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My name is Susan Rae, I am originally from Hawick in the Scottish Borders. That was where I became 

involved with Women's Aid in 1980, 1981. 

 

Can you describe your connection to Women's Aid and why you got involved?   
 
I became involved because I became a victim of domestic violence and could not find any assistance, 

and not only could I not find any assistance, I could not find any acknowledgement that domestic 

violence was a problem or an issue. The culture there was very male dominated, it was built on the 

sort of twin pillars of common riding and rugby, and the ethos was very much that if a woman was 

subjected to domestic violence, which at that point was still considered primarily physical violence, 

then she was clearly responsible for that, that it was a shameful thing, something to be hidden, and 

something that only happened to lower-class, bad women, and [was] not to be talked about. 

  
I was involved at that stage with a union, my trade union which was NALGO [National and Local 

Government Officers’ Association] then in local government. Through NALGO I found out that there 

were some women working in social work that were trying to set up a Women's Aid in Hawick and so 

I contacted them and became involved in their group, and we set up, initially, an advice service 

which ran one night a week, and a helpline which ran one or two nights a week, from the local 

Citizen's Advice Centre. My first job was to organise an annual general meeting, a public meeting in 
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the town hall, and invite all of the notables if you like; MSPs, ministers, councillors, any other people 

that we thought should be made aware of the problem to come to the town hall to discuss this. It 

was the first piece of [inaudible 00:02:36] I had ever really done, and it was very, very successful, if 

not at all popular. It was a bit dangerous, it made us very, very unpopular, we were not liked very 

much. But we started from there and started to build it up from there.   

 

00:03:02 What were some of the responses to your work?  
 
From the day that we started we had floods of enquiries really, there was clearly a real need for the 

service, and because some of the women who were involved in the group in setting it up were social 

workers, they were already aware of what was happening. I think I was sort of the only working class 

local person involved in it and they were meeting a lot of resistance from the local community, to 

even acknowledging there was even a problem. So, it was interesting to me, because I had never 

done anything like this before. So, I learned quite a lot from it, from the other women, on how to 

organise things but also learnt quite a lot from [the] Women's Aid network and what they were 

currently doing at the time, on how it didn't really work for ordinary women. It was some of the 

ideas were coming in from America, and were so out of touch with women in Scotland, working class 

women in Scotland's lives that they were just not usable or feasible. So, it took quite a while I think 

for people to find their feet if you like, in how to organise it.   

 

00:04:33 What were some of those ideas? 
 
We went on a training course, a weekend training course. It was run by a lady who was American, 

who had written a book which she brought with her. It was very large, on how to escape domestic 

violence, and the ideas in it were… Well, some of the ideas obviously had merit and linked things like 

economic freedom and how you needed to have money to escape a relationship, and how money 

could be used to keep you where you were. Some of her ideas for escaping from the sort of living on 

the knife edge constantly trying to avoid the violence were just ludicrous. It was things like put 

money away every week and go on a sailing weekend. Try and have the odd ski trip! I was just sitting 

thinking; this is not a feasible option for somebody on an estate in Edinburgh or Glasgow really, not 

really big on skiing in Easterhouse. The only purpose for that really big book is to clatter somebody 
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with it, at this moment in time, as a method of protection! So some of it was a bit strange, but that 

was very early days, so you could see that they were looking at lots of different things. She made a 

lot of money out of that, but I can't really see that it was applicable to our culture, our situations! It 

was good, you did meet a lot of other women there, so it helped the network but the ideas were 

slightly off the wall for Scotland I think.   

 

00:06:25 What kind of ideas did you find that were more applicable?   
 
I think more applicable were… We didn't have any resources, we didn't have any money, so setting 

up the advice service was a good idea as a starting point because everything was so new with 

Women's Aid then. What we really needed, although we weren't clear about that at the time, was 

we needed data, we needed figures, we needed to be able to go to the funders, and people that 

could give us money or back us for money and say, 'This is what we're dealing with, these are the 

amount of women who are in this position, these are the amount of children that are in danger, 

these are the amount of people we think would use the refuge service, this is the size of a refuge we 

would need'. So, the advice service helped us basically accumulate data, whilst at the same time we 

were able to advise women on what steps could be taken to ease their way out of that relationship 

or get freedom. If we had a case that was really severe we would refer them to one of the cities 

where they had refuges, so no woman was ever left in a dangerous situation, we would get them 

out, but we were having to rely on other Women's Aid networks where they had refuges, in Glasgow 

or Edinburgh, or wherever, and any woman we had with transport to pick them up and take them 

where they needed to be, at any time of the day or night and that was how we operated. It was a 

real fly by the seat of your pants thing, but we trundled along like that.   

 

00:08:20 Could you say a bit more about how things worked on a day to day level, what your average 
day at Woman's Aid would be like?   
 
Well, we didn't have an average day because we didn't have a daily service. We met and contacted 

each other, we didn't have the internet or anything like that, so we had to wait for meetings and 

contact each other by phone, and we went and did training. We did a fair bit of training that was set 

up by one of the social workers and we had our service on a Tuesday night and sometimes on the 
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Thursday night and the service started to expand. When I left in 1983, when I left the Borders, they 

were on the verge then of setting up the refuge.   

 

I know that the Borders… You said it was a bit of an anomaly. How did it link in with other Scottish 
Women's Aid groups?   
 
Well, over the years, I watched it obviously. I lived in various places and moved around, but I 

watched what was happening, particularly with that one [group]. In the Borders it's always been an 

anomalous place in terms of politics, but Hawick Women's Aid, which then became Border's 

Women's Aid never affiliated with Scottish Women's Aid, because it was viewed as a political 

organisation, and there was never an acknowledgement, they refused to acknowledge that domestic 

violence is a political issue, because the Borders is very much a place where politics is a really dirty 

word. Primarily, the councillors stand as independents even though they are personally affiliated to 

political parties. They will still have 'Independent' on the ticket when they stand. They say you have 

to keep politics out of local government, and for some reason people seem to accept that. They still 

do. Lately, there is more and more people standing on a political ticket but they still have a lot of 

independents there who are not independents at all.   

 
The situation in relation to Women's Aid I always found very frustrating because it is clearly a 

political issue, and they just refused to affiliate. I think when Women's Aid were becoming very 

political and started campaigning very strongly, particularly with Franki Raffles campaigns and Zero 

Tolerance they found these things to be an anathema, they thought they were counterproductive. 

Still, I think... be nice about domestic violence and the way to get assistance on domestic violence is 

not to offend people by being aggressive as they saw it, about the causes of domestic violence.   

 

00:11:40 Could you say a little bit more about some of the attitudes surrounding domestic violence 
that were around then? 
 
It was very much normalised because of the rugby culture, the domination of men and the common 

riding culture, because at that point that was all male. It was… You didn't question men, you didn't 

question their behaviour. They were the dominant species if you like. They ran everything. They ran 

the town halls. They ran… They still have now – this in 2016 – men only clubs. They have men only 
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areas in clubs in Hawick. They still remain 50 years behind everybody else. They really don't like 

equality at all, they find it an unnatural state! And questioning violence was seen as making trouble. 

It was very much considered, if a man was violent to a woman, it was her responsibility, she had 

provoked this, she must have done something to make the man act like that, they were not 

responsible for their behaviour, you were responsible for their behaviour. In many ways it still hasn't 

changed there as far as I can see. That refuge is always full, and as far as I can see in the world the 

increase in domestic violence now, the awareness now that it isn't just about physical violence it is 

about mental violence, coercion, financial violence, all of these things, that was way too 

sophisticated and still probably is for down there, but they couldn't even accept it was wrong.   

 
In the culture that I mixed with which was entirely rugby people, it was just accepted that this would 

happen and a lot of women were like, ‘Well, why don't you just hit them back’. And the idea that a 

huge rugby player would hit a five foot tall woman was perfectly acceptable. And that she would hit 

him back was perfectly acceptable and it just perpetuated this cycle. It was very alien to me from the 

get go that this would happen. There was also this thing is you don't interfere with a man and wife, 

you never interfere, so even if a man is assaulting a woman in the street, that's their problem, he's 

allowed to do that, it's his wife and you don't know what's happening at home, she might have done 

something. 

 

00:14:59 Could you say a little about your interaction with the authorities and whether those 
attitudes were prevalent in the police or the authorities you were dealing with? 
 
On the surface the authorities that we were dealing with were very supportive, the local MP was 

Archy Kirkwood at the time and the ministers were very supportive. A lot of the ministers were from 

outside, they found the rugby, common riding culture thing very, very alien. They found the 

domestic violence very alien, because it was very prevalent, and also it was a rural area so again, 

communications were different back then, so you had no way of reaching women that were in rural 

areas who were quite often being abused by their own families. But ministers knew these things 

because they went out to see them, because the church was quite strong back then. So, we had 

quite a lot of support from the ministry and the MPs. Some of the councillors not so much, they 

were male and under pressure, I think, from their own peer groups to shut down the groups, 
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because they felt it was just a load of stupid women making a fuss about nothing and getting uppity. 

Or personal vendettas, or lesbians, man haters, usual stuff.   

 
The police didn't really want to have to deal with domestic violence. They made an effort and they 

made the right noises but I never really got the impression that they were completely on board with 

it, and it seems to be the same now. I think they find it annoying that they have to deal with this, it's 

an irritant.  

 

00:17:24 Could you say a bit more about the language that was used back then to describe domestic 
violence but also in response to your work? 
 
The language just normalised it. It wasn't talked about, as it is now, it wasn't talked about as a crime, 

it wasn't talked about as a bad thing. It was talked about as something that happened normally 

because that's what you did if your wife didn't behave as you wished her to do. There was a fair 

element of a real man doesn't hit women, there was that strand of it, but there was also a strand 

that if a man did hit a woman she deserved it. And that women that were abused were sluts or bad 

housekeepers – housekeeping was a big thing – or abusing their husbands by not doing the 

housework properly or feeding them properly or, you know, being respectful to them, or putting 

them first. It was still the same insults that you get today, the insults haven't changed at all. It was 

still man-hating lesbians. That hasn't really changed. 

 

What about the language used to describe the women? 
 
The abused women? 

 

Yes 
 
Still the same, it hasn't really changed either. Mainly, ‘They deserved it’, but again it was all sexual 

language, a lot of it was sexualised, a lot of it was to do with they were sluts, they were whores or 

they were lazy or they had in some way basically breached some invisible code of womanhood, or 

housewifery! Therefore deserved what was coming to them, or they had argued, too mouthy, too 

gobby, thought they were smart.  It is still the same as it is today. 
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So you don't think there has been any significant turning points or shifts in attitude? 
 
I think maybe nowadays it's more extreme, the language is more extreme and nowadays you have 

online abuse, slut shaming and all these things. They did that back then but they didn't have online. 

It wasn't so vitriolic. I mean, I had some verbal attacks and I had, you know, my car was damaged, 

various things like that and you would get yelled at in the street, and you'd be threatened with rape, 

beaten, you're getting too big for your boots, all the same things that happen now happened then. 

So, I don't really think it's moved on except now I think it's been heightened by social media.   

 

00:20:58 Can you remember when you were working for Women's Aid any significant media stories 
coming out in the papers that had a big impact on your work? 
 
There was a couple of stories about deaths, significant deaths. I can't remember seeing them in 

papers but I can remember we discussed them quite extensively in training courses. There were two 

cases at the time, one specifically was a woman who continually returned, well both women 

continually returned and both eventually died, but one woman was particularly badly, badly abused, 

burned, she was burned. That was horrendous. I had to stop, I couldn't actually give advice in the 

end, I had to stop advising because I found it too difficult to deal with the number of women who 

continually went back. That was always the biggest hurdle. I am not sure if it is now, I would like to 

think nowadays with social media that it isn't anymore, that people are less likely now to keep 

returning to that situation. But six, seven, eight times, 'Oh it won't happen again; he really loves me'. 

I couldn't deal with the fact that they just continually went back and then they would be back again 

and you knew that one of these days it was going to be really serious.   

 
I have seen a woman up in Edinburgh that came in for help a few weeks' back, I've never seen 

anybody that badly beaten, and she refused to let me get the police. She stayed overnight at my 

house, I said we'd discuss it in the morning, and when I got up she'd gone. She had gone straight 

back to him, and I don't even know how she was walking. I wanted to get an ambulance, I wanted to 

get her to hospital, I wanted to get the police, she wouldn't have any of it and she went back. I just 

find that so difficult to deal with personally, because you just know it's not going to get better, they 
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are going to end up severely maimed or dead. But there were two significant stories that resulted in 

deaths, and I think back then Erin Pizzey was in the news a lot, so she really raised the issue of 

domestic violence to a level that had never been seen before when she opened a refuge in London, 

and suddenly everybody knew and it became an issue. What Erin Pizzey was doing was always in the 

news, and she was attacked, constantly, for being a bad woman and practically a prostitute and she's 

this and that, very personal attacks, all the women that are involved, or were involved with 

Women's Aid were subjected to very personal attacks. They don't attack you only in the issue of 

violence, they attack you on personal things, your behaviour, your clothes, how you conduct 

yourself, what your job is, what you do, your friends, that's how you get attacked. You don't get 

attacked because you are defending women against domestic violence as an issue. 

 

Did you and the people you worked with experience that?   
 
I did. They didn't so much because they were all middle class and we all worked in different fields. I 

was a working-class girl working behind a counter at the town hall so I was more open to attack. 

Also, I was involved in the union and I was doing things that women of my age and class didn't do, 

ever. I was already outside the norm so they thought I was really weird anyway, so the fact that I 

went off and did all these things… For my whole life, 'You can't do that', 'You can't do that', and I just 

went and did it. I have done that my whole life and people just find that impossible to get their 

heads around. When we tell you, ‘You can't do something’, why do you keep doing it. It's not right?!  

Stay in your box! And I was never a stay in your box person.  I did get quite a lot of hassle about it.   

 

00:26:10 Was there any sort of books or films or things that got you interested in women's issues and 
maybe kept you going despite all that? 
 
I think the thing that really woke me up to it was the fact that when it happened to me my 

immediate reaction was, 'Well this is really ridiculous, I'm not having this', and when I tried to talk to 

my friends, initially they were just like, 'What's the problem?' and that really threw me because if 

they couldn't see that this was an issue, there clearly was a big issue, but then when I started to talk 

to other people about it, everybody had a similar reaction, 'You don't want to talk about that, you 

don't want to get involved in that, they'll make your life hell, you shouldn't be involving yourself in 
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this, it's none of your business, shut it down, shut it down, shut it down'. As I say, that was when 

there was a lot of stuff happening in the papers about domestic abuse and refuges opening and then 

Pizzey and everybody was really upset with her because she was raising awareness of this and it was 

an issue you didn't want to raise awareness of because it was how they kept their power, really.   

 
They were starting to lose all their power back then, this was the point, sort of fulcrum if you like, 

you have to remember the Borders of 50 years behind everybody. It had no transport system, there 

were no trains then, so you were fairly isolated, and they kept their power by running everything 

economically and socially, and when awareness was raised of this is not how things should be, we 

should be more equal, we shouldn't have to suffer this, we should have equal pay, equal this, it 

really panicked them. They didn't like it at all, their power base was going to be eroded and they 

weren't going to have that. The women colluded in that just as much as the men, which was kind of 

a form of coercion and control. It was very interesting, but then you started to get secret support, 

so, you'd get women coming up to you and saying, 'Oh, I heard you're doing that. I think it's really 

good, but I can't say anything', and then you would become aware of just how many… When women 

say that to you, you think, 'Oh, are you a victim or do you know a victim?'.   

 
You would begin to wonder if it was just everybody you knew. I worked in the town hall and we had 

constant problems with young women being sexually harassed. It was just normal, they were 

sexually harassed in the work place all the time, and people thought it was hilarious.   

 

00:29:26 So would you say you were working with victims but were you also trying to change 
attitudes? 
 
Yep, we were trying to change attitudes to domestic violence and equality so in the workplace we 

were trying to stop the sexual harassment of young women, which was at a level I have never seen 

before ever in the Borders. I've never seen anything like that, it was just standard practice. I am very 

small, and was small in the way as well and I was one of these… people used to pick me up 

constantly! They were forever just, ‘Oh yay’, ‘Stop picking me up!’ But one of the biggest things was, 

the girls that worked on the counter taking the rent money, guy's would come and put their hands 

up their skirts whilst they were serving people because they couldn't do anything. So, we were 
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dealing with that level of sexual harassment constantly. So, as part of the union stuff, we were trying 

to change that. As part of the Women's Aid stuff we were trying to get around the fact that no, this 

is not normal, there is something you can do. If you know somebody tell them to get in touch with 

us.   

 
When I went back to the Borders after I had gone to college, then uni and worked and that, went 

back to the Borders in 1991 I became equalities and women's officer in the union, that was when 

Frankie Raffles started the Zero Tolerance campaign, so I ran that through Scottish Borders. Again, 

years later, a decade later I was getting abused because of Frankie Raffles posters. So, ten years on it 

hadn't moved on in certain places, there were still people covering the posters with graffiti, it was 

just, ‘Oh my god!’. 

 

00:31:56 Can you think of any political shifts, moments of political change, maybe legislation that 
had a significant effect? 
 
Down there or up?  Generally in Scotland? 

 

Generally in Scotland, yes.  
 
I think the awareness changed and I think it became less acceptable, but also I think the law 

changed, and that… I know some people, some men, who think the change in the law has basically 

meant that women now have all the power and that women could put men in jail now by lying. So, 

all of these men that are now in prison or being arrested for domestic violence that's the 

government's fault, it's not the men's fault, it's the government's fault because of their legislation, 

and these women are just making this up. If a man even looks at a woman sideways now he's going 

to get arrested, it's just ridiculous, that's not equality, it's all against the men now. This is an 

argument I am hearing constantly. It's very difficult to be a man nowadays you know! Everything's 

stacked against you! The poor dears! They have such a bad time! [laughs]   

 
I do wonder if we've made any headway sometimes. I just wonder if we've got any further, I mean 

we are able to deal with it better, but we've not made much headway of stopping it, we just seem to 

have got different ways of doing it, more colourful, other ways of abusing women. Like we have 
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social abuse and Twitter abuse, and lots of different ways of being able to abuse women constantly.  

I think we are there to help, Women's Aid have been there to help a lot of women, and thank god 

we have got them, but I am not entirely sure we have shifted the culture at all. 

 

00:34:41 So what do you see for the future of Women's Aid?   
 
At the moment I am very worried about the future of Women's Aid because of the cuts. That's my 

biggest worry because, if the councils start to impose cuts and start to look at different ways to fund 

refuges and tying that up to universal credit systems which… To me, universal credit is a form of 

abuse, I don't know how the refuges will be sustained. They look at a refuge as a service, as a user, 

women in refuges, children in refuges are users, refuges are service providers. These are people, 

these are families, and they shouldn't be measured. They talk about the new papers in relation to 

budgets for shelters and talk about outcomes. We want positive outcomes. A positive outcome is 

not death, that is a positive outcome, I can't understand how you can measure a refuge in terms of 

outcomes, that's lunacy. I think they need to look at funding refuges completely out of that system 

because that's not what they are, they save people's lives, they safe kids’ lives. They change kids’ 

lives, because children stuck in a constant domestic violence situation that's just asking for trouble 

further up the line. You need to get them out as fast as possible and get them into a normal 

situation. To constantly measure that as an outcome, as a unit, and class them within this universal 

credit system, it is entirely counterproductive, and I can't see it doing the refuges any good. It's just 

going to cut the service further and it'll just make things worse. It will just perpetuate everything. So, 

I have huge concerns about the refuges service if it stays in that funding model. I think they need to 

move the funding model, although how they are going to do that with the current austerity budgets 

is out of my comprehension, and probably most other people's. 

 

00:37:16 You mentioned work with kids. Did your Woman's Aid group have help for children? 
 
We had one worker, I think, who advised, but because we were advisory only we primarily only met 

with women and they could come along and chat to us. The refuge that they got in the end did have 

a children's part, where you could go with your kids, and if you needed to get out fast and had kids, 

yes, we took them too, and they would advise you on how to deal with the situation in this situation. 
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They did look at the family aspect of it, but because we didn't have a physical refuge we were very 

limited in what we could do. It took time to get the council, as I say, to even give us a refuge but we 

had to accumulate all this data in advance, to prove that the service was needed.   

 

00:38:26 How did you organise your work?  Your Women's Aid group, how did you organise yourself, 
what was the running system? 
 
If I remember correctly, we had meetings and we assigned cover so somebody was on duty – I think 

there was five or six of us – somebody was on duty, usually two of us, we never had one of us, there 

was always two people there, so there was always two people covering on the nights that we had 

the service running. We didn't have an emergency service although I think one of the social workers 

had an emergency social work number that kind of hived onto her if there was an issue there.   

 

Did you have a hierarchy? 
 
No. No there wasn't a hierarchical structure, it was just a group of women.   

 

And how did you find working within that structure? 
 
I found it fine. I was new to all of this, I had never worked in anything like that before so I found it 

okay to work in, and they were very encouraging and very good at training. They made sure we were 

trained properly and we went on various training courses and weekends, and I got a lot of support 

from my union to do that work as well. It wasn't in isolation I was doing it. NALGO were very 

supportive because I was in the NALGO branch and on the NALGO executive and they was very 

supportive as well. They made sure we had enough training, and because they were social workers 

they obviously had enough training, so if you got into any trouble or had queries they was always 

back up. My biggest problem was I found it very difficult to deal with women that couldn't accept 

that this problem was repetitive and not going to go away. 

 

00:40:47 You mentioned your links with your union. Were there any other external organisations that 
you worked with? 
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No, just NALGO. Well yes, I suppose there was because I was a member of the Labour Party, so back 

then I was Labour, so there was the Labour Party and the union and Women's Aid, so they all kind of 

fed into each other. The women's groups in the Labour Party would feed into the union, the union 

would feed into that. You were getting all the information via Labour Party and the union would go 

back to Women's Aid, and it all interlinked. It works like that now really so everybody knew what 

was happening in various aspects of it and this is what is happening in this branch, and this is what 

they are doing in Glasgow, this is what they are doing in London, this is how to organise this, and 

these people are doing a course on this, and they got filed down, this is how they did it. There was a 

lot of help there. 

 

So even though Hawick wasn't affiliated you still had a lot of interaction with the other groups? 
 
Not with the other Women's Aid groups but with other women's groups, it was mainly – and it 

wasn't an official interaction – it was mainly I was at the branch, this is what happened, useful 

information, so that was primarily how it happened.   

 

00:42:19 Let's see if I have got anymore questions.  I think we have covered most things.  Yes, I 
think… Okay this one, what do you think the impact was of Women's Aid on society and on you at a 
personal level? 
 
It had a very positive impact on society because regardless of whether the domestic violence for the 

woman is bigger or less, women now know that there is somewhere to go, that they can get help, 

that it's not a trap, there's an escape route, there are people there that will assist you, so that's 

really been positive. Out of Women's Aid have come so many other things and groups and 

campaigns that have highlighted different aspects of different forms of abuse. I think, for example, 

recently The Archers, who would have thought, that The Archers would play a pivotal role in bringing 

coercive control and raise all that money! Good for The Archers! So that had a very positive effect, it 

had a very positive effect on me because it made me see that one person, even if they don't know 

anything, or haven't done anything like that, can actually affect change, and can stand up to all that, 

with a bit of support. I think the change it had on me, it completely politicised my life to be honest. I 

was a member of the union but I hadn't been properly politicised until I had to deal with a domestic 
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violence situation, and I had to deal with that because there was no facility there to help, and I 

wasn't the only one, and if I didn't deal with it all these other women were going to be left to deal 

with it themselves. So that politicised me completely. It completely changed my life.   

I do think it has been a real force for good, and thank god we have it. My concern is where it goes 

from here, given the current financial circumstances and the political situation we find ourselves in. 

 

00:45:24 I think we've covered the sheet.  Is there anything else you think is important that you want 
to talk about? 
 
No I think that's everything.  

 

Let me just quickly check.  Yes I think so. 
 
Excellent. 

 

It was such a pleasure, thank you. 
 
Thank you, I'm full of a cold as well today. I don't know why, I had a flu jab couple of weeks back. 

 
End interview 


