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‘Have just made myself laugh so much. I was sitting at my desk, and looked over at my tall shelf that my awards are on. I wondered idly what the nearest one was, a bronze round one, I couldn’t recall … I got up to look; it was a brass ceiling light the electrician had left there … I think I will just leave it there and tell people it’s my prize for best new sitcom from the Oslo television festival.’

Victoria Wood, fax to Richenda Carey, 13 April 2001


INTRODUCTION

VICTORIA WOODS

‘My mother sent a note to say you must excuse me …’

‘The Ballad of Barry and Freda’, 1986

‘I feel like the luckiest person in the world to be able to do this job, to be able to live this life and just work in a job with other people who want to be there.’ It was the middle of the night when Victoria Wood spoke these words into a cassette recorder. ‘And not just write,’ she went on, ‘but to be able to sell what I write and be on television with what I do. I mean God, I couldn’t ask for more and I don’t. I don’t ask for more.’1

This was in July 1998. Having spent the previous six months alone in her office writing the first series of dinnerladies, now she was doing the bit she loved best: joining up with talented friends to generate laughter. Uniquely for a British sitcom, every episode of dinnerladies was recorded in front of an audience twice: once on Friday night then, incorporating yet more rewrites from Victoria, again on Saturday night. It made for a gruelling schedule and she was living on adrenalin.

At the age of forty-five, she had made barely any television in four years; indeed, her previous series – a set of half-hour comedies collected under the title Victoria Wood – was nearly a decade in the past. In the interim, in a succession of national tours each spanning the best part of a year, Victoria had established herself as the preeminent live comic of her generation. In between she had given birth to two children. The joy she felt at making dinnerladies, she confided to the tape, was her reward for taking the painful decision not to have a third.

As Victoria returned to the BBC, it came to her that this might be the moment to prepare for a memoir. The audio diary is a patchwork in which reflections on the day’s work intermingle with stories from long ago – the time she first encountered Julie Walters, or competed on New Faces in dungarees she loathed. She would record her thoughts and memories early in the morning before she went to work, or late at night after an exhausting day in the rehearsal room or the studio. Often she makes herself laugh. In this particular entry, done so late on a Friday it was already Saturday, Victoria speaks intimately, seeming to let herself into her own secrets as she gives thanks for her good fortune: ‘I feel I’ve been given and given and given so much. I feel I’ve been given so much talent and I’ve somehow struggled to acquire the discipline to use it and it’s not been wasted.’

At a quarter past one, she pressed stop and went off to tidy the house. In the morning she got up at seven to do a food shop, before heading to Television Centre. The tapes are punctuated with deep, shuddering yawns. They would not be heard by anyone until after her death.

In the closing credits of Acorn Antiques, wobbling diagonally across the screen, it says the part of Berta is played by ‘Victoria Woods’. Has there ever been a truer typo? More than anyone on your television, Victoria Wood seemed to be plural. In her passport she listed her profession as ‘entertainer’. She was, more accurately, an entertainment industry in the body of one woman. She first appeared on national television winning a heat of a talent show. In her last appearance as herself, baking cakes for Comic Relief, she was still winning. The forty-one years between those two victories brought four stage musicals, four West End residencies, five major national tours, incorporating forty sold-out nights at the Royal Albert Hall, three sketch series, four Christmas specials, eight television dramas plus one short, thirteen documentaries and three appeals shot in fifteen countries, ten original contributions to Comic Relief, eight hours of sitcom, half a dozen half-hour plays, two scripts for children’s TV, more than 180 songs, countless awards, and innumerable gags. She wrote, acted, composed, sang, directed, produced, presented, joked. She played the piano, the trumpet and the ukulele. Once upon a time she even did magic tricks.

Until Victoria, no comedian had attempted to tell a British audience how women really think and feel. She was the first to talk frankly about the disappointment they were liable to encounter in the bedroom, and the complex relationship they might have with their own bodies. In the early 1980s, as she began in stand-up, she was free to monopolise a field of human experience that was out of bounds to men. ‘They’re terrible things, bras,’ she said in her first solo tour. ‘I read this thing once in a magazine and it was a test to see whether you needed to wear one or not. And the test was if you could hold a pencil underneath. It was very depressing for me. I could hold a small branch of WH Smith.’ This was new. It had always been men who joked about breasts, but Victoria repossessed them. Over the years, onstage on her own, she would describe the journey of the female body as she had progressively experienced it – puberty and periods, conception, pregnancy, childbirth and breast-feeding to menopause and, finally, hysterectomy. The other subject she majored in was television. She spent a lifetime watching it then, with a savage love, surgically deconstructing it.

And then there was northernness. ‘We’d like to apologise to viewers in the north,’ said her snooty southern continuity announcer. ‘It must be awful for them.’ Her ear for the gradations of class grew out of jostling tensions in her Mancunian family tree. The sensibility she inherited was Lancastrian, which conferred linguistic riches but also relentless stoicism. ‘They have a really good way of expressing themselves,’ she explained. ‘It’s very unemotional. You’d never say, “Oh darling, you were marvellous.” People in Lancashire would say, “Oh that’s not bad,” or “I didn’t mind it.”’2 Her innate aversion to gush was such that co-workers were often deprived of the praise some of them craved.

These were her themes. Her turns of phrase were uniquely her own. She wallpapered her world with a vocabulary that made her laugh – macaroon and minestrone, balaclava and raffia, grouting and guttering and vinyl flooring. She adored and frequently used the surname Mottershead, deemed the letter K the alphabet’s funniest – hence Kidderminster, Kiri Te Kanawa, Kirkcudbright, Knutsford. Every word she selected had a weight and a value and a role, even when sometimes her dialogue amounted to a set of Dalíesque non-sequiturs: ‘My daughter born Christmas Eve, so we called her Brenda.’

‘The lady’s credits gang up on you in a way that was once reserved for Orson Welles,’ wrote Clive James in 1980, when she’d barely begun.3 Years before the eruption of all-round brilliance she titled Victoria Wood As Seen on TV, one reviewer was referring to a type of comedy known as ‘Victoria Woodland’,4 another to ‘modern Victoriana’.5 Victoria could compress an essence of who she was through the lens of a television camera and telegraph it out to a theatre seating thousands. She would make audiences laugh till it hurt and could choke them up with sorrow. The widest pendulum swings between joy and pathos were to be found in her songs. They could be merry and oh-so-clever with rat-a-tat triple rhymes to rival the wit of Cole Porter and Noël Coward. Alternatively, they’d rip hearts in two.

Thus Victoria Woods. The misnomer was a coded joke. One night in May 1974, the month she turned twenty-one, Victoria in her Birmingham student bedsit watched till the closedown of the day’s broadcasting in the hope of hearing her name spoken on television for the first time. ‘Also appearing,’ advised the regional announcer, ‘Virginia Wood.’ Later that year a nervous compère on New Faces announced her as ‘Joanna Wood’, and, after she won her heat, her first ever newspaper interview referred to her as ‘Christine Wood’. Once, doing a play in Sheffield, she was introduced to Hayley Mills, who called her ‘Veronica Wood’. In her act she enjoyed mixing herself up with two Virginias, Woolf and Wade.

There were two Victorias in another sense. When they met her, people were looking for their friend Victoria, the one who always seemed to be bouncing for joy on the piano stool of life. One after another they were surprised to find her shy and guarded, not laughing and larking and yanking her sleeves up to unleash yet more jokes. That Victoria Wood, who bounded on stage to greet an audience with a glittering smile and a cheery hello, was an optical illusion, conjured up with the assistance of an actual conjuror who happened to be her husband Geoffrey Durham, better known to the public as the Great Soprendo. It was this mirage whom readers of the Independent voted the Briton they’d most like to have as a neighbour, over and above the Queen Mum.

‘People think I’m nice,’ she once told the Radio Times.6 People were right. Many friends and colleagues testify to Victoria’s kindness, her generosity, her loyalty. She was a good and wise person to know in a crisis. But an ambitious woman coming to light entertainment in the all-male 1970s required something else. Victoria knew with absolute conviction how she wished things to be done, and she would say so. She wanted her lines to be spoken as written, with the stress correctly placed to land the gag. Some of the cast of dinnerladies, recalling the strain of learning and relearning her dialogue, still appear to suffer from a sort of post-traumatic sitcom disorder. Later, when Victoria began to direct her own work for the stage, she deployed none of the coaxing diplomacy that traditionally goes with the role. It was a culture shock for her casts. But all concur that, in the matter of selling her comedy to an audience, she was always always right. On rare occasions when she found herself not in charge, she could grow frustrated. She was nearly sixty when, in Kolkata to front a documentary about tea, she vented to a friend back home: ‘Am writing this in hotel loo escaping from production meeting where I am repressing the cry “you are all fuckwits please just do as I say …”’7

When the distance between the two Victorias became apparent, it could be a shock. A couple of months before dinnerladies was filmed, she went to a party hosted by the actress Richenda Carey, whom ­Victoria knew via her husband Geoffrey’s regular attendance at Quaker meetings. She cut an isolated figure among socially confident actors. Her hostess was so troubled to discover Victoria was no mingler that she rose in the night to fax an apology: ‘It was only after, when you left, that I thought, no, I’ve just been really thick about what it must be like to be you … I think it’s because you are in people’s sitting rooms, and being very Down Home and sort of Ordinary and Friendly, that it gives a weird impression of intimacy which is completely unfounded.’8 People felt that they knew Victoria, but this was because she knew them. She knew all about ordinary people living ordinary lives in ordinary bodies, and she used her knowledge to make extraordinary comedy.

Her education in such things began when she was a teenager who watched and listened from the wings. She prowled guiltlessly, even ruthlessly, among her friends too. Celia Imrie accepted that the price of being in Victoria’s gang was to have her life and even her appearance mined for comedy. Julie Walters was warier. ‘It would be hard to be weak with her,’ she says. ‘Very hard. Early on it was a very immature jokey relationship, so there was no place for that. But generally to be weak with her was not a good idea. Because she would possibly use it.’ Mostly, though, Victoria scavenged for material in the rich seam of her own memories.

She started a diary in her late twenties – coincidentally or not, the same sort of age as her father began his – and stuck to it for more than three decades. As for the idea of a biography, such a book was first proposed in 1986 by Geoffrey Strachan, her publisher at Methuen, soon after he’d brought out her first collection of sketches. Victoria herself mentioned it in the form of a joke on tour in 1993. ‘Maybe I should start having an affair,’ she would say onstage, ‘because somebody will want to write a biography of me one day and there’ll be nothing to put in it … Perhaps I’ll just settle for a very, very thin biography. Was born, lived, told a few jokes, knackered a few bras in the tumble drier, died.’ In 1997, by which time Victoria was so famous that the Post Office could deliver fanmail addressed ‘Victoria Wood, London’ to her door in Highgate, she was approached by a fellow old girl of Bury Grammar School about collaborating on such a project. She politely declined, but it helped prompt her to start keeping the audio diary. Then, when dinnerladies was being broadcast to millions, she was asked again by a leading publisher. ‘I keep thinking I could write a good book too!’ she replied.9 The arrival of an unauthorised biography in 2002 – she asked everyone she could think of not to talk to its author – focused her mind once again. She was an enthusiastic devourer of biographies and memoirs, including no fewer than three by the Scottish actress Molly Weir. But somehow, while publishers kept tempting her with ever-increasing offers, she always had something else that wanted doing more. Instead Victoria’s instinct was to pass personal truths through the prism of her imagination. She told her story by other means, filtering her childhood, her marriage and the loneliness that came after her divorce into songs, sketches and dramas. Meanwhile, on the walls of her home, framed covers of the Radio Times and TV Times measured out her life in carbon-dating haircuts. She once even had the idea of chopping up all the costumes she’d worn onstage and, with her sewing machine, fashioning them into a quilt: her CV would be draped across her bed in electric blue, canary yellow, rainbow Lycra and of course Kimberley orange, in and among the elegant crease-free suits and coats that Betty Jackson designed for her.

I first met Victoria in 1999 when she was making the second series of dinnerladies. For the next decade we had many conversations in which she would talk of her current work but also offer detailed answers about her childhood and her earlier years. What was striking in someone so very famous, aside from her seriousness, was her honesty. Usually there’s a formality to such encounters – a consciousness that on some level an interview is a transaction. With Victoria I could detect no such distancing membrane. In 2007 I asked her if she might one day write an autobiography. ‘I could write a memoir,’ she said. ‘I’ve been offered a ton of money. I’m sort of interested. I just hate going into a bookshop and seeing all those books by people who can’t write with their big fat photograph on the cover, people who’ve done nothing and can’t string a sentence together, and I just think it devalues people who can put a sentence together and can write a book. I would like to write one about my first few years in show business.’10

While that memoir was never written, our hours and hours of interviews have allowed me to place Victoria’s voice at the heart of her own story. I have also been able to draw on her archive of correspondence, notebooks, scrapbooks, scripts, tapes, cuttings and photograph albums, as well as letters, faxes and emails which have been generously shared by many, above all a correspondence spanning more than forty years with Jane Wymark, whom she met at Birmingham University in 1971. Victoria, it goes without saying, was an inimitable letter writer. She could be dazzlingly witty and then frankly confessional or, in the best of times and the worst, both at once.

The earliest sample of her handwriting is from a postcard written to her sister Rosalind in 1957, when she was four. ‘LOVE VICKI’, she inscribed above a couple of crosses, one vertical as a crucifix.11 The last letter written in her name was in fact composed by Cathy Edis, her personal assistant for nearly twenty years. Victoria had returned home after three months in hospital when yet another offer to write a memoir came in. Cathy ventriloquised a reply: ‘I have too many other things to work at and have not yet found the time or energy to devote to my memoirs! I shall let you know when that moment arrives.’12 Two weeks later the nation was mourning Victoria’s loss.

While I have pieced together the jigsaw of Victoria’s life wherever possible using her own words, her story could not have been told without the guidance of many others: her children Grace Durham and Henry Durham, their father Geoffrey Durham, her sisters Rosalind Watson and Penelope Wood, her assistant Cathy Edis, her so-called ‘lady bodyguards’ Lucy Ansbro and Adele Fowler of Phil McIntyre Entertainment, her original gang Julie Walters, Celia Imrie and Duncan Preston, her long-standing enabler Geoff Posner, her directors and producers, tour managers and promoters, musical collaborators, friends from school and university and beyond, a large support network of women friends, Piers Wenger and the younger gang she gathered around her in later years as she tilted from comedy to drama, documentary and musicals.

One of those newer friends was Daniel Rigby. In 2010 they played mother and son in Eric & Ernie, the BBC drama about the young Morecambe and Wise. After the shoot, Victoria invited him to be her lodger, and together on the sofa they became obsessive about MasterChef. Long after he’d moved out, he turned to her for advice when struggling with some writing. ‘If it was easy everyone would do it,’ she counselled by email. ‘And you are bothering because although it may not feel like it, you are happier bothering than not bothering.’13 Victoria was happier bothering. While the resulting work occupies the foreground of her story, in the background there are other constants: exercising, watching TV, reading, donating blood, doing charity fundraisers, baking spectacular birthday cakes, sticking snaps in albums, walking up and down fells, sorting cupboards and taking stuff to Oxfam, eating egg and chips in cafés, shopping in Brent Cross, going to films and shows, renovating homes, collecting teapots, hosting Christmas parties, curating her friendships.

Above all, from 1988 onwards, motherhood became the galvanising pulse of each and every day. Put simply, if a child of hers were to swim the channel, Victoria would have been in the support vessel. Where that drive to be a good mother came from is, perhaps, the defining theme of this book. Her fans must reckon with a bleak equation: that without the neglect of parents who left her to be brought up by the television set in her den, there would be no Victoria Wood as we know her. Her genius – and genius it was – came at a cost.

I had one precious experience of watching Victoria at close quarters as she worked an audience. A season of her work was being shown at the BFI Southbank in 2008, and I was to interview her in a packed cinema. Before we went on, she was quiet and self-contained. As we walked through the pass door onto the stage she seemed to blossom into her other self. Once the ecstatic applause had died down, I introduced her with a long respectful account of a distinguished career containing countless reinventions. The longer I went on, the more I could see cogs whirring mischievously. Eventually I finished. She looked at me with those twinkling blue eyes, measured out an immaculately timed pause and said, ‘Please could you repeat the question?’

Let’s do it – while the mood is right.


1

FACES

‘I’ve wanted to be famous since I was tiny.’

The South Bank Show, 1996

She had an adoring female audience long before she drew her first breath. ‘The baby’s kicking,’ her expectant mother would say. ‘Come and put your hand on my tummy.’ Penelope, then seven, and Rosalind, two and three quarters, would feel their unborn sibling beating out a rhythm with her feet. Their brother Christopher, who was twelve, may have been less engrossed by another arrival. When the time came, Helen Wood entered a nursing home in Prestwich on the northerly outskirts of Manchester. Stanley Wood’s diary entry recorded the birth of ‘VICTORIA WOOD, 7 lbs 12 ozs born @ 8. P.M.’1 A proud father pronounced her ‘a lovely baby in every way’.

The date was 19 May 1953. A quarter of a century on, the day of her birth would have a bearing on what Victoria Wood always considered her first properly constructed joke. In a sketch she called ‘Sex’, a confused young woman played by Julie Walters thinks she might be pregnant. ‘Where are you in the menstrual cycle?’ she is asked. ‘Taurus.’

When mother and child were brought home in Stanley’s Austin 7 to 98 Tottington Road in Bury, they were met by paper bunting draped in zigzags across the yard at the back, fashioned by Penelope with Rosalind’s help. A message greeted the baby: ‘Welcome home, little Victoria’. For the next twenty years she would be known as Vicky – sometimes spelled Vicki – which is how, deep into her twenties, she signed herself in letters to her family.

The baby’s name gave expression to her mother’s passionate interest in the Victorian age – its literature, its social history and, despite her republican leanings, its queen. Before Victoria was two weeks old Elizabeth II was crowned, and for the first time the Woods hired a television. Friends were invited round. Helen imagined the words running through the monarch’s head as the carriage processed across the screen: ‘I bet she’s saying, “I could do with a cup of tea.”’ Such family stories lodged in Victoria’s imagination and, decades later, would bubble up to the surface. ‘Oh, but I shall never forget the Coronation,’ says a gnarled washerwoman played by Victoria in Victoria Wood As Seen on TV. ‘1953. We all crammed into the one front room and stared at this tiny grey picture. Somebody had cut it out of the paper – nobody got television till the year after.’ Later, on a tour of the nation, the queen’s cavalcade passed through Bury. Helen, with Rosalind in tow, pushed the big coach pram down the hill to see it pass. They found themselves standing by a lorry, whose driver invited them into his cab so they could get a better view.

In the beginning she was simply ‘the baby’. The baby cried a great deal in the early months, and only after she was weaned did she start to sleep. There was help from Penelope, who now had a second little sister to mother. When Helen went into Bury to shop, the baby with her big blue eyes was much admired. As soon as Vicky was old enough to walk, Rosalind would take her up the road to loiter at the nearby factory gates around lunchtime when the workers were streaming out: ‘Because she had these amazing ringlets, they would stop and say, “Oh she looks like Diana Dors!” And I could get sixpence.’ The money, which she shared, brought Victoria her first earnings.

The house was a red-brick end-of-terrace to the north of the town centre. Its acquisition was, like the car, another mark of the Woods’ post-war progress. Helen and Stanley met at a Communist Youth League event on Boxing Day in 1937 when she was eighteen and he twenty-five. They had almost nothing in common. Stanley’s father worked for the Post Office in Manchester, which allowed the family to live in relative comfort in respectable Chorlton-cum-Hardy. He was an only child both indulged and neglected by his mother Eleanor, who was keen on golf and bridge and farming her son out for long periods to relatives. He grew up inured to solitude. From his mother he inherited tapering cheeks that hinted at smirking amusement; he would pass them down to Victoria. Stanley had a cheerful, even childlike, temperament and a tendency to slip out of confrontations. A gifted musician, he played the piano in big jazz orchestras and a piano accordion in his own trio, and would boast that he could play stride piano so fast you couldn’t see his hands. He wrote songs with waggish lyrics. One went, ‘I’m Carmen Miranda / I need a veranda.’

Helen Mape, initially known as Ellen, was one of six surviving children who grew up in poverty. Her father, injured in the Great War, was unable to work, obliging her mother to make ends meet as a cotton spinner in the mill opposite their terrace, while he did the cooking and the childcare. She was a strong-willed girl who earned a reputation for bossiness. In a memoir she began writing before ­Victoria’s birth, she described herself as good at the written word but argumentative with teachers and inclined to wander the streets reading a book. Despite her intelligence, there was no question of staying on at school beyond the age of fourteen, and she found a job as a runner in a steelworks, where she was the only female among hundreds of men. Although of Irish Catholic stock, she had from infancy been a junior member of the Independent Order of Rechabites, founded by Manchester Methodists in 1835 to promote temperance. She took part in Rechabite essay competitions – entrants roamed as freely as they might around the subject of abstinence from alcohol. In the year she was to meet Stanley she won first prize and was chief guest in a Manchester meeting where she was awarded £1. She read out her essay titled ‘Alcohol – Health and Citizenship’ in which she fearlessly denounced the Rechabite leadership as ‘old fossils’. Her photograph appeared in an edition of the Rechabite paper: aged seventeen her dark hair is pulled back from a round and beaming face. The caption refers to her as ‘Sis. Nellie Mape’. She disliked Nellie intensely enough to change her name to Helen – though Stanley furtively called her Nellie Mape in his diaries. He had similar misgivings about his own name and urged her to call him Stan. With typical contrariness, for the next fifty years she addressed him as Wood.

Helen’s other interest was politics. She joined the Young Communist League, a provocation too far for her father, who exiled her from the family home. Social sniffiness penetrated even this supposedly egalitarian body. The Young Communists set out on regular rambles from Manchester, and Helen would tag along in her only shoes. ‘Next week wear some proper shoes,’ a woman once told her. One night aged eighteen she decided to tramp across the moors in Derbyshire on her own. The hiking story resurfaced as a boast by Kitty, the Cheadle battleaxe played by Patricia Routledge in As Seen on TV: ‘I’m something of a celebrity since I walked the Pennine Way in slingbacks in an attempt to publicise Mental Health.’

Stanley was much taken by Helen’s forthright personality and physical amplitude. Victoria would inherit these from her mother, while her father handed down a talent for music. A year into their courtship, he took Helen to a studio to record a couple of his own compositions, with him jaunty at the piano and her smartly keeping time with brush drumsticks. In ‘If I Were a Lad’, Stanley comically flattens his Lancashire vowels, then Helen joins in, warbling confidently as she dreams of changing gender: ‘An’ I’d play a boop-a-doop / And moan an’ groan an’ shriek / An’ I’d join a blooming jazz band at hundred quid a week.’

In Helen, Stanley found an antidote to his mother’s snobbery, but they were so poor that at the cinema they couldn’t afford sweets and would munch on chopped carrot squares they brought in a paper bag. The memory would reappear half a century later in Wood and Walters. ‘In my day there was rarely money for sweets,’ says Dotty, a middle-aged agony aunt played by Julie Walters. ‘But we didn’t care. Quite happy sucking a twig or a ball bearing.’

Stanley’s mother was not amused when he brought home a working-class communist who had a job and wore neither heels nor make-up. The two women were thrust upon each other when Helen fell pregnant. She and Stanley married in 1940 when she was four months from full term, and had no choice but to move in with his parents. Eleanor did not spurn the chance to undermine her daughter-in-law. Once when Helen was going out for a social occasion, she carped, ‘Oh look, she’s wearing a skirt and a top instead of a suit.’

Stanley entered the insurance industry as a claims inspector before trying his hand at journalism. Then in 1941 he joined the navy and was stationed in Hampshire. Helen escaped with the baby Christopher into lodgings. From then on, says Penelope, Eleanor and Helen ‘had nothing whatsoever to do with each other’. In 1943 Stanley was transferred to Devonport, and Helen moved to Plymouth to be nearby. Victoria’s knowledge of Stanley’s war record was sketchy: ‘My father only ever said that he’d been in the navy and he had his teeth taken out, and he did sketches and songs and played the piano and was in a band and did naval revues.’2 Later, when he put on entertainments at jumble sales to raise money for charity, she remembered ‘something he did where men came on in army boots and tutus, so that’s probably a thing that people used to do in the war and think was funny’.3 He also edited the naval paper Guzz. Victoria put a fleeting tribute to his war record into the mouth of Kitty: ‘Where were you when they bombed Plymouth?’

In 1945 Penelope was born. To feed his growing family, Stanley had a go at writing fiction. In 1947 he had a novel published called Death on a Smoke Boat, for which he took the pseudonym Ross Graham. Set in the south-west in 1944, it told of the hunt for a fifth columnist sabotaging the estuary barges which sent up smokescreens to confuse German bombers. By now he was working as an agent for the Liberal Party in Bury, where he and Helen rented two rooms before moving to a modest semi in Ramsay Grove. With the birth of Rosalind in 1950 Stanley returned to insurance, joining Manufacturers Life of Canada, and the growing family moved up the hill to Tottington Road.

The new home was large enough to accommodate Victoria when she arrived three years later. The sitting room was co-opted as a playroom where Stanley would spin music from his collection of 78rpm records on a wind-up gramophone. The furniture was pushed aside and, once she could walk, Victoria would dance like mad with her sisters to Harry Roy’s ‘Tiger Rag’ and the ragtime of Trinidadian pianist Winifred Atwell. Upstairs in her tiny box bedroom, Penelope devised games for her little sisters, who shared a bigger bedroom. The Three Boys, inspired by Dickens, cast the girls as maltreated boarding-school orphans who stole bread from the kitchen. With Helen having embarked on a secretarial course, Penelope would make her sisters’ tea, bathe them in front of the fire and tell them stories: ‘They were so sweet when they put on their little Winceyette nighties and had damp hair. I just loved them; they were like big dollies.’

Behind a row of gardens around the back a gate gave access to stone steps which plummeted down through dense jungle-like vegetation towards a brook. Penelope led the way and mucked in with the rough boys who mustered under a low-hanging canopy of branches, fashioning weapons from Japanese knotweed. Rosalind and little Vicky nervously held back and watched. Just upstream was a paper mill which spilled its coloured dyes into the water, so their clothes came back with tidemarks of orange or blue or yellow or green until eventually Helen forbade the girls to paddle. In winter, when it was too cold and dark to play outside, a television was hired. Victoria’s earliest viewing consisted of Muffin the Mule and The Woodentops.

Helen was not sociable and kept her distance from the Mapes. As a result, Victoria met few children of her own age. When her big sisters, whom she called Leppy and Lollind, left for school every morning she yearned to follow them. She would hurl herself at the front door and holler, ‘Lollind and Leppy, me go cool!’ When she was three, Victoria devised a strategy for being noticed. She would hide in the pantry and pop out wearing a comic face and weirdly contorting her body. ‘She must have done it when she was just with Mummy,’ says Rosalind, ‘and she said, “You must show everybody when they come home from school.” So we all lined up and she came out and we all applauded.’ The routine became formal enough to be known as ‘Faces’. ‘Do another!’ they’d all yell, and she’d run back into the kitchen. ‘She really made us wait before she came out.’ This was Victoria’s earliest memory of performance and her first intoxicating taste of audience appreciation: ‘It just gave me a good feeling. It was just something very, very deeply rooted and instinctive. I didn’t feel I had any choice in the matter.’4

Victoria dated her craving for fame to this formative age. She remembered ‘sitting in our garden in Tottington Road and wanting be famous’.5 Her other goal was to be a man: ‘When I was about three, I didn’t know that if you were a girl you had to grow up to be a woman … I thought you could choose at eighteen which you wanted to be, and I wanted to be a man. I didn’t want to be a girl at all … I never liked girly things; I never liked frilly frocks.’6 Her songs and stand-up would burst with mannish schoolgirls and men who wear dresses or go under the knife.

In early photographs the blonde curls soon straightened and darkened. Her hair was cropped into a bob or trained into bunches. Aged one she sits on Stanley’s knee at the beach in a bright dress, white socks and sandals, laughing. Wearing a smart coat with a bonnet she looks shyly away from the lens as Helen leans down and clutches her shoulders from behind. A year or so older, the little girl who dreams of celebrity stands to attention in a striped jumper, tartan skirt and zip-up ankle boots. She never made faces for the camera, unlike the extroverted Rosalind.

Rosalind kept a diary. A snapshot from the first months of 1958 glimpses the four-year-old Victoria taking part wherever she could and looking on when she couldn’t: 

Vicky brought us a biscuit each instead of breakfast … I came home and peeping out of the window was Vicky … Vicky and I danced. Mummy and Daddy are going to a party, so I went to bed and Vicky too and Penelope began to twizz us … We played at giants and me and Vicky were children … took Vicky for a walk … went to Brownies with Vicky … We had dinner and went to the pictures to see Bambi and went home and had tea and went outside and played with our jewels and Vicky had a jewel box and Mummy gave her some and we went to bed … I was a girl baby and Vicky was a boy baby … VICKY’S BIRTHDAY.

On 13 April 1958, the month before she turned five, Victoria was finally able to follow her sisters out of the door in the morning to attend Elton Primary nearby. Her previously narrow world expanded vastly from one day to the next: ‘You stood by the front gate till you were five and suddenly you had a quick spit wash and you were in a brick building with forty-seven other children. “How has this happened? Who are these? I’ve never seen any people of my height.” I thought I was the only child in Bury. I didn’t realise there were others. It was a terrible shock.’7 After two days at school she reported back to her parents that she had acquired three boyfriends and was ‘in a quandary as to which one to marry’.8

The decision was taken out of her hands as she was there for only a term. The Woods were leaving Tottington Road. On the youngest member of the family the move was to have an immeasurable impact.


2

HOUSE ON THE EDGE

‘At the top of Castle Hill Rd you turn left and just follow the road for about a mile, it becomes more of a track as it goes on, and my house is opposite the Golf Course and is (or was) a double fronted bungalow in a very big garden with fields behind.’

Directions to television researcher, 1996

When she entered her teens, Victoria was given a handsome photograph album. ‘Vicky Wood,’ she wrote on the opening page. ‘May 19th 1966. aged 13’. Below is a snap of Birtle Edge House, where she had lived for the previous eight years. ‘OUR HOUSE,’ she captioned it in red capitals. And above she added a parenthesis: ‘(WHERE IT ALL HAPPENED.)’

What exactly did happen at Birtle? On the one hand, almost everything that went into forming her. On the other, almost nothing. Victoria would characterise it as ‘a prefab on steroids’.1 Helen first spotted an advertisement in the Bury Times for a former children’s holiday home overlooking the Rossendale valley. Stanley did not share her enthusiasm, put off by the price but also its poor state of repair. It was built in 1908 as a rural bolthole for Bury’s disadvantaged children. Among the more recent occupants had been Polish refugees during the war. A handsome red-brick exterior with elegant original features had long since been protected from the elements by cement render. The house had no electricity or running water, and no sewage system, and being a bungalow its expanse of roof was in constant need of fixing. The same went for the wind-buffeted windows. The courtyard had a delicately canopied colonnade, inserted by an architect who took an optimistic view of the house’s situation.

Stanley succumbed and secured a private mortgage from a member of the Liberal Party. For several months the Woods took on the project of renovating their next home. They would all troop up at weekends, occasionally staying overnight. Stanley donned overalls, in which he would be seen for years to come, to clamber up a ladder and apply another layer of cheap waterproof cement paint. Inside, every light had to be drawn down on a chain and lit, a fiddly process because the delicate gas mantles broke to the touch. The water was pumped from the farm half a mile away. The septic tank, which smelled in summer, meant they had to be careful about what they flushed into the system. Walls were often being knocked down or windows boarded up. ‘It was a wreck,’ says Rosalind. ‘It put a terrific strain on them. They didn’t have the money to do it up properly. They tried to do it piecemeal as they went along, and neither of them had the temperament or the know-how to pull it off. It was too big and too isolated and cold and damp and uncomfortable and draughty.’

Into this house the Woods moved over the summer of 1958. The isolation was what appealed to Helen. ‘My mother couldn’t be doing with neighbours and gossip and suburban life,’ said Victoria.2 According to Penelope, Helen was ‘a bit sociopathic’. Her dream for her children was an idyllic expanse of countryside in which they could spread out. Although the front of the property bordered a golf course, behind it there were fields full of sheep. When snow arrived, they tobogganed. As Penelope entered her teens, she gradually stopped initiating games, leaving her sisters to make house in the rhododendrons or climb the trees to watch the golfers.

The view, enfolding Manchester and the moors, was panoramic, but there was a cost. The nearest bus stop was a half-hour walk down a rough unmetalled farm track, and to get to Bury by car took fifteen minutes. Victoria started at Fairfield County Primary at the bottom of the hill, and after school she and Rosalind sometimes had to walk back up it. The house had a certain local notoriety – ‘Ooh, you live int’ holiday home,’ people would say to the girls – but they didn’t come to see it for themselves. ‘Nobody came to tea at all,’ Victoria recalled. ‘We had to bribe people to come and visit because it was a mile and a half walk from school.’3 Once Helen did organise a charity picnic in the adjoining field, but no one entered the premises. If they had, they would have found an unconventional household. To accommodate a family of six, the building had to be converted from its previous incarnation, in which the rooms were the size of dormitories. Victoria extracted comic mileage from the image of her mother ‘dragging bits of plywood off bombsites and lashing them to the top of a minivan and driving them home and making rooms out of them’.4 The truth was slightly more prosaic. The partitions were created from plasterboard fitted into wooden frames; a builder installed them to Helen’s plans to save on the cost of an architect. The bungalow was H-shaped and along one side were the girls’ bedrooms. The other side included a sewing room for Helen, where she made all her daughters’ clothes. She’d build a fire in the Victorian hearth and would summon the girls to try things on. They were required to knock first. When he returned from work, Stanley retreated into an office, where he pursued his second career writing radio scripts and composing entertainments for annual jamborees in the insurance industry. Their half of the house rattled to the percussive clack of the sewing machine and the typewriter. Christopher’s bedroom was vacated when he left for university in 1959. Victoria, who was six, would barely see him again till she herself went to university.

The Wood family started to lead cellular lives: they were isolated not only from the town, but also from one another. Victoria compared it to living ‘like battery hens’.5 Imposing isolation on their children may not have seemed unnatural to parents who had, for different reasons, known it themselves when young. In her room Victoria embarked on a lifelong passion for reading. Her weekly diet included Bunty and later Jackie. She would fondly namecheck both in her songs and sketches, and kept her back editions of Bunty for the rest of her life. Later she moved on to Punch, which were bound into volumes. But books were the thing. There was no shortage of titles to choose from as Helen crammed the house with literature: ‘My mother was an obsessive collector of second-hand books. I only ever had a new book bought for me at Christmas – I’d get a new paperback. The rest of our books were second-hand, and there were tons and tons of them. There were lots and lots of those Boots library books that were circulating from the mid-Thirties onwards. I was an absolutely obsessive reader.’6 Bookshelves sprouted everywhere, many constructed by Helen from planks propped on bricks. When these filled up, the books were pushed back to the wall and a new row started. Shelving even invaded the loo. Victoria’s early preference was for children’s classics such as A.A. Milne, Just William, Billy Bunter and Jennings ‘where they just live in their own mad world’.7 It’s a measure of her precocity that at seven she picked up a copy of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, thinking, ‘This is quite a nice story about these two nice girls that go round Europe. I didn’t realise they were sleeping with men for money.’8 Some books would have a more lasting influence. She feasted on Noel Streatfeild’s Ballet Shoes (1936) in which three penniless orphan girls make ends meet in Cromwell Road: ‘I was attracted by the London aspect of it – these big houses and iron railings and the V&A. It was very different from where I lived.’9 Ballet Shoes, she said, ‘had a big effect on me later when I was deciding what to do’.10 She also feasted on a volume found around the house called Modern Masters of Wit and Humour: ‘It was full of A.A. Milne-type pieces, and I found it absolutely hysterical.’11

But nothing would have as deep an impact as The Swish of the Curtain, Pamela Brown’s 1931 novel about a group of children who create their own theatre in a disused chapel. Victoria’s enthusiasm was such that she was commissioned to write the entry on it for The Cambridge Guide to Children’s Books. ‘The descriptions of the preparations for the shows are convincing and absorbing,’ she wrote. ‘Parents are satisfyingly absent from most of the action, and readers can lose themselves in a lost innocent world of exercise-book scripts, raspberry-juice wine and home-made costumes.’12 The freedom to put on plays was an attractive fantasy, but it was the lack of adults that went to the core of the book’s appeal for Victoria. ‘I don’t like authority figures,’ she said. ‘I only really liked books where there weren’t any parents.’13 In particular she ‘madly identified’ with Maddy. ‘She is supposed to be slightly fat, and I was slightly fat. She’s cheeky and a bit anarchic, and I identified with her completely. I just liked the idea that they all sit there with pencils. It said, “By the end of the evening they’d written the first act.” I drank it all in, and I didn’t think of it as a fantasy.’14

When family members did meet they would do so on a provisional basis, standing in a group to talk and josh, but never sitting. Stanley’s habit was to natter in doorways, as if always keeping open the option of a getaway. ‘My father was lovely in a way,’ Victoria would say, ‘but not easy to talk to, he didn’t hurt one, he just didn’t connect.’15 He also loitered impermanently when Victoria watched television: ‘He would only watch it standing up, as if about to leave, and so you would spend the whole time thinking, is he going?’16 Victoria would watch anything comic: ‘I think I laughed at everything. I can remember Lucille Ball and Phil Silvers, but I don’t remember anything particular that I liked about them. I liked the fact that it was comedy.’17 The rental television was not a permanent fixture – it went back to the shop over the summer: ‘If anything happened in the summer, I never saw it. “Did Ken and Deirdre get married?” “Oh yeah.” “When was that?” “July.” “Oh well, that’s why I didn’t see it.”’18 Helen never watched television.

The Woods would meet in the dining room round an oval mahogany table covered in a tablecloth. There was a connecting hatch to the kitchen, in which a black ring of grease gradually bloomed on the ceiling above the stove. Helen’s repertoire included Irish stew, cottage pie and corned beef curry. Rosalind was outgoing and enjoyed these gatherings. Stanley might comically embellish an encounter from the world of insurance. ‘If somebody had a good story to tell, they’d talk,’ says Penelope. ‘Otherwise it was a bit grim. We were either full of tension or hilarity. There was nothing in between. At mealtimes we’d be sitting round, and nobody would dare to speak.’ Victoria would bring a book to the table, though reading while eating was discouraged. Once she was asked if the family had rows. ‘Didn’t talk enough to have rows!’19

The family was together in a more concentrated way when they crammed into whatever new or hired car Stanley was driving. An enthusiastic motorist, he would queue up to test a new section of the motorway, and would happily give anyone a lift anywhere, or dash down to the shop two miles away. He changed cars often – the various makes of Morris would fetch up in Victoria’s sketches and monologues. The three girls squashed into the back, with Victoria always in the middle. ‘If we got a bit quarrelsome,’ says Penelope, ‘Mum used to lean over and arbitrarily just whack with her hand.’ There were weekly trips to the Saturday matinee to see whatever was showing – cartoons, musicals, westerns. Or they went further afield to stately homes, galleries, museums, parks, the Dales, where the thrifty Helen would encourage the girls to bag wool snagged on barbed-wire fences. She planned to knit jumpers. The muddy wool was soaked in the kitchen, then hung out to dry, but it stayed soggy and was always thrown away. Once they visited Haworth Parsonage – Helen was a Brontë fan – and then strode up onto the moors to breathe the air that inspired Wuthering Heights.

Several times a year they went further afield, often with a caravan in tow – to the seaside, to various corners of the UK, including London, where they stayed in small hotels, visited the sights and caught shows: The Sound of Music with Petula Clark and My Fair Lady, Oliver! and Anne of Green Gables ‘which I remember even then as being dreadful,’ said Victoria.20 They drove up one coast of Scotland and down the other, and took the ferry to France. Stanley’s longest drive was to Vienna: ‘It took us about five days, towing a Sprite Musketeer four-berth caravan behind him. He went everywhere with his caravan, because my father didn’t really like to go away without his own chip pan.’21 Penelope shared a double with Rosalind, and ­Victoria took the bunk on top. The beds were hidden behind curtains. In the mornings the smell of toast would permeate the caravan. ‘Dad would say, “Toast, anyone?”’ says Penelope. ‘And this hand would come through the curtain with a plate of buttered toast.’ Victoria kept a visual record of these trips in a photograph album. It was perhaps the Musketeer caravan that inspired Victoria’s earliest recorded joke, jotted by Stanley in his diary when she was eight in the summer of 1961: ‘Me: “D’Artagnan was one of the Three Musketeers.” Vicki: ‘I suppose he was deaf (Must-get-ears).”’22 Her technical knowledge of caravanning enabled her to write a double entendre in dinnerladies that was both technically correct and filthy: ‘Can I winch my legs down onto your hardstanding?’

Hugger-mugger in the car, the Woods would sing songs, or look out of the window and observe. There was a culture of commentary in the family as other people came under the microscope. The practice extended to cafés. Helen was the more disparaging critic – ‘She’s not going to be able to go very far in those shoes,’ she might say – while Stanley would silently lean back and cock an ear to a conversation at a table behind him.

Victoria’s father was a source of good cheer. Family snaps show him balancing a ball on his head or smiling in a collapsed deckchair. His gregarious nature suited him to his job. ‘He always seemed to enjoy his work,’ said Victoria. ‘I can remember when I was little him coming home and saying, “I’ve done three sales today.” And my mother would say, “Oh, that’s good.”’23 All the girls loved having lifts by him on their own, when he gave them his undivided attention. ‘He was a silly man,’ says Rosalind. ‘He could clown around. He wasn’t an authoritarian at all. He stepped back from that side of parenting. If Mother was telling us off, he’d give you a little look. I think he saw himself as another child.’ Sometimes he was told off himself. ‘Oh, Stanley Wood!’ Helen would bark, perhaps adding a thump for emphasis. Their to-and-fro was a game both were in on – according to Penelope it was ‘like being with Morecambe and Wise’. Once Stanley boasted about his father having fought with Lawrence of Arabia, prompting mockery from his wife: ‘I suppose he saluted him when he went past on his camel, did he?’ ‘She always claimed very proudly to have no sense of humour,’ said Victoria. ‘And she had no sense of humour, but she could be quite witty, and she was very, very observant. She was always coming back and telling us what she’d seen, so she had a good eye.’24

The sense of isolation in the family was intensified by the absence of other relatives. Both Victoria’s grandfathers had died before she was born, and Helen had little contact with her own mother, who died in 1961. That left Stanley’s mother Eleanor, who they knew as Nana (pronounced Nanaah). She never came to Birtle, so Penelope took her sisters on the bus to Chorlton-cum-Hardy. Nana offered a glimpse of a different world. Her house had proper furniture, she wore fur coats and scarves, smelled of lavender, and poshly dropped the H when she said ’otel, where she would take afternoon tea. She went to gatherings of the Women’s Institute and made up a bridge four with friends who in 1960 would join the original cast of Coronation Street – Violet Carson, better known as Ena Sharples, and Doris Speed, who played Annie Walker. She introduced the girls to the more child-friendly whist and rummy, and used card games and word games to help coax Victoria out of her shyness. ‘It allowed Vic to join in – and win,’ says Rosalind. ‘She was very patient and encouraging with her.’ The other treat of visiting Nana was the television lurking in a mahogany case. ‘Shall we look in?’ she would say, and open the doors. Once a year she booked tickets for the three girls to go to a pantomime at the Palace Theatre or the Opera House in Manchester, and insisted they scrub up for the occasion. Rosalind and Victoria were put into new dresses.

This was another field of battle between Helen and her mother-in-law. Unusually for the era, Helen often dressed her daughters in trousers, deeming them more practical. It would excite comment in the street. Victoria’s lifelong aversion to dresses started here. For all Helen’s enthusiasm for clothes-making, she struggled to keep her daughters looking neat and clean. She was summoned for a chat with the headmaster about the girls’ appearance. ‘We were both very dirty and obviously looked neglected,’ says Rosalind. ‘I remember standing in the dinner queue and saw my mum’s van come into the car park. She had had her hair done and was wearing lipstick and a skirt and stockings. He greeted her like she was Princess Margaret.’ Both girls were soon smartened up.

Her daughters’ neglected appearance was a product of Helen’s struggles with depression, during bouts of which she would give up on cooking and washing. ‘Sometimes you’d go through the sitting room and she’d be sitting in a slump,’ says Penelope. According to Victoria, the root of her depression was Birtle: ‘She had moved from a normal busy street to this rather windswept bleak house, and I think she couldn’t quite extricate herself; she couldn’t say, “Actually we made a mistake.” … I think she was depressed for a lot of the time when I was a child.’25 Her hoarding was another manifestation. The house gradually filled not just with row upon row of books, but other bulkier and less practical items. From salvage yards Helen scavenged Victorian wardrobes which would fill the hall and corridors, into which she’d stuff other things she’d rescued from junk shops. ‘I lived in a house that never had anything new in it,’ said Victoria. ‘Everything was second-hand. My mother was a believer in economy.’26 The seamstress in her was moved to buy the costumes from a production of The Merry Widow which sat untouched for fifteen years. Her most eccentric acquisition was a sack of shoe lasts, retrieved from outside a shop or factory with the intention of burning them as fuel in the basement furnace, but they were found to contain metal and stayed in the sack for decades.

One household item which served a practical function was the grand piano next to Stanley’s office, where he would play after work to unwind. When she was seven Victoria showed an interest in the instrument, and Stanley gave her an induction, pencilling the names of the notes on the keys and on the sheet music for ‘Polly Wolly Doodle’: ‘And then he left the room, typically.’27 The piano swiftly developed into her new obsession, and the notes on the keys had to be refreshed more than once. ‘This morning I found Vicki in her pyjamas in the playroom,’ he wrote a week before Christmas in 1960, ‘engaged at the New Chronicle Song Book, reading every word and note bar by bar. Rather like the infant Mozart.’28 Helen arranged for her to have lessons with a male teacher, but the new pupil’s shyness soon asserted itself: ‘I couldn’t cope with the embarrassment of being alone in a room with a man. It used to make me sweat and I’d have to go and wash my hands. I stopped going in the end because I didn’t have enough social skills to handle it.’29 But she had enough confidence to play in front of her class when her teacher heard she was learning, while back at home Victoria continued furtively to explore the piano when no one else was listening: ‘I was so ashamed of not being able to go that I thought my parents would be cross if I played the piano, so I used to play it when they were out, and then when I used to see the car headlights coming up the drive I used to jump off and shut the lid.’30 Her secret was soon discovered, and she started to play duets with her father.

Helen’s depression did not impact on Victoria’s progress at school. By the end of her first year her reading was deemed ‘good’ and her writing had ‘improved a great deal’, while ‘her illustrated work is colourful and shows promise’.31 At the end of 1960, she finished second in a class of forty-two, gaining full marks in nearly every subject. ‘She puts a great deal of effort into everything she does,’ said her teacher.32 Victoria looked back on this period as one of quiet confidence and emotional calm rooted in her status as one of the clever pupils – she was even deemed bright enough to read stories to younger children, much as her mother once had as a child. Many years later it would dawn on her that attainment was somehow connected to class: ‘One row had all these poor little children with eczema and impetigo and the ones who’d weed on the floor. They didn’t do terribly well in tests. There was the middle one with people who were stupid but were clean. And then there was the top row, which was these girls with very, very good plaits. I had plaits, but I couldn’t do a centre parting, so I had one big plait. Then there was a row of boys with dickie bows and sleeveless pullovers like tiny antique dealers.’33

Consistent with her early desire to end up male, in the playground she looked on enviously as the boys played while the girls talked about playing, ‘with their raincoats tied round their waists by the sleeve to make themselves into ladies … I thought I was trapped with forty-seven middle-aged women. I didn’t want to be a woman at all.’34 She could certainly hold her own with roughhousing boys. One day after school she was walking up the path towards the Bury Road when the class buffoon took her by surprise and leaped on her back. Her classmate Graham Howarth witnessed it: ‘I remember her grabbing both his arms and just hoisting him right over her head on his back on the floor in front of her. Needless to say, he didn’t do anything like that again. She didn’t suffer fools.’

Graham Howarth was the only classmate ever to see the inside of Birtle Edge House. The occasion was Victoria’s eighth birthday, which she said she’d like to celebrate. An arrangement was made for Stanley to collect half a dozen children from the bottom of Castle Hill Road: ‘Only one boy came. It was like nobody thought it was a real place because they’d never seen where I lived because it was so far away. And I remember going with my father, who was driving round to all these people’s houses saying, “Is your child coming to my child’s birthday party?” And they’re going, “No, don’t know anything about it.” And my mother coming out to greet everybody, and there’s just me and the school swot. The balloons and a cake and just this one boy.’35 After playing hide and seek in the house’s many rooms – Graham Howarth found it much bigger and messier than his own – they tucked into the spread of sandwiches, ice cream and jellies. ‘She made the best of it, and we had a good time,’ he says. Victoria refused to dwell on the apparent snub as some kind of formative trauma: ‘I blanked it. I wouldn’t see that it had any significance. I can see that it’s sad, but I didn’t feel it as sad at the time.’36

If the world of her home felt contracted, Victoria’s knowledge of the outside world expanded with every book, every visit to the cinema. But there was one outing in particular that she would cite as life-changing when, a month shy of her ninth birthday, the family went to see Joyce Grenfell perform to a half-empty Buxton Opera House. One line in particular sank in: ‘I’ll give you a minute to decide if my dress is leaf green or lettuce green.’ Victoria was entranced by her conversational style, her command of the stage and the fact that, unlike every other comic performer, she was a woman: ‘I just thought she was so funny. It all made sense to me. I could picture everything she was doing. It really stayed with me … I didn’t know you could be onstage just all by yourself. And that was what set me off.’37

There was a coda to the evening which helped cement it in her memory. Penelope had a habit of going to the stage door to meet the stars, and on this occasion she and Rosalind made it into the dressing room. As recorded in Stanley’s diary, Victoria wanted to go too and ‘complained bitterly to her mother – in getting lost backstage and being scared of stagehands’.38 She stayed outside with Helen. ‘Joyce Grenfell had these full-body pink corsets hanging up on the wall,’ says Rosalind. ‘She or a member of staff thought Victoria was too young to see ladies’ underwear. She said, “There are just the two of you?” And we said, “No, we’ve got a sister.” And she said, “Oh, I must meet her.” She came out and said, “So you’re Vicky, are you?” So she was made a bit of a fuss of.’

As she approached and passed her tenth birthday, Victoria’s progress in class was praised – ‘particularly in English’.39 ‘especially in English’.40 In early 1964 she sat the eleven-plus. Fairfield County Primary had a good record in the exam, and Victoria didn’t let the school down. Where most children set their sights on the Derby School, Bury’s state grammar, Victoria’s parents aimed for a place at the more middle-class Bury Grammar School, which two of her three siblings had attended (Rosalind, being dyslexic, failed her eleven-plus and went to a Catholic school in Rochdale). ‘The work of your daughter, Victoria Wood, in the recent examination qualifies her for a fee-paying place in the school,’ wrote the headmistress Miss L.D. Lester. The place was accepted in May, though Helen, who took charge of all educational matters, did not give up hope of avoiding the fees. The Lancashire Education Committee offered a free place at Bacup & Rawtenstall Grammar, but that would have entailed a far longer journey and a separate trip down to the bus stop. So the decision was taken to pay. In her final term at primary school Victoria finished fourth out of forty-one. Out of a possible 450 marks in her final term, she scored 424. Almost all of the dropped marks were in arithmetic: ‘Vicky has worked exceptionally well and produced a first class result.’41 There was every chance that at Bury Grammar she would thrive.
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BURIED

‘I wouldn’t be an adolescent again if you bumped my pocket money up to three and six.’

Victoria Wood As Seen on TV, 1985

‘I wanted to catch up with what I had missed when I was younger. When our youngest child was fixed up with the 11-plus examinations, I decided to start.’1 In the autumn of 1964, Helen Wood resumed the schooling she had been obliged to abandon at the age of fourteen. She spent two years studying for five O levels at Bolton Technical College, where she returned to complete her A levels after a year study­ing drama at Manchester College of Further Education. In 1968, at the age of forty-nine, she moved on to a general degree in history, English and drama at Manchester University. ‘I intend to participate in the university’s social life,’ she told a local newspaper. ‘I shouldn’t think there will be any domestic problems – everyone will rally round to help.’2

At the same time as Helen accelerated through her secondary education, her youngest daughter stumbled into hers at Bury Grammar School for Girls. The problem, as Victoria came to perceive it, was the shock of no longer standing out. Everyone else had passed the eleven-plus too: ‘Instead of saying, “Well, I will be more clever,” I just sank underneath. I thought, well, I won’t compete, I won’t do my homework, and I won’t wear clean shirts and I won’t wash my hair. I just sank below the surface.’3
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