
                            



 

 

                            

                            A Note from the Editor 

by Imogen Tyreman 

This month is women’s history month, a time to celebrate the achievements of those who 

have come before us, and to thank them for paving the way for women to get where they 

are today. But also, a time to recognise and support those around us who are making history 

themselves, most notably at the moment by fighting for change in the workplace following 

the sexual harassment scandals. 

It is therefore only fitting that this edition of the Germinal is dedicated to great women from 

history, and women’s movements which we in Brussels Labour admire.  

A European Woman 

One woman who stands out for me is 

Simone Veil, and not just because I 

walk past her image a few times a 

day, either outside parliament or 

walking around the building.  

No matter what your political 

leanings, Veil is a woman you can 

look up to for her commitment to the 

EU, her commitment to women’s 

rights, and her ability to allow hope 

to prevail. 

Veil was sent to Auschwitz at just 16, 

and she lost her father, mother, and 

brother in the Holocaust. 

Nevertheless, when she returned to 

France, she amazingly did not let this 

experience rule her life. She study 

law and political science at university, 

and was an advocate for 

reconciliation and the European 

Project, preferring to bring countries 

together for peace, rather than polarise them further. 

The value she placed in the EU is something missing in today’s world, and not just in the UK. 

She left national parliament to run for election to the European Parliament, a stark contrast 

to all those who see the Parliament now as a stepping stone in their careers, ready to depart 

as soon as another opportunity arises.  

 

Veil was, of course, elected when she ran for the Parliament in the first direct suffrage  

 



 

 

 

elections for European Parliament, becoming not only the first female president of the 

parliament, but the first president.  

Her legacy continues outside of the EU; in France she was a true pioneer for women’s rights, 

and someone whose courage must be remembered and repeated if we are to keep changing 

society for the better.  

In 1973, she brought in laws to liberalise contraception, ensuring the pill was not only 

available but reimbursed, also. Following this, she led the campaign to legalise abortion in 

France-- introducing the Loi Veil-- against staunch opposition even from within her own 

party, even from people who compared terminating a pregnancy to the Nazi treatment of 

Jews, which she had experienced first-hand. 

These were not the only areas Veil was able to improve life for women, though. Working in 

the ministry of Justice in France, she improved women’s prison conditions and the 

treatment of incarcerated women; as Director of Civil Affairs she gave French women 

adoptive rights and ensured they had the right to dual parental control for family legal 

matters; at the Ministry of Health she expanded health coverage, and improved monthly 

stipends for child care; during the Algerian war, she regrouped Algerian women and enabled 

them to pursue an education. 

As Britain leaves the EU, I can only hope that we are able to look at the strength, courage, 

and determination of Veil and use it to fight for what is right. 

Thank You 

As March is also our AGM, I want to say thanks to those who have served on the commitee 

this year. It’s been quite a year, with a general election popped in the middle just to keep us 

on our toes! It seems nothing is predictable anymore.  

 

We had a great time campaigning together in Tooting Bec, as well as attending the Great 

Get Together in Brussels in memory of Jo Cox, hearing from a range of speakers-- even the 

newly elected president of the Socialists and Democrats group in the EU! 

This time next year we’ll be a week away from Brexit, so all I can say for the year ahead is 

let’s do our best to keep Labour pro-European. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Edith Cavell 
by Paul Hagan 
Born in Norfolk in 1865, Edith Cavell first 
came to Brussels in 1890, returning in 1907 
after being recruited as a nurse at a 
hospital in Ixelles. She was asked to take 
over as matron of the new hospital in St 
Gilles in 1910 and began a journal 
dedicated to new standards of modern 
nursing. By 1912 she was training nurses in 
three different hospitals, 24 communal 
schools and 13 nursery schools. 60 
students had been under Cavell's training 
at the International Congress of Nurses in 
Cologne. 
 

While her standard of professionalism was 
high, her commitment to her duty was 
unconquerable; when war broke out in 
1914 she was visiting her mother but 
returned to Brussels to help instruct her 
nurses. When Brussels fell to the German 
army 3 weeks after her return, she 
remained behind to work as a red cross 
nurse in her clinic, treating both allied and German troops. She also began sheltering young 
allied soldiers and Belgian civilians to help them escape to safety in the neutral Netherlands; 
many were sheltered in her own house. Arrested by the German authorities she was held 
for 10 weeks in St Gilles prison before behind sentenced to death on dubious grounds in a 
show trial by the German military. She was known to say "I can’t stop while there 
are lives to be saved." 

 

On the night before her execution she said that she did not fear her death and would 
harbour no hatred or bitterness to those responsible. These words are carved beneath her 
statue close to Trafalgar square in London, where she remains one of the few female victims 
of any war to be commemorated in such a way.  
 

Cavell was in some ways a simple woman; an ordinary British nurse whose work led her to 
Brussels. However, her example of courage and commitment to duty continues rank 
alongside the fallen soldiers of the first world war. Her story is one of the better-known 
stories of women in the horrors of warfare and strife of occupation that Brussels has 
suffered. The word carved above her head on her most famous statue reads simply 
"humanity".   
 

 

 

 



 

 

“Courage calls to courage everywhere…” 
by Sue Davies 
In the back of my desk drawer, alongside old Christmas cards and exhibition photographs, is 

a book of picture postcards. Sent by a friend some years ago, the fact that few of its 

perforated pages have been sent is a testimony to its content rather than its failure to meet 

the size standards required by the Belgian post-office.  Entitled ‘Women Who Dared’ it is an 

American collection but endearingly includes Karen Horner, German (I’ll let you look her up), 

and an English woman Ethel Smyth, who I always think of conducting March of the Women 

with a toothbrush in her prison cell.  

We too have many unsung 

heroines: many Women 

who Dared, and as I turn 

the cardboard pages it’s 

only a short leap from 

Ethel Smyth to Millicent 

Fawcett. Millicent Fawcett 

who started the first 

petition for women’s 

suffrage when she was too 

young to sign it and 

continued to fight not just 

for the vote but for 

women’s rights throughout 

her life. In 1890 she was elected President of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage 

Societies (NUWSS), the largest group campaigning for votes for women. While the main 

focus was equal rights for women, under Fawcett it also supported other causes such as the 

abolition of the slave trade and the forming of a relief fund for South African women and 

children during the Boer war. Fawcett was also an advocate of women’s education playing a 

role in the founding of Newnham College Cambridge. 

It was not until the end of World War I that women in Britain first received the vote and 

while it is generally acknowledged that the work undertaken by women in factories and 

fields was instrumental, the women’s suffrage movement had already laid the groundwork. 

Our French sisters in contrast, despite their war effort did not get to vote until 1945. 

2018 marks 100 years since women first secured the right to vote. It is astonishing that it 

has taken 100 years, a petition and a promise by the Mayor of London Sadiq Khan, for a 

statue of a woman to be erected in Parliament Square, but this April a statue to Millicent 

Fawcett by artist Gillian Wearing is due to be unveiled on the anniversary of the 

Representation of the People Act.  

 

 

 



 

 

 

There are many Women who Dared and who still do today. Many who have found their 

place in history like the women workers at Dagenham and Barbara Castle their political 

advocate, like Doreen Lawrence, fighting for justice and reform of the police, like Margaret 

Thatcher (love or loathe her, her place in history can’t be denied), like all the women in the 

#metoo campaign, all the women in the BBC still fighting for equal pay, like Gina Millar, 

standing up to the establishment for fairness and judicial clarity, and like Malala Yousafzai 

daring to want an education and the list goes on, and on. 

But while we are pondering all this, perhaps we should also consider the ranking of 

countries by % of women in Parliament, where the UK comes in 39th (Belgium by the way is 

19th). And perhaps, we should also consider that the Labour Party has yet to have a women 

leader and think about what that says to our daughters, to our sons, to our friends and 

political partners. 

The statue of Millicent Fawcett will show her holding a plaque with a quote from her speech 

following the death of Emily Davison, who threw herself under the Kings horse on Derby Day 

1913. “Courage calls to courage everywhere”.  

Audre Lorde 
by Eleanor Linsell 
 
“When I dare to be powerful, to use my strength in the service of my vision, then it becomes less 

and less important whether I am afraid.” 
 

Audre Lorde is a huge inspiration to me and a woman whose 
work I wish I had discovered at a much younger age. Born to 
immigrant parents in 1930s New York, Lorde went on to study 
at the National University of Mexico, Hunter College and 
Columbia University before spending her working life 
specialising in libraries in the United States and Germany.  
 
Lorde is famous for her passionate poetry, observant essays, 
outspoken (in the absolute best sense of the word) feminism, 
lesbian feminism and for her work as a civil rights campaigner. 

Her works explore the concept of intersectionality - a theory which posits that class, race, 
sexual orientation, disability and gender do not exist as separate challenges but as interlinked 
and varying struggles, based on individuals personal identities and experiences. Lorde 
summed it up well when she claimed: “I am not free while any woman is unfree, even when 
her shackles are very different from my own.”  
 
It is critical that the modern feminist and progressive movements do not forget her words 
and her ideas in the onwards struggle for equality. For us to make gains, we must consider 
individual situations, fight for every woman and recognise the different respective privileges 
and barriers that each of us have. 
 
I strongly encourage you to buy a copy of Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches or The 

Collected Poems of Audre Lorde if you are interested in starting to explore her work. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malala_Yousafzai


 

 

 

Women Political Leaders Global Forum 
by Tom Fillis 
 

A part of promoting gender equality 
around the time of International 
Women’s Day, members of Brussels 
Labour are submitting small 
contributions on women, or 
organisations that inspire us.  
 
Politics is the art, or science, of 
government. In democratic systems, 
politicians, political discourse and 
political activism lie at the core of 
how our societies (co)exist and 
evolve.  
In short, an absence of women in 
politics is an absence of women from 
our present, and our future. 
 
For this reason, I would like to highlight an organisation at the forefront of promotion the 
role of women in our society. 
 
The Women Political Leaders Global Forum (WPL) is the global network of female 
politicians. The mission of WPL is to increase both the number and the influence of women 
in political leadership positions. 
 
Founded in 2013 as an international network of female parliamentarians, WPL has grown 
into a broader organisation supporting female political leadership at all levels, worldwide.  
Through conferences, campaigns, academic studies with leading global institutions and 
more WPL highlight the challenges women in politics face. For example, reflecting 
continuing effects of family roles, female politicians tend to start their careers later, have 
fewer children, spend more time caring for their families, and arrange their lives to have 
shorter commuting times than their male counterparts. Alternatively, WPL studies have 
concluded that considerably more men hold ministerial positions in their sights whereas 
women seem to settle for lesser levels of advancement. 
 
WPL provides a forum where women political leaders can work together to overcome these 
challenges. It provides examples to women and girls everywhere who wish to participate in 
politics on an equal footing with men.  
 
There is no gender equality without women in politics.  
 
(Thomas Fillis is a Policy Adviser at WPL and from 2013-2015 Regional Manager for Europe, 
Asia and North America) 
 

 

https://www.womenpoliticalleaders.org/


 

 

 

Mary Turner 

by Alice Reynolds, President of GMB Brussels Branch 

When I first met Mary Turner I 

had been a GMB member for less 

than a year. Picture GMB annual 

congress 2016, just before the 

referendum and two first time 

congress delegates turning up 

from Brussels to represent their 

branch.  

My fellow delegate Gareth 

already knew much about our 

President Mary and her 

legendary turns at conference 

telling delegates to talk louder 

and ‘Speak to Mary’ when they were nervous about moving their motions.  

I don’t think you can understand what an impact she had on the trade union world until you 

saw her in person and comprehend the appreciation that the GMB had for her. She 

commanded universal respect at annual congress. The impression she made on Gareth and 

myself was of a great leader; a woman that knew what she wanted and she was going to 

take you in that direction no matter what way you wanted to go. I imagine in one-on-ones 

with big bosses, managers and politicians alike she always came out on top. Tim Roache our 

General Secretary rightly called her a ‘giant of our movement’ when speaking of her after 

her death.  

Mary was famous for her time earlier in her career as a dinner lady when she recruited 

many colleagues to the trade union cause, encouraging them to fight for better pay and 

conditions. One of her campaigns that is still ongoing is for free school meals for all school 

children, it is one I hope the GMB will campaign successfully for in time and know our UK 

colleagues work tirelessly on.  

In a time where members of the Labour Party are questioning trade union links, I would like 

to remind them that Mary was also a staunch Labour Party activist. She was part of the 

National Executive Committee since 1996 and was Chair of the Labour Party in 1994. 

Without each other and indeed the Labour Party without Mary would lack and would have 

lacked impetus, voice and conscience on certain areas. The GMB and the Labour Party are 

intertwined her in Brussels too, and that link has been forged to enable us to work together 

for a better future for workers.  

A towering figure of our trade union movement, a woman unafraid to speak out who 

worked unstintingly until the end for her members. We must not forget the woman as we 

must not forget the deeds.  

 



 

 

 

Margaret Bonfield 

by Mary Honeyball, MEP for London and Vice-Chair of FEMM committee on women’s 

rights 

When the year rolls around to 

Women’s History Month, I naturally 

think of great women in politics whose 

careers have inspired me, and continue 

to inspire me, as I fulfil my role not only 

as an MEP, but as Vice Chair of the 

Women’s Rights and Gender Equality 

Committee in the European Parliament.  

In recent months, we have seen that 

the Labour Party – in keeping with a 

general political culture – is not as 

respectful or kind to women as it 

should be. In 2015, I wrote my book, 

‘Parliamentary Pioneers’ on the first 

female Labour MPs, who also certainly 

felt that the Labour Party was not 

sympathetic or helpful to women. It is 

their courage to take on that 

environment, and to make changes 

that paved the way for the next wave 

of women, which inspires me now. I 

would like to mention just one of them as we remember the great women who have come 

before us: Margaret Bondfield.  

Margaret was the 11th child of textile factory workers, and left home at 14 to serve an 

apprenticeship in a drapers shop in Sussex. She did not see her family again until she was 

19. She then went to live in London with her brother, working in another shop, and it was 

here that she began to take an active interest in politics. She rose through the Shop 

Assistant’s Union, being appointed assistant general secretary in 1898. She produced a 

report for the Women’s Industrial Council into pay and conditions of shop workers, 

becoming the leading expert on this issue. However, her work was not easily accepted and 

she put her career on the line over the report – even being forced to go undercover for a 

time.  

Yet, she was undeterred, and in 1906, alongside Mary McArthur, Margaret established the 

first general union for women, the National Federation of Women Workers. Also at the 

time, Margaret was Chair of the Adult Suffrage Society, and vehemently opposed the notion 

that women should initially be granted a limited vote, arguing that this would be 

exclusionary and detrimental to working class women.  

 



 

 

 

Margaret pursued the cause of better rights and representation for working class women 

for the next decade, and resigned from the Shop Assistant’s Union to become secretary of 

the Women’s Labour League, the forerunner of the Labour Party women’s section. In 1916, 

she set up a new National Council for Adult Suffrage, with the primary aim to lobby the 

government to reconsider plans for a limited extension of the vote.  

Margaret was the leading woman trade unionist of the 1920s, becoming the first woman 

chair of the Trades Union Congress in 1923. It was also in 1923 that Margaret began her 

parliamentary journey to high office, becoming a Labour MP for Northampton, one of 3 

Labour women returned to the House of Commons that year. Her success was consolidated 

the following year, when she became parliamentary secretary to the Minister of Labour, 

thus the first woman to be appointed a Government Minister. When Labour formed a 

government after the 1929 election, Margaret then became the Minister of Labour, Britain’s 

first woman Cabinet Minister.  

To rise from shop floor to government minister in the early 20th century, took an 

unimaginable amount of strength and determination. Margaret was a pioneer not only of 

women in parliament, but a beacon to working class women in Britain, then and now. I am 

especially pleased to take this opportunity to remember the women who have carried the 

Labour flag forwards.  

 

 

 

 
Membership payments 

To confirm your membership of 

Brussels Labour as well as to the 

Labour Party, you need to pay a small 

additional subscription. 

 

Unlike constituency Labour parties in 

the UK, Brussels Labour is entirely 

self-funding, so to help support our 

activities members are asked to pay 

an annual fee of 25 euro (waged) or 5 

euro (unwaged/stagiaires). 

 

It’s easy to forget if you’ve paid or 

not—if you are unsure get in contact 

with us at 

membership@brusselslabour.eu 

 

Online 

Website: brusselslabour.eu 

 

Twitter 

@brusselslabour 

 

Facebook 

Facebook.com/brusselslabour.eu 

 

Email 

secretary@brusselslabour.eu 
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