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TO THE REAL MIDWIVES AND
NURSES, PAST AND PRESENT,
HERE AND EVERYWHERE






[image: image]






[image: image]


INTRODUCTION


Stephen McGann


Dr Turner


I’m on a street in west London. It’s January 2012. I press the mobile phone harder to my ear to cut out the sound of traffic and the chattering of passing students. It’s Heidi – my partner, and the writer of Call the Midwife. She excitedly repeats the overnight viewing figure for the second episode of Series One. Her voice is clear but it takes a moment to comprehend what she’s saying. The figure she’s telling me is big. Really big. Half a million up on last week’s stupidly big figure. After the first episode, figures are supposed to go down, not up. Everybody knows that …


‘The BBC have been in touch. They want to recommission it straight away!’


The call ends and I stand on the kerb, letting the people and the traffic pass me by. One of those sweet moments when life shifts a gear and the grey sky becomes flecked with new colour. I’m elated. For her. For it. For all of us. Our little show. The drama we’d spent the previous summer making in a disused seminary in north London. Our brave, fierce, gentle, tough little show. Call the Midwife is a hit. A great big hit. And no one saw it coming.


Ten years is a strange length of time – long enough for memories to gain a tinge of fog but still near enough to recall those moments of sharp emotion, or the thrill of a sudden life change. Call the Midwife was never a ‘big’ drama. Not in its initial planning, or in its moving execution, or even in its subsequent ecstatic reception. One of the things I love about Call the Midwife is that it’s a small, intimate drama on the inside but one that appears much bigger when viewed from the outside. A sort of reverse of Doctor Who’s Tardis. It was never the kind of glossy period production that presumed it would get the public’s attention. Far from it. In a way, it’s more like the courageous but unassuming women it portrays. Its virtue doesn’t lie in a cavalier swagger or lavish self-confidence. It comes from something far more enduring. Quiet compassion. An unshakeable humanity. Absolute sincerity. An ability to reach out of the TV screen and grasp the hearts and minds of the viewers, week in, week out.


That’s why I think it’s so easy to underestimate the visceral impact Call the Midwife has on its audience. We live in a world of competing noise and bids for our attention. The constant cackle of style over substance. A cacophony of frantic wants and needs and desires. Compassion and sincerity, by contrast, don’t tend to shout because the most meaningful and moving moments in all our lives exist in that breath-held silence between louder but less important things. That place where the stuff of life really happens. This is at the quiet heart of all good drama. The birthing room where Call the Midwife does all of its gentle work.


It’s funny to recall a time, all those years back, when I’d never heard the phrase ‘Call the Midwife’. The bestselling book by Jennifer Worth had somehow passed me by but our wonderful producer, Pippa Harris, had sent Heidi a copy to read with a view to adapting it for television. This, in itself, wasn’t noteworthy. Writers of historical drama like Heidi are frequently sent books to consider – and most of them end up adding to the growing mountain of night-time reading we stack by our bedside. Heidi reads voraciously and fast, and doesn’t waste time on something that doesn’t grab her – so I’m accustomed to seeing her pick up and discard books with the frequency of a French courtesan dispensing with unprofitable suitors. But this time it was different. She became engrossed. I absent-mindedly referred to it as ‘that midwife one’. If I asked her an idle question while she was reading, it would take her several seconds to reply. Occasionally, I’d hear her gasp under her breath or let out a small sigh. Eventually, she broke her silence with a single understatement that still has me laughing a decade on.


‘You know, I think I might be able to do something with this …’


She was right of course. She was able to ‘do something’ with Call the Midwife. And over the last decade, the results have been seen on televisions all over the world. Yet the modesty in that statement stays with me because it typifies her approach to the subject matter and what I think sets Call the Midwife apart from other TV dramas. Heidi had immediately understood the dramatic power of Jennifer Worth’s world and seen how it might be transposed to television. But this transposition wasn’t a cynical formula; instead, it would empathise fully with those humans it portrayed.


The supposed ‘woman’s world’ of childbirth had spent too many years in the shadows of TV drama, reduced to a few panting seconds in the service of more masculine plotlines. The medical women in Jennifer’s stories were hardened by experience and yet remained devoted to the care of those who endured lives of invisibility, indifference, pain and shame with phenomenal stoicism. If the fundamental human experience of childbirth as a springboard for wider life drama was ever going to get the attention it deserved, then it would be by telling their unheard stories with respect and sincerity. Showing their faith, their frailties, their grief and their joy without judgement or a cynical tongue in a cheek.


I think Call the Midwife makes people cry every week because it makes Heidi cry when she writes it. It makes us actors cry when we play it. Call the Midwife is celebrating its tenth anniversary because those of us involved with it absolutely mean what we do. We’re as much members of the audience for these stories as our viewers. Because, ultimately, these stories are about all of us. What we all have in common and how we might care a bit better for each other.


If that isn’t worth ten years of labour, then I don’t know what is.
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SERIES ONE





1957


EPISODE ONE


Unworldly new midwife Jenny Lee arrives at Nonnatus House to join midwives Trixie Franklin and Cynthia Miller, and nuns Sister Julienne, Sister Evangelina, Sister Bernadette and Sister Monica Joan in their community work. She has trouble adjusting to her new job and the harsh East End environment but when she handles Spanish mum Conchita Warren’s traumatic birth alone, she knows she’s made the right choice.


EPISODE TWO


Friendly but accident-prone Camilla Fortescue-Cholmeley-Browne, nicknamed Chummy, arrives with a crash, bang and bicycle wobble, much to Sister Evangelina’s frustration. Jenny takes care of young Irish prostitute and mum-to-be Mary – but finds that the world can be cruel to a condemned woman in need of a second chance.


EPISODE THREE


Trixie and Cynthia look after Winnie Lawson, a woman in her forties who is upset at getting pregnant, despite her husband Ted’s excitement. They understand her distress when she eventually gives birth to a mixed-race child. When Jenny is assigned old soldier Joe Collett to care for, she is disgusted by his bug-infested living conditions but comes to admire the man beneath the grime and hatches a plan to honour him.


EPISODE FOUR


There is shock when Shirley Redmond’s new baby is snatched from its pram and the entire community is mobilised to recover the infant. When the perpetrator is discovered to be traumatised Mary from episode two, Jenny intervenes to protect both child and thief. Meanwhile, Cynthia witnesses the pain and resilience of love as headmaster David Jones loses his beloved musician wife Margaret to eclampsia.


EPISODE FIVE


When Nonnatus House cleaner Peggy’s brother Frank develops cancer, Jenny and the nuns are glad to look after him. But as the Nonnatuns learn of the siblings’ harsh workhouse upbringing they discover that their relationship is more intimate than anyone expected. Meanwhile, Fred Buckle, the caretaker, has a new money-making scheme: making a fortune in bacon from a new pig called Evie. But when Evie is discovered to be pregnant, Fred’s plans are scuppered and the team’s midwifery skills are given a whole new twist.


EPISODE SIX


Sister Monica Joan has Nonnatus House deeply concerned when she catches pneumonia after roaming the streets. But when she is later arrested for theft and put on trial, the team are worried that her roaming days may be over for good. Meanwhile, Chummy’s snobbish mother visits the convent to pour cold water on her daughter’s relationship with the lowly PC Noakes. Chummy reluctantly ends their relationship but the other midwives bring about a change of heart and the episode concludes with the couple’s wedding.


CHRISTMAS 1957


An abandoned baby is discovered on the steps of the convent. The whole team rallies round to provide food and clothing, and a search is organised to trace his mother. Chummy sets herself the task of mounting a children’s nativity play, while Jenny and Dr Turner become involved in the distressing case of Mrs Jenkins – an elderly vagrant with a cruel workhouse past, and the unbearable pain of a mother’s unresolved loss.
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BIRTH OF A LEGEND


Stephen McGann


Dr Turner


‘Call the Midwife? That’s just about babies being born, isn’t it?’


I still get that sometimes from members of the public who’ve never watched the programme. Those who have know that Call the Midwife is about a great deal more than that! But the remark still makes me smile – the assumption that being the first drama to represent the universal human experience of childbirth on pre-watershed television is somehow an achievement so trivial it deserves the word ‘just’ in front of it!


In truth, there was no ‘just’ about it. When we first gathered to make Series One in early 2011, a major task for the production team was how to create the joy, pain and breath-held drama of childbirth in a way that fully respected medical practice and female biology, and yet was watchable for a family audience. Until then, childbirth on screen tended to be a technical afterthought: a few seconds of light panting in full make-up before a three-month-old baby pops out. This careless dismissal of such a profound process would regularly drive real midwives crazy. But not this time. We were going into that closed world of the birthing room and wanted to do justice to an event that literally every human being has experienced. As Dr Turner, I was fortunate to play a small part in those early scenes – and so witnessed at first-hand the incredible combination of teamwork and expertise that achieved them.


The major birth in episode one was a hell of a way to start. Exclusively Spanish-speaking Conchita Warren (played brilliantly by Carolina Valdés), mother of twenty-four (!) children. A premature delivery with life-threatening complications. Jessica Raine’s first major birth challenge as midwife Jenny Lee. Those scenes would probably define the success or failure of our entire series. No pressure, then!


We were lucky to possess a secret weapon in the form of our midwifery advisor and real-life midwife, Terri Coates. Terri had years of clinical experience and was determined to see her job represented with dignity and accuracy at last. Yet all that expertise would be worthless if Terri wasn’t also a part of the wider dramatic process. TV drama is a highly technical representation of reality, not reality itself. An expert must work in a team, one which includes lights, cameras, actors and effects, to fit their own life experiences into the limits and conventions of the screen and create an effective illusion.


Thankfully, we were blessed with the generosity and talents of Philippa Lowthorpe as our director. Philippa immediately saw the value of close collaboration to create authentic births. Her key decision in Series One was to set aside dedicated rehearsal time for a birth scene before filming. It might surprise many that actors in TV drama don’t usually rehearse. A cast in theatre enjoys weeks of rehearsal before opening night but TV actors generally turn up on the day and rehearse immediately before they shoot. Not here. Call the Midwife was going to spend the time to get Conchita’s birth right.


We hired a room in the Bloomsbury Central Baptist Church in London. It had a few sparse props – a makeshift bed, a child’s doll for a baby – but all the important elements were there. Terri, Philippa and the actors – Jess, Carolina and Tim. I sneaked a few bad photographs on my mobile phone and watched as they worked together to solve the problems they encountered – Philippa listening to Terri’s advice, encouraging the actors, devising the right camera angles, the moments of dramatic focus, the essential sights and sounds.


Have you ever considered how difficult it is to film a birth without too much graphic detail? It’s an event that takes place at what a midwife might euphemistically call the ‘business end’ of a woman’s body – not exactly your normal Sunday-evening family location. TV has strict guidelines for what can be seen before 9 p.m. Blood must also be kept to a minimum, despite this being the most natural of human processes. But constraints can lead to real creativity. Philippa worked miracles in that room – devising how a baby might be filmed appearing using the angles, cutaways and reaction shots that would help a viewer fill in the gaps with their own imagination.
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A key to viewers being transported by drama rests with the underlying story and its skilful telling. Jess Raine had such a difficult journey to make as Jenny Lee in that first climactic birth. An inexperienced midwife, Jenny was assisting at a dangerous labour that would change her life; she was feeling every fear and emotion while needing to stay composed. Jess’s reactions would guide us all as viewers through those key moments and what she achieved with her performance was a benchmark for all Call the Midwife performances to come. Those sights and sounds she witnessed in that room were felt by us all.


The sounds! Terri was a revelation. She knew better than anyone the extraordinary sounds a woman can make during labour – guttural, animal, primal and as far removed from Hollywood panting as you can imagine. Ageless but utterly human. Terri performed them for us and we listened, open-mouthed. How could we possibly present that to a Sunday audience? Yet Carolina took those sounds inside of her and made them Conchita’s. Her performance was extraordinary.


In the final run-through, Carolina let rip with all she had. All the raw emotion, pain, love and passion. At the end of the scene there was a stunned silence. Nobody moved. I looked across the room and, to my surprise, I saw Terri, our real midwife, a hardened professional, who’d delivered literally hundreds of real infants in her long career, wiping tears from her face. She’d told me that birth usually made her cry. But this was just drama, make-believe. Why had she responded in that way now?


‘Because it looked right,’ she sniffed. ‘It felt real.’


That was the moment I first suspected that Call the Midwife was a lot more than ‘just’ about babies being born.
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HOW IT ALL BEGAN


Pippa Harris


Executive producer


Jennifer Worth had written three books about her time as a midwife in the East End of London in the 1950s. The first, Call the Midwife, was published as a small run of copies by a tiny specialist publishing house called Merton Books. Jennifer’s agent thought it might have wider appeal and it was sent to us at Neal Street Productions as something that might make a good film. Our head of development at the time, Tara Cook, took it home to read and couldn’t put it down. She passed it on to me and I found it fascinating – there was something that felt so immediate about the world described, but at the same time it was almost like reading Dickens or a historical novel. The level of poverty depicted was so extreme and so different to today, and yet it was only fifty years ago.


Jennifer had a real knack for episodic storytelling and was very good at vignettes, keeping you interested page by page. She was a natural observer, giving vivid descriptions of the people and medical situations she encountered in Poplar. You didn’t always get a huge insight into her as a person, but you get a good sense of her as an intelligent, poised young woman looking at an unfamiliar world and trying to make sense of it. She was at the centre of an ensemble of fascinating characters and I thought that would make the book ideal for television.
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FINDING THE WRITER


Pippa Harris


Executive producer


It can take a long time to find the right person to adapt a book for television. We often have to go to many different people and it can take months. In this instance, I had a gut instinct that Heidi Thomas would be perfect. We did our first jobs in television together, on Soldier Soldier – which was where we both met Annie Tricklebank as well, who has gone on to produce so many series of Call the Midwife. I knew that we needed someone who would understand the complexities of people’s lives in Poplar and who would depict that world in an empathetic way. Heidi is extremely technically skilful and there was good raw material in the books but it wouldn’t be like adapting a classic – there wasn’t really a story. We needed someone who could structure that story and create a series that could run and run. I loved the way she’d adapted Madame Bovary and Cranford for television but I wasn’t sure that she would be so keen on adapting the work of a living author. There’s a freedom that comes with the author not being around!


Heidi Thomas


Writer and executive producer


When Pippa sent me Jennifer Worth’s book I took one look at the cover and thought, ‘That’s not for me.’ It had a photograph of some very scruffy urchins, which put it into a category that was known at the time as the ‘misery memoir’. I’d just done Cranford and I was definitely thinking about nineteenth-century fiction rather than twentieth-century non-fiction. So it sat on my desk for six weeks until Pippa rang me up and said, ‘Please, just read twenty pages.’ I thought, ‘Well, I can manage that.’ So I did – and I got as far as page seventeen, where there was a description of a working-class East End woman giving birth and the narrator thought to herself: ‘How much can she bear? How much can any woman bear?’ In the middle of a very detailed description of a particular, physical event, something completely universal was expressed. At that point I didn’t even bother carrying on – I just emailed Pippa and said, ‘Yes.’
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FROM PAGE TO SCREEN


Pippa Harris


Executive producer


Once Heidi was on board we had a project. We knew that medical stories work really well on television and that with the combination of nuns and nurses we had plenty of interesting characters. It was also important for Jennifer to be happy with our choice of writer, that she understood that Heidi would stick to the spirit of her books but that if it was a success we would need to run beyond those books, that we would run out of stories. Luckily, they got on very well.
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Heidi Thomas


Writer and executive producer


I’d been looking for a new Cranford and, surprisingly, this was it. Cranford was a fictionalised memoir and the first volume of Jennifer’s memoir was more fictionalised than is generally realised. She drew on other people’s experiences as well as her own. What I quickly recognised was that what lay before me was something very rich with extraordinary potential, but it was complex – you could read three chapters and realise that it would make about ten minutes of television. Or you could read a paragraph that had such a complicated texture that it could make almost an entire episode.
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My first meeting with Jennifer, along with her husband Philip, and with Pippa, was not a great success! We met at a rather swish fish restaurant in London where the acoustics were so bad that none of us could really hear what anyone was saying. Fortunately, it was followed up quite quickly by an invitation to lunch at their house in Hemel Hempstead. I remember it was a very snowy day and the roads were icy but they had a fire going in the living room, dominated by an enormous Steinway grand piano that Jennifer played to concert standard. We talked and a friendship started to develop. When it came time to leave, she helped me on with my coat, which was navy blue with a very full skirt. Jennifer took a great interest in clothes and she buttoned me into that coat, remarking appreciatively on the lining – it felt like part of the audition process and that I’d passed.


Hugh Warren


Producer, Series 1–3


The producer’s job is to act as a sort of creative marriage broker, making an environment and setting up a structure that enables other people to do the best work they possibly can. When a television show has been green-lit – given the go-ahead – in this case by the BBC, a producer is called in. My job then is to manage the production in all its details. There are lots of practical issues about how we can shoot and where we can shoot, proposing a designer and director, thinking about personal chemistry and who might work well with who, then basically making sure that they have the best resources available in terms of equipment, budget and location to flourish. It’s a very collaborative process, particularly on a new show. So I was involved from the start in meetings with Heidi Thomas, Pippa Harris and the casting director, Andy Pryor. Overall, a producer’s most important relationship is with the director and we were incredibly lucky to get Philippa Lowthorpe for the first series.


Another key person we got on board at the beginning was Eve Stewart as production designer. She made it possible for us to establish the whole feel and atmosphere of the East End of London in 1957, seen through the eyes of Jenny Lee, a young woman walking into a completely unfamiliar world. That opening sequence, as Jenny makes her way through the docks and into the heart of Poplar, seeing the poverty, the squalid conditions that people lived in, took up considerable resources in terms of the budget; it was hugely disproportionate but worth every penny. The programme immediately occupied somewhere real in people’s imaginations. It had scale and life and after that you only needed to remind them – they knew the world that the characters inhabited.


We shot a lot in Chatham Dockyards, which was both fascinating and strange for me as my father and my brother had worked there. It served us very well as a location; we recreated whole streets, turning a 400-year-old dockyard into 1950s east London! The challenge always was to make sure it felt real, not a sanitised version.
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CREATING THE WORLD


Eve Stewart


Production designer, Series 1–4


My background is theatre, which in many ways has stood me in very good stead for my work in television and film. I started off by thinking I wanted to do just fine art, but I so enjoyed every aspect of my foundation year at art school and was so lively and talkative that they ended up saying to me, ‘You’re too noisy for fine art! You can do a bit of everything, why don’t you try theatre design?’ So I did and that training led me to work with some brilliant directors – in particular Mike Leigh at the Hampstead Theatre and Peter Gill at the National Theatre Studio, doing workshops on new plays. Mike Leigh then asked me to work on his fabulous Gilbert and Sullivan film Topsy Turvy, and it all took off from there. As I didn’t come into the business from film school, it’s my background in theatre that informs the way I think. I try to make sure that every detail is right and the actors find that it really helps them to understand the world they’re in.


I like to make sure that the right things are inside cupboards, even if the cupboards are never opened. And I’ve watched television programmes and noticed that the same lamps and cushions turn up every time – I was absolutely determined not to do that. I was born in the East End, so I do know that world. And I also know women from an older generation who play spot the lamp! They’d let me know very quickly if I got anything wrong. A plastic bucket turned up in a shot once – I don’t know how I missed that – and I was vilified. I got so many complaints it was if I’d killed someone!


We threw everything at that first shot of the docks and the Poplar streets. And I was so lucky to have Amy Roberts to work with as costume designer. Her family’s from the East End as well so we both really understood that world. It meant that there was a backbone and a truth to what we did.
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STEPPING INTO POPLAR


Heidi Thomas


Writer and executive producer


There was a wonderful period of working with Jennifer Worth. I’d go over to her house and we’d sit in what she called the Blue Room, not so much going through the book as having it there, as a shared property. She’d think back on her experiences and jot down notes in her spidery writing – you can still see that in the opening credits of the show. They weren’t fully formed sentences, just bits and pieces she remembered, like ‘Street games, skipping, children in go-karts made out of crates with old pram wheels attached’ or ‘Laundry hanging everywhere’. Those notes turned out to be the gift that kept on giving. I’d go back to them and find ‘Cubs and scouts, youth clubs’ – and they became essential elements of the society we ended up showing on screen. After she read my first draft, Jennifer only had one specific comment and that was about the cake that had to be hidden from Sister Monica Joan to prevent her from eating it all – it was hidden in a stewpot, not a cake tin!


Jennifer was a quick study and comprehended the process very rapidly. I’d never worked with a living writer before and I had huge respect for her and for her work. She knew that and it was a great moment when she said, ‘I’m going to leave this to you now. You do what you think is right and I am sure it will be correct.’ It was a two-way street and she was happy to have her brain picked. And she was very interested in how we were going to recreate the world of the East End that she remembered. She’d cycle up to 20 miles a day across the Isle of Dogs, over river bridges that are no longer there. Probably 80 per cent of the built environment she remembered no longer exists. We had to explain CGI – computer-generated imagery – to her and she was fascinated by that.
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NONNATUS HOUSE


Hugh Warren


Producer, Series 1–3


Finding Nonnatus House was absolutely key to the first series. We were incredibly lucky to find a house in Mill Hill in north London – it was an old seminary with lots of different buildings that we could use. There’s a great benefit when you’re filming of being able to do a lot in one place. Because so many people are involved – in front of and behind the camera – it really helps if you’re not moving the crew around all the time. There was a big chapel for the nuns, a kitchen and various other areas that worked really well. We knew that the site was owned by a developer but we thought it was worth the risk, that we’d have a bit longer there than turned out to be the case. After the second year, the owners wanted to start work on the development so we had to move on. That was a real challenge, losing that physical world after we’d worked so hard to establish it.


Heidi Thomas


Writer and executive producer


Before we started filming, during the pre-production process, Hugh Warren and Pippa Harris and I agreed to go with Jennifer Worth and her husband Philip to see the original Nonnatus House, where Jennifer had worked. It was called St Frideswide’s Mission House, a big red-brick 1890s building on Lodore Street in Poplar. We agreed to meet at Aldgate tube station but the day before we got an email from Philip saying that Jennifer wasn’t at all well. Within a week she had a diagnosis of terminal cancer. To this day I can remember reading that email and thinking, ‘This was not in the scheme of things.’ We were so looking forward to the pleasure she would derive from the filming and from the programme. She only lived another ten weeks; it was desperately sad. We needed, wanted her involvement but there was very little she was well enough to do.
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JENNY AND JENNIFER


Heidi Thomas


Writer and executive producer


Jennifer loved the casting of Jessica Raine as Jenny Lee, her fictionalised self. They never met but we showed her pictures of Jessica and she definitely considered her to be appropriately beautiful and ladylike! Jennifer’s books are a mixture of invention and reality – she didn’t just write things down as journalistic facts; she was creative and imaginative and developed her characters, sometimes based on real people, sometimes not. Dr Turner was an invented character; Sister Monica Joan had elements of Monica Merlin, an actress who was Jennifer’s lodger for a while. Sister Julienne was a real person, who remained friends with Jennifer for the rest of her life and wrote letters with little drawings in the margins to her two daughters.


In fact, Jennifer remained in touch with the whole of that religious community, to whom she gave the fictional name of the Order of St Raymond Nonnatus. She was a devout Anglican and used to stay with them and go on retreat. I have an uncle who’s a priest and whose ministry was in Birmingham for a good fifteen years, so when I was doing my initial research I told him that I was trying to identify an order of Anglican nuns who had roots in community nursing and midwifery in the East End of London. He said, ‘I know exactly who they are. They’re the Order of St John the Divine and they’re now based in Birmingham.’ I asked Jennifer if that was correct and it was – with her permission we contacted them asking if we could visit for purposes of research and they were extraordinarily warm and welcoming.


Jessica Raine


Jenny Lee


I was so excited to start the journey. I’d begun my career in theatre and that grounding gave me confidence but I was unsure of how to work with the camera. It was the best experience to be in every scene, every day, leading a show and learning how to work with the camera. I loved it. I loved mapping Jenny’s journey and being guided by Philippa Lowthorpe and working as a team.


I remember thinking that I had bombed the first audition. Someone told me (once I’d got the job!) that I nearly didn’t get a re-call – thankfully Philippa saw something and the next audition was much better. I’ll certainly never forget pretending to do a vaginal examination while sitting at a desk in the cold light of day. It was surreal and very funny.


I was already familiar with Jennifer Worth’s original book, so felt I had a good grounding in the world it was portraying. Heidi’s script really illuminated Jenny’s naivety going into the poverty-stricken East End. We are introduced to that world and to the world of Nonnatus House through her eyes, so I knew it was a really special part that needed some grit and humour alongside the innocence. 


Jenny needed to come over as young and inexperienced so I upped the RP (or poshness) of my accent and made my voice lighter than it is in real life. The uniform helped establish the character as well. It was so comfortable and I will forever be indebted to the costume designer, Amy Roberts, for that. And for Jenny’s off-duty wardrobe, in which there were lots of lemony-yellow colours and cinched-in ‘New Look’ skirts and dresses that looked clean and prim. Jenny Lee always looked as if she left an aroma of fresh soap wherever she went.
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Hugh Warren


Producer, Series 1–3


When I was asked by my agent if I would be interested in producing the show, I thought, ‘Am I going to be able to engage with this, with these stories about midwives and babies in the 1950s? A gay man, with no children?’ And then I recognised a universal theme that absolutely anyone can connect with – each story is ultimately about the triumph of love over adversity.
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