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INTRODUCTION: THE HEARTWARMING QUESTION THAT FANS OFTEN ASK

Since its debut in 2012, the beloved BBC period drama Call the Midwife has captured the hearts of
millions of viewers around the world. Set in the poverty-stricken East End of London during the
1950s and 1960s, the series follows a group of midwives and nuns from Nonnatus House as they
provide essential maternity care to the local community. The show is celebrated for its emotional
depth,  historical  richness,  and  unflinching  honesty  about  topics  such  as  childbirth,  poverty,  and
social change. Given its vivid and deeply personal storytelling, many viewers find themselves asking
a natural and compelling question: Is Call the Midwife based on a true story?
The short and direct answer is yes. The series is profoundly rooted in real events, real people, and
real experiences. However, the full story behind the show is even more remarkable than most fans
realize.  Understanding the factual  origins  of  Call  the Midwife  deepens the appreciation for  its
authenticity  and  emotional  power.  This  article  explores  the  true  story  behind  the  series,  the
remarkable  woman who wrote  the  memoirs  that  inspired it,  and how accurately  the  show reflects
the realities of midwifery and life in post-war London.

THE DEFINITIVE ANSWER: YES, IT IS BASED ON TRUE EVENTS

To put it plainly, Call the Midwife is based on a true story. The series is adapted from the trilogy
of memoirs written by Jennifer Worth, a British nurse and midwife who worked in the East End of
London during the 1950s. Her books — Call the Midwife: A True Story of the East End in the 1950s,
Shadows  of  the  Workhouse,  and  Farewell  to  the  East  End  —  are  firsthand  accounts  of  her  time
serving the community of Poplar as a young midwife. These memoirs blend personal observation
with the harrowing and heartwarming stories of the families she encountered.
The  television  series,  created  by  Heidi  Thomas,  remains  remarkably  faithful  to  the  spirit  and
substance of Worth’s writing. While certain characters have been amalgamated or fictionalized for
narrative flow, the core events, the medical cases, and the social conditions depicted are grounded
in documented reality. This commitment to authenticity is a key reason why the show feels so
genuine and resonates so deeply with audiences.

WHO WAS JENNIFER WORTH? THE REAL WOMAN BEHIND THE STORY

To fully grasp why Call the Midwife is based on a true story, it is essential to know the woman
behind the words. Born Jennifer Lee in 1935 in Clacton-on-Sea, Essex, she grew up in a middle-class
family.  She  left  school  at  the  age  of  14  with  no  formal  qualifications  but  possessed  a  fierce

determination to become a nurse. She entered nursing training at the Royal Berkshire Hospital in
Reading and later specialized in midwifery.
In the 1950s, at the age of 22, Worth moved to the convent of St. John the Divine in Poplar, East
London, to work alongside the Anglican nuns of the Community of St. John the Divine. It was here
that she trained and worked as a district midwife. Her experiences during this period were profound
and life-changing. The poverty, the overcrowding, the lack of basic sanitation, and the resilience of
the local women left an indelible mark on her. Decades later, after a successful career in music and
later as a writer, she published her memoirs in 2002. The books became international bestsellers,
eventually leading to the creation of the television series. Worth passed away in 2011, just before
the show aired, but her legacy continues through the stories she so carefully preserved.

THE REAL NONNATUS HOUSE AND THE ANGLICAN NUNS

One of the most distinctive elements of the show is the setting of Nonnatus House, a convent where
the midwives live and work alongside a community of nuns. Many viewers wonder if such a place
ever existed. The answer is yes, though the real convent was called St. Frideswide’s (also part of the
Community of St. John the Divine).
The Anglican  order  of  nuns  was  indeed a  real  religious  community  dedicated to  nursing  and
midwifery. The sisters were highly skilled and deeply respected. They wore distinctive habits and
worked side by side with lay midwives like Jennifer Worth. The show portrays the nuns with great
affection  and  respect,  and  the  characters  are  largely  based  on  real  women  whom  Worth  knew
personally. The character of Sister Evangelina, for instance, was based on a real nun known for her
no-nonsense attitude and tireless work ethic. Sister Julienne, the gentle and wise leader, represents
the kind of compassionate leadership Worth experienced. While the characters are dramatized, their
dedication, faith, and humor are drawn directly from real life.

KEY CHARACTERS AND THEIR REAL-LIFE COUNTERPARTS

Fans of the series often form deep attachments to the characters, and it is natural to ask who
among them is based on a real person. While the show takes creative liberties, several central
figures are directly inspired by real individuals.

Jennifer Worth as Jenny Lee
The  protagonist  of  the  series,  Jenny  Lee,  is  essentially  a  fictionalized  version  of  Jennifer  Worth
herself.  Jenny’s  journey  from  a  somewhat  naive  young  woman  to  a  confident  and  compassionate
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midwife  mirrors  Worth’s  own  personal  and  professional  growth.  The  character’s  observations,
doubts, and triumphs all stem from Worth’s memoirs. In the show, Jenny Lee is portrayed as calm,
intelligent, and deeply empathetic. While some storylines are dramatized, the core of her character
is authentic.

The Real Midwives and Nuns
Many of the other midwives are composite characters or are loosely based on women Worth worked
with. For example, the character of Chummy (Camelia Fortescue-Cholmondeley-Brown) is largely
fictional,  though  she  represents  the  kind  of  eccentric,  upper-class  young  woman  who  sometimes
entered midwifery during that era. The real-life community of St. John the Divine included a range of
personalities, from the gentle to the stern, and the show captures that diversity.
The character of Sister Monica Joan, the aging and eccentric nun with a sharp mind and a poetic
soul, is based on a real sister known for her intelligence and unpredictable behavior. Her backstory,
including her early work as a nurse in the slums, is historically accurate.

The Patients and Their Stories
Perhaps the most powerful  aspect of  the show is its  portrayal  of  the patients and their  often
heartbreaking  stories.  Almost  every  major  case  presented  in  the  series  — from mothers  suffering
from rickets due to malnutrition to women dealing with the devastating effects of thalidomide — is
drawn from actual events documented by Worth. The stories of women giving birth in appalling
conditions, of families living in single rooms with no running water, and of the strength of mothers in
the face of overwhelming poverty are all true. Worth meticulously recorded these accounts because
she believed they deserved to be remembered.

HISTORICAL ACCURACY: HOW TRUE TO LIFE IS THE SHOW?

While Call the Midwife is based on a true story, the television adaptation naturally takes some
liberties  for  dramatic  effect.  However,  the  show  has  been  widely  praised  by  historians,  former
midwives,  and  people  who  lived  through  the  era  for  its  extraordinary  attention  to  detail.

Medical Accuracy
The medical procedures and conditions depicted are meticulously researched. The show does not
shy away from the harsh realities of childbirth in the 1950s and 1960s. It depicts conditions such as
pre-eclampsia, breech deliveries, postpartum hemorrhage, and neonatal tetanus with remarkable
fidelity.  The midwifery techniques shown — including the use of  gas and air,  manual  examination,
and the careful monitoring of labor — are historically accurate. Medical experts have noted that the
show often serves as an informal  educational  resource,  illustrating how far  obstetric  care has
advanced.

Social and Historical Context
The series also excels at portraying the broader social changes of the era. Events such as the
introduction of the National Health Service (NHS) in 1948, the gradual cleanup of the slums, the
arrival of Commonwealth immigrants, and the thalidomide tragedy of the late 1950s and early
1960s are all woven into the narrative with historical precision. The show captures the poverty, the
bomb sites still visible a decade after the war, and the strong community spirit that defined the East
End. It also addresses controversial topics such as abortion, contraception, domestic abuse, and
homosexuality, all of which were present in Worth's original memoirs.

THE REAL EAST END OF LONDON IN THE 1950S

The setting of Poplar is not a mere backdrop; it is a character in its own right. The real East End of
London  in  the  1950s  was  one  of  the  poorest  parts  of  the  country.  Many  families  lived  in
overcrowded, rat-infested tenements with no indoor plumbing or electricity. The docks had been
heavily bombed during the Blitz, and the area was still scarred by war.
Jennifer Worth’s descriptions of the conditions are shocking to modern readers. She wrote about
homes where a single tap served an entire building, where children slept four or five to a bed, and
where malnutrition was common. Yet, she also wrote about an incredible sense of community,
where neighbors helped each other, and where the local women looked out for one another during
childbirth. The show captures this duality beautifully: the grimness of the environment is balanced
by the warmth and resilience of the people.

FROM PAGE TO SCREEN: HOW THE TV SERIES CAME TO BE

The journey from Worth’s memoirs to the television screen is itself a fascinating story. After the
books became bestsellers, producer Pippa Harris and screenwriter Heidi Thomas optioned the rights.
They were immediately captivated by the richness of the material. Thomas, in particular, felt a deep
personal connection to the story, as her own grandmother had been a district midwife in a similar
community.
The challenge was to translate the episodic and personal nature of the memoirs into a serialized
drama. The solution was to create a fictional version of Nonnatus House that could serve as a home
base,  while  the  weekly  storylines  would  revolve  around  specific  patients  and  cases  drawn  from
Worth’s accounts. The show also expanded the roles of the nuns and other midwives to create a
more ensemble-driven narrative. The result is a series that feels both intimate and epic, personal
and universal.

WHY DOES THE TRUE STORY MATTER TO VIEWERS?

There is a profound reason why Call the Midwife is based on a true story matters so much to its
audience.  Knowing that  these events  actually  happened gives  the  show a  weight  and significance
that purely fictional dramas rarely achieve. The tears shed for a mother who loses her baby are real
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tears because we know that somewhere, somehow, a real mother endured that loss. The joy felt
when a difficult birth ends well is magnified because we understand that a real midwife, like Jenny
Lee, once brought that child into the world.
The show also serves as a historical record. It preserves the memory of a way of life that has largely
disappeared. The slums of Poplar have been replaced by modern housing. Midwifery has been
transformed by technology and medical advances. The community of nuns that served the area has
diminished. But through the show, these stories live on. For older viewers, the series is a nostalgic
reminder of their own childhoods. For younger viewers, it is an eye-opening window into a world that
existed only a few decades ago but feels almost like a different century.

THE ONGOING LEGACY OF JENNIFER WORTH

Jennifer Worth’s decision to write her memoirs late in life ensured that her experiences would not be

forgotten. She gave a voice to the women and families of the East End who might otherwise have
been lost to history. Her books and the television series they inspired have introduced millions of
people to the world of midwifery, to the history of the NHS, and to the enduring power of human
compassion.
The show has also sparked a renewed interest in midwifery as a profession. Many young women and
men have cited Call the Midwife as their inspiration for entering the field. This is perhaps the most
fitting  tribute  to  Worth  and  to  the  real  midwives  and  nuns  she  worked  alongside.  The  true  story
behind the show is not just about the past; it continues to shape the present.

CONCLUSION

So, is Call the Midwife based on a true story? Without question, yes. It is a dramatized but
deeply faithful adaptation of the real-life memoirs of Jennifer Worth, a midwife


