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Foreword

For those of you who have read Call the Midwife you will know that Jennifer Worth creates the most wonderful imagery with her writing. She portrayed such vivid pictures of an extraordinary time in British history and of truly extraordinary women in the midwives who devoted years to their vocation and saved many women’s lives. Midwifery and women’s health truly mattered to them and they were, in my view, heroines.

I owe Jennifer an awful lot. She wrote to me in 2010, sent me a copy of her book and told me that I reminded her of her friend Chummy and if Call the Midwife ever got made into a television series she would be thrilled if I played the part. I immediately turned to Chummy’s entrance in the book and fell in love with how she portrayed this clumsy woman appearing at Nonnatus House in the East End – a fish out of water determined to follow her heart’s desire and do herself proud. I knew I had to play the part. And I will always be incredibly grateful to her for the opportunity.

Sadly, I never got to meet Jennifer. I wish I had. To have been able to thank her. But here we are lucky enough to have further insight into her life through her correspondence and a chance to wallow happily in her beautiful writing. Thank you, Jennifer.

Miranda Hart






Note

Jennifer Worth was a beloved wife, mother, grandmother, sister, aunt and cousin. She was a friend to so many, but she was Jennifer to all. This is how we will refer to her throughout the introduction.






Jennifer Worth – a truly remarkable woman

The young Jennifer

Many adjectives come to mind when describing Jennifer Worth. She was kind, caring and loving, highly creative, incredibly generous, single-minded, slightly eccentric and always surprising.

Even the circumstances surrounding her birth are something of a surprise. Little is clear but what is certain is that her mother and grandmother were staying in Clacton during the latter part of her mother’s pregnancy. Seemingly her father was not. On 25 September 1935, Jennifer Louise Lee was born.

They returned home to Amersham in Buckinghamshire and two and a half years later her sister was born. Their grandparents lived nearby, so the girls saw much of them. Jennifer was particularly close to her grandfather, to whom she devotes a whole chapter in In the Midst of Life.

The girls’ early education took place just round the corner at Kingsley House School. This was a small private school run by a Miss Helliwell. As a young child, Jennifer was always fearless and very competitive. Her aim was to go further or climb higher than anyone else. This could well be how she managed to fall out of a tree in the playground, gashing her thigh severely on a stump beneath.

In 1945 the girls were sent to Belle Vue School. The school had been evacuated from London early in World War II, initially to Little Chalfont and later, in 1946, to Hyde End, near Great Missenden. The girls caught the steam train to school and later, when it moved to Hyde End, they caught the school bus from Amersham station in the winter months and cycled in the summer. The headmistress was one Miss Plummer and her deputy, Miss Cedargreen.


This was not a happy time for Jennifer – she showed not the slightest inclination towards academic study, and if ever rules were made to be broken, Jennifer was there to break them. Her school reports make very interesting reading. ‘Jennifer’s work would be good if she worked consistently.’ ‘Jennifer’s work is spoilt completely through her lack of care and inability to work consistently.’ ‘Jennifer must remember “rules” must be obeyed.’ ‘Jennifer needs to learn more thoroughly. She must be more careful.’*

Seemingly, Jennifer’s least favourite subject was mathematics, particularly algebra. It is quite likely that it was this lesson she decided to miss on one memorable occasion during the summer term. The grounds of Belle Vue School were very beautiful and a walk held much greater appeal than an hour of algebra. Everything went according to plan and Jennifer successfully made her escape. However, her plans took a dramatic and painful turn for the worse when she stepped in a wasps’ nest! Angry wasps swarmed all over her, stinging her terribly from head to toe. Discovery was inevitable as everybody rushed outside on hearing the dreadful screams. The headmistress had to be summoned of course, and matron. Jennifer received first aid but little sympathy – after all, she was breaking the rules and ‘“rules” must be obeyed’. She was sent home for the rest of the day to recover, but was nonetheless expected to cycle.

Jennifer left Belle Vue as soon as she was able, at the end of the summer term of 1950, two months before her fifteenth birthday. She left school with a final report but no certificates. Presumably she didn’t take any exams, because she most surely would have kept the certificates had she done so. ‘Jennifer needs to make greater effort. She is far too inert and lax.’ This was the final comment from the headmistress, with three conduct marks and two good marks – not a great start to the next stage of her life!

Undaunted, Jennifer enrolled on a Pitman’s shorthand and typing course. She must have been quite good at this as she managed to secure a job at Dr Challoner’s High School in Chesham, as secretary to the headmaster. The year was 1951. She was just sixteen years of age.

It was during this period that she fell deeply in love with an older, married man. Her relationship with him was to have a profound effect on her, lasting her entire life. It was a relationship they both knew could go nowhere, so she left her job and, with a broken heart, set off on her travels. She packed a rucksack and hitch-hiked around the country, taking odd jobs wherever she could. Very little is known about this period of her life, but she certainly spent some time waitressing in Blackpool. Whatever she got up to, she had time to think and to plan her future, and so it was that she returned from her travels and started her nurse’s training at the Royal Berkshire Hospital, Reading. The year was 1954.

Jennifer had finally found her vocation. She fell into nursing naturally and quite brilliantly. Indeed, in 1956 she received first medical prize, presented to her by Group Captain Douglas Bader, CBE, DSO, DFC, no less! So much for ‘Jennifer needs to make greater effort. She is far too inert and lax.’ However, old habits die hard and she still struggled with ‘“rules” must be obeyed’. On one famous occasion she allowed two friends, Jimmy and Mike, to stay in the drying room of the nurses’ home. They stayed for three months and were never discovered. Had they been, Jennifer would have been instantly dismissed. (A full account of this story can be found in Call the Midwife.)

In 1957, after three years of intensive training, Jennifer was awarded her certificate as a State Registered Nurse.

After the discipline and constraints of a nurse’s training, Jennifer needed a break – she needed to spread her wings and fly a little. She also wanted to learn to speak French. A spell in Paris was the answer. She placed a short advert in Le Figaro stating that a ‘British Trained Nurse, experienced with children’ sought a job in Paris. Forty replies arrived, all in French. Not to worry. A gentleman friend who spoke French agreed to translate the letters, select the best, and compose a reply. The poor man was highly embarrassed when, in a restaurant where they had agreed to meet, Jennifer said, in clear ringing tones, ‘When we’ve had our meal, I want you to look through all these French letters and pick out the best’!

And so it was that Jennifer came to be an au pair in Paris for a few short but very happy months. She explored the streets of the beautiful city, went to concerts and galleries, and made new friends, one of whom, Helga, became a lifelong friend. In total, she au paired for three families, mastering the French language all the while – so much so that she eventually felt confident enough to apply for a nursing job in a French hospital. She planned to stay for several months, but in the end left after just five days. She was witness to the harsh treatment of an unmarried pregnant girl, intended to teach the girl a lesson and to be an example to others. Jennifer promptly left and never went back. Her Paris days were over, and with some relief she returned to London where she began her training to be a midwife. Back in the fifties it took a year to train as a midwife. Training was taken in two parts and it was during Part 2 that Jennifer was sent to a nursing order of nuns in the East End of London.

What followed was the period of her life recounted so brilliantly by her own pen in Call the Midwife, Shadows of the Workhouse and Farewell to the East End, each one a masterpiece of writing. It was the start of a career that lasted twenty years. It was without a doubt the most formative period of her life; it opened her eyes to an entirely different world of traditions, cultures, attitudes and expectations. The experience also opened her heart and mind to a faith embodied by the nuns, which she carried with her for the rest of her life.

She completed her midwifery training in September 1959, shortly after her twenty-fourth birthday. What to do next? She toyed with the idea of becoming a missionary nurse at Lambaréné Hospital in what was known then as French Equatorial Africa (now Gabon). She went as far as applying for a job, and indeed was offered one by Dr Schweitzer, who had founded the hospital in 1913. However, by this stage in her life she had committed herself to God: she felt she could not leave the care of her church and so she turned the offer down.

Instead she took a series of jobs at various hospitals in and around London, including the London, the Elizabeth Garrett Anderson and the Marie Curie. Jennifer was ambitious, steadily climbing the career ladder, and by 1961 she was ward sister at the Queen Mary Maternity Home, near Hampstead. This was a specialised hospital caring purely for pregnant women with conditions dangerous to mother or child, or both.

One particular patient, Jackie, was admitted to the hospital early in September 1961, suffering from pre-eclampsia, a condition graphically recounted in Call the Midwife. She was confined to complete bed rest until her daughter’s birth four weeks later. She and Jennifer formed a bond which developed over the weeks of Jackie’s confinement. One afternoon, Jackie was describing her brother to a fellow patient – ‘tall, good-looking, a brilliant brain and crazy about classical music’. Jennifer, who was writing up notes at the next bed, overheard. ‘He sounds just like the man I’d like to marry.’ And so it was that Jennifer met ‘a certain young man’ fleetingly referred to at the end of Farewell to the East End, and as they say, ‘the rest is history’!

Suzannah Hart


Married life

That ‘certain young man’ was Philip Worth, Jackie’s brother, something of a loner, who had escaped some years before from an overprotective family situation in Edinburgh to seek his fortune in London. This ‘fortune’ turned out to be a succession of poorly paid clerking jobs with various law firms, well below his intellectual abilities, and at the time they met he was deeply uncertain about his future and next career move.

His next move turned out to be a domestic one when he became Jennifer’s lodger in her recently acquired home in Hampstead Garden Suburb. Predictably, this move was engineered by Jackie and had huge significance for both Jennifer and Philip. The physical proximity of living under the same roof no doubt contributed to their bonding, but more important (apart from physical attraction) was closeness of outlook on life generally and shared cultural and intellectual interests. From the start, there was a rapport between Jennifer and Philip. He was going through a difficult time, disappointed by his poor achievement since graduating in arts and law at university, and confused and uncertain about the way ahead. In Jennifer he found a ready and sympathetic listener to his problems and felt relaxed and at ease in her company as he talked about them. He also found himself falling in love.

One thing led to another, and Philip proposed marriage. Jennifer requested a week to think about it (mother was consulted) but to his utter delight she accepted and they were married at St Jude-on-the-Hill, Hampstead Garden Suburb, on 4 April 1963. They honeymooned in France, firstly in Paris, then in the Alpes-Maritimes, in a chalet owned by an Englishman who grew roses for sale in the Nice flower market and also cultivated a few vines. The wine that he made from these he distilled to produce a potent spirit he called Aqua Vitae, strong enough to burn a hole in sheet metal. Their host was a chess addict and would frequently visit in the evening armed with chess set and wine. Conscientious in his hospitality, he assured his guests that the twin beds in the chalet could easily be joined together to make a double, in discreet recognition of their newly married status.

Marriage brought major changes to the lives of both Jennifer and Philip. Philip entered teaching, a much more congenial profession for one with his academic background. Jennifer continued nursing on a part-time basis, but entered motherhood with the birth of two lovely daughters, Suzannah and Juliette, in 1964 and 1966, respectively.

The birth of their two daughters also meant a transfer of the family home from Hampstead to something larger, in Hemel Hempstead, Hertfordshire – firstly to a four-bed semi in Bennetts End and later to the White House in Boxmoor. Jennifer was an avid gardener and it was for this reason that they bought the White House. It had a huge rambling garden, sadly neglected, and over the years Jennifer transformed it into something truly wondrous.

Her part-time nursing helped to keep Jennifer’s interest in medical matters alive, but she was becoming increasingly concerned by what she saw as the bureaucratisation of the National Health Service. In particular, she deplored the move towards putting management boards in charge of hospitals and abolishing the post of matron. In Jennifer’s view, the matron occupied a unique position in the nursing hierarchy, a figure of great, often awesome, authority, but one whose priority was the care and welfare of her patients. She felt that the substitution of, and obsession with, professional management skills were not healthy developments, particularly as many of the so-called managers had scant, if any, direct experience of the medical world.

Jennifer’s preoccupations were not confined to hands-on medical practice. She was a thinker, deeply sensitive to all aspects of the human dilemma but especially to social attitudes towards death and dying, which she regarded (quite reasonably) as natural and inevitable, to be faced frankly and realistically and not treated as taboo subjects, as is the modern tendency in the Western world. In the early 1970s she organised an important forum, chaired by the then bishop of St Albans and consisting of speakers from the NHS, from academia and from two sects of the Christian church, to discuss these issues publicly. The forum was well attended in a local school hall, and was in no way affected by a power cut necessitating the use of candles!

Eventually, thoroughly disillusioned by the direction in which the profession appeared to be heading, Jennifer retired from nursing in 1973.

Long before commencing her career as an author, Jennifer’s great passion was music, a love she shared with Philip. Although he himself could neither sing nor play a musical instrument, he was greatly impressed by his wife’s singing voice which could be heard all round the house as she went about her daily chores. Philip urged Jennifer to have her voice trained. She had a succession of teachers and over the years the quality of her singing went from strength to strength, enabling her to give solo performances in public and eventually gaining her a fellowship at the London College of Music. She learned to play the Gaelic harp and loved to accompany herself on this instrument, singing mainly Scottish and Irish folk songs. On one visit to the Edinburgh Festival she took her harp (and her voice) out onto the streets of the city and busked. This attracted much attention, not simply for her music but also because she was resplendent in tartan skirt and plaid – a nice bit of local colour, pleasing to the ear and to the eye!

Jennifer had learned to play the piano as a child, but her playing was somewhat neglected during her nursing career. She found a notable piano teacher, Jackie Chaplin, who brought her back to the standard required to become a teacher herself. Jennifer taught piano and singing very successfully for over twenty years.


Another feature of musical life was the gatherings at the White House, which Jennifer and Philip organised, the highlight of which were performances by talented musicians culled from their network of friends and acquaintances. Always hugely popular occasions, guests would be entertained by pianists, violinists, singers, mime artists, etc., and on one memorable occasion by a one-man band with about six different instruments, including drums, cymbals and castanets, attached to various parts of his anatomy. Refreshments on offer were usually bread and cheese, wine and home-made beer (the latter withdrawn after some of the bottles exploded!).

Jennifer was always a firm believer in the motto ‘a healthy mind in a healthy body’. She followed two main routes to physical fitness: swimming and cycling. For years the couple owned a flat in Brighton, a four-minute walk from the sea. This took care of the swimming.

Cycling had featured at different times in her life: as a school-girl, as a midwife in Poplar, and inspired by the activities of her daughter Suzannah and her son-in-law, Tim, both enthusiastic members of the local cycling club. Jennifer also hero-worshipped Bernard Hinault, five times winner of the Tour de France. In her mid-sixties Jennifer took up cycling once again. A suitable bicycle was required. Not for Jennifer an off-the-rack bike from Halfords. No indeed. At great expense and with help from Tim, she purchased a succession of handmade bikes, culminating in her own customised bicycle, with ‘Call the Midwife’ emblazoned on the frame. On these she explored the countryside for miles around, both solo and in groups, having many an adventure on the way. She frequently got lost and had numerous punctures, which she was ill equipped to repair. She often came home extremely late, causing Philip endless worry, but she always arrived safely, tired but happy, totally unaware of the worry she had caused.

And so we come to Jennifer’s writing. Having spent twenty years nursing and twenty-five years teaching music, she turned to a third career and, when she did, the reading public knew all about it! She had always been a storyteller, inventing bedtime stories, which she later wrote down. In her early sixties Jennifer suffered a period of acute eczema. She discovered a connection with food allergies and felt the need to write about it. A short book was privately published, which achieved modest success, but more to the point, she had discovered in herself a talent for writing.

Jennifer never saw herself as an author, but the challenge to do for midwives what James Herriot had done for vets was enough to trigger an explosion of literary energy which eventually culminated in the best-selling trilogy Call the Midwife, followed by the record-breaking BBC series of the same name. The success of her books took her somewhat by surprise, but she was delighted nonetheless. Letters started arriving through the post from people who had read and been captivated by her books and who felt compelled to write to tell her so. She kept each and every one of these letters and replied to them all. Her replies are now the treasured possessions of many of their recipients. When her agent contacted her to say the BBC was interested in turning her books into a series, she took it all in her stride and decided that she would go out for her bike ride as planned!

Philip Worth

Motherhood

Jennifer’s huge success as a writer could not have been imagined all those years earlier when she was a hard-working mother of two. The house and income were very modest, the car was very old, and family holidays were never abroad. The family, plus two sickly Siamese cats, would pile into the old minivan, the two little girls balancing precariously on the wheel arches in the back. Jennifer was not one to worry over such trifles as road safety – indeed, on one famous occasion the back doors of the minivan flew open while they were travelling, nearly launching the girls into the road. Jennifer didn’t fuss – she just shut the doors with a bang, secured the handles with a piece of string, and they continued on their way.

Their destination was usually Dorset, to stay in the little bungalow owned by Jennifer’s mother. These holidays always featured long, healthy walks, hours on the beach in all weathers, and seemingly endless freezing swims in the sea. Jennifer was bold and adventurous and loved the sea, the choppier the better. She tried to toughen up her sensitive little daughters by taking them into the sea and was maybe a bit dismayed when they shivered and whined. However, if she was disappointed in anything her daughters ever did or said, she didn’t show it.

Another frequent destination was Hastings, where Jennifer would take the girls to stay with the nuns who, by this time, had long since moved from the East End. There was a tiny caravan in the grounds of the convent and this is where they stayed. These holidays were very different from the bracing holidays spent in Dorset. They were quiet and genteel, but enjoyable nonetheless. Afternoon tea with the nuns and eating cinnamon toast was a particular treat. The girls developed a special fondness for Sister Jocelyn and a rich correspondence arose between them. Letters, cards and endless drawings were sent to and fro and, needless to say, Jennifer kept everything that Sister Jocelyn sent to the girls.

Growing up as Jennifer’s daughters was incredibly enriching and rewarding. However, it was often challenging for two sensitive young girls with a desperate need to fit in. Jennifer’s aspirations for herself and her family were never financial. What she constantly strived for was intellectual and creative endeavour. She also had a deep-rooted dislike of gossip and popular culture. The area where the family lived for more than ten years was Bennetts End, a typical new-town housing estate. While other mums wore 1970s flares and clumpy shoes, Jennifer wore handmade long velvet dresses and stilettos. While other families’ houses were filled with TV and pop, the sound of Jennifer’s singing practice emanated from the Worth family home. Much to the dismay of her daughters, Jennifer’s scales and arpeggios could be heard halfway down the street.

Jennifer’s daughters were often teased at primary school about their ‘posh’ mother, as the local kids described her. Being different certainly made life difficult for the girls, but the advantages far outweighed the disadvantages. Jennifer’s complete disregard for school rules meant that often on sunny days she would take her daughters out of school and they’d all go cycling and picnicking by the canal. The fact that she also took her daughters swimming in those murky green waters is probably no surprise, but not a memory to be treasured.

Jennifer was always an outdoor type and wherever she went the girls went too. Apple-picking in her father’s orchard was a memory of family endeavour that typically ended in near-disaster. Jennifer always wanted to go the furthest, climb the highest, be the strongest and the bravest – she was fearless and reckless and the apple trees were a challenge too strong to resist. While the girls looked on in admiration tinged with fear, she reached for the furthest apple, breaking the branch she was perched on, sending her crashing to the ground into a huge pile of stinging nettles. Poor Jennifer was accident-prone all her life, but this was purely a result of her fearless and indomitable personality.

Life in the Worth house was extremely busy as the girls’ cultural and creative life developed. From a very young age they learned piano, guitar, recorder, violin, double bass and clarinet; they took part in music camps, composition classes, orchestras, choirs, chamber groups and jazz ensembles.

When the girls reached their teenage years all this training was put to good use – while their friends had Saturday jobs in Woolworths and Timothy White’s, Jennifer encouraged her daughters to earn money by singing at weddings and teaching the recorder. Jennifer took her daughters to the ballet, to concerts, to the theatre and recitals. Her constant thirst for creative and cultural experiences infused the family and meant there was never a dull moment or idle hour. In fact, teenage rebellion never featured in the Worth family household because there was just no time for such nonsense.

Although a very loving and devoted mother, Jennifer was a firm believer that young people should have adventures, try new experiences, and become independent at an early age. Again, the excitement and adventure of the girls’ upbringing was often tinged with anxiety. Jennifer was not the sort of mother to be challenged and so, with a certain reluctance, as young teenagers the girls learned how to canoe, and with trepidation they cycled unaccompanied over the Black Mountains in Wales. At sixteen and seventeen they did their first InterRail trip around Europe. Jennifer, much later in life, admitted that she was very worried for her daughters’ safety and was hugely relieved when they phoned from Paris to say they’d arrived.

Throughout their lives, Jennifer’s daughters received much love and encouragement. She was not judgemental, but must have despaired at the unwholesome alliances made with unsuitable men. Eventually, both girls met suitable young men, of whom Jennifer approved. Much of this approval was based on the fact that her sons-in-law could both do useful, practical jobs about the house and garden. Rarely would a family occasion pass by without one or both of them being required to drill a hole, put up shelves, change a light bulb, wield an axe, climb up ladders, prune the bushes or turn the compost!

Suzannah and Tim bought a bright modern flat in good condition in Hemel Hempstead. Juliette, on the other hand, bought a bomb-damaged terraced house in Handsworth, Birmingham. True to character, Jennifer kept her doubts about this dubious purchase to herself. Nonetheless, she was always ready to assist with Juliette’s Heath Robinson-style repairs.

Suzannah became pregnant and three months later so did Juliette. Jennifer was thrilled and her instincts as a midwife came flooding back. She was present throughout the labour and birth of her first granddaughter, remaining calm, practical and reassuring. Three months later, her grandson was born to Juliette, and one year after that her second granddaughter was born to Suzannah.

Juliette Walton

On being a Grandma

Jennifer took to her role as Grandma with typical enthusiasm and commitment. She avidly supported her granddaughters’ musical activities, clapping and cheering in the front row of every concert.

The last time Grandma saw us perform was at a concert in Tring. As we stepped out to the front I noticed she had disappeared. Midway through our duet there was a sharp crash and shattering of glass – it could only have been our Grandma. Despite her eccentricities and odd little habits (she did once call herself a funny old bugger), I am proud to call her my Grandma.

Ellie

Her three grandchildren had many adventures with her and viewed her eccentricities with a mixture of bewilderment and delight. She would turn a seemingly mundane activity into an exciting challenge.

My memories of Grandma will always be happy – pushing us in the wheelbarrow to the allotment, not caring what people thought; clambering into the pond to get the weeds out. At her instruction we would put on our scruffiest clothes to chop logs, cut down bushes and annihilate the ivy, or we would put on our best clothes to go to the ballet and excitedly queue up in the interval for ice cream.

Lydia

Much as she loved her granddaughters, Dan was special because she had always wanted a grandson. In Dan she saw the potential to relive some of the adventures of her childhood and explore the great outdoors.

Every time I would visit there would be some crazy plan or adventure being formed. When I was twelve my Grandma had a brainwave – we should go on a cycling holiday together – I was mortified, it was so uncool and embarrassing. Also I wasn’t sure if I was ready to meet all those new people and fend for myself. At first I made friends with the other kids my age and we avoided Grandma, but after a time I started making time for the two of us and we actually really got on.

Dan

Jennifer loved, supported and nurtured her family and had a huge positive influence on all of their lives. Although she was a natural loner, she valued her family very highly and took great pride as she watched her children and her grandchildren flower.

Juliette Walton

In the Midst of Life

Jennifer started writing her fourth book in 2006. It was a book she had given much thought to for over twenty years, and with the success of the trilogy assured she felt the time was right once again to put pen to paper.

In the trilogy the focus is mainly on the beginning of life; her fourth book looks at the end of life. It was a subject very close to Jennifer’s heart, and one that she felt should be discussed openly and honestly and not kept closeted away. So absorbed was she in the writing of this book, and concerned for its success, that she failed to spot the signs of her own failing health. This may be the case, or it could be that she simply chose to ignore them. We will never know.

In March 2011, after weeks of backache and perhaps a month of increasing difficulty with swallowing, she was finally persuaded to go into hospital. She had spent a few days on her own at the flat in Brighton, and when Philip joined her for the weekend he was shocked to see how weakened she had become. He took her straight to the Brighton hospital, where she was admitted for tests.

On Wednesday, 16 March, Suzannah visited, not just to see her mother but to give comfort and support to Philip. It was during this visit that Jennifer broke the shattering news to them both that she had been
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