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A winner of battles and hearts

A portrait of Jeannette, a fishworker whose life is
characterized by buoyancy

by Roger Cougot, a retired Ouest-France Daily
journalist

Lorient, Britanny. No medal, no official address, but
warm fedingsaplenty and aflurry of friendly greetings.
In early 2004, in a corner of the Keroman fishing
harbour, wherethe mist of economic doldrumslingers
on, aparty isgoing on to honour afishworker, one of
thosewomenwhointhemid-1970s(solongago!) toiled
to raisethelocal fish tradeto uncommon heights.

Inthose days, fishlandings reached 70,000 tonnesa
year, three times more than the present figure. At the
auctions, therewasfish galoreto rejoicethetraders,
loads of Breiz pesked (Breton fish) that kept very busy
the women who sorted and processed the seafood in
themerchants' shops. Jeannette was one such woman.

Sheisnow an 80-year old girlish-looking lady. Most of
her lifetimewastaken over by thefishtrade, and solidly
anchored in the cold environment of Keroman, where
conditionsof work aretill reminiscent of 19th century
sweatshops. Hands and feet were forever cold, and
there was due coldness as well in the trading
arrangements, where businesswasbusiness. Intothis
atmosphere, Jeannettetried to bring in ameasure of
warm-heartedness. Quietly and relentlesdy, she battled
for human dignity and social justice, for added
humanenessin that bloody occupation where“thefish
alwayscommands’.

And that iswhy her friends threw a party to honour
thelady, the fishworker who was never awarded any
medal but got covered with fish scalesinstead. Yet
Jeannette maintainsher buoyancy.

Shewas born on 10 January 1924 at Pontivy, in the
hinterland, 50 km from the coast. And therewaslittle
motivation for her to head for the seashore, except
that her grandfather used to board aship at Roscoff in
northern Britanny and cross over to England to sell
onions, a‘ Johnny’ as such peoplewere nicknamed by
theBritish. In 1948, JeanneLeTinier, theyoung lady,
born danslesterres(in the hinterland) into afamily of
well-to-do ironmongers, headed for the busy town of
Lorient, where the population was coping with the

aftermath of thewar bombings, and many wereliving
in spartan wooden cabins.

Just like the river Blavet that flows through her
hometown, Jeannette did not take astraight courseto
the sea. But right from the start, she was bent on
working with the lowly (le milieu populaire) and
engaging in social activism. For awhile, sheworked
withamothers' help organization, but wassoon miffed
with the paternalistic approach of its higher-class
leaderswho hired labour for the sake of charity instead
of abiding by the principlesof social justice. Jeannette
then got ajobinacannery that processed beans, peas
and fish. That was beforethe‘ delocalization’ spree,
when, on the Breton coast, processing plants still
needed seasonal workers.

In 1955, Jeannette moved further towardsthe seashore
and the quaysof Keroman, where sheremained asan
employée de marée (woman fishworker) until her
retirement in 1980, and long afterwardsto help those
still at work. Throughout her lifetime at the harbour,
shestubbornly tried to bring about someimprovement
inthat environment. Shejoined the union and took part
inall itsinitiatives, however humble and low-key or
tenseand highly conflicting. But al protest wasfinaly
squashed, because at the Keroman harbour the*fish
rules”, which calls for ten-hour working days at
minimumwages!

Later,in 1977, Jeannettejoined the sortersand dockers
inaprotracted battle at the SOPROMER processing
plant, which wasaprecursor of theimminent crisisin
theindustrial fisheriesin Lorient. Though technical
inputs (partly financed by the producers, including
individual fishermenwho paid professional fees) were
adequate, the private interests of fish merchantsand
the appetite for short-term profits prevailed over the
need to protect jobs.

Jeannettewoul d extend her careto thewomenworking
inthe newly established department stores, attempting
to develop atrue working class culture at the local
centre, trying to create a workers' culture among
fishworkers, metdl workersand employeesof al kinds.
She extended small gesturesat her place of work too:
Jeannette must have been the only womanwho alowed
herself a pause casse-cro(te (tea break), which at
that time was meant exclusively for men.

Jeannette believed—and ill does—that something can
be donetoimprovethelot of every woman, of every
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person, in spiteof al the odds, despitethedirty tricks
from bossesand colleagueswho, unfortunately, would
not mind treading on your feet to suck up to the petits
chefs (supervisors) for uncertain gains.

Inthe end, the battles of Jeannette and other women
did bear somefruit. After yearsof waiting, acollective
labour agreement hascometollife, but, not surprisingly,
its implementation remains rather uncertain. Most
importantly, thereissomething lessvisible, albeit very
real: that flicker of hope, that tiny thread of gold, as
Jeannette would say, namely, the virtue of human
solidarity. For the sake of human dignity, evenintimes
of real hardship and conflict, Jeannette remained
buoyant and smiling. Her friendswho gathered at that
birthday party in a corner of the Keroman fishing
harbour would have had no troubl e picking themessage
of a lifetime: gardez la péche, in other words,
“conserveyour buoyancy”.

Roger Cougot can be contacted c/o Péche et
Développement (peche.dev@wanadoo.fr)




