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MAUREEN BYRNE              

                                                             ‘SOCIAL JUSTICE & EQUALITY FOR ALL’ 
 
Maureen Byrne, nee Robinson, was born in 1942 in Peterborough where the family was 

evacuated during the Second World War. This is her story. 

I returned from Peterborough to Stoke Newington in 

London at the age of 3, and lived in a prefab in Manse 

Road N.16, with my mother, elder brother and younger 

sister. 

My mother was Winnie Robinson (nee Stone); my father 

was Sidney Robinson. 

On returning to London, my father abandoned us, and we 

were an impoverished family surviving on what was then 

called National Assistance and the generosity of the 

Church to keep our coal bunker full in the winter, and to 

put food on our table all year. Times were very hard, but 

like so many others, we lived in a community that 

supported and helped each other.  

I attended Princess May Primary School, then at the age 

of 11 years moved to Daniel Defoe Secondary Modern 

School in Ayresome Road, near Clissold Park N.16. 

Having passed my 11 plus, I was disappointed that financially there was no way my mother 

could afford the uniform and other necessities needed to attend the Grammar School but 

there was no grant funding in the years after the war. 

I was a rebellious young woman. However, Gertrude Ovis, a teacher at the school, was 

determined that I would leave school with skills that would allow me to secure a good post. 

She was responsible for signing me up for a Pitman’s Shorthand Course at the first 

Comprehensive School in North London, Woodberry Downs and on finishing the course I had 

the skills necessary to find employment as a shorthand typist.  

Gertrude Ovis also secured me my first job interview and provided me with two bespoke 

tailored suits, two parachute silk blouses, nylon stockings and court shoes.  Until I was much 

older, I never really appreciated her continued support. 
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We stayed in touch until she died, 5 years ago.  Without a doubt she was a great influence in 

my life. 

On leaving school aged 15 years, I secured a job in insurance at Lloyd`s brokers in London.  I 

remained in the insurance business during my working life as a shorthand typist, having a 

position in the Marine Policy Section of the business. Women were not allowed in Lloyd’s 

Underwriters then but they are now. 

Jim, my husband, had left Ireland at the age of 14 and was 

lodging in Manse Road where my family home was. As a 

tomboy I played cricket and football with him.  We were 

mates and were soon a couple.  

He went into the army for 3 years to complete his National 

Service and served abroad. 

We married years later and have four children Brenda, Julie 

and the twins Paul and David. (Photo left: Jim & I on our wedding 

day.)   

In 1971 we moved to Haverhill under the Governments 

overspill scheme and were allocated a four bedroom house 

on the Chalkstone Estate.  We moved to Duddery Hill in 

1977. 

We loved Haverhill, the town and enjoyed the fact that the children were growing up in a 

green, safe environment. 

I started work at Haverhill Meat Products (HMP) on 7th August 1972. Jim worked there too. I 

only intended to stay for three months but ended up working there for some 24 years. I 

remember being on the Sports and Social Committee and helping to organise Christmas 

parties and discos for 11 – 15 year olds as well as cooking thousands of sausages on Bonfire 

Night! 

After a dispute over bonuses my colleagues persuaded me to apply for the Shop Steward 

vacancy and so I became a Union Rep.  I got involved in the Union, eventually becoming 

deputy Senior Shop Steward and then Senior Shop Steward for the Transport and General 

Workers Union. 

As a Shop Steward I attended every training course offered to me by the Union. In 1974 I was 

approached by the TUC (Trades Union Congress), who because of the soon to be implemented 
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Sex Discrimination Act, wanted women to sit on employment tribunals. In 1975 I was 

appointed as a Tribunal Panel member on behalf of the Trade Union Congress. I continued to 

sit on these tribunals for over thirty years until I retired from that position when I reached 70 

years of age.  

As a member of the Union I worked with members who wished to become officers 

themselves. I enjoyed Industrial Law and was sponsored by the Union to take a degree in this 

subject. 

Women were in the minority in positions in the Union and I, along with others, addressed 

Conferences and Seminars in respect of Equal Rights for Women. 

I successfully applied for a regional Women’s Officer Post for London, South East and East 

Anglia. As the Equalities Officer I had a responsibility for putting together policies and 

delivering training.  What a great job this was! A battle ground where I could fight for 

Women’s Rights and also the opportunity to represent a diverse section of our membership. I 

also became an accredited counsellor so that I could support those affected by incidents of 

violence, both domestic and in the workplace. 

At the same time over these years, I was involved in the Labour Party and was elected onto 

the National Executive Women’s Committee representing my Union. 

I got involved in local politics, and was one of the first councillors on the first Haverhill Town 

Council. I remained as a councillor, until I was employed by the Union when, due to conflict of 

interest, I had to resign. 

It was a privilege to lead a 

Regional Campaign with the 

TGWU Race Committee in 

support of the Stephen 

Lawrence Justice Campaign, 

working alongside local 

Hackney North and Stoke 

Newington MP Diane Abbott 

and Regional Secretary Barry 

Camfield. Photo right: me with 

Stephen Lawrence’s father, Diane 

Abbott and Barry Camfield.   
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Just before my retirement from the Union, I was 

presented with the Union’s highest award - the 

Gold Medal for working over and above and 

achieving great results. (photo left: the presentation 

of my Gold Medal.)  

The Union gave me the opportunity to gain 

knowledge of Industrial Law and it is important 

to me that I give back to the community what I 

got for nothing. I support people who have 

issues with their employers representing them 

on a voluntary basis in grievance and 

disciplinary cases that are heard through ACAS 

Tribunals. I can also be found two mornings a 

week at Stansted Airport in my role of Unions 

Branch Chairwoman and Treasurer and 

Employment Law Advisor.   

 

Once I retired from the Union I stood for election for both the Town and Borough Councils. I 

was the Mayor of Haverhill in 2010-2011 and also elected Chair of the Personnel Committee. 

I continue as Town Councillor dedicating my time to supporting and representing residents 

and those who find themselves struggling with all manner of things that affect their lives.  I am 

the Ward Councillor for the South Ward and love the involvement I have with those who live 

in the area. Being brought up in a socialist household it should be no surprise that my political 

leaning is to the Labour Party which I represent as a Councillor and of which I am the local 

Labour Party Chairperson. 

Besides my work as a Councillor I am involved with many local groups. As the Secretary of the 

Leiston Lunch Club I work with Joan Key and a band of great volunteers in providing a vital and 

much needed opportunity for people from the local community to get together. 

I am also the Chairwoman of several organisations, all very important to me: the Women’s Aid 

Refuge which supports families who have suffered domestic violence; the LAMP H 

organisation which supports young people with special needs from its centre in Colne Valley 

Road; and also the Happy Faces pre-school nursery which also uses the LAMP H facilities.   
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Jim and I have seventeen grandchildren and thirteen great grandchildren. Haverhill has given 

them great opportunities, a good living and education. 

 

We continue to love our town and would not choose 

to live anywhere else.   

Without Jim’s full support I could not have achieved 

my life’s ambitions.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Written by Maureen Byrne 


