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Interview: Living Apart Gives Older Women Freedom 

 
Over the last few decades, women have obtained greater work opportunities 
and increased financial independence. Many claim these gains in the public 
sphere have not translated on the domestic front. 
 
That may be changing. 
 
A new Australian study has found that living-apart-together (LAT) 
relationships lead to increased autonomy for women and have the potential 
to change women's lives for the better. 
 
The qualitative study used data obtained from in-depth interviews with 20 
financially independent heterosexual women over the age of 45, who had 
chosen a LAT relationship. 
 
Karen Upton-Davis reported her findings online in the Journal of Gender 
Studies (Vol. 24, No.1, 2015).  
 
To learn more, AHB caught up with Dr. Upton-Davis in the school of 
population health at the University of Western Australia, Perth, Australia. 
 
Ruth Dempsey: So what is a LAT relationship? 
 
Karen Upton-Davis: LAT stands for Living Apart Together. A LAT 
relationship involves being in a committed, intimate relationship with 
someone who lives in a different household.   
 
This often means couples live alone in separate houses. But LAT partners 
may also live with children, other relatives or in residential care, for 
instance. 
 
In western countries, around a quarter of the supposedly single adult 
population are, in fact, in a relationship with someone with whom they are 
not living. About half of these people are under 25. We might think of them 
as dating, but the other half are older, many in their senior years. Especially 
for older adults, the LAT relationship is not a stepping stone to marriage or 
cohabitation but, instead, an arrangement of choice. 
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RD: Why did you focus on women over 45? 
 
KUD: I had several reasons. For one, the research had shown women over 
45 were more likely to be in a LAT relationship through choice rather than 
circumstance.   
 
These relationships also tended to be more settled and to last longer than 
they did for younger women.  
 
Also, older women's reasons for choosing a LAT relationship were different 
from those of younger women. I wanted to understand why. 
 
RD: What did you find? 
 
KUD: Women in the study told me the choice to LAT had evolved in 
response to the situation in which they found themselves. At the start of the 
relationship, most were open to living together. But, as time passed, and the 
relationship seemed to be working well, the women reassessed their options. 
 
In fact, women discovered that LAT had surprising appeal: 
 

• they enjoyed spending their money the way they wanted without 
needing to be accountable to their partner  

 
• they liked being able to spend time with their children, grandchildren 

and friends without having to deal with the extra dynamic of their 
partner’s involvement (this was particularly the case for the women 
who still had children living at home)  

 
• they could go on separate holidays (one had just come back from a 

month in Tuscany with her girlfriend)  
 

• they were able to have the house the way they liked it, and  
 

• if there was conflict or irritation between partners each of them had a 
place to retreat to.   

 
In short, the participants thought that LAT provided an opportunity to enjoy 
the positive advantages of a relationship such as intimacy and connection, 



AgingHorizons.com, 905-60 Cartier Street, Ottawa, Ontario K2P 2E1, Canada 
 web: www.AgingHorizons.com tel: 613-234-0851 

Copyright © AgingHorizons.com (2005-2015). This information may not be reproduced in any 
form without the written permission of (info@aginghorizons.com) 

while avoiding the less desirable aspects such as doing someone else's 
housework, perpetual care-giving or the challenge of conflicting values. 
 
RD: How did the choice to LAT affect women's view of themselves? 
 
KUD: These were confident, capable women. They had risen to the 
challenge of paying bills, dealing with everyday practical issues and coping 
with crises. This wasn’t always easy, but once they had met the challenge 
they felt very good about themselves. 
 
They told me that this confidence enhanced the bond with their LAT partner. 
And despite different addresses, even after many years, there was a spark 
between them. They looked forward to spending time in each other’s 
company.   
 
On the other hand, many of the women believed the relationship would not 
have lasted had they lived together because there were aspects of the other 
person they found difficult. However, given they spent limited time together, 
these areas of incompatibility could be accommodated.  
 
As one woman put it, "You can put up with most things if you know it’s just 
for a short time."   
 
RD: How did their families respond to the relationship? 
 
KUD: That’s a good question. Responses from family members were mixed.   
 
One participant said her sister thought that her LAT relationship was sad and 
unresolved. Another woman's mother kept asking the couple when they 
intended to live together.  
 
Other participants thought their LAT status had made no difference to their 
family relationships. 
 
RD: What about co-workers? 
 
KUD: Once again, responses were mixed. Some said they didn’t tell their 
work mates because they thought they wouldn’t understand.  
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And others said their colleagues thought they had the perfect setup and 
wondered how they could convince their current live-in partners to LAT. 
 
RD: The couples kept their finances separate. Is that right? 
 
KUD:  Yes, almost all participants kept their finances separate, most saying 
that they did not know the details of their partner’s financial situation nor 
vice-versa. Each paid their way, splitting equally the costs of holidays and 
general living expenses, for example. 
 
RD: Some suggest LAT partners may be less committed to each other in 
the event of serious illness. What did you find?  
 
KUD: The jury is still out on this one. I found a degree of reluctance by 
participants to think about what would happen if one or the other needed to 
be cared for. Most said they would be happy to provide care in the short 
term or even in the longer term if the caregiving was contained rather than 
all encompassing.   
 
Nearly all the participants had provided long-term care to a family member 
in the past. At the time I spoke with them, they were enjoying the freedom 
from those responsibilities. 
 
RD: You say LAT has the potential to transform women's lives. How 
so?   
 
KUD: The women in the study reported the LAT experience provided 
greater scope for autonomy, encouraged satisfaction with the relationship, 
reduced the burden of care-giving and opened up spaces of freedom.  
 
In short, the gains that women have made over past several decades in the 
public sphere with greater educational and workplace opportunities and 
increased financial independence have not translated to similar gains in the 
home front. LAT promises transformation in the domestic sphere. 
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Study: Irish Men's Shed Program Ignites Passion for Learning 

 
The Men's Sheds program has mushroomed across Ireland over the past five 
years, sparking an explosion of learning among older men. 
 
So what's going on?   
 
In the May 2015 issue of Adult Education Quarterly, Lucia Carragher and 
Barry Golding reported the findings of the first ever study of the 
community-based organization. 
 
The new research is based on data from a questionnaire-study of 297 men 
registered in the Irish Men's Sheds Association. Data was also drawn from 
five focus groups, involving 40 participants. Most men were retired and all 
were over the age of 50.  
 
Learning drivers 
 
The study found that "shed" learning is powered by three key drivers:  
 
1. Social environment: The shed environment is an important driver of 
men's learning, with 95 per cent of participants reporting, "Being part of this 
shed helps me to learn."  
 
Participants emphasized the importance of being with other men. They 
touted the small size of the group, saying it allowed them to get to know 
each other and feel valued for their contribution. 
 
Most called for more learning opportunities in sheds. At the same time, they 
complained of lack of other places to learn in the community, noting a 
shortage of local male tutors.  
 
Notably, the study showed the benefits of the shed environment extended 
well beyond learning to talking about sensitive issues, such as health.  
 
One man explained it this way: 
 
 I got diagnosed with a health condition . . .  so I told [the men] 
 individually and I found people very helpful and without being 
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 intrusive they look out for me, but at the same time they don't go 
 overboard or aren't overbearing. I found it easy to tell [the men], 
 but I found it hard to reach the stage where I could tell them and I 
 hope I didn't over-tell it. 
 
2. Hands-on-learning: Men were looking for activities that will stretch 
them and give them a sense of accomplishment. However, few were 
interested in formal learning programs. Instead, they favoured hands-on-
learning activities where they could share their skills and experiences with 
peers. 
 
In fact, Men's Sheds, a program that originated in south Australia in 1998, is 
an ideal fit. Each shed is tailored to the local context. Men engage in projects 
of their own choosing. They can participate in individual activities, act as a 
mentor or join a small group.   
 
The new research showed sheds offered a wide range of learning activities, 
including:  
 

• technical trades 
• computers 
• health and safety skills 
• leadership strategies 
• horticultural and landscape trades 
• creative writing classes 
• beekeeping  
• customer service skills, and  
• crafts and hobbies. 

 
Most sheds had an inside workshop area, which included a place to relax and 
enjoy a cup of tea. They also had an outside area for social activities and 
gardening.  
 
"Shedders" talked about how much they learned from their peers. For 
example, over 80 per cent observed, "My organizational skills have 
improved."   
 
3. Sense of belonging:  Finally, the study showed that shed learning is 
motivated by a sense of belonging. 
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Several of the men had recently experienced major life events, including: 
 

• loss of personal relationship 
• financial crisis 
• unemployment, and  
• depression. 

 
For these men, the shed environment offered a sense of comradeship and a 
place to feel "at home," the researchers said. 
 
Of those surveyed, 98 per cent reported, "I have made good friends in this 
shed." 
 
Ten per cent of the men participated in shed activities on a daily basis. 
About 30 per cent attended several times a week and 50 per cent came at 
least once a week.  
 
Benefits abound 
 
According to Carragher and Golding, the findings underscore the 
tremendous potential of this grassroots program to promote learning and 
reinvigorate men's lives: 
 
 The success of the grassroots shed model as a site for informal 
 learning suggests that something is happening in Ireland that is quite 
 extraordinary in the informal learning behaviour and attitudes of older 
 men. 
 
More specifically, men's sheds: 
 

• fill a gap, helping men with the difficult transition from paid work to 
retirement 

 
• foster convivial learning by providing men with new opportunities to 

pool their skills and experience, and  
 

• provide a community and social hub that is conducive to men's 
happiness and health. 
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Interview: Author Uses Labyrinth to Reflect on Life 
 
Author Carol Matthews uses the language of the labyrinth to reflect on the 
mysteries of life and to think about what might have been in Questions for 
Ariadne: The Labyrinth and the End of Times. 
 
This remarkable book is a mix of fiction, non-fiction, myth and memoir as 
well as a poignant and moving testament to the power of friendship.  
 
AHB reached the author at her home on Protection Island, B.C. 
 
Ruth Dempsey: Your book reminded me of Diana Athill’s memoir 
Somewhere Towards the End. Why did you decide to write it?    
 
Carol Matthews: I’m delighted that my book reminded you of Athill’s 
memoir, as I do very much admire her writing. The memoir is a very popular 
genre these days. Perhaps because we are an aging population, a great many 
of us are looking back on our pasts. 
 
I think my book was motivated by grief at the loss of a very dear friend who 
died of cancer and was the inspiration for my fictional character, Rose. I was 
inspired by the way my friend handled her illness and her approaching death 
― she was clear-eyed, courageous and full of vitality and humour.  
 
But I found it difficult to write about her until I changed her age and 
circumstances. I had to fictionalize her in order to describe her, if that makes 
any sense. Hilary Mantel in a recent memoir (Giving up the Ghost) asked, 
“What is to be done about the lost, the dead, but write them into being?” For 
me, there was great satisfaction in writing my friend into another life. 
 
RD: Can you describe the labyrinth for me?   
 
CM: Well, there have been many definitions of the labyrinth. Many people 
use the word “labyrinth” and “maze” interchangeably. In fact, I think the 
dictionary still gives “maze” as a synonym for “labyrinth” and vise versa. 
They both refer to an intricate structure in which it’s easy to get lost. 
 
Recently, it’s been suggested that the labyrinth, unlike the maze, has only 
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one branchless path that leads inevitably toward the goal. The maze, on the 
other hand, has blind alleys and dead ends, and it is designed to confuse the 
walker.  
 
Both are often very beautiful, but I am particularly fascinated with the 
labyrinth. I like the winding path that leads you into the centre and then back 
out again. And I am fascinated with the Greek myth of Ariadne and her 
golden thread at the labyrinth of Knossos. 
 
RD:  Who is Ariadne?  
 
CM: There are many different stories about Ariadne in Greek myth. The 
most famous one is also a story about the great hero Theseus.  
 
The story is that Poseidon wanted to punish Ariadne’s father, King Minos, so 
he caused Ariadne’s mother, Passiphae, to lust after a white bull. Passiphae 
persuaded Daedalus to build her a wooden cow so that she could climb 
inside so as to receive the attentions of the bull. As a result of this coupling, 
Passiphae gave birth to the Minotaur, a creature who was half-human and 
half-bull.  
 
King Minos ordered Daedalus to build a structure to contain the Minotaur. 
As well, he ordered that, every so many years, seven youths and seven 
maidens were to be sent from Athens to enter the labyrinth and meet a grisly 
death when they encountered the Minotaur.  
 
Ariadne, the mistress of the labyrinth, gave Theseus a ball of twine that he 
could take into the labyrinth and use to find his way out. Theseus defeated 
the Minotaur, rescued the youths and maidens and eloped with Ariadne. At 
least, that is how one version of the story goes. 
 
RD: You must have walked close to a dozen labyrinths for your book. 
Were there surprises? 
 
CM: For me, there are always surprises in the labyrinth. I usually enter with 
an open-ended question. What do I need to know, or what can I learn about 
such and such? I try to let myself be open to new ideas and new information 
that may come to me as I meander around the turns and twists of the 
labyrinth. When I was writing my book, I walked a number of labyrinths 
while asking different questions of my mythical guide, Ariadne. I found that 
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led me to some new places. 
 
RD: One of the most heartfelt aspects of the book is the way you write 
about your dying friend. You struggle with how best to support her. 
What did you learn?  
 
CM: I learned a lot by writing about the death of my fictional friend, Rose, 
but much more from my actual friend on whom this character is based. From 
her, I learned that one could face death clear-eyed, conscious, and 
courageous. She was able to stay very much herself through to the end, 
never losing the sense of beauty and the sense of humour that characterized 
her way of being in the world.  
 
I don’t know what I did to support her, except by my presence, and she 
indicated that it was all she needed. Sometimes, just being there is all one 
can do. We can see each other out; that’s all there is. 
 
RD: Your husband Mike is a witty and inspiring presence . . . 
 
CM: You're right. My husband serves me well in all my books. He is a kind 
of foil for what I am thinking and, yes, he does inspire me. He has a 
grounded, practical approach to life and he is very funny. His way of seeing 
the world helps me to step back and look again, so I don't take myself too 
seriously. He's a great support to me in my writing, and he gives me some 
very good lines. 
 
RD: Questions for Ariadne is finally a hopeful depiction of life as an 
older person. Clearly, you take pleasure in the world . . .   
 
CM: I’m glad you saw it that way. I do take pleasure in the world, and I 
think that this penultimate stage ― literally “almost the end” ― gives us the 
opportunity to experience life more keenly, deeply and appreciatively than 
we may have done in the past. 
 
For some of us, it can be a second chance. 
 
Editor's note: This is a shortened version of the original article that 
appeared in AHB May/June 2011.                     
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Guest Column:  My Hands 

 
In this issue, an Australian musician reflects on his aging hands and how 
they remind him of the richness of life. 
 
Graham Ranft began playing jazz double bass in his 20s. The Canberra 
resident later learned to play the flute and recorder. Starting in his late 50s, 
Ranft studied for two decades Shakuhachi, the Japanese bamboo flute. Now 
at 70, he is taking lessons on the Nōhkan fue, a seven-holed flute, that is 
heard in Japanese Nōh plays.  
 

 
My Hands 

 
I have been looking at my hands recently. They are not my father's, they are  
my mother's hands. 
 
I see the pigment blotches that come with age, the thinning, drying 
suntanned skin. 
 
These hands that have built car engines, radios, played flutes and  
recorders, played double bass jazz, made love, changed nappies, bathed  
and tucked in babies, engaged in the 10,000 things of daily life. 
 
They are wearing out. I feel the stiffening joints, and now the 
carpometacarpal joints of both thumbs signal this slow decline. 
 
My hands remind me of the richness of life and the vast tapestry of activity 
that vanishes into the store of past memories and impressions. 
 
I look forward to less doing and more being as I enter this third age. 
 
The growing appreciation of the blessing of each and every day and the 
rightness of just being. And of the little things I once glossed over or didn't 
notice: the dragon fly wing in its exquisite transparency, fragile yet strong.  
 
The discarded bird feather.  
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Autumn leaves glowing in the sun. 
 
Like those autumn leaves, I too, am impermanent. 
 
Let my hands then inform me of what I must do with gladness and 
enthusiasm in the time that remains. 
 
 
 

ROUNDUP 
 
 
AROUND THE WORLD ON WHEELS: Following their retirement, Tim 
Channell and Terry Bond set off on a bicycle tour around the world. 
 
They sailed from Philadelphia to Europe on board the New Orleans, a 
massive cargo freighter. After 14 days on the high seas, they disembarked 
and pedaled 10 miles to their hotel in Antwerp, Belgium.  
 
For the past two years, they have travelled Europe and biked about 25 miles 
a day. 
 
Wherever their travels take them, they rent an apartment and live in the 
region for three to six months. During their stay, they cycle around the area 
and take quick day trips by bus or train. 
 
In the current edition of AARP International the Journal, Channell describes 
encounters with locals. 
 
While cycling through a rural village in southeast France, for example, a 
woman rescued them from the pouring rain. She served them lunch and the 
region's wine, Châteauneuf-du-Pape. They communicated using the Google 
language translator on their smart phone: French to English, English to 
French.  
 
In Donegal, Ireland, the couple accompanied the owner of their B&B to a 
bog, where the peat is still dug out of the ground in brick-shaped chunks and 
left to dry to be used as fuel. After an hour, they had stuffed 20 sacks with 
sods of turf and brought them back to the B&B. That afternoon, they built a 
peat fire and feasted on warm scones and Earl Grey tea. 
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And their advice to other travellers? Take your time.  
 
As Channell writes, "Travelling long distance on a bicycle requires one to 
rethink what it means to go on vacation. For those who travel this way, it is a 
slow travel philosophy for experiencing the world."  
 
CLASSROOM INCLUDES KIDS AND SENIORS: Former teacher 
Sharon MacKenzie wanted to move beyond occasional visits to senior 
residences with her students. So when her neighbour became the owner of an 
assisted-living facility, she nabbed the chance to involve her 9 to 12 year-old 
students in an unique learning adventure. The project eventually saw her 
class of 30 students move into a makeshift classroom at the seniors' 
residence for two full months of the year. 
 
The Meadows School Project ran for eight years, from 2000 to 2008, in 
Vernon, B.C. It included students from Kidston elementary school and 
residents and staff at Coldstream Meadows Retirement Community.  
 
The model is based on the successful concept of immersion used for the 
understanding of French. Students and older adults share: 
 

• curriculum studies 
• community service, and  
• one-on-one relationships.    

 
Today, offshoots of the innovative project have taken root in Williams Lake 
and Kamloops, B.C. Three projects are also going strong in Alberta.  
 
Currently MacKenzie is executive director of the  
i2i Intergenerational Society of Canada. Created in 2008, the society 
promotes intergenerational learning opportunities across Canada. 
 
In 2009, this group spearheaded the launch of June 1 as Intergenerational 
Day Canada. Since then, more than 100 cities representing every province 
and territory have recognized the day. 
 
 
OLDER VIEWERS FLOCK TO THE CINEMA: Films dealing with age 
are on the rise as older people return to the silver screen in large numbers.   
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Movies popular with older cinemagoers in recent years include: 
 

• The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel 
• Salmon Fishing in The Yemen 
• Still Alice 
• Quartet 
• Hope Springs 
• My Afternoons with Margueritte 
• Anna Kerenina, and   
• The King's Speech. 

 
Older adults are reconnecting with the cinema. The number of over-50s in 
the United States who regularly visited the cinema increased by 68 per cent 
between 1995 and 2010. In Britain, the proportion of over-45s among 
regular filmgoers rose from 14 per cent to 30 per cent between 1997 and 
2008. In France, cinema attendance for the over-60s rose from 28 per cent to 
57 per cent between 1993 and 2011. 
 
Cinema operators see the over-60s as a lucrative market. Some chains have 
converted cinemas into luxury venues. And others have started to offer 
special mid-week "silver screenings"  
 
So what do the new movies say about aging or society's perceptions of it? 
 
Writing online in the Gerontologist (Jan.10, 2015), Jim Vanden Bosch, a 
filmmaker and founder of Terra Nova films, says most films view old age 
through the lens of early adulthood. "Older adulthood is seen as simply a 
continuation of earlier adulthood within the context of deteriorating body 
parts."  
 
Few feature films explore the late years as an opportunity for inner growth 
and the discovery of a deeper sense of self.  
 
 
BOOK RETRACES WOMAN'S HISTORIC 2,050-MILE TREK: In 
1955, Emma Gatewood made history when she became the first woman to 
hike the 2,050-mile Appalachian trail. Gatewood was 67. She had raised 11 
children and survived a violent marriage. 
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Gatewood says she was inspired to hike the trail after reading an article in 
National Geographic magazine in her doctor's office.  
 
She began to prepare for her trek in January by walking around the block 
near her home and extending it a little each time. She measured her progress 
by the burn she felt in her legs. By April, she was hiking 10 miles a day. 
 
In early May, Gatewood left her small Ohio hometown with a change of 
clothes and less than $200. 
 
She told her family she was going on a walk. 
 
Gatewood wore dungarees and tennis shoes. Over her shoulder, she carried a 
drawstring denim sack that she filled with items: 
 

• raisins 
• peanuts  
• bouillon cubes  
• powered milk  
• water 
• candy mints 
• band-aids 
• iodine  
• bobby pins  
• Vicks salve  
• Swiss Army knife  
• flashlight  
• pen and memo book 
• warm coat, and 
• shower curtain to keep the rain off. 

 
Along the trail, she sucked on bouillon cubes and found water where she 
could. She slept in the nearest shack or, more often, on a bare spot on a 
mound of leaves. Sometimes, she found shelter from people living in the 
mountains. Occasionally, she checked into a motel, where she washed her 
hair and some clothes, took a shower and enjoyed a good meal. 
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By the time she reached the top of Maine's Mount Katahdin, on September 
25, 1955, she had survived two hurricanes, a rattlesnake strike and a run-in 
with gangsters from Harlem. 
 
So why did she do it? Greenwood told one reporter that she did it "Because I 
wanted to." 
 
Greenwood reclaimed her life through courage and determination, becoming 
a hiking legend. 
 
Sixty years later, she continues to inspire hikers to take the same plunge. 
 
Author Ben Montgomery writes passionately about this remarkable woman. 
Once you pick up his spellbinding book, you will have to read it. 


