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UNVEILING THE
REALITY BEHIND
THE HIT DRAMA

Since its debut in 2012,
the beloved BBC period
drama Call the Midwife
has captivated millions
of viewers worldwide
with its tender
portrayal of midwifery
in the poverty-stricken
East End of London
during the 1950s and
1960s. The show's rich
characters, emotional
storylines, and
meticulous period
detail naturally lead
audiences to wonder:
Is Call the Midwife a

true story?

The answer is a
layered and fascinating
one. While the
characters and
individual episodes are
fictionalized for
television, the series is
built upon a very
strong foundation of
truth. It is based on the
memoirs of a real
midwife, Jennifer
Worth, whose
experiences working in
the Poplar district of
London provide the
authentic backbone for
the entire series.
Understanding the
distinction between the
factual basis and the
dramatic license taken
by the showrunners
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gives a deeper
appreciation for the
programme's poignant
and often
heartbreaking
narrative.

THE REAL
JENNIFER WORTH:
THE WOMAN
BEHIND THE
WORDS

The question is Call
the Midwife a true
story can be answered
most directly by
looking at its source
material. The series is
adapted from the
trilogy of memoirs
written by Jennifer
Worth (born Jennifer
Lee), who trained as a
nurse at the Royal
Berkshire Hospital
before moving to
London to work as a
midwife. Her books,

Call the Midwife,
Shadows of the
Workhouse, and

Farewell to the East

End, detail her time
working for the
Community of St. John
the Divine, an Anglican
religious order of nuns
who ran a midwifery
practice in the slums of
Poplar.

Jennifer Worth's
memoirs are non-
fiction, recounting the
real women, families,
and cases she
encountered. However,
she changed the
names of her patients
and colleagues to
protect their privacy.
Therefore, while the
core events and
experiences

documented in the
books are true, the
specific  names and
some composite details
were altered for
publication. The
television series, in
turn, takes these real-
life stories and adapts
them further for a
dramatic format, often
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condensing timelines
and merging
characters to create a
cohesive and engaging
narrative.

From
Memoir
to
Screen:
Adapting
Reality
for
Televisio
n

When creator Heidi
Thomas adapted the
books for the BBC, she
remained remarkably
faithful to the spirit and

content of Worth's
work. The key to
understanding the
show's authenticity lies
in recognizing that the
essence of every story
is true. The diseases,
the social conditions,
the medical practices,
and the profound
poverty were all real.
The heartbreak of a
mother unable to feed
her children, the joy of
a successful home
birth in a cramped
tenement, and the
camaraderie between
the nuns and the
midwives were all part
of Jennifer Worth's
lived experience.

Of course, television
requires narrative
structure. To maintain
pacing and character
development, the show
invents personal
backstories for the
midwives and nuns
that are not detailed in
the books. For



example, while Sister
Julienne is a real
historical figure (Sister
Julienne Wilson), her
personality and specific
interactions within the
convent have been
fictionalized to serve
the drama. The intense
personal lives of the
young midwives,
including their
romances and personal
struggles, are largely
inventions of the
writing team, designed
to create ongoing story
arcs that keep viewers
engaged between the
weekly medical cases.

THE REAL
MIDWIVES AND
NUNS OF
NONNATUS HOUSE

One of the most
compelling aspects of
the series is its
portrayal of the nuns.
The Community of St.
John the Divine was a
real Anglican religious

order that played a
crucial role in providing
healthcare to the poor
of Poplar. The show
accurately depicts their
dedication, their strict
but compassionate
rules, and their
eventual decline as the
National Health Service
(NHS) took over many
of their duties.

Who
Were the
Real
People?

 Sister Julienne:
The real Sister
Julienne Wilson
was indeed the
head of the
midwifery
practice. Like her
television
counterpart, she
was a source of
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wisdom,
strength, and
calm authority.
Sister
Evangelina: The
no-nonsense,
tough-as-nails
Sister Evangelina
was based on a
real nun who was
known for her
fierce practicality
and deep love for
the community.
Jenny Lee: The
protagonist of
the first few
series is the
fictionalized
version of
Jennifer Worth
herself. The show
follows her
journey from a
nervous trainee
to a confident,
experienced
midwife.
Chummy: The
beloved, gentle
giant of a
midwife,

Chummy
(Camilla
Fortescue-
Cholmeley-
Browne), is a
composite
character. While
Jennifer Worth
met and worked
with many
different
midwives,
Chummy's
personality and
backstory were
crafted to
represent the
spirit of the
team.

The show
incorporates
historical figures. For
instance, the
appearance of Dr. John
A. Ryle, a real
physician and social
reformer, and the brief
mention of the famous
doctor and
humanitarian, Dr.
Barnardo, grounds the
series in  verifiable

even
real



history.

FACT VS. FICTION:
SEPARATING THE
TRUTH

So, to the central
guestion, is Call the
Midwife a true story,
the answer is a
nuanced "yes, with
caveats." Let's break
down the most
common elements.

What is
Historicall

y
Accurate?

1. The Medical
Cases: The show
features real
medical
conditions such
as rickets,
tuberculosis (TB),
eclampsia, and

the devastating
effects of
thalidomide. The
birth defects
caused by
thalidomide were
a real tragedy in
the late 1950s
and early 1960s,
and the show's
depiction of the
mothers and
children is
heartbreakingly
accurate.

. The Social

Conditions: The
extreme poverty
of Poplar is not
exaggerated.
The overcrowded
tenements, the
prevalence of
bed bugs and
lice, the lack of
proper
sanitation, and
the struggle to
feed a family on
a meager wage
were all
documented
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realities. The
show accurately
portrays the
lingering effects
of the Second
World War,
including bomb
sites that were
still being
cleared.

. The Role of the
NHS: The show
brilliantly
illustrates the
early days of the
National Health
Service, founded
in 1948. The
tension between
the old ways of

private midwifery

and the new,
state-funded
systemis a
central theme.
The nurses and
nuns were

indeed employed

by the local
health authority
to provide free
care to all

mothers,
regardless of
their ability to
pay.

4. The Community

of St. John the
Divine: The
existence and
the dedicated
work of the nuns
are completely
true. They were
pioneers in
district nursing
and midwifery,
training and
deploying nurses
to the poorest
areas.

What is
Fictionaliz
ed or
Dramatiz



ed?

1. The Personal

Lives of the
Midwives: While
Jennifer Worth
married a man
named Philip
Worth, his
character is not a
major part of the
TV series. The
romantic
entanglements of
the other
midwives, such
as Trixie's
relationships or
Barbara's
marriage to Tom,
are inventions to
provide
emotional depth
and serialized
storylines.

. The Timeline:
In the books,
Jennifer Worth's
time in Poplar
was only a few
years (roughly

1954 to 1958).
The TV series,
now in its 13th
series, has
stretched this
timeline
significantly,
moving into the
mid-1960s and
aging the
characters
accordingly. New
characters like
Sister Frances
and Nurse Lucille
Anderson were
created to
replace those
who left the
books.

. Specific Plot

Points: While
each episode's
medical case is
often based on a
real event, the
specific
circumstances,
dialogue, and
emotional arc
surrounding it
are written by
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screenwriters.
For example, the
tragic story of a
mother dying
from a septic
abortion or a
baby being born
with a severe
disability is true
to the era, but
the individual
names and
family dynamics
are crafted for
the screen.

THE ENDURING
LEGACY: WHY
TRUTH MATTERS
TO THE STORY

The reason the
question is Call the
Midwife a true story
continues to be asked
is because the show
feels so genuine. Its
power comes from the
undeniable truth of the
human experience it
portrays. The joy of
birth, the terror of loss,

the strength of
community, and the
resilience of women in
the face of
unimaginable hardship
are universal and real.

The show also serves
as a vital historical
document. It sheds
light on a time and
place that is often
forgotten. The East End
of London in the 1950s
has been romanticized
by other media, but
Call the Midwife shows
the grit alongside the
grace. It reminds us of
the desperate need for
social reform and the
incredible contribution
of women like Jennifer
Worth and the nuns of
St. John the Divine.

Furthermore, the show
tackles sensitive issues
head-on. From abortion
and homosexuality
(which was illegal at
the time) to racism and
disability, the series
uses its historical



setting to discuss
timeless problems. The
fact that these stories
are rooted in truth
gives them an
authority and
emotional weight that
a purely  fictional
drama  would find
difficult to achieve.
Viewers are not just
watching a story; they
are witnessing a piece
of social history.

How the
Show
Influence
s Modern
Perceptio
ns

One of the most
remarkable effects of
the show is its ability to
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foster empathy for
people living in the
past. By showing the
systemic poverty and
lack of resources, the
series helps modern
audiences understand
why social safety nets
are so important. It
also demystifies
childbirth, showing
both the miraculous
moments and the
terrifying emergencies
that could occur before
modern medical
technology became
widespread.

The success of the
series has also
reignited interest in
midwifery as a
profession. Many
nurses have cited Call
the Midwife as an
inspiration, proving
that the true stories at
its heart continue to
resonate and inspire
new generations of
caregivers.
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CONCLUSION: A
BEAUTIFUL
MARRIAGE OF
FACT AND FICTION

So, is Call the
Midwife a true
story? The most

accurate answer is that
it is a historical drama
built on a bedrock of
truth. The world of
Nonnatus House is a
real world, and the
struggles and triumphs
of its inhabitants are
drawn from genuine,
documented events.
While the personal
lives of the characters
are often fictionalized
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to create compelling
television, the soul of

the show—its
compassion, its
honesty, and its

respect for the past—is
undeniably real. It is
this powerful blend of
authentic history and
masterful storytelling
that has made Call the
Midwife one of the
most beloved and
enduring dramas of our
time. The series stands
as a beautiful tribute to
the real midwives,
nuns, and mothers of
Poplar, whose stories,
though adapted for the
screen, will never be
forgotten.



