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Ruth: Mother’s Ruin is a very 

powerful book. I wonder what we 
can learn from it and perhaps I can 
start with what you were asked at 
the Edinburgh Book Festival - 
would you have preferred to have 
been in care?

Nicola: It’s a very difficult question 
because the answer I would have 
given as a child is very different 
from the one I would give as an 
adult. As a child, I was desperate 
for it to end - I just wanted it to 
stop. I don’t think I’d have had any 
qualms about being taken away. 
There was no love in our house, it 

was all guilt and duty.
 I did have one very close friend 
and I wanted her parents to adopt 
me. I even asked her father! He 
loved my book but was horrified 
because he didn’t know the half of 
it. I’d let out little bits but have this 
loyalty.

Ruth: I’m not so sure that it was 
just all guilt or loyalty, because 
there were moments where I 
thought you really wanted her 

praise. you were reaching out to 
her in a way and she in some 

instances reached out to you. But 
it always seemed to be stopped by 

the bottle falling out of the bag.

Nicola: I’m really glad you said that 
because the one thing I dreaded is 
that it would look as if I hated my 

mother. I did in some ways but it 
was just frustration. The way she 
would swear on the bible that she 

would stop, then start again. It’s a 
funny sort of distorted love.

Ruth: yes, but it’s had a significant 
impact on your adult life and the 
person you are now.

Nicola: The person I am now is 
someone who loves to write about 

people like me. Not just like me but 
anyone who’s vulnerable. That’s 
why I’ve had so many problems 
with editors. Even lately, I left a 
newspaper because it was all Big 
Brother and Madonna and I didn’t 
want to write about that.
 I’m not a confident person but 
the one thing I know I’m good at is 
writing about vulnerable people. 
It’s as if I can articulate situations 

for people when they sometimes 
can’t articulate it for themselves. If 
I’d been taken into care, I wouldn’t 
have any of that.
 My brothers and I then were 
incredibly close, because we clung 

together against what was going 

on. Now, we all have this funny 
thing about “Are we actually 
capable of loving anybody?” It 
really upsets me. I think I loved my 
dog more than my mother.

Ruth: I think a lot of social workers 
would recognise that. It’s an 
incredibly difficult emotion to 
quantify and to evaluate for 
yourself. If you don’t have that self-
esteem, it’s very difficult to feel 
confident in a relationship.

Nicola: But it’s a terrible lack of 
self-esteem. My partner despairs 
of me. I’ve won more awards than 
any other journalist in Scotland 
and yet I’m the one who’s difficult, 
who doesn’t get jobs, because I 
sabotage it all.

Ruth: So what would have made 

the difference?

Nicola: Support, I suppose. 
Somebody telling you that you’re 
not worthless. My disability didn’t 
help and that was really down to 

my mother. That does make me 
angry. It’s the one thing that I 
haven’t forgiven her for.

Ruth: The challenge for social 
workers is to be much more adept 
at going behind closed doors. 
We’ve also got to be more 
imaginative about the kind of 
provision that would help young 

people who find themselves in that 
situation. What would have helped 
you - someone to befriend you?

Nicola: My problem was 
compounded by my disability. 
People stared at me because I 
was in a wheelchair and people 

stared at my mother because she 

was drunk. So I ended up at a very 
young age not feeling ashamed.
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 I did go to my GP a few times. I 
also went to my mother’s GP and 
left with a flea in my ear. But how 
would somebody have come to the 

house and on what grounds? We 
weren’t being physically abused, 
though I was sexually abused.

Ruth: you were cooking your own 
meals from a very young age and 
you were left out overnight as a 
baby. That is neglect. It would 
have just taken an observant 
neighbour or school teacher.

Nicola: Then why didn’t they? My 
mother came to our school twice 

and once she had the DTs. 
Nobody did anything.

Ruth: We’re talking 40 to 50 years 
ago and I would hope that people 
see things differently now. I started 
up in social work in the 1970s and 
there are things now that I will look 
for which I didn’t look for then 
because I didn’t know I had to look 
for them.

Nicola: I’m a lot stronger now than 
I used to be but I can still be 
crushed very easily. If you don’t 
learn that defence mechanism as 
a child, you never learn it. I never 
did and people just did what they 
bloody well liked.

Ruth: Which made you an easy 
target for sexual abuse.

Nicola: An easy target for 
anything. With sexual abuse, who 
can you tell in a house like that?

Ruth: That’s very difficult. A lot of 
people I’ve worked with want the 
abuse to stop. But if it’s somebody 
they know, they don’t want to lose 
that relationship and it’s a difficult 
route to take. Sexual abuse is 
probably the most intimate type of 
abuse anybody can inflict and that 
would just reinforce whatever had 
been happening to you.

Nicola: People say it’s the worst 
kind of abuse. But the abuse I 
suffer most from now is the mental 
abuse from my father. He used to 
call me a “crippled idiot” and took 
out his inability to deal with the 

situation on me because I was an 
easy target. That’s where the lack 
of confidence comes from and it’s 
still there 50 years later.

 I didn’t do too much finger 
pointing in the book but there were 
people who didn’t do their job, 
especially the GPs who were 
involved. I asked one GP to take 
me into hospital and lied to him 

several times about the pain in my 

legs. Now if that’s not a desperate 
attempt to get out...
 I also self-harmed by chewing 
my hands. I really gave myself a 
bad time, mentally and physically. 
Nobody did anything about that 

either and when I look back I think 
it’s quite extraordinary.

Ruth: It’s gauging the level of input 
that would have been helpful to 
you. you had a closeness with 
your brothers, you had a bond with 

your mother of some description 
despite everything that had gone 

on. Now that had to be significant. 
 If you’d been taken into care, 
what would have happened to that 

bond? We have no long-term 
studies in social work that help us 
with that. All the studies that are 
done are about short-term fixes, 
because nobody will fund it.

Nicola: But don’t kids who are 
brought up in care have all kinds 
of disadvantages?

Ruth: Yes, and people who are 

brought up in your kind of situation 
have all sorts of disadvantages. 
It’s trying to balance which is best.

Nicola: The most honest answer I 
can give is that I would rather be 
me in many ways than someone 

who’d been taken away. Because I 
can understand things and that 

matters a lot.

Mother’s Ruin is the story of 
how Nicola Barry grew up in the 
shadow of her mother’s crippling 
alcoholism.
 Living in the well-to-do 
Murrayfield area of Edinburgh, 
her father was a hospital 
consultant, her mother was 

medically trained and her 

brothers boarders at public 

school. But behind closed doors, 
her mother was drinking herself 
to death.
 Monica Barry - a beautiful, 
quirky woman - became a 
prisoner to alcohol. With her 
father at work and her brothers 
away, Nicola became her 

mother’s unofficial carer, hauling 
her from the bath when she was 
too drunk and running errands 
to buy her booze. 
 Full of harrowing incidents 
and touching humour, it tells 

how alcohol destroyed her 

family and how Nicola went on 
to battle with her own alcoholism 

but emerged a survivor.

Mother’s Ruin, £12.99, is 
published by Headline Review

Monica	Barry:	Distorted	love

Ruth: I do think there are lessons 
we can learn. I’d like to know more 
about what helps in the long-term 

because we are too focused on 
short-term fixes and responding to 
crises. We’ve got to be more 
realistic about what would help 

people’s mental health when they 
are adults in the support they get 

when they are children.

Nicola: I wish I’d had someone, 
maybe when I was a bit older, to 
teach me how to cope with life and 
situations. Ruth Wishart asked if 
writing the book was cathartic. I 
said it’s more like a long foment. 
Catharsis assumes some nice 
pleasant thing but it was painful.
 I always want to be involved in 
writing about alcoholism and 

children. Social work is my 
favourite profession. I was brought 
up by doctors but I’ve very little 
time for them. Some of them are 
great but social workers to me are 
gods in some ways. I really mean 
that - I’ve always admired them.

For	a	transcript	of	the	interview,	•	
go	to	www.basw.co.uk/scotland


