
133P H O E N I X M A G . C O. U K I S S U E  ! "   #   A U T U M N $W I N T E R  % & ! '

F I L M  ˜  interview

English 
 Rose

Nottingham-bred actress Vicky McClure tells  
Mary-Jane Wiltsher about life after This Is England

PHOTOGRAPHER UZO OLEH 
STYLIST ANNIE SWAIN

THIS PAGE

White shirt, CLAUDE PIERLOT   

Black leather top  
(worn backwards),  
AMANDA WAKELEY

FACING PAGE 

Leather waistcoat, PHILIP LIM



133P H O E N I X M A G . C O. U K I S S U E  ! "   #   A U T U M N $W I N T E R  % & ! '

F I L M  ˜  interview

he sun has set on the acid house-charged, tie-dye 

clad !nal series of Shane Meadows’ This Is England. 

Like its critically acclaimed predecessors ’86 and ’88, 

TIE ’90 charted the tribal landscape of British youth 

culture with an almost documentary-like realism, 

earmarked by its de"ly improvised performances. 

Close to a decade has passed since the original !lm 

walloped our screens with its depiction of 1980s 

skinhead Britain, and the series’ die-hard fans are 

mourning the end of an era.

For cast member Vicky McClure, whose 

extraordinary portrayal of gutsy but vulnerable 

lead character Lol Jenkins won her a Best Actress 

BAFTA in 2011, wrapping the franchise has been a 

bittersweet experience. 

“We all went into it really hyped and wanting to 

make it the best ever, but on the last day of shooting 

I was really teary,” she says, between sips of co#ee 

as we sit outside Westferry Studios in east London, 

the location for today’s shoot. She’s petite at 5’4” 

and incredibly gregarious, with knockout smoke-

blue eyes. “The thought of not playing Lol again 

breaks my heart because she’s a character that I've 

built over such a long period of time. She very much 

became a real person, so it’ll be strange not delving 

back into that world. I love Lol.”

It’s an apt tribute to a character that has dominated 

McClure’s working life. She was 21 when shooting 

began for This Is England and is now 32. Born 

in Wollaton, she !rst met Meadows during 

her $edgling years at Nottingham’s Television 

Workshop, where the likes of Samantha Morton and 

Jack O’Connell cut their teeth. Her early childhood 

was devoted to dance (“I started when I was 3 and 

loved it, auditioned for Royal Ballet, and got into 

Italia Conti”) but a lack of funds meant that route 

dried up, and she joined the Workshop aged 11.

The turning point came when Meadows picked a 

15-year-old McClure out from the crowd, casting 

her as Ladine in A Room for Romeo Brass, the !rst 

!lm they worked on together. “I was so nervous 

that I wasn't taking anything in. But it wasn’t the Shane 

Meadows we know now – at the time he was just a 

director who I’d heard was good. It was only when I got 

on set that I thought, ’Oh god, I want to work with him 

all the time!’”

Like any actor who’s succeeded in playing a career-

de!ning role early on, McClure’s next move is 

susceptible to the thespian equivalent of a musician’s 

di%cult second album. Outside TIE she’s given strong 

performances as DC Kate Fleming in BBC2’s police 

thriller Line of Duty and as a tabloid reporter in 

Broadchurch, as well as comedic turns in projects like 

Svengali. But the sheer weight of Lol’s storylines, which 

saw her battling abuse at the hands of her father Mick 

(Johnny Harris) and later depression, will be hard to 

supersede. The culminating rape scene that Harris and 

McClure had to shoot for the close of ’86 is one of the 

most chilling things to have screened on Channel 4, and 

an experience McClure says will stay with her forever. 

“Nothing’ll ever come close to that for me. It took us 

two days to shoot and there were no tricks, we didn’t 

have a stunt coordinator. We were very conscious of 

making it as true to life as we could. I got a lot of letters 

a"erwards. People spoke to me in the street – they were 

grateful that it was shown in such a realistic light.”

McClure is glad that ’90 provided an opportunity to 

portray Lol in a happier place, interspersing the gritty 

drama with lighter moments as the Madchester scene 

unfolded around her and Woody’s family unit. “It’s 

nice for people to think that I can do something light-

hearted,” she grins and pulls a face of faux shock at the 

idea. “I feel very content with where Lol’s story ended 

in ’90. She and Woody have their house and their little 

boy, they’re settled. I always expected her to end up 

with him. I don’t know if she’d have been able to cope 

without him.” 

There’s more upbeat material on the menu too, as 

McClure’s latest project is independent comedy 

Convenience. Directed by Keri Collins and co-starring 

Ray Panthaki and Four Lions’ Adeel Akhtar, the !lm has 

echoes of Clerks and Dog Day A!ernoon, following the 

story of two inept convenience store robbers. McClure 

plays bolshy Levi (“she works for her dad at the petrol 

station – she's fed up and has big dreams of being an 

actress”), whose stale schedule is shaken up by the 

arrival of wannabe criminal duo Ajay and Shaan.

“We had a right laugh !lming it,” she says. “It’s da", 

funny, with big characters, and there’s a heartfelt story 

running though it. Ray produced the !lm and brought 

on a fantastic team, Keri Collins especially. I really 

wanted to work with Adeel, he has comedy running 

through his veins. We shot it in a petrol station in 
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Wales, near Neath, o"en shooting through the night. I 

soon got used to eating lasagne at 6am.”

Filming until dawn is, for the most part, the only type 

of all-nighter McClure goes in for. She’s the antithesis 

of a diva and a con!rmed home-lover, living close to 

her parents in Nottingham with her partner, the actor, 

writer and producer Jonny Owen, whom she met on the 

set of Svengali. When the topic of her free time crops 

up, she starts laughing behind her cigarette. “Oh god, 

you’re going to be so disappointed! I hang around in 

my pyjamas drinking tea. My family are incredible and 

we all live really close, so I'll go and see my sister, pick 

my nephew up from school. I like pottering, organising 

and making lists. Sundays are all about Sunday roasts.”

Back on the work front, McClure reveals that her next 

big project is a BBC adaptation of Joseph Conrad’s The 

Secret Agent. She plays Winnie, the wife of Russian spy 

Verloc (played by Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy star Toby 

Jones). Set in the late 19th century, the plot sees Verloc 

under pressure from Russia to fuel a group of London 

anarchists into a bomb attack. “At !rst, Winnie appears 

to be very settled with her life, but things change,” 

says McClure. “It's an incredible role to play given the 

circumstances she's faced with.”

Winnie has the potential to increase an already 

impressive repertoire of strong female characters, but 

McClure is keen to point out that the women she plays 

“haven’t got to be ballsy and loud – strong women come 

in all shapes and sizes. When you read a script, you go: 

’There’s more to this woman than what's on the page’. 

Even nowadays there’s a battle to get lead female roles 

– it’s a constant conversation.”

Quizzed on whether she’ll miss TIE’s anarchic 

improvisation now she’s working on projects where the 

script comes !rst, McClure is reluctant to pigeonhole 

herself as a method actor. 

“The acting is the same on any job – !nd the truth. 

I’ll never !lm anything the way we !lm TIE, it’s unlike 

any other set and there’s no industry feeling to it. You 

play with the scenes, the camera will !nd you. It can 

be tough going on to a set with more structure, but I’d 

never say: ‘I only want to improvise’. In Line of Duty I say 

every beat of the script – it’s a di#erent muscle in the 

acting world, but one you have to use.”

It’s time to head back inside to wrap up the shoot, but 

before we leave I ask what would happen if, further 

down the line, Meadows rang McClure with a change 

of heart, wanting her to drop everything for TIE ’92. 

“Oh, that’s very simple,” she says, without a $icker of 

hesitation. “I’d do it in a heartbeat.” 
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