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Introduction and Context

Birthlink is an Edinburgh based charity which supports adults affected by
adoption. It was formed in 1911 as The National Vigilance Association with the
aim of helping vulnerable girls and women in the city. Dr Elsie Inglis attended

the inaugural meeting at 29 Abercromby Place.

Throughout its 100-year history the charity has been at the forefront of social
care provision. In 1919 the NVA paid for two women police to work with
women and children going through the criminal justice system; as a direct
result of this endeavour Edinburgh City Police recruited one of these women as
their first female police sergeant. In 1946, the charity which had become
known as the Guild of Service opened its own children’s home.
Accommodating no more than 15 children at any one time, Edzell Lodge was
Scotland’s first family group home. In 1957 under the guidance of Lady
Charlotte Learmonth, the charity opened The Thrift Shop, one of Scotland’s
first charity shops.

Birthlink sought a grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund to both safeguard this
heritage through detailed cataloguing and to share it with a diverse audience.
Aswell as enabling individuals and groups to engage and connect with real
individuals from the past; this project demonstrates a commitment from
Birthlink to remember the stories and struggles of all the women and children

who have crossed our threshold over a century and more of caring.




Planned Activities

The emphasis of the project was on storytelling and sharing stories with
marginalised groups and individuals who would not traditionally engage with
heritage.

At the start of the project the following outputs were identified:

* Accessible digital vignettes

* Oral history collection in a standalone digital resource
* Storytelling sessions in schools and care homes

* Online storytelling sessions

* Permanent office display

* Raising awareness through social media

* Celebratory event



Project Achievements

The project achieved most of the planned activities although some changes
were made to the way they were delivered due to time and resource. This
section discusses the following outputs in detail:

* Preservation of the Archive
* Storytelling and Oral History:
Exhibition
Podcasts
Walking Tours
Resource Packs for Schools and Community Groups
Birthlink Presentation and Animation
* Additional Digital Resources and Social Media
» Office Wall Display and Celebratory Event

* Transcription Project



Preservation of the Archive

A large archive held by Birthlink was, at the start of the project, both physically
and intellectually inaccessible.

All material, both physical and digital, has now been catalogued in accordance
with ISAD(g) (the International Standard of Archival Description). An additional
finding aid for the early case files has also been created. This finding aid lists
just over 800 files by name and includes subject tags which allows individuals,
groups and researchers to find files either by name or subject matter e.g. care
homes; maternity cases; travel and accommodation; women in war etc. A copy
of this finding aid and the main archive catalogue can be found on the Birthlink
website.

The material was generally in good condition but where necessary, items have
been re-housed in acid free boxes and envelopes. Small amounts of
conservation was undertaken such as the removal of rusty paperclips and
corroded elastic bands. The archive is to be transferred to the National Library
of Scotland for permanent preservation.
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Storytelling

The Birthlink archive holds e
hundreds of stories, most of “ 2, Bor his g,
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them relating to women and
children, which tell of
experiences not often recorded

or preserved.

Women’s Stories: Many of the stories have been taken from the archive’s
collection of case files and correspondence from the early 20th century. The
letters are testament to their good humour and resilience in the face of
economic hardship, ill health, social prejudices and loneliness — experiences
that are just as common today.

These stories, once identified, were then researched by a volunteer researcher
who provided information about the lives of certain individuals and people and
places in their stories. This was an invaluable step in determining which stories
could be taken forward to the next stage of the project.

The Charity’s Story: The charity has played a significant role in the history of
social work, criminal justice reform and the provision of social care. The story
of the organisation has been told through an animation, podcasts and digital
stories.

Through the storytelling delivered, it is clear that there is enormous interest in
these real-life stories and that they can serve a useful purpose in connecting
people of all ages with the past, combatting loneliness and highlighting the
historical and present day issues affecting women and children. It is also felt
that more work could be done to use these historical stories to facilitate the
telling of modern-day experiences. “A brilliant project and | was thrilled to be

involved with it. Would love to do more!”
Jean, research volunteer



Exhibition

A free exhibition of letters written by women helped by the association and
highlighting their individual stories and experiences was displayed at the Wee
Museum of Memory at Ocean Terminal.

Volunteers from The Edinburgh Graduate Theatre Group and a local youth
drama group recorded audio versions of the display boards which are
accessible via a QR code.

The exhibition and audio is also available on the Birthlink website.

“Thanks so much for the opportunity to be involved in the
project — it was great to be part of it and give voice to real
stories from women whose experiences might otherwise have
been forgotten. | found it both humbling and powerful to step
into their words. | really appreciated how well-organised
everything was and it felt like a thoughtful and respectful
approach to some very personal material.”

Cari, drama volunteer

“I'm glad | had the opportunity to help to bring this archive
“I feel privileged to have been alive and to a wider audience. It was a privilege to be able to
part of this amazing exhibition  do this and to discover a history that I didn’t know about”
which was such fun and | Robert, drama volunteer
enjoyed learning about the
people whose words | gave a
voice to. It also struck me how
very precious handwritten
letters are.” Beverley, drama
volunteer

@an’ %;S Stajj

Letters from the Birthlink
archive written by girls in care

or domestic service
1915-1925
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Podcasts

Three series of podcasts were created and have been made available on
Spotify and on the Birthlink website:

Casework and Caring: This is a series of podcasts recording the recollections of
former and current staff and service users. The memories document the
history of the organisation and also the experiences of individuals personally
affected by adoption.

Dear Miss Stagg: This is a short series of podcasts to complement the
exhibition and explores some of the life stories from the NVA case files. Each
episode includes interviews with individuals or organisations which provide
similar support to women today. These podcast episodes were created in
collaboration with the Prescribe Culture programme at Edinburgh University
which aims to support isolated students through engaging with heritage.

Birthlink Firsts: A series of digital vignettes telling the stories of three Birthlink
Firsts — Scotland’s first charity shop, Scotland’s first children’s home, and
Edinburgh’s first policewomen.

Heritage project staff and volunteers attended a
| podcast training session delivered by The Living

f ‘%‘ ﬁi Memory Association to learn how to effectively

- record and edit the podcasts to make them clear

and engaging.

“Being an oral history
Casework and volunteer was an amazing
(Rl ) Caring: A Centur... experience. It was great to
Birthlink have the opportunity to
contribute to preserving
the history of Birthlink and
Follow | [\ & - to celebrate the voices of
those that have been and
continue to be part of
2 Newest « All Episodes Birthlink’s story.” Caitlin,
podcast volunteer

uritTy Dear Miss Stagg: Case
S 850 Sheila .

v No rating » Culture « Society

Episodes About More like this




Walking Tours

Two heritage walking tours have been developed to tell the stories of some of
the women helped by the National Vigilance Association in the early 20th
century:

Stockbridge: A self-guided tour starting in the New Town where the NVA was
formed in 1911 and going down into Stockbridge. Volunteers from a local youth
drama group provided audio recordings of the letter extracts to bring the
archive to life. Typed copies of the letters are also included. This walking tour is
also available on the Birthlink website and will be shared with local community
groups and independent tour guides.

City Centre: A guided tour created in collaboration with Invisible Cities, a social
enterprise that trains people who have experienced homelessness to become
tour guides of their own city.

Starting at 21 Castle Street, this tour tells the stories of women from the
archive and highlights locations where women, men and children could find
help and support in Edwardian Edinburgh.

Heritage
Walking Tour:
Stoc kb fidge deal with topics which some people may find

psetting.

BIRTHLINK any are private residences so please be
in ile taking the tour. The tour can also be
jone
uration: atel 5.
G
)
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Resource Packs

A series of packs have been created using letters from the Birthlink archive
which can be used by schools and community groups to facilitate
intergenerational activities, reminiscence work and/or discussions on emotive
topics such as being in care and maternal health. The school's pack was
developed with advice from a volunteer primary teacher and supports several
outcomes of the Scottish Curriculum. A drama and artwork session using one
of the packs was delivered with the help of student volunteers to the Pilmeny
Development Project’s Health and Wellbeing Group — a group for girls aged 8-
12 in the Leith area of Edinburgh.

A CENTUrY OF Caring: “The girls enjoyed
RESOUrCE FOr SCHOOLS both parts. Only
feedback | would
LIZZIE'S STOrY give is it was a fun

relaxed session,
however it is
probably best to
have a structured
plan as the girls
didn’t seem to know

m\\ what was happening
o}

et WS 2 at first but then
s i when directed more

clearly on drama
piece they got into it
alot”

Katie's story

Nicola, Pilmeny
Development
Project

“I think the packs are going
to be extremely helpful,
especially the being in care
pack. | also really
appreciated how nuanced
this pack is — it doesn’t
paint care experience as
just one thing.”

Rachael, Project Change
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Birthlink Presentation

It had been planned to undertake a number of storytelling sessions in schools
and care homes. However, many of the stories uncovered were of a potentially
upsetting nature and it was thought they could cause distress. With this in
mind, a number of different storytelling options have been developed.

A presentation has been created to allow volunteers and staff to take the

history and stories of Birthlink to a diverse audience. In conjunction with an
animation, available on the Birthlink website, illustrating the history of the first
100 years of the organisation, this presentation presents the stories in a
sensitive and thoughtful way.

The presentation was taken by the Heritage Officer to the following activity

groups:

* Heart of Newhaven www.heartofnewhaven.co.uk

* Wee Museum of Memory, Living Memory Association

www.livingmemory.org.uk

* Gladden Coffeehouse (University of Edinburgh) —an online social prescribing

programme facilitating heritage engagement for health and wellbeing

www.gladdenvillage.org

hear about...

casework and caring: a
century and more o

birthlink

Jenny Duffy, Birthlink

please contact

friday 22nd
november at 3pm

to register your attendance/join

 the mailing list

&haven

community

short talks at

main street, newhaven;
2 mins from the newhaven
tram stop or 11/16 bus-stop

Date
January
Wed 6
Mon 20
February
Wed 5
Wed 17
March
Wed 5
Wed 19
Wed 31

Time

6.30pm
1.00pm

7.00pm
1.00pm

7.00pm
6.30pm
1.00pm

Event

Esther Inglis Manuscripts
Edinburgh Zoo: Centuries in the Making

A Lens on Livestack Marts and mare
Peterhead Prison: Heritage Behind Bars

The Butter Museum, Co Cork
Stylus Story Club
Stories from the Archives of the National Vigilance Service, Scotland.

Host/Villager/Guest

Anna-Nadine Pike, Curator

Fiona Menzies, Archivist

John Bentley

Alex Geddes, Visitor Experience Mana

Villagers
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http://www.heartofnewhaven.co.uk/
http://www.livingmemory.org.uk/
https://gladdenvillage.org/

Animation

An animation illustrating the evolution of the charity from its beginnings in
1911 to its present day role in supporting adults affected by adoption.

> 000/287

‘ “It’s been an honour to help bring

AR i | =~ A these important stories to life through

N 2-D hand-drawn animation.”

|| I I al | | Maria-Jesus Amerigo, illustrator and
|l ] ] | animator
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Additional Digital Resources and
Social Media

Digital Resources: In addition to the storytelling resources made available
online, all research collated as part of the project relating to significant people
and places associated with both The National Vigilance Association and the
provision of social care in Edinburgh has been added to the Birthlink website. It
is hoped that this will serve as a resource for those interested in the history of
social care and women'’s history. These webpages have been designed so they
can be added to over time, and it is also hoped that this will encourage further
engagement with the charity’s history. Digital images of the charity’s annual
reports from 1917 to 2006 have also been made available online.

Social Media: An
Instagram account
@BirthlinkHeritage was
used to share stories from
the archive in particular
details about “Birthlink
Heroines” — women who

played a significant role in
the organisation and the
development of social

care. Posts were shared
by The Living Memory

Association.

Birthlink Heroine No.2

iady Charlotte Lasmmgnth All podcasts are available

on Spotify.

Birthlink Heroine No.7

Lady Frances Balfour
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Office Wall Display

A series of display boards documenting the history of the charity and
highlighting individuals who played a significant role in its development were
created to hang in the Birthlink office. Additional items from the archive
(duplicates and/or copies) were also framed and displayed giving an insight
into the organisation’s view of and approach to adoption.

These displays as well as engaging staff with the organisation’s heritage will also
play an important part in welcoming service users to the office, showing them
that they are in the hands of an organisation with over 100 years of expertise
and providing them with a much more engaging and welcoming space in which
to talk to staff.

It is planned that the office will now also participate in Doors Open Day which
takes place every year in September and show these displays to the public.

The organisation became known as the Guild of Service
The Guild of Service 1o Wr:gr:en in 1941. This era of Birthlink's history saw the
for Women agency employ a station worker at Waverley, register as an

adoption agency in 1954 and celebrate its diamond jubilee

in 1971,

Edzell Lodge

The Guild had long wanted to establish its own children’s home
and in 1946, thanks to a generous donation, it was able to
purchase Edzell Lodge at 35 Inverleith Terrace. The lodge, the first
family group home in Scotland, was officially opened by Lady
Elphinstone who became the home's patron. A second home,
“Margaret’s Cottage” was opened in Juniper Green in 1953.

Edzell Lodge relocated to 11 Newbattle Terrace in 1962, along with
the children at Margaret’s Cottage, and it remained here until it

clostd 102064, ‘The organisation was renamed Family Care in 1978 to reflect the
S Familg Care range of services it now p ded for families including preg y
it Sy x .
The Thrift Shop counselling, the .Family Link volunteer ser\u..e Tor ?one parents and
Youth Link service to support young people living independently.
Under the guidance of Lady Charlotte
ial worker, 1983: The East of Scotland Adoption Advice Centre was established to answer adoption
The Nati The National Vigilance Association (Eastern Division) d's first related enquiries. It originally operated 2 days a week when a social worker manned a
ational was formed in 1911 in a drawing room at 29 \the direct telephone line. Within the following 12 months this was extended to 5 days a week
Vlsllanoe Association Abercromby Place, Edinburgh, with Dr Elsie Inglis in 1 and in person visits were encouraged.
attendance. The aims of the organisation were to sessful it

assist vulnerable young women and girls In the ¢ity o pant 1984: Introduction of the Birth Link Service - Scotland’s

agitate for legislative reform. They employed a Leith g year e ooty e e Do Ao Hal cantral Pt of
contact for all those who have been involved in the adoption
In 1919 the NVA employed two women process.

from the police training school in Glasgow
to patrol the streets of Edinburgh for a 1985: Family Care was given a flat in the Muirhouse area of
period of 9 months. They were Miss Hebe Edinburgh by the Council and opened a drop in facility,
May Kempthorne and Mrs Iveigh More 2 knu\l:'n as No. 20, to provide support and advice for single
mothers.

worker and a dock worker.

Nisbett. As a direct result of this
City Police recruited
Miss Kempthorne as their first ever female
police sergeant.

In the 1930s the NVA provided an all
night canteen in a local church hall for
sailors.

Thw Sundoy ost 2Decumer 1826
o Arcuve]

Dear M BLgy
Miss Katherine M Stagg (1882-1968) started {
work with the Association in 1915 as a social
worker and became the organising secretary
in 1917, a post she held until 1929.

In 2007 the organisation adopted the name
Birthlink and continues to provide support to
adults affected by adoption from its office in
Castle Street where it has been since 1954.
The Birthlink archive holds hundreds of letters
addressed to Miss Stagg from the many girls and | :
young women helped during her time with the
Association.
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Celebratory Events

Two events were held towards the end of the project. The first event was held
to unveil the office displays to staff members, volunteers and other
participants in the project. The response from staff who had not been involved
with the project was overwhelmingly positive.

The second event was held at the National Library of Scotland and was well
attended by academics, project volunteers, funders, prospective partners and
future users of the collection. Project staff gave presentations and items from
the archive were on display. This was a lovely and successful way to showcase
the achievements of the project.

Casework and Caring:
A Century and More of Birthlink




Transcription Project

A group of volunteers including university students and former members of

staff spent 8 months extracting anonymised data from a large card index held

within the Birthlink archive. The index comprises approximately 10,000 cards

recording every woman who came to the organisation for help during the

period 1930-1950. The transcription project has enabled this rich source of

women’s history to be interrogated for the first time. The volunteers were all

thoroughly engaged with the primary source material and have expressed an

interest in continuing beyond the end of the project.

“This volunteering feels like a conversation with social workers and
women with various struggles in the past.” Lishan, volunteer

“Volunteering with Birthlink was an
incredible opportunity. The work |
contributed to opened my eyes to a
fascinating history of social work in
Edinburgh and Scotland the | knew nothing
about previously. Furthermore, | developed
skills in archiving that | have since been able
to use in other work.” Juliet, volunteer

Axis Title

Reason for Referral
(Sample n=2965)

Maritallssues [l
Childcare |
Accommodation /Travel [N
Employment/ Personal Finance
Probation/Delinquency [l
Safety /Welfare [N
Pregnancy [
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Lessons Learnt

Timing: It took longer than anticipated to catalogue the archive, identify and
then to research potential stories. The project would have benefitted from
additional time to allow the stories to be researched fully and for the
opportunity to explore more stories which may or may not have been more
suitable. Moreover, by the time stories were identified and researched many of
the deadlines to participate in festivals or other local events had been missed.

The podcasts were often dependent on the participation of volunteer
contributors and, in particular for the Dear Miss Stagg series, this meant that
some episodes could not be completed before the end of the project. Potential
contributors could have been sourced and approached earlier.

Audiences: Many of the stories within the archive were not suitable for the
audiences initially identified. The creation of different resource packs aimed at
different audiences and dealing with different topics has allowed individuals or
groups to pick the stories that are meaningful to them. Advice from
organisations such as Project Change and individuals with teaching experience
helped to tailor these packs to specific audiences.

Volunteers: The project’s volunteer co-ordinator left a few weeks into the start
of the project. A replacement was found who had a professional social work
background and this was extremely helpful when it came to collecting oral
histories from people affected by adoption. This meant that they concentrated
more on the oral history side of the project and the recruiting of volunteers
was split with the Heritage Officer. The project benefitted greatly from the
input from a range of volunteers but a dedicated volunteer co-ordinator in the
last 3 months of the project could have recruited and trained more storytelling
volunteers once the resources were in place.

18



Next Steps

Walking Tour: Share the self-guided tour with community groups looking for
activities. Translate these into other languages. Share with independent tour
guides who can incorporate the stories into their own tours.

Schools Resources: Share with education authorities for all schools and all
registered residential childcare provision.

Presentation: Continue to share the stories from the archive through visits
presented by volunteers.

Exhibition: Approach local libraries to see if they will display the exhibition.

Doors Open Day: Apply to participate in Doors Open Day, September 2025.

Future Collaborations and Funding: Identify potential partners and funders to

enable stories to be shared with a wider audience and to further increase
engagement with this valuable and inspiring resource (See Opportunities
overleaf).

19



Opportunities

The stories and primary sources uncovered as part of this project have presented
several additional possible research and engagement opportunities as they can
provide evidence of the following. In particular the resources could be used to
further engage community groups and schools with the social history of 20th
century Edinburgh and Scotland and to explore the lived experience of real people as
told in their own words.

Collaborations with partner organisations could further engagement and knowledge
and potential partners have been approached:

Storytelling Festival: The Scottish Storytelling Centre runs a storytelling festival in
October every year with the call for performances taking place in the preceding
February. The timing of the project meant we had not yet identified the source
material in time to take part in either the 2024 or 2025 festival. In addition, the cost
of involving professional storytellers had not been factored into the original
application. There is potential, however, to work with storytellers at the centre to
create an original performance using the archive in time for the 2026 festival, this
could also involve individuals willing to share their own contemporary experiences of
adoption or being in care.

Community art project: Using the archive as inspiration, local community groups
would be supported to create an art project, potentially intergenerational or
women’s groups such as Project Esperanza and the Young Women’s Movement.

Additional walking tours and podcasts: The project has only been able to share a
fraction of the stories held in the archive. Many more could be told through the
continuation of the podcast series and additional walking tours focussing on other
parts of the city.

Wikipedia: Edinburgh University was approached to collaborate on a Wikithon with
the aim of creating entries for significant individuals uncovered as part of this
project, further raising awareness of the work of these pioneering women. It was not
possible to achieve this in the time frame of the initial project.

20
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Appendix:

Collection Highlights
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NVA Case Files

A collection of correspondence and
case files relating to the work of the
National Vigilance Association. This
collection includes correspondence
from individuals and organisations
significant in the development of
social care in Edinburgh and Scotland
in the first half of the 20th century.
The collection also includes letters

gSOCIATED WOMEN'S FRIENDLY SOCIETY.

the National Insurance Acts, with Loval Centres theonghont Sectland,

GOS Card Index

A card index of all cases dealt with by
the NVA and Guild of Service for the
period 1930-1950. A unique and
comprehensive record of issues faced
by women and families at this time
and the support networks available.
A volunteer project is underway to
create an anonymised data set from
this record to facilitate further

for the women themselves and research.
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Claremont Park Mother
Edzell Lodge Photographs and Baby Home

* Edzell Lodge photograph album: When the Home closed in the early
Photographs of children at Edzell 1970s the records were transferred
Lodge in the 1940s to Family Care for safekeeping. The

« Margaret Downing’s Collection: A collection, which dates from 1925

large collection of photographs of when the Home opened, includes
children donated by the first

matron of Edzell Lodge, Miss

midwifery registers, annual reports,
applications and financial records.

Margaret Downing

\
A & R W SN sy

i MIDWIFERY REGISTER.

Additionalitems include: Annual reports; newsletters; photographs;
committee minutes; promotional material
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