Introduction to James Herriot and his literary works
Biography

1916
born in Sunderland as James Alfred Wright

three weeks after his birth his parents move to Glasgow, Scotland

1939
he becomes veterinary surgeon 

1940
starts to work in Thirsk as a vet

1969
his first literary work If only they could talk is published;

he writes under the pen name James Herriot, because the British

law forbids vet surgeons from advertising; other works follow...
1995
he dies of cancer

About his works

General information
The most important aspect in Herriot’s works is the localization of his landscape and people in Yorkshire. He even names real places like Swaledale, Wensleydale and Coverdale in his book. Yorkshire became famous as “The Herriot Country” and tourists often go there to visit the place where the BBC TV series was shot. 

Herriot created each chapter as an episode, so that you can read and understand it on its own. His main topics are his relationship to his clients, as well as diseases of animals and the necessary medical treatment. Although he knows what he is writing about because he is a vet in real life, he simplifies medical terms and explains them. Mostly each episode focuses on one animal disease and if that does not provide enough content for the plot other complications appear. The character Herriot cannot always help and therefore animals sometimes have to die, which is depicted as being natural. 
His anthropomorphising view on animals becomes obvious when he states something about the relation between pets and their owners. The fictional Herriot thinks that there is the ideal pet for each human. But he never depicts them as heroes or main characters. The protagonist always remains the vet Herriot who has to solve different cases which mainly focus on a person and his or her animals. 

Idyllic representation?
Landscape, behaviour towards animals, traditional values, beautiful landscape, many happy endings, everybody acts his role, harmonious family picture of the Herriots…all these factors contribute to the common opinion that Herriot’s works try to create a subjective idyllic picture of Yorkshire everyday life. And one cannot deny that, but if you take a closer look at the text there are also passages in which Herriot dives beneath the surface and allows the reader another look at Yorkshire: his own struggle of existence – 18-hour working day, men often tend to drink (too) much alcohol, women do not only appear in the role of a housewife, death is described as a part of one’s life. 

Autobiography?
Herriot puts effort on being authentic, especially regarding the landscape, dialect and other cultural characteristics, but on the other hand he fictionalises everyday existence to make it more interesting to the reader. Many characters cannot be identified with real ones, especially his family members and colleagues. 
Interesting links:

http://www.hambleton.gov.uk/hambleton/herriot.nsf/pages/herriot.html (the Herriot Museum and his birth place)

http://www.thirsk.org.uk/herriot1.html (Herriot in Thirsk, landscape…)

http://www.jamesherriot.de (an interesting German page with photos of the original places, I think the best homepage on Herriot)
