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So, can you describe what your connection to Women’s Aid was and why you got involved with 
Women’s Aid?  
 
I got involved with Women’s Aid because a friend and neighbour of mine was abused by her 

husband away back in the ‘70s and she had nowhere to turn to, nowhere to go. She left him and 

ended up living in a caravan in a corner of a farmer’s field and I, I just felt this was appalling. And 

then a couple of years later, er, some friends, er, in the Labour party, as it happens, er, got together 

and thought that it would be a good idea to form a Women’s Aid group in Ross-shire. There already 

was one in Inverness, and I got involved in setting up the Women’s Aid group in Ross-shire and in 

setting up the refuge.  

 
So was the first instance that you heard about Women’s Aid through your friend using the service?  
 
I didn’t know about Women’s Aid then. I hadn’t a clue about it but I did have a friend in Edinburgh 

who did some volunteering for, er, Midlothian Women’s Aid or East Lothian Women’s Aid, I can’t 

remember which, and I, so I kind of knew the name and everybody knew about Erin Pizzey, you 

know, with the Chiswick Women’s Aid, so there was these kinds of ideas there, but I, I didn’t realise 

until after, er, my friend had had her troubles that there was a Women’s Aid refuge in Inverness, if 

indeed there was at that time, I don’t know.  

 
00:01:40 So when you were then involved in setting up Ross-shire Women’s Aid, what was that like? 
Can you tell me about that?  
  
Oh well, it was really exciting actually. Um, we were all fired up about it and we had a real battle on 

our hands to get it set up. It was easy enough to set up the group and, er, we would, we were there 
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to support women and we had a phone number and so on, which was, we took it in turns to have 

our home phone numbers on, er, a rota and if, and we told the police or social work, if any, er, 

woman who was subjected to domestic violence wanted to contact us we were here. We really 

didn’t have anything we could do with them, apart from chat to them, and we actually (laughs), we 

had, we were so raw and naive. We really didn’t know terribly much about, er, the situation (laughs). 

As you could imagine, we were the original do-gooders you know, but we learned. Um, then about a 

year later, we thought we would try and get a refuge and get a council house from the local 

authority and the local authority were appalled at this idea (laughs), but we had one or two people, 

local councillors who were very supportive and somebody from Scottish Women’s Aid, er, came up 

to speak to the council about Women’s Aid and after a lot of huffing and puffing, they agreed to give 

us a council house and social, er, agreed to give us a very small amount of money and we were able 

to employ one person on a government scheme, so that was us, off we went, and the women who 

came to the refuge, obviously they had, um, their, er, DSS [Department of Social Services] money 

and there was housing benefit, we were able to get these sort of benefits to keep the women, er, 

and after a while, um, you know things progressed, we became known to local services, like social 

work and the police and so on and women gradually, very, very gradually, er, came to refer 

themselves because they were very suspicious of us at first, so it took quite a long time for us to 

become established in that way. 

 
00:04:18 And how do you think that happened over time from when you first started?  
 
I think it was word-of-mouth, erm, and I think we had referrals from the police and from social work 

and there was not all that many women who self-referred, but one or two did. We had a 24-hour 

service, again our own home phone numbers, we took turns. And the police were quite naughty, 

because they used to phone us up in the middle of the night, just testing you know. They would say, 

‘Oh, we’ve got a woman in’ and they would have a woman in but they’d have had her in from maybe 

8 o’clock in the evening, but they waited until 2 o’clock in the morning to tell us and we would go 

out and rescue her. It was a bit like that. We felt like we were rescuing people, you know, and it was 

quite exciting in that sense. We, we really were fired up about the whole thing. And we, it was run as 

a collective. There was about half a dozen of us core, er, members, and we didn’t have a lot of staff 

and so the... the collective, then did a lot of the sitting with women and chatting to them, and things 

now that the workers would do, the collective did and we would go and spend an evening and we 
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would chat to the women. It was all very sociable and, and it was, we had a council house and each 

family had one bedroom, so it was really crowded and it was good fun in a way as well, and we got 

to know the women, em, quite closely and I can still think of some of them, you know, quite clearly 

and the problems they had, but also what fun they were as well once they relaxed and, and so on. 

So, er, that was the way it was at the start. 

 
00:06:11 Could you tell me a wee bit more about the refuge itself and how it was set up... or how the 
women found it and came to use it?  
 
Right, how they discovered where it was? Well they, everybody in Dingwall knew where the 

women’s refuge was, but funnily enough not all that many women from Dingwall would go to the 

refuge because people would know that they had gone to the refuge and there’s that stigma about 

being an abused women, it was all your fault, and you didn’t want people to know. So we didn’t get 

people from Dingwall coming to the refuge for a very long time, but we had women from other parts 

of the Highlands coming to Dingwall. We had people from as far away as Wick, er, North of Scotland, 

coming from Easter Ross, coming from Skye on the west coast, because the refuge in Dingwall 

wasn’t known to their families and their partners or their neighbours. They could, they could be 

anonymous there, whereas Dingwall women wouldn’t come for that reason. They would maybe go 

to Inverness, but they wouldn’t come to Dingwall, or they might phone us and we could pass them 

on to Inverness, er, so that’s how they found out... We were very secretive at the start, because we 

were quite worried about, um, the violent reactions from partners, where the women had escaped 

from, you know, their abusive behaviour, but in fact, um, I can only remember one instance when 

there was any trouble, and that was a guy who was going up and down the street near the refuge, 

er, waving a shotgun about and shouting for his wife and the police dealt with him just (clicks 

fingers), just like that. 

 
Right, so that was dealt with?  
 
Yes, that was dealt with and it only happened once, but the perception was that it might happen and 

that the perception of the neighbours when we, um, applied to build our new refuge, um, there was 

a petition got up, er, against it, because people said, ‘Oh, you’ll have all these, sort of, drunk men 

coming round the place shouting for their wives’. And you know it doesn’t happen. Absolutely 

doesn’t happen. 
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And there was only the one incident?  
 
There was only the one incident that I can recall, er, in all my time there that... Oh, the only other 

incident was actually a woman, I think she was a grandmother, came (laughs) to try and get her 

daughter-in-law back. Er, that was a travellers family. Very, very close-knit and I think they had 

thought it was a disgrace for this woman to have left the clan.  

 
00:09:10 Interesting, so do you remember those incidents being reported in the press at all?  
 
No, they weren’t reported in the press. The press were very good actually. The press were interested 

in what we were doing and very, very supportive, as was, er, BBC Highland. Er, there was a reporter 

[name anonymised] at the time who was very supportive and quite often did sympathetic 

interviews – and anytime we had a financial crisis, you know, (laughs) there we were on the radio! 

On Moray Firth Radio and BBC Highland and we were always having financial crises. I mean that was 

a real, real worry, was getting enough money to keep the place going. Um, but we had some good 

luck. Um, we had, er, a substantial donation from, erm, a prominent person, er, a prominent legal 

person, who always wished to remain anonymous, so we respect that. We had a very substantial 

donation from him and we also had a very substantial donation from the workmen at the fabrication 

yard at Nig when we thought we were going to have to close. Er, they did a whipround for us, which 

I thought was pretty good of the guys there (laughs) and, and raised, em, us a big sum of money for 

us.  

 
So I just... then that's quite a lot of positive...  
 
There was a lot of positive, but there was a lot of negative as well. Er, there was a lot of negativity in 

the police, er, in some quarters, although I know as I was just saying, when there was a problem they 

were there, but there were some, em, let's say old-fashioned policemen who thought it was all a big 

piece of nonsense and, er, were not very co-operative and in these days of course there was no, um, 

collation of statistics about domestic violence, or anything like that. They weren't recorded. There 

was only, er, but well, I don't know when they happened, probably about in the mid-1990s, and this 

I'm talking about the ‘80s just now.  

 
00:11:27 So did you find that with the police, what sort of things did they do, could you tell me a bit 
more about that? When they were sort of not being co-operative. 
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Well as I was saying, they would call you out in the middle of the night when you would think, um, 

that they could have called you earlier and they weren't terribly sympathetic and they would say 

things like, 'Oh, she'll be back with him tomorrow', you know, or so on. They just weren't terribly 

sympathetic. And we, I think some of them were… We used to, I used to go with [name 

anonymised] to police training sessions for the cadets. And I think they had been told by higher up 

that this had to happen (laughs) and obviously, er, you could tell by the body language that the 

cadets and the sergeant and so on, they weren't all that comfortable, but I don't want to paint a 

picture that every policeman was like that or not like that. One of our refuge workers was married to 

a policeman you know, so they, and so you had policemen who were really, very sympathetic and 

others who were not the least bit sympathetic, but what you needed to change was the whole 

culture of the police and the way that they viewed domestic violence as being something serious 

rather than something that was just a pain, you know, to them to have to deal with because, em, 

there was no solution to it. I think that was the problem behind it, that really, erm, if you took the 

man away, er, he would be back again the next day and the woman wouldn't give evidence against 

him, you know, so, all the, all the things that still, er, people complain about and say 'Why?', 'Why 

won't she go to court?', 'Why doesn't she leave?', it's... the whole dynamic wasn't understood.  

 
00:13:32 Do you feel that the police specifically now understand the dynamic or see it differently 
from how they did in the 80s?  
 
I think so, yes. Oh yes, I think there's a very, very different attitude and culture in the police and 

there has been for quite a number of years now I would say. Erm, going back 10, 20 years now.  

 
So you did notice that when you...? 
 
I certainly did notice it. And of course it's because the, they were told, they were told to do it by 

government. They said this is what you do. You have to collect statistics. People want to know what 

the domestic violence statistics are for the Highlands. And once you start that, and then when 

legislation comes through, which maybe we'll talk about later, which for the police are tasked with 

arresting, er, somebody if they break an interdict then you know these things all have a knock-on 

effect and I think a lot of what, em... caused the police's attitude was that they actually felt fairly 

powerless to get a solution to this and therefore they tended to say, 'Well you know, it just goes on 
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doesn't it, what can you do?'. Because there weren't pathways through the criminal justice system 

or through... you know, at that time.  

 
00:14:58 Could you tell me a wee bit more about other external organisations then? In the beginning 
you mentioned you spoke to the council about getting a council house...?  
 
Yes I mean, the council, once they got over the shock (laughs) of us... 
 
(Laughs) Was that the main reaction?  
 
That was the main reaction, was shock. One councillor from Wick said, 'Just you give me the names 

and addresses of these women and I'll sort them out’. So, they, in any way, some of them felt that if 

women needed to be re-housed or needed to get away from an abusive partner, they should go to 

the councillor and the councillor would sort it out for them and they also tended not to think that it 

went on in the Highlands, that we were a nice rural community and that's the sort of thing that 

might happen in Glasgow, but it didn't happen, or it might even happen in Inverness, but no, no, it 

really didn't happen in nice Highland villages. Er...  

 
So... sorry.  
 
So, they didn't realise that there was a problem and they, they were er... You know, there was the 

whole thing that we were breaking up marriages, so... because everybody was married in these days 

or were supposed to be married (laughs). It was a totally different landscape. You know, people 

were married, em, your husband was nine times out of ten, your husband was the tenant of the 

house or his name was on the mortgage. You know, women were, were like adjuncts and this was 

women, you know... stepping out of line as far as some people were concerned but once the council 

got used to us, er, they were quite supportive. But you had things that were quite an ordeal. We 

had, the housing officer was awful. This guy, and you practically had to put your boobs out on the 

table (laughs) for him to give you a house. So he was, he was quite sleazy and yet what could you do, 

you know, there was nothing, nothing you could put your finger on, but everyone was always 

terribly uncomfortable going down to ask if you could be re-housed. This was when they were in the 

refuge and trying to move on. Er, in those days, there was a district council and a regional council 

and they had different roles. So, the regional council was Highland-wide. The district council was just 

for Ross-shire. But, you know, things... things were fine... we had actually, er, in a way, er, once the 

aluminium smelter closed in Invergordon in 1980 a lot of people moved away and there were lots of 
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empty houses so there were houses to spare, so we were able to get people re-housed, although 

women who had come from Alness were not very keen to go back and be re-housed there, 

because... because of their ex-partner being close by. So, we would try and get them re-housed 

somewhere else, probably in Dingwall if we could. And then there was tension between re-housing 

women from the refuge and families in the town who belonged to the town who were waiting for a 

council house and when one came up it would go to somebody in the refuge and so therefore they 

would, you know... There was all sorts of little, um, things that we had to smooth over, if you like, 

that we had to try and explain to people. So there, there was, there were some sort of difficulties, 

diplomatic difficulties if you like. But the council came to love us and use us. Em, social work, er, 

tried to, at first, to dump anybody on us, er, that was female (laughs) whether they were abused or 

not (laughs) er, and they tend to also use us as somewhere that was out of sight, out of mind, that 

they felt that they had got somebody into the refuge, well that was that. That Women's Aid would, 

that Women's Aid would be responsible for them and would counsel them and so on, but they 

wouldn't give us any counselling money. They would only give us, you know... they would... the 

whole thing was... er, we had lots of, erm, arguments and discussions and trying to get some more 

money going. Of course, em, there wasn't... it was a bit like now... there wasn't much money around. 

There was, um, Mrs Thatcher and her, em, austerity and, um... And so... but we always managed to 

stay afloat. We always found money from somewhere. Er... and they're... they're still there.  

 
00:20:20 Well, I guess now we've mentioned politics so we can probably pursue that further...  
 
Yes, sure. 
 

Erm, what sort of response at the time then, did... well you mentioned a few MPs who then helped 
you out with getting the council house from the council. Did I hear that right?  
 
No, no.  

 
Um, sorry.  
 
Who helped us get... No, no. Not... not... Did I say that? No, I don't think so. If I did... 

 
Or there were a few people who went to speak to the council to help on your behalf.  
 
Oh, someone from Scottish Women's Aid came up, yes, from Edinburgh and spoke to, er, addressed 

a meeting with the council. They wouldn't allow any of us to speak, but they... we were present in 
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the gallery if you like. But someone came up from Scottish Women's Aid to speak to the council and 

to explain what Scottish Women's Aid were and what Women's Aid groups were and what they did. 

And, er, we, we were granted the one council house and later on we got another one. And then we 

had a purpose built refuge, er, several years afterwards, which, erm, was of, part of... After the 

Scottish policy... all to do with more politics I suppose (laughs).  

 
00:21:52 We could stay on politics, or you could tell me a wee bit more about how Scottish Women's 
Aid interacted with your own Women's group? If you were aware of...  
 
We did. We were always a member of Scottish Women's Aid. And we just, to go down to meetings 

about once a month or so. Somebody would go down to meetings. Er, because Scottish Women's 

Aid was a collective, er, at that time as well and we were a collective and they... We spent a lot of 

time talking and discussing... I can't remember any of the big questions of the day now, but there 

were all sorts of big questions of the day that had to be resolved, and, and then we would (laughs) 

come back a month later and somebody would say, 'I think we should revisit that' (Laughs). So, it 

took an awful long time for decisions to be made but when they were made everybody was happy 

with them, but it did take a long, long time – it might take about six months (laughs) for a decision to 

be made. And we, we all felt as if we were friends with each other, you know, it was... it was good, 

er... and we got a lot of help and support from Scottish Women's Aid if we were in any difficulties, so 

questions of law if we were having a problem of, em, how to... 'What we should do about this: we 

have a woman who had come from, oh God let's think, outer Mongolia or somewhere and she hasn't 

got a passport, what should we do?'. That sort of thing. These kinds of tetchy questions and there 

was always somebody, a legal person, at Scottish Women's Aid who could sort things out for you, er, 

give you advice on how to proceed. Erm... Oh, that sort of thing. All that kind of advice we didn't 

have in house, how to, just to run things and what responses to make and if the police were hassling 

us or the council were hassling us or the health service or, you know, how do we deal with things like 

that?   

 
00:24:06 And did you... was it always quite a smooth running then that they were able to help?  
 
It was always smooth. We always, I felt, we always had a good relationship with Scottish Women's 

Aid. I know not every, em, group did and I'm just trying to think… One of the big rows that went on 

was whether you should have men on your collective. Whether you should ever let men into the 
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refuge, any kind of man you know (laughs).Women only space (emphasised). That's right. So we had 

all these sorts of things, and one, I can't remember which one, but one Women's Aid group had a 

man on their collective and they were, they were mad (Laughs). So, things like that, you know. You 

would or should you have a councillor as one of your people on your collective or you know things... 

 
What were the views about that specifically then?  
 
Er, well it was ok, yeah. We had, in fact one of our refuge workers was also on the council and she 

just had to declare an interest if anything about Women's Aid came up, but... I think we were terribly 

conscious about trying to be purer than pure, er, if you like. And so we were always, 'Is it alright 

to...?', 'Is it alright to...?' to do this or do that. 

 
00:25:30 So what was...could you tell me more about working as a collective then, if you had to settle 
things... 
 
Yeah, well working... It was fine. Em, it was fine while we were small.  

 

Was there about half a dozen or so? 

 

Half a dozen of us, a couple of workers, and then a couple more workers, and then, and the workers 

and the non-workers if you like, the volunteers, were all part of the collective, but then it became 

more that the workers... that the volunteers... because there were more workers than volunteers, 

the volunteers kind of disappeared eventually because they weren't so necessary and it just became 

that you came for the collective meetings and you didn't go around the refuge so much. And another 

thing, that was a personal thing was, a lot of the women who had formed the collective had done so 

when they were not working themselves, they had young children and when the children grew up 

and they got jobs, like I was teaching, you didn't have the same space in your life to spend a day at 

the refuge, em, or to go and take a family out in the car to the beach or something like that because 

you were working. And so the volunteers, if you like, became more detached and the workers 

became more numerous because funding was getting better and then it got to the stage really that 

there were too many for a collective and you began to get factions. Er… 

 
So what sort of numbers...?  
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We are talking when there was maybe about ten workers and you had outreach workers, and refuge 

workers, and children's workers, and follow-on workers, you know. There was a lot of workers and 

they didn't all see eye-to-eye. And we... we had, em... It was at that point where we decided to do 

what a lot of Women's Aid groups were doing at that time and that was to change to a management 

structure, which the workers wanted because they... they were feeling that, em, they needed 

somebody who could make decisions, er, for them and not endlessly argue about what was the best 

thing to do so that, that’s the way it worked. We set up a management structure with, er, a board of 

directors and that... After quite a lot of teething troubles because of course, em, the people who had 

been used to making their own decisions were now being told by a manager (laughs) that this is, this 

is the way you are going to do things, er, but we were lucky that we did make it work, but as... I 

know other groups had much, much more difficulty than we had and there was lots of, em, 

acrimony, but not at Ross-shire.  

 
00:28:44 So following on from that, could you tell me a bit more about the, er, everyday life in the 
refuge or at Women's Aid?  
 
Right... 

 
What your work would involve day-to-day? 
  
You'd be better asking one of the workers that. When I was a volunteer, we would go up and we 

would just chat to the women. We would maybe accompany them if they were going down to the 

housing officer. Er, we would play games with the children. Er, we would maybe take them out to 

the beach or maybe something like that. Things like that, sort of extras if you like. The women just... 

Because the place was quite crowded they had their own rooms, but there was a communal kitchen 

and living room. It was very cramped and they had to get along with each other, otherwise it 

became very, very difficult, you know. We had some very rigid rules, like, er, no drink, no this, no 

that, which often, em, didn't work and you would (laughs) find them all having a party and you 

would think, 'What are we going to do? Are we going to...? We should really tell them to go' 

(laughs). So, there were things like that and we did have some difficulties, er, with drugs, er, and, er, 

from time to time. And again you know, you had to say, no matter how awful the woman's situation 

was, 'I'm really sorry but we can't have you using hard drugs in the refuge' and it was these cases 

that were very, very sad. We couldn't help them. We didn't have the expertise to deal with these 
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sorts of problems. So, em, and that's another thing that's expanded is our links with, you know, 

organisations that deal with people who have various addictions.  

 
 00:31:03 You mentioned children there as well, so to hear that that's sometimes what happened, to 
have hard drugs in a refuge, but then there’s also children present. Could you tell me a bit more 
about Women's Aid's work with children that you were aware of and how that's changed?  
 
Well yes, from a very early time we had a children's worker, er, and we had training. They went for 

training from Scottish Women's Aid, er, on how to approach working with children who had been, 

er, in a home where abuse had taken place and we had all, you know, we took it very seriously, em… 

And I’m just trying to think when the children's worker was first appointed but it was probably about 

four or five years after we set up, so it would be in the ‘80s, towards the end of the ‘80s, mid ‘80s, 

towards the end. Er... at first it hadn't occurred to us that children would be affected. You know, we 

know nothing, but then of course it became obvious when we had the children in the refuge that 

some children were very withdrawn or some, er, children were quite violent and so on. And, er, 

some children used very, very bad language that they had picked up, you know. So there was, well 

you'll know yourself possibly, but there are ways you can approach children where they, it shows, 

they can show what sort of experiences they've had and what troubles them and so on and then we 

could liaise with children's social work and so on in schools. That was another big leap forward was 

getting schools to be responsive to the domestic abuse agenda as far as the children were 

concerned. At first it was all about, 'Oh this child is from the refuge, and don’t… Make sure they're 

not stigmatised' and then it’s 'This child's from the refuge and they've had a really bad time at home 

so be aware of that', that sort of thing.  

 
Could you tell me a bit more about that and the way the schools often reacted to that?  
 
The schools were very supportive, very supportive indeed as regards the children. It was mostly 

primary children and in Dingwall we had a very good primary school, a very good primary 

headmaster who, er, was very sympathetic. Er, the secondary schools, it's not so easy I think, er, and 

I'm not... I'm not sure if every secondary school was as open to the situation as others were and in 

particular we tried very hard to be able to go into secondary schools and to speak to the children in 

social education about domestic abuse and some schools were very responsive to that and other 

schools just didn't want to know. And that was very much down to either the head of guidance or 

the head teacher or whatever. So it was a mixed bag. 
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00:34:34 Why do you think that was? Do you have any ideas about the reason for that? Is it more 
about, er, what you mentioned earlier that people thought that this didn't happen in their area?  
 
It could be a bit of it. I think that it probably depended on the individual teacher or head teacher, 

how they personally felt about it because there wouldn't be a situation where the teachers would all 

get together and say, 'What do you think about this?', but the head teacher would just say, 'Oh, 

we're not having them in' or say 'That's a really good idea' or maybe even 'Oh yes, we're looking for 

a programme to fill up social education (laughs), that slot can be filled with this' (laughs). Who 

knows!? Who knows. But I think it would always be a personal decision on the part of whoever was 

responsible, the head teacher, the deputy head, the head of guidance or, or what. But that, I mean, 

I'm talking about twenty odd years ago. I think now it’s a lot different.   

 
Sorry, we may have strayed slightly there. 
 
No, no it's ok. But you were always knocking on doors and being turned down or welcomed in. And 

there was no, em, whole Highland strategy in education about this. It was all very much down to the 

individual schools, but the schools in Dingwall, erm, you know, the primary school in particular, was 

very good.  

 
00:36:07 Ok ,erm, something that I'd like to ask you about is the ideas that you had when you first 
were involved with starting up Women's Aid in Ross-shire. So, what was it you were really all thinking 
when you were so fired up. Because the way you talked about it earlier, you talked about it with such 
enthusiasm.  
 
Well you have to think where we were. We were at the end of the ‘70s. It was... A lot of legislation 

had just gone through. There was a huge push for equality, er, for women's equality. There was the 

Sex Discrimination Act. There was the Equal Pay Acts. There was a whole movement, er, going on at 

the time, a feminist movement, and we were, I suppose you'd say we were part of that. We were 

reading literature that was feminist. We were all saying, 'Have you seen this? Have you seen that?', 

passing books about (laughs) and having to em... 

 
So it was with friends and...?  
 
Uh huh, yes, uh huh, it was a friendly political group, you know, people that we met socially, er, and 

we were all like-minded and we would say... and one of the... Em, I got a phone call one night from 

[name anonymised] and she said, 'What do you think about trying to set up a Women's Aid group?'. 
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And I said, 'Great!' (laughs). And that's what it was and none of us, as far as I am aware, had been 

abused in our relationships. We were doing it from the point of view is that we needed something 

for women and we knew there was... that this happened. I knew it from personal experience of a 

neighbour who had had a mental breakdown because of an abusive relationship and had nobody to 

turn to as far as I was aware, as I've said already. So you think, yes there are women out there who 

need somewhere, er, need some support and there was stuff in the paper, as I said about Chiswick 

Women's Aid and other sort of feminist initiatives that were happening and of course a lot of the 

press were pretty scathing about it. The serious press weren't, but the Mickey Mouse press (laughs). 

 
00:38:41 Ok you did mention... we could come back to the press, but you did mention books there 
that were all going round at that time, and which ones specifically would you mention?  
 
Well I suppose Germaine Greer is the obvious choice and, er, and just, and other you know writers 

like Bea Campbell [Beatrix Campbell] and novelists, em, like Doris Lessing and Margaret Drabble and 

so on, you know. There were lots of women writers were starting to question, er, the perceived 

order of things and, em, and actually, the woman who we talked about who left her husband had 

said to her that I had stuffed her head full of feminist nonsense by giving her these books to read. 

So... 

 
00:38:39 Ok gosh, so to go back to the press, do you remember... we can talk about the press 
reaction at the time that you set up your own Women's Aid group? Or then more wider press 
reaction to Scottish Women's Aid? Do you remember any stories?  
 
I don't remember any stories to be honest. Em, locally we had, em, quite fair reporting in our local 

press, which, which actually, which would actually print anything you gave them so we would write 

our own press stories and they would publish them.  

 

That's interesting.  

 

They didn't review them editorially at all. And the radio was great, they let us say what we wanted 

and because we were, em, battling with the council, that was all reported, because you know we 

would talk to reporters and say, you know, our funding is coming up before the council again and 

they would say, 'Just give us a phone' (laughs). But I mean, I can remember articles in the Sunday 

papers about, erm, domestic violence and that would… A lot of feature writers writing about 
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domestic violence and then, em, I suppose... after that, it became... the focus shifts, and then, 

because I remember remarking, ‘They've stopped writing about domestic violence, it's all about 

violence against children or child abuse now’. You know, people discover things are happening. So, 

they had discovered, the press had discovered domestic violence and they had wrote about it a lot in 

the serious papers and then child abuse was discovered, the extent of child abuse and I… You're too 

young to remember these things, but there was some horrendous cases, er, where people were, like 

in Orkney, where a lot of people were accused of child abuse, of ritualistic child ab... and it wasn't 

true, it had been, it had actually been a fantasy by one child which then had got out of hand and 

there was a lot of press coverage of things like that – is there actually child abuse or is there not 

actually child abuse and of course we know there is, loads of it. But em…  

 
00:42:20 So what was your view on how that shifted from one issue to another?  
 
Erm, well obviously I thought that it was good that child abuse was, er, being uncovered but I 

suppose, erm, I was, I was a bit sad that the focus had gone off domestic violence and, er, that the 

stories weren’t progressing... and then there was a kind of a backlash, as I was saying to you, that 

people were saying, 'And what about the men? Who's going to look after the men that are being 

abused' and the statistics being questioned and so on. Er...  

 
Was this just... When did this happen?  
 
When did this happen?  
 
Or was it always persistent alongside...? 
 
It was probably always there and I think you were disappointed that it never actually went away. I 

think that was what was most disappointing, that it never actually went away, that you thought no 

matter how much you explained you still got these questions. 

 
And the strength of the statistics as well, in the face of that... yeah. Erm, so do you remember any 
significant turning points or times of change perhaps, er, signalled by the press or any particular 
event that changed discourse of dialogues?  
 
Well, erm, I... I think, erm... I think you have to look at politics for that. And the press would report 

what was happening politically. If we hadn't had a Scottish Parliament, then I don't think we would 

have had the changes that we needed so quickly. And the press obviously would report that too, but 
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the press, em, the press are mostly guys and domestic abuse is not something that they are terribly 

concerned about to be honest, and therefore if it's not put in front of them and if it's not flavour of 

the month, as it had been say in the early ‘80s or the mid ‘80s, then it doesn't appear in the press. 

So, you have to have, you have to have something happening that draws it to their attention and 

that’s usually happens in the form of debate, people debating, er, the pros and cons of something or 

a piece of legislation going through or, or whatever. 

 
00:45:22 So were there specific bits of legislation then that changed things for Ross-shire Women's 
Aid?  
 
Well, when... Let's start with when [name anonymised] became [position anonymised], and that 

was in '97. Er, she set up a partnership for domestic violence, a kind of commission, to look into the 

prevalence and what various agencies had to contribute to that, you know health, police, education, 

etc. And I was elected in 1999 to the Scottish Parliament and that was two years on and we were still 

waiting for this partnership to report its findings. But there had been one piece of legislation in John 

Major's government called the Matrimonial Homes Act. Are you familiar with that?  

 
Yes... 
 
Ok, I'll...  
 
But for the sake... 
 
Ok. The Matrimonial Homes Act gives some protection to married women if they had an abusive 

husband - he could be excluded from the matrimonial home. Because Women's Aid used to say, 

'Why is it always the women that have to leave the house? Why can't the men be put out? Off you 

go'. So, there was a Matrimonial Interdict created, whereby if a woman went to court and to show 

that she was being abused by her husband, and notice 'husband', then he could be interdicted from 

the home. And this... (laughs), this only took effect if you were married, so people who were not 

married, it couldn't apply to. And if you divorced, then you were no longer married and so it didn't 

apply any longer. And therefore it was, it was almost useless because we all know that the most 

dangerous time for a woman is when she leaves her husband or partner, and if she got divorced 

then that was like a red rag to a bull to a lot of controlling, violent men and she would be in even 

more danger and at that point the interdict would fall. She wouldn't have any protection. So, when I 

was on the Justice Committee of the Scottish Parliament, I proposed that we might do a Committee 
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Bill which would amend the Matrimonial Homes Act so that it would apply to all women that were 

abused and we decided we would go ahead with that on the Committee and we had, er, input from 

sheriffs, from social work, from, er, Women's Aid and all other interested parties. And we decided 

that the best thing was to make it a small general bill which was a hybrid between civil law and 

criminal law, where if a person was being abused they could go to court, they could get an interdict 

and that interdict would have powers of arrest if it was broken. So, that meant that it wasn't 

anything to do with being married that you get the protection, but the fact that you were being 

abused that you could get this protection. Now it was a very small piece of legislation and it didn't 

have all that much of an impact, I don't think. But it signalled that there was a problem that needed 

to be addressed about the protection of women and that you can see, em, the Committee papers in 

2000 and there was a... I had a debate in the Parliament in 1999, in September in ’99, on domestic 

violence and that flagged up the issue. And that did, er, get taken up by the press and got taken... 

and got noticed and the Executive, the Scottish Government at the time, started to move on 

domestic violence and that's when we got the new refuges built and more funding for Women's Aid 

and the police being, you know, informed that they, of how they had to treat domestic violence and 

so on and so on. So, from that, we've had lots of bills in the Parliament and acts in the Parliament 

that had refined and refined and refined the focus on domestic violence and what it is and how to 

tackle it and so on. But I think having it debated in Parliament and having that bit of legislation, I 

think flagged up that this was something important and the reason that it happened was that there 

were a lot of women in the Parliament that, er... I think we had about 40% women and if you look at 

the domestic violence debate in, er, September '99, it's all women apart from two who speak in it 

and they have experience of... Some of them were lawyers, some of them, em, had close 

connections with refuges and so on. They all knew their stuff and they, the two men were both 

extremely, one man, [name anonymised], er, knew a lot about Zero Tolerance and the other guy 

who was an awful nice Tory from Ayr, who was just very sympathetic (laughs). So I, I think, I think it's 

really important that you look at the political perspective of how to change things. You cannot 

change things without legislation, er, or without directive from government, without government 

saying to organisations, to councils, to whatever, 'This is what you have to do, these are your 

guidelines, you must have provision for women who are fleeing from abuse, you must have this. The 

police must collect statistics, health boards must collect statistics about domestic violence' and 

makes it important and that's why I think it's important, you know the political dimension is very 
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important, and I'm, and that's why I'm really worried about what's happening just now about 

housing benefit and so on. That we may find refuges can't stay open because they can't be funded 

and I'm hoping, although I think, erm, certainly in Highland, Highland Council are doing their best to 

protect the money for refuges, but with the… so, so much austerity just now and, er, I don't know 

how that could continue, it's really worrying. 

 
00:53:13 Yeah, so your view of the future then for, of Women's Aid and smaller Women's Aid groups 
is quite concerned.  
 
Well I am concerned. I always thought that, erm, we would, that we'd won as far as funding was 

concerned. That our funding would always be there, er, but I think it's being whittled away and, and 

without the political will to keep it there, then, then I'm concerned so it's... I'm worried that there 

might be sort of buck-passing that the government will say, 'Well it's up to the councils' and the 

councils will say, 'Well we're not getting the money from the government so...'.    

 
What would you like to see happen in an ideal world?  
 
In an ideal world, em, I would like to see the Scottish Government give councils enough money to 

properly fund Women's Aid services I suppose. But we are not in an ideal world just now, er, and 

people make, er, choices, prioritise what they think is important, and I think, em, you have to 

campaign, you have to lobby to make sure that domestic violence is a priority, that if you don't it'll 

go by default. There are lots of other worthy causes out there that are lobbying for their funding to 

be kept or to be increased or not to be cut too much or whatever but I noticed that there are some 

councils, I think Moray council I noticed in the paper recently, are talking about cutting funding to 

Moray Women's Aid and Moray Women's Aid are saying, 'Well, we may have to close'. It's very, very 

worrying.  

 
00:55:13 What do you think will happen next if you could have any sort of... 
 
What would happen next if I could look into the future? Well, we are not going to go away. We may 

have, we may have to… I suppose if the funding is not there, we may have to look at Women's Aid 

and we have to look at, you know, which… we have to prioritise their services, ah... I don't know 

whether Scottish Women's Aid have given it any, any thought about what their default position is. 
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The refuges are there. A lot of them have been purpose built, erm. It may be that some of the 

services may have to be prioritised but that's hard... 

 
How do you feel about this situation given that you were part of the debate that then opened it up? 
 
Yes well I'm, I'm really sad actually, because I thought we had won, you know. I really thought that 

there'd be no turning back, but I'm kind of afraid that there might be turning back. I mean, the 

Scottish Government for example, if em, housing benefit is cut by Westminster they could top it up. 

You know there are ways of doing things but is the political will there to do it? Or are there other 

priorities? Or will they, I mean I don't want to get too political on this, or will they just say, 'Well it's 

all Westminster's fault?'.  

 
(Laughs) Yes, but if that's what you believe... 
 
(Laughs) Yeah 
 
00:57:05 So did that debate feel like a turning point at the time? That you thought this is it.... 
 
I thought, I thought, this is it. We've finally done it and we had, we had money, we had £10 million to 

build new refuges. Er, we had money to expand children's services, outreach services. There was a 

real push, er, in that first ten years or so of the Scottish Parliament to do all that. And, er, the, the 

SNP Government had signed up to it as well, you know. Nobody was back-tracking but all of a 

sudden now, and it's partly the economic situation, and partly possibly because people don't see it 

as so much as a priority anymore, I don't know. I'm, I'm a bit out of the loop now, I have to say. I 

don't know what Highland Council are thinking, what the councillors are thinking. If they're looking 

at, em, services for other charities and saying, 'Oh well, do we give it to Women's Aid? Or do we give 

it to the deaf or the blind or the you know whatever?'. Because there's such a demand for, for 

services and I think possibly a lot of voluntary organisations have expanded over the last while and 

are now looking to, looking to not have to contract. But it is, it is a concern... Erm, mhuh... If, If I 

thought that domestic violence wasn't as prevalent now as it was then, then maybe that would be 

some comfort, but I don't, I don't think society has changed that much. We have more provision, 

more protection, but I don't, I don't really see attitudes have changed at all.  

 
00:59:20 What makes you think that? I'm not disagreeing with you. I'm just asking... 
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Yeah, what makes me think it? Just the general tenor of, of the sexism that's about. The 

objectification of women. I mean, they were, case in point just yesterday, the newspaper, the 

political columnist reporting on the First Ministers' Questions and then at the end of it they talk 

about the MP, the woman MP who was sitting behind her, could they see up her skirt or not? And 

then you think, ‘God help us!’. You know! It's, it's appalling, absolutely appalling. And it, it's because 

there's still that sort of attitude that I, to women, that I really don't think that domestic violence has 

gone away. Maybe there's not so much fisticuffs but there's still certainly the attitudes, and the 

controlling, and the belittling is still there.  

 
Do you have any sort of views on how to combat that? That's a big question - sorry. (Laughs)   
 
(Laughs) Education, education, education. I've always thought that you have to get into schools, at 

the baby class and relationship counselling. I don't think it'll come from having equal numbers of 

judges, men and women, or something like that, but it'll come from the very, very start where 

attitudes are challenged because you see it right at that sort of age. Five year olds... Just the boys 

trying to lift the girls’ skirts up, things like that, you know, it's just... 

 
01:01:20 Yeah, ok. Erm, so what do you think the impact of Women's Aid was at a personal level for 
you? And also for society?  
 
For me, it was huge. I mean, I was so naive at the start of this journey. Er, I had never come across 

domestic violence, er, really, er, in my own personal family background, or any of my friends or 

relatives but I did, I can remember my parents once saying that, 'Mrs So-and-so had been slapped by 

Mr So-and-so once', somebody down the street and thinking that's a strange thing to do, but in 

those days, children quite often got slapped and my idea was, but she's big? (Laughs) You know, why 

is she getting slapped? (Laughs) Er, and then as I say, it was only when this neighbour of mine came 

and showed me, showed me her bruises and it had never occurred to me. You know I sometimes 

thought that I must have been going around in a dream. Er, it never occurred to me and then of 

course you start seeing things in the paper, you start reading, you start, you realise that this is so 

prevalent in society and that it is a whole culture.  

 
Do you mind me asking how old you were at that time when you sort of became suddenly....?  
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I was mid 30s. Yes. So I wasn't like a teenager. (Laughs) I was in my 30s. But I'd lived a sheltered life I 

suppose. You know you'd just... Because... Because you never see it yourself. You assume that 

everyone is as gentle and caring and reasonable as the people round about you. And then all of a 

sudden, the scales fall from your eyes and that's.... yeah... Well, I was always arguing about feminism 

and I, so on. I mean, I was, we didn't call it feminism then. We just said that women should be equal 

and why. You know, I'm as good as you are (laughs). Yeah... I'm as intelligent as you are, why, why 

can't I earn as much as you? You know, it's not fair (laughs). 

 

 Absolutely  

 

Yes, but to a certain extent you kind of accepted the way things were. Er, and just, you got on with 

life. But although you thought that's not fair. But I wasn't a campaigner. It wasn't until later that I 

was. 

 
01:04:14 So what was it about abuse against women that made you go, 'this is almost the cause for 
you', because it sounds as if other things you accepted as being the way they were, but with this, this 
was something that made you have that new recognition of how things were... 
 
Yes, what was it? My goodness. Well, I suppose it was a personal thing – that it happened to 

someone I knew. And also I, I mean, I, I suppose that, if you like, there was a sort of compact or 

contract in society in the '50s, which was when I sort of grew up, the ‘50s and early ‘60s, where 

women, you know, where sweet and nice and husbands looked after their wives and everything was 

lovely and it was all like Doris Day (laughs) and then you discover that actually, it's not, that people 

are, are being abused, and you think well, wait a minute (laughs) that's not, that's not how it should 

be. So, the whole thing is a sham. And there you are. I suppose that's, I don't know, I'm trying my 

best to justify myself here, er... yeah...  

 
So... 
 

Right... 
 

Yea, do you have anything else to add or should we call it a day?  
 
I can't think, can't think of anything else. If you can think of anything else... 
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I think... ok.... yeah. 
 
End interview   
 
 


