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FOREWORD


Dear contributors and readers,


I am so, so honoured to be writing this foreword, to be a part of telling the stories of the women who participated in the extraordinary time that was Greenham. I am especially honoured that the name of one of my songs is being used as the title of this unique book.


I consider myself to have been a back-row Greenham woman. I never camped there and only visited to sing and be hauled around by police on a couple of occasions. I had been singing about women, war and peace, injustice and inequality for many years. In 1968, while researching songs with Peggy Seeger and Sandra Kerr to tour folk clubs and make an album of women’s songs, I began to wake up to how traditional songs could illuminate the lives of our women ancestors and how songs could be an act of transgression and resistance. This in turn led to working with Kathy Henderson and Sandra on My Song is My Own: 100 Women’s Songs in 1972. By then we had a stronger understanding of the nature of patriarchy and how it seeped into every facet of our society. The environmental destruction was already evident, and the warmongering led to the formation of Women for Life on Earth, which I joined at its outset in London, where I lived at the time. We recognised that patriarchy and militarism were inextricable and that, in our name, the government had invited US nuclear warheads on to our green and pleasant land.


Then the Cardiff Women for Life on Earth began that legendary walk. I remember receiving the photocopied newsletter telling us that a group from Wales, primarily women, were planning to set off for Greenham Common where the missiles were due to be posted. My contribution has always been to sing and sing with others, so that’s what I did to help. Standing up for my beliefs and simply singing them through the depth, power, beauty, rage and tenderness of the naked voice was an act of resistance, hoping to move hearts and heads and inspire them to change what needed changing.


And then came the Women – with a capital W. Hundreds and thousands of us, surrounding the base and decorating the fence with wonderful, wild, gentle mementos. The 9-mile perimeter fence was transformed into a living collage describing women’s powerful commitment to peace. Women of all ages, nationalities and races were willing to stand with that same power and energy, to put our lives on the line, to go to prison and to fill the courtrooms with song. Songs were everywhere all the time. We sang and I sang, so glad to be of use, to lend my voice at rallies, benefit concerts, meetings and voice workshops, and to write songs to trumpet the doomsday threat of nuclear annihilation.


This book tells of women raising their voices. It documents the bravery, hardships, camaraderie, determination and dedication of women who spent time at the Greenham camp. Forty years have elapsed since that momentous walk, and it is more necessary than ever that these stories reach a wider public. Greenham laid the foundations for so many of the recent courageous and imaginative protests and actions against militarism and environmental disaster.


I dedicate this foreword to one of my sisters in song: Peggy Seeger was a mentor for me in the 1960s and will be a source of inspiration during the rest of my days. Together we encourage you to use this book to bring hope, passion and song to the struggles that are coming to save this beautiful earth and all her creatures. I can do no better than quote Peggy’s song ‘Carry Greenham Home’ here:




Help to save the world we love,


Velvet fist in iron glove





Frankie Armstrong


(with Peggy Seeger)


June 2021




PREFACE


KATE KERROW AND REBECCA MORDAN


This book, which is about one of the most successful examples of collective female activism in history, also originated in female activism and collaboration. Firstly, the collaboration of two friends over an idea, then the united energies of a dedicated team of women interviewers who aided the collation of the Greenham women’s stories, and finally, the efforts of a feminist publishing director committed to bringing this research and the impactful history of the Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp to print.


Our work has always been rooted in the research, documentation and artistic celebration of women’s stories. We both had a long-term fascination with the women of Greenham and Rebecca had been a Greenham child who Embraced the Base with her mother and 30,000 other women and girls in 1982. Sadly, we became increasingly aware that, whenever we spoke to people younger than us, they had rarely heard of Greenham.


Women from all over the UK, and the world, had braved every weather and indignity to live together and protest peacefully and creatively about the threat to humankind from the nuclear arms race. Before the internet and mobile phones, the women and their supporters managed to organise non-violent protest groups tens of thousands in size. And yet, the staggering fortitude of the women who lived at the camp full time, despite bailiffs and police destroying their property and often violently removing them from the site, was apparently unworthy of robust historical documentation.


Despite being largely undiscussed and unapplauded now, the women’s peace camp made a huge impact at the time. It inspired similar movements all around the world, including in the USA and Russia. The women were developing the tactics of non-violent direct action (NVDA) from luminaries like the Ladies’ Land League in Ireland, Gandhi, the Civil Rights movement and American disability rights activists. Using these strategies, the women were able to remain on a site from which authorities repeatedly tried to remove them – suffering repeated arrests, police and military harassment, and a lack of facilities like toilets or electricity – eventually growing their presence to a camp that thousands of protestors flocked to during its nineteen-year existence.
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A peace sign being painted on Ginnie Evans’s face by Sue Bolton; they then joined an action dressed as witches and cut down hundreds of yards of fence. (Bridget Boudewijn)


By 1991, the last missiles were being removed from the base and, by 1992, RAF Greenham Common was out of operation. Additionally, thanks to the efforts of a final group of women who remained at the camp after the cruise missiles left, the common was taken off the military and given back to the people in 2000.1


To address the problematic suppression of such important history, with the support of the Heritage Lottery Fund, we decided to gather what would become the largest collection of Greenham stories, first hand, from the women themselves, so as to preserve their history in their own words, and to celebrate their actions, trials, troubles and achievements.


We trained fifteen remarkable women as interviewers, sourced from all over the UK, with ages ranging from 18 to 80. Between them, they represented women who were at work, pregnant, bringing up children, running businesses and arts hubs, studying or teaching, in retirement, in academia, and women who had been at Greenham themselves. We worked with the Women’s Library at the London School of Economics, Falmouth Film School, the University of the West of England, the Feminist Library, the Hypatia Trust and Kresen Kernow to best capture and archive these testimonies. Sisterly bodies like Dreadnought South West and the Vote 100 campaign spread the news of our project to their followers and, through all our partners, word carried. As a result we were able to collate over 100 Greenham women’s voices into an archive entitled Greenham Women Everywhere, which comprises over 200 hours of long-form, previously unheard audio.


In this book we centre the fascinating testimonies we’ve collected, using the women’s own words to bring the camp to life. It is intended as an anecdotal history of the peace camp; the interviews we collected are shaped by memory, personal opinion and experience. The camp existed for almost two decades and many thousands of individual women have had personal experiences of it. As such, the aim of the book is to reveal their stories in their words, and not to establish and contain the history to one official and definite truth. But we do aim to show the astounding strategy and bravery behind the Greenham campaign, and reveal just how much we owe to these fearless campaigners.




THE WOMEN IN THIS BOOK


ALISON NAPIER


Alison was a sociology student in Aberdeen when she was asked by some friends if she would drive a minibus for them down to Greenham. She visited many times afterwards and was involved in many actions at the camp.


ANN PETTITT AND KARMEN THOMAS


Believing women’s voices needed to be heard in the male-dominated world of politics and anti-nuclear movements, Ann Pettitt and Karmen Thomas initiated the 1981 Women for Life on Earth walk from Cardiff to Greenham Common US Air Force/RAF base. Their aim was to initiate a public debate with the government regarding nuclear weapons, in particular cruise missiles, to engage the media and make the topic known in every household.


ANNE SCARGILL


Anne Scargill visited Greenham in solidarity, having been made aware of the camp by her then-husband Arthur. She was a key part of Women Against Pit Closures, a huge campaign made up mainly of working-class women from coalfield communities who were protesting against the Thatcher government’s policy of closing British pits.


ANNEI SOANES


Annei went to Greenham after getting involved in her local CND movement. She was working at Harrods at the time. The day after participating in an NVDA workshop, she resigned and began her life working for peace.


ANNIE BROTHERTON


In 1984 Annie and her girlfriend decided to visit Greenham for a night; there she became aware of police violence. The experience made her want to contribute, so the pair came back to live at Blue Gate.


BECKY GRIFFITHS


Becky first went to Greenham for the Embrace the Base action when she was 17 years old. She moved to Greenham soon after and lived at Yellow Gate full time for over two years. With others, including her mother Naomi, she helped free the geese the military were using to guard the Greenham nuclear airbase.


BETTY LEVENE


Betty was very involved in the peace movement and anti-nuclear campaigns before going to Greenham in 1981. She has remained active in the peace movement all her life.


BRIDGET BOUDEWIJN


Bridget visited the camp many times, bringing the ethos of NVDA back to her local protests. She created photography and art of the actions she was involved with, including those at Greenham.


CAROLYN FRANCIS


Carolyn was at Green Gate in summer 1984. After leaving college and travelling the wilds of Canada, she stayed at Greenham’s London base where she supported herself by busking, and then moved to the camp to provide music there. Her sister Sally and her mum also protested at the base. Carolyn’s time at Green Gate led her to Buddism and she teaches, composes and performs on a variety of instruments, including the fiddle and pipes.


ELIZABETH BEECH


Elizabeth took a bus to Embrace the Base in 1982 with a Glastonbury women’s group. She lived at Yellow Gate from 1983 to 1987. Her time at Greenham lost her the custody of her two children; the trial was seen by many as a political strategy to frighten mothers at the camp into going home.


ELIZABETH GREENLAND


Elizabeth’s time at Greenham was often spent with her young children and other families there. Having seen the camp’s impact on the peace movement as a whole, Elizabeth works with her local Extinction Rebellion to pass on the women’s campaigning methods.


ELIZABETH WOODCRAFT


Elizabeth represented the Greenham women at their hearings at Newbury Magistrates Court. She is the author of various novels including The Girls from Greenway.


FENJA HILL


Originally from a military family, Fenja is honest about her reasons for coming to camp not being at all political – initially at least. However, she is clear that the legacy of Greenham has informed everything she’s done since.


FRAN DE’ATH


Fran became known as the woman who invited people for tea in her tipi, immortalised in the photograph by Edward Barber of her sitting in front of a large sign saying, ‘Hello can you stop for a talk?’


FRANKIE ARMSTRONG


Frankie is a folk singer who has sung professionally in the women’s and peace movements since the 1960s. She experienced Greenham as someone without sight, including dealings with police and their horses, and, of course, through the power of song.


GILLIAN BOOTH


Gillian was a Greenham stalwart whose accounts of living at Main/Yellow Gate bring the camp vividly to life. She created one of the camp’s favourite songs, known by many as ‘Down at Greenham on a Spree’, though she originally wrote it as ‘Here at Greenham on a Spree’. Gillian was part of a group of women who took their political activism to America and illegally entered the Pentagon.


HANNAH SCHAFER


Hannah was a Blue Gate resident, where she participated with gusto in the female-centric camp life, telling her interviewer that ‘if I had to pick one word to describe my life at Greenham it would have been fun with a capital F’. As her mother’s family were Quakers and both her parents were involved in the Aldermaston marches in the 1950s, Hannah describes herself as having grown up ‘with the peace movement as part of my life’.


HAZEL PEGG


Hazel was a resident of Main/Yellow Gate. She was active in the women’s strategy to overwhelm the courts and prisons. Through their barrister Helena Kennedy, she once pleaded self-defence to her charge, ‘because we were committing a crime to prevent a greater crime’. After being issued with a fine, Hazel refused to pay. This strategy helped to fill up the prisons, exposing the unjust and illogical approach of the judicial system to convict women for non-violently campaigning for peace.


HELEN MACRAE


Originally from London and now living in Cornwall, Helen co-founded a support group for Greenham called Camden Women Against Cruise after attending Embrace the Base.


ILLONA LINTHWAITE


Illona is an actor and director based in London. From an early age, she had strong feelings about the unfairness of class and gender roles in society, and has been involved in the peace movement all her life.


JADE BRITTON


Involved in various women’s groups, including Women for Life on Earth, Jade first visited Greenham in the early 1980s, later deciding to live at Violet Gate permanently for two years.


JANE GRIFFITHS


Jane went to Main Gate while she was at school in York and moved to camp permanently for about a year after she left school. She was arrested many times and went to Holloway and Styal prison as well as to a young offenders’ institution because she was so young.


JANET SMITH


Remarkably, Janet hand-wrote her entire PhD thesis at Greenham during a time when there were daily evictions. She remembers it being anarchic but not chaotic – a community of women who, in her words, ‘had your back’.


JENNY ENGLEDOW


Jenny was a figure at Greenham throughout its existence, watching the camp change and develop until its closure, collecting banners, photographs and keeping a personal archive from the camp.


JILL ‘RAY’ RAYMOND


Ray spent most of her time at Greenham living at Blue Gate. She holds the Blue Gate diaries for Greenham women to read and for the benefit of future generations of protestors.


JOSETTA MALCOLM


Josetta lived at Blue Gate in the mid to late 1980s. They remember a time of wild parties, as well as the development of political consciousness, especially in relation to Black and intersectional feminism.


JUDE MUNDEN


Jude left home at the age of 15 and joined the Fallout Marching Band, an anti-nuclear street-protest band based in London. With them, she went to Greenham. Today she works as a theatre designer and maker in theatre, film, opera and exhibitions.


JUDITH BARON


Arriving at Greenham Common from the CND movement, Judith began visiting in around 1984/85. Taking a year off college, she spent a transformative nine months living at Greenham and went on to be a visitor at Aldermaston Women’s Peace Camp for eleven years. A keen visual artist, Judith also produced a book of her photography from her time at Greenham.


JUDY HARRIS


Judy was 25 when she joined the Embrace the Base demonstration. She moved to Yellow Gate at the beginning of 1984. After a few months, she moved to Orange Gate.


KAREN FISHER


Karen first came to Greenham for the Embrace the Base action with friends in her twenties, and remained there for around eighteen months. She believes Greenham saved her life.


LORNA RICHARDSON


Lorna was involved in her local CND group from the age of 14, and learned about Greenham through the Quakers. She first hitched to Green Gate with two friends when she was 16 and stayed at Turquoise Gate. Lorna has travelled all over the world campaigning for peace, including protesting at a site in Nevada just before a British nuclear bomb was detonated by the US military.


LYN BARLOW


Lyn left care at 18 and took a student trip to Greenham, visiting regularly afterwards and moving there permanently three years later. Lyn’s attitude to non-violence informed her engagement with MoD soldiers and squaddies. She believes Greenham can teach valuable lessons in critical thinking that are just as relevant to young women today.


LYNETTE EDWELL


Lynette was a local woman who opened her home to Greenham women and made many friendships which have continued. She was part of the Cruise Watch press team, collating reports of the convoy dispersals and sending them to national and international media. In addition, she took part in life at the camp, joining demonstrations and blockades, and campaigning against injustice to the women by the police, military and courts.


LYNNE WILKES


Lynne was on the Night Watch team, largely for Blue Gate. Today, she uses what she learned at Greenham about the way in which women supported one another to inform her practice working with vulnerable people.


MAGGIE O’CONNOR


Maggie O’Connor was most involved with Indigo and has carried away from that gate the sense of how important singing was at Greenham, allowing protestors to tackle fear by doing something about it in a creative and empowering way.


MAGGIE PARKS


Finding Greenham at the time of her father’s death, Maggie allowed the energy and love at the camp to swell into the void and become a vital part of her understanding of grief and healing. The experience has stayed with her in a lifelong career supporting and protecting women against violence.


MARGARET MCNEILL


Margaret went to Greenham after getting involved in the local CND movement. She was profoundly influenced by the discussions at Greenham and left with a radical feminist perspective on the peace movement that changed the course of her life.


MARIA RAGUSA


Maria visited Greenham regularly and taught self-defence to the women, navigating the politics involved in mixing self-defence and NVDA.


MARIE KNOWLES


While secretary of Camberley CND and co-organiser of local feminist consciousness-raising groups, Marie was an avid supporter of Greenham, taking part in demos and actions, Night Watch and Cruise Watch. She took her first child, Rebecca, to Greenham when Rebecca was 5. With the support of her loving partner, John, Marie later moved to Cornwall with her family where she ran a health food shop, became financial director of a company and a Relate counsellor, all while home-schooling Rebecca and her younger brother Dickon.


MARY BIRCH


Mary and her husband played an active role at Greenham in the 1980s. They regularly drove from Bristol to Newbury in their van to transport goods to the women, such as firewood and blankets.


MICA MAY


Mica came to the peace movement accidentally while living in Manchester and visited Greenham for the Embrace the Base action. Describing it as a transformational experience, Mica lived at Yellow Gate in 1983. With her partner, Hattie, she now runs Stopcocks Women’s Plumbers and they have established the country’s first Register of Tradeswomen.


NINA MILLNS


Nina is a writer, actor and activist and attended a nursery established by Greenham women. Operating through a non-hierarchical and collective decision-making process they, some as openly gay and bisexual women, encouraged the children to explore their identities – something Nina believes was a direct result of their own Greenham experiences.


PEGGY SEEGER


Peggy is a folk singer, songwriter and activist who wrote the famous camp song ‘Carry Greenham Home’. Along with other musicians, she sang to the marchers who were coming through from Wales to Greenham in 1981. She later joined them at Greenham.


PENNY GULLIVER


Penny was 21 when she took a break from writing and performing in theatre and went to Greenham. She stayed for a year at Blue Gate, experiencing one of the most severe eviction periods.


SALLY HAY


Sally’s belief is that language is critical in making attitudinal changes. She describes the challenges to the standard discourse that Greenham women made as ‘little prods on the wheel of a giant ship’. Gradually the ship turns and then it carries on turning and eventually a noticeable change of direction has taken place.


SARAH GREEN


Sarah is an environmental campaigner who is involved in the HS2 protests. She gave up her job to live at Greenham Common in 1981 and stayed at Yellow Gate for around five years, giving birth to her son at camp.


SUE BOLTON


Sue was a regular visitor to the camp, disseminating the women’s strategies of NVDA in her area. She was part of a contingent of women chosen to go to the USA during the legal action against President Reagan; their group became known on their native Isle of Wight as the Ventnor Peace Women.


SUE SAY


Sue went to prison many times; she was part of a team that took the authorities to court for illegal strip-searches and won, resulting in a law change.


TAMSIN CLAYTON


Tamsin arrived at Greenham in 1983 with her 2-year-old daughter, and although she started at Blue Gate, she and others with children decided to re-establish Red Gate.


VICKI SMITH


Vicki initially went to Greenham as a weekend visitor and later lived at Blue Gate for about two years. She was a founding member of Cruise Watch, a group that aimed to monitor and disrupt military manoeuvres on Salisbury Plain (which meant she often got to watch herself on television!).
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SHALL THERE BE WOMANLY TIMES?





Where it all began


KATE KERROW AND REBECCA MORDAN


Shall there be womanly times or shall we die?
Are there men unafraid of gentleness?
Can we have strength without aggression,
Without disgust,
Strength to bring feeling to the intellect?
Shall we change or shall we die?
There shall be womanly times, we shall not die.


From ‘Womanly Times’, by Frankie Armstrong


‘We wanted it to be talked about everywhere […] We wanted to convey the alarm we felt at this dangerous time […] I remember us saying we wanted Greenham to become a household word.’


Ann Pettitt and Karmen Thomas





On 5 September 1981 a group of women arrived at RAF Greenham Common in Berkshire, exhausted but tenacious.2 They had walked an epic 110 miles and now, inspired by their foremothers the Suffragettes, promptly began chaining themselves to the RAF base fence. They had named themselves Women for Life on Earth.


Little did these women realise how connected they were to those awesome first-wavers who inspired them in their chaining up; their march began an almost twenty-year campaign, becoming the largest women-only political demonstration since Suffrage. Between 1981 and 2000, thousands of women would come to Greenham to demand debate. They would make history, demonstrating the importance and effectiveness of peaceful protest and, in the process, they were to radicalise an entire generation.


In some senses, the women’s march was intended as a media campaign, a response to the low-level press coverage of the missiles being held at Greenham; the holding of such weaponry was being presented to the public as normal and underwhelming – truly everything the missiles were not.


NATO, fearing the SS-20 Sabers which were introduced into the Soviet rocket forces in 1976 – terrifying inventions that were deliberately developed to be mobile and to be launched with virtually no notice – deployed similar missiles at locations across Europe to show retaliation was possible.3 Ninety-six BGM-109G ground-launched missiles and Pershing II ballistic missiles were to be held at Greenham Common.4 Some sources state that each Pershing II ballistic missile was up to 100 times as powerful as the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima.5


While Britain appeared in slumber, the women were awake. They wouldn’t sit by and watch as the escalating nuclear arms race readied the world for full-scale nuclear war. While men were making all the decisions about nuclear warfare – political strategy, the weaponry, weapon deployment – women’s voices were being suppressed and submerged.


The women hadn’t felt the decision to make the march woman-led was radical, but they remembered people’s resistance to the woman-led nature of the protest: Bombs don’t discriminate, why should we protest? But the women felt strongly that they, the other half of the population, had no voice in decisions that had grave impacts upon their lives. As such, the pamphlet they created to advertise the march was designed to appeal to women and gather them together. On one side it showed a deformed baby, like the ones who were, almost forty years later, still being born in Japan after Hiroshima.


‘Why are we walking 110 miles? And then you turn over [the pamphlet] and there’s this child – this is why,’ said Ann Pettitt, one of the co-founders of Women for Life on Earth. ‘It’s not just the blast […] radiation goes on killing and affects the unborn and the youngest.’


‘Can you imagine,’ Ann asked, referencing the fact that the missiles held at Greenham sat under American jurisdiction, ‘if this had still been around when we have a president like Trump?’ At the time of writing, Donald Trump’s presidency is over, but it is important to note that he withdrew America from the 1987 Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty in 2019,6 arousing concern at his interest in building once-banned nuclear missiles, very similar in their readiness and portability to those held at Greenham. In our conversations with the Greenham women, all consistently recalled the sense of urgency around the very real nuclear threat in the early 1980s, and their sense of terror at the reckless injustice and devaluing of human life. More than one woman, when talking of her fears, referenced the lyrics of a famed Greenham song, the crackling camp recording to which we listened to many times, inspired by the energised, liberated shout-sing calls of the women, wild, raucous and tribal:




What d’you need more atom bombs for?


You got enough bombs to kill us all ten times


Yet still you keep asking for more.


Take those toys away from the boys


Take those toys away from the boys.





It was 1980 when Ann began considering the idea of organising a protest march from Wales to the RAF base at the common. She tried hard to awaken interest in the idea but struggled to find any take-up. That is, until her partner, who attended their local CND meetings, came home one day and mentioned there was a woman in the group whom he felt might offer her support. He put the two women in touch and Ann was to meet Karmen Thomas, a young woman who was as horrified at the plans for Britain to host the missiles as she was.


Neither woman realised at the time, but this was the second time it had been suggested that they should meet. The pair first met in London in 1977, when Ann was pregnant and Karmen had just given birth to a little boy. On that first occasion it was their shared midwife who had felt there would be a connection between them. A pregnant Ann visited Karmen in her home just after she had given birth, and recalled the delicate fragility of the post-childbirth experience. They remembered very little else about the meeting, though both would call their sons Ben.


So Ann went to Karmen’s house for what she thought was her first meeting with this inspiring potential colleague. Ann’s partner had been right; Karmen’s enthusiasm for the idea was immediate. With their collective energy, the pair quickly recruited two other women, and regular meetings began occurring at Karmen’s house. But it was only after two or three visits that Ann said she started to feel a sense of familiarity. This sense of familiarity grew and eventually found its way into conversation. When the two women realised they had already met in London when they were both entering into motherhood, a sense of purpose emerged. Ann told us: ‘We had to do it.’


The two women recalled their haste to organise the march, despite the fact that they had no money, were struggling at that time to pay domestic bills and had to rely on a small loan from the CND to get the protest up and running. Cosmopolitan magazine offered them a tiny free advert, and they set to letter writing and rallying contacts. But they were often questioned about the structure of their organisation. Karmen told us: ‘You’d ring somebody up and they’d say “So who do you represent?” and we went “Well, who do we represent?”’


This was where the title Women for Life on Earth came from. She and Ann laughed: ‘Talk about arrogance! But it wasn’t an organisation, we were just women for life on earth. Simple.’ Karmen explained that she spent a lot of time putting coins into phone boxes, calling newspapers and trying to get coverage, even going up to the press hub of London’s Fleet Street the night before the march to get attention for the story. ‘They just didn’t want to know,’ she said. When asked why she felt there was so little up-take, she felt the attitude was: ‘“Peace? Boring. We did that last year.”’
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A map of the route the march took from Cardiff to Greenham. (Sue Lent)


Around forty people responded to their call for marchers and very few were women they knew. ‘We thought there’s maybe just going to be a dozen people turn up,’ Karmen said. But those forty who responded to the call mostly also arrived to march that day – Thursday, 27 August 1981. Karmen commented that, had she hand-picked the group, there couldn’t have been a more varied crowd with their differing ages, professions and geographical homes.


Among them was a woman who would become one of the key figures in the Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp. Then 44 years of age, Helen John was working as a nurse and was very new to politics. On that 110-mile walk, Helen would use her medical skills to help the other women treat their tired feet, and they all received a foot inspection from her every day. She would go on to spend ten years living on the common, pioneering the strategies of NVDA, and being arrested thirty-two times for criminal damage alone. She would be one of the first people to be charged under new anti-terror legislation for walking 15ft across a sentry line at RAF Menwith Hill, which housed a US eavesdropping operation run by the US National Security Agency.7


There was also Sue Lent, who arrived with her husband and their baby ‘in the pushchair […] he was just turned a year […] Fortunately, I was breastfeeding him, so I didn’t have to worry too much about bottles and all the rest of it.’


The marchers had a police escort most of the way, and they swapped escorts at the county borders. Police tried to specify routes but the women held fast; they knew which way they wanted to go. Karmen felt there was a patronising concern for ‘you ladies’ being injured or harmed, but also fear at the idea of a woman causing confrontation in public.


Despite the support of Cardiff CND, Karmen said she felt a sudden and overwhelming responsibility for the marchers. As organisers, she and Ann were responsible for their welfare, for feeding them, for providing shelter, and although she enjoyed the march, she remembers it was challenging from a financial perspective. ‘I mean, today you could just go and stick it on a credit card or whatever. There’d be that at the back of your head,’ she said. Despite the pressure the organisers were under, in her interview, Sue praised them for the care and attention they’d shown: ‘What a complete revelation it was […] everywhere we stopped, it was so well organised, they’d got lunch everywhere – it was food, food, food […] Good accommodation with families.’


Sue, Karmen and Ann all recalled it being very hot that August, and the main response wasn’t one of support, but mostly of bewilderment as the women trudged across county borders, holding their children’s hands, worn down by the burning heat. Sue remembered the police using the heat as a bargaining tool to get the women off the roads: ‘We were continually being offered a lift in the police car, because of course we’d got the baby […] all the way along really to Greenham, you know, they’d say “Do you want a lift? You’ve got the baby.” And you’d think “No! I’m going to walk!”, while absolutely pouring with sweat.’


Despite the efforts of the organisers and police fears of them causing a fuss in public, the women attracted little press attention. But the march was making an impact on its marchers. Sue talked warmly of the performances that had been arranged for them at each stop: Peggy Seeger and Ewan MacColl in Melksham, Dorothy Thompson and Frankie Armstrong in Bristol, and Bruce Kent and Pat Arrowsmith would be waiting to entertain the women when they finally arrived at the common. Additionally, Karmen remembered three male students had marched with the women from Cardiff to Newport, and instead of leaving when they’d planned, they decided they wanted to stay on. They committed to support roles such as looking after the children or organising practicalities, leaving their part-time jobs to walk alongside the women. ‘If it hadn’t been for one of them, we wouldn’t have had a record of it, a photographic record, a visual record […] we hadn’t thought about taking cameras, there was all the other stuff going on,’ Karmen said.


[image: Illustration]


Women for Life On Earth soon bonded. Sue told us: ‘We’d developed this jovial style, we’d all started singing and dancing.’ They were also evolving into a tolerant, nurturing group. While saying that at that time she didn’t consciously identify as a feminist, Ann credits the two self-identified feminists on the walk for this special group dynamic who, she said, had told of how they had communicated in their women’s groups. They shared a method whereby everyone would say their feelings one by one and no one else was allowed to voice dissent or support – everyone was just to listen. ‘They did suggest that,’ Ann said. ‘And it was absolutely invaluable.’


This group dynamic was essential for the next stage, where two of the women suggested more radical action to attract much-needed attention. The idea that they chain themselves to the base fence was raised and the group entered into discussion. ‘That discussion was crucial,’ said Ann. ‘Whatever we did, we didn’t want a small group of us to do it, and the rest to feel nervous or unhappy.’ But many were opposed, believing that radical action of that type didn’t echo their reasons for attending the march. One of the experienced activists in the group felt it would be divisive, and noted it could easily turn violent if the police responded aggressively.


Then a woman named Eunice spoke. Ann manifested Eunice’s booming voice, the deep Welsh accent: ‘“What are we all so afraid of?” she’d said. “So what if a few helmets roll? What’s worse than a nuclear war? I’ll do it.”’ Eunice was an older, more experienced woman and carried a certain power. The women sat together and remembered the importance of what they were doing and why they had come. Ann felt Eunice’s words served to suddenly disintegrate group opposition to the idea: ‘Every person who spoke after that just said, “Fine”.’ Sue also remembered Eunice as inspirational – ‘She was a Labour councillor in Swansea […] in her sixties […] very feisty’ – and recorded in her diary that when a male marcher spoke out against the women chaining themselves up, Eunice had told him: ‘We’ve come all this way, we’re not gonna go home for nothing […] And you know, women have done things in the past a lot more dangerous. I’ll chain myself up!’


The women arrived at the common at around 7 a.m., and several went straight to the fence to begin chaining themselves up. Karmen went to the policeman guarding the entrance, in her hand a declaration of the women’s intentions, handwritten in the pub the night before.


‘You’re early,’ the policeman said, before Karmen opened her mouth to speak. The warnings about the police being prepared for the women, and potentially having riot vans ready and waiting, flooded her mind. She laughed: ‘I thought, Jesus, they knew we were coming!’


In fact, the policeman had merely mistaken her for the cleaner. Just as Karmen was about to boldly read the declaration, a car pulled up full of keening women, loudly heralding their support. Despite the strange scene, and then Karmen telling the guard there were women chained to the fence, he barely raised an eyebrow. ‘He seemed to find it was normal! Maybe he’d read up on the Suffragettes and thought “This is what women do!”’


The women wanted the commander to come out of the base and talk with them, but he refused. Sue said that at this point ‘some people started to disperse’, but ‘a lot of people stayed’. Ann said she herself stayed on for a week at the base, while the women took turns to be chained up. There was very little press interest, and the few reporters who did show up were mainly, depressingly, only interested in seeing a woman in chains. A few of the women went to a jumble sale in Newbury, made some dummies with stockings, and dressed them up in jumpers, scarves and hats, then chained them to the fence instead. When the reporters turned up asking for the women in chains, they would direct them to the dummies. Ann says of one such reporter: ‘He came back and he said, “Okay, very funny”, and I said, “Well, you want dummies in chains, so there you are,” and he then said, “Fair enough. So why are you here?”’
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Women regularly blockaded fence gates at Greenham and at other bases all over the country in order to restrict the manoeuvres of the military, such as vehicles coming in or out, by sitting down, linking arms and singing. (Sandie Hicks)


Ann replied: ‘Well, thank you for asking. You’re the first one who’s asked.’
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News spread of the women’s walk and supporters began travelling to the base, equally as convinced as the marchers that the global arms race could lead to nuclear war. Many had already been at other peace camps, such as nearby Aldermaston or Faslane in Scotland.


According to most accounts, meetings to discuss whether the camp should be women-only happened within the first few weeks of the marchers setting up at Greenham. However, the discussion appears to have taken place repeatedly, with many different attendees, though most believe the camp finally ended up as officially women-only by February 1982. This was some four months after Women for Life on Earth first arrived at the common. However, while the women’s opinions differ about at what point the camp became meaningfully man-free, all the accounts state that male visitors were allowed in the day. Several women brought up male children at the camp, and Green Gate was the only space that was women-only twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.


But why was Greenham women-only?


Many women felt, based on past experience as campaigners or just on their lived experience, that men dominated space verbally and physically, and little room was left for women to communicate and participate equally, let alone make decisions or drive action.


Sue Say, who would go on to live at the camp for over two years, described how in 1981 she was working as a trainer for a Swedish company:




We were going into businesses and telling them how to work better to achieve more profit. During the process of working for Halfords, I looked at it and I could see very clearly what the problem was: men did not trust what women said. And so our advice to that company had to be to take the women off the counters, and shove them into the back rooms in the offices, and I think it broke me. I think that just made me feel so sick inside. Business-wise, it was practical, logical, sensible, but in my head, I thought, ‘I can’t do this. I can’t keep being part of oppressing women’.





Later, women also observed that the men at the camp, though political allies, failed to participate in the everyday chores. ‘They didn’t do the washing up, help with the food, look after the kids,’ explained Jill ‘Ray’ Raymond, known as X-Ray at her Blue Gate home. ‘This was really early days and so it was quite tied up with “If we’re going to stay here, and we want to be non-violent, how can we do it? We can’t do it with the men around because they get drunk, they are violent and they won’t do the washing up. They expect us to cook for them.”’ Numerous women described to us how they felt that men only saw the excitement, the cause, but not all the underpinnings that make a camp work; nor did they see it was largely women who were labouring away at all that work in the background. This desire to deconstruct and challenge the gendered roles of women and men would recur throughout Greenham’s existence, informing the way the women organised the camp, used language and planned actions.


We also heard repeatedly from women that there was concern that it would be harder, if not impossible, to operate the policy of NVDA if men stayed at the camp and took active roles in camp-based actions. Women described feeling that men were reticent about enacting the requirements of passive resistance – to relax the body and be carried away by the police – and instead found themselves in arguments that escalated tensions.


Sally Hay, whose first visit to the camp was in 1980, agreed. She arrived with her then partner:




One particular Sunday […] before it became a women’s camp […] I remember we were at what became known as Main Gate, and there was a sort of rush – because the police were very violent in the way they pushed people back. And I was horrified. And we were both shocked by it. But my partner became – I felt – quite excited by the aggression […] Later, we stayed on talking to people, and everybody was doing as people do following a large emotional event – going through their individual perspectives of what they saw, what they heard, and how dreadful it was. And I became aware there was a meeting going on, at which women older than me, more vocal, and a great deal more competent, were saying, ‘This is the problem of having men at the camp’ […] and I remember quietly thinking to myself, ‘Wow’ […] I know it sounds silly, but this chimed with what I was feeling about what I’d seen and heard – that it was the men. Both male police officers, but also the male protestors – it was men.





Overall, the women who pushed for Greenham to be a women-only camp did so because they felt this was the best way for women to take up their own space and ensure the direction of the camp; rather than excluding men, the aim was to include women.


But there were others who felt very differently. Ray – who had come to Greenham to vote for the camp to be women-only – acknowledges that this decision cut both ways: ‘Some heterosexual women left Greenham at that point, because they said, “The lesbians can live here with their lovers but we can’t, so we’re not going to stay.”’ Betty Levene, already a seasoned peace campaigner when she arrived at Greenham, says she soon left after the early meetings discussing making the camp women-only. ‘It was just targeting the wrong men,’ she sighed. ‘These gentle guys I was with weren’t the problem, it just felt wrong to me that they were unwelcome.’
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In 1981, the same year that Ann, Karmen and Women for Life on Earth marched to Greenham, Becky Griffiths started sixth form in Kendal. She also joined the local CND.


At first she wasn’t a particularly passionate member, going along to meetings because ‘it just felt right’, but all this was to change when her group responded to Greenham’s call to Embrace the Base.


Embrace the Base, which took place in December 1982, was the first major national action of the camp’s life and widely exceeded the activists’ hopes of attendance and scale. Women and girls came from all across the UK and beyond to hold hands around the 9-mile perimeter of the RAF military enclosure in what would be one of the largest women-only demonstrations in history.


The experience changed Becky forever. ‘It was amazing,’ she told us. ‘I don’t remember the journey there or back, but I remember getting to the main gate and seeing this amazing-looking woman with a walkie-talkie just organising stuff. I was blown away by it.’ Still a schoolgirl, Becky described her awe at seeing ‘hundreds of women there, surrounding the base, incredible and powerful. I felt really thrilled by it.’ Explaining the conviction the camp inspired in her, she thought: ‘I’ve got to come back. I’ve got to come back and be here.’


She went home and told her mother her feelings. When asked about her A levels, Becky pointed out: ‘Yeah, well, the world’s going to blow up. There’s no point in doing A-Levels, you know, I’ve got to save the world.’


In invoking her younger self, Becky smiled: ‘I was quite literal and slightly teenage about it all.’ But at the same time, she remembered a sense of knowing that Greenham was absolutely where she should be. In the end, her mother agreed: ‘I think I spent Christmas at home, and then she drove me down from Cumbria, and we sort of made a tent out of plastic, and that was it.’ So Becky moved to Greenham; her mother joined her in early 1983. Both were to live at Main Gate/Yellow Gate for the next two years. As the camp developed, the women would have a choice about where they lived on the site. They created ‘gates’, each one known by a different name, each one developing its own character and value system and resultant way of working.


Commenting on how things ran day to day, Becky reflected:




I suspect as is with any world, people sort of fell into things that they liked doing. Some people were great at cooking, and some people were great at keeping the fire going, so there didn’t feel like there was any tension around that. Possibly it might have gone over my head, but my memory of it is that I can’t remember any conflict about the day-to-day running of it, and it seemed to work.





This was interestingly opposite to her memory of spending some time with the American Peace Corps a few years later. ‘They were definitely more organised,’ she said. ‘There were lots of rotas for this, that and the other – but we were quite frustrated by the extent of the talking, and desperate to just go and do stuff.’


Talking was a dominant feature at Greenham too, however. Determined not to mirror the patriarchal structures they had seen around them, the women were committed to the principle of non-hierarchical organisation. There were no appointed leaders and time was made for everyone to have their say – which meant many, often rather long, meetings. ‘We tried to make decisions by consensus,’ Becky explained. ‘So there was a camp meeting, and decisions were made about actions. Decisions were made about money, because we received loads of donations of money coming into the camp, and there were decisions made about what to do with that – if we were spending it, did we all agree with that decision?’
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