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About the Book

Alf Wight, a modest Scottish writer, better known as James Herriot, wrote books that became worldwide best sellers, films, audiobooks, and a much-loved television show. In The Life of a Country Vet, Graham Lord has written a detailed and affectionate biography of this remarkable man. Lord carefully documents Wight’s life, beginning with his childhood in Glasgow and his years in veterinary college. Following his development as a writer, the source of his pen name, and his struggles to get published. Along the way, we encounter some extraordinary events and hidden tragedies in this seemingly magical life. 

Millions of fans laughed and cried at Wight’s delightful stories of life as a vet. Lord reveals that some of the stories were utterly true, and some were utterly fictional. He illuminates the real relationships between the memorable characters that inhabit the books. This warm yet insightful portrait by Lord – who knew his subject very well – will be enjoyed by Wight’s myriad of fans. It also dispels the myths that have grown around the life of one of the most famous and deeply loved vets the world has known.


For my brother
 Rod,
  another perfect gentleman
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Introduction

ALF WIGHT, the quiet, modest Scottish vet who wrote hugely bestselling books under the pseudonym James Herriot, always insisted that he owed his success to me. I told him often that this could not possibly be true but he said time and again that he was convinced that it was my big review of his second book, in the Sunday Express in 1972, that orbited him to international stardom.

He always claimed that the critics had ignored his first book, If Only They Could Talk, a homely, humorous fictionalised account of one year in the life of a country vet. It was set in the 1930s, before the discovery of antibiotics, when a vet had to rely on grisly old equipment and deal with rough country farmers who would treat a sick cow by dosing it with Jeyes’ Fluid and beer, or by chopping a piece off the end of its tail ‘to let the bad out’. One farmer told Alf that he could not understand why his horse was still so shaky even though he had already tried the old Yorkshire remedy of ramming raw onions up its rectum.

On the face of it, that first book seemed so unlikely to be a success that the first British publisher to see the manuscript left it lying around for eighteen months before rejecting it. His American publisher took three months to read it and eventually, in 1970, the British publisher Michael Joseph brought it out in a respectable but small edition of just 3,000 copies that did not sell in any vast numbers at first.

Undeterred, Alf wrote a sequel, It Shouldn’t Happen to a Vet, which was published in London in 1972 in the quiet month of January when few books were published and literary editors had more time to look at those that were not obvious bestsellers. I was at that time literary editor of the London Sunday Express and, in search of something a little different that quiet week, I picked up the second Herriot book and found it so engaging that I led my column with a long review. In it I predicted: ‘James Herriot is on to a winner . . . a delightful new collection of medical stories that would make a marvellous basis for a TV series.’

Alf insisted that it was this one review – and the subsequent serialisation of the book in the Sunday Express – that gave him a crucial boost at the start of his career as a writer. The day after the review appeared he wrote me the most astonishingly self-effacing letter I have ever received from any author. I mention it here not to bask in reflected glory but to show what a thoroughly nice and humble man Alf Wight was and how astonished he was by his success. He said that since he was only a beginner he did not know whether it was the done thing for an author to thank a reviewer but that he had long been an admirer of my weekly column so that for me to review his book was for him a dream come true. He was, he said, not so stupid as to think that money was the most satisfactory target, and no matter how much money he might make in future out of his writing nothing would ever give him a bigger thrill than that moment when he had sat in his car on the cobbles of Thirsk marketplace, opened the Sunday Express and read my review.

When he died in 1995 his daughter Rosie told the Sunday Express: ‘Dad was always very aware that it was the Sunday Express literary editor Graham Lord who gave him the first big break with a crucial review in 1972’, and in 1996 Alf’s son Jimmy confirmed his sister’s recollection, telling me: ‘My father always said how much he owed you for what you had done for him.’

Alf never forgot what he saw as his debt to me, even though he became impossibly famous. Coachloads of tourists from all over the world turned up at his surgery in Thirsk (which he called Darrowby in the books) in pursuit of his autograph – so many that eventually he could hardly clench his right hand. Queues of fans formed outside the surgery. Letters arrived by the sackful. He was harassed by so many requests for interviews and public appearances that he often had to decline invitations. But he never refused me.

In the year after my review appeared his success was certainly phenomenally sudden. By the time his third book was published in 1973 he was already a massive bestseller on both sides of the Atlantic and had been translated into twelve languages, including Japanese. He was utterly bewildered by it all. ‘I mean, can you imagine it?’ he said to me then. ‘Yorkshire dialect in Japanese?’ The first two books were published together in America under the title All Creatures Great and Small, becoming a huge bestseller, and before long Christopher Timothy, Carol Drinkwater and Robert Hardy were starring in the long-running British TV series of the same name.

None of this success and adulation seemed to change Alf Wight at all. Despite his wealth he and his wife Joan lived in a cosy, unassuming two-bedroom bungalow and he continued to practise as a vet. Indeed, except for his Scots childhood – he was educated at Glasgow’s Hillhead High School and then at Glasgow Veterinary College – and his service in the RAF during the Second World War, he spent all his life in Thirsk, where he worked as a vet for more than fifty years.

Even the choice of his pseudonym was amazingly casual. ‘I was writing in front of the TV,’ he told me once, ‘watching a football match, and there was the Scottish international Jim Herriot playing in goal for Birmingham City. He had such a good game that I borrowed his name.’

Like many people, Alf Wight had been convinced for years that he had a book in him, but he did not quite get it right until he was over fifty, when, after years of practice, he managed at last to sell If Only They Could Talk.

He wrote under a pseudonym because he felt it was wrong for a professional man to advertise. ‘I’m just a working vet whose hobby happens to be writing, and I only write in my spare time,’ he told me. ‘It’s very satisfying and it’d be silly to change my whole life pattern now. The only thing the success has done is to give me security. I don’t do anything now that I didn’t do before and I haven’t bought anything I wouldn’t have done. I can’t see the point. I like doing my work, taking the dogs for a walk, drinking a pint of beer with friends. I don’t like high living or high society or expensive things.’

In 1988, nearly twenty years after my review of his second book, I went up to Thirsk to interview Alf again and met his seventy-seven-year-old partner Donald Sinclair, the real ‘Siegfried Farnon’ of the books. After lunch at the Golden Fleece hotel, Alf took me across the road to show me the newsagent’s shop in the marketplace where he had bought the paper containing that first review. ‘Oh, what a lift that was,’ he said. ‘A whole page. It was better than selling a million copies. I read it that Sunday morning right there, on the cobbles outside the news-agent, and couldn’t believe it. I’ll never forget it.’

Nor did he, right to the end. When I became editor of a new short-story magazine, Raconteur, in 1994, I wrote to every author I knew to solicit unpublished stories with which to launch the magazine. The first to respond was Alf, who sent me, just a few weeks before he died, a rare collector’s-item story that he had written many years previously. The story, ‘La Vie en Rose’, is not about animals at all but about a happily married man’s sudden temptation when he notices a beautiful woman eyeing him in a restaurant. He had written it, he told me in his last letter to me, about thirty years earlier, when he had still been ‘practising’ writing and trying to find his way into print. That was the sort of man he was: he had taken the trouble to help me even though his shaky signature betrayed his obvious frailty.

Some people have been surprised that I should embark on a biography of ‘James Herriot’, suggesting that Alf must surely have covered his life fully in his own books. In fact his famous books are heavily fictionalised – they are novels, not autobiography – and he left out an enormous amount, saying virtually nothing about his parents or his poverty-stricken Glasgow childhood and adolescence, and sometimes glossing over the truth in such a way that many myths have grown up around him.

It was not until I was well into the research for this book that I discovered that he owed his vast success almost entirely to an ex-hairdresser from Pinner, an interior decorator from New York and an unknown book reviewer from Chicago. Most of the Herriot myths have been fully absorbed and recycled by almost everyone who has written about him. The official Yorkshire Dales guide Herriot Country, for instance, claims quite incorrectly that Alf’s wife Joan was a farmer’s daughter, that they married before he went into the RAF, that he was in the RAF in Scarborough when his son was born, and that he never wrote anything until he was over fifty – all inaccurate allegations that have been taken from the Herriot books without a second thought.

The most hilarious example of this unquestioning recycling of the Herriot novels is an American book called All Things Herriot James Herriot and his Peaceable Kingdom, which was written by Sanford Sternlicht, a ‘part-time professor of English at Syracuse University’. Not only does Sternlicht repeat many of the untrue stories, but the book is frequently inaccurate, sometimes carelessly so. Sternlicht claims, for instance, that Alf’s parents took him when he was three weeks old to live in ‘Hillhead, near Glasgow’: Hillhead is, in fact, in the heart of Glasgow, but in any case the family never lived there. He states that the principal of Glasgow Veterinary College when Alf was there was a Dr Waterhouse: in fact he was Dr Whitehouse. Sternlicht says on one page that Alf graduated from the college in 1937 and on another that it was 1938, when the correct date is 1939. He claims quite incorrectly that Alf started working at the famous veterinary practice in Thirsk in 1938 (it was 1940); that he served in the RAF from 1943 to 1945 (1941 to 1943); that Alf’s son was born in 1944 (1943) and was called Nicholas James (James Alexander); that Alf’s daughter Rosemary was born in 1949 (1947); that Alf took his pseudonym from the name of a Bristol City footballer (Birmingham City). And so it goes on, an extraordinary catalogue of errors that one can hardly believe can have come from a ‘professor of English’ – even a ‘part-time’ one – and been published by a reputable university.

Sternlicht’s book is also such a wonderfully earnest, pompous, ‘politically correct’ treatise that Alf would have roared with laughter had he read it. As Alf himself told Maclean’s magazine in 1978: ‘It’s only the Americans who seem to get very intense about my writing. They read into it all kinds of weighty, humanitarian, sociological meanings. It astonishes me, something I can’t see. Not many of the villagers around here can see any of this in my books either. A local farmer once told me, “Your books are about nowt”.’

Sternlicht even manages to accuse James and Siegfried of being ‘remarkably sexist’ and suggests that the young James Herriot is not only an alcoholic but also possibly a closet homosexual. As Dorothy Parker once remarked of a book she was reviewing: ‘This is not a novel to be tossed aside lightly. It should be thrown with great force.’

As I started the research for this book – interviewing Alf’s old friends and acquaintances, dating from his earliest primary-school days in Glasgow through his years at veterinary college and as a vet in Yorkshire – I was amazed to discover some remarkable revelations about his life. I have seen his humble birthplace, researched his parents’ background and his desperately poor childhood, dug up pictures of him as a boy at school and veterinary college, found what may be his very earliest teenage writings, obtained copies of his school and college reports, discovered who his first girlfriend was and the real reason he was invalided out of the RAF. I have also uncovered the truth behind the widely accepted myth of how he first came to write his books, and the truth behind both the books themselves and the TV series.

Yet none of these revelations detracts at all from our image of James Herriot as one of the gentlest, kindest authors ever to put typewriter to paper. Alf Wight was among the nicest men I have ever met.


CHAPTER ONE

Ink and Showbiz  

THE BABY BOY who was destined to become James Herriot was born in his maternal grandparents’ tiny two-up-two-down terraced house in the working-class Roker area of Sunderland, just five minutes’ walk from the shipyards on the northern bank of the great shipbuilding river Wear.

He was born on 3 October 1916, in the middle of the First World War, to the sound of clattering steel and clanging rivets as the Sunderland shipyard workers – his father among them – raced to build more and more ships to defeat the German enemy.

His grandparents’ house, 111 Brandling Street, was just five hundred yards away from the spot where six months earlier a German Zeppelin bomb had fallen, killing twenty-two people, injuring nearly a hundred and destroying the new Star Cinema. It was Sunderland’s worst Zeppelin raid of the war. Two minutes’ walk from the house was Roker Park, the home since 1898 of his beloved Sunderland Football Club, which he was to support all his life and which was to make him its life president in 1992.

He was named James Alfred Wight but was never called James or Jimmy. Instead he was always known as Alfie, to distinguish him from his father, Jim – James Henry Wight, a gentle-looking, open-faced twenty-six-year-old journeyman ship plater, himself the son of yet another James Wight, who was also a ship plater.

Alfie’s mother, Hannah (‘Nan’, née Bell), was a striking twenty-four-year-old who had herself been born only three streets away, in Church Street. Her parents, Robert and Jane Bell, had gone no further than four hundred yards in twenty-four years, but although her fifty-one-year-old father had not moved far sideways in the world he had at least moved upwards. He owned the little house in Brandling Street – he had bought it several years earlier – and although he had started out in life as a tripe dresser, like his father, he was now a senior printer. So there were words and ink and literature in the future James Herriot’s veins right from the start, as well as the rich red blood of the Wearside Victorian working class.

There was also in Alf Wight’s genes a talent for entertaining others that was eventually to make him a multimillionaire. His mother was a singer, perhaps in the music hall, and his father was an accomplished pianist, something that was much more common in Victorian and Edwardian times, even in working-class families, than it is today. At some period of his life Jim Wight began to boost his meagre shipyard wages by playing in the early cinemas, where pianists or even entire orchestras were hired to accompany the silent movies while extras behind the screen provided sound effects as necessary. He may already have started earning a little extra as a cinema pianist by the time his son was born because by 1916 the cinema had become the working classes’ favourite recreation in every large town in Britain. On the day that Alfie was born, you could pay tuppence to watch D.W. Griffiths’ legendary 1915 film about the American Civil War, The Birth of a Nation, ‘the greatest picture ever made’, from the gallery at the Sunderland Empire. For 4d you could sit on the balcony, for 6d in the pit, for 1/6d in the grand circle, for two shillings in the orchestra stalls and for 7/6d you could take a sumptuous box. Or you could see The Butterfly on the Wheel at the King’s Theatre or The Sins of the Rich at the Theatre Royal. In Sunderland the theatres and variety music halls often doubled as cinemas, and there were plenty of them: the Royal; the King’s, with its 2,500 seats; the vast People’s Palace that held 3,000; the Empire; the Wear Music Hall; the Villiers; the Avenue Theatre and Opera House in Gillbridge Avenue (now part of the Vaux Brewery), where Sir Henry Irving had made his farewell appearance on 28 October 1904 and where the last of the great music-hall stars, the comedian Wee Georgie Wood, started his career in 1906.

Few of Sunderland’s wartime theatrical records have survived and none of the many indexed playbills and posters at Sunderland Museum refers to either Jim or Hannah Wight – or to Hannah under her maiden name, Bell – but just a year before Alfie was born the Roker Variety Theatre opened nearby in Roker Avenue, which ran across Brandling Street. The theatre employed a ten-piece orchestra to brighten up the silent ‘flickers’, and it is possible that Jim Wight was the orchestra’s pianist or organist. In those early days of the cinema a film’s distributors would send the cinemas advance lists of suggested tunes to match each scene. The musical suggestions for the film Marked Money, for instance, listed the suggested music, and the style in which it should be played, for the following scenes:

      6 AT CROOK TELEPHONING . . . AGITATO MISTERIOSO . . . MISTERIOSO

      7 AS MAN SNATCHES BAG . . . STORM AT SEA AND DANGER . . . AGITATO HEAVY

      8 AS COOK IS SEEN COMING DOWNSTAIRS . . . HEAVE HO . . . NAUTICAL ALLEGRO

      9 AS CAPTAIN READS LETTER . . . FAREWELL . . . ANDANTE ROMANTIC

    18 SEGUE . . . JEALOUSY . . . APPASSIONATO

As the film reached its climax – ‘attack on girl . . . crooks in car . . . smash with milk cart . . . attack on crook’ – the musical suggestions throbbed and pounded with increasingly urgent suggestions of Agitato.

‘They used to send a synopsis of the film and a music score but we always had a run-through with the orchestra to ensure that they played the right music at the right time,’ said Arthur Ratcliffe, who started his cinema career as a ‘lime boy’ – working the spotlight, carrying films, etc – in the year that Alf Wight was born, and went on to become the Roker Variety Theatre’s chief projectionist until it closed in 1961.

Had Jim Wight been playing full-time in the cinema he could have earned about £3 a week, a very respectable sum in those days, but since there was plenty of work to be had in the shipyards during the war he was more likely to have been an occasional part-timer filling in for the regular pianist, perhaps one of those cheap-rate semi-amateurs castigated in the professional cinema musicians’ handbook, Playing to Pictures, which was published by The Kinematograph Weekly in 1914. ‘It is lamentable,’ said the paper, ‘that so few proprietors engage good musicians; cheapness seems to be the one thing they aim at. To give a few glaring instances: men are now playing nine hours daily for 20s. and 30s. a week, and ladies are playing four hours daily for 15s. a week. This is not a dustman’s wage, let alone a living wage.’

It was certainly not easy work playing in the cinema. The pianist – ‘the backbone of the band’, according to The Kinematograph Weekly – was expected not only to be technically competent but also to bone up in advance on the new films he was to accompany by reading the trade papers’ summaries; to buy and plan music appropriate for each scene and in keeping with the mood of the film as a whole; to rehearse before performing; and then to play constantly for as long as three hours at each showing and to do so in very poor light. ‘In some halls,’ reported The Kinematograph Weekly, ‘the bad light makes one think they are looking for a black cat in a coal cellar.’

If the projectionist should put on the wrong reel at the wrong time, as he often did, the pianist was expected to cope with the crisis. If there should be a short circuit or a blown fuse, or if the film caught fire, he was expected to calm the multitude with a merry, reassuring melody. There is even a section in Playing to Pictures entitled ‘Music Preventing a Panic’.

The Wights left Hannah’s parents’ house just three weeks after Alfie’s birth and moved with the baby to Glasgow. It is not difficult to understand why they moved out, for number 111 Brandling Street was much too small for them all now that they had a squalling baby as well. But why did they go all the way to Glasgow, 120 miles away to the north-west? Their motives seem baffling. A few years earlier, during the terrible shipyard depression of 1907 to 1909, some of the Sunderland yards had come to a complete standstill and their workers had been forced to move all over Britain in search of work. But by 1916 the shipyards were booming again because of the vast worldwide demand for ships. In 1914 no fewer than seventy-four ships were built on the river Wear, and throughout the war the British navy suffered such huge losses of warships because of the attacks by German U-boats that by 1918 two new yards were opened in Sunderland and even women were being employed for the first time in the shipyard offices.

Yet the Wights chose this very moment to uproot themselves and give up Jim’s steady job to go to Glasgow. Could it perhaps have been because of the Zeppelin that had fallen just five hundred yards away, when Hannah was three months pregnant with Alfie? Had she been terrified by the explosion and the twenty-two sudden deaths? Did she fear for her baby’s future and think that perhaps Glasgow would be a safer place to live – further from the Zeppelin raids? Hannah was certainly by all accounts a strong-willed, forceful young woman who would have been perfectly capable of persuading her gentle, retiring young husband to abandon his home town, job and family to go north.

Or did they leave Sunderland perhaps because Jim had been supplementing his shipyard income by playing the piano in the Star Cinema, which had now been destroyed by the Zeppelin raid? Had he maybe found it difficult to find another cinema job? Or had he suddenly been offered another job as a pianist in Glasgow? It seems particularly unlikely that he would have abandoned his job as a ship plater to become a full-time musician just at the moment that he had another mouth to feed, because in those days a cinema pianist was paid appreciably less than a skilled shipyard worker, who could earn around £5 a week during the war – nearly double what a pianist could expect. Four days after the Zeppelin raid on Sunderland, for instance, the Lyceum at Dumfries in Scotland was advertising in The Era showbiz magazine for a violin soloist to work at £2-5s-0d a week – the same rate of pay that the Grand Hotel in Folkestone was offering in The Era on 12 April 1916 for a pianist to play seven evenings a week from 4.30 to 6, 7.30 to 8.30 and 9 to 10 (and until midnight on Saturdays). On 18 October 1916, under ‘Musicians Wanted’, this advertisement appeared in The Era:

Wanted, Wanted, Wanted, Wanted.

[image: Image Missing]

To open immediately

for

THE PICTURE HOUSE,

DUMBARTON,

REPETITEUR VIOLINIST, ALSO ’CELLIST.
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For

THE PICTURE PALACE,

GREENOCK.

PIANIST, REPETITEUR VIOLIN and

’CELLIST.

Experience in High-Class Programmes

essential. Ladies or Gents.
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A.M.U. Terms.

[image: Image Missing]

Full particulars to

[image: Image Missing]

MR. CON. WILLIAM,

The Grand Central Picture House,

Glasgow.

Could Jim or Hannah Wight have suddenly spotted this opportunity for a new life north of the border? And did they perhaps giggle over another advertisement, inserted by the late King Edward VII’s infamous ex-mistress in the same issue?

The Versatile Comedienne

MISS LILLIE LANGTRY.
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This week

LONDON
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G. Barclay, or direct.

King Edward had been dead for six years but his beloved Jersey Lily – who had in her prime earned $6,000 a week as an actress in America – was still making ends meet by treading the boards of Britain’s provincial theatres at the age of sixty-three.

Or maybe there was a much simpler, more human reason for the move to Glasgow. Until now Britain had relied on volunteers to fight the First World War but in 1916 conscription was introduced for the first time. Perhaps the Wights feared that if Jim stayed much longer in Sunderland he would – like so many of his fellow shipyard workers – be conscripted into the army and felt that there might be less chance of being called up if he left home and submerged himself in a different, huge, anonymous city.

Alf Wight himself always claimed later that his father went to Glasgow to play in a cinema. In 1992 he told Stephen Pile of the Daily Telegraph that Jim ‘had found a new career as a cinema pianist in Glasgow’, and Lynda Lee-Potter of the Daily Mail that his father started playing the piano ‘as leader of an orchestra which provided background music for silent films at the Picturedrome’ as soon as they arrived in Glasgow. ‘He could play anything,’ he told Miss Lee-Potter. ‘Once there was a religious film on and it came to the bit where Christ was walking on the water. Somebody said to the pianist, “For goodness’ sake do something appropriate” and he played “Life on the Ocean Wave”.’ Alf also told Tony Hardisty of the Sunday Express that his father’s ‘work as an orchestra leader and pianist took him to Glasgow’. And yet there is a huge question mark over all these claims. For the next twenty years, whenever Jim Wight had to fill in an official form, he always said that he was a ship plater or a joiner – or even, in the 1930s, a fishmonger. It was not until 1937 that he first described himself officially as a musician. Why? If he had been a musician right from the start, why would he have claimed to have several other much more humble jobs? It is the first of many mysteries about Alf’s life, and maybe the first example of how he began to massage the facts into fiction.

Whatever the reason, the Wights and their baby left Sunderland at the end of October 1916 just as The Millionaire and the Woman was on at the Theatre Royal (tickets from Boots the Chemists, 62 Fawcett-street). The family moved into a cramped little apartment on the first floor of a grim tenement building in the working-class Yoker district of Glasgow, right outside the gates of the shipyards on the northern bank of the Clyde. From Roker to Yoker – 120 miles, but they had exchanged one life of grinding hardship for another. Only the venue had changed. They were to live there in precarious poverty for more than twenty years.

In 1997 there was still no blue commemorative plaque on the wall of the simple red-brick house at 111 Brandling Street. Behind their net curtains the house’s present occupants have no idea that they are living in the birthplace of one of the most popular storytellers of the twentieth century. Their outside wall is adorned with nothing more than a black television satellite dish. Yet maybe a TV aerial is more appropriate than any plaque or memorial, for in the end it was television that was to make the James Herriot books such a huge success, beaming their stories to millions around the entire globe.
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