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Front cover of FOWAAD Issue 1, 1979. Published by OWAAD (Organisation of Women of Asian and African 
Descent). Donated by Gerlin Bean to the Olive Morris Collection at Lambeth Archives.
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Back cover of FOWAAD Issue 1, 1979. Published by OWAAD (Organisation of Women of Asian and African 
Descent). Donated by Gerlin Bean to the Olive Morris Collection at Lambeth Archives.
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Remembering Olive Collective: a research diary

9 May 2009: An Introduction to The Feminist Library

The Feminist Library is one of many small organisations tucked away in an anonymous, 
slightly ramshackle and peculiar little building on Westminster Bridge Road in the 
London Borough of Southwark. It was on ROC’s list as an archive to explore, being a 
site that could potentially hold information on Olive. The library itself is a quiet and 
peacefully disorganised place, crammed full with books, publications and pamphlets, 
all written by the pens and typewriters of women from around the world. The collection, 
which has developed over the last thirty-two years, traces the Women’s Liberation 
Movement – with a particular emphasis on the second wave materials of the 1960s and 
1970s – includes 5,000 non-fiction and 2,500 fiction titles, 500 poetry publications and 
an estimated 1,500 periodicals (the later covering eighty-five metres of shelving). The 
depth and range of grassroots feminist publications is comprehensive, spanning both 
the United Kingdom and the globe: there are newsletters not only from mainstream 
and minority groups in Britain, but also from places as far-flung as Chile, New Zealand, 
Africa and China – for me, a revelation and introduction to a world of underground, 
nevertheless very vocal literature, that has been circulating for a long time. Fifteen 
committed female volunteers run the library, which gets a steady stream of visitors 
and women’s community groups coming to scour the collection and enjoy the solace 
found from researching in the friendly silence of this archive. 

22 May 2009: Finding Olive

Following my initial discovery of the Feminist Library, I spent a few quiet afternoons 
amongst the books. On just one of these Saturdays, I had the pleasure of coming across 
the Feminist Activist Forum, which holds its Feminist History Group at the archive. I 
walked into the library’s publication room to find women of all ages and with a diverse 
set of research agendas, quietly crowded around a table and each of them absorbed 
in the narrative of their own project. It was during this afternoon, and with the help of 
Terese and her impressive Feminist History Group bibliography, that I found Olive.

Both Olive, and the groups she co-founded, were detailed in a variety of publications 
including the likes of Spare Rib, The Feminist Review and Trouble & Strife. The most 
exciting of these finds was the first edition, published in July 1979, of the Organisation 
of Women of Asian and African Descent’s magazine, FOWAAD, whose back cover 
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carried a whole tribute page titled “In Memory of Olive Morris.” Olive was a founding 
member of OWAAD, which was set up in February 1978. As described in a 1979 issue 
of Spare Rib, it was “a national black women’s umbrella organisation made up of 
local (autonomous) black women’s groups and individual sisters who are involved in 
anti-racist, feminist and/or community struggles.”1 The FOWAAD feature celebrated 
both Olive’s enduring spirit and dedication to these causes and included a brilliant 
photograph of her marching the streets on the front line of a protest. 

As the FOWAAD tribute testifies, “All over the country, black groups, organisations and 
individuals, along with countless white comrades and friends are mourning the loss 
of our dear sister Olive Morris, who died in the early hours of Thursday July 12th […] 
Everyone who came in contact with Olive was touched by her honesty, her humour and 
her passionate love of her people. We will remember her until long after the struggles 
to which she committed her life become tomorrow’s victories.” 2

Another find was an interview with Gail Lewis, Melba Wilson and Olive Gallimore, about 
the Brixton Black Women’s Group in Trouble and Strife, the Radical Feminist Magazine
titled “Writing Our Own History: Talking Personal, Talking Political.”3 As Gail Lewis 
explains: “Something else that women were involved in at the time was the whole 
move in Brixton and other parts of the country on the question of housing and the 
demand for empty houses to be given over to local people to be renovated. At that 
time a squatters movement was developing and one of our sisters who is dead now, a 
woman called Olive Morris, was involved in that and setting up the study group.”4

Gail Lewis goes on to explain Olive’s own dedication to literature as a powerful site 
of resistance: “She was also involved in setting up Sabarr that was the black book 
shop, because that was a time when we, as black people, were particularly vocal in 
expressing the need for learning and writing of our own history, literature being 
central, particularly resistance literature... Olive in fact got the Sabarr bookshop, the 
original one we had at the end of Railton Road, by going out as part of the collective 
and claiming the building... when the council was going to evict them she went up 
onto the roof and said:

“I won’t come down until you let us have the building...” There was also 
the issue of whether we should accept partnership money (funding). As I 
remember it, the discussions were quite fierce and went on for weeks. In the 
end it was agreed that we would, but Olive also insisted that she be [quoted] 

1 “Black Women Together”, Spare Rib: A Women’s Liberation Magazine, 1979, no. 87, p.49.
2  OWAAD, “In Memory of Olive Morris,” FOWAAD, July 1979, no. 1, p.12.
3 Agnes Quashie, “Writing Our Own History: Talking Personal, Talking Political,” Trouble and Strife: the
Radical Feminist Magazine, 1990, no. 19, p.44-52. 
4 Ibid, p.44.
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as saying she did not want to be part of this, based on a political analysis of 
the state getting involved in the lives of black people and buying them off.5

3 June 2009: A date with ROC at the Feminist Library

The smaller ROC research team that is Sheila, Jacqueline, Rakhee, Ana Laura and 
myself met at the library to carry out further investigations amongst the archive. All 
of our findings are listed in the bibliography page of the ROC blog. To follow up ROC’s 
research meeting, Sarah, one of the library volunteers, wrote a piece about the project 
for the October 2009 issue of the Feminist Library Newsletter, which is to be archived 
alongside all the other documents, images and memories that trace ROC’s journey 
through London and Manchester archives in search of Olive.

After thoughts

My introduction to the Feminist Library on that Saturday in May afforded me an 
understanding of the breadth of persistent and passionate struggles led by women. 
Furthermore this archive stands as a testament not only to those women, but also to 
the role literature plays as a way in which to activate, support and record the lesser-
known narratives of resistance in our history. Importantly, the physical act of locating 
Olive amongst these pages, enabled me to place her own concerns within a wider 
movement; one that still resonates over time within diverse communities and addresses 
fundamental social, political and cultural challenges. This connection furthered my 
appreciation of the necessity of Olive’s work to both her contemporaries and future 
audiences, as she became one loud and trusted voice among many others.

5 Ibid, 45.
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