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BB: 
So, the focus of this project is looking specifically at the time between 1960 and 1990, but we’re doing both before and after that, but that’s kind of our focus.  And I am interested in your political involvement and your political life, but also this project aims at collecting the stories and experiences of yourself as a woman in politics and what you feel either feminism or your role as a woman or your role as a woman leader how that’s affected society and how that society has in turn affected you and your choices.  So, where I begin is asking you if you remember or recall a moment  in your early life where you became aware of gender inequality.

AM: 
I’d be more inclined to say I can’t remember when it didn’t, you know, when I wasn’t sort of aware, although, it’s interesting because I wasn’t so conscious of how much this had influenced my thinking until I actually entered political life, and then I realized that there had been some pretty profound influences on me that shaped my thinking, my outlook before, you know, the age of awareness.  As chance would have it my mother had three sisters who are all very, very independent thinkers, very…particularly her two older sisters were really pioneering in many ways, and it just was part of a family, so I think very much about it.  But just very quickly not going into too much detail, my mother’s oldest sister and her next sister in 1932, when they finished university in Boston and there’s always been a big link between the Maritimes and Boston which are referred to as the Boston States and it doesn’t mean anything expect that people left the Maritimes, went to Boston on the boat that took them there and then they spread out in to New England basically.  But, anyway, the family moved back and forth between Nova Scotia, my mother’s family, between Nova Scotia and Boston.  My grandparents were divorced, when my grandmother basically had four daughters and their infant son had died, she ended up having a spectacular divorce with the highly respected doctor in a small town in Nova Scotia and they had met because both of their families have moved to Boston.  They’d met in Boston, lived in Boston, ended up coming back to Nova Scotia.  They ended up having a divorce which was played out publicly.  It was in the newspapers.  It’s still in the law books and basically my grandmother was just an extremely independent woman who wasn’t taking any guff from her supposedly respected doctor in small town who served for his hospital where they lived and she basically filed a custody battle which… 

BB:
And this is like in the 30’s or…?

AM:
They still teach it in law school in Nova Scotia and I don’t know where else using that divorce.  She raised four daughters as a single parent basically.  That really influenced my mother and the three sisters in ways that we’re not so apparent to me growing up.  But as I came to know their story better and realized how stunning it was that my mother’s two oldest sisters in 1932 went to Europe and spent the next seven years in Europe.  In 1939, they came back to Nova Scotia and Boston, and in 1940, they moved to Peru, Lima, Peru and lived the entire rest of their lives.  My aunt, the oldest, living in Peru pretty well all of her life from then on and she died in Peru 20 years ago now.  And then, the next one between 1940 and this day, because she’s about to celebrate her 98th birthday was a woman freelance reporter in Central and South America, married a Latin who is half French, half Cuban and my mother’s older sister married his half brother, so with the same mother but his father is a Peruvian.  And they lived a life of incredible sort of adventure and liberation from women of their age, you know, their era, and we’re never not sort of feminist icons in Peru.  I’ve only ever met three people from Peru in my life, and all three of them instantly knew who she was and spoke about her as a kind of feminist icon.  My aunt in Mexico about seven or eight years ago, she was into her 90’s wrote a novel that she impeccably researched for all of its historical detail authentication about a feminist from the early 1800s in France who ended up going to Peru to trace her family roots and she was literally identified as a fighter for women’s equality and as a labour activist.  And so I, you know, all of that was in the, you know, kind of around me… interest and then my mother’s younger sister was an academic who became a teacher, a teacher of… professor of teachers.  She and my mother lived somewhat more traditional lives but were clearly very influenced by all of that.  Then, I really didn’t realize how much the fact that my mother’s two closest friends were both very independent trailblazing women.  One of them was one of two first graduating lawyers from Dalhousie, women to graduate from Dalhousie and her classmate and best friend was Bertha Wilson, who became the first…

BB:
Female Supreme Court…

AM:
And I remember going to Bertha Wilson’s swearing-in with Aunt Lily, these are my mother’s best friends but they were the aunts to me.  And, anyway, they were just a lot of those kinds of influences, which I, you know, don’t think about, but to become part, you know…

BB: 
They are normalized… 

AM:
You know, they are part DNA or they’re part of the culture that surrounds you.  When I think about when I started to become really conscious of the feminist struggle located within the political arena, the partisan arena and the sort of interplay between a feminist struggle and the social democratic struggle it was very early on.  I roomed with Grace McGinnis who was the first woman elected to the NDP caucus or the CCF caucus, sorry.  Agnes Macphail was the CCFer at the provincial level, but she sat as an independent federally.  So, I was always kind of aware of her story, but then I roomed with Grace McGinnis in Regina at a Social Democratic Conference where, I don’t recall if there any other women there, but they might have been where I basically just… it was like a light went on about the connection between… 

BB:
And this is when you’re in your probably early 20’s?

AM:
…the social democratic struggle and the feminist struggle.  No, I was actually older than that.  Well, you know, as I would do the math, it would have been 1971, so… yeah, that’s right, the late 20s.  And my father had talked me into going to that conference.  I had briefly become very involved in the Liberal Party much to my parents horror.  Although, you know, the, what is it? You reap what you sow, I always said, you know, politics is the life blood of our free democratic society and some options you got to be involved, you got to be interested, you got to be engaged, you got to contribute, you got to participate, but, you know, you make your own decision.  So, I got caught up very briefly in the Trudeau 'just society', in the vision and the image and the energy you have it.  I was young woman by then, you know, and within very short period of time, I became extremely disillusioned by what I saw, what I heard, what I learned about what I… then took to the politics.  My father had run three times for the CCF.  My parents went to the CCF Convention on their honeymoon.  The reason I was born in Ottawa is because my mom, and it would have been her decision for her to make the time, supported my dad in his decision to move to Ottawa for him to be the first researcher for the Federal CCF caucus.  So, I grew up in this very social democratic family but not very much involved in the political power structures in any way, because in Nova Scotia to be a New Democrat was to be completely marginalized and, you know, there was no history.  I mean, when I won the seat in Nova Scotia in 1981 to represent Halifax Chebucto that was the first seat every won on the Nova Scotia mainland in Nova Scotia history. 

BB:
And you were at that time the only woman as well, were you not?

AM:
I was the only woman elected in the legislature and the only New Democrat, so it was kind of a double jeopardy.  But my parents were very involved because, I mean, you know, a long history of the Nova Scotia NDP but it went through a period of relative, you know, kind of hopeful period when the coal miners and the steelworkers in Cape Breton through their industrial labour struggles succeeded in electing like one member to the House of Commons of three different points.  One member, who actually was elected for several terms and was Tommy Douglas’ seatmate, and then there had been a small number of members never more than, actually at one point there were three, but that was very short period.  That was before, you know, I would have been a baby at that time probably when we were living in…No, my family would have been back then, but, anyway, I was still an infant and a toddler when there was one long serving member in Nova Scotia legislature from Cape Breton but never anyone like from mainland.  So when I was elected under those circumstances, I wasn’t really all that focused on the fact that women had not been really elected until I’d have to say what really caused me to start thinking a lot about that was International Women’s Year. 

BB:
Really, so 1975, right?  Okay, what were you doing then?

AM:
By then, I had two small children, they were born in ‘69 and ’71, and so I got really caught up in the kind of local women’s movement and you know, was on the Board of the YWCA and was the social action chair and I was a part of a group of active feminist women who were trying to, you know, remake the world and we persuaded the Y and give us support and they gave us amazing support to do an insane project that had like six different objectives and multiple funding but never any of it enough funding.  What we pulled off saving this old building that is going to be torn down the wrecking ball just about ready to swing to turn it into a parking lot when they supported us they said, 'We’ll keep the wrecking ball at bay if you think you can raise enough money to do what you think you want to do.'  So, we restored this old building and for us it wasn’t so much about the building it was having a women’s resource center.

BB:
And that became?…

AM:
And that became a focal point of lots of feminist activity, we had to figure out how to get the money from the government to help us do this.  So we came up with what we thought some brilliant idea.  This was a heritage building, a historic building that was going to be torn down that would never happen today.  Well, there would be a fight over it anyway but this was just going to happen and we decided, I mean, some of it came out of my frustration and disillusionment with the Liberal Party, they didn’t give a damn about women’s jobs or pay. They didn’t give a damn about child care but I’d written the social policy platform around those things for the Liberal Party in the 1970 election.  And by ‘72, I was demonstrating on the steps with the Legislature with a lot of other people angry at the broken promises to women particularly around child care and women’s employment.  So, we dreamed up it seemed like a good idea and it was, I don’t know, I don’t remember who came up with it, it probably wasn’t me, to develop a training program for low income women who needed a future in work that was going to be in demand.  We trained eight women as restoration workers and the rest of us worked as volunteers and I only ever was out of the work force point here in my life and that was with my two pre-school kids and I just worked fulltime with that project.  

BB:
  “Out of the workforce” in big quotation marks. 

AM: 
Yeah, yeah but it was thrilling and we pulled it off…So, all of those things, I mean, there didn’t seem to be anything very coherent about it but it was part of what was going on in a larger environment…

BB:
Was there a relationship between social democratic….

AM:
And I believe in things like this, you know, the International Women’s Year really empowered a lot of women to be free to speak about these things and to have an opportunity and get together and say can anything be done about it. So, that was something, you know, that really had an influence.  Now I want to backtrack a little bit because it’s hard to, you know, these things don’t just start it happen in a neat sequence?

BB:
Life doesn’t does it?

AM:
We happened to be living.  My husband, then-husband and I, in Texas for a year.  He was doing a master’s in international law.  I’d worked for the War on Poverty and I have to say that it politicized me more than anything else really that happened to my life because that…most of it was just at a  kind of subliminal level or a unconscious level or…and I was so outraged by the extremes of this degrading poverty and people just barely able to exist.  We’re talking Dallas, Texas and these obscene amounts of wealth that just screamed at you everywhere you turned.  I was just completely aghast at the racism, not that I was unfamiliar with racism because I grew up in Nova Scotia where at the age of 14 my three best friends and I worked with Africville community to start a day camp for kids.  So, you know, I was aware of it but it was just seeing these extremes and this degree of bigotry and violence and I mean, it really politicized me and it was clear that the sexism went with the racism and with the, you know, the gut wrenching poverty.  So that had an influence and on the way home from Texas we did something that was fabulous and a great investment for the rest of our lives. We took 10 weeks across went up to Vancouver and camped across Canada.  And one of the very fast friendships that I formed when we went to Vancouver was with Rosemary Brown, that was 1968.  And the reason we went to her house for a party, the reason we went there is because her brother, when she and her brother moved from Jamaica to Canada, he came East settled in Halifax and she went West settled in Vancouver and their involvement with my family had a huge influence over our lives because Gus was as involved in race relations and fighting the creation of a human rights commission, and founding the Black United Front in Nova Scotia.  As Rosemary was involved on West Coast more focused on the women’s movement, but of course, also many of the same issues, you know, very much within a social democratic framework.  So, Gus ran for politics in Nova Scotia wasn’t the first black man to run… or  black person to run in Nova Scotia but one of the first and every one of the first black leaders to run in Nova Scotia ran for the NDP.  So my parents had become very close friends with Rosemary’s brother and wife, and my parents were actually godparents to their children.  So I got to know Rosemary through that and she just from then on had huge influence over my life choices and when she bugged the living hell out of me to run, I just kept saying Rosemary I can’t do it, I’ve got two little kids and she said and I’ve told the story publicly and everyone laughs but it was a great thing, that she wouldn’t let me off the hook. I said, “Rosemary, I can’t I’ve got two little kids.”  And she said, “Not a good enough excuse, I had three little kids when I ran.”  Okay, well, I can’t run because if I run I have to run against my husband’s law partner, which it seemed like a fairly daunting thing to do.  You know, Rhodes scholar and very well heeled, you know…

BB:
Respectable?

AM:
Established family and father is a Supreme Court Judge anyway, she said that’s not good enough excuse I did run against my husband’s partner, medical partner and I beat him.  So then I said Rosemary, I don’t know enough, well, maybe I’ll do it someday.  I’m not disinterested but you know, I’m too busy raising the kids and I’m…and I don’t know enough, I don’t…I’m too busy to learn all the things I need to learn to be a politician.  She said, “Don’t give me that.  Go down to legislature, sit in the gallery, you go back a couple of times…don’t waste too much time there, it’s a waste of time but go enough to really be able to satisfy yourself, that I don’t know as much as they do or that you couldn’t do a better job than they do.  And you know, I’ve used that technique with woman ever since because I’ve recruited hundreds of women to run, you know, of my 29 years even before I was a leader in Nova Scotia, I was working in the party trying to recruit women to run.  And so it works, I mean it’s not the only barrier, the confidence barrier, the belief of gee, am I really up to this? And there are two things that I would say; one is that technique really works for women to go and start testing themselves not against some ideal of what they think government is, but the reality.  And the second observation would made and of course it’s the generalization and it’s not good to generalize because that’s what becomes stereotyping and but generally speaking not very [many] men that I’ve approached to run over 30 years say, I don’t know enough. But I’ve hardly ever recruited a woman who didn’t have to be convinced that yes you do know enough.  So, Rosemary was very instrumental in convincing me not only to run but that I could do it and not make a fool out of myself.  I won’t say that my family initially didn’t have some reservations, about “are you sure?”  They knew me well enough to know that I throw my heart and soul to anything I do so, I had…our kids were five and seven when I ran for leadership and my parents were actually more supportive than I thought they would be because it’s a pretty crazy thing to do and the party, the Nova Scotia party was in terrible turmoil at the time, big wars going on really ugly and nasty factionalism and stuff. And to strip it down to its bare bones and of course this is an over simplification but the whole history of what little bit of success there had been with the NDP had always been in the steelworkers and the miners, labour struggles in Cape Breton and it was pretty down and dirty kind of politics which I’ve totally understood but I was some, you know, aristocratic a little kid with a the silver spoon in my mouth and who the hell was I that I was going to enter the political arena.  But it was very, very interesting I mean I have so many chapters of it that I think about and I chuckle but I know that one of the things that was actually quite a significant contribution to, I won’t say healing the rifts but helping to blend together a sort of social democratic sentiments which were so rooted in the labour movement out of Cape Breton and the big wave of new energy that was really coming from the women’s movement on the mainland was Rita MacNeil singing at the leadership convention.

BB:
Really?…

AM:
My recollection is she sang both nights…she certainly sang Friday night which was the night the tone was getting set, you know and I think she sang again on Sunday and of course all of her music was bringing sort of together those struggles.  It was like a, you know, it was magic and yeah, I never really told her that properly, you know, she and I have had from time to time chats here and there but it was just a funny irony that through women’s center, I’d been involved in helping finance her first record…her first…just because a bunch of women said we’ve got to raise a bit of money to make sure she can cut that record and did…so funny things like that can have a big affect over the spirit, the sense of sisterhood, solidarity and that is an expression that just rolls off my tongue so easily because it was really about building sisterhood and solidarity and trying…now there were, you know, continue to be lots of tensions that exist between fat cat capital city and hinterland in every province, you know, that’s a dynamic but that was a very instrumental thing and kind of…and also, you have to be really, really fair the two men that I ran against were both by then in the legislature like there were two men in the legislature from industrial Cape Breton, coming out of that history and they both ran for leadership and they both tried to talk me into running for the leadership and said, We’ll support you if you win because we think it is time to try to make some real headway on the Nova Scotia mainland and they had no problem about a woman running, at all… they really we’re both great about that...and I kept saying, “No, no, no I’m not running, I’m not running.”  Even after they entered they were still trying to talk me into running and they did.  I mean, they and other people, I mean, but there women from Cape Breton and my campaign came out of the labour movement and I won it resoundingly because I have to say they really…the two sitting members really supported my being elected.  I mean, they didn’t tell people don’t vote for me vote for Alexa but there were three of us on the ballot and I had 82per cent vote of the vote on the ballot and they split the other 18 and I felt kind of terrible about that actually because they were great about being so supportive but I think they also contributed to there being interesting debates and in a sense this is new, this is, you know, new step, a new chapter and so on.  They both really knew they had already lost their seats, you know, there had been a lot of back sliding and there was a lot of internal garbage going on within the departing leadership which caused a lot of problems and so they were, you know, they were…it was kind of like they are willing to support me and let’s see if phoenix can rise from the ashes or something…

BB:
Yeah go out with grace…

AM:
Yeah, yeah, so anyway, that’s a long answer to you know, how did you get into it, what made you do it, what went on, you know, along the way and then oh my God, I woke up one day after the ‘81 election and thought what on earth that I’ve done?  I’m now going to go in there and I have no idea what I’m doing and it’s 51 men and they are all Conservatives and Liberals and I really know what I’m doing.

BB: 
And you had two kids at this time, at home…

AM:
Yeah, but I have to say my husband, now ex-husband, never flinched like if that’s what I wanted to do, he quite supportive. And he was a class act like when there was a lot of ridicule of him, you know, it was kind of like Mr. Alexa McDonough. And in those was days, it’s unbelievable and not much different from most other provinces that it’s we’re probably even later coming out of the dark ages, but when the legislature opened every year, there were pictures in the paper always of the wives of the Members of Parliament in their best hats and you know, wearing their gloves and describing their outfits in considerable detail.  And you know, I had to be careful not to…I mean it was just so unbelievable really, you know, those women were in the society that still behaved that way, you know.  So, I was always like I’ve tried never to be insensitive, you know, because it wasn’t about them, it was about the status of women. My husband was actually quite effective because he would use humour, he still has a wicked sense of humour and he would…he made good jokes when they’d ask him, like what kind of hat was he going to wear? Instead of being, you know, like huffy or thinking like oh my God what, you know, what has Alexa got us into here?  He didn’t like being in the limelight much and he didn’t, you know, put himself in the limelight but he was pretty…and to this day we have a lot of laughs, I mean we divorced after I came to Ottawa but we had been split up for a while before that but to this day we have lot of laughs about those things because we’ve got six grandchildren between, you know, like families…like stream of consciousness…but what else do you want to know?

BB:
No, no this is the beauty of oral history.

AM:
I know, I know and I have to say you’ve got me at a sort of nostalgic moment because I’m just here in the middle of dismantling in one sense but also kind of reconstructing a lot of things as I go and that’s why it takes so long…

BB:
I’m really conscious of time, no the point is not there’s a two questions that drive a lot of the interview stuff is specifically your work with women but again we can generalize on this point, what you consider to be your greatest personal successes or achievements or things that you’re most proud of and the flip side of that are the moments that you experienced frustration, disappointment that kind of thing…

AM:
Oh my God it’s just a long list on both, you know, under both columns

BB:
And it’s hard to distill a 30 year career…

AM:
Yeah, it is, it is…yes I guess if you asked me what the high point was, the absolute high moment politically like when did I think, wow, that’s really amazing. It would have been election night in ’97 when there were great dire predictions about how dumb a decision by the federal New Democratic party could make to elect Alexa McDonough with no federal experience but furthermore no prospects for winning a seat.  So what a mess this is going to be, you know, because it wasn’t thought, nobody had ever won a seat federally in the Nova Scotia mainland and we hadn’t made big strides provincially ever. I mean the largest caucus I’d ever had was three including me.  So, there was a problem, a lot of pressure around how you going to win a seat, McDonough? I was under huge pressure. I think from some people were mostly trying to make the point that I was never going to be able to win a seat. From some of the men on the party to run against Sheila Copps in Hamilton-East and I wouldn’t have done it if my whole life depended on it, for two reasons. One is, it would have been to me total suicide electorally. You know, she would have just cleaned my clock? Why would I do it? What would be the point of that? I think some of the men that kept egging me on to do it was like; you’ve got to prove yourself. Its kind of like you’ve got to go into the boxing ring or mud wrestling or something. But like I didn’t run to throw away my electoral prospects. And secondly, I felt very, very deeply like I really had convinced myself and I believed it that if I can do a good job of putting to the Halifax voters, the case to give me a chance, you know, to be elected see what I can do in Ottawa that they might support me. Like I felt fairly you never feel absolutely confident but I felt reasonably confident because I felt well supported by people as the leader without a seat. A lot of people were saying, you know “Good for you, you know, I’ve never voted NDP, but by geez, I might vote for you. Well we’ll see, but I might.”  So, I really wanted to represent my own community. I know that politicians sometimes parachute in and there can be arguments made for it and I’m not sort of fundamentally opposed to it. But I really would have considered it a huge failure to go and win somewhere else. Or to go and have my clock cleaned somewhere else. I wanted to put myself out there on the line in my own community. So that night when the worry was could we win one seat?  We won the majority of seats in Nova Scotia.  I mean there were 11 seats, we won six of them. And that was also part of that high water mark; that it was fifty percent women, fifty percent men.  And in the six, so three women, three men. And an Afro-Nova Scotian first one ever elected to the House of Commons. And an immigrant who is the most flag waving about immigration and Canada and what it meant to him and his family that will ever walk this earth and still is and he’s still elected. So that was pretty thrilling that night. And it wasn’t because I was thinking ‘na, na, I told you so’ to all the detractors. And there were some that kind of made my life miserable actually.  So, I felt pretty good about that, well, okay you know, maybe you’ll be willing to grant that there’s another way to do this than your way or something but actually some of those never did go away.  So that was pretty big high water mark. And then I would say the other…because of course the big issue was could we regain party status? You know, like I was elected leader with that being understood as the thing was needed to be able to lead the party and there was no guarantee that that was going to happen but we won 21 seats. And there were a lot of naysayers. So that was pretty thrilling. And we elected eight women to that caucus.  I’d never had a woman in caucus for 16 years. I never, I either had no one in my caucus or I had men. And then the other would be really the 2006 election when by the end, I was very very happy to have stepped down those leader.  I felt really good about the renewal process that I had led the party through; really participatory, very much looking at who are we? What are we trying to do? How do we need to change some of our ways of doing things? And I was thrilled with that process. It was really a constructive process across the country. But you don’t know for sure how it’s all going to work out. And Jack had won his seat in 2004. So I had a lot of empathy with what it means to be a leader without a seat and so that was good.  And then we came out on the 2006 election and for me it was like dying and going to heaven to 41 per cent women in caucus.  I mean it was thrilling that night and it was thrilling for the last two years to have 41 per cent women in caucus, because it changes a lot. It changes the dynamics and I remember as clearly as if it were earlier today that in the very first meeting – and I knew most of those women quite well, like we’d been in the trenches together for years, and years and years a lot of us. And so Judy Wasylycia-Leis was the person who was the most instrumental along with Rosemary Brown talking me into running in the first place because she was the women’s organizer in the party in 1978 under Broadbent. And then I ran for the first time in ’79. And Dawn Black and I had been really close friends all over the years because she was a federal member and very active as an activist in the party and so was I from Nova Scotia and from BC. And we had sons the same ages and we became good friends.  Annie Pretty she and I had taken our kids to soccer together when they were little because she lived Halifax and then moved to BC.  She became cabinet minister there. So we criss-crossed. A lot of…Chris Charleton, do you know Chris Charleton? Fabulous woman does amazing work on seniors and pensioners issues and disability issues and so on. She’s one of most grounded people I’ve ever known talk about down to earth like straight ahead.  She ran six times before she got elected that night and she said to me after fifth time, “Alexa, just don’t ask me to do it again, I can’t do it again.  I just can’t do it again.  I can’t run and loose six times.”  So, I didn’t try to talk her into doing it and in the end she said, “You know, maybe this will be the time, you know? Like how do I know this isn’t my moment?” And she’d been Executive Director of the Boy’s and Girl’s Clubs…no…

 BB:
Big Brothers, Big Sisters?

AM:
Yeah, so anyway, I could go right through all these women in the caucus but one way or another, I had had quite close relationships with most of them.  So we’re at our first caucus meeting a few days later when we’re getting sworn in and we’re trying to find a night that we all agree, that the women, the sisterhood will go out to a dinner like once a month. So back and forth, nobody was meaning to be provocative.  We just sort of were referring to women’s caucus and one of the men said it didn’t matter who said it was all in fun but said, “What do you need a women’s caucus for? We don’t have a men’s caucus in this party.” And I remember, I don’t know, it just came out of my mouth “Well you might be going to need one now.” But the fact is that it is a very, very, very, very feminist caucus.  The men are not threatened by the women in the caucus, there’s a lot of appreciation of that’s a different perspectives and experiences that people share.  I’m not saying that they’re not creatures of the larger society but very, very, very respectful, supportive part of the women’s struggle. Never is there a tension around, ‘are we sure we want to put that much emphasis on women’s issues?’ Never. ‘Are you sure childcare is such an important…’ Never. So there’s a high points, low points…Oh my God, I’ve answered this question a few times in the last while starting June 2nd when I made my announcement.  People wanted to know what was the worst and what was the best moment.  Worst experience for sure was the 2000 election campaign in which it didn’t matter how great the events were we planned, you know the sort of major event of the day where you put out your message. And we kicked off that campaign with childcare as I recall. Romano did the event with us in Saskatoon.  It was a great event and from that day forward we almost never got one moment’s coverage on our message, on our events, on anything except: ‘McDonough’s going to be the woman who leads the NDP into oblivion.’ ‘How do you feel Mrs. McDonough?’ ‘Again today, how do you feel about…’ And that’s what all the scrums were about. I mean I can’t say never, ever, ever but it felt like never once was there was single bit of interest, let alone fair reporting of these great events and the great research back up material and wonderful communications stuff and all of that. None of it. It was ‘So, how do you feel today Mrs. McDonough, the polls show that if you stay on this trajectory, you will have the distinction of having to led the NDP into extinction.  It was really awful, really awful. And fortunately I had a fantastic campaign team out there on the plane with me. One of the high points of that campaign and there were highs and lows through the campaign. There are about five things I remember as some of the most spectacular privileges of my life.  Just incredible experiences one was being guests of the Nisga’a Nation where there were a number of women chiefs. And we just thought we’d arrived in a new age of enlightenment. It was so thrilling. That first childcare event we were so thrilled with how incredibly successful it was. I mean there were a whole lot of events like that. But the other highlight of that tour and I don’t want to be unfair to anybody but in ‘97 I didn’t have a clue that as a federal party leader, the legislation requires that there be this big security operation around you.  Like I just had no…there had been a few jokes, like I remember Audrey making some jokes about…I think there might have even been a few sexist jokes that went back and forth a bit between me Svend Robinson when he was running for the leadership. But I didn’t really know what they were talking about…anyway…it’s like the gong goes, the writs issued and then this security thing just descends around you. And you have these two full time basically security directors, they’re like your body guards and they’re never not with you at all times. And so in ’97 election there was two, they’re RCMP officers, quite senior, two guys and I have to say they were great. One was from Quebec, the other was from New Brunswick. Anyway a lot of stories about that. Anyway when that was over and going into the next election.  I was asked by the operations people of the RCMP, you know, “Any problems last time? Anything you’d like done differently?” And I appreciated that it was asked. And I  said, “Look, these guys were both terrific, you send them again and it’ll be fine.” But one of them was this great big, huge, hulking, really athletic, good looking guy, hardly spoke a word of English. And in every single picture frame it was like this big hulking presence over me. And he was a big teddy bear, one of the loveliest, gentlest, really supportive people I’ve ever known. He was just a wonderful guy. But I said, “It’s not necessarily great to have this hulking presence over you at all times.” He’s just doing his job, it’s not his fault that I’m little and he’s big. Anyway, then you don’t know what that feedback is going to result in if anything until gong goes 2000 election the two security folks turn up and there two women both shorter than me. One was the daughter of a coal miner in Cape Breton and the other was just a fabulous Quebecoise woman. And we just became really good friends and actually I just recently attended her wedding. Meanwhile, you know, we just feel like we’re just getting bashed everyday through the whole campaign but there’s still these bright spots that happen and this was amazing.  She’d play the guitar; she had the best sense of humour. She was really a strong feminist and you know, and I don’t want to get her in trouble with her bosses but she just was like the glue that held that all together by…she just had such a healthy skepticism about the media to begin with. It was almost like she set a tone of demanding respect…but that’s not really her job…but things like that happen but become part of the folklore, that become part of the fabric that in the end influence changes in all kinds of directions. 

BB:
Absolutely.  So the camaraderie of politics then the relationships in the sisterhood and all this stuff…a lot of the women politicians spoke to,  talked about being hostile environment that politics are for women, including the NDP is unusual with 41per cent, the House of Commons is 21 per cent or something.

AM:
Yeah, which is pretty pathetic. You know, it’s interesting I in some ways am I guess I’m pretty fiercely partisan. That wouldn’t surprise people, after 29 years in the partisan trenches. But I personally and I’m fairly vocal about this although I try to choose where I say it cause I don’t want it to be misunderstood or misused. I actually have not a lot of patience with a lot of the whining that I hear from women politicians because I think their emphasis is in the wrong place. I mean I think the point of being in politics as a feminist is to change the laws, the structures, the priorities, the allocation of resources, the…and it’s not about you. You know? It’s just not. How do I put it? Because I get asked about this a lot. I think, yeah, it’s true yeah, there’s some sexism in the media, for sure.  Yeah, it’s true you’re on the receiving end of sexist practices, you know, sexist decisions sometimes but you know what? It’s one of the most privileged jobs in the world; to be elected, to represent your people, to have resources with which you can work, to have a voice that you can actually heard sometimes, even though I’m quite prone to laryngitis. That, yep, lots of frustrations on the way, but you know what? Unlike the women whose name and on behalf of and in sisterhood with we are fighting for change to eliminate the fact, you know, there isn’t equal pay, we’re in a privileged place where we get the same pay as the men around us. In a world where there isn’t childcare for women of even reasonable salaries, because a. it’s not available and b. it’s too damn expensive, and the childcare arrangements that you end up settling for don’t make you feel good because you know the workers that may help look after kids aren’t….So, you know what, as elected members you have a fat salary, you have access to great childcare here, if you happen to be Ottawa, we can purchase good childcare. We don’t have the public provision for it but…so to me I’m not very patient with a lot what seems to me inward and egocentric preoccupation about that. Now having said that, it is really devastating to have to say that on any given day during question period, there are more phone calls to the office as a woman leader about my hairdo or my wardrobe than about the issue that I’m raising. So sexism is alive and well out there in the big wide world I’m just saying that women in parliament are on a more equal footing than most women in most workplaces and with that in my view goes a special responsibilities. And it’s a privilege to be able to don those special responsibilities because there’s the possibility of actually being able to make a difference.

BB:
And your own life of being both mother and politician how has that balance worked for you, or being a mother and a public figure, or a mother and an activist. 

AM:
Yeah, if you asked my two sons I have to say, they answer that question often.  They’re both very, very gregarious kind of very available, very accessible people. Very involved in their community, that kind of stuff. They would say without fear of contradiction that it was just always a plus, it was always their life was interesting, you get to meet interesting people, get to do interesting things. They both had their own lives.  They had a very supportive father which really mattered a lot. Like I know I feel very grateful about that.  That he was really there for them in a way a lot of fathers aren’t even if they’d like to be cause they can’t be. Or they don’t realize how much they should be.  So that was a great source of comfort to me always.  It’s funny because when I made the announcement on June 2nd that I wasn’t running again, my son was there with his three kids two, four, and six years old and I’m very, very close to them and they’ve always just been an incredible part of my support network.  I mean, I honestly they’ve really bled for the cause over the years. Yeah, he was asked that question. And I felt pretty good, I might have predicted this response but I wouldn’t have known how clearly he would state…the way in which the question was asked was almost, I don’t want to be unfair to anybody but it was almost like “What was it like being raised by a mother that couldn’t be there for you?” And his reaction, he’s actually very camera shy and not very confident about asserting something like that which is quite personal.  Like he came back saying, more or less the tone was, “Don’t ever say that about my mother, she was always there for us in the ways that matter.”  So, I’m lucky that I can feel good about that because that is not always the case for women in lots of situations. But it was pretty amazing for me that my ex-husband and my kids always felt that way about it. Still do. And now it’s pretty thrilling for me because I’ve got four granddaughters and two grandsons. And the night before last, this is the last thing I heard before flying up to Montreal the night before last. Our candidate who is a 35-year old woman, she turned 35 on Friday. And she went to the Brownie Pack at the local church which happens to be the church I go to. But I didn’t know she was going and I didn’t even know how that came about. But she agreed to go and to this Brownie Pack about the election. I used to do a lot of that things like that too. People would say “Why would you waste your time doing that?” I would say, “There’s a little mind and if there’s somebody interested in helping them understand what it’s about, I’ll be there.” Anyway, she loved doing it. And I got a description for someone afterwards who was there and said she was just unbelievable dealing with these kids. And at the end a little kid put up there hand and said – because she had asked if there were any questions - and this little girl put up her had and said, “My grandmother is Alexa McDonough, do you know her?”  Like that was her question. Now normally she has to come to a lot of political meetings with me and to nomination meetings like she was there for my nomination last time.  She didn’t really know what was going on. But this nomination was huge, it was going to be late, late it was in the evening not on Saturday and Sunday afternoon, so she wasn’t at the nomination. Otherwise she would have been able to tell you who the candidate was without any question at all. And when she realized who that was she was thrilled because she didn’t know that’s who was coming. So of course she was thrilled and she ran home and said, “Megan Wesley was at our Brownie pack!” And she said to Megan, “Oh, your name is on a sign on our front lawn.”  

BB:
The last questions that I’m ask and I think you have to go soon so I’ll ask them quickly and you can answer quickly.  Are what you think remain to be critical issues facing women today in Canadian society and what advice you have for young women coming of age…so if you could just do that in two minutes.

AM:
Yeah, well the answer the last question is: Go for it. Make sure you got a strong sisterhood around you because it matters. You know it really matters to have, I mean, and that’s something else I could talk at length about, if you asked me what sustained me through some of the tough times or even the normal times given the insanity of my self-imposed work schedule. Because I just give it my all and have loved it, even at my worst moments. I don’t have any regrets and I’ve had some pretty awful moments. But I’ve lots and lots of great friends. And women both through the party and through the broader women’s movement. And they have just been there for me again and again and again. But in particular I have two very, very, very close groups of friends. This is outside of the political sisterhood sort of. And that’s just been a huge thing for me.  So one of my pieces of advice for anybody who wants to go into public life is make sure you’ve got good strong durable friendship with women who get it. You know who understand both upside and downside doing this and who will be there for you in many different ways. I can’t believe how those friends have been there for me.  One is a group of friends literally the first of the friendship goes back to when I was two and half years old. We moved back from Ottawa when I was a little kid and she and I started going to Sunday school together and you know, community activities and so on at the age of two and half and to this day she remains a really close friend. And then the other one, I don’t really like to single out which ones are closer but really of the two closest. She’s coming with me tonight to that dinner. And she and I have just remained very, very, very close allies and friends and sisters and every year we get together with our group of nine friends that have been in that network all those years. And then the other four until two and a half years ago and one of them died of cancer. I get nostalgic when I think about this but anyway, they are the four women who have been with me since day one in Nova Scotia. And all four of them worked, well I met them when they were hired all four in different jobs to work with me starting in 1981, ‘82, ‘83, ‘84 and those four women 28 yeah, years later are still just close friends. And very sad when any dear person dies that’s part of your life but somehow it was doubly painful that the youngest was the one who died. And she had been with me through every single transition though these 27 years she was…She walked through the door in 1981 as a social work student on field placement with me. And she did every job there was to do that advanced our cause.  She was my campaign manager when I won in Federal Leadership.  She was the campaign manager that won my seats provincially.  She was the federal secretary, provincial secretary of the party.  She was the provincial organizer for the party.  She was the campaign chair that won official party status for Nova Scotia New Democrats.  She was the Atlantic organizer when we won the six seats in Nova Scotia.  So it just you know, you feel terrible losing someone this close to you but you also feel terrible that she was robbed of seeing the next chapter and the next chapter when she had been so involved. So that group of friends we still get together at least once a month.  Every month we actually did something we’ve never done before. We’ve gone away for a weekend about three times a year all through those years. And we just spent a weekend in San Francisco like the first time we ever just like went somewhere and took a whole week’s holiday and no politics. 

BB:
Wow, so friends are key. And the critical issues facing women today?

AM:
You know, what’s really sad? All the same ones that were there when women started to really build on the International Women’s Year momentum. I mean we’ve made some gains but not…And I guess what I find very, very, very upsetting is I think there are a lot of women who don’t know that’s true. There are a lot more affluent women, women who’ve made it professionally, or made it in whatever walk of life who actually don’t really think that there are still systemic problems; a lot of sexist practices; a lot of inequalities; injustices. And it doesn’t take much to remind them cause you just go through them all. But I mean, how, in today’s world, with supposedly, full disclosure of so many things and all the media ability to tell the story of what’s happening. How can you have hundreds of women murdered and women disappear and women living on the streets? In one of the wealthiest countries in the world. So there’s much that remains to be done. There’s no end to a conversation like this.
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