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When Lynda La Plante’s Widows first hit our tv screens in 1983, it 

knocked Coronation Street off its No 1 perch capturing the hearts of 

a staggering 17 million viewers. How do you match that? they must 

have wondered in television land. Lynda followed it triumphantly 

with Prime Suspect starring Helen Mirren as Detective Jane Tennison. 

So, I am rather in awe of Lynda La Plante when I first meet her at 

Time & Leisure’s Fashion Night at Warren House in Coombe, near 

her home. She’s small with a wild mane of hair and big eyes and I 

felt the energy coming off her. Born and brought up in Liverpool, her 

early ambition was to be a ballet dancer; her dancing, she says, was 

more about conviction than ability. After winning a scholarship to 

RADA (at 15, too young officially to attend), under her stage name 

of Lynda Marchal she went on to work with the RSC, and to act in 

TV hits like The Sweeney and The Professionals (‘I was always cast 

as a prostitute, I had long red hair and I came from Liverpool,’ she 

laughs). Then came her decision to write an original screenplay, an 

interesting step I suggest.

‘I had always dabbled in writing but pulled back,’ she tells me. ‘I was 

an actress. I was at a certain stage when you say, “there’s a lot of 

fingerprints on this script”, and I wanted to write my own.’

Of Widows she says: ‘I didn’t know if I could write or not. But it was 

at the time when TV was looking for a series with all female leads.’ 

She had the unconditional support of Verity Lambert, television 

and film producer and the founding producer of Doctor Who. ‘I 

knew Verity from working on Minder, but I sent the script in under 

my married name of Lynda La Plante. Verity thought it was from 

a transvestite truck driver,’ Lynda laughs. Whatever her private 

thoughts as to the provenance of the script, Lambert believed in 

Lynda, and the latter’s career took off. 

When she wrote Widows, Lynda tells me: ‘I went, as I still do, 

straight to source. I went to the police. They were delighted. They 

said: “You are the first writer who wants to make it realistic.”’ 

The meticulous research that makes her screenplays so visceral is 

undertaken also for her many - equally successful - novels. Lynda has 

attended post mortems and autopsies; she’s totally up-to-date and 

informed on the latest in ballistics, forensics and police procedure. 

She tells me, laughing: ‘I fainted at my first autopsy. I had a 

large pair of white wellington boots on. I fell out of my big white 

wellington boots. As I went down, taking a trolley of samples with 

me, I heard someone say “Get her out of here.”’

She employs a former detective who checks every detail for accuracy, 

for example, what gun a particular character might use: ‘I’m always 

asking him; “Where would I get it, how much would it cost, what would 

it sound like?” We have to be completely up to speed with developments 

in the Met. Everyone, police, detectives, pathology, forensics, are 

always so accommodating and they always put me right. I wanted to use 

Luminol in one scene. Even if you’ve scrubbed blood away with bleach, 

Luminol will show it’s there. But they told me I could not use it in the 

scene because it’s not accepted in British courts. And they don’t have 

line-ups any more, it’s all on video,’ she tells me.

I imagine Lynda does not suffer fools gladly. She admits to being 

intolerant of those who don’t demonstrate her commitment to hard 
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work: ‘Not many people have the stamina I have,’ she tells me. ‘I 

have fortunate genes. I always wonder “Why are they taking so long?” 

I get very impatient.’

But I think there’s a softer side to the incredibly driven Lynda La 

Plante: married and divorced, she adopted a son from America 

relatively late in her life. She has dyslexia which must have put 

extra pressures on her when she embarked on a career as a writer. 

Her kindness to her fellow writers is legendary – employing and 

encouraging them, perhaps remembering those who let her test her 

own wings. And her heroines have a telling softness too. Detective 

Anna Travis, like Jane Tennison before her - and indeed all good 

heroes and heroines – is not as tough as she seems. Interestingly, 

Anna also faints at her first autopsy, trying to impress irascible but 

irresistible boss Langton, lying that she’s been to loads of them.

Lynda has a great sense of humour too: we share a good laugh when I 

tell her about my passion for Ciaran Hinds (star of the TV dramatisations 

of Above Suspicion and The Red Dahlia). She tells me that, luckily for 

me, not everyone shares my interest: ‘There’s a lady in my local Tesco 

who won’t agree with you. She told me she does not think very much of 

him.’ I shake my head at the folly of the unnamed shopper.

Fans of Kelly Reilly (Travis) and Hinds (Langton) - and they are 

legion apart from the lady in Coombe’s Tesco - will already know 

how compelling both actors are in the TV dramatisations of Above 

Suspicion and sequel Red Dahlia. And this perhaps is no surprise. They 

are produced by Lynda’s own company, Lynda La Plante Productions, 

founded in 1994 because she wanted more control of her own projects. 

Unlike many authors whose books become films or TV programmes and 

who have to surrender all control to the producer, director and cast, 

Lynda now produces, directs and casts her own books!

She is famously a fan of the US because of its generosity and enthusiasm to 

writers. I believe that her own character - full of courage, get-up-and-go, 

can-do; a bit sassy, certainly hard working and creative - would chime with 

that of our friends across the pond where she is frequently to be found, 

‘hopping’ across to New York and LA from her home in Coombe. Here, in 

her dark, silent, book-lined study she becomes totally immersed in her 

work and in her characters: ‘I have to be hauled off the computer. It’s very 

intense. My office is like a little Tardis.’ And within her Tardis, Lynda’s 

two worlds conflate: she is mistress of both the page and of the screen. I 

ask Lynda about the two disciplines: she tells me she enjoys the ‘artistic 

freedom’ of the novel in which ‘you can have them all going to Cannes, 

or driving to LA. Or sending out four patrol cars. In a film, the budgets 

are really tight. You can have one patrol car. If you do a night shoot in 

England, it’s very expensive in the summer ‘cos it gets dark here so late.’

Blind Fury, the latest novel, says Lynda, takes Anna to a new 

emotional level. ‘My poor sister could not bear where I was taking 

her,’ Lynda tells me. But rightly so, the mistress of suspense won’t 

tell me any more. 

Lynda La Plante CBE will be appearing at Wimbledon Bookfest with 

her friend and fellow actress Lynda Bellingham on Saturday 2 October 

in what promises to be a sell-out event. www.wimbledonbookfest

Blind Fury, is just published by Simon & Schuster, price £18.99/£12.99. Silent Scream 
is just out in paperback. Currently in production is Deadly Intent for ITV

Kelly Reilly and Ciaran Hinds, TV stars of Lynda’s novels
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