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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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