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PREFACE

‘Ay, it’s grand here, in’t it.’

Betty Eagleton

Laugh, cry, identify, entertain, inform: that is why people watch Emmerdale, but for those involved in making the show, both in front of and behind the camera. The two things that connect them all are the dedication of every single person involved in making the show possible, and the deep affection that drives each cog in the huge machine that is Emmerdale.

From those involved in the early days…

FRAZER HINES (Joe Sugden)

‘An audience gets used to something. You could have two people talking in the pub, two talking heads, and people will watch. I think it’ll go on for another 50 years.’
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Frazer Hines behind a camera



FREDDIE PYNE (Matt Skilbeck)

‘The company was a good company to work for, and the company of actors were very, very lovely to work with. It was hard work but very easygoing at the same time. I went to visit my brother in New Zealand at one time and when I got on the plane to leave, suddenly over the speakers, came the theme tune. I never asked, I never knew how that happened.’

PAUL LAFFAN (son of Emmerdale creator, Kevin Laffan)

‘It’s been nice thinking about Dad and what he did. My sense from the people I met at Yorkshire Television and the actors, was that there was a great deal of respect for him.’

JEAN ROGERS (Dolly Skilbeck)

‘One of the last things my mum said was how important Emmerdale was for her – struggling with her illness, Emmerdale took her mind away, with the lovely Yorkshire setting. It’s a privilege to be an actor and be a character that people want in their homes every day.’

MALANDRA BURROWS (Kathy Glover)

‘I don’t know what life would have been without it. It certainly grounded me, made me the person I am, my love of animals, and the countryside, that definitely stayed with me. I’ve never got married, but then again, looking at my Emmerdale history I can kind of see why! I still feel so involved, there’s people who I meet to this day who stop and want to talk about it and want to know about it.’

To those long-running actors...

CHRIS CHITTELL (Eric Pollard)

‘Our wonderful cast, crew and production are as one; the humour, the banter, the care and commitment are integral to our success as a programme.’

CLAIRE KING (Kim Tate)

‘It’s still got the best work ethic and it’s still the most down to earth place, and I know people always say ‘oh it’s like a family’ but it really is. I think it’s also because we’re the only one that has the greenery, the rural setting, the beautiful Dales, it just looks different from city soaps. And there’s such a variety of different people because of the setting: there are people from the city, there are country bumpkins and you wouldn’t normally get that on a soap. It lends itself to having all these diverse characters in there, which is great.’
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JAMES HOOTON (Sam Dingle)

‘It’s a life-changing experience to work with such a good ensemble team. There are still people involved in the show that I was with on the first day, there are no airs and graces, no one’s above anyone else – it’s the best formula for getting the job done.’

LISA RILEY (Mandy Dingle)

‘The root of Emmerdale is brilliant families, like a crochet blanket. We’ve had these family-driven characters for so long, and viewers care – they want to know what they’re doing, because we’re in their household night after night. That’s what makes it so terrific. I honestly feel like I’m part of the heart of the programme, and that fills me with pride.’
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MARK CHARNOCK (Marlon Dingle)

‘It’s been a gift, all the way through. I can honestly say, 25 years later, I genuinely get excited to go in every day. It’s a support network, it’s a hot bed of creativity. I used to watch it when I was a little boy, with my grandparents. It’s a little piece of magic in the world.’

SAMANTHA GILES (Bernice Blackstock)

‘It’s had an enormous impact on my life. I think there’s a tendency for people to be dismissive of soaps, but they are a huge part of many people’s lives. I feel very lucky that I’ve played a character that has been very popular.’

TONY AUDENSHAW (Bob Hope)

‘It’s a factory for making TV that people engage with. It’s a great job for me because I can do what I enjoy, I can do serious stuff, I can do a bit of comedy, I can sing a bit. It plays to my strengths as an actor, and I feel valued there. It’s not about giving people what they want all the time, so we’re not just making the audience happy, we’re annoying them, you want to keep them watching and you want to take them on a journey. Characters are taken out of their comfort zones and do something bad and go on a curve of redemption.’

NICOLA WHEELER (Nicola King)

‘It tells stories that we’ve all been through, and it gives audience members hope or makes them feel like they’re not alone. I’ve experienced poverty in my 20s, so hand on heart I feel grateful, because I know what it’s like to live on the other side, where you live in a flat full of fleas and you can’t afford to heat your home. Emmerdale’s kept me doing what I do, so I’m eternally grateful – it’s been a big part of my life’

LUCY PARGETER (Chas Dingle)

‘I absolutely love that place with all my heart. I look forward to going to work every day. I love the people I work with, across the board. It’s like reality TV but watching the same people growing up over the years. And it’s a routine and people like that, especially during lockdown. They come home, have their tea and watch their soaps.’

CHARLOTTE BELLAMY (Laurel Thomas)

‘It’s kind of shaped me as a person. I became a mother when my character became a mother, as the show’s evolved, so have I. I owe everything to the show. It’s the best place to work, it’s an honour to be there, every day I’m grateful. The village is magical.’

From those who have grown up on-screen...

EDEN TAYLOR-DRAPER (Belle Dingle)

‘I genuinely love the show: within half an hour you’re seeing ten different real stories that affect people. I can’t imagine what I’d be like if I hadn’t grown up on there. Everyone I’ve grown up with has added into my personality and the way I am.’

JOE-WARREN PLANT (Jacob Gallagher)

‘It’s really helped me, being around adults my whole life, it’s benefited me with social skills, so I’m really thankful to have been given an opportunity like this. To grow up with such generous people, I can’t even explain how proud I aim to be part of Emmerdale.’

And the more recent additions...

CHRIS BISSON (Jai Sharma)

‘Every single person who comes through this building has a job to do, and if any of those parts fail, the whole machine tends to grind to a halt. Working on the village set is a joy. There is something special, and there’s a real privilege that you are reminded of on those spring mornings when you’re driving to the village and you think “this is where I work”.’

MICHELLE HARDWICK (Vanessa Woodfield)

‘I watched Emmerdale as a child with my grandparents, so it means a great deal personally that I’m working on a show that I grew up with!’

JURELL CARTER (Nate Robinson)

‘To be a part of such a massive show is amazing. I’m learning every single day and I think being around genuinely nice and talented people, cast and crew, is a blessing. It was my late grandma’s favourite show, and my parents’ favourite show, and it means everything that they’re proud of me.’
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To those behind the scenes...

DUNCAN FOSTER (Director)

‘Emmerdale’s one of the nicest places to work, with great cast and crew, who are just as enthusiastic as you about making the best programme we can. I’ve always said, I’ll always come and direct Emmerdale, whatever I’m doing in my career, because it’s such a fabulous place to work and I’d miss it. Who wouldn’t want to go out and film in that village. It’s the best set, by a million miles, it’s a massive blank canvas; it’s got everything that you need.’

KATE BROOKS (Producer)

‘I’ve always been a fan of Emmerdale, and I’ve always been in awe of how it pushes boundaries and can tell stories in non-linear ways – which to me keeps the genre of soap fresh and exciting. So it has been a real privilege to play a small part in making 50 years’ worth of brilliant drama.’

JANE HUDSON (Executive Producer)

‘I’m incredibly proud of being from Yorkshire, it was the soap I grew up on. The only reason I learned to play the oboe, to grade eight standard, was because the original Emmerdale theme tune was played on the oboe. Emmerdale means so much to me because of who I am and where I come from.’

LAURA SHAW (Producer)

‘I love the show to bits, from watching as a child to working on it now. To be involved in a show that’s been on for 50 years, watched by millions, just feels incredible, and I feel so grateful that they’ve let me work here for so long.’

NADER MABADI (Head of Production)

‘My partner works in critical care, and we were at a doctors’ ball. I felt like an imposter in the room, surrounded by surgeons, doctors and nurses. I got talking to a surgeon and told him what I did, embarrassed in comparison. He said, “What do you think we have in every ward, next to every bed? Televisions. People, when they’re going through trouble, or pain, the one thing that we have in life, is a box that can project people who are maybe going through something similar, or for you to escape from what’s going on in their own world. It might entertain, or educate, or inform, or relate. You are providing something that, to millions of people every day, holds people together. Emmerdale to me, is an opportunity to be socially responsible and allows me to connect with people in a way that I’m so privileged to do. That responsibility for me is something I treasure.’
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Producers Laura Shaw, Jane Hudson and Kate Brooks




INTRODUCTION

AT 1:30PM ON 16 OCTOBER 1972, a new twice-weekly farming serial first broadcast on Yorkshire Television. Aimed at housewives, in a new daytime TV slot, the original 26-episode run told the saga of three generations of the hearty, down-to-earth Sugden family and their home, Emmerdale Farm. In that moment, no one could have foreseen that this genteel, picturesque slice of rural life would, five decades later, be a six-episodes-a-week, award-winning, internationally broadcast powerhouse of storytelling about a fictional Yorkshire Dales village. This isn’t one street, one square, one cul-de-sac; what started out as one farm now encapsulates life in a whole village; a rural community of all walks of life: from those struggling to make a living off the land, to those lording it over everyone with their spoils up at the manor.
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Emmerdale’s story is unique. The show’s road to success and recognition is a journey of adapting, evolving and surviving. A journey of building on its solid farming roots established by creator Kevin Laffan, gaining affection in the nation’s hearts, and seizing its rightful place as one of Britain’s longest-running, highest-rated and best-loved continuing dramas. Everything has got bigger across the soap’s history: the output, the set, the cast, the stunts, the stronger and more ambitious storytelling, and the awards, recognition and impact on its audience. The ultimate guide to decades of entertainment, this book breaks down the DNA of the Dales. How did a sleepy bi-weekly serial about one farm survive for 50 years? Within these chapters, the show’s journey from its humble beginning, through to its solid status as one of Britain’s most popular dramas, is mapped out. The escapism of the aspirational, beautiful village setting is showcased. The generations of family, of unique and recognizable characters, is explored. The rivalry, secrets, humour and scandal that interweave through the show’s history of contemporary stories are remembered. The constantly evolving pace and scale of production is celebrated.

This is a tribute to all those who have been involved – from cast and crew, to the loyal fanbase the show continues to enjoy, old and new, who are rewarded with a unique window into a remarkable piece of television history.
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‘I think Emmerdale is on fire at the minute, because we’ve got a fantastic mix of characters; we’ve got characters who’ve been in the show for decades, and we’ve got some wonderful new talent with us. We’ve got a fantastic mix of diversity, we’ve got more people of colour in Emmerdale than we’ve ever had, which was absolutely one of my main incentives when I came here: to improve diversity on-screen. I think we have a fantastic mix of stories, which are really sad and emotional, and other stories that are comical and make you laugh. We do the best stunts of any drama on television! We manage to hit a really good balance of being entertaining and also being thought-provoking. I know that sometimes it’s hard to express how you’re feeling, sometimes you feel you shouldn’t cry, for example, but when you see a character on your television six times a week, who you might see more often than your own family, and you see them crying over a death, it almost provides you with an outlet to do it, the same place for you to do that with your emotions. We keep that connection between character and viewer.’

Jane Hudson (Executive Producer)



CHAPTER 1

CONCEPT & EVOLUTION

‘There’s virtually no relation to the show that Kevin Laffan created now – it’s evolved, but it’s done it some good. It’s completely to our advantage.’

Bill Lyons (Writer)

Soaps are never averse to change – being moved about the schedule, having multiple episodes a night, or more episodes per week – but Emmerdale is on another level. From the beginning, it’s been about change and evolution, both on- and off-screen. The death of Jacob Sugden and the carving up of the family farm into a business involving several family generations – as well as wealthy outsiders – set the tone for the next 50 years. By the time Emmerdale had firmly evolved into a soap opera, during the mid-90s, EastEnders and Coronation Street were vying for top ratings and awards, but as Emmerdale’s storytelling, character base and popularity went from strength to strength, the two-horse race was over. Emmerdale’s position was cemented, and the show was here to stay.





KEVIN LAFFAN:
Planting the Emmerdale seed

‘I think he was happier when it was just him and his typewriter!’

Mike Laffan (son of Kevin Laffan)

AS ONE OF a family of 14 children living in poverty, Kevin Laffan would have had no idea that in the decades to come he’d create something that would capture television audiences for 50 years and counting. Born in 1922, Kevin was a young teenager when his family were so poor, they were taken to the workhouse. ‘He jumped off the back of the wagon, and ran away,’ Kevin’s son, Mike, explains. ‘He did various jobs: gardener’s boy, farmer’s boy, delivery boy, then he joined the Birmingham Old Vic.’ Early family life with his wife Jeanne – who he would be married to for over 50 years – and their three sons, Mike, Dave and Paul, was filled with Kevin’s working life in theatre. ‘We used to go down to Ilfracombe, where my parents ran a theatre during the summer, and prior to that, he ran a theatre in Reading,’ Mike recalls, ‘Around the time I was born, television was coming in and he started to do small acting jobs, and then he started writing.’
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‘He worked on a lot of long-running series, rather than serials, so he’d drive off to Leeds, to spend a bit of time away. He clocked up a lot of miles in those years,’ Mike recalls. ‘He used to write for programmes like Man and a Suitcase, which was a spy thing. He’d done a soap called Castle Haven, which was set in a seaside town, then he was asked to do Emmerdale.’

‘Dad wanted to keep the locations looking pretty rudimentary, while the production team wanted to warm them up and make them look more affluent,’ Paul explains. ‘He grasped that making life a little bit more gentle gave the series a very human warmth, and that made the series very attractive to viewers.’

Kevin wrote for Emmerdale until 1985, while working on other projects and gaining further success with sitcoms, Beryl’s Lot and I Thought You’d Gone. ‘He was pretty systematic as a writer,’ Mike recalls. ‘When it was too noisy, he’d go out, he’d sit in churchyards and things like that. He had a theatrical feel for what captured people’s interests, and what caused friction.’

Kevin passed away in 2003, aged 80. ‘I think he always felt proud of Emmerdale,’ Mike muses. ‘He started it from scratch, and saw it through into mainstream schedule, but eventually it wasn’t what he created. I think he was happier when it was just him and his typewriter.’



‘We were a bi-weekly serial that had a break in the middle of the year. We’re a walk in the country, with animals, for those that are stuck in their houses, or stuck on the dole, or stuck in nine-to-five jobs.’

Ian Sharrock (Jackie Merrick)

The first episode netted two million viewers, and in response to the audience enjoying the breath of country air, Emmerdale Farm was extended to 26 weeks

– 52 episodes. ‘One of our PAs came up to us as we were having lunch in the canteen, and out of the corner of her mouth said, “I’ve just seen the scripts for episode 27”,’ Frazer Hines recalls. ‘So we had another six months’ work. The six months became a year. Then we had a year’s contract.’

‘After the first year I went to the script editors and asked, “Do you think it’s going to run?”, as I was still paying rent and I wanted to buy a house,’ Freddie Pyne explains. ‘So I put a deposit on a house, a semi. Never did I think it was going to go on for so long. I thought I’d stay five years, but you get hooked into these things!’ The drama series continued to grow, still at two episodes a week, and taking a pause in the summer months. It would be 1988 before the programme received a simultaneous network transmission, and 1990 before it moved to a prime-time network 7pm evening slot. ‘It was very tied into the farming year. There was a farmer, and Dad used to get a synopsis from the farmer about what they were doing – mowed the meadow, brought the sheep out, that sort of thing, and he really liked that,’ Mike recalls.
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An indispensable guide to country living for early scriptwriters
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The original cast outside Emmerdale Farm



‘Dad understood that part of the appeal of Emmerdale was a certain amount of rural escapism, it used to be advertised on the tube as “Country Breaks, Twice a Week”,’ Kevin’s son Paul explains. ‘However, he wanted there to be a level of realism. The farm kitchen’s fourth wall had the sink up against it. When Matt and Joe came in, it was usually for meals, and the first thing they did was walk up to the sink and wash their hands – very important for a farmer before eating. People actually commented to me about how much they liked the characters doing this.’

‘Kevin had said he wanted it to be like a Dickens novel – a year or so and then finish,’ Freddie Pyne recalls. ‘And here we are 50 years later and it’s still going!’



EVOLUTION OF FILMING & SETTING

‘When we first had the village, the bridle path across the top is a public right of way and often you’d see walkers with backpacks and sticks stopping and looking, because the village is not on their map, and then they’d realize what’s down there.’

John Middleton (Ashley Thomas)

WHEN EMMERDALE FARM began filming in 1972, Lindley Farm, near Harrogate, was used for the exteriors of Emmerdale Farm, while anything filmed in the fictitious Beckindale village was, in reality, the village of Arncliffe, in the Yorkshire Dales. In the show’s early years, with an abundance of farm scenes to shoot, some cast members had a taller order than others. ‘Frazer and I had a hell of a lot of work to do; we had cows to milk and sheep to shear,’ Freddie Pyne recalls. ‘We had to be in the studios by 6am for makeup, then like an hour and a half drive to Arncliffe or Lindley.’ Interior scenes, from the show’s conception through to 1989, were filmed in Yorkshire Television’s Leeds Studios, on Kirkstall Road.
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Arncliffe, the original village set



From 1976, exterior village filming moved to the village of Esholt, which was closer to the Yorkshire Television Studios, meaning less time transporting cast and crew. The local village hall in Esholt was used as a production base, for costume, makeup, props and as a green room. The village pub, The Commercial Inn, was used for The Woolpack exteriors, with a temporary Woolpack sign added whenever filming took place. Eventually, the pub officially changed its name to The Woolpack. While the location of Esholt was not revealed officially, it didn’t take viewers long to work it out and soon tourists flocked to see their favourite TV village. ‘Bus companies used to bus in tourists, but that caused problems,’ former production controller Tim Fee remembers. ‘There was a guy who lived there that the crew called The Lawnmower Man, because whenever we started filming, he’d start up his lawnmower. One day I knocked on his door to find out what the problem was, and in his sitting room there was a rumbling, and all the plaster on the walls was cracked – the coaches were parking alongside his wall. I got rid of the coaches, and in four weeks we were friends.’
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Slides and index to show ‘The Making of a Television Programme’
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The Commercial Inn, Esholt



When production controller Tim Fee first took on the role, he was tasked with finding a new production centre and studios for the then bi-weekly series. ‘I came across a little wool mill in Farsley. It was a four-storey building that was completely unused. So that’s where the home for Emmerdale came from – the studio, the offices, costume, makeup, rehearsals, everything.’ Deena Payne remembers working at Farsley. ‘Monday and Tuesday were rehearsals, Wednesday was the producer’s run and Thursday/Friday it was Kathy’s Tearoom or The Woolpack,’ Deena explains. ‘The following week was Sugdens’ or anything outside. So you could read the scripts because it was four; two each week, and if you had no outside stuff, you’d only work one of the weeks!’ But not all the cast were fans of the Farsley Mill setup. ‘We had four floors, and to get up, an old lift with a metal zigzag grill thing that you pulled open,’ Tim recalls. ‘Sheila Mercier once got in the lift and it stopped between floors and she was stuck, and we had to get the lift people to get her out. Sheila said she would never go in that lift again, unless I was with her!’

As Emmerdale’s production continued to expand throughout the 1990s, moving from two to three episodes a week, the decision was made to return production to Leeds, to a dedicated space not far from the original studios. ‘Burley Road was known as the OB garage (Outside Broadcast garage),’ Tim explains. ‘We had to lay studio floors, and that was the world’s largest television studio. We laid a wooden floor, which was a disaster, because it did nothing but creak!’ Emmerdale’s new production centre was officially opened by the prime minister, John Major, on 6 January 1997, and boasted studio space of 24,000 square feet.
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The Woolpack today



Production moved back to the Yorkshire Television Studios in nearby Kirkstall Road in 2010, when the studios were upgraded to HD standard. The former Burley Road buildings, as well as still being used for sets such as the hospital, police station and Home Farm, housed the Emmerdale Experience Tour, a popular visitor attraction.

At Esholt, the increase in production output was causing more disruption and congestion than ever to the village, and Executive Producer Keith Richardson became increasingly aware of the need for a purpose-built closed set dedicated to Emmerdale. ‘Keith told me to find somewhere to build a village!’ Tim laughs. ‘At that time we’d introduced the Dingles and we used to shoot at the farm at Harewood, and I was looking out across the land. I knew those fields would be ideal: the land was boggy, so no good for farmers, so I suspected that we could do a deal!’

A 300-acre site was leased, with planning permission granted in June 1997 to build a village set. As the structures were built on green-belt land, the planning needs renewing every ten years, and should Emmerdale ever cease to use the site, it has to be returned to exactly as it was before. After strict consultation with conservation organizations, building work began on the multi-million-pound project – with plans for a church and vicarage pulled to save money. A team of over 100 builders worked constantly over 20 weeks to complete the village by the end of 1997. The village itself takes up around 11 acres of land, and has its own electricity and water supply, as well as drainage, phone and internet, and a security system. Five hundred tons of crushed limestone was used to create a mile-long access road to the main road.

Then 28 timber-framed structures were erected and clad in Yorkshire stone, with the designers and builders using several tricks of the trade to age the buildings and make them look authentic. Roofs were built to sag, the structures were sandblasted to add distress, and the walls sprayed with a yoghurt and manure mixture to encourage lichen to grow quickly – all to give the appearance of a village that was 500 years old. Each of the cottages has a chimney fitted with a smoke machine, which is controlled by a switch. Half a mile of drystone walling was added, as well as 900 square miles of turf.
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While many of the interiors are filmed in the studios, some are filmed in the actual buildings at Harewood, including Pollard’s Barn, Holdgate Farm, Smithy Cottage, the vet’s surgery, Brook Cottage, the B&B, the garage, the village hall, the cricket pavilion, Farrers Barn, Connelton View and the church. All of the upstairs rooms in the village buildings are used as bedrooms, redressed for whatever the needs of the story or script are.

The remaining buildings at Harewood have a secondary production purpose inside:

Wishing Well Cottage: Christmas prop store

HOP: bikes store

Tall Trees Cottage: Abbott Lane Surgery set

Mulberry Cottage: prop store

The Woolpack: food prep and part replica of studio set

Pear Tree Cottage: costume

Woodbine Cottage: makeup

Tug Ghyll: toilets and security

Dale Head: green room and admin

Mill Cottage: silk flower and plant store

David’s Shop: store

Tenant House and Jacobs Fold: monitor rooms

Dale View: waiting area for extras

Victoria Cottage: crew tearoom

Keepers Cottage: grips storage

Café Main Street: monitor room



EVOLUTION OF CHARACTERS

‘The same as the other soaps, it’s representing aspects of life that people can identify with, and in Emmerdale especially, you have the underclass Dingles, and you’ve got the big house on the hill with the Tates, who people might aspire to be like.’

James Hooton (Sam Dingle)

WITH A PICTURESQUE setting, Emmerdale has always needed myriad inhabitants to enable the village story mill to grind away and to keep millions tuning in every night. With a whole community of people whose lives are on show, there’s a full complement of characters from all walks of life.
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The Sugdens, typical ‘farming folk’ of the Dales



Although the show initially revolved principally around Emmerdale Farm and the Sugden family, who represented the ‘farming folk’ of the Dales, viewers also got a window into the lives of the parish vicar, the pub landlords, the landed gentry at the manor and the prosperous mill owner. While stories of Emmerdale Farm were the bread and butter of the show for the first two decades, viewers began to see content that enveloped the wider community. ‘My character, Dolly, was running the playgroup, and occasionally worked in The Woolpack, so the show was moving into the village,’ explains Jean Rogers. By the close of the 1980s, the word ‘Farm’ had been dropped from the title, as the programme now merged into soap opera, and stories centring on other areas and families of the village now began to overtake those from the Sugdens and their farm. ‘Because it got more successful, it couldn’t keep just revolving round the farm,’ Frazer Hines explains. ‘You had to, like an octopus, grow another tentacle and another tentacle, it had to reach out further into the village.’

With the wider village setting being the key to discovering new characters and easing the strain on the Sugdens for stories, more emphasis was placed on Home Farm by the end of the 1980s, and so a proper established family was brought in: the Tates.

‘I think you got that sense that it was the end of an old era and the start of a new, and I think that was the intention of actually bringing in the Tate family,’ Claire King recalls. ‘They were this flash, nouveauriche family and you could see it was going to go in a different direction.’

As the floodgates opened to a wider range of characters, more ‘non-Yorkshire folk’ moved up from down south, with the introduction in 1993 of the Windsor and McAllister families. Deena Payne recalls her audition for Viv Windsor. ‘I did the worst accent. I’d bumped into a friend on the Underground, and she said “go with the accent”, so I went in with this awful Cockney accent, and once I’d started I couldn’t stop. When I did a screen test, I lost a bit of the accent!’ By 1994, in contrast to the Tates and the more well-to-do villagers, the Dingle family had emerged. This proved to be one of the show’s greatest moves, as that family unit alone would provide diversity in generation, disability, race, sexuality and social mobility for decades to come.

The 1990s and 2000s saw an influx of younger characters, to help focus stories on contemporary issues affecting the next generation, but Emmerdale was careful to retain its legendary senior members. ‘Edna and Betty are quintessentially the essence of what villages used to be,’ Nicola Wheeler explains. ‘Those characters were the best and the worst of people – the gossips, but they were kind and generous to others. Yes, they were judgemental but at the same time they’d take anyone into their homes. They’re the essence of what a neighbour is.’
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The Bartons revamped the image of farming for the 21st century



As Clive Hornby’s passing marked an end to the original Sugden dynasty, Emmerdale injected a new farm family in 2009, billed as ‘Farming Gets Sexy’, with the Bartons; and the Sharma family, also introduced in 2009, became the first Asian family for Emmerdale. Chris Bisson recalls his hopes. ‘I was keen that there wasn’t a lot of reference to their ethnicity because I didn’t want it to be “the Asian family”. I think we’re past that now, and we wanted to play run-of-the-mill stories. The sooner race doesn’t become an issue, or it’s never even considered anymore, we’re in a better place as a society.’

Emmerdale now paints its stories from a broader palette of characters than ever before, reflecting the contemporary society we live in, promoting equality and giving voice to as many different groups as possible – whether through gay, lesbian, bisexual or asexual characters, trans characters, disabled characters or ethnic minorities.
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Ethan Anderson speaks out for equality and acceptance at Pride





EVOLUTION OF STORIES

‘You can have a much more dynamic number of stories, because it’s across class and you can have class clashes and that makes it very interesting. It means a lot more people can identify with it.’

John Middleton (Ashley Thomas)

WHAT STARTED OUT as a genteel, twice-weekly drama about one farm is now a hotbed of innovative, often groundbreaking storytelling, giving viewers a piece of 21st-century village life six times a week. To fulfil that quota, and remain appealing to a contemporary audience, Emmerdale has adapted, turning from a trusty, manual plough, through to a high-performance machine, forging its own furrow with modern storylines.

It’s never been easier to switch channel, so keeping viewers hooked is paramount. The ways in which Emmerdale tells stories continue to evolve, with the show employing flashbacks, flashforwards, two-handers, whodunnits and single-perspective episodes. With stories ranging from Sam Pearson’s factitious upholding of the Beating of the Bounds tradition, to drag artist The Vivienne’s appearance at Emmerdale’s first Pride event, Emmerdale consistently delivers storylines both topical and entertaining.


[image: Illustration]
The age-old village tradition, beating of the bounds, in 1974



A common misconception of the early years was of a sleepy rural serial in which little happened. But in the first few years there was a brutal rape and murder, several other sexual attacks and sudden deaths – including the tragic killing of twin toddlers – high-octane stories were prevalent from the off.

While tales of farm life remained the show’s bread and butter for the first few decades, the programme’s focus gradually shifted beyond the gate of Emmerdale Farm and into the wider village. By the time of one of the show’s biggest turning points, the 1993 plane crash, every character in the village was now drawn into the ensemble story that helped elevate Emmerdale’s profile. ‘We were always considered a lower pedestal than EastEnders and Corrie,’ explains Claire King. ‘So as much as people thought this is going to be OTT, it really did save Emmerdale’s bacon.’

Emmerdale was now firmly a soap opera. The farm remained an important asset of its makeup, but there was a definitive switch to stories from all walks of village life – from the community rallying around the outcast Dingle family, through to the bedhopping and boardroom backstabbing of the Tates.


[image: Illustration]
The community protests the attempted eviction of the Dingles in 1995



Coverage of village events has evolved from the Silver Jubilee and Boxing Day hunts of the 1970s and 1980s to protest groups fighting against Nuclear Waste Dumping and Foxhunting in the 1980s and 1990s, and stories addressing issues of equality in the 2000s and 2010s. Aside from these political plotlines, Emmerdale continues to adapt its personal stories to reflect the contemporary world; whether through the controversial new farming methods of Alan Turner, which clashed with the traditional Sugdens in the early 1980s, or more recently in addressing racial prejudice, with black characters Ethan and Charles Anderson in the early 2020s. During the late 70s and early 80s, there were prevalent miscarriage and stillbirth stories with Dolly Skilbeck, and teenage pregnancy, abortion and adoption issues explored with Sandie Merrick, and by the dawn of the 90s, Emmerdale had a male single parent: Nick Bates.

Throughout the 2000s and 2010s Emmerdale’s issue-led content won praise, through stories of Laurel and Ashley’s cot death tragedy, Zak and Belle Dingle’s mental health struggles, Ashley’s dementia and Aaron’s struggle to come out, garnered praise for tackling tough but important subject matter. ‘We were starting to be taken really seriously with Aaron’s gay self-loathing story,’ explains writer Karin Young. ‘That changed people’s perception of the show and we won awards we’d never really won before.’


[image: Illustration]
Emmerdale’s first Pride event, in 2021
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