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In 1979 the Post published a photo of a group of women gathered
round a table putting the finishing touches to a collaboratively
written book. As Helen Taylor reveals, they’re still meeting up today

T HE book that Bristol Women’s
Studies Group were launching
all those years ago was Half the

Sky: An Introduction to Women’s Studies
by the feminist press Virago.
We all looked younger then, two were

heavily pregnant, and our hair was longer
and thicker.
In 1979 the group comprised Sarah Braun,

Elizabeth Bird, Miriam David, Helen Haste,
Ellen Malos, Marilyn Porter, Suzanne
Skevington, Helen Taylor, Linda Ward and
Jackie West.
We all recently met up again both to

celebrate the success of the book and of the
Women’s Movement to which we committed
ourselves three decades ago.
There was talk of grandchildren, early

retirement and new post-career directions.
We marvelled at our relative good health

and looks, and the fact that all but two of us
still live in Bristol or Bath.
The 1970s was a decade that moved

feminism from a much-derided minority
concern to a social revolution. When we
gathered to write and illustrate a book for
general readers, and specifically for adult
education students, we were inhabiting new
territory.
A few high-profile publications were

making waves among a new generation of
feminists – Betty Friedan’s The Feminine
Mystique, Germaine Greer’s The Female
Eunuch” and Sheila Rowbotham’s Hidden
from History.
But despite this there were no accessible

collections of writing for women thirsty for
articulations of the main areas of their lives.
The book’s title – it comes from the

Chinese proverb “Women hold up half the
sky” – was chosen to reflect the power of
women and those of our female students. We
divided it into seven chapters – growing up
female, education, bodies and minds,
marriage, motherhood, work and creativity.
As lecturers and adult education teachers

we gathered extracts from multidisciplinary
writings across a range of periods, nations
and published sources to illuminate the
debates about woman over the centuries. We
selected quotations and extracts from women
wherever possible.
The mid-1970s saw a plethora of feminist

writing with women rediscovering, and
feminist presses reprinting historic texts by
writers such as Mary Wollstonecraft,
Virginia Woolf and Simone de Beauvoir.
Young writers were also publishing fresh

theories and ideas for the Second Wave of the
Women’s Movement (often dismissed as
“Women’s Lib”).
There were many myths and prejudices

concerning the female body. A 1972 medical
textbook, for example, claimed that “very
little can be done for the patient who prefers
to use menstrual symptoms as a monthly
refuge from responsibility and effort”.
Feminist writers redefined female

depression as a “social disease” brought
about by severe life events rather than a
natural state for women.
And distressing menopause symptoms,

often dismissed with “it’s your age, dear”,
were now seen as deriving from hormonal
changes and deficiencies remediable by
medical treatment.
We also uncovered a rich array of

anonymous rhymes and quotations from
men, as well as women, that captured the
tone of patriarchal societies. Here are a
choice few:
“Man’s work lasts till set of sun, woman’s

work is never done.”
“Grant suffrage to women, and you will

have to build insane asylums in every
county, and establish a divorce court in every
town.”
“Women are too nervous and hysterical to

enter into politics.”
“The glances over cocktails/That seemed

to be so sweet/Don’t seem quite so amorous/
Over the Shredded Wheat”.
The book also contained selected

contemporary journalism about the state of
women’s lives plus a reminder of the seven
“demands” of the Women’s Liberation
Movement – few of which, we all wryly
agreed round our 2010 kitchen table, had
been won.
These were equal pay for equal work,

equal opportunities and equal education,
free contraception and abortion on demand,
free community-controlled child care, legal
and financial independence for women, an
end to discrimination against lesbians and
freedom for all women from intimidation by
the threat or use of violence or sexual
coercion.
It was an exhilarating experience, writing

a collective book in the late 1970s when
feminism was reshaping the way gender
roles were regarded and women were
redefining the social and political agenda.
The book was widely acclaimed, and its

authors went on to publish many academic
and popular feminist books and articles.
As senior citizens sharing a glass or two of

bubbly three decades on, we reminisced
about our lives as female pioneers, so
different from the lives of our mothers.
All of us have kept working outside as well

as within the home – no less than five of us
have married our long-term partners in the
last decade.
Almost all are university professors or

deans who moved into retirement with
continuing professional work as well as new
interests and preoccupations including the
care of grandchildren.
Miriam David remains a world expert on

women and education, while Helen Haste
teaches part-time at Harvard University.
Sarah Braun is launching her

banner-making website while I have left
teaching to lead a university arts and culture
strategy.
Ellen Malos has an Honorary Doctorate

from Bristol University, and Liz Bird, now a
successful print-maker, has an MBE for
women’s studies.
We all remain proud to call ourselves

feminists.
Although now superseded by other

collections, Half the Sky was used by
teachers and general readers for many years.
It contains many extracts and lines that still

speak powerfully to women about our lives
and feelings.
The book concluded with a defiant

anonymous rhyme which hit a nerve with
Quita Morgan, the Evening Post journalist
who came to interview us back in 1979.
These words, she said, would adorn her

kitchen wall:
“Here lies a woman who was always tired,
She lived in a house where help wasn’t

hired,
Her last words on earth were: Dear friends,

I am going, To where there’s no cooking, or
washing, or sewing,

For everything there is exact to my wishes,
For where they don’t eat there’s no washing

of dishes.
I’ll be where loud anthems will always be

ringing,
But having no voice I’ll be quit of the

singing.
Don’t mourn for me now, don’t mourn for

me never,
I am going to do nothing for ever and ever.”

Keeping the feminist spirit alive

Thirty years on: Helen Taylor (centre) and her fellow co-authors meet up once more,
and above, a flashback to the Evening Post story of 1979

all the volunteers, crew and skippers
of the vessel for their tireless efforts
and hope that the new charity will be
able to raise much-needed funds in
the future, something which has not
been the case in the past.
“The Matthew needs about £1,000 a

week to keep her in tip-top shape and
available for all to enjoy and I hope
that many good citizens, and other
organisations too, will support the
new charity and become individual
or corporate members of the trust.”
While acknowledging that there

are problems ahead, Royston is
optimistic about the changes in The
Matthew’s status.
When the legal formalities are

complete, he says, he will be meeting
with the ss Great Britain people in
the hope of transferring the
ownership of The Matthew to the new
trust.
“Last Sunday the new trustees and

directors met on board to have the
new charitable trust fully explained
to them and to sign some formal
documents and declarations,”
explained Royston.
“The new charity will have a total

of nine trustees and directors and
two patrons, with each person
bringing along their own particular
skills and expertise.”
As well as the present Lord Mayor,

Colin Smith, the trustees also include
three ex -lord mayors; Royston
Griffey, Chris Davies and Peter
Abraham.
“Our trust patrons will be the Lord

Lieutenant of Bristol, Mary Prior,
and the naval architect who designed
The Matthew, Colin Mudie.”
As well as the new trust, other

changes will also be coming about
next year.
“By the end of March The Matthew

will have to find new moorings, away
from her present home,” says
Royston.
“The ideal berth for the ship would

be next to “M Shed” – the new
Museum of Bristol which opens at
Easter.
“We would be nearer to town there,

and to the places where people
gather, than we are now”
The Balmoral pleasure steamer,

which is over wintering there at
present, will have to vacate the berth.
I understand that she is seen as

obstructing people’s views of
Bristol’s prestigious new museum.
“We have until Easter alongside

the ss Great Britain anyway, but
we’ve asked the Dock Master if he
can find us a suitable new berth”
says Royston.
“It’s not just simply question of

any old berth, however. The ship
need a water supply and electricity
connections as well as somewhere to
keep all our supplies. And then there
is the question of security.
“When we were moored down at

Redcliffe Wharf recently we were
broken into and the ship damaged.
Another possible mooring site, but

not available for the whole year due
to visiting ships and guests, could be
outside the Arnolfini, next to Cabot’s
statue.
Very much on the tourist route

across Queen Square and along

Narrow Quay this site has proved
very popular for the Matthew in the
past.
Just keeping the vessel afloat is an

expensive business – similar 15th
century caravels built with wooden
pegs (the Matthew has brass) would
now be well past their useful,
working life.
As well as sanding and oiling

above decks the ship’s planking
below the water line needs to be
immersed in salt water for at least a
part of the year.
If she doesn’t go to sea, and stays

in the fresh water of the Floating
Harbour, then the planking will start
to open up.
Just like the Great Britain the

Matthew receives no financial
assistance at all from the council’s
coffers.
As well as being a unique place to

hold private functions and corporate
parties the little ship helps earn her
keep by offering herself for film and

Steering the right course: Royston Griffey and The Matthew
volunteer Shawn Spencer-Smith, left, and above, The Matthew
becomes the Dawn Treader

It wasn’t always
smooth sailing...
IN the summer of 1497 the
Italian born explorer John
Cabot set sail in The
Matthew in the hope of
reaching Asia.
Instead he and his

small crew of 18
reached Newfoundland,
on the coast of North
America.
On his return Cabot

was feted, made an
admiral, and rewarded
with a gift of £10 – a
substantial amount of
money in those days.
King Henry VII then gave

him permission to embark on
a new voyage of exploration.
Hoping to find a sea route to

China, Cabot set out in 1498
but was never heard of again.
Built by craftsmen on

Redcliffe Wharf, a replica of
Cabot’s ship was launched
into the Floating Harbour in
1996.
As there were no original

plans, or indeed images of The
Matthew, it was necessary to
estimate the ship’s original
dimensions.
The replica ship’s square rig

and hull was based on what is
known about other vessels of
the period.
The ship has three masts –

two fore masts with square
sails, and a triangular mizzen
mast at the rear.

But it also has modern
electrical equipment, radar,

and navigation aids.

DATES
May 1497: Cabot and his 18
man crew set sail from Bristol

June 1497: They land on the
coast of Newfoundland

July 1497: The Matthew
departs for home.

August 1497: The ship arrives
back in Bristol.

1498: Cabot sets out on another
expedition (but never returns)

1994/96: A replica of the
Matthew is built in Bristol

1997: 500 years after Cabot’s
voyage the replica Matthew
sets sail for Newfoundland.

In search of moorings
Continued from page 1

TV work, not to mention trips around
the harbour. With insurance and
three captains to pay, plus a twice
yearly inspection to make sure she is
seaworthy, all in costs amount to
about £1,000 a week, or £52,000 a year.
In addition to this there new

planking and rigging to buy – a new
set of sails alone costs some £30,000.

Thank goodness then, as Royston
says, for the volunteers, who as well
as keeping costs down to a minimum,
do a wonderful job in looking after
her. Let’s hope that, sailing under her
new, independent status and with
some financial help, the Matthew can
remain a great city asset for many
years to come.

United: Trustees gather on The Matthew


