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Many householders prefer to hire a woman when work needs doing in their home – 
and Hattie Hasan is helping them do just that. By Jane Yettram

In safe hands
LIVING WORKING WONDERS 

It was the very fact 
of being a woman 

that made Hattie’s 
business take off

W hen Hattie Hasan 
was 18, she arrived 
home from college 
later than her 
5.30pm curfew. ‘My 

father unleashed this violence, breaking 
furniture over me,’ she says now, aged 59. 
‘He said: “If you don’t get home for 5.30, 
I’ll stop you going altogether!”’

This level of control wasn’t anything 
unusual. Hattie, of Turkish Cypriot 
descent but born in London, had grown 
up with domestic violence. ‘My mum, 
my aunts, all the woman I knew had 
very abusive marriages. It was a horrible 
existence. Girls in our culture were  
just expected to get married and have 
children. That was all we were good for.  
I learned early on that I didn’t want  
that life.’

In fact, when later faced with an 
arranged marriage, Hattie ran away. And 
ever since then – full of determination, 

courage and resilience – she has 
continued to break through barriers.

Hattie graduated with a psychology 
degree and became an early years 
teacher. ‘At a very young age children’s 
minds are open to anything, they’re 
full of wonder. I felt it was the perfect 
age to instil some confidence in them 
so they could become whatever 
they wanted. Then the national 
curriculum came in and put 
the kibosh on all that, with all 
creativity getting knocked out.’ 

TRADING PLACES
Hattie, who’d always loved fixing 
things, decided to train in 
a trade. ‘I didn’t want 
to be an electrician 
because that’s what 
my dad had been.’ 

Having wanted 
to do metalwork 

and engineering at school – and being 
told she couldn’t as they were ‘boys’ 
subjects’ – she fixed on plumbing. ‘In 
the 1990s, studying plumbing was like 
studying mechanical engineering, full  
of formulas and so on. I’d done a maths 
A level so it was right up my street.  
I went to an evening class and the very 

first minute, I knew it was what I 
wanted to do.’

Hattie started at building 
college. ‘It was great, but I 
was the only woman on the 
course and there were no toilet 
facilities for women trainees.  
I had to use the staff toilet.’ 

Then there were the  
Page 3 calendars. ‘They 

were everywhere. 
One day I said to a 

teacher: “I’ve got 
quite thick skin, 
but if you want 

to get more women in here, you have to 
do something about those because how 
do you think I feel when I come into 
college and know these boys are looking 
at me knowing I’ve got some of them 
under my T-shirt. The following week 
they were gone.’

But the most difficult thing was 
when she tried to get a placement – an 
essential part of qualifying as a plumber. 
‘No firm would employ me. So I set up 
my own business, employed myself and 
day-released myself to college.’ 

Hattie made flyers and posted them 
through people’s doors. ‘It was three 
weeks before the phone rang. I was 
scared, wondering how I’d survive.’ 

But she brought her resourcefulness 
to bear. ‘I went into a local magazine’s 
offices and I asked if they needed any 
plumbing doing – and they did. I said,  
“If you put an ad in your magazine, I’ll 
do it for free.”’ She fixed their toilet and 
their wobbly taps, the advert went in 
and she never looked back.

STRENGTH IN NUMBERS 
It was the very fact of being a woman 
that made Hattie’s business – the 
brilliantly named Stopcocks Woman 
Plumber – take off. But she remained a 
rarity. ‘After 15 or 16 years of plumbing, 
I’d still never met another woman 
plumber, so I tried to find some, looking 
in the Yellow Pages everywhere I went 
for women’s names. I contacted them 
and when the internet took off and I 
had a website, women plumbers started 
finding me too.’

Hattie built a community, started a 
newsletter and realised other women 
were facing the same barriers she had. 
‘They couldn’t get a placement, couldn’t 
get a job, couldn’t get experience. 
Many were asking if they could be my 
apprentice.’ Requests came from all 
over the country and – short of cloning 
herself – Hattie couldn’t help them all. 
‘I realised I needed to do some kind of 
mentoring, and to create a brand that 
took away the risk of self-employment.’ 

Hattie working on-site and 
(below) with her Installer 
MERIT award for promoting 
diversity and the role of 
women in the heating  
and plumbing industry

She spent a long time researching 
everything about the industry – from 
training to regulations – and began 
helping other women fulfil their dreams 
to become plumbers. Then she launched 
her franchise, Stopcocks Women 
Plumbers, to enable other women to 
work under her brand.

Thirty years after Hattie trained, most 
women trainees are still the only one in 
their college – and still face shocking 
sexism. ‘One of our Stopcocks plumbers 
was completing her gas qualification, 
which needs a certain number of 
hours working with an experienced gas 
engineer. Some hours were with me, 
some with a male engineer. He refused 
to sign off her paperwork unless she 
allowed him to grope her.’

Clearly, chauvinism is still alive and 
kicking in the industry. ‘Yet people 
swear blind there’s no discrimination, 
with companies claiming that they 
are open to women, and blaming 
women themselves for not wanting to 
join the trade. I hear frequent tales of 
women trainees getting harassed and 
propositioned. Not surprisingly, many  
of them leave.’

Even Hattie – with decades of 
experience and an MBE for services to 
women in the industry – gets talked 

down to. In 2019, she did BBC Children 
in Need’s DIY SOS Big Build. About 200 
tradespeople took part and Hattie was 
the only tradeswoman. ‘I must have 
been one of the most experienced 
tradespeople there, but I can’t tell 
you how many times men – whether 
plumbers or not – came up to me, 
literally took tools out of my hands,  
and said: “Here love, I’ll do that.”’ 

WOMEN WITH A MISSION
Hattie’s latest initiative, the not-for- 
profit Register of Tradeswomen, was 
launched in March. Wanting to build  
a UK-wide database of tradeswomen  
was a response to the surge in killings  
of women by their partners during  
the pandemic. Knowing first-hand  
what living with domestic violence  
is like, Hattie says, ‘I couldn’t just  
stand by anymore, I felt I had to try  
to do something.’ 

Hattie’s father died a few years ago, 
but she had never spoken to her mother 
about his violence. ‘I told Mum I wanted 
to start talking about what happened to 
us because people need to learn, to know 
that it’s more common than they think.

‘Mum, who’s now in her 70s, told me 
that at first she’d get between me and 
him. But doing that made it worse. She 
said, “I’d just have to stand and watch 
and hope that you would start crying 
quickly so that he would stop.”’ It was 
the same for Hattie’s four siblings, boys 
and girls. 

For Hattie’s mum – as for many of 
those experiencing domestic violence – 

Hattie passing 
on her skills

A safe pair  
of hands

Hattie on  
the job


