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			Foreword

			“They keep asking me to write my life stories,
but everybody knows enough about me.” 

			Gracie Fields, 1979

			Gracie Fields was a great artiste. She could have been a classical singer, but fate made her into one on the most enduring figures of popular culture in the twentieth century.

			She made people feel happier and more positive and made working-class women into strong role models, although she had aspirations to be something else. 

			She was loved by millions, and that’s a marvellous legacy.

			Kind regards,
Barbara Dickson

			Although I appeared in charity shows with Gracie Fields on a number of occasions, I only spent time properly with her once. All I can remember of her is that she was a great performer and had a most interesting range and tone to her voice.

			I have always considered her to be one of the greats in our profession. She had a style of her own and could always be recognised by her voice.

			Yours,
Dame Vera Lynn

			Even in old age, the voice of Dame Gracie Fields never lost its focus, its “buzz.” Here was an instrument that, by default, found its way into the mask of the face and high into the cavities of the head. This ensured that “Our Gracie” would always make herself heard. Her voice never collapsed into the back of the throat, leaving her to battle with a husky and woolly tone. 

			In her prime she always had the most enviable vocal evenness throughout her extensive range with no sign of the dreaded “break” so often evident in light music today. We know that she had vocal talent as a child, and that early start and the time spent in the mills of Lancashire must surely have helped her achieve her vocal free spirit. Singing for her own pleasure over the decibels of the machinery, she would have to resolutely put her voice into the head to enjoy the sensation of vocalizing and avoid going home each night with a sore throat! 

			The “default” mechanism was thereby secured in a totally natural way, unhindered by any preoccupation, with textbook technique and singing coaches! Her natural exuberance and joy of living coupled with a grim determination to make the most of factory life seemingly freed her from any concerns about the altitude to which she could take her voice. 

			The dictionary definition of coloratura is “the extemporary or written decoration of a vocal melody in the shape of runs, roulades, and cadenzas of all kinds.” A coloratura soprano: “one with a light, flexible voice equal to the demands of coloratura.” The famous Act Two Queen of the Night aria from Mozart’s “The Magic Flute” takes the singer up to F, above Top C whilst in light opera. Sullivan’s “Poor Wand’ring One” with its famous vocal gymnastics has a potential top Eb in the cadenza. Both illustrate the top end of Gracie’s comfort zone!

			Perhaps she would describe this as “going oop!” I wonder how many of her fans realised that they were being indoctrinated in the wonders of operatic technique each time they bought one of her records? Her brilliance further enabled her to use such elasticity to wonderful comic effect by sending herself up and making us laugh. Because I Love You would have to be one of my “Desert Island Discs.” Here she switches effortlessly from coloratura to nasal comedy miaow; the first explosive “B” on the word “because” is totally surprising—and hilarious for that reason! The best comedy is so often the simplest, and it’s joyful when a truly excellent vocalist can also make us laugh.

			Little wonder that her sensational West End debut led to opera, theatre, and variety stars paying tribute to her. So, whether we listen to “Mrs Binns’ Twins,” the vocal agility of “Sing As We Go,” or the achingly gorgeous “Danny Boy,” we can salute a unique and special voice. A natural God-given sound—one of the first singers I grew to love and appreciate as a child—along with Dame Vera Lynn and Joan Hammond. All possessed that priceless gift of vocal warmth and smooth tone. Moreover, like any vocal star, they sang for you, not at you. In more recent times, Barbara Dickson and Nancy Lamott have continued this compelling style of vocal art and performance. When Gracie sang at the Lewisholm Stadium, Manhattan, with the Metropolitan Opera Orchestra, it was at the personal request of the Met’s renowned and powerful General Manager, Rudolf Bing. (How many opera stars would have wished for the same?) Of the performance of Britain’s “Queen of Hearts,” The New York Times simply wrote, “No other monarch could have done it more stylishly.”

			David Steadman
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			Introduction

			Home, home, there’s nowt 
like my Lancashire home,

			I long for the place of my birth, take me 
back to my heaven on earth.

			- “In a Little Lancashire Town” (1936), 
recorded by Gracie Fields.

			The Northern mill town of Rochdale derives its name from the River Roch, which flows directly through the centre of town. A settlement has been recorded in the area since Roman times. Lying in the foothills of the Pennines, and less than ten miles away from Manchester, the Industrial Revolution of the 1800s brought great socioeconomic changes to the town and Rochdale quickly became one of the world’s largest cotton producers, home to over a hundred and fifteen mills. Prior to this the area had a long and varied history, including a mention in the Domesday Book, a residence of Lord Byron, and the “birthplace of co-operation,” when in 1844 the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers Society formed the world’s first consumer co-operative movement, which is still widely acknowledged today. 

			Highly typified by the “clogs and shawl” imagery of the northern working classes, the cotton and flax mills which dominated Lancashire’s skyline were the beating heart of Rochdale, and one of the town’s daughters was to become the voice of a nation. Although Gracie Fields lived away from Rochdale her entire adult life, the town had a strong impact on her and remained firmly close to her heart. Her songs often conveyed a sense of nostalgia for the industrial environment in which she grew up, and she often performed her comedy songs with a Rochdalian dialect, giving direct allusions to the place of her birth. Many of her songs feature direct references to the town, such as the famous “The Rochdale Hounds,” which describes a comedic hunting outing based on the real Rochdale Hunt (disbanded 1965), and the parodic line in “There’s A Lovely Lake in London, there’s a lovely lake in Rochdale, they call it Hollingworth,” which, according to the song, was a “gradeley place for courtin’!” Many of Gracie’s Rochdalian friends were not happy, however, when in 1931’s “Pass! Shoot! Goal!” Gracie sings as a supporter of Rochdale’s opponent football team, Oldham Athletic, and not of her own town’s Rochdale Hornets!

			Nevertheless, in interviews and in private, Gracie fondly remembered the “quietness of the cobbled streets” as a wonderful memory of her childhood, and not the “huddled, damp, hard little town” it has so often been personified as.

			When Lancashire Life asked Gracie in 1956 what Rochdale means to her, she replied, “Rochdale means ‘first.’ In Rochdale I first opened my eyes. In Rochdale I first cried, first laughed, heard birds sing for the first time. I sang, too, for the first time in my life. I was even spanked for the first time in Rochdale. And in Rochdale I wore my first pair of clogs. My first, and almost only, schooling took place in Rochdale at the Parish Church School. My first tram ride around the town, my first swimming lesson in the baths, and, when very young, slipping into the ship canal along with the other children for an extra swim during the hot summer days. My first job was an errand girl for a confectioner’s shop [...] my first song on a stage was sung at the Old Circus, where now stands the Hippodrome. 

			“My work since then has meant travelling the world over to great places and small, but ‘home’ to me always means Rochdale and its gradely folk. My memories are ever sweet and homely. I see all Rochdale’s lovely parks and gardens, the beautiful walks all so near—Healey Dell, Hollingworth Lake, and all the rest. On my travels, too, I am reminded so often all over the world of home whenever I see the machinery and products of Rochdale proudly stamped with the names of her great manufacturers.”

			For Gracie, the town really was home. She felt she belonged there and often joked she would move back to the town “if only it was by the seaside!” On more than one return visit to the town Gracie exclaimed that although she didn’t have a house in Rochdale she could go to any front door and be offered a cup of tea or a bed for the night, which she knew was absolutely true. Whenever she visited the town crowds of thousands turned up to cheer their favourite daughter and to offer a civic welcome to the freeman of the borough. Her humble beginnings instilled in Gracie a sense of nostalgia for her hometown, which she was to keep for the remainder of her life in creating and maintaining the persona of a Lancashire mill girl, unchanged by fame and fortune. She was one of the people, summed up by the intensely personal pronoun which was afforded to her, by which she was recognised all over the world: simply “Our Gracie.”

			Rich people sent Gracie roses, poor people knitted her tea-cosies. She was able to rub shoulders with the rich at palaces and hotels, going “proper posh,” but equally at home singing in a tea room or up a set of ladders on a building site. In an article in 1939, the film critic C. A. Lejeune described Gracie, “As much a part of English life as tea and football pools, our green hedged fields, and the Nelson Column.” This is something which Gracie remains today. 

			Gracie’s story has never been told in its entirety. Written in 2019, the fortieth anniversary since her death, this book aims to be the most complete and accurate biography of Britain’s first superstar. Charting Gracie’s humble beginnings to the dizzying heights of her success before the outbreak of the Second World War, this is Gracie Fields’ story, told for the first time in its entirety. 

			My thanks to everyone who has assisted and supported me in the writing of this book, especially my long-suffering family and friends who I have bored senseless for years with talk of ‘that there woman Gracie Fields.’ Special thanks to my Dad, Joe, for driving me to countless museums up and down the country when I was growing up –and taking me to Rochdale for the first time! Most importantly, thanks to my Mum, Christine, for allowing me to fill the house with Gracie treasures; for continually despairing at the postman’s deliveries and for assisting me ably on our many trips to the Isle of Capri.

			Sebastian Lassandro
-January 2019
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			Chapter One

			1898–c.1910

			I once made up my mind to 
delve into my family tree,

			To find from which particular branch 
I claimed my ancestry.

			—”The Family Tree” (1938), recorded by Gracie Fields

			Britain’s greatest ever female variety artist was born to well-documented humble beginnings on a snowy January morning in 1898 in the Lancashire mill town of Rochdale. In later life, Gracie recalled how she was born “half and half,” half out of one day and half in the next, but the date on her registered birth certificate is January ninth. The strong and hardy daughter of the North was born above her paternal grandmother Sarah’s fish and chip shop at 9 Molesworth Street, and was the first of four children born to Fred Stansfield and Sarah Jane Stansfield (nee Bamford). As Fred’s mother and wife were both Sarahs, his wife was known to the family as Jenny (Janey to some friends) as a derivative of her middle name. From this point in the narrative we shall only refer to Fred’s mother as Sarah.

			The couple’s first child was born whilst they were living in the two-room house above the fish and chip shop owned by Sarah, who shared the property with them. She was christened Grace on February 2, 1898 at Saint Chad’s Church, the same church where her parents were married less than five months previously. Gracie told Home Chat magazine in 1928 that this is where her musical career began, “with a good smart top C from my cradle. They tell me it was a striking note, a compelling note that brought me what I wanted.” The young Grace was joined by siblings Elizabeth (Betty) on March 31, 1901; Edith (Edie) on June 26, 1903; and Thomas (Tommy) on June 28, 1908.

			Gracie’s paternal grandmother, affectionately known as “Chip Sarah,” was a dominating yet matriarchal figure who often supplied Gracie and her sisters with a spare halfpenny if they’d all been well behaved. With a fondness for bright and garish colours, which rubbed off on Gracie, the “gaudy Queen Victoria” (as Gracie later described her) was often fondly remembered by Gracie when she affectionately looked back at her childhood. 

			Sarah’s father, Gracie’s paternal great-grandfather, William Stansfield, married Elizabeth Shutt of Harrogate at Leeds Parish Church in January 1834. By the time their first child, Thomas, was born in 1834 the couple had moved to Hebden Bridge, where William was employed as a bookkeeper. Thomas was baptised at Heptonstall Church on November 9, 1834, but died in infancy. Their next child, Mary Ann, was born in 1836. Sometime after this William and Elizabeth took their young family to live on Oldham Road, Castleton, Rochdale. Four further children were born over the next ten years: William (junior) in 1839, John in 1841, Elizabeth in 1844, and Sarah, Gracie’s grandmother, on May 15, 1848. By this point the family was now living in Wood St., where Sarah was born.

			The Stansfields moved several times but stayed in Castleton. After Oldham Road, by the 1851 census they had moved to Milkstone Road, where William’s wife, Elizabeth, died. In the 1861 census William is shown as a widower living in Myrtle Place with his young family. 

			William junior married Emma Hey on June 6, 1867 and is believed to have moved to Ireland by the time of the 1871 census. The other children were living in Bilberry Street in the 1871 census, but William senior had died shortly before this. William junior and Emma’s first child was named Elizabeth, possibly after her grandmother, and was born on December 30, 1869 in Rochdale. The next child, Herbert, was born in Dublin in 1873 and, the last of Emma’s children, Joseph, was born in Thornton, Bradford in 1874. Emma died in 1877 in Rochdale, and William junior then married Elizabeth Anne Wild in 1881 in Rochdale and went on to have seven more children, most of whom didn’t survive childhood. William junior ended up living at 14 Ventnor Street from at least the time of the 1901 census until his death in 1922. His youngest son, Leonard, was still living at this address well into the 1930s.

			The three children born to William and Emma married and later emigrated to Canada either before or very early in the First World War. Elizabeth married Harry Taylor during the time she was living in Low Moor, North Bierley, Yorkshire. Herbert, who had joined the First Battalion of the Durham Light Infantry and was stationed at Bradford Barracks at the time of the 1891 census, married Agnes Oates, the daughter of a soldier. It’s believed he fought in South Africa in the Boer War, but at the time of the 1901 census he was a police constable in Rochdale. He possibly went back into the military as he served six years with the Fifth Battalion of the Lancashire Fusiliers according to his attestation papers when joining up in Canada. Joseph Stansfield married Laura Bentley and lived at 7 Partington Street, Milnrow at the time of the 1901 census. He was a joiner by trade and emigrated to Canada in 1910, with his family following him the next year.

			Harry and Elizabeth Taylor started their family in Yorkshire, where Isabella and Herbert were born and had two more children, William and Arthur, after they moved to Rochdale. The family emigrated to Canada in 1913. Herbert and Agnes Stansfield had ten children, the youngest James and John C Stansfield being born in Canada in 1916, possibly twins. It’s not clear when Herbert emigrated, but his wife and family, except for Walter, who had died in 1913, crossed the Atlantic in 1915. Joseph and Laura Stansfield had four children born in England: Carrie, born 1901; Edna, born 1904; Frank Hall Stansfield, born 1907; and Ernest Hall Stansfield, born 1908. All the emigrations were to Edmonton in Alberta, which is where Gracie Fields met some of these families in 1940 and why it is important at the outset to provide a chronology of this complicated family tree.

			In Sing As We Go, Gracie’s 1960 autobiography, she indicates that her grandmother, Sarah, had worked in a coal mine as a trapper when she was six, this job being to close heavy iron doors which stopped fire-damp explosions from spreading, enabling the ponies and coal buckets to pass safely through the pits. However, it is doubtful that Sarah worked in a mine as a youngster, as The Mines Act (1842) prohibited all children under the age of ten from working underground in coal mines. Sarah was born in 1848, and this act would have been in force for twelve years when she was six in 1854. It is possible that an earlier, different family member worked in the mines as a child as legislation would seem to prove that it could not have been Sarah.

			Further to this, Sarah’s father, William, must have been reasonably well-to-do, and it is unlikely that he would have sent to her out to work. He was a bookkeeper at the time of his marriage in 1834, and in the 1851 census he is described as “Commission Agent for a Carrier,” with one of his sons, William junior, being “Railway Goods Agent & Clerk in Charge” on the railway south of Bradford in West Yorkshire. It is hardly likely a family such as this would send a little girl down the mine. Maybe by the time Gracie was writing her autobiography some of the family stories had become a little distorted. Or did Gracie perhaps wish to exaggerate her humble beginnings?

			Sarah, who is listed variously as “Cotton Weaver” and “Cotton Operative” from the 1861 to the 1891 censuses, met the son of a wealthy Rochdale mill owner in early 1871, and after a brief courtship was left pregnant as his parents forbade the association. The illegitimate child was Gracie’s father, Fred, born August 24, 1872, who never knew his own father and who reportedly died young due to complications of alcoholism. (Does this mean Fred didn’t know who he was or just that he had died or moved before Fred was old enough to know him?) Not much is known about Fred’s childhood except that he used to visit the Rochdale Circus to see the various touring shows. The circus used to have open fireplaces in the house to keep audiences warm, and Fred took along large potatoes which he placed in the fire to be ready when the show had finished. Fred and his mother lived on Bilberry Sreet with Sarah’s sister, Mary Ann Stansfield, and husband, Robert Wolfenden, as well as Sarah and Mary Ann’s brother, John. Barring John, the family had moved to 1 Brook Street by the 1881 Census. (Interestingly, Fred and Sarah are listed as Wolfenden and not Stansfield.) Ten years later, Fred and Sarah—alone—(now Stansfield again) were living at 14 Vavasour Street. 

			After their mother, Elizabeth, died, Sarah and John had initially lived with their father, William, until his early death in 1871. By the 1871 census they had moved in with their older, married sister, Mary Ann Wolfenden. At this time John was described as suffering from “fits,” and he became an inmate at Dearnley Union Workhouse, where he was diagnosed as a lunatic. 

			Sarah married James (Jim) Leighton from Liverpool on November 25, 1891 (he outlived her by 13 years, Sarah dying on January 30, 1917, by which time they were living at 4 Back Oldham Road, and Jim in March 1930), listing her age as ten years younger than she actually was on the marriage certificate. Fred began his training in the local mill and soon became one of the area’s most skilled engineers. In the early 1890s the twenty-year-old Fred began working on cargo ships carrying freight and goods from Manchester and Liverpool across the Atlantic, stopping for a brief period with a distant relative in Massachusetts. On one particular journey he travelled to New York on the Etruria, leaving from Liverpool on November 2, 1895. In the ship’s register he is shown as “Mechanic” on the outward journey, and “Fitter” on arrival. Travelling on the same boat, in the saloon, was twenty-year-old Winston S. Churchill, a second lieutenant in the Fourth Hussars. Churchill was on his way to Cuba to report for the Daily Graphic. Whilst there he acquired a taste for Havana cigars, which was to become his trademark in later years. Over a period of seven years Fred carved out a meagre existence on the transatlantic crossings, and on his return home to Rochdale he acquired somewhat of a celebrity status himself. Having bought a brown Stetson hat and a pair of pointed cowboy boots from California, Fred was known colloquially in the pubs as “The Rochdale Cowboy.” Fred continued to work on the ships as a mechanic, with a trip on February 19, 1910 aboard the Laurentic to Boston; the Arabic on May 20, 1913 to Boston; and also the Saxonia on November 11, 1914 to Boston.

			Gracie’s maternal grandparents, Sarah Elizabeth Holt (a third Sarah!) and Charles Bamford, born 1853, married on December 9, 1876. Gracie’s mother, Sarah Jane Bamford (Jenny), was born to them on September 19, 1877 at No.1 Uncle Sam’s Place on Richmond Street in Rochdale, but it had been said by Gracie in her autobiography that Jenny had been orphaned by the age of ten, which isn’t true, and this belief may have stemmed from the unfortunate term of phrase Gracie used when she described Jenny as having been “the orphan of a couple flighty parents.” 

			Her father Charles is given as being a labourer on Jenny’s wedding certificate, as opposed to being given as deceased, which is how Fred’s father was given. In actuality, Charles lived until 1911, and maternal grandmother Sarah, also had not died when Jenny was young, as has been stated in other publications. By the 1911 census this Sarah, long separated and soon to be widowed, was living with Jenny and Fred (now moved on from Chip Sarah’s home) at 45 Kenion Street, and is registered as lodger as opposed to Sarah’s mother.

			In the 1911 census Jenny and Fred have three borders living with them, Sarah Elizabeth Bamford, aged 57 (Jenny’s mother), and Joseph Bamford, aged 16 (who was born Joseph Lawton Bamford at 20 Gladstone Street, Oldham on October 20, 1894 and was Jenny’s younger stepbrother, and thus uncle to Gracie Fields), and Sarah Elizabeth’s second husband. On Joseph’s birth certificate his father’s name is missing, which suggests that he was illegitimate, but the Lawton name could indicate who his father was. 

			At the 1901 census Joseph is shown as the stepson to Thomas Walton, aged 61, a tripe dealer from Oldham who had married Sarah Elizabeth Bamford in 1899 in Oldham, where she was living with her daughter, Sarah Jane, and youngest daughter, Amy, born 1887, and so Gracie Fields’ maternal aunt, at Court 1, Garside Street, Oldham. This was Sarah Elizabeth’s third marriage (who was now just using the name Elizabeth). It is possible that after Thomas Walton’s early death in 1910 Sarah Elizabeth reverted her name to Bamford and then took her son to live with the Stansfield clan at 45 Kenion Street in Rochdale.

			Gracie remembered that Joseph Lawton Bamford had fallen off a tram and had hit his head on one side and his nose was flattened, but he had a good voice and used to sing in Rochdale pubs and sell newspapers. My mother couldn’t bear anything ugly and she arranged for him to go into hospital to have his head put straight. When he came home with that done she looked at him and said “Oh, dear! I forgot about your blasted nose!” He didn’t, and to the family he was always known as Flat-Nose Joe.

			For reasons previously unknown, but it seems likely to do with Thomas Walton (her stepfather) as a youngster, Jenny (Sarah Jane) had lived with one of her mother’s sisters, the piously religious Aunt Margaret, on the outskirts of Rochdale at 80 Sparth Bottoms Road, Castleton, until she took up lodgings with fellow mill girls closer to the factory, as opposed to living in Oldham with her stepbrother, sister, and stepfather. 

			Sarah Elizabeth married for a fourth time on October 2, 1915, when she married collier Frank McLoughlin at Rochdale Parish Church, and died in the influenza epidemic of 1918. Gracie recalled she couldn’t say her last husband’s name properly, and just for devilment we’d ask, “What’s your name now, Grannie?” In later life Gracie remembered her maternal grandfather was “a bit barmy. My mother would tell stories about how he would work very hard, make a lot of money, and then get a cab and stay in it until the money was all gone, going round singing at the top of his voice.”

			Margaret Livesey (nee Holdsworth), Gracie’s maternal aunt, was the eldest of three daughters of local pub landlords John and Margaret Holdsworth (nee Sibbald). John was born in Halifax, Margaret in Scotland, so from both her maternal and paternal sides of the family Gracie had Yorkshire blood. Margaret was born in 1847, with Jenny following in 1854, and Charlotte Otley in 1859. Charlotte died at the age of four in 1863. Margaret’s daughter, born May 9, 1887, was also called Margaret—following the family tradition. This youngest Margaret, Jenny’s cousin (and therefore Gracie’s first cousin once removed), was to later play an important part in Gracie’s life as her dresser and aide during the 1930s. 

			Gracie’s mother, Jenny, attended church weekly and went to Sunday School in both the morning and evening. Her aunt told her that she should go to further Bible study classes, and so mid-week Jenny went off to the Band of Hope class in Rochdale, but more often than not she missed the class as the call of the local theatres and music halls was too great and she found herself sneaking in to watch the houses. In later life Gracie recalled, “Mother had an extraordinary beautiful voice, and if you have a beautiful voice and you go into the mill, you dreamed of the theatre. Mother took herself very seriously, and she wanted to be an opera singer.” Becoming a regular face at the front of the Rochdale Hippodrome, the kindly theatre manager allowed Gracie to sit in a free seat, known as Poet’s Corner, while her aunt thought she was studying the Bible at the Band of Hope.

			A keen and gifted singer at church and at school, Gracie often cited that her musical ability came from her mother, and certainly her drive and determination came from her. Gracie’s sister, Betty, in her unpublished memoirs, recalled, “Had I been the first born instead of the second I would have been a great disappointment to my mother, who had a very good singing voice, and I knew I hadn’t . . . Grace was an extension of herself. I strove to sing and get more attention, but in vain.” Jenny’s youngest child, Tommy, remembered, “Nobody could scrap with Mother. It was the intense pressure of stage-struck Mother.” It’s a well-documented fact of Gracie’s childhood that Jenny was the driving force of ambition behind her children, who she wanted more than anything for them to go on to a career on the stage and make a living in front of the footlights. Having failed to do so herself, as she had given birth to Gracie when she was twenty-one, when she saw talent in Gracie she banked on it. “She felt that she could get one daughter out of this rut and poverty if she pressed hard enough,” Tommy recalled. 

			It is rumoured that it was whilst walking down Rochdale’s Drake Street, dressed in his favoured cowboy attire, that Fred first met Jenny. He was walking home from one of the many local pubs, pausing to look in shop windows, and she was tailing him with keen interest in the “theatrical” personality who had become the talk of the borough. Every few feet Sarah stopped to inspect a “fault” with her clog as she shadowed Fred looking in the shop windows. After a few minutes of this Fred approached Sarah, saying, “Tha’s havin’ some trouble with yon clog, miss. Let me fix it for thee,” recalled Gracie. An astounded Sarah accused him of being false and a fake, not being a theatrical at all but, in fact, a native Rochdalian. However, in 1938, when Jenny and Fred visited America together for the first time, Gracie remembered, “Father went to Massachoosits [sic] as a mechanic. It was just after that he met Momma in a Rochdale dance hall.” Nevertheless, whichever story is true, if either, the pair courted each other at the local dance hall, fell for each other, and were married in Rochdale Parish Church on September 1, 1897—with Jenny already five months pregnant with Gracie. 

			At the wedding Fred turned up in his cowboy hat and boots brandishing an expensive Havana cigar which he had been saving for such an occasion as this. The verger asked Fred to remove his hat and put out his cigar and took them to the vestry for safe keeping during the service. Fred, feigning dismay at this, shouted down the church to him, “Tha’s best bring me ‘em back when tha’s done wi’ ‘em!” 

			“Mama could’ve sloshed him for doing that!” told Gracie. “It was just his sense of humour.” As previously mentioned, Fred is not believed to have known his father. On his marriage certificate his father is given as being “John Stansfield/Deceased”—his lunatic uncle on his mother’s side.

			Newly married, the couple moved in with Fred’s mother at 9 Molesworth Street. Formerly a barber’s shop, Sarah Stansfield had spent her life savings to buy the property—contents and all—and held her own auction in Rochdale to sell off the barber’s contents. As there wasn’t a great call for barbers, with boys/men usually having their hair cut at home by their mothers/wives, Sarah managed to sell all the stock and gain a profit from her sales. With this she redecorated the upstairs of the house and installed fish and chip fryers in the downstairs room. Gracie recalled this as being the “tiniest, smelliest, dingiest little fish shop in the North of England.” With three customers inside, the rest had to wind their way along the pavement and wait their turn to enter Chip Sarah’s domain. During the revamping Sarah took in up to four lodgers at a time to help pay for the redecoration and conversion. With fish and chips being a stock meal of the Northern working classes, which had developed in the neighbouring town of Mossley over thirty years earlier, Chip Sarah opened Rochdale’s first fish and chip.

			When Grace was born in January 1898 Fred was working as an engineer for Robinson’s Engineering Works and Jenny was helping Sarah out in the fish and chip shop. A typically Northern tradition was established in the shop as Sarah and Jenny gave many of their customers depreciating nicknames, some of which Gracie recalled in later life as “Cold Again Joe,” “Sloppy Clogs Tuppence,” “Ma Big Ears,” and “Packet o’Cigs.”

			Fred and Jenny shared one of the two upstairs bedrooms and Sarah and Jim shared the other, but when Gracie came along—and subsequently her two sisters and brother—Fred and Jenny had to move out. Ever frugal, Jenny always saved a cut of her husband’s money in the teapot above the fireplace so that the family could “move oop in t’world,” having aspirations for much bigger and better things.

			“Movin’ oop” was a common theme of Gracie’s childhood. It was said that whenever Fred got a sixpence or a shilling rise at work Jenny declared it was time to move house. On a wage of twenty-seven shillings a week from Robinson’s, Fred sometimes returned home to find that Jenny had packed everything up on a handcart and was in the process of moving on to the next street. Gracie recalled this comic scene many years later in a television interview with Michael Parkinson, as she explained that she might one day be carrying all the pots and pans and the next the family aspidistra to the next house. Without at the time knowing the significance this potted house plant would have in later life, Gracie also stated, “Everyone up North, everyone has an aspidistra plant. My grandmother used to put paper flowers between the leaves of hers.” 

			However, in her unpublished memoirs, sister Betty disagreed with the reasoning for the constant moves, stating, “The real reason for the moves was that Mother outplayed herself and the neighbours wanted to get back to their privacy.” Brother Tommy, in an interview in later life, gave yet another less sentimental reason. “We moved house every time we couldn’t afford to pay the rent, and we had to do a sort of moonlight flit. My mother was so bad she used to forget to tell my father where she’d gone. He’d arrive home and find nobody there—everybody else had moved!” 

			The Stansfields, during their years of “movin’ oop,” are known to have lived at 45 Kenion Street, as listed in the 1911 census (now with Jenny’s mother, Sarah, and two lodgers, one being “Old Fred,” who we shall come to later) as well as having addresses at 10 Baron Street, which was the property they lived at the longest, circa 1902 to 1910; 16 Watmough Street by 1914; and they are also known to have spent time on Hughtrede Street and Lyland Street, off Milnrow Road in the time between censuses. 

			Admitting that she was a tomboy when she was younger, “I was always going climbing up on the slates,” Gracie learned to swim in the Rochdale shipping canal and used to dangerously play on the tramways which connected the town to neighbouring districts. Gracie’s mother used to practice her top notes by calling her daughter down from the rooftops, which she had to do on one such occasion to find Gracie as she had arranged a small audition with a vocal coach named Marie Santoi (whose real name was Mary Fuller). Coaxing her daughter down off a high ledge, Gracie cried all the way to the audition—not because she was scared or because Jenny had reprimanded her, but because she had to come in from playing out! 

			As a child, one of Gracie’s favourite Rochdale shops was Samuel Smith’s Greengrocers on Drake Street. Sometimes Gracie would sing Mr. Smith a song and he would give her cut slices of fruit which she would take back home to share with her sisters. Another favourite amongst her and her school friends was Chadwick’s Wet Rake. “We would stop for a ha’porth of chips here and for a ha’pporth o’toffee on Maclure Road,” remembered Frances Ellis, an old school companion of Gracie’s, in the 1970s. Gracie quickly found she could often sing to get what she wanted, and this included singing and performing acrobatic tricks for Bob Brieley, who mended the Stansfields’ clog irons next door to the fish and chip shop on Molesworth Street. 

			Wanting to be an acrobat when she was old enough instead of the theatrical performance career her mother had in mind for her, Fred installed a small gymnasium in their current home’s coal cellar, including trapeze bars from which Gracie delighted in hanging from upside down. Harbouring her talents in the cellar, and later performing daring tricks in front of friends and neighbours, Gracie became adept at spinning a cartwheel—something which she later incorporated into her stage act. Well into her 50s, Gracie was cartwheeling across the stage of the London Palladium, something she earnestly rehearsed on her terrace at Capri, along with serving tea to guests by high-kicking her way from the house to where they were sitting, overlooking the Bay of Naples. 

			Gracie’s acrobatics in the cellar in Rochdale were soon stopped one day when Jenny ordered Fred to install two rings and rope between the bars, on which she hung some left-over material. “You can now play theatres,” she told Gracie, and so Gracie and Betty obliged as they came up with little routines and songs to rehearse for the neighbours instead of her favoured acrobatic antics. Whilst baby Edith guarded the admission fees—pins and buttons collected in a tin—Gracie performed musical routines and Betty performed comedy for the neighbourhood children who used an upturned set of ladders as theatre seating. This probably came from copying her mother who, as Betty remembered, used to give “Lavatory Concerts” in the six lavatories at the back of Molesworth Street. Often Fred and Jenny would disagree over this and Jenny would exclaim to the children, “I don’t know who’s coming with me, but I’m leaving.” Gracie recalled, “I always wanted to go with my dad. He had a sense of humour and lots of character. He would come back from the pub stinking drunk and I’d try to sneak him upstairs quietly.”

			Weekly, Jenny would go to the local theatre and return to Molesworth Street, remembering the songs and the jokes she had heard. She would go around to her neighbours announcing it was showtime, and they would all take a seat with an open door in the lavatories as Jenny would perform her routines for them. Gracie eventually became part of this act, but Betty was always too shy to perform in front of the adults. For their performances with the other children, however, Gracie and Betty rehearsed fervently for the shows in preparation for what Gracie later described as “the big earner”—the Rochdale May Day celebrations.

			As the factories closed their gates and took the day off to celebrate May Day, Gracie and her friends often went to one of the town’s large installed May Poles to dance around and entwine themselves in the ribbons with their friends. On one particular year Jenny had other ideas and provided Gracie and her friends with an old broom handle and some leftover pieces of material. These were cut up and used for ribbons for their own May Pole, which Gracie, Betty, and her friend with the impressive jubilee name, Ruby May Diamond Victoria Rylands, carried around town. One person short to have an effective May Pole dance, Gracie called on one of her school friends who was well off and coaxed her to put on her best white silk dress, offering the chance to walk with their May Pole as their May Queen. Visiting all the pubs frequented by Fred, her father’s friends spotted Gracie, and as both the celebrations and the drinking went on Fred’s friends became more generous with their donations to the May Queen and her little singing friends—by the end of the day the girls had earned 530 pence! 

			Gracie cites this as the first time she ever sang to earn money, with the song an old music hall number entitled “When the Sunset Turns the Ocean Blue to Gold.” The feeling she described was of electricity. Gracie felt different and enchanted that people were actually paying to listen to her. On another occasion with Ruby, the two girls were being teased by some of the older girls in the area. “We’ve got new clogs, Gracie!” and “We’ve got new ribbons, Gracie!” they shouted. Quick as a flash, Gracie retorted, “Well bugger yer, we’ve got nits!” The two girls did go and get some new ribbons though, but this was an event which, quite literally, haunted Gracie. 

			Watching a funeral procession heading to Rochdale Cemetery, Gracie noted how the wreaths and flowers were tied up with pretty ribbons, much nicer than the ones Gracie and her friend had in their hair. The pair went to the newly placed flowers in the churchyard and carefully unpicked the ribbons from the offerings, replacing them with their old and worn ribbons from their hair. With cunning, Gracie told her friend she must tell her mother that Gracie’s mother had given them the ribbons, and vice versa, and the plan seemed settled. The next morning, however, the girls rushed to each other saying they both had nightmares of the man in the grave chasing them, accusing, “You stole my ribbons!” Too frightened to return to the cemetery, they threw them away in fear of eternal torment.

			Another holiday incident occurred at Whitsuntide. In the North of England, Wakes Weeks were when all the local factories, collieries, and other industries closed down for the week and took a week of unpaid holiday. The local areas all collaborated so that a town and its neighbours wouldn’t all be off during the same week, mainly so that the local holiday resorts wouldn’t be inundated with tourists in one week. To dress her daughters up for the celebrations Jenny had gone to Polly Pickles, the local dressmaker who lived three doors away, and ordered three pretty, matching deep purple outfits to wear to the festivities in town. As she was admiring her girls and tidying their hair before they went out she saw the daughters of their neighbour across the road, Mrs. Colclough, wearing the exact same outfits. Realising she had told her neighbour, who had taken keenly to the idea, she got her daughters the exact same outfits from Polly, Jenny tore the outfits off her own children, saying, “You’ll use those for school and to play in the dirt instead.” 

			Gracie and her two sisters all shared one big bed, and each night before they retired Jenny tightly wound strips of rags in their hair to make it curl. Betty’s hair was a brilliant fiery red, “which matched her temperament sometimes!” recalled Gracie, whereas Gracie’s was naturally blonde-tinged with red. As Gracie slept the mischievous Betty often undid her hair curlers so in the morning Jenny had to redo the children’s hair, making them late for school. Not that this was any major problem in her eyes however, as Gracie later remarked, “Mother didn’t think school was necessary as far as I was concerned. ‘You’ll find out when you grow up, it’ll all happen.’” When she was younger Jenny had to pay tuppence a week to go to school, and therefore it was a necessity for her to go, but she thought it much more beneficial for her daughter to stay home with her, especially as she already had a career marked out for them. Betty, however, loved going to school and was devastated when her mother sent her to the stage following her elder sister in later years.

			Although not a regular at school, Gracie said that when she did actually attend Rochdale Parish Church School she enjoyed learning, and throughout her life remained a great lover of books. Jenny had given up working in the mills and was taking on as many odd jobs as she could to “earn some brass.” These included cleaning and domestic work at some of the big, posh houses in Rochdale, where Gracie sometimes went along to help her with work—and to help her finish off the leftover rice pudding or roast beef. Gracie later resented Jenny, referring to her work as “skivvying,” as she considered her well above that. Fred was still working in the factories, and as a sideline he ran an illegal betting shop from his chicken shed on the local allotment. From here, Betty remembered he also ran games of “rat worrying” and “throw the penknife at the chicken,” which a six-year-old Tommy thoroughly enjoyed.

			At the age of seven Gracie suffered a rupture. “I don’t know what really caused it, but all I remember is that she had to be taken to a hospital in Manchester and was away for three weeks,” Betty wrote. Jenny took Gracie on the train to Manchester, and as opposed to getting a horse-drawn cab from the station to the hospital, carried her daughter all the way in her arms. Betty, too, suffered during childhood—a bout of scarlet fever saw her sent to a recuperation centre four miles outside of Rochdale. “I don’t remember much about it except that I remember my father carrying me in a taxi with blued-out windows that was used for lunatics.” Their younger sister, Edith, suffered from adenoids, which were removed one afternoon by the family doctor who called around whilst the family were all having tea and promptly scraped them out in their living room!

			Gracie returned from hospital with the top of her legs strapped together with leather and splints, although these didn’t last very long as Gracie was too busy being a child and having fun with her friends, playing games such as hopscotch and jacks and dobbers. In an interview with Iona Opie, Gracie recalled some of her childhood games. “We hadn’t enough money for the fancy plastic jacks, but we just used to use four stones and a marble.” A wooden hoop was also used for enjoyment. “I ran around miles with that.” Playing hopscotch was a favourite game of the young Gracie’s even though the streets were covered in chalk. When no chalk was available games of hide and seek and skipping were played, with Gracie’s favourite comic rhyme being: “Hickerdy-pickerdy-eye-salickerdy-pumpalery-jig. Every man that has no hair generally wears a wig! Out goes she, out goes she!”

			The summer following Gracie’s illness, 1906, the Stansfield family took a trip to Blackpool together for the first time. Many years later when playing the town during a concert tour Gracie remembered her first association with the seaside resort. “They were giving free tickets to poor children. Dad was a fitter, earning about 28 bob a week, so we didn’t quite qualify. We were supposed to be in bed by seven in them days, but I was so brokenhearted about the Blackpool I wandered about the streets till all hours. When I got home I got a good clouting! But Ma, bless her, finally forked out the two and six or three and six necessary, and we all came to Blackpool. I remember Ma baked a cherry cake for the occasion and forgot to take the stones out of the cherries. There was such a performance getting the stones out, she vowed never to look at a cherry cake ever again! I remember going on the sands and getting lost under the pier and getting another clout for that!” 

			On another occasion in the 1930s Gracie remembered, “I had some good holidays when I was a little girl with my two baby sisters. We filled a big old kitchen bucket with water and put a bit of salt in. Then we paddled, and that magical old iron bucket was Blackpool or Brighton or any place we saw on a postcard! And wherever it was, the tide was always in. Sometimes in summer Dad took us on a penny tram ride from Rochdale to Hollingsworth Lake. He lifted us on a high wall to sit and eat our sandwiches and share a bottle of lemonade. I’ve seen a bit of the world since those days, but I’ve never tasted champagne better than lukewarm fizzy lemonade that we passed from hand to hand, with sticky little earnest fingers marking the next share.”

			Another one of these holidays was on Rochdale’s Yelloway coaches to Devon, as Gracie’s father was then working as an engineer for Yelloway bosses Robert and Ernest Holt. The trip had been organised by Edward Bryning’s printing firm, who took their staff to see the Torquay Regatta every year by train. However, due to a train strike Yelloway coaches were persuaded to provide a charabanc instead, and Gracie was among the 26 people and one dog who went along on the trip to Paignton, where Gracie won ten shillings, a pair of roller skates, and a purse in a singing competition on the sea front. 

			Enquiring at the local theatre, the Circus of Varieties at Newgate, with Mr. Grindrod as to whether there was any work going (not that Mr. Grindrod would’ve been the best person to ask as he was only the commissionaire and the doorman), Jenny eventually got a job cleaning the stage of the theatre. Her own aspirations of going on the stage had, in one way come true, as she used her operatic voice as she was cleaning the boards going about her work. As she started to earn a bit of money herself the family bought a twenty-pound piano on which Gracie taught herself by ear to play, and Betty took weekly piano lessons from a friend of her father’s. 

			On one move, to 10 Baron Street, the family almost directly faced a theatrical boarding house, and whenever big touring companies came into town Jenny squeezed her family into one room and let out the remaining rooms, mainly just to establish contact with “the theatricals.” This developed into taking in theatrical washing and drying it in her kitchen on washing lines which Fred installed. Gracie recalled, “Mother wanted this to be kept a big secret, and we carried the washing to and from the theatre wrapped in newspaper.” This was so that the neighbours wouldn’t realise what they were doing. With the house looking like a Chinese laundry, Gracie decided she could earn a few pennies herself and took to cleaning the six outside lavatories which belonged to Baron Street. With the neighbours paying a halfpenny each, Gracie got on with the work and often copied what she had seen her mother doing by singing loudly as she busied herself with the task at hand. 

			Rose Bush, a singer from the Midlands whose real name was Rose Lilian Turner and who had originally been one of Montague Robey’s Famous Midget Minstrels, was a friend of George Formby (senior), heard Gracie singing and exclaimed she had a lovely voice. Lily, as she was known to friends, was lodging at the boarding house on Baron Street opposite Gracie’s home whilst performing at Rochdale’s Old Circus as a male impersonator and descriptive vocalist, and was aware that Newgate and Evelyn Taylor were running a competition at the circus on Evelyn’s song, “What Makes Me Love You as I Do?” Lily suggested to Jenny that Gracie, who she had heard singing in the street, should enter to compete for the prize of ten shillings and sixpence. This encouragement opposed the opinion of Gracie’s voice held by Mr. White, her school headmaster, who made her mime to the hymns in assembly, telling her that her voice was too loud and raucous and put the other girls off! The admissions register of Rochdale Parish School, Coventry Street, for February 11, 1910, reads: “Grace Stansfield: left to go on the stage.” 

			On returning to Rochdale in 1933, Gracie went back to her old school and performed on the stage there. She told the children gathered, “This is one of the proudest moments of my life. I always watched sister Betty and sister Edith singing in concerts and shows on here, and Mr. White would never let me sing because I was too loud.” Jenny had instilled in Gracie that the louder you sing the better you are—and the young Gracie could sing very loud.

			A little shy, and a little worried about talking to strangers with non-Rochdalian accents, the story goes that Gracie took Lily home to her mother, who was instantly awed that a theatrical had taken an interest in her daughter. Fred tried to scare Jenny by telling her “kids under the age of ten can’t enter competitions, someone in’t’pub said it,” but this didn’t deter her. Jenny had sung loudly outside theatrical boarding houses herself in the hope that she would get noticed, and now that her daughter had, she felt she had made the big time already.

			Offering singing lessons for free, Lily trained Gracie to sing “What Makes Me Love You as I Do?” but early on in rehearsals Lily realised that Gracie couldn’t sound her aspirant itches properly, and “What” was coming out as “Wot.” Try as she might to teach her otherwise, Gracie ended up singing the song with its many “whats” as “qwot,” which clearly sounded well enough over the footlights, because dressed in a white cotton dress, costing one shilling eleven pence, with material bought from Whiteley and Taylors, Gracie came joint first with her “qwots.” Whilst she enjoyed telling this story in interviews with musical examples, there is only one known instance of Gracie performing the song in its serious entirety other than her debut of it, and this was in a live theatre recording made at the Stoll Theatre, London, in 1938 for one of her Fairy Soap sponsored commercial radio shows.

			Following on from her success in the competition, Fred’s boss at the local factory paid Gracie ten bob as part of a smoking concert, and also at Rochdale Provident Hall singing the religious “And the Little Child Shall Lead You” in a Grand Complimentary Benefit Concert on September 28, 1910. Hereafter, Grace Stansfield, “Rochdale’s Clever Little Girl Vocalist,” began appearing in charity concerts around the borough and performing for tuppenny pork pies, which she carried back home in an umbrella to share as supper with her family. Later in life Gracie comically remembered participating in concerts in Rochdale, Oldham, Castleton, and Norden, winning so many tuppeny pork pies her sisters dubbed her “The Pork Pie Queen” and her mother and Gracie suffered constant indigestion. “We used to stuff ourselves like little pigs with those pork pies!” 

			When Lily Turner next had work Gracie went along with her and made her debut at W.C. Horner’s Empire Music Hall in Cow Lane, Burnley. Although Fred refused to sign a note telling the school she was sick, Gracie went along to the afternoon concert anyway. Recalling the act, Gracie remembered, “Lily wore short velvet pants with a manly coat. It was a funny sort of dress. She used to sing the songs with such feeling.” Gracie stood in the gallery of the theatre singing the chorus back to Lily. During one performance an old lady sitting next to Gracie thought she was a heckler trying to disrupt Lily’s performance so she “gave [Gracie] a good sloshing” with her umbrella. A very upset Gracie returned home to her mother, who chastised Lily for not letting her go on the stage with her. From then on Gracie went on stage with Lily in one of Lily’s old dresses altered to fit her, in garish brown and pink. Lily later remembered, “It was a sort of novelty and I paid her seven shillings a week and kept her. At the time I was singing a song, ‘A Time Will Surely Come a Day,’ written for me by George Foster. It was the chorus of this song she sang.” During the three months Gracie was with Lily, Lily arranged it that Gracie had a trial run at the Stalybridge Hippodrome singing one of her songs, “No One Like Mother, No Place Like Home,” written especially for Lily by Pat Duddy of Liverpool. 

			When Lily announced to Jenny she was retiring from the stage to marry Charles Langton, a Rochdale stockbroker, Jenny quickly dissuaded her, as she intended to keep her only link to the world of show business close. Lily took Jenny’s advice and remained on the stage another year until she finally decided she did indeed want to retire, as travelling back home to her family at 51 Molesworth Street in Rochdale was proving too strenuous, especially after the untimely death of her husband. By then, however, Gracie had already moved on to bigger and better things. Jenny and Lily eventually fell out, as Jenny wanted to keep Gracie’s professional stage debut dress, but Lily also wanted to keep it, as it was, after all, her own costume. The stubborn pair argued over the dress’ ownership, but Lily would not relent, and in doing so sacrificed her own wedding dress, which Jenny still had in her possession after cleaning it for her. Lily died aged 55 of a heart attack in August 1939, and Gracie (who sent £2 for flowers) is remembered on Lily’s headstone with “In Memory of Rose Langton, from Gracie Fields.” 

			By 1910 Grace Stansfield was being billed as Gracie Stansfield for local charity concert performances. This included a charity concert at the Rochdale Hippodrome on Saturday, August 20, on a bill with Arthur Weber, Arthur Sharp, and Rochdale’s Professional Military Band, and at Pringle’s Picture Palace in Rochdale for a week from June 25 with Bertini and Happy Atwood as lantern warmers for the silent films being shown. 

			Through a contact of Lily’s, Gracie auditioned for Clara Coverdale’s Boys and Girls, a touring troupe of children who were support acts on variety bills around the country. Mrs. Coverdale was in the process of setting up a new touring troupe, to be known as the Nine Dainty Dots, and Gracie was given a place with the tour even though she was up to six years younger than her colleagues. On the first night of the tour, in Hull, the other boys and girls found out Gracie’s age and made her learn vigorous dance routines, ensuring that she would be too tired and strained to work the next day, in an attempt to jeopardise her place with the company. The girls put Gracie through her paces and, in throbbing agony, she cried all night whilst the three other girls in the troupe shared a bed. Betty was also given a place with this touring troupe but was sent home early due to the fact she didn’t have enough talent.

			After a week of not performing Gracie went home agonised with strained ligaments and a twisted neck, and her father suggested she should go back to work in the factory and “forget all this stage lark.” When she’d recovered, Gracie returned to the troupe, determined as ever, where she learned to sing and dance, but she was still treated badly by the other girls, who made her run all the errands in town. This near-bullying seemed to be a common theme with the various troupes that Gracie performed with, but it did not put her off from achieving her mother’s dreams. 

			Whilst in Newcastle with the Nine Dainty Dots, Gracie approached Madame Priscilla Haley, the manager of Haley’s Garden of Girls, who gave her a place with the touring company of up to fifty girls. After working her short contract with the Dainty Dots, Gracie joined Madame Haley on tour seven weeks later. It was during her time here that Gracie caught the landlady’s son in bed with one of the girls whilst Gracie was taking around hot water so the girls could wash before bed. Horrified at what she had seen, Gracie turned and ran whilst the girl shouted for the man to “catch her and do the same to Grace!” Conflicting reports exist of what actually happened, as to whether or not Gracie was caught by the boy or if she managed to throw the jug of hot water over him, but it is known that Gracie managed to barricade herself in her bedroom with a chest of drawers and the door had to be broken down the next morning. Gracie only ever spoke about this publicly once in later life, and said, “I remember I was carrying up some hot water, that I was so petrified with nerves. I got into the room and remember pushing furniture and blocking up this door. I got home a few weeks after, and the girl was nasty to me and was always terrified that I’d tell the boss.” Gracie was so worried that she was sent home, where she developed St. Vitus Dance and was sent to Rochdale Children’s Convalescent Home at St Anne’s-on-Sea for six weeks. After this incident Fred demanded that there was to be no more theatrical talk, and Jenny sent Gracie to school for a year.

			It was during this time that Gracie became a “half timer,” spending half of the day at school and half of the day in the factory. Getting up with the “knocker upper” at five in the morning, Gracie was at the factory by six with “a tin of tea in one hand, a tin of sandwiches in the other” to earn her 23 shillings a week. At J and J Walker’s mill factory on Woodbine Street, Gracie’s job was a cotton winder, but she spent more time singing and dancing for her fellow mill workers instead of winding the cotton. Prior to this she had taken a job in a local paper mill and had also run errands for a confectioner and bakery, Burrow’s Cake Shop, but was dismissed from both positions for “singing and dawdling on the job too much.” It is also claimed that Gracie worked in Wellfield Mill on Woodbine Street, Pouches Mill, and also Brierley’s Mill on Holland Street, although the authenticity of these accounts is unverified.

			Around this time, Jenny and Fred’s neighbour, Fred Ogden, affectionately known as “Old Fred,” came to stay with the family, initially for a short while. Ill in health and unable to run a whole household on his own, Fred moved in with the Stansfields for a couple of days whilst he sorted his home out, but he didn’t leave and became part of the family himself. Gracie remembered, “The first time I came home and found him at tea I lost my appetite. He looked creased and gnarled, his chin shone with spilled juices. I grew to realise that Old Fred was not repulsive, it was merely that the crowded years had made his face well-thumbed, like a Bible.”

			It was through Old Fred Gracie learned an act at the Rochdale New Hippodrome, Jessie Merrylees, had taken ill and the theatre manager was desperate for a replacement. Almost instantly Jenny rushed Gracie to the theatre and secured her a booking of 35 shillings. (The 1908 brick-built Hippodrome had replaced the wooden 1882 Old Circus.) Impressed with Gracie’s rendition of “The Dear Little Shamrock,” management kept her another week, and Jenny decided she would go back into the mill herself, aged thirty-two, in place of Gracie, as another chance like this may never arise. Jenny went to work at John Pilling’s mill on Norwich Street as a weaver. “She did the noisy work, whereas I did the posh work.” After the years of drudgery Jenny saw a chance and wouldn’t let it get away from her clearly talented daughter, even at her own sacrifice. 

			Staying at home whilst Jenny went to the mill, Gracie, now aged fourteen, was taken on by another touring troupe, Charburn’s Young Stars, who were based in Blackpool. The troupe was in Rochdale for the May Day celebrations of 1912 and, at Jenny’s insistence, Gracie sang outside the window of their lodging house, which caught the attention of the troupe’s manager, and it was arranged that Gracie was to join them the following week. In the 1970s, Mrs. Emily Brooks recalled, “Mr. Charburn was looking for more children for his tour, and myself and a girl I worked with in the mill called Elsie Howorth went to audition.” But Mr. Charburn, who had originated the troupe, had actually passed the touring company over to Richard Llewellyn Griffiths by this time. Whilst on this tour, Griffith’s wife, Daisy, gave birth to their daughter, Violet Gwendoline, in London in 1910. Being the “baby” of the company, Gracie often looked after her, and nicknamed Violet “Babs.” “This stuck for life, and everyone, family and friends, referred to Violet as Babs,” recalled her son, Mervyn Rossini. For the tour Elsie was taken on, both she and
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‘Sally in Our Alley’ (1931).
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The author at the grave of Gracie Fields in Capri.
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