry, a volume of unwritten rules. These are the driving forces behind life in a working-class street in the north of England. To the uninitiated outsider, all this would be completely incomprehensible’.


It went on to describe ‘seven terraced houses, an outdoor beer licence (which became a grocery), the back wall of a raincoat factory, a pub named the Rover’s Return (the apostrophe was later dropped) and the Glad Tidings Mission Hall’. Warren added: ‘Geographically, it’s four miles from Manchester, or at least it’s four miles from what the inhabitants call town and that’s Market Street.’ The houses were described as having a lobby, a front parlour, a living room, scullery and a WC in an outhouse in the back yard. They had three bedrooms although ‘a couple of the younger and brighter spirits have converted one of these into a bathroom’. Rent was around 23 shillings a week, ‘collected every Friday evening by a woman on a bicycle’. These details informed the original designer Denis Parkin and the descriptions are visible today.
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The original cast of 20 actors, 1960
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Albert Tatlock and Minnie Caldwell in 1966
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The cameras roll on Coronation Street’s first scene





[image: illustration]


Florizel Street would be bounded at one end by Rosamund Street and a ‘Liston Grove’ at the other ‘but they are no real concern of ours’ added Warren, ‘because to the people who live there, and to a vast number of people in the north of England, the world begins and ends in their own street’.


One set of residents from Warren’s original idea was replaced. Harold and Enid Midgeley were to be a couple in their 20s, with Enid being the daughter of the Barlows at No 3. Lucille Hewitt was originally to be called Janice, and Warren had planned for the Walkers to have a third child, Norman. Albert Tatlock was introduced later.


Granada executives gave Warren’s efforts a lukewarm reception and the show might never have been made had Harry Elton not arranged for screenings of the pilots to be shown to Granada staff. Some hated it, most loved it but everyone had an opinion and that was important.
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Each script, said Forman, should be ‘two-thirds misery and one-third normalcy’.


In August 1960 it had been agreed that the twice-weekly, half-hour serial should have a limited run of eight weeks (16 episodes) to be followed by programmes entitled Old Wives Tale and Son of Stag, although this was amended to 13 episodes.


In October 1960, producer Stuart Latham, known as Harry, detailed the planned production schedule to senior members of staff – two episodes at a time would be rehearsed by a cycle of three directors for live transmission on a Friday, followed by a VTR (video recording) of the next episode for transmission the following Wednesday. He added that the cast list was fairly long and certain characters could emerge as having greater interest or appeal but, initially, no star parts were contemplated. There was pressure at first to include a middle-class figure such as a doctor, but this was resisted and Warren’s initial characterisations remained. Now they had to find their cast.


The auditions


Casting director Margaret Morris was in charge of selecting actors for the 23 parts for the first two episodes. She, her assistant Jose Scott and Tony Warren considered all the northern and Midlands actors they could think of, calling many in to audition and using the two dry runs as screen tests for the favourites. The process was complicated by the requirement to cast ‘unknown’ faces, so these new characters would be more believable to the viewing public.


Pat Phoenix, in her autobiography All My Burning Bridges, explained the truculent mood she was in when she turned up for her audition for the part of Elsie Tanner. Her acting career had come to something of a halt and she was sure travelling to Manchester to audition was a waste of time. After she had read for the six-strong panel she took against the ‘cheeky young devil’ who asked her to remove her coat, presumably to size up her figure for the part. ‘“No, you’ll just have to guess at it, won’t you,” I said. I’d be damned if I was going to parade for them. I’d been to too many auditions and lost too many parts to take this lot seriously.’


That youth of course was Tony Warren. He loved Pat immediately and she realised she loved the ‘glorious, gutsy gift of a part’, though she was sure she’d blown the audition with her indifferent attitude.


But, as Harry Kershaw said, when Pat arrived to read Elsie there was no point in seeing anyone else. The casting panel felt the same about Arthur Leslie and Doris Speed, they were Jack and Annie Walker. Of course, having worked with Doris in his young acting days, Tony Warren had had her in mind all along.


Ena Sharples, famously, was the hardest to find and virtually the last part to be cast. Scores of actors had been seen and Nan Marriott-Watson, who played Ena in the pilots, was unable to take the part when it was offered. Then Warren suggested Violet Carson, another woman he had worked with several years before. Kershaw recalls that as soon as Violet read, all thoughts of the thin shrew-like woman they had originally envisaged vanished – ‘We must have been mad. How could we have possibly thought of anyone else?’


Philip Lowrie, who played Dennis Tanner, went straight into the West End in a play with Margaret Rutherford after he trained at RADA (Royal Academy of Dramatic Art). During that play’s run, the Manchester-born actor was called for an audition in his home city. He says: ‘Apparently 70 boys were interviewed for Dennis Tanner and it got down to me and an actor called Kenneth Farrington who became my good friend. We did a camera test, I got Dennis and Ken got the character of Billy Walker. I remember getting the first script by Tony Warren. As I read it I thought, my goodness, I’ve got a good part here.’


Philip says there is a myth that he went for the role of Ken Barlow, but Ken (William Roache) had already been cast. The other person being camera tested on the same day as Philip was Violet Carson as Ena Sharples. Philip recalls: ‘A director called Mike Scott was doing my test and at the lunch break he told me to go and put some Brylcreem in my hair. I walked up to Deansgate to the nearest Boots and bought a jar of Brylcreem.
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Philip Lowrie in full Brylcreem as Dennis Tanner





I put the whole lot in my hair for the afternoon, did my hair like a Teddy Boy and did my test.’


Afterwards he went to stay the night with his parents who lived in Ashton-under-Lyne in east Manchester. The following day he returned to London. ‘When I got back to my flat the phone was ringing and it was my agent saying, “Where have you been? You have to go straight back to Manchester, you’ve got the part and you start on Monday!”’


Dennis Tanner, Elsie’s son, was an ex-borstal boy, although his character quickly developed from criminal tearaway to a cheeky, easily led yet popular type. ‘He was a bit tough at first and the script was just so good I thought, this is me,’ says Philip. ‘It was as if it’d been written with me in mind, but when I met Tony years later he said “Do you realise I wrote that part for myself?” That’s why it was such a good part.’


The rehearsals


The full new cast had only a few days to rehearse their lines, but luckily many of the actors had been in rep, and were used to learning scripts very quickly.


Just before the full cast had been decided upon, a message was circulated to senior Granada staff from the director of the first episode, Derek Bennett, inviting them to ‘A monster read-through of that fascinating, scintillating, new and exciting series Florizel Street. Dress informal, bottles welcome and comments to be kept until afterwards…’


A further confidential memo went out 12 days later, from Granada executive Denis Forman to Harry Elton and Harry Latham, urging them to be ‘bold, firm, decisive and radical men and not to be deflected by pleas from directors and writers’ because ‘a lot needs doing to Coronation Street (as it was now titled, ahead of a second option Jubilee Street) before we get it right.’


Just two weeks from transmission of the first episode, it was suggested that it was too miserable. It required some high spirits. Each script, said Forman, should be ‘two-thirds misery and one-third normalcy’. It was also regarded as confusing, there should be one strong story as the Tanners, the Barlows (‘the nicest people’) and Ena Sharples were introduced, everyone else should be incidental. Forman doubted whether the initial shop handover story would be strong enough and found the shop layout ‘messy’.


Philip Lowrie says he made lifelong friends in that first week of rehearsals. He remembers: ‘On the very first day of rehearsal – 5th December 1960 – the most beautiful girl walked up to me and said: “Are you Philip? I’m Anne (Cunningham), I’m playing your sister Linda.” We are still best friends and I am godfather to one of her daughters. She lives down the road from me, so we see a lot of each other.’


It was advised not to do street exteriors in the studio (although that is exactly what happened) and the music ‘all part of the sordid, dismal effect of the show’ should be a bright piece with a good beat to finish it on the upbeat.


When it came to the actors, Forman wanted to see them act like real people, ‘not like music hall and rep actors’ (which many of them were). The directors would be asked to bring their performances down ‘to vanishing point’ and there was a reminder that every viewer needed to be able to understand every line: ‘Lancashire is difficult to Scotsmen,’ wrote Forman. ‘Writers are no judge as to what can be understood and what cannot. If you want an emergency test group, think of an old-age pensioners’ home in Aberdeen. Are they going to understand it all?’ The missive also confirms that there had been serious talk of ‘eliminating’ Albert Tatlock, but thankfully the character, played by Jack Howarth, survived.


The first transmission


Work continued furiously ahead of the first transmission of Coronation Street on Friday 9th December. Scenes were rewritten, the sets were designed and built, and the executives wondered nervously if their ‘experiment’ would pay off. Rehearsals and character discussions took place from Monday 5th December and on the Wednesday afternoon, the technical run-through was held. This was the chance for the technical crew to understand the flow of the episodes, and the system of having a ‘tech run’ on Wednesdays continued for many years.


The sets for transmission were different in some aspects from the sets in the pilots. The latter included flowery wallpaper in the back rooms, but these were dropped for transmission as it was said that the designs got confused with the actors’ heads on screen.


Costume fittings took place and characters’ makeup and overall appearances were finalised, and on the Thursday the cast rehearsed ‘on set’ in Granada’s Studio 2 for the very first time. Friday was taken up with last-minute rehearsals and at 7pm sharp, as the actors waited to perform and Tony Warren was ill with nerves, the mournful cornet strains of Eric Spear’s score sounded in homes across the Granada region and the first scene – children playing on a cobbled street outside a corner shop – began.


[image: illustration]


[image: illustration]


Philip Lowrie recalls how nervous he was as he waited for his cue. ‘I remember distinctly because I’d never done television before apart from a walk-on part. I was a very young actor and I remember Margot Bryant was very sweet to me. It was going out live and I was in the second scene, where my mother (Elsie) accuses me of taking money from her purse.


‘I stood at the top of a staircase quite nervous, but as I’d never done television nobody told me the floor manager would count down. When he started to count down from 10 I started to shake, I was quivering with nerves, terrified thinking how many people were watching.’


Little could he have known, as he stood there shaking, that years later the part of Dennis Tanner would see him included in the Guinness Book of Records. Philip left Coronation Street after eight years and returned to the show in 2011 after 43 years, beating the 42 years between appearances for colleague Kenneth Cope (Jed Stone) who had reappeared in 2008.
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‘Now, the next thing you’ve got to do is to get a sign writer in. That thing above the door’ll have to be changed.’
– Elsie Lappin, the first words of the first episode


The first storylines


Tony Warren’s first-ever episode of Coronation Street ostensibly set the scene and introduced some of the main characters to the curious viewers. It began with the handover of the Corner Shop from Elsie Lappin to Florrie Lindley, a device that allowed other residents to be discussed between the pair. Florrie was warned not to give credit to the Tanners from No 11. Elsie was then seen for the first time berating son Dennis for not having a job and taking money from her purse. Further down in No 3, Kenneth and his father argued, with student Ken embarrassed to bring his girlfriend to meet his working-class family. We met brother David and then the cameras turned to the interior of The Rovers Return and Annie Walker was introduced to the world, followed shortly afterwards by Ena Sharples nosily questioning Florrie in the Corner Shop. We learned that Elsie’s daughter Linda had left her husband Ivan Cheveski and we met Albert Tatlock.


The following episodes throughout December 1960 introduced more characters – widower Harry Hewitt dealing with daughter Lucille who had run away from care, Christine Hardman looking after her poorly mother May, who died before the year was out, and Glad Tidings Mission chairman, draper Leonard Swindley, reprimanding caretaker Ena for drinking alcohol. Elsie feared that Dennis was up to no good and Ena, Minnie and Martha settled into their seats in the snug for the first time. Florrie was fined for selling goods past 7pm and Ena was treated in hospital after collapsing. Linda turned out to be pregnant and Concepta Riley arrived back in Weatherfield from Ireland to become the first Rovers barmaid. Viewers immediately took these wonderfully drawn characters to their hearts, and by New Year’s Eve it was as if Coronation Street had always been there…
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The reaction


Coronation Street proved highly popular with viewers, who had never seen anything like it on the small screen. After it was fully networked, it topped the viewing charts – a position it retained for decades, pulling in more than 20 million viewers at times.


Despite its popularity in front rooms nationwide, not everyone was impressed, with the television critics’ response mixed. The day after the first episode was transmitted, Daily Mirror columnist Ken Irwin wrote: ‘The programme is doomed from the outset – with its signature tune and grim scene of a row of terraced houses and smoking chimneys.’ However, Mary Crozier in The Guardian predicted it could run forever, and within a few years its stars were mobbed wherever they went and its audiences were international.
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‘The DNA of Corrie is not the people you see on your TV, it’s the people who create the characters and give us life.’
– Shelley King, who plays Yasmeen Metcalfe


Ken, Gail, Audrey, Roy…Coronation Street’s stars are so famous they are recognisable by their first names alone. But without the hundreds of people behind the scenes, Coronation Street couldn’t remain the television phenomenon it has become. From the talented storyliners who plan what is going to happen to our favourite characters to the writers who give them their voice, from the team who decides who is going to join the famous cast to the designers, the prop buyers, the directors and the camera operators, Coronation Street is a huge well-oiled machine that is only as good as the sum of its parts.


Here’s a glimpse behind the scenes from some of the people whose names roll in the end credits six times a week.





Iain MacLeod – producing Coronation Street



IAIN MACLEOD has Coronation Street running through him like Blackpool through a stick of rock. Having spent a great deal of his working life on the programme, he is now in the boss’s chair, as producer guiding the show through its milestone 60th year.


Originally a journalist, he became a radio newsreader and from that moved into radio production. ‘I was mainly responsible for coming up with interesting stuff for presenters to talk about on radio stations all around the north. It has some crossover with the producer role here as it’s all about telling stories. Just as a journalist wants to hook you in and keep you interested, give you all the facts in the most interesting way possible, that’s exactly what I do now to a certain degree.’


Iain’s first-ever job in television was on Coronation Street as a part-time assistant researcher in 2005. He moved around within the soap doing different editorial jobs, including being a storyline writer. He then moved down the M62 to become series editor and producer at Hollyoaks. A move across the Pennines saw him take the role of series producer at Emmerdale, and by early 2018 he had returned to Coronation Street to take over from Kate Oates as producer of the nation’s favourite soap.


‘Twenty-something me would probably pinch themselves if someone had told me I’d ever be doing this job,’ says Iain. ‘It’s the best job in TV for my money. It’s certainly the pinnacle of soap in my opinion.’


Iain describes being producer as like having a box of the best toys in the world. ‘You sort of lift the lid every day when you come to work but instead of Action Man and Barbie and Sindy and GI Joe you’ve got Ken Barlow and Rita and Tyrone and David Platt, and I get to play make believe with them. In conjunction with our very talented writers and storyline writers I get to come up with fantastical, brilliant and exciting, novel and moving make believe.’


So what does the job of producing Coronation Street entail? A lot of Iain’s time is spent reading – ‘I’m lucky I’m an avid, and speedy, reader, which is an essential prerequisite for this job.’


[image: illustration]


‘It’s like making the best show on telly with your best mates a lot of the time.’


Iain might read 12 scripts (70 pages long on average) in a morning. He will go through them with their directors and discuss how he wants certain scenes to look, the tone he wants, whether it should be comedic or sad, dramatic or low key. ‘We have a very talented bunch of people here, so lots of it could all run without too much input from me, but I do like to involve myself in all aspects such as costume, design, lighting.’


Reading scripts and interacting with directors and writers takes up roughly half the producer’s time. The other half is spent reading the storyline documents – the building blocks upon which the eventual scripts will be based.


‘So I do a lot of reading and a lot of talent management – we have around 70 actors and 30 writers who all have very strong creative points of view, very clear ideas about the way they want to either write or perform. A fairly large proportion of my time when not reading is spent talking directly to actors about how I want things to play, talking to them about their upcoming storyline so that they know where the scene they’re shooting in The Rovers on Monday morning – where they cast a sideways glance at another character – is going. Is that story going to turn into a love story? Or are they secretly plotting their downfall, or do they have a secret they don’t want that person to know about?’


Iain’s favourite part of the job is the monthly short-term story conference, a two-day meeting with the assistant producer, the storyliners and the scriptwriters. That’s where the toybox analogy becomes pertinent – they lift the lid on the toybox, look at all the characters they have to play with and spend two days working out what they are going to do next with them.


The team needs to know what they are doing with those characters for the next month, but often they are planning six months, twelve months or even two or three years in advance.


‘Story conference is fun, it’s creative, it’s a non-judgemental environment for people to put their ideas forward. Sometimes the most ambitious, slightly bonkers stuff catches the imagination of the writers’ room. We’ll spend an hour or so refining it and before you know it suddenly you’ve got this incredible two-year story. The best thing is that everybody who works on this show is a massive fan, so being in the privileged position of being able to come up with the next six months of Coronation Street is a lot of fun and you do have to pinch yourself sometimes to think that that’s what you’re allowed to do for a living.’ Iain regards Coronation Street like a big family. ‘It’s like making the best show on telly with your best mates a lot of the time.’


Iain follows in the footsteps of talented producers who have helped to retain Coronation Street’s position as one of Britain’s favourite programmes. He explains: ‘My job is like being put in charge of the Mona Lisa – I might be able to change the way it’s displayed or lit, but ultimately if I go at it with a marker pen and put my own spin on it, it’s unforgivable. It’s a hugely important cultural thing, Coronation Street. My job is not to try to rebrand or rebrief it and make it into something that it’s not, but to continue the tradition that Tony Warren established in1960 and work out what the modern version of that show looks like.’


While Coronation Street can’t remain frozen in time, it has to have a lineage back to those first shows. Careful custodianship is required. ‘Luckily, many of the writers have been on it for decades, so if I were ever to steer the ship into dangerous waters there’s a very good system of checks and balances in place. Like everyone who watches and loves Coronation Street, you love it for what it is and you don’t want to turn it into something else. If you try to make a show that you’d want to watch as a Corrie fan, then you can’t go too far wrong. Sometimes I come to work and spend all day sitting in a room watching Coronation Street. In any other job that would get you sacked, but I actually get paid for the privilege. It’s a joy really.’


The biggest challenge, says Iain, is finding stories that have never been done before. ‘We try not to be formulaic, things can take surprising twists, and you wind up somewhere totally unexpected.


‘You have your big love story/murder mysteries, but sometimes the more poignant heart-breaking stuff is equally memorable and equally brilliant. Jack Duckworth’s death really sticks in the memory because it was low key and poignant and gentle.


‘People talk about these big stories, but when you ask them what their favourite moment was it’s often the smaller comedic stuff. That’s what Corrie’s always been first and foremost – the soap with the laconic, northern, wry sense of humour.


‘We’re constantly trying to find that balance between the big drama and the comedy, and I think Corrie has historically been better at that than anyone else. It’s a continuing challenge and comedy is a very mercurial animal to try to pin down. It’s polarising, and what one person might find funny someone else might find utterly infuriating and annoying.


‘You have to trust your instincts and sometimes we get it right, sometimes we don’t. On balance, Corrie’s been going for 60 years because we mostly get it right.’





Casting


ONE of the most important departments at Coronation Street is casting: seeking out the right actor to bring the words of the writers to life and to appeal to fans is fundamental to the show’s success.


Throughout the decades, actors have burned their characters into the consciousness of the nation – who else could have portrayed imperious Annie Walker but Doris Speed? Patricia Phoenix was Elsie Tanner. And William Roache turned out to be perfectly cast as Ken Barlow. Tony Warren’s initial feeling that Ena Sharples should be a scrawny shrew of a woman quickly, and fortunately, made way for the idea that she should take the more stockily built, intimidating form of Violet Carson. And as for Hilda Ogden, well, Jean Alexander was a gift. Onwards through the decades, which other actors could have been Rita, Gail, Bet, Reg, Carla or Roy?


It’s no accident that these actors have portrayed these iconic characters. There’s an art to selecting the right person, so how do the casting director, and the wider team, achieve this?


In 1960 there were 24 actors...By 2004 there was a regular cast of around 52; now it’s 72.


Coronation Street’s casting director Gennie Radcliffe originally wanted to become a theatre director. She studied for a drama degree at Manchester University – ‘I never wanted to act’ – and then began working at the Library Theatre in Manchester where she was asked to help with the audition process. ‘I loved doing that,’ she says. ‘Starting with a script and going through the whole casting process, then seeing that come alive on stage was such a buzz.’


Gennie wrote to James Bain (former head of casting and recipient, following his death in 2016, of the inaugural Tony Warren award at the British Soap Awards) and casting director Judi Hayfield at ITV, and her letter arrived the day two casting assistants resigned. ‘They asked if I could come in for a chat the next day and then said, “Right, can you start on Monday?”’


Judi Hayfield was one of Coronation Street’s most influential casting directors and she is still involved with the soap. Since the 1960s she has been heavily involved in creating an iconic cast, bringing in actors including Betty Driver, Helen Worth, Sue Nicholls, Johnny Briggs, Lynne Perrie, Sally Dynevor, William Tarmey, Elizabeth Dawn, Amanda Barrie, Kevin Kennedy, Sarah Lancashire, Suranne Jones, Jane Danson, Georgia Taylor and Julie Hesmondhalgh.


Thanks to Judi, Gennie started off booking the extras on Coronation Street, then went on to work with casting directors on other ITV shows, including The Forsyte Saga and Blue Murder. In 2004 she was asked to take over the casting on Coronation Street and admits it was something of a baptism of fire. She explains the secret: ‘It’s about volume of actors. You have to know a lot of actors, so I would be out at the theatre all the time, three or four nights a week, just soaking up who was out there. And for every small part I cast I’ll always have one wildcard, someone I don’t know but has come from a trusted agent, and that’s how I build up my knowledge of actors.’


[image: illustration]


In 1960 there were 24 actors in the cast. By 2004 there was a regular cast of around 52; now it’s 72 (not counting the under 16s). Agents will know to suggest just two or three people for a role, or they won’t suggest anybody if they don’t have someone spot on. ‘These days, for every part I send out I’ll get between 150 and 300 suggestions. I go through all of them. As you develop as a casting director you learn to read the image and the CV really quickly.’


To explain the casting terminology, extras are non-speaking; visiting artists are those actors who come in for a short storyline or the odd episode here and there – perhaps a policeman with three or four lines, a doctor with a couple of scenes or an actor who comes in for several episodes as a love interest for a character. Regular artists are those on a three-month or more contract.


Often, the first meeting a prospective Coronation Street actor has with casting takes place in a small comfortable meeting room at the studios’ offices at Trafford Wharf. The window looks out over the waters of Salford Quays to the BBC buildings at MediaCity and on one of the office walls are pinned cast cards of all the current actors on the show, complete with picture, name and signature. Rather than being intimidating, this can help an actor as they prepare to read through a scene.


The first main character Gennie, as Assistant Casting Director, cast was Chesney, as a boy in 2003. ‘It was a no brainer, Sam Aston was just so adorable and the boy could act! Shortly after that I cast Bill Ward as Charlie Stubbs and some of the more notable ones I cast were Katherine Kelly (Becky Granger) and Michelle Keegan (Tina McIntyre).


‘Tina was an interesting one,’ remembers Gennie. ‘We’d already got a shortlist of six girls when a local casting agent rang and said they had this girl who was something special and could I meet her. I asked her to come in that afternoon. Michelle was really raw, had barely done anything else before, but there was something mesmeric about her. I had a hunch and put her forward for a screen test. Jack P Shepherd (David Platt), the director and I all said to the producer at the time, we have to go with this girl. She just had it. Everyone asks, what is it that you’re looking for? She had it, you couldn’t take your eyes off her. You just know, when they bring that character to life, beyond what you ever hope for, that they’re right for the role.’


[image: illustration]


Judi Hayfield says that the secret to finding the perfect actor for a role is knowing the scenes, making regular theatre visits to scout for the show and fighting for the best actor for the part. She recalls casting Julie Hesmondhalgh for the part of Hayley Patterson: ‘After meeting Julie we decided there and then in the room that she had the job and were really excited to have found Hayley. I chased her down the corridor to tell her she had got the job!’


For a new regular role, the team nearly always screen test and that test is viewed by several people, including the producer. First, a scene is usually specially written for an audition, perhaps a two-hander with a journey, ups and downs to bring out real emotion from the actors. The actors will have that in advance before they come in. They will read on camera then the team will spend several days meeting the prospective stars and putting them on camcorder. They will be whittled down to eight or ten possibles, then the producer will select five or six to be screen-tested.


Gennie explains: ‘If you’re casting an older character in their 70s or 80s you might see just 10 actors because you know their work, they’re normally pretty established. If I’m casting someone like Emma Brooker (Alexandra Mardell), a teenager, I might see 50 or 60 actors because you don’t know who’s out there. They’re just coming up from drama school and you want to give everybody the chance because you don’t want to miss anyone who might be amazing.’


A full on-screen test is usually a scene together with the actor they will mainly be playing opposite – husband and wife, boyfriend and girlfriend, mother and father – and this will be acted out on one of the regular sets with a mini crew. The scene will be edited together and sent round to the producers who will have a conference call with the casting team to decide who will get the part.


‘You need to make sure they can cope with being on set. Sometimes you see the nerves and it breaks your heart because we all want everybody to be great, to excel. We always let people read again if they want to. There are so many actors that the amazing casting directors before me have cast that you feel like the caretaker and you’ve got to do as well as the people who came before you.’


[image: illustration]


Gennie needn’t worry about that, as she and her team have been responsible for casting many of our favourite characters – Sophie, Bethany, Michelle, Carla, Tim, Mary, Billy, Beth, Sinead, Alex, Cathy, Gary, Evelyn, Abi, Johnny, Daniel, the Baileys…


‘I love it when I audition an actor who makes the hairs on the back of your neck stand up because their performance is so good. I think I’ve got the best job in the world…’


Assistant casting director Katy Scully, who started working in casting for ITV in 2004 and has worked solely on Coronation Street since 2009, adds: ‘The main cast is established, but we’ll have other people that come in – paramedics, police, boyfriends, etc, so it’s going through scripts, talking to directors to find out what they want and then we will narrow the dates down, select people to interview and then we’ll cast with the director for a certain block of episodes.’
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