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Imagine a young veterinary surgeon arriving in the Yorkshire Dales in 1940, where rolling 

hills and stone walls stretched as far as the eye could see. This was Alf Wight, who would 

later become one of the world's most beloved authors under the pen name James Herriot. 

Born in 1916 in Sunderland, Wight practiced veterinary medicine for over 50 years in the 

market town of Thirsk, North Yorkshire. His experiences treating both farm animals and 

beloved pets in this rural community would later inspire his heartwarming series of books, 

beginning with "If Only They Could Talk" in 1970. 

Writing under the pseudonym James Herriot, Wight captured the essence of Yorkshire 

country life, from the hardy farmers to the unpredictable weather, with warmth and gentle 

humour. His stories painted vivid pictures of midnight calvings in bitter winter storms, the 

challenge of treating obstinate bulls, and the joy of saving a family's cherished pet. 

The success of his books, particularly in America where they were combined and 

republished as "All Creatures Great and Small," took this humble Yorkshire vet by surprise. 

His works have sold millions of copies worldwide and have been adapted twice for 

television, each version capturing audiences' hearts in different decades. 

The first TV adaptation ran from 1978 to 1990, starring Christopher Timothy as James 

Herriot and Robert Hardy as his eccentric mentor Siegfried Farnon. This beloved series 

became a classic of British television, running for seven series and two Christmas 

specials. The show's theme music and Yorkshire landscapes became instantly 

recognizable to millions of viewers. 

In 2020, Channel 5 and PBS launched a new adaptation, starring Nicholas Ralph as the 

young James Herriot. This fresh take on the material has garnered critical acclaim for its 

warm portrayal of rural life, stunning cinematography of the Yorkshire Dales, and strong 

performances from a cast including Samuel West as Siegfried Farnon and Rachel Shenton 

as Helen Alderson. The new series has introduced Herriot's stories to a whole new 

generation while remaining faithful to the spirit of the original books. 

Despite his literary and television fame, Wight continued practicing as a vet until 1989, 

remaining true to his passion for animal care. His legacy lives on not just through his 

books and TV adaptations, but in the real-life veterinary practice in Thirsk, now a museum 

called "The World of James Herriot," where visitors can step into the world he described so 

lovingly. 

Wight's books did more than entertain – they inspired countless individuals to pursue 

veterinary medicine and showed the world the deep bonds between humans, animals, and 

the land they share. He passed away in 1995, leaving behind a body of work that 

continues to capture hearts and imaginations today, with both classic and contemporary 

television adaptations ensuring his stories reach new audiences. 
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