
 

ISSUE NO. 1 MAY 2021- DEBUT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TITLE 

 



Page 1 

 

Sarah Finch 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Earlier this month, our Herstory team interviewed Sarah Finch, CEO of the Marches Academy Trust. Ms Finch began 

her career as a history teacher at The Marches Secondary School, going on to become a Headteacher. Since then, 

she has progressed to CEO and Executive Head of the Trust, expanding the learning community to include ten 

schools, including primary. 

What is striking upon meeting Ms Finch is her 

determination to expand horizons for young 

people, especially women. When discussing 

the Aspire Women’s Conference we recently 

attended, it was clear her enthusiasm was 

contagious. Throughout our time with Ms Finch 

her warm tone shone through when discussing her father, her love of reading and Billy Connolly - but 

above all, it was her want for young people to have the tenacity to “take the bull by the horns” and go 

for things that we want that stuck with us. There are still things even as a CEO Ms Finch is reflecting to 

develop within her own character and the experience left us motivated to go looking for that bull.  

Ms Finch began by discussing the necessity of freeing yourself from judging others before you know them. 

By simply accepting people as they present themselves. To move away from speculation and criticism, she 

believes you grant others “the space to be themselves”, leading them and us to ultimately be happier 

and grow as people. Ms Finch recognised the difficulty many of us might have with this but making 

change within ourselves is the best way to create a wider, collective, and impactful change. She hopes 

more young people will stand up and challenge the ‘norm’. Avenues to allow this vary but providing 

“Celebrate who you are, don’t let 

anyone diminish that, because that 

is where you get your strength.”  
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opportunities for young people to use their voices and think outside the box she expressed, is one of the 

best ways we can incite change. Promoting projects and initiatives that are student led allows young 

people to use their voices and create a change that they want to see – just as we hope to do through 

Herstory. 

Ms Finch expressed that for her legacy, she would want to see children and young people she has 

worked alongside break out of a cycle, however, she acknowledged that it takes a great deal of 

“character, spirit, and inner 

confidence.” Breaking young 

people out of the cycle of lack of 

opportunity and choice is 

something Ms Finch is undeniably 

passionate about. She discussed that many young people are unable to reach their full potential when 

education is not student centered. She believes that knowing and owning who you are, should be 

something that you live by. She pushed us to be able to speak about what we want and manifest it into 

fruition. Speak it out loud, then you start to believe it can happen. Her advice to young aspirational 

women is to “take the time to know yourself – do it now”, emphasising the importance of having the 

confidence both to know and express yourself. 

Ms Finch voiced that her largest challenge has been inner self doubt and the questioning of ‘am I good 

enough?’. Imposter system is something many people struggle with and the ability to recognise it within 

yourself is a big step in working to overcome it. Inner doubt is a challenge many successful professionals 

continually face, but success despite of this is even more of a fantastic achievement. Ms Finch spoke of 

lessons she has learned throughout her career, 

noting some of the best and most valuable 

things she has learned have stemmed from what 

were initially perceived to be ‘failures’. The 

fear of failure is something everyone will battle 

with at some point in their lives, whether that be 

as a student, or in a professional working field – however, crippling fear of failure and the limiting 

‘plague of perfectionism’ seems to have a particular affinity with young women. As a history teacher, Ms. 

Finch said she often experienced this, both firsthand in her own life as well as reflected in her students. 

She gave the example of asking a group of history students what grade they wanted. She found often 

the boys were able to tell her honestly and upfront exactly what they wanted to achieve, whereas often 

the girls would undersell themselves, responding with ‘well maybe a B’ when they were evidently A or A* 

students. If a person cannot speak it aloud- how can they believe it will really happen. 

Something we on the Herstory team are very passionate about, is encouraging young women to be 

ambitious and to strive for 

senior significant roles - to sit 

at the highest table. 

Representation is hugely 

important regarding the issue 

of a clear lack of women in 

senior or CEO roles globally. 

“It has taken me too long to own me – and I 

would say to all young people the first thing 

you have to do is own who you are.” 

 

“I want you to be bold and proud about what 

you want, get it out on the table. You’ve got 

to put it out there to get there. Don’t hide 

what you want; say it, say it and then own it.” 

 

“Some of the best things I’ve 
done – failures. It was the worst 
thing at the time, but once you 
get over that, it’s the best thing.”  
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The representation that surrounds us, both in our personal lives or in the media, shapes our perception of 

the world from a young age. We subconsciously internalise what we perceive as ‘normal’ or ‘regular’. 

We are much more likely to experience feelings of lower confidence and inadequacy if we do not see 

many examples of people who look like us or share our background succeeding in our field. This is ever 

more present when we consider the even lower representation of women of colour. Here at Sir John 

Talbot’s School and within the Marches Academy Trust, we as students recognise how incredible it is to be 

surrounded by females in senior leadership and management roles. Unified in our gender, the positive 

representation means we as young people can see ourselves reflected in these women. Enabling us to 

believe we can go on to achieve those types of roles - that they are available, and doable and we are 

capable. When asked how we can encourage young women into more senior or CEO status roles, Ms 

Finch stressed the significance of having confidence in our own abilities: “Don’t let others diminish your 

confidence - don’t be intimated, don’t let any little trick or any little comment or action intimidate you – 

own what you are good at.”  

We, along with Ms Finch, are firm believers that this mindset starts at a very young age and starts within 

education. When asked how she feels about the community she has cultivated in the Trust, she answered 

“So proud, immensely proud, but immensely ambitious for what else can happen.” It all starts in education 

and we hope the message of Herstory fires ambition within our readers too. 
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Who was Alexandra Kollontai?  
 

Alexandra Kollontai was a leading Soviet revolutionary and Marxist Feminist during the early 20th 

century and notably the first woman to become a member of government in Europe. Now this is quite the 

impressive feat, being the first women in a major government position, especially as it was not through 

birth right, which is how royal women would receive political power.  

 

Kollontai was a radical activist, politician, diplomat and twice Nobel Peace prize nominee – so why 

haven’t we heard of her?  

 

Some historians believe that her near erasure from history stems from her socialist politics and her firm 

advocacy for the sexual liberation of women, these ideas would have been considered outrageously 

offensive during her lifetime, at one point she was even considered a national security risk by the United 

States during her years as an ambassador for the Soviet Union.   

This Soviet politician lay at the forefront of inter-class feminism, acknowledging the relationship between 

the patriarchy and class exploitation, especially when it came to working women. Kollontai’s views 

regarding social class and women’s rights were forever changed when she visited a textile mill in 1896, 

where women worked in appalling conditions: no ventilation, 18-hour days, no maternity leave and 

despicable pay (less than half a man’s wage). This experience enlightened Kollontai of the conditions the 

working class faced in Tsarist Russia, a regime that, until now, she had benefitted from, hailing from an 

aristocratic family. From then on, with Socialist literature to guide her, Kollontai went down a path of 

political activism and began supporting workers’ strikes that were sweeping across Russia. 
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It wasn’t until 1917, after the Communist Revolution in Russia, that Kollontai gained a role in Lenin’s 

government as key leader of the Petrograd (St. Petersburg)  branch of the Bolshevik party, and by 1919 

she had founded and led the Zhenotdel, the Women’s branch of the Central Committee, where she 

worked to improve women’s rights in the home and the workplace until the closure of the committee in 

1930 – which was closed 

because her male colleagues 

declared that “women’s 

issues” had been “solved” 

despite all the evidence of 

inequality pointing to the 

contrary. However, Kollontai 

was not dissuaded from her political ambitions as she helped pave the way for ceasefire between the 

Soviets and the Finnish, which led to her nominations for the Nobel Peace Prize in both 1946 and 1947. 

 

Why is she important today? 

Kollontai, championed the campaign for class-intersectional feminism in the Soviet Union, believing 

vehemently from a socialist viewpoint that equality could only be achieved “as the result of the victory of 

a new social order and a different economic system” and establishing equity between women of all 

classes, before striving for true gender equality with a common cause. 

Although Kollontai was a Marxist first and a Feminist second, she continued to advocate for the sexual 

liberation of women, arguing that “sexuality is a human instinct as natural as hunger or thirst” as well as 

being a strong believer in free love, which she equated to shared familial responsibility and rights within 

a relationship. 

 

It is important to note that not all of Kollontai’s ideals would be respected today, despite her 

comparatively progressive attitude during her time. One such belief includes her adamant conviction that 

prostitutes should be sent to forced labour camps - gulags – as she did not see their work as 

productive…but she was nevertheless an astounding revolutionary that galvanised the women’s rights 

movement across Russia and, through her adventurous lifestyle, sparked global conversation. 

Of course, Kollontai’s political career also had a wider influence, and marked the starting point for more 

women to access jobs in government across Eastern Europe – with its Soviet ties. Kollontai was also behind 

the liberalization of divorce, paid childcare and as a diplomat shared her egalitarian beliefs across the 

world. 

 

Where can I learn more? 

★ Alexandra Kollontai: A Biography (Revised Edition) by Cathy Porter 

★ Communism and the Family by Alexandra Kollontai 

★ Women’s Liberation and Revolutionary Socialism by Chris Harman 

★ Ghodsee, K 2020, How the socialist behind paid childcare and parental leave was erased from 

women's history, NBC. 

Written by Lucy Craig. Edited by Holly Gilbert. 

‘Much depends on us. The women workers. The 
days are passed when the success of the 

workers’ cause depended only on the on the 
organisation of men.’ – Alexandra Kollontai 
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The Story of the Infamous Pirate Queen Ching Shih 

Ching Shih was born in 1775, into poverty as Shil Xianggu. 
She worked as a prostitute in a floating brothel in 1801 until she negotiated a marriage deal with the 
pirate Zheng Yi, whose nickname was Ching. Zheng Yi was a powerful pirate captain who rivalled the 
Emperor of China, Jiaqing.  
 

Shil was a talented negotiator and businesswoman, gaining control of half of Zheng’s wealth and 
enterprise, as well as the freedom to voice her opinion in business matters. Shil and Zheng Yi were part 
of the Guangdong Pirate Confederation which was made up of six fleets which were named after the 
colour of their flag: red, black, blue, white, yellow, and green. Together, Shil and Zheng lead the Red 
Flag Fleet, which was the most powerful of the fleets. 
 

Shil and Zheng Yi were excellent pirates; when they were married from 1801 to 1807, the number of 
ships the piracy organisation held significantly increased from 200 to well over 1,000. This achievement 
was down to Shil’s idea to recruit lower-level pirates to join the fleet. The reputation of Shil and her Red 
Flag Fleet caught the attention of multiple European powers, namely Portugal, as the fleet had 
plundered them of their colonial goods. However, despite Portugal’s prowess as a powerful nation - 
with more ships and better technology - they were no match for the Red Flag Fleet. 
 

In 1807 Shil’s husband, and pirate captain, died. This threatened Shil’s leadership, from this point Shil is 
regarded with a new title: Ching Shih meaning “Ching’s widow”.  After Zheng Yi’s death, Ching Shih took 

Written by Emma Craig. Edited by Lucy Craig. 
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over as the informal head of the Guangdong Pirate Confederation. To fully secure her leadership, she 
made sure that Chang Paou (also called Zhang Bao), her late husband’s protege, would not take over 
the organisation. She did this by taking Chang as a lover, to ensure that she would still have control over 
the fleet. 
 

After Ching Shih became head of the confederation, the organisation was much more active. In 
September of 1808, the Red Flag Fleet attacked Lin Guoliang, the bridge-general of Humen and 
destroyed his 35-ship fleet, in October of the same year the fleet took out Lin Fa, a lieutenant-colonel of 
the Chinese provincial fleet outside of Humen. This weakened the Chinese provincial fleet, allowing the 
Guangdong Pirate Confederation to sail inland on the Pearl River in 1809, where they proceeded to raid 
villages along the river, like the town of Shating. 
 

Although the Guangdong Pirate Confederation had destroyed the Emperor’s fleets multiple times, such 
as in the Blockade of Tung Chung Bay, it became apparent to Ching Shih that it was only a matter of 
time before the Chinese provincial fleet defeated them. As a result of this, she negotiated a deal with 
Bia Ling (Viceroy of Liangguang, Governor-General of the Qing Dynasty) in 1810, where she was 
pardoned of all her crimes, was allowed to keep most of her wealth and retire peacefully. 
 

Once retired, Ching Shih lived in Guangdong, where she ran a successful gambling den. She lived the 
rest of her life peacefully and died at the age of 69 in 1844.  
 

Where can I learn more? 

Fun fact: Ching Shih also goes by Zheng Yi Sao 
★ Pirate Queen: A Story of Zheng Yi Sao (Book) 

By Helaine Becker (Author), Liz Wong (Illustrator) 
★ Ching Shih – From Prostitute to Infamous Female Pirate by M.R. Reese, on AncientOrigins.net 
★ Ching Shih - From Poverty to Pirate, on TheMinistryOfHistory.co.uk 
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Thank you for taking the time to read our latest issue. If you have any suggestions 

for future articles, please do not hesitate to contact Miss Brinkworth, Associate 

Assistant Headteacher:  Brinkworth.e@sjt.mmat.org.uk 

 

– The Herstory Team 
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