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FOREWORD

This detailed little book, For the Love of The Archers by Beth Miller, brought back fond memories for me, as I am now in my fifth decade of playing Brian Aldridge. I often find it hard to believe that all that time has passed, since aged 32 (I am five months older than Brian) I joined the Archers cast, but in reading and poring over the facts, from its beginning in 1951 to the present day, it is easier for me to come to terms with the passage of time. What a passage of time it has been for the programme, though: the longest-running drama series in the world. All of us involved in The Archers, in whatever capacity – actors, producers, writers, technical staff – are proud of the part we play.

For the Love of The Archers will bring gasps of joy and horror, amusement and recollection to all, from those aging listeners who boast, quite rightly, of having listened to every episode since its inception, to those who have become addicted more recently. So sit back with a cup of tea, or something stronger, and wallow in this bran tub of Archers facts and figures. I did, and I have to confess how little I knew, and how much I had forgotten. This book will really help me now with the continuity, as I continue, hopefully, to play Brian into his dotage!

Charles Collingwood




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Unlike Ambridge, which is a constant in an uncertain world, this book does not have a fixed structure. The reader is encouraged to dip in and out, lingering wherever they like. And the reader of previous editions can feel assured that there is plenty that is new here to detain them.

To aid your ambling, there are some waymarkers in the form of repeating features. For instance, there are brief descriptions of the important locations in the village, under the heading ‘Welcome to Ambridge’. Pen portraits of all the main inhabitants are offered in ‘Meet the Characters’, while those who have shuffled off this mortal radio coil are commemorated in ‘Gone But Not Forgotten’. ‘Famous Faces in Ambridge’ details the celebrity appearances in radio’s favourite village, while ‘Making The Archers’ offers fascinating glimpses behind the scenes. Some of the themes that have cropped up in the programme are explored in ‘Issues in Ambridge’, and well-known Archers fans share their loves and hates in the ‘Listener Portraits’, which are sprinkled throughout the book. Some key storylines are relived in ‘Memorable Moments’, and you can test your in-depth knowledge by heading along to ‘Quiz Night at The Bull’ (answers at the back of the book). There are also a few stand-alone sections, to keep you on your toes.

However you read the book – page by page, section by section, or from the back – and whether you’re a hardcore fanatic or a brand-new listener, I hope it enhances your appreciation of all things Ambridge.
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INTRODUCTION

‘Well, me old pal, me old beauty,’ were the soon-to-be legendary words that Walter Gabriel chortled on Whit Monday, 29 May 1950. As the programme began its five-day pilot run, the now familiar tune of ‘Barwick Green’ introduced the Midlands to the Archer family and the minutiae of their rural lives. Over seventy years later (it celebrated its seventieth anniversary on 1 January 2021), The Archers is the longest-running drama serial of all time, anywhere in the world. It continues to draw around five million listeners every week in the UK alone.

While it just recounts the lives of ordinary country folk from Ambridge, this hasn’t stopped fans tuning in for five or, in recent years, six episodes every week (just four, alas, in Covid times), to keep up to date with their favourite farmers. From dramatic births and deaths, love affairs and violent crimes to foot-and-mouth, farm sales, business ventures, cricket matches and village fêtes, Ambridge life is anything but dull. The commitment to lengthy storylines and the longevity of families and characters makes the programme’s depiction of rural life realistic, but also entertaining and often gripping and moving for listeners.

But mainly it’s the humdrum everyday life of the Ambridge villagers that keeps us coming back for more. For many fans 7 p.m. just wouldn’t be the same without a drink at The Bull, a chat in the kitchen at Brookfield Farm or the gentle moo of a cow grazing on open pasture. And who could imagine summer without the stalls of the village fête, September without knowing who’s grown the best beans for the Flower and Produce Show and the build-up to Christmas without Lynda Snell plotting another theatrical extravaganza?

Covering the farms, families, deaths, dramas, animals and community antics, this book is a trip down a country memory lane and a delightful compendium of facts and frolics of Archers life. Find out what goes on behind the scenes and test your knowledge of Britain’s best-loved radio drama with the themed quizzes throughout the book. Now, raise a pint of Shires to many more years of Ambridge.
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HOW IT ALL BEGAN

In the first five pilot episodes of The Archers, which aired in just the Midlands in Whit Week, 1950, the Archer family worked on Wimberton Farm, on the fringe of the village of Ambridge. Wimberton Farm was changed to Brookfield Farm for the three-month trial run, broadcast nationally from 1 January 1951.

The original idea for the programme came from well-known Lincolnshire farmer Henry Burtt at a meeting between the BBC and farming representatives when he announced, ‘What we need is a farming Dick Barton.’ Dick Barton was an adventure serial surrounding the exploits of a secret agent.

Up until 1962, almost every one of the 3,000 Archers episodes was written by Dick Barton scriptwriters Geoffrey Webb or Edward J. Mason.

The programme was originally made for £47 per episode.

The first editor Godfrey Baseley used to invite senior figures from the farming world to appear as themselves on the programme. In 1961, Sir Richard Trehane, chairman of the Milk Marketing Board, visited Ambridge and stayed as a guest of Charles Grenville and Carol Grey.

Originally, cast members were paid varying amounts due to budget constraints – between £9 and £12 a week – but to avoid disputes they were led to believe they were all receiving the same fee. This wasn’t kept a secret for long and Norman Painting (Phil Archer) was quick to voice his complaints when he discovered he was earning £2 less each week than Harry Oakes (Dan Archer).

An introductory programme to ease listeners into The Archers before it started airing nationally was produced by Godfrey Baseley and transmitted in December 1950. The programme featured Godfrey visiting ‘Ambridge’ in a ‘mobile recording vehicle’ and talking to the characters as if they were real. He had a cup of tea at Brookfield Farm and commented on the possibility of a romance between Phil and Grace. The programme ended with Godfrey inviting listeners to come and eavesdrop some more on these country folk in January 1951.

Within weeks of the first national episodes airing, the programme had an audience of two million.

Representatives from the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries (now the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs) and the National Farmers’ Union were on the programme’s original advisory team, helping writers to include factual and informative farming messages.
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WELCOME TO AMBRIDGE:

AMBRIDGE HALL

[image: ]  Ambridge Hall was originally built as the home for the village doctor.

[image: ]  Erected in the 1860s, the Hall is built from yellow brick, has six bedrooms and a garden that extends down to the River Am.

[image: ]  Laura Archer originally left Ambridge Hall to her lodger Colonel Danby in her will, but never signed the top copy, so it was sold off to Robert and Lynda Snell.

[image: ]  The Snells decided to transform their home into a guest house, decorated – naturally – using the principles of feng shui.

[image: ]  Lynda Snell developed the gardens so they were full of low-allergen plants, because she suffers terribly from hay fever. Lynda was delighted when Matthew Wilson visited the garden to record a special feature for Gardeners’ Question Time in early 2011.

[image: ]  Unfortunately, the house and garden, being right on the Am, were submerged in the dramatic floods of 2015. Lynda’s garden was sadly ruined, and the Hall left in need of some serious redecorating. However, these material losses were as nothing compared to the disappearance of Scruff, the Snells’ beloved dog. Happily, Scruff turned up safe and well several months later, on Christmas Eve, 2015. Less happily, he died of natural causes just seven months later. Lynda took some comfort in the restoration of her garden, now known as ‘Resurgam’, with the crowning glory a shepherd’s hut built by Eddie Grundy.

[image: ]  The garden was to become even more of a sanctuary to Lynda after her return from hospital following the terrible explosion at Grey Gables. It also helped her regain some of her old spirit when she and Robert competed against each other for best garden at the 2020 online Flower and Produce Show.
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