

No More Page 3 was a grassroots campaign started by Lucy-Anne Holmes in August 2012.

It petitioned the editor of The Sun newspaper to stop printing photographs of topless women that had regularly appeared on the third page of the paper since 1970.

The movement ran for two and a half years and gained support from over 150 MPs, Scottish Parliament, the Welsh Assembly, more than thirty universities and colleges and a number of trade unions, charities and organisations. It sparked a national and international conversation about objectification and representation within the press.

The campaign was run by a team of volunteers of different ages and backgrounds who were scattered across the UK. They had no experience of campaigning, no money and little idea what they were doing, but they shared a goal of ending one of the most sexist institutions of our time: Page 3 of The Sun newspaper.

I was one of the confused and ill-equipped volunteers, and this is my story.




Author’s Note

What follows is not a history of the No More Page 3 campaign, rather it is a memoir of my own personal experiences of the movement and the people I met along the way. In writing this, I relied upon my own memories and mined my personal journals, along with approximately fifteen billion emails, texts, social media messages and newspaper and magazine articles.

The events you will read about in these pages really did happen, flash mobs and maggots included, although they do not necessarily appear in the order in which they occurred.

Comments from supporters (and trolls) are taken from the No More Page 3 petition or social media sites. The conversations in this book are either a product of my memory or are reproduced exactly as they appeared in the campaign’s private Facebook group.

Most of my No More Page 3 teammates read a draft of this book and helpfully reminded me of things I had forgotten, corrected mistakes and said things like, ‘Oh my god, if you write that I will absolutely kill you – I mean it, I’m not kidding.’

With this in mind, I changed the names and identifying features of some individuals who appear in this book and, to further respect the privacy of those involved, there are some composite characters. Additionally, some people and events have been omitted because, if I included everyone and everything, this book would never, ever end.




Prologue

Boudicca was buried on Peckham Rye, according to a local legend. The woman sitting next to me on the park bench told me all about it. She forgets a lot these days, but she remembers Boudicca – Boadicea, as they used to call her – because her daughter played her in a historical re-enactment on a school playing field in 1965 or 1966, she can’t remember which. The mothers banded together to make props. They made an impressive Iceni chariot out of an old wheelbarrow from the allotments but, in the final act, her daughter fell through the bottom of it, which had gone rotten because of the manure. Theresa had to be carried to the doctor’s in her Celtic robes and her ankle was bandaged until Good Friday.

I was paying close attention to the story, focusing on the details I’d tell my mum later on the phone, when she suddenly trailed off and said, ‘Have you been gardening?’

I looked down at the bamboo canes and bits of card sticking out of my bag and said, ‘Oh, no, I’ve been at a protest actually. They’re signs, badly made ones –’ I laughed nervously – ‘but better than nothing.’

‘What’s that all about then?’

I explained that I was part of a group campaigning against Page 3 – the topless photos of young women that appeared every weekday in The Sun newspaper. We’d staged a big protest in Parliament Square earlier that day. I pulled the petition out of my bag and showed her.

‘Hang about,’ she said, fishing her glasses out of her pocket. She took the petition from me and studied it. ‘Have you got a pen?’

It took ages to find a biro, but finally one appeared at the bottom of my bag, along with the lipstick I’d been looking for since April. She signed her name with a shaky hand, and the pen hovered above the ‘reason for signing’ box. She paused, before writing: We need more rebellious women.

I knew she wasn’t talking specifically about Page 3, or the women who are photographed for it; a woman removing her clothes can be an act of rebellion in itself. I understood that she was talking about the culture that fuels a media where men are powerful creators and women are passive objects. Where men are pictured in shirts and ties and football kits, suited and booted for their lives of leadership, while women are young, beautiful and usually undressed. Women are taught to be quiet and never bossy or pushy or loud. The culture taught us – Page 3 taught us – to be silent, to look pretty, to smile, to be agreeable, pliable. Not to cause problems, ask questions or raise our voices, but to be ready to receive compliments, insults and sex. It is the same culture that makes older women invisible and reduces them to ghosts, doomed to float around Methodist Centre jumble sales or potter in the garden until death’s sweet release. ‘Old ladies’, like the woman sitting next to me, were not supposed to be rebellious or inquisitive or outspoken, but lavender-scented and warm, filled with thoughts of wool and grandchildren and the bric-a-brac stall.

She handed the petition back. ‘You shouldn’t always do as you’re told. Everyone has an opinion on what’s best for you, and most of them want something from you. Yes, we need more rebellious women.’

I sat there on the bench beside her and thought back to the protest that morning.

A huge crowd had assembled at Parliament Square, and the air crackled with excitement.

I’d spotted Lucy, Max and Evie and lots of the usual faces, but there were so many people I’d never seen before: students, families and other women gathered in little groups. The photographers and cameramen (and they were all men) attempted to order us into formation, with Big Ben as a powerful backdrop. Protestors waved their hand-made signs, some with conspicuous Corn Flakes or Shredded Wheat logos on the reverse. The marker-pen messages spelled out ‘No More Page 3!’ ‘News Not Boobs!’ ‘Brains and hearts, not just body parts!’ I found myself standing next to Evie and she squeezed my hand. She was trying to keep an eye on Milly, who was marching up and down at the front, head held high, shouting, ‘Sign our petition!’ The photographers didn’t know what to make of this brilliantly sassy eight-year-old girl. Some of them wanted to capture her on film, others wanted her to pick up a colouring book and sit quietly out of the way.

Max led us in protest songs. She’d sing a line and we’d repeat it, sort of like being in church, but without the draughts and guilt. She’d brought her little dog along and it kept shitting all over the place. When it was our turn to sing a line, she’d quickly bend down to shovel it up, then continue, with a placard in one hand and a bag of dog crap in the other.

The march headed towards Southbank, and Evie and I sneaked into the Christmas market to buy mulled wine. Everything is better with mulled wine, even the patriarchy. We took photos with human statues, cool kids with skateboards, and fundraisers in the middle of a marathon.

Most people we spoke to signed the petition. Nobody gave us much hassle, except one middle-aged man, who sleazed on Max.

‘If I sign it, I want something back,’ he said. ‘What will you give me in return?’ He eyed her up and down in the hungry way my niece looks at Toblerones.

‘Here you go,’ she said, ‘have this,’ and handed him a bag of dog shit. He didn’t realise for a while, and just stood there holding it. She strode off snorting with laughter, while he walked around helplessly, looking for a bin.

Back at Peckham Rye, I smiled at the woman on the bench next to me. ‘I know quite a few rebellious women,’ I said, and she leaned forward and patted my hand.

‘Good,’ she said, ‘keep them close.’




PART ONE

Striking a Match




The Shoe Cupboard

When I was five or six, and just beginning to learn things about the world, I would kneel at the bottom of my bunk bed with my eyes shut really tight and pray to the God I learned about at school, aka the old man who lived for ever and judged us from the sky.

Dear God, please don’t let anything happen to my family, and don’t let me ever grow up.

What I meant was: please don’t take away the people I love, and don’t let me become a woman.

Becoming a woman seemed like the worst thing you could do.

‘What’s a period?’ I asked one afternoon, after hearing the word on TV. My older brother burst out laughing and left the room. My mum became silent and heavy and still. My dad looked at her. She didn’t say anything.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’s a thing that happens to women.’

‘Oh don’t,’ she said.

‘Well, are you going to bloody tell her then? She needs to know.’

My mum got up and left the room, and my dad picked up The Sun and aggressively flicked through the pages.

I guessed that, whatever a period was, it was another one of those shameful things that women whispered about in living rooms. They’d sit in armchairs with their shoes off, drinking tea, and suddenly their voices would disappear and you’d overhear snatches of secret sentences about thirty-six-hour labours and The Change and Maureen’s daughter, who had got herself pregnant again.

Women were always getting themselves pregnant.

Mothers at the school gates would talk about it. They always looked exhausted from all the cooking and cleaning and getting other people’s parents out of the bath. You’d think they’d be kind and understanding of each other’s burdens, but they didn’t appear to have the energy.

If ever there was an unexpected knock at the door, my mum would send me rushing upstairs with armfuls of crap to dump on the beds. ‘Are the bedroom doors shut?’ she would whisper anxiously, before she let anybody in. Women, apparently, judged each other’s houses. ‘They always ask to use the toilet,’ my mum said, ‘so they can look around upstairs.’

Most of my friends’ mothers didn’t work. I learned that if a woman went out to work, it was because, somewhere along the line, a man had failed, or she had failed to get a man. Single women worked, but the only married women who went to work were the ones with jobless or absent husbands or, occasionally, women whose husbands didn’t mind them doing a shift or two at the supermarket, to earn ‘a bit of extra spending money’ for the holidays. Those women were judged mercilessly, especially if they had children.

‘I don’t know why they have kids if they go out to work and never see them,’ people would say behind their backs.

I learned to read with Peter and Jane books. I’d squish up close to my mum on the sofa and trail the words with my finger, pausing to look at the pictures. Peter was always off building a fort or doing something with a chisel, and Jane was always helping her mum in the kitchen:

‘We can make some cakes for Peter and Daddy!’

‘You are a good girl!’

Jane was always watching Peter do things. She would just stand there all clean and tidy in her yellow cardigan, watching Peter have fun. I thought she was an idiot. I desperately wanted her to drop the plates and let them smash on the floor. I wanted her to pour the tea (such a good girl!) and purposely miss the cups, spilling it in patterns all over the carpet. I wanted her to elbow Peter hard in the ribs every time he walked past.

At my primary school, the classroom play area was divided in two: toy tools and diggers for the boys and prams and an A La Carte Kitchen for the girls. Sometimes, during Games, Mrs Lincoln would gather us into a circle, pull a boy into the middle of the ring and make us sing ‘The Farmer Wants a Wife’. The boy would pick the prettiest girl as his betrothed and pull her into the circle, and we’d move on to the next verse: ‘The Wife Wants a Child’. We were practising our grown-up roles; learning the kind of jobs we’d do, the kind of desires we’d have. The girls played at tidying up and pouring tea and wanting babies.

But I learned that there were other things that girls must do in addition to pushing prams and making flapjacks. My mum’s magazines were filled with diets that changed every week and problem pages devoted to cellulite, eye bags and wrinkles. My dad’s newspaper was filled with Page 3 girls; bare-breasted teenagers with big hair and wide smiles, posing in pairs of lacy pants. The messages were clear, yet contradictory: women should have babies but stay slim; bake cakes, but not eat them; know how to look after everyone around them, but never let wisdom, age or tiredness show on their face. They should be beautiful and desirable and smiling, always.

In my last year of secondary school, the careers advisor scanned my list of predicted grades, a neat row of As and Bs, and asked me what I wanted to do.

I was so nervous I could barely say the words. ‘I think I might want to go to university.’

I didn’t know a single person who had ever been to university. My brilliant older sister wanted to go, but it hadn’t happened. She’d got married, and married women didn’t go to university – they had children and silently assessed each other’s bathrooms.

The careers advisor nodded, which usually means yes. ‘Well, you’ll need to do A levels if you want to apply for university.’

I nodded as well.

‘A levels will improve your job prospects and, you never know, you might decide you don’t need to think about university after all. It can be very expensive, and lots of girls do degrees and then get married and have children and wish they had saved their money.’

I knew he was saying that university wasn’t for a girl like me. He had decided the course my life should take before I’d even walked in the room.

‘Of course, the most important thing is to get work experience,’ he said. ‘There’s a new shoe shop opening at Retail World and they’re looking for staff.’

I felt every bit of hope leave my body. He misinterpreted my expression.

‘Don’t worry, there are stockroom positions if you think you’d struggle with the till.’

He issued the same guidance to my friend Marie, who wanted to study history in Manchester. Our professional careers advice was basically: wait in a shoe cupboard until a man turns up to impregnate you.

I went home and wrote in my diary:

I am never having children. I am never getting married.

I am going to university.

I thought this kind of retaliation was the only way I could break free of what was expected of me, but I didn’t have the confidence to write the words in ink.

I wrote in pencil, in case I needed to erase it all later.




Fish Out of Water

When I moved to London, my mum packed me a week’s worth of sandwiches, a woman from Rotherham Council sent me a rape alarm (with a spare battery, in case I wore the first one out) and my grandmother, Nessa, gave me a madeira cake and a map of the Underground from 1972 with the Jubilee Line missing.

‘That was the last time I went to London,’ she said. ‘But I’m not missing anything. They haven’t got anything we haven’t got.’

It was the month before my twenty-ninth birthday and I was about to start a postgraduate degree at the Courtauld Institute of Art, a college of the University of London.

‘You’ll not be the only one coming from a council house,’ my dad said.

‘She will,’ my mum replied. ‘I’ve seen pictures on the internet.’

It had taken me a long time to get to university. I left school and did my A levels, despite the careers advisor’s scepticism. I earned enough money to get by, working in a pub, in a travel agent’s, as a mystery passenger on South Yorkshire buses. I saved up, I got into debt. I did my undergraduate degree when I was twenty-five, a BA in Art History at the local former polytechnic.

‘It seems a funny thing to study,’ my dad said, and he was right. It was a strange choice, since the only art I’d seen growing up were the paintings my mum borrowed from the library. She’d struggle home on the bus with an oil painting of a ship, wrapped in a bin bag, and it’d go on the living-room wall for a few weeks until it was time to return it and swap it for another one. I’d go to someone’s house after school and see the same painting on their wall that we’d just returned and they’d just borrowed. Those same ships, drifting through the estates of Rotherham. But paintings, whether at Rotherham Library or the National Gallery, interested me; they were portals into other people’s worlds and I liked mining them for clues. I thought that art might teach me about life and how to live it.

My mum didn’t understand my degree choice either, but she was happy that I’d studied at the local ex-poly, because there were no posh people there. When she met a girl on my course with an affected accent, she said, ‘She can pretend all she likes, but everybody knows she’s from Maltby. Her mother works at Kwik Save.’ She panicked when my tutor suggested I apply for a scholarship to study in London, worried that I’d feel out of place, homesick and lonely. London was unknown, and that was the danger. No one knew which alleyways to avoid, which buses to take, or whose mothers worked at Kwik Save.

It wasn’t lost on me that by the age of twenty-eight my mum had given birth to three kids and my dad had sailed twice around the world with the Navy. By twenty-eight, Nessa had survived the Blitz.

But my age didn’t matter. I was their baby, their single, unmarried and unprotected daughter, stepping into a city that didn’t know me or care about me. There was no map for what I was doing because no one had ever had a chance to draw it for me.

My dad’s parting advice was: ‘Don’t talk to anyone, don’t draw attention to yourself and don’t go out when it’s dark.’

I kissed him on the shoulder (he was much taller than me) and said, ‘Oh Dad, not even a hedgehog could stick to all those rules.’

‘Phone me when you get there,’ he said.

And then I was on my own.

The Courtauld was the kind of place where you could imagine masked balls being held; it was grand and imposing with elaborate sweeping staircases. Every time I stepped through the double doors into the foyer with its marble floor and classical statues, I felt like Julia Roberts in that snooty dress shop in Pretty Woman, but without her hair, teeth or height. The other students were so tall and healthy-looking. Their hair was bouncy and thick, their cheeks so ruddy you could almost smell the horses on them. They were well spoken and bilingual with names so long and sophisticated you had to have a little rest in the middle of saying them.

‘Octavia Cholmondeley-Bentham-Bly – hang on a minute, I’ll just have a sit down – Cholmondeley-Bentham-Arlington-Blyth? But you go by the name of Bumpy?’

They were intimidatingly clever, and I quickly realised that having a degree from a former poly carried all the gravitas of a needlework proficiency badge from the Brownies.

It was every bit as bad as my mum had predicted.

I lived in a flat in Dulwich with two ‘young professionals’ I had met on the internet. Rebecca had the much better upstairs bedroom, and Kevin lived in the wardrobe.

The wardrobe was a tiny room next to mine, about the size of the chinchilla enclosure at Pets at Home, with a dividing wall made of plywood, or papier mâché, or straw.

‘The landlord uses this as his walk-in closet,’ the property manager told us when showing us round, ‘but if you really need to split the rent three ways, you could probably fit a small bed in here, at a push.’ And it really was a push; it was such a tight squeeze the door wouldn’t open more than ten inches without hitting the divan. At the end of each day, Kevin had to shuffle in sideways and launch himself like a salmon at the bed, which shook the dividing wall as if a wartime trolleybus was rattling past. My nightly soundtrack consisted of salmon launching, the syrupy tones of Kevin’s girlfriend, Louise, talking in a cutesy baby voice and selected hits of Elton John. I’ve never seen The Lion King, but I know ‘The Circle of Life’ word for word, because Louise sang along whenever he played it, which was roughly every other hour in the brief interludes between The Simpsons blaring from his laptop and Louise shrieking ‘stwop tickling meee!’ Worst of all were the times when my room echoed with slapping sounds and noises like office furniture being dragged about. I don’t want to imagine what was happening next door in the wardrobe, but it sounded like a pair of Ikea bookcases were being dismantled by seals.

Dulwich was a culture shock after Rotherham. It was the kind of place where you couldn’t buy a normal loaf – all the bread had caramelised onions or cobnuts in it. The local shop sold dehydrated Mediterranean figs, but not baked beans. There were gastropubs galore, a gallery full of Reubens and Rembrandts and a home interiors shop, well stocked with a variety of repurposed lamps and organic pillow sprays. This was fine if you spent your days in a lavender mist, hydrating figs, but really crap if you just wanted a jar of Nescafé and some Weetabix.

My mum phoned every other day and Nessa sent birthday cards, get-well-soon cards, holiday postcards. She even sent a card on Pancake Day. She wrote like she talked, in block capitals with no full stops.

REMEMBER YOU’RE EVERY BIT AS GOOD AS THEM I HOPE YOU HAVE PANCAKES I CAN’T EAT THEM THEY GIVE ME INDIGESTION DID YOU SEE SHEFFIELD WAS ON THE NEWS YESTERDAY GOING FOR A WALK NOW SOON YOU’LL BE HOME AGAIN XXX

The MA ended, but I didn’t go home; I’d won a scholarship to stay on for a PhD. I was getting a little more settled in London. Instead of having children of my own, I got paid to look after other people’s, which funded trips to the pub and a new coat in winter. And I had my boyfriend Will to go to the pub with. We met at the Courtauld. He was studying art under Stalin and I was studying art under Hitler, which meant that nobody wanted to talk to us at parties, so we ended up talking to each other. He was posh, but he didn’t seem to mind that I was common, and I didn’t hold it against him that he went to public school or pretended to like opera.

I started to feel a little more at home in Dulwich and a little less at home in Rotherham. My dad said I’d been away too long and had picked up fancy London ways. After all, I had an Oyster card, I spent Saturdays at the British Museum and I knew about pancetta.

‘It’s not good enough for our Joanne any more,’ he would say, if I refused fish fingers and chips. ‘She’s doing a PhD, you know.’

The truth was, I hated the PhD. I dreaded the supervisions and the conferences and networking events. Whenever I was packed into a room filled with academics, I found myself offering around glasses of wine and canapés, like a waitress. I couldn’t escape the feeling that I should be serving the people around me. I always felt like an interloper who had crawled in through the cat flap while no one was looking.

I became terrified of speaking. I’d noticed when I moved to London that people sometimes repeated back to me what I said. This happened especially with words like ‘bath’ and sentences like ‘shall we go to the pub?’

‘Aye lass, let’s guh t’pub,’ Charlie, a Home Counties PhD Arsehole would say, laughing. ‘Av thisen a pint o’ bitter.’ At first, I thought it was done in good humour and I laughed along with him, but after a year it wore thin.

‘What’s tha conference paper on – pies an’ whippets?’

I would smile but my eyes would say, ‘I hope you fall down a manhole and drown in a sewer.’

I had always loathed public speaking, worried that I’d say the wrong thing, but now I was also anxious about how different my voice was from everybody else’s. No one else had an accent like mine. I avoided speaking at any symposium, seminar or, worst of all, roundtable discussion. I managed to inflict myself with every virus, migraine or emergency scenario I could conjure that could get me out of these situations. Other PhD students had online profiles listing every paper, publication, review, speech. Mine said: ‘Jo’s area of interest is the artwork created by refugees from Nazism in Britain c.1933–1945’ and then . . . nothing. Publications: empty. Conferences: empty. Links to my LinkedIn: empty. That’s exactly how I felt. Empty.

But then, in September 2012, a conference arrived that I couldn’t get out of. I had used up my bank of excuses. My tutor kept mentioning important people who would be there, a professor who had written a ‘seminal’ book, a research fellow who lectured in America. The stakes were high, and I couldn’t afford to mess up.

Will set up his ironing board like a lectern and I practised for hours, rounding off the Rotherham accent, smoothing out the Yorkshire vowels. He sat in an armchair facing away from me, because he knew eye contact would throw me off, and every now and then he’d say, ‘That was really good – can you just say it normally?’ Or, ‘A bit louder maybe, for the people lurking by the exit.’

Natasha, one of the Dulwich mums I babysat for, lent me a book about managing fear. The day before the conference, I read a bit of it in the bath, careful not to get the pages wet or crack the spine. It was 50 per cent photos of laughing Nepalese children, 40 per cent quotes about flying (in a font completely at odds with the airy-fairy spiritual vibe) and 10 per cent blank pages. At dinnertime, I accidentally singed the edge of it when I turned on the wrong gas ring in the kitchen. I panicked and knocked it into the sink with a ladle, amazed that I’d managed to soak the book in oily water and set it on fire.

I laid my conference clothes carefully over the back of a chair and went to bed early. I got up the next morning before Rebecca and Kevin, and walked to the station, to begin the ninety-mile journey to the conference centre.




Why Am I Running?

At 8 a.m. sharp, the conference attendees were ushered into a beige room with a long table at one end, bedecked with tinned-salmon sandwiches, an urn of strong tea, a plate of ginger nuts and four pots of Bisto-coloured coffee. The atmosphere was similar to that of a funeral wake held in the function room of a cricket club, but with name badges and a printed schedule of the day’s events.

I stood behind a large potted plant and looked around the room.

The women, chatting in groups of three and four, wore skirt suits and separates in black or navy polycotton. The look was conservative, enlivened with the jazzy twist of a bright chiffon scarf or a fun brooch. It was what I imagined the flight attendants would wear if Jehovah’s Witnesses had their own airline.

The men wore linen and had very loud voices. They all appeared to be called Julian.

In the conference room, I sat as close to the doors as possible. The first speaker was a foot shorter than the microphone and she struggled to adjust it.

‘Sorry, but we can’t hear you, I’m afraid!’ one of the Julians shouted. He reclined in his seat with his legs crossed, looking not a bit sorry or afraid.

Flustered, she pressed something and her slides disappeared off the large screen behind her. When she found her place and started speaking again, another Julian shouted, ‘Still can’t hear you!’

The woman sitting across




























PART TWO

HQ




PART THREE

Bigger Things




PART FOUR

Clarifications and Corrections




Epilogue

February 2020

I stood on the riverbank, holding a pile of clothes. Jess was next to me, jumping from foot to foot, trying to get up the nerve to run into the water. Kate had gone in first, followed by Evie and Yas, who were flailing their arms around, shrieking at the cold. There was snow on the hills and, even though the sun was at its highest, it was almost freezing and would soon be dark.

When Jess spoke, I could see the clouds of her breath.

‘You sure you’re not coming in?’

‘It’s February. In Northumberland. No.’

Jess counted down from five, threw her coat in my direction and ran into the water, screaming, ‘Oh my god oh my god OH MY GOD!’

She wanted to prove that she could do it. It was a kind of baptism for her new life.

It was five years, one week and six days since The Sun published their last Page 3 picture on 22 January 2015.

It took all the hours, days and weeks of those years for Jess to build up the strength, resolve, money and independence she needed to leave her marriage. She took on work, when he allowed her to, and saved what she could in a secret bank account. She bought bits of furniture here and there; a chest of drawers from a charity shop, a coffee table in a mid-season sale, and stored them away until she needed them. She made new friends, took up running and swimming and got physically stronger.

And then she found a house, a small, two-bed terrace, in a town not far from Newcastle – near enough to her old life to feel secure, and far away enough to start afresh. She was approved for a mortgage, got the keys, and moved in. It had taken five years of planning, saving, building, whispering, walking on eggshells, but now she was free.

‘Tell me I’m doing the right thing?’ she said over and over.

‘You’re doing the right thing.’

We were the first visitors to her new house. We turned up with champagne, which we drank from No More Page 3 mugs because she didn’t have any wine glasses. Her kettle still had a sticker on the handle and the shelving unit hadn’t been put together yet. She was slowly adding bits of herself to the house, with photographs in frames and piles of books on every surface. She said she felt guilty and afraid but, every now and then, there was a spark of excitement in her eyes and she bit her lip, as if the wisest part of her could taste the future.

‘Tell me I’m doing the right thing?’

‘You’re doing the right thing.’

We sat on the floor, eating pizza. Jess caught my eye and whispered, ‘You OK?’

It was six weeks since my mum died. It was the first time I’d been out of the house since the funeral. My dad had died just a year before. Cancer, for both of them, sudden and shocking and violent. When I looked at Jess, I saw that we were both walking unsteadily, unsure of our footing, taking tentative steps in a world that didn’t feel entirely real or entirely safe.

I’d shared all of it, or most of it, with Jess, as she’d shared all of it, or most of it, with me. The fraught conversations before she left, the careful explaining to Ruby, the long nights when the heaviness settled on her chest and she feared that in saving herself she was hurting her daughter.

I’d told her how, when my dad was dying, my mum had to coach him as he made his last phone calls. ‘Go on then, tell them,’ she’d say, and he’d tell his sister, his friends, what they meant to him. And then he’d go and lie down in the dark. He’d been taught his whole life to bottle it all up, to never show emotion, so it was hard for him to talk about love.

After my mum was diagnosed, she became angry. She’d lock herself in the bathroom and scream at the top of her voice. ‘It’s the steroids,’ she’d say. ‘They make me like that, it’s a side effect.’

My No More Page 3 teammates helped me through the most difficult days. I told Laura Bates that the hospice offered tea but no biscuits, so she sent a huge box of gingerbread, cookies, shortbread, jam rings. When I couldn’t sleep, Yas sent me bath oils to help me relax. So many parcels arrived that the postman said, ‘It must be somebody’s birthday!’ I didn’t correct him, because it was easier to lie about birthdays than to tell the truth about death.

At my dad’s funeral, I watched as Jess talked to my relatives, handing around plates of sandwiches and sausage rolls. I watched her moving across the room, making people comfortable, offering drinks, and I thought, I’ll never forget that you did this.

So much happened over the five years since Page 3 ended. Between us, we married, divorced, had babies, earned degrees, published books, launched new campaigns, changed careers, came out. Max got a big promotion, Lucy wrote books about women and sex, none of which had cupcakes on the cover. Evie went back to university and gained a distinction in her master’s degree, Kate switched jobs, boyfriends and houses, Rhianne moved to the country to work on a community farm. Laura Bates wrote more and more books, discussed gender equality at the UN and worked with the British Transport Police to better protect women on buses and trains. Priya started the world’s first maternity clinic for survivors of sexual assault. Yas did all kinds of things: campaigning for queer and trans rights, writing books and poetry, travelling and performing a drag act as a Turkish pop star named Tarkan. Yas was also training for an upcoming LGBTQ+ boxing match.

‘None of us are afraid of being punched,’ Yas told us. ‘We’ve all been hit in the face plenty of times before.’

I moved up North with Will, to a small market town in the Pennines. When I arrived, a local man advised me to buy a ‘proper’ coat. He said, ‘Up here, we have nine months of bad weather, and then winter comes.’ I felt the cold, but I loved the place immediately and Will and I built a home together, a place where I felt safe and grounded during the worst days of grief. I started writing every day.

‘I’m writing a book about HQ,’ I told the team. ‘I want to remember all that we did together. And then, when we’re old and have forgotten everything, Yas – our best hope for the future – can read it aloud to us.’

Will’s mum and Michael Waldon stayed together. I saw him once or twice, and we were civil and polite. We were both focusing on bigger things.

There were huge changes culturally, as well as in our personal lives. After The Sun scrapped Page 3, lads’ mags began to disappear from newsagent shelves. By the end of 2015, Loaded, Maxim, Nuts, FHM and Zoo – magazines filled with naked or topless women – all, one by one, dissolved. Things changed in Germany too. Stop Bild Sexism, the No More Page 3 sister campaign launched by Kristina Lunz, was successful. In March 2018, Bild said it would ‘end an era’ by dropping the topless photos, since ‘many women find these pictures offensive or degrading, both here in the editorial department and also among our female readers’.

Over here, the Daily Star remained stubbornly resolute, at least in the beginning. They issued a statement in 2015, insisting that ‘Page 3 is as British as roast beef and Yorkshire pud, fish and chips and seaside postcards. The Daily Star is about fun and cheering people up. And that will definitely continue!’

The topless photos did continue for another four years before they were finally scrapped in 2019. The British public have had to find their fun elsewhere ever since.

Of course, issues of representation in the media remain huge, and debates continue over who is seen, what stories are deemed worthy of our attention and how events are framed.

Misogyny, racism, homophobia, transphobia, classism and ableism are still evident in our press. But the end of Page 3 felt symbolic, as if we were closing the door on the insidious sexism of the previous decades and looking ahead to a new way of doing things. We are in a different cultural landscape now, fuelled by Black Lives Matter, Extinction Rebellion, Time’s Up, #MeToo. More and more people are talking about prejudice, discrimination and stereotyping. The younger generation is leading the way, dismantling and deconstructing the cultural legacies passed down to them that do not fit within the lives they want to live.

If No More Page 3 taught me anything, it’s that we all have more power than we realise, and that we can achieve incredible things when we come together. I learned more during those two and a half years than I learned in a decade at university. And I had the most fun I’ve had in my entire life.

Back at the riverbank, Jess ran out of the water, shouting over and over, ‘I’m so cold I’m so cold OH MY GOD I’M SO COLD!’

She wrapped a towel around her shoulders, grabbed my hand and dragged me towards the car.

‘In a few months when it’s warmer, we’ll come back here and I’m making you get in the water with me. No excuses.’

I couldn’t yet imagine warmer days, so I let Jess imagine them for me.

She turned and waved to Yas, Evie and Kate. ‘Come on,’ she shouted, ‘let’s go home.’
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‘I want to shout about this brilliantly funny book from the rooftops! Fiercely funny, truly fascinating and inspiring and touching in equal measure, Killjoy is about the real-life story of a handful of “small” female Davids taking on large male Goliaths. Life-affirming and brilliantly told, I was hooked from the first page . . . I loved it’

Mel Giedroyc


‘A funny and inspiring account of one postgraduate student’s life-changing decision to join the No More Page 3 campaign: a first book that couldn’t be more up my strasse if it tried’

Rachel Cooke, The Guardian, ‘Non-fiction to look out for in 2023’


‘Funny, frank and fearless, this is an inspiring read about grassroots feminist activism and how a group of determined women can change the world. Killjoy is just like its author: warm, wise, witty and wet-your-pants hilarious. Older activists will recognise the struggles and triumphs she describes with wry smiles and younger ones will find this book is like a pep talk from a supportive older sister telling them they can do it too!’

Laura Bates, author of Everyday Sexism


‘I can’t even begin to explain to my daughter that we grew up with naked pictures of women with massive knockers everywhere we looked, as if that was perfectly normal. This funny, frank memoir is an amazing reminder of what women went through to stop it’

Jenny Colgan, bestselling author of Meet Me at the Cupcake Café


‘Funny, warm and compelling, Jo Cheetham’s Killjoy is a hugely readable real-life story of friendship, solidarity and taking on the big guys even when everyone thinks you’re mad. A great choice for book clubs, not least as it’s about a group of friends who simply refused to give up’

AJ Pearce, bestselling author of Dear Mrs Bird


‘Snappily written with humour and irreverence, it unpeels the insanity of our patriarchal society and why it can and must change. Order it now, is our advice’

Stylist, ‘Non-fiction books you can’t miss in 2023’


‘A heroic and humorous account of the woman who found herself at the head of the No More Page 3 campaign, in a group of ordinary people doing extraordinary things’

The Independent, ‘Debut authors set to make their mark this year’


‘I adored this heroic and unexpectedly humorous account of how Cheetham, then a PhD student who had never considered herself political or even assertive, was moved to join the No More Page 3 campaign . . . Hers is a fabulously uplifting story of ordinary people doing extraordinary things, which shows we all have the power to stand up for what we believe in, and bring about change’

Caroline Sanderson, ‘Editor’s Choice’, The Bookseller


‘Wonderful . . . Jo Cheetham charts her journey from shy graduate student, riddled with insecurities about her working-class roots, to fearless feminist campaigner . . . Funny, relatable and heart-warming’

New Statesman
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