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Collective Memories of Rising Sun

This collection captures the memories and stories of some of the founders and 

long-standing workers and volunteers at Canterbury’s first women’s refuge and 

subsequent domestic abuse support services. It has been a privilege to meet with 

these women, to listen to their accounts and, now in this collection, to celebrate 

their commitment to this cause. What follows are summaries of interviews I 

undertook in 2024, 50 years since the first women’s consciousness raising groups 

began in Canterbury which led to the establishment of the Canterbury’s Women’s 

Centre and first Women’s Refuge.

I am indebted to Jan Pahl for sharing her diary records which carefully record the 

details of the ‘women’s groups’ held in the Darwin Tower Room at the University 

of Kent which discussed matters of gender equality and other issues that concerned 

women. They first met on May 21st 1974 to discuss the topic of ‘communes’ and 

then subsequently meetings in June, October and November concerned ‘women in 

higher education’, ‘women and madness’, and ‘women in China’. In 1975 the group 

continued to meet regularly and topics discussed included ‘doing feminist research’, 

‘lesbianism’ and ‘conflicts in the women’s movement’. 

On 4th November and 12th November 1975 this discussion group met with other 

informal groups and networks of politically conscious women, friends and engaged 

students at the Sydney Cooper Centre, Canterbury High Street. The Agenda 

concerned opening a Women’s Centre in Canterbury. To effect this, a number of 

students from the University of Kent squatted in a building in Stour Street days 

later. This was the site of Canterbury’s first Women’s Centre which quickly, due to 

demand, became Canterbury’s first Women’s Refuge. This Collection details these 

events and what followed, bringing us up to date to understand the founders’ 

legacy in the context of today’s Rising Sun charity which continues to provide 

domestic violence and abuse services across Kent.

A word on approach… 
 
Oral history is a means of uncovering and recording otherwise hidden stories from 

the past. So often, throughout history, ‘official records’ document what might be 

considered ‘significant’ events from the public sphere. By its nature, this known 

public history will often be gendered and partial, glossing over and eclipsing the 

personal experiences of so many. This project forms part of a movement in which 

feminist scholars across disciplines have been using oral history as a preferred 

methodology. These feminist projects transcribe women’s personal reflections, 

reminiscences and recollections of past moments, however large or small, and in 

doing so, reveal how women navigated, negotiated, organised and experienced 

them. 

  

This project records the accomplishments of a group of women in Canterbury 

working at a grassroots level; as part of consciousness raising groups, as activists, 

as volunteers, later as employees but all committed to supporting those who have 

experienced violence and abuse at the hands of an intimate partner or family 

member. The endeavours, persistence and determination of this wonderful group 

of women are recorded here. 

 

A word on ideology and action… 
 
For many women, being part of the women’s movement and later the refuge 

movement offered a way of putting feminist ideals and feminist ways of organising 

into practice. In a number of ways, the evolution of the movement in Canterbury 

in the 1970s followed the national trajectory; beginning with consciousness-raising 

groups before moving into more direct action.  

 

The structurelessness of the consciousness raising groups that preceded the direct 

action taken had been effective for the movement thus far; their egalitarian 

nature facilitated open discussion, idea sharing and experiential solidarity. As 
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Canterbury’s movement edged into pragmatic action, the Women’s Centre and 

Refuge continued to organise loosely, without allocating ‘roles’ or hierarchy. 

Politically, this non-hierarchical way of working signalled a reaction against what 

had preceded; it communicated a rejection of an overly structured society where 

structure was synonymous with the under-privileging of women’s status. Decision-

making through consensus was forward-thinking and offered new promise. 

 

A number of the stories recount how the refuge in Canterbury gradually 

transitioned to being more formally structured. Yet, even as the refuge accessed 

more formal avenues of financial support, employed workers and delivered 

wider services, Rising Sun maintained collaborative and non-hierarchical 

ways of working that reflect its roots in the Women’s Liberation Movement. 

Workers met the women they helped as equals, never imposing expectations or 

value judgements. Nowadays, the charity’s ethos still echoes and reflects these 

foundational ways of working. 

 

A word on self-depreciation(!)…  
 
One theme that laced through the narratives of the interviewees was the 

understated way that the women recounted their contributions and achievements. 

And, whilst the women recognised the value of the tangible support the individual 

women and their families received, without exception, the interviewees were 

humble about the part they themselves had played. Always keen to credit co-

workers and celebrate the skills of others, collectively the histories reveal the 

years of determined, concerted and dedicated effort of them all. The following 

conversations therefore applaud the work of these women (where they themselves 

do not seek it) and reveal the energy, the commitment and the integrity of their 

collective pursuit.



1 Jan Pahl:  
Activist and Academic 
researcher
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"But what happened quite 
soon was that women 
began arriving because 
they'd been beaten up at 
home... so it turned into a 
refuge quite quickly"

Jan Pahl

[In 1974] there was a group of feminist women meeting 

at [Kent] university. We were feminists looking for a 

cause. It was around the time the Women's Studies 

[undergraduate] Course at Kent was also beginning. 

I had been working at the Citizens Advice Bureau. I was 

doing a lot of voluntary work because of having three 

children. And we would get women coming in saying, 

I'm frightened to go home. I don't know what he's going to do to me. We had 

nothing to offer them, except in London. There was a tale of somebody called Erin 

Pizzey who had set up the first refuge. There was also news of the Women's Aid 

Federation, to which we joined. We used to borrow the university union’s van and 

cram a load of women and children in and go off to the Women's Aid conference. 

That was quite exciting. We felt part of a movement, very much.

We all got sick of consciousness raising. In November 1975, a mixture of women 

– women working at the university, women who lived in the city and students - 

took action. They identified this house in Stour Street and the students squatted 

in it. The plan was not to have it as a refuge, but to have a space for the women of 

Canterbury; a Women's Centre offering things like pregnancy testing, advice and a 

place to talk to each other. But what happened quite soon was that women began 

arriving because they'd been beaten up at home or because they were afraid of 

being beaten up, so it turned into a refuge quite quickly and it was amazing really. 

The students took a year off from their studies and ‘signed on’ – as things like 

researchers and in those days, you couldn't be forced to take a job that wasn't 

the work you were supposed to get. They all claimed benefit for a whole year – 

amazing    - and did the refuge. At the end of the first year, the end of '76 that 

would be, they [the students] kind of disappeared back to their studies and there 

was a group of local women taking care of the refuge. 
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We had ‘Reclaim the Night’ marches because violence against women in the 

street was an issue. I marched for Rights to Abortion and went to Greenham 

Common. Greenham Common was notable because a lot of the women you met 

there had worked in refuges. I think the refuge movement was really important 

as a radicalising experience for a lot of women. It was all over the country. We 

recognised that it was not just individual women with an individual bad man. 

There was an overall pattern, it was structural. It was about women’s position 

being powerless and it was about the powerfulness of men. It was about the lack of 

attention to this issue in wider society. 

In 1975 the police told a parliamentary Select Committee that ‘our job is to 

maintain the unity of the marriage and the family’. We visited the Director of 

Social Services in Canterbury and she said, ‘There is no violence against women 

in Canterbury’. And yet women were pouring into the refuge. A lot of the women 

had stories to tell about police or social workers who didn't pay attention. There 

was also a lot of shame attached to it. A lot of the women had not told anyone 

because it was so shameful, which is terrible, isn't it - women were ashamed of 

awful things that were done to them. 

The way we worked together was unfamiliar to me - this kind of, ‘we are all equal 

here’. Some of the women who came because they had been abused took leading 

roles in the power structure of the house. I remember once, I arrived crying as my 

mother-in-law had been cruel to me and said something nasty and they gave me 

a cup of tea and comforted me. There was a lot of that mutual support [based on] 

the idea that the women needed to be empowered. But that approach was also 

problematic. 

[The non-hierarchical approach] was problematic in two ways. One was, a lot of 

women arrived and nobody explained anything to them - because it was nobody's 

job to; nobody's job to even welcome people. They sort of waited for somebody 

in charge to appear and it gradually dawned on them that there wasn't anybody 

in charge. Second, it was also a problem because people might say, ‘I'd like to give 

[donate] money to the Treasurer’ and be told they could give it to anybody. That's 

not satisfactory really. 

I was very interested in an article called, The Tyranny of Structurelessness. It's 

a feminist article. It argues that, if you haven't got a structure, you can end up 

with a tyranny because you haven't got a way to democratically control what's 

happening. That was what happened in the end, [two women present in the Stour 

Street and Hersden refuges] became so powerful that everybody either floated off 

or deferred to them. So, the Tyranny of Structurelessness was, in the long term, in 

my view, the downfall of the refuge in its first manifestation. 

There wasn’t a committee – that would have alienated some of the women if they 

thought it was run by a committee - but there used to be meetings. In fact, the kids 

were funny because they used to play, ‘going to meetings’. The meetings would be 

about keeping the house clean, children quarrelling, or we’ve got to give this talk, 

the politics of the house internally and externally, because we were trying to raise 

money all the time and also run the house. People lived there. It was their home. 

And it was really important that the women could stay as long as they wanted. 

Some left after a day or two because they found it really hard but others stayed for 

months and months.

Agreed guidelines pinned to the refuge wall
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The women got a lot of skills; not all good. By the time they got to Hersden, they 

were learning how to bypass their electricity meter and get it for free; they went 

shoplifting and did that skilfully. And I remember once a woman said, 'Oh come 

on Jan, when are you going to nick your first jersey?' They were working while 

claiming [benefits], which of course, you weren't supposed to do. They were 

teaching each other a lot of life skills(!) 

My role was quite interesting, really, because I was the researcher. I did two 

projects about the refuges; I did interviews all the time in Stour Street. I didn't 

talk to them when they'd just arrived. I waited four days and then I would say, 

can I talk to you about what's happened? One project was with 25 women 

following a year's grant, and then I got a three year grant and had 42 women 

[with 142 children]. [My findings show that] most of them were on their way 

to life as a single parent. But I said to the Department of Health, you've got to 

know what happens to these women when they leave, so I re-interviewed them 

on average about two years later. And what was striking was, I thought they 

wouldn't want to be re-interviewed because they wouldn't want to be reminded 

of that difficult time in their lives. But they did want to be interviewed because 

they wanted to show me that they'd made a good life. They liked their [new] 

independence and managing the money and the 

peace of not living with the husband. One or two 

didn't want to be interviewed again. On the whole, 

they'd done brilliantly. One of them went on to do 

the undergraduate degree at Kent and went on to 

become a lawyer. They were survivors. 

 

I was the respectable external face of the refuge. I gave quite a lot of talks and went 

to meetings with local women. I remember having once a rather posh dinner at 

the University of Kent with the Director of Social Services and a local MP. They 

said, ‘We'd love to see the refuge. Can we see the refuge?' About eleven o'clock 

at night, I took them down to see the refuge on Stour Street. These two upper 

class chaps in their posh suits and I knocked on the door, because men weren't 

really allowed in. But they were allowed in if somebody let them. Cath [a helper] 

was there; they had a good time and were very interested and went away very 

sympathetic. But Cath's husband stole the MPs razor while the car was sitting 

outside!

Anyway, we asked the council for a proper house. And they offered the house at 

Hersden. It must have been in 1977 when the refuge moved to Hersden, because 

of course the squat was illegal. The refuge was in Hersden for a bit, before moving 

to the old pub in the city outskirts in 1979 [leased from the Council of Social 

Responsibility, later Crowbridge Housing]. It rebuilt itself in the new building 

because of people like Helly [Langley] and Pat [Edwards] and co. 

The movement was not just a local thing, it was a global thing, it was all over the 

world. When my work was in draft, I went to Israel with my husband, an academic 

as well, who was doing some work there. I asked, ‘Is there a refuge here or a 

shelter?’ There was not, but I heard there was a group in Heifa thinking of setting 

one up. I got in touch with them, went up there and they were terribly excited. I 

left a copy of my draft report with them. And, we talked all day without stopping 

or eating. It was very very good. Two or three years after that, I went back to Israel 

for an international feminist research event. I went to talk about my [subsequent] 

Jan researching

Life in Hersden
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project. In Heifa, I saw a poster saying, 'Come and visit the women's refuge’. I went 

along to see how it was going and knocked on the door. I told them I was Jan Pahl 

and they said, 'You realise you're the spiritual founder of this refuge.' They said 

they were so enthused and inspired that time, that they went and got the refuge 

going and said I was the one who saw them through. I was very proud of that!

Three words that capture your experience? 
 
Learning - I learned so much. I did enjoy it, it was Fun. What else would I say? It 

was Satisfying to be part of a movement that though it may not have ‘succeeded’, 

things have changed, things have got better. I think the movement brought 

domestic violence out into the open and it’s now recognised as a serious issue, even 

if they haven't quite learned how to deal with it. I’m quite proud I was part of that. 

 



2 Pat Edwards:  
Volunteer and Trustee 
1975- 2023
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"The consciousness-raising 
groups weren't active 
enough for me. I moved on 
to be active"

Pat Edwards

 ‘I first got involved when students squatted in the house 

in Stour Street, about the end of ‘75. There were quite 

a lot of feminist women around in the community. 

I did my degree at the University of Kent and had 

connections because of that. There was a call-out for 

feminist women to come and help at the squat, and we 

all did.

My involvement in feminism started when I was about 21. I spent a year in 

Manchester and we had the first women's liberation - grass roots – conference. I 

was absolutely shocked when I found out about the violence and abuse women 

experienced. Men tried to dominate everything in the 60s. Our feminism came out 

of that. Men wanted it all their own way – we just thought, no. We were all about 

getting childcare, getting women into work and equal pay. In Canterbury we had 

quite a lot of feminist groups and we were talking about politics and women’s 

rights. A lot of us were working, but were not getting very good maternity pay 

or leave. The issue of Violence Against Women – I just thought I’ve got to do 

something about this because this is unacceptable. 

The consciousness raising groups weren’t active enough for me. I moved on to 

be active; setting up the rape crisis centre [telephone line] and supporting the 

students who took over the squat. The students were fantastic, because, of course, 

they started it. 

Outside the Stour Street squat
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The house [on Stour Street] was a problem; there 

was a lot to do. There was all sorts of cleaning. We 

had to clear glass out of the garden. My friend, 

Sue, a tougher feminist than me, was pregnant 

and when we went into the garden to clear it up, I 

said, ‘You can't do this – you could get poisoned’. I 

remember it very distinctly. We had to raise money 

through car boot/ garage sales. There was brown 

water – Jan thinks it was the lead pipes - nobody 

got sick though, so it must have been better than 

we thought! Beautiful panelled house though. I 

remember sitting in those rooms with the panels 

on the walls and thinking, this was an amazing 

property at one time.

We were giving women a refuge. Erin Pizzey was first to establish one in London 

[Chiswick]. It was all over the papers. And Brighton established a refuge too. 

Brighton wouldn't give their address to the police. They were really radical 

feminists. They thought we were a soppy lot because, I was a probation officer, 

and so we were collaborating with the police, telling them exactly where we were 

for the women's protection. [Later on] we had a woman whose husband found 

us from Liverpool, but the police came because they knew where we were, and so 

it was safe. It felt like we were the wrong kind of feminist [compared to those in 

Chiswick and Brighton]. But each of these approaches added to the understanding 

of what women were going through and the provision that should be provided. I 

think refuge addresses are all publicly known [to the authorities] now. 

The consciousness raising side of it for me was much more about empowering 

women to make choices; to be aware that there were options. [At the squat] 

there was a very non-hierarchical, discussion-orientated, problem-solving kind of 

approach. The non-hierarchical thing became rather complicated in the very early 

years and we did get dominant personalities who didn't always do all the right 

things!

As I say, I got completely taken by the fact that we needed refuges. That just 

seemed like the answer. Women had to be able get away from the people who 

were beating them up. I am a doer. I am not an academic (though I was married 

to an academic). The point for me was that something had to be done. For me, 

the first problem was how to solve the basic housing problem. I was training 

to be a probation officer, so I was having contact with social workers and other 

organisations. We raised the issue with Paul Wilson, a social worker at the Council 

of Social Responsibility [a social work arm of the church, Church of England], and 

with Hazel McCabe, the head of Health and Housing at Canterbury City Council. 

There were quite a number of us [influential women], a couple of academics who 

were looking for [a more permanent arrangement than the squat], a halfway 

house, where this refuge could begin, before a longer-term solution could be 

found.

They came up with the idea of using this house in Hersden; an old miner's 

manager's house. A huge plot of land. I remember it really well - it was a big, long 

building. It was empty because the mines had been closed down and the plots 

hadn't been built on. We had, as I recall it, the help of Canterbury City Housing 

Department to acquire that property and to be temporarily in that place. We 

weren’t there for too long.

[After Hersden] we ended up in the project in the outskirts of Canterbury, 

needing to do the [old pub] building up again, even though it was much better. 

In due course, the two women, the lesbian couple that had been very dominant 

in the group, moved on. That was good because we [the committee] were worried 

about how the refuge was going to be managed, how the money would be dealt 

with, how formal it would be. You start to want structure and I wanted more 

professional people to be in there from a social work point of view. But fighting 
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patriarchy isn't about telling other people that you know better, but about people 

realising things for themselves. 

I remember one of the first things we did was get the kitchen sorted out because 

it was not good enough. [The new kitchen] was all made of stainless steel. I 

remember it being just wonderful that you could spray it down, big sinks, really 

good! We had stacks of donated furniture. Decades later they got a large amount 

of money and put in proper flats and so everybody had their own space and their 

own bathrooms and their own eating areas. In those days though, we had shared 

bathrooms, we had one big sitting room. It was chaos. It was refuge [smiles].

Housing benefit was coming in and we employed a couple of workers to run 

the refuge [from 1981]. The Council for Social Responsibility (which became 

Crowbridge Housing Association) owned the building; they had other properties 

too. That arrangement worked but after some years the relationship [with the 

Housing Association] became difficult to manage because they were trying to 

tell us what to do. And we were a very strong feminist group/ collective.  We 

[the management committee] were like a support group for the people we now 

employed to run the refuge and for the women in the refuge. At first, the support 

group was informal and then it had to become a more formal board. There wasn't 

a chair. We had a lot of arguments about hierarchy!

We were always exclusively a women's group. Everything. We didn't have male 

workers for ages. Under the Equality Act, we were permitted to recruit only 

women. You were allowed to do that because it was a sex specific issue. It all fitted. 

Issues concerning trans women came along later and there was no discussion of 

that back then. We were feminists in every way. We were all women who were 

working, committed to bringing up our kids, we were all of us intellectually 

feminists. I think the Rising Sun has always been a feminist project and it’s like a 

silver seam that runs all the way through it. As far as I am concerned feminism has 

been critical. Women's empowerment was the cement of it all.

For me consciousness-raising was about empowering women. We needed to get 

to the point where these women were safely allowed to grow, to understand what 

had happened to them, and to make decisions about what they wanted. Being 

a probation officer or a social worker was not about doing to people, but it was 

about getting people to see for themselves how they could improve their own lives. 

That was the point of it. It's not really about trying to tell people do this, do that, 

because actually you don't know what's right for that person.

I would say that everything about my life was influenced by feminism at the time. 

I think anybody who met me then would have said that. Women at the time were 

very keen on trying to do things more by consensus than by having a manager or a 

hierarchy. 

We registered the charity in 1985. Even now [when the charity’s organisation 

became more formal and] started to have a hierarchy, it still has the principle of 

listening to other people's ideas. Principles of equality. Better education or better 

jobs doesn't give you a better voice. Direct experience, lived experience, survivor 

experience can be just as important in developing a project as professional 

expertise. You gain from other ways of doing things. I think that's important. 

Empowerment of women is, as I have mentioned so many times already now, the 

thread of it all. Listening to the women's voices. 

 

What do you think made all of this possible? Working with other feminists. There’s 

no doubt about it. We thought there should be these basic societal principles, basic 

needs; that women have a roof, have child care, have a job, have options. It's critical 

to independence and survival in many cases. So, it was a shared drive, a shared 

fight. I think collaboration with others, was really critical.

 

The other thing is, we got a refuge by accessing the system. We didn't ignore the 

system. We were not going around saying, we are not talking to people in positions 
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of power, influence, local council, churches. We were talking to all those people. 

We had access to them at different levels with different people who were in our 

groups. So, what you get out of a collaboration is not only a shared purpose, which 

came out of our politics, but also, we linked up with people who could make that 

happen in a practical way. 

Three words that capture your experience? 

[smiles] It's a delight when it works. It's really difficult. [long pause] And it's been 

a wonderful project. So, delightful, difficult and wonderful, without a doubt all of 

those. I can really cry just even thinking about it because I have just put so much 

into it for so long.

Invite to refuge fundraiser



3 Helly Langley:  
Refuge Manager 1981- 
2003 and Volunteer
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"We would have these 
house meetings and try to 
find a consensual way of 
talking about things and 
making decisions" 

Helly Langley

I first got involved, it must have been the late 70s/ early 

1980s, because of the women’s movement and what was 

going on in Canterbury. I’d done the Women’s Studies 

MA at the uni here. I was involved in setting up the 

Rape Crisis line and a Women’s Centre. There was a lot 

of activity around feminism at that time. 

When I first got involved with the refuge, it was in 

the building in the outskirts of Canterbury owned by the church, the Diocese. 

[Those running the refuge] had been evicted for various reasons; it was all rather 

acrimonious. And we, this group including Pat Edwards, offered to take it over. Jan 

Pahl and various other people had been involved in the previous incarnation, but 

that’s when I got involved. After around six months there was a bit of money from 

the diocese and I applied for the job as part time manager at the Refuge and Paul 

[Wilson], a guy from the church, interviewed me. I had young children at the time.  

We had a management committee - people that had been involved in trying to set 

it up - people who were like-minded. It was a feminist project. It was very much 

about understanding issues around violence against women; that was the context. 

And it went on from there. I started, and when there was some more money, Carol 

Topolski started working with me. The diocese were great in those days. They 

let us do what we wanted. Ownership later transferred to Crowbridge Housing 

Association, which wasn’t so great. 

I was there for 22 years!

We decided that we needed to offer [the residents] other services and so we started 

applying for funding for support workers and for children’s workers. We were one 

of the first refuges to have a children’s counsellor. At that point, I was working 

with Helen [Perkins] and then with Janet [Thomas]. We were quite forceful in 

terms of trying to occupy some space within the thinking of social workers and 
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so on, because people were placing kids and families in the refuge but we weren’t 

being seen as professionals. We weren’t seen as people who had anything much to 

say. So, there might be case conferences, or court dates concerning children and 

we were totally excluded. We were pretty fed up, so I set up, with a friend of mine, 

training for social workers and the police about domestic violence. So, we came to 

be considered more professional. 

We gave training to midwives, social workers, council workers and sometimes 

doctors. I remember having a big conference at the university with GPs - they 

didn't want to be there. They didn’t think it was an issue. Most of them left at 

lunchtime! They would ask those sorts of questions that people no longer ask. 

Why do they stay then? They must like it in some way, and all that sort of stuff. 

People now, have no idea what it was like, how difficult it was. It was just not on 

anybody’s agenda. Equally, what we began to realise is that nobody thought about 

the kids, the impact it had on them, what they had seen. We had counselling for 

the women and then we got a massive grant from the Lottery to give counselling 

to the kids. 

In those days, nobody talked about domestic abuse. It was women’s own fault. 

They had made their bed. So, when they did finally come to us, they were really 

fleeing. It was really hard for them to get any support or funding [from elsewhere]. 

It was a dire situation in those days. Women didn't get restraining orders. They 

didn’t go to court. People didn't talk about it. 

I like to think that we, locally and nationally, influenced the agenda and the 

rhetoric around domestic abuse —we tried to keep it on the political agenda. We 

were very involved with Women’s Aid. We went to see other refuges and we talked 

to other people. We started to go to case conferences and demand that we would 

represent the women, but rather than being told to leave thank you very much, we 

stayed. We challenged people who could be very critical. We would go to court and 

we would talk to solicitors. And we began to be [recognised as] the experts.

The refuge in those days was grim. I can’t tell you how filthy it was. Living there 

was grim; everything was second-hand; everybody shared a kitchen; a lot of the 

women were very dysfunctional. There were no play facilities for the children. 

There were seven rooms at the time and we were trying to manage seven women 

and … 50,000 million kids! A woman had to share a room with however many kids 

she had. It was a really really harsh environment for them. It was very communal 

in those days, and some women didn't want to be living communally. They had no 

concept of it. We tried to have house meetings. 

Oh my goodness, I remember we used to have house meetings in the sitting room. 

This grotty, filthy, sitting room that the women would never clear up! We would 

have these house meetings and try to find a consensual way of talking about things 

and making decisions. We also wanted to try and encourage the women to think 

about what had happened to them and to understand that it wasn’t their fault; to 

think about women’s role in society and how they had survived and how strong 

they were. Everybody came with the view that it was their fault. It just wasn’t like 

now. 

A lot of them would go back [to their abuser], I think because the conditions 

were awful. But then, I remember we got some money, that’s right, from Children 

in Need. We built a play room and employed a child worker and that made a 

Knowledge sharing
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massive difference. Some of them stayed a short time and some of them stayed 

longer. We tried to access [longer term] housing for them. At that point, we had 

also negotiated some kind of understanding with the housing department at the 

council. They began to recognise - and legislation changed – that they had an 

obligation to rehouse these women after a certain amount of time; three months 

or so. Women who were not UK nationals also had no recourse to public funds - 

there were all sorts of complications. 

Working with them though - they were great. I loved it. They were so intelligent a 

lot of them, and sensitive, and they knew what the bloody hell was happening and 

that they were trapped, but they didn't necessarily have a language to articulate it. 

Some would go on to university, set up on their own, get a really good relationship, 

were fantastic with their kids and didn't go back. But we told solicitors and social 

workers that women DO go back over and over again -it's not because they enjoy 

it or are having a great time. It’s because every time they leave, it’s a try out. Each 

time is a try out to be more independent. But this is a relationship, they love these 

people. They want the violence to stop but they want the relationship to continue. 

We tried to get people to really understand with insight why so many women 

stayed for so long or didn't or couldn't leave or still loved these [abusers]. 

Of course, [these insights] made a difference in things like childcare law because 

it began to be accepted that men who were abusive to women were also abusive 

to their children - not necessarily physically but psychologically. They shouldn’t 

necessarily have access to their kids. Working in a refuge had knock-on political 

effect. 

But it became less and less political, that is the problem. Because I see domestic 

abuse as part of the agenda of ending Violence Against Women and understanding 

it in terms of power, the patriarchy and the oppression of women. I think the 

agenda changed as it became more mainstream, it lost the political edge. Perhaps 

you don’t lose anything in terms of service provision. But I think you lose an 

understanding of the context people are coming from. Men very often have the 

financial power. Women have less earning power if they are expected to look after 

the children. I talk to so many women as a therapist, as a counsellor, who still don’t 

realise they are in abusive situations. 

But it was my favourite job. 

What was it about it?  Everything. You felt you were doing something important. 

I felt it accorded with my politics. I felt it was challenging the establishment in 

the early days, trying to educate people and making people aware of the situation. 

And, I suppose, because we were middle-class and because we were knowledgeable, 

people began to listen. We weren’t too strident. We were part of the community. 

And the women were great. It was good fun. It wasn’t all kind of heavy duty 

and misery. It was about being actively involved in something rather than being 

academic — crap money though! 

I am proud of the fact that we managed to influence and change the agenda which 

I think we did both locally and to some extent nationally. I am proud of the fact 

that we managed to obtain significant amounts of funding to do things that had 

not been done before, like offer children’s and women’s counselling services. That 

was the start of the services that Rising Sun provides now. I’m proud of some of 

the women who did so well, and they were great. They were great. 

We [the women that worked at the refuge] were a tight group. You know what 

Canterbury is like, it’s a very small place and the same people are still my friends.  

We have similar politics, particularly around women’s issues. We were solicitors, 

social workers, Pat worked in the Home Office. I had been a teacher. It was very 

much a shared commitment and a shared belief that women were disempowered 

in society. It almost didn't need speaking about. It was just there.
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Three words that capture your experience? 
 
Let me think about this [long pause]. I suppose commitment would be one. I was 

committed to doing it. It was a commitment - it wasn’t just any old job. Funnily 

enough, something like joy. I loved it. It was great - looking back - I am not sure I 

always loved it in the moment! [long pause] Important. I think it was important 

and vital work. 



4 Carol Topolski:  
Refuge Manager 1981-
1986 and Volunteer
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"It was 150% a feminist 
organisation. These were 
isssues that we were all 
marching for and campai-
ging about"

Carol Topolski

When I first became involved in Rising Sun, the refuge 

was up and running in the outskirts of Canterbury and 

two women, a couple, were running it. They already had 

an arrangement between the refuge and the church’s 

Council of Social Responsibility [who owned the 

building]. I came across them because Pat, Helly and I 

wanted to set up a rape crisis centre. We chatted to these 

two women at the refuge and they said, ‘Well, why don't 

you set up here?’. We didn’t have any premises, so they allowed us to use their 

office and their phone, which was very generous of them. We were able to cover 

most evenings a week offering a rape crisis line.

We had that curious difficulty with marketing [the rape crisis line] because of 

course nobody thinks they're going to be raped. We put up stickers in toilets 

thinking, well, even if one woman sees it and makes a note of the phone number 

that would be great. And it strikes me that you see this kind of thing in toilets all 

over the place now. The other day in a pub I saw the ‘Ask for Angela’ campaign, 

should you be in trouble on a date. Oh, my goodness, that's about 70 lightyears 

ahead of the kind of culture that we were battling in those days! 

Because I was using the refuge office, and because I would speak with the two 

women running the refuge, and, most importantly because I was hanging out with 

the women who were in the refuge, I felt part of it. I had done my counselling 

course by then (yet to do my social work degree) so I was involved in training 

people to be on the [rape crisis] lines. But then it all went a bit wrong – I don’t 

know why but the two women had an acrimonious falling out with the church. 

Paul [from the Council of Social Responsibility] asked me, asked us, whether we 

wanted to take it over, because we had that presence there already. So, we did.

For about three or four years, I was still running the rape crisis centre and was 

part of the [management] group that oversaw the running of the refuge day to 
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day. I didn't actually work there. By then I had done my second degree and I was 

working as a probation officer. When I became pregnant with our second child, 

these were antediluvian times, I said that I was going to take maternity leave and 

it was as though I said, ‘Do you mind if I turn into a reptile for a few months?’! 

It just wasn't in their vocabulary. They threatened to sack me. But actually, I was 

aware that, by then, there was legislation to protect pregnant women. So, I argued 

the toss and won. And I think they [the probation service] were bitter for a long 

time after that. I was then appointed to be a film censor, in London [part-time], 

so I said to the probation service, I’ve found another woman [another probation 

officer] who wants to come back to work after having a baby, how about a job 

share? And, I'm still astonished that they were able to say these things, but the 

Assistant Chief said to me, ‘Oh Carol, why don't you just resign? Then see how you 

feel after this baby’. They wouldn’t wear a job share [even though] job shares were 

happening elsewhere, and this was a brilliant match. And I don't even need to tell 

you that they would have got far more out of two of us than one. So, I resigned 

and started to work half my time at the refuge with Helly in Canterbury, and the 

other half censoring films in London [@1982].

When you first went to the refuge in the 1970s, how did it strike you? Just about 

managed chaos! They were very lovely, the two women who were running it. I’m 

very sympathetic, still am, they were politically committed to it. But I obviously 

thought it could have been better. And, the representative from the church 

obviously thought so too; organisation, book keeping, wasn’t their strong suit. 

From 1983, Helly and I ran the refuge. We did all of the day-to-day stuff; attending 

to the needs of the women and the children. And we instituted someone to work 

with the children because the focus had all been, and one understands why, on 

the mothers. Helly and I felt that the children’s difficulties were different from the 

mothers’ and we needed to have a specialist to attend to that. There was all that 

kind of strategic, organisational stuff that we had to do with individual women in 

the way of housing and schooling and whatever they needed. On top of that, and 

for me very importantly, there was the therapeutic work with them. 

I think the best work, though, went on after hours, when Helly and I had gone 

home, the children were in bed and the women were in the main room [the 

former bar] talking. Those conversations reached parts other conversations 

couldn't reach! Of course, Helly and I knew an enormous amount about domestic 

abuse but the women really knew what had gone on – like a conversation with 

a next-door neighbour over the fence – the ‘oh, I know!’ that comes from an 

experiential place, that is something different. 

The other thing that you found, which was of enormous importance, was that a 

woman that might have come, maybe two years ago, had worked through all sorts 

of things and hit all sorts of brick walls, she understood the obstacles, including 

with children, that the woman who's just coming in doesn't know. So, she can talk 

from an experiential position with some wisdom. ‘I know’ because I've been there, 

but also, ‘Look, here's a way that you can think about it or look for help’. So that's 

where the work happened. They were building an informal network of support.

We employed a person trained in working with the younger children. The older 

children were able to talk to Helly and I. I remember one time, it has just brought 

tears to my eyes now, I brought in my second child in her carry cot and I was 

sitting in the main room. A child asked me if that was my baby, I said, ‘Yes’.  She sat 

down and asked, ‘Does her daddy love her?’. I said, ‘Yes, he does’ and then she asked, 

‘Does her daddy hit you?’. And I thought, this is her world, she desperately wants 

her daddy to love her. 

By and large, the abuser will target his partner and, sometimes, it's when the 

woman feels that he's going to start on the children that she rescues herself and 

them. 

My working relationship with Helly was bliss on stilts! We did the work well 
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together; we were very complementary in our skills and we’re still very much 

friends now. 

It was 150% a feminist organisation. It arose out of the generation of the women's 

movement. These were issues that we were all marching for and campaigning 

about. I was very fortunate that I came from a family where feminist principles 

were just in the ether. So, I didn't have to ‘discover it’. My mother and father were 

full-time doctors. In a sense it was easy for me. In those days, those of us in the 

in the women's movement would march alongside the GLF, the Gay Liberation 

Front. There was a coincidence of struggle, and of principles.

In the main, and for obvious social, political, financial and economic reasons the 

women in the refuge were working class and, in the main, in Canterbury, back 

then, there was little racial mix. I remember one lovely woman from Liverpool 

who had an incredibly violent husband. She came to us with her two lovely boys. 

They were mixed race, she was white, her partner was black. We got them into the 

local school but, given how mono-racial it was, the boys came in for a fair amount 

of stick at school and that, I think, drove her back to him. She came back some 

time later with her nose punched across to one side of her face. And he'd been 

making her eat dog food and various other impossible things.

But if I went to a social event or a work conference where typically there would 

be other white, middle class, educated women, and I told them what I did for a 

living, when I talked about the refuge, those women would frequently ask me 

very pointed questions; ‘asking for a friend’, no, they weren't. And sometimes they 

would say to me outright that they had an abusive relationship. So, the [working 

class] population we had at the refuge was skewed because middle class women 

often had somewhere else to go, or resources to draw on. 

Another woman I recall said that she had been sitting in her living room chair 

and he, totally sober, had sprayed her legs with hairspray which is of course highly 

flammable. And he spent the evening flicking matches over a coffee table at her. So 

that any minute she could go up in flames. 

Another woman was married to a chiropodist. She came with her daughter (who 

is still in contact with me) and she had left her false teeth behind on the toilet 

cistern, she said she hoped they might bite his penis off when he peed! 

Another woman - feisty, very bright, working class, no formal qualifications - I 

grew very fond of and I asked what she might like to do now that she was free of 

him and she said that she had been really enthusiastic about art at school. I was 

walking home one evening, going past an art supply shop, and I bought her some 

canvasses, paints and oils which seemed expensive. I thought I was nuts, what a 

complete waste of money! But years later, she found me on LinkedIn and she had 

gone to art school and she had graduated with a first-class degree and she was now 

working as a full-time artist. 

Some women would stay at the refuge for years because of the recalcitrant council 

who would say that the woman had made herself intentionally homeless and were 

not entitled. Some women needed to rehearse leaving their violent partner before 

they decided to leave once and for all. 

Sometimes we would have to get injunctions for the women – they were not 

worth the paper they were written on. I would train the police, and they were full 

of hubris and talk about [mere] ‘domestics’. [After one of our women was killed 

by her husband] I went for the police with more than double barrels – women 

die, it’s not a little Friday night skirmish, women die. I told them the story [of the 

woman we had lost] and they were in pieces and I won’t forget that. The training I 

delivered for the police I developed by listening to the police, noticing the lacunae 

in their knowledge and addressing their problematic attitudes.
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Three words that capture your experience? 
 
Exhilarating. I’ve been in the caring/ sharing professions all my life one way or 

another and sometimes it takes a long while to see the results of what you have 

been doing, but the results [at the refuge] were pretty immediate. You’d have a 

woman coming out of this appalling situation and almost the first thing they did 

was to change their hair because their partners were controlling that too – they 

weren’t allowed to grow it or to cut it or colour it. They spent hours cutting and 

colouring each other’s hair. And it was really symbolic. They were out. They had 

a lot of work to do to metabolise all of the damage that had been done, to get 

through that. But changing their hair symbolised that ‘I am not the same woman 

that I was when I came in’. 

 

Challenging. Challenging, not so much with the women, but when dealing with 

the outside agencies that wouldn’t cooperate. And, again, the kinds of attitudes 

you’d encounter. I did a lot of talks to groups, spreading the word but sometimes I 

had to contain myself when I came across some…[dinosaur!]. 

 

Enlightening. It taught me a lot about human relationships, about power 

struggles. I’d read the books, I’d done the degree, I’d written papers, I knew it all 

theoretically but to come across it in tooth and claw and the emotional sequalae 

of these experiences were of enormous import. In my psychotherapy practice, I still 

use those insights now.



5 Helen Perkins:  
Volunteer, Refuge  
Manager 1986-1989, 
Trustee
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"Women together can 
achieve great things"

Helen Perkins

[When I moved to Canterbury in 1979] there were 

feminist meetings. I was involved in politics in 

Canterbury and I had met people; I’d gone to Reclaim 

the Night demos and pro-choice marches and things 

like that. I went to meetings up at the University [of 

Kent]. I went to meetings in town. There was a group 

of women attached to the university, but a lot of them 

were also friends who had been here since they were 

students, they had kids that went to the same schools. My politics were slightly 

different - I was a socialist [SWP] before I was a feminist - I came to it from a 

different angle, I think. But my political views at the time were about taking direct 

action so I wasn’t that dissimilar. 

I first got involved with the refuge in Canterbury in 1979 when I went to some 

support meetings at Hersden. In the initial stages, the Canterbury Women's 

Refuge operated as an agency of service. The 'staff members' were volunteers.  

That later evolved to paid employment for two refuge workers. ‘Staff’ volunteered 

because it was their passion and they wanted to give time. 

Support meetings were about giving support to the families living at the refuge. 

Although we weren’t thinking so much about therapeutic support at that time. It 

was about helping people to move away [from the violence]. We had a link with 

Women’s Aid and there were some connections between refuges at a very basic 

level, about who had space. [We also supported women to get] money from the 

local authority; housing benefits. Or there might be somebody going to court, 

to the DSS or to a doctor’s appointment, who needed someone to go with them. 

Some of the women that came to the refuge were quite tough, but some of them 

had been downtrodden quite badly and didn't have the confidence to speak for 

themselves. I did some of that [advocacy work].

In the disused pub, the support group was more about supporting the employed 
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workers; Helly and Carol. In 1986 or so, after I finished my social work MA at 

the University of Kent, Carol Topolski’s job came up. I applied and I became one 

of the employees. I would say my title was ‘refuge worker’. It wasn’t part of the 

philosophy that you would call yourself a manager or deputy manager – that 

sounds hierarchical doesn’t it? My role was about helping and enabling rather than 

dominating and telling people what to do. They had had enough of that already. In 

a way, we were all trying to work together. 

There was a management element to it, obviously. The money had to be collected 

and bills had to be paid. When you get families with kids who don’t know each 

other, in the same house, and they have come from a very difficult situations, they 

don’t always get on. There was a management element about that too. Helly and I 

had to juggle those day-to-day relationships. 

From Friday evenings to Mondays mornings, we (and members of the support 

group) took it in turns to be on-call. So, if anything happened, like somebody 

disappeared, or a man turned up on the doorstep or there was an unpleasant 

argument, we’d have to go in and sort it out. We would also go and give talks, for 

example, to the police in Maidstone. Helly was good at that – she had a strong 

character and a panache for that. We’d help get people money, get school places 

for the kids, take them to appointments. We went to meetings at Crowbridge 

[Housing Association] and the Diocese in Rochester – the Council for Social 

Responsibility it was called. They wanted to know how the refuge was functioning. 

How it was working. They were kind and sympathetic. One of the things I 

remember was each year one of the reverends would be Father Christmas at the 

Christmas party!

I was employed at the refuge for two years. After that, I remained as part of 

the management [support] committee. The charity grew and evolved and the 

approach became tighter and more structured. I went on to work for Social 

Services Child Protection in Chatham and then back to Canterbury in 1990 in 

child mental health – CAMHS on London Road. I did a counselling diploma and 

did a bit of counselling at the refuge for a while.  And then in 2010 I became a 

member of the Board of Trustees at Rising Sun again before leaving in 2022.

When the new housing association took over, their philosophy was quite different 

to ours. They provided a shelter, a refuge, but they didn't want to take on all the 

therapeutic work that had evolved at the refuge and the counselling services. 

When Rising Sun separated from the refuge provision, the charity grew and 

prospered and fund raising was much better. It’s huge now and in the best possible 

way. I think they are wonderful as it happens. When I was on the trustee’s board 

there were proposals, discussions, planning, structure, fund raising, the therapeutic 

services grew and they built close links with schools for therapeutic input for their 

children. All brilliant stuff. 

I think that trauma doesn't leave people. The focus on trauma and the need for 

therapeutic input is a wonderful thing that’s happened there – for children and 

for families. The ethos is about emotional enabling and the therapeutic services 

are the best thing they could have done. The people who do it are committed 

and what more can you ask, really? Rising Sun get it. I think it’s grown in the 

right way - getting a CEO - I think you need a hierarchy of some sort. I don’t 

believe in anarchy. You need some kind of torch light at the front. I just think 

congratulations to them for still going and for improving their services.

Three words that capture your experience? 
 
Three words? I thought it was one of the most worthwhile things that I’ve been 

involved in. I thought it was intellectually stimulating. And, fulfilling. 

 

Women together can achieve great things. 



6 Janet Thomas & 
Claire Sumner
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"I don't think I could ever 
imagine working in a place 
where people got on so well 
together and were so caring 
of each other"

Janet Thomas: I started working at the women’s refuge in 

1989 as a part-time manager because Helen Perkins was 

leaving. When I applied for the job, I didn't think that 

I’d particularly like it. But, actually, it’s probably the best 

job I could ever have done. I loved it, it was a fantastic 

job. I worked with Helly until Ann [Lyttle] took over 

from Helly. 

I had done a degree in anthropology at Kent and, after working at the Social 

Psychology  Department at the university, I worked for the Kent Council on 

Addictions (KCA) researching the setting up of a community centre for people 

with drug and alcohol problems and writing their annual report for the Home 

Office. When I walked into the refuge for the first time for my interview with 

Helly, Helen and someone from Crowbridge, it was amazing; there were two 

women having a disagreement, an argument, a fight in front of the tiny office! 

I thought, okay, is this a test or… [laughs]?! I said I was looking for Helly and, 

actually, it did sort of calm them down a bit. It was chaotic, totally chaotic, but it 

had a really nice feel about it.

 

Claire Sumner: [In the ‘90s] I was volunteering at the Women’s Resources Centre in 

Dover Street, Canterbury - that was a women’s only drop-in support centre and 

the East Kent Rape Crisis Line was housed there at the time as well. The resources 

centre, like the refuge, was run by women for women, exclusively. And they ran 

drop-ins – obviously this was pre internet. Any woman could come in and seek 

support for any issue. We had filing cabinets full of information from the Southall 

Black Sisters, the Canterbury refuge, abortion services. All sorts of information 

that women might need. The Canterbury refuge had management meetings at the 

resources centre and we were trained in how to make a referral to the refuge, so I 

was aware of their work.

I went to a comprehensive [school] and didn't think I would ever do a degree, and 
Janet Thomas
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actually, I never did [laughs]. I did an access course and then a part-time job at the 

refuge came up. It was a cleaning and support role. I went for that. That was in 

1999. I was already interested in women’s rights through working at the resources 

centre. It was a great job for me. 

Janet: Our office, for example, had armchairs and not office chairs, there weren’t 

just chairs for me and Helly, there were chairs for the women and they would just 

come in and smoke; everybody smoked, of course! We had an open-door policy 

(eventually we had to fight to keep that). The door was never closed. If we went to 

another refuge and the office door was closed, to us, it was not a welcoming sign.

If we were in the office, women wouldn't just come in because they had something 

specific to talk about, they would come in because they just needed to talk to 

somebody. It was incredibly welcoming. 

Claire: It was very homely wasn’t it.

Janet: Incredibly homely. And, obviously, it had been set up on a shoestring, but 

that was good. We put up photos all over of the children who had stayed and so 

when children came back to visit, they would run and say, 'That was me and that 

was me!'

Claire: Yes, one of the things that I remember when I first started working there – 

when it was Janet and Helly managing - women would just turn up! Sometimes 

I’d open the door and someone would say, ‘Hi, I’m Julie’, and I would think, I don’t 

know who you are. And she’d come in and she’d be so pleased to see Janet and 

Helly. It was sort of like they were coming home, visiting family, it was almost like 

a family home.  

Janet: That’s right.

Claire: It’s a strange balance; it was a women’s refuge and so there were professional 

boundaries but all of that had to co-exist with the fact that it was these women’s 

home. It was their home, it was their children’s home. 

Janet: I think for a lot of them, it was the only safe place that they had experienced 

in their adult life, possibly.

Claire: That was really important. I don’t think the Housing Association [when 

they took over in 2003] got that - it became more institutional and corporate. I 

think that was a key difference. When I first started, when it was the Rising Sun 

women’s refuge, it was led by what the women there needed. For example, at a 

house meeting, the women had said, we can’t afford to take our kids out, and so 

Janet and Helly fund-raised for an activities worker.

Janet: When I first started, one of the first things I did was write to every woman 

in Canterbury that I could think of, or vaguely knew, and said, do you want to set 

up a standing order for the women’s refuge? For services to take the children out - 

not for therapy - but so that the children can have a good time. We were stuck on 

[a busy] road – I could see that the children hadn’t got anything to do. About 50 

set up monthly standing orders.

Claire: We had good relationships with other groups. The Rambling Roses Quilting 

Group agreed to make quilts, beautiful, the size of a single bed. Every child that 

came in got their own quilt to keep and take home. The churches did a lot. They 

gave a lot in donations. 

Janet: The refuge was non-secular, but we got on really well with the churches. 

There were Indian dance and yoga workshops. [One woman] discovered that she 

could actually paint. She was really good. She then did a course at the art college. 

Not only did she come to the refuge fleeing violence, but she helped at the refuge, 

worked at the refuge and did art [workshops] at the refuge.



Celebrating Rising Sun62 63Janet Thomas & Claire Sumner

Claire: She had great ideas, didn't she? Once a week she would come and do some 

cleaning and chat to the women and then she volunteered to do a weekly breakfast 

club. She volunteered to cook for everyone. 

Janet: People would come back for the breakfast club after they had been 

re-housed in Canterbury. That was like the ex-residents group. Ex-residents would 

come for a couple of hours, a cup of tea and cake and the residents could go as 

well. They saw that there was life after the refuge. There was another cooking 

group - we had a lot of women coming from London and women from all over the 

place - who cooked the most amazing meals.

Claire: The Portuguese women cooked amazing food. That was lovely because 

people were happy to share their own culture and food. I don’t think we ever had 

any racism because they helped each other. 

Janet: When I first started there, there was a chap, a bloke who came in every now 

and then and took the kids to the play room and ran a play group sort of thing. 

Really ad hoc. And that was it, apart from that the two of us, who would talk to the 

new women about housing, schools for children, health, everything. But we could 

talk to the women and see what was actually needed.

Claire: The nursery was wonderful! By the time I had joined, the nursery was 

already set up, OFSTED had visited and it was an incredible resource. 

Janet: That was one of the first things we did. I remember watching Children In 

Need with my son, and there was a refuge that actually got funding for a nursery. I 

thought, we should do that. I did that. 

We also had petty cash donated by local women... 

Claire: Yes, the petty cash… if a women had moved from, say Glasgow, and they 

had lost everyone that they had ever known, all their school friends and aunts 

and uncles that lived locally, there wasn’t anyone to say, ‘look, have you got a fiver 

until next Tuesday?’ And when you've got small children and stuff, you need that 

sort of support when you are living on a small amount. The petty cash was really 

important for that.  

Janet: Actually, I often think that. With my own children and over the years there 

would be times when you think, god, how am I going to manage this? I’ve always 

got someone to turn to. These women, most of the time, had no one to turn to. 

Claire: Maybe their families were really poor as well. 

Janet: In those times of emergency, we could lend them money. We would write it 

in a book and ask that they give it back. 

The first funding we got was BBC Children in Need, probably about 1990, and it 

was so exciting when we got it because it was for, I think it was to employ just one 

person [nursery worker], initially. For years, Children in Need continued to fund it. 

Each year I did these massive applications - and you had to change it each year and 

say something new.
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We did get funding from Canterbury City Council for the women’s counselling. I 

think it was Canterbury City Council funding. We suddenly thought, we have a lot 

of help for the women and they have social workers and counselling but nothing 

for the children and a lot of the children are traumatised. That’s when we [Helly 

and Janet] put in for the Lottery funding – the applications were hideous! That 

was amazing to get funding for child therapy.

Claire: It was great to have specialists. During our staff meetings, we would have 

the child counsellors there – we were all sharing and learning together how to 

support the families. It became really holistic. We had a child activity worker as 

well to take the children out to the cinema, play football or bowling.

Janet: Now I can’t remember where we got the funding for that… the children’s 

activity worker was a bloke. He would come to the office. He worked with the 

women because we wanted the children to see that a man and a woman can work 

well together, it’s not scary.

Claire: For the boys as well to see that - here is a nice man. 

Janet: We had quite a few different blokes who did it. That was a really good thing. 

That meant that once a week, the children all went out. They went to the zoo 

and—

Claire: Just really decent days out. 

Janet: That made it a really positive place for children. It was so needed. I 

remember so often the women were in such a terrible state when they came to 

us. A child would come in from school and go up to their mother to show them 

something they had done and the mother would just ignore them, just blank. 

You’d see the look of disappointment on the child’s face. You realised they were 

not getting any feedback. And then suddenly these [activity workers] were coming 

and taking them out and showing them that they were worth something. 

Claire: It was so important for the mother to have a break as well. When the 

women first arrived, you could see the relief on their face - they would see this 

beautiful nursery set up with lovely workers - Sian. They’d suddenly think, oh 

yeah, the kids will be fine here for a couple of hours, I can go and talk to the staff, 

or have a sleep or whatever. Have some counselling. It was amazing actually. 

Janet: You [Claire] brought so much to it and you started with not much 

confidence. You say I didn't get a degree and I didn't do this - you were amazing! 

And also, you were younger - it was good to have a younger support worker with 

Helly and I.

Claire: The real work was talking and listening. Listening rather than talking. 

Conversations with the women. Observing and seeing what they needed, what 

they wanted. And advocacy, going along to things. Going to court, to the GP 

and just maybe waiting outside. Not even saying anything sometimes. Driving 

someone.

Janet: We started getting more women who needed advocacy in terms of needing 

to be able to stay in the country. 
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Other advocacy work… I remember one boy who started at the local secondary 

school. I remember going to a meeting with the headmaster who said he’d been 

excluded because he had arrived late. I had a lot of fury! I remember saying to the 

headmaster, not in a particularly rude way, but I said, you realise he left the refuge, 

had to go to Asda to buy his stuff for his food technology lesson and walk to 

school—he was apparently five minutes late. I said, what should have happened, in 

my opinion, is that you congratulated him for actually managing to get there! 

[Janet had received a letter from that boy very recently].

Hi Janet, 

How are you? So, lately, I’ve been doing a lot of self-assessment/ soul searching on my life. 

This is mainly to do with myself wanting to become a foster carer. It’s made me realise 

how much I owe you for being there pretty much throughout my childhood and some of my 

adulthood. Without you being that stable person in my life, I wouldn't be the person who I 

am today and have the confidence to do what I’ve done in my life and what I am planning 

on doing. All I want to do is say, thank you. It takes something like this to realise how much 

you have done for me and how much you must have put in. You are one incredible person.

I think that’s quite a good story, not to put me on a pedestal, but to just to… 

[illustrate the support children were also given].

Claire: When the Housing Association [took over] they didn't want the 

[workshops, groups and other support activities] going on. What they didn't 

realise was how much it gave the women to help other women. They were always 

being helped by people like us - social workers and professionals. The model 

worked best when it was run by women for women. Domestic violence is about 

women’s experiences, it’s a feminist issue within our society. Anyway, I felt very 

supported by Janet, Helly and Ann. It was a great organisation.

Janet: And people used to say when they came, this place is amazing. 

Claire: Genuine, and warm wasn’t it?

Janet: People working for other services, social services, wanted to come. We 

got on really well with them. We’d see them at Child Protection meetings and 

they admired the work we were doing. We were part of the domestic violence 

forum, then the One Stop Shops and the Freedom programme [now Pheonix 

programme]. 

Of course, actually, Crowbridge Housing Association had first funded the refuge 

and domestic violence services, they gave funding for the part-time work that Helly 

did. But at that time, they had handed the running over to us and said, look, we 

don’t want to talk about sanitary bins! But when the Supporting People money 

was introduced [in 2003], it was a lot. It meant that each person staying in the 

refuge was providing money – it was so important because then, the Housing 

Association started to look more interested. And Crowbridge took the refuge into 

direct management. 

Janet: The Housing Association took over other refuges too; Ashford, 

Sittingbourne. Gillingham. We used to visit those refuges and they would come 

and visit us. We shared knowledge and would make referrals when they had space 

and vice versa. After [the Housing Association took over], we used to sometimes go 

and work in one of the other refuges if they needed people.

Claire: There were no [resident] women allowed in their offices. 

Janet: It was like a different culture.  For example, they brought in male Out of 

Hours support workers. 

Claire: He would be walking around the corridors at night. You would have women 

obviously wanting to take their hijabs off and relax. 



Celebrating Rising Sun68 69Janet Thomas & Claire Sumner

Janet: Oh look, this is Claire’s letter [reads] ‘Hi, so-and-so, I am shocked and 

disappointed that a male worker has been recruited as a member of the Out of 

Hours team. It is wholly inappropriate for a man to be in the refuge at night time. 

Some women and children are extremely traumatised when they arrive here. We 

must remember that domestic violence is a gendered issue with almost all being 

abused by a male partner. To have a man in the house is potentially emotionally 

damaging and will at least cause great anxiety. Etc etc

Claire: They hadn’t asked [the women in the house meeting]. We always included 

the women in things and asked them about changes to their home. I loved that 

about the refuge as well, because it was often political.

  

Janet: It was a political thing. 

Three words that capture your experiences? 

 

Janet: Challenging would be the first!

Claire: Because I learned such a lot, I think it was educational. Not just an 

education - they taught me how to use an apostrophe [laughs]! I learned a great 

deal from the women and from all the other staff. I learned about how strong most 

women are. I learned from the Freedom Programme about domestic violence. The 

Deluth Power and Control model - to see it in such a simple graphic form. I really 

got it.

Janet: Yes – having to learn, as you say, and so many things changed all the time.

Claire: We had to be adaptive.

Janet: … really adaptive to the needs of people. And also, it made you think about 

what is really important in life.

Claire: It was work, it was definitely work [laughs]! But it was also warm, friendly 

and there was a camaraderie - is that the right word?

Janet: I don’t think I could ever imagine working in a place where [until things 

changed] people got on so well together and were so caring of each other.

Claire: It was our cause. The whole point of it was that it served the women and 

children. We were united in that. We didn’t have hierarchy, structure battles and all 

of that. We didn't have any of that did we? It was such a female environment.

Janet: It was a pleasure walking into work. Working at the refuge - I never 

imagined that that would be the thing that I would do with my life. I couldn't 

have chosen something better. Who would have imagined that to work in a 

women’s refuge, and domestic violence, dealing with threats from violent men... 

Claire: People often used to say to me, when I said I work at a women’s refuge with 

women fleeing domestic violence, they would say, do you get paid for that? They 

always thought it was just tea and sympathy.

Janet: Yes, people thought we did it for nothing. I would say, no, we do get paid. It’s 

a really worthwhile job!

What has to be remembered and not forgotten is that those first women who 

squatted in a house - that’s where it started. It might not have been called Rising 

Sun then but.. we desperately tried to keep that going. 



7 Anne Lyttle:  
1994 - present
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"As an organisation we 
were always learning. It 
never settled"

Anne Lyttle

It was back in 1994, I was working as a therapist 

counsellor at the hospice in Canterbury. I saw an advert 

for a counsellor at the women’s refuge in Canterbury 

and I thought it would be interesting. So, I applied. 

They were really hard-working, dedicated women, who 

were really passionate that women had a voice and 

we needed to help get women and children free from 

living with violence and abuse. Everybody worked above 

and beyond. The whole management committee were volunteers -it was a large 

committee with lots of women working really hard. Helly and Janet Thomas were 

paid, we had a children’s worker, myself and Louise. That was the team.

The work was a complete eye opener for me. I couldn’t believe this world - 

violence against women and girls - existed. It was completely overwhelming - 

the oppression of women. What they were experiencing. There was a complete 

lack of any systems to help at that time because there was no legislation around 

domestic violence at all. Refuges, despite being around from the 1970s, were not 

funded by government and nor were any services for women. When a woman 

came to a refuge with her children they were allowed to apply for ‘Transitional 

Housing Benefit’; around £50 per week. There was no other income. Some women 

had three or four children and they were all in one very small room with shared 

bathrooms and a sitting room - it was communal. 

We aimed to provide safe accommodation for women and children through 

the refuge and, within the refuge, we had a holistic approach. We attended 

therapeutically to their emotional and mental health - that’s where the 

counselling came in. We talk now about a trauma-informed approach but 

we were even back then - because lots of the management committee were 

psychotherapists. We advertised for people with a professional qualification; we 

had social workers, teachers and nurses and many of them had a counselling 

qualifications as well. So, that was the stance.
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We never ignored the trauma impact on children. When I started working in the 

refuge it really struck me that there was a lack of children crying because they 

had already learned, you don’t cry to get your needs met. Your needs are not 

important. So, you could see the impact of trauma on little babies right from the 

beginning. So, our priorities were to provide that safe accommodation, but in a 

very therapeutic, nurturing way. 

The power was equal between the women and the staff. There weren’t staff telling 

you what to do. We were in this together. There was no hierarchy. Although, 

Helly was the project manager and Janet... we were all equal. Everybody had their 

different accountability and their work to do. It was a very flattened hierarchy, 

working together. It was the same with the management committee, it wasn’t like 

they were the trustees. It was equalled out. It was really important that that was 

translated into working with the women in the refuge too. This is your home. 

We respect that we are here having a window into your lives, but we are working 

together, in partnership. Someone coming into the refuge for the first time could 

have been welcomed by another woman in the refuge. It was very much ‘we’. 

That was the ethos and it was very important. If one woman was abused, then all 

women are abused. So, those real, strong feminist values really came across really 

really strongly in the refuge. 

In 1999 Helly got some money to set up outreach services in the community. So, 

I took on the role of an outreach worker, setting up community services. Meeting 

up with women who were in the community experiencing abuse. Women could 

either come to the refuge to see me or I would go to see them, if they were not 

living with the perpetrator. That money came from a grant from Canterbury City 

Council. 

And the campaigning, there was lots of fighting to get this on the agenda, to get 

on every committee. Making sure that voices were heard. Lots of advocacy work 

in schools, coming at it from lots of directions. We made sure we were in there, 

talking to social services, encouraging them how to respond, reducing victim 

blaming. Understanding the needs of women and children who were abused at 

home. We were delivering lots of training, developing training, working with GPs, 

using every opportunity to talk about domestic abuse. 

GPs and schools didn’t want [the children at refuge] on their lists. I think it was 

prejudice - they thought there would be problems, they would be difficult, ‘we 

don’t want children with bad behaviour’, and not really understanding their 

behaviour was a result of what they were experiencing. So, we did a campaign 

around children. We developed the nursery, we had children’s workers – a male 

and a female – who would take the children on activities. The children could see 

there could be equality in a male/ female relationship, you can work together. That 

men can be a positive role model, particularly for the young boys. We had been 

part of Women’s Aid, and because we employed a man, Women’s Aid downgraded 

us from ‘full member’ to ‘affiliated member’. [Essentially, because they thought] we 

can’t have men in women’s spaces.

Prior to Pat Craven developing the Freedom Project, I had received some resources 

from America so we were already doing group work in the community with 

women. We prioritised group work because we understood the importance of the 

power of women being together and not feeling alone or isolated; understanding 

it’s part of society’s problem. So, we were doing these groups before the Freedom 

Programme was rolled out nationally. 

Working therapeutically, we listened to the women and children. We picked up 

themes. [Child] contact was a real issue; some of our women were imprisoned for 

refusing [their abusive partner] contact when they knew the contact was unsafe. 

So, we began to think of strategies around contact; making contact safe. Helly was 

so inspiring because we would always have dialogue, meetings, communication 

about the trends we saw to understand what we needed to focus on to improve 
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responses. It was organic. As an organisation, we were always learning. It never 

settled. 

When Supporting People [money] was introduced [in 2003], it was the first 

time the government had put any money into refuges. Refuges were going to 

be funded. Where we had previously got about £50 a week per family, suddenly 

you were going to get £600. That was a huge jump. The pub building was owned 

by ‘The Council for Social Responsibility’ and they let us use it. Over time, they 

evolved into Crowbridge Housing Association. So, whilst we were in the building, 

providing the services, they owned the building. [After Supporting People] 

Crowbridge wanted to take the refuge into direct management  – the nursery and 

the playground. 

We spent about a year campaigning, trying not to let that happen. Wondering 

whether we had any rights. Exploring legal options. We didn't have any rights to 

the property. They owned the building. And then, ultimately, they took it back 

into direct management and we remained managing the refuge [on their terms]. 

At that time, Helly left and I took Helly’s role and worked with Janet as project 

managers, employed by the Housing Association, but working for the Rising Sun if 

that makes sense. Helly remained very central for quite a long time. She remained 

working [as a volunteer] for the Rising Sun as a fund raiser - because she was 

fantastic at writing funding applications. And we spent many hours of writing 

funding applications together. 

The government then decided to fund refuges to make the accommodation more 

self-contained so that women and children could have their own bathroom, for 

instance. So, we had to decamp out of the refuge for maybe about a year and a half 

while they refurbished the refuge; women were rehoused in three or four houses 

that we rented in the community. 

We continued to grow our community services, keeping ahead of what was going 

on nationally and internationally by learning from the women and trying to meet 

their needs. And then we moved back into this beautiful refurbished refuge.

Then, [in 2010] the government announced they were going to fund community 

services as well as refuge services. That’s when we moved to Spring Lane.

[These days] sometimes the Housing Association subcontract us to provide our 

community services [for example they subcontract us to provide hospital services 

that we developed] but otherwise Rising Sun and the refuge are pretty separate. I 

would say the partnership [with what is now called Clarion] is fine now though. 

 

We have continued to develop community and outreach services. I always 

want our government funding to be about 40% and our community funding 

from grants to be about 60%, so that we aren’t just agents of the state replacing 

statutory services. That way, we can continue to be innovative and creative. 

 

Recently, I’ve seen a shift. I feel that things have gone backwards. There seems to be 

more of a gender-neutral approach to domestic abuse, particularly in Kent, as well 

as nationally. In Kent, we see that playing out in terms of [child] contact. For me, 

domestic abuse clearly sits within the violence against women and girls strategy.

Three words that capture your experience of Rising Sun? 
 
Connection - what keeps me doing this is connection with the women and 

children. Even though I’ve had various different roles and management roles, I’ve 

always made sure that I was connected to the women and children. I always heard 

their stories. Connection with outside agencies, to keep a strategic picture, the 

national picture, the international picture, connection to that is really important. 

And connection to the staff as a team, it’s really important that we work together, 

that we stay connected. Helly was such an amazing support and mentor to me over 
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many years and such an inspiration that I want to continue to inspire younger 

people to be passionate and to take this on. 

 

Dedication - people like Pat Edwards, Helen Perkins, real women, who were so 

dedicated. It’s a shame that they are leaving or have left the trustee board. Pat 

especially was so dedicated —she had this really super busy job in the Home Office 

and she was coming up and down to London to attend meetings. She was always 

available and we could always go to Pat. She would answer; she would respond. 

They were just great, that dedication is definitely there.  

 

Prevention. What I have learned is that it we need to focus on prevention - real 

education and prevention is so important because otherwise all we are doing is 

putting out fires all the time. What is Violence Again Women and Girls? Why 

do we have Violence Against Women and Girls? How does that manifest in our 

communities, in our society, in our world? We need to really teach people how 

it’s wrong. It’s a crime. Prevention is absolutely one of the key things that we have 

to do. Let’s do a massive campaign. Let’s get into our communities. Let’s get out 

there teaching people. How do you recognise it? How do you respond to it? What 

should you do about it? Sadly, in the nearly 30 years I have been involved in this 

area, it hasn’t reduced at all. So, let’s just all stop what we are doing and go into 

prevention. 



8 Maggie Anwell:  
Board of Trustees  
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"We were working with 
with women who were in 
situations which we could 
equally have encountered."

Maggie Anwell

I had been friends with Pat Edwards a long time. [In 

1995] I had just started my counselling training and said 

to her that I'd love to help [Rising Sun] in some way. 

And she immediately suggested I join the management 

committee. And so, I did. I'd worked in education a 

long time and felt initially that I could bring some 

understanding of therapy in educational settings and 

more generally. 

I think [Pat and I] met originally at a Women's Centre in Canterbury in Dover 

Street [in the 1980s]. I remember going to a few of those sessions. I had been 

in Leeds and Manchester, I hadn't been at the University of Kent so it provided 

a whole network of people who had known each other since they had been 

undergraduates and some of them were then working at the university. 

In Leeds I was working in a community arts organisation. I remember we had 

two or three projects to do with women's issues at that time. One of which, for 

example, was about a proposal that instead of having a post office book for child 

benefit payments, the money was going to be put directly into the men's pay 

packet. We did a big theatre piece about that. We took it around working men’s 

clubs. We felt so strongly that for some women that was the only independent 

money they'd got. And to just say, it will be available through the pay packet, was 

going to be such a detrimental move. It never did happen- god knows whether 

we made a difference! That was one big campaign. Leeds was a strong centre for 

feminist collective thinking in the early 1970s. 

When I first joined the committee at Rising Sun, they had their refuge in the 

disused pub. They didn't exactly ‘own’ it (that became an issue later) but they were 

in charge of every aspect of how it was run. And it was very much run as a non-

hierarchical organisation. And so, as part of the management committee, I never 

felt that we were managing in an institutional way. It was more that we were 
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facilitating and asking questions and trying to be of use. It seemed to me that that 

was the basis on which it had been established originally and that was very very 

central to how we saw the work that we were doing. It should be non-judgemental, 

non top-down. We were working with women who were in situations which we 

could equally have encountered. 

I suspect that all of the Trustees were actually highly educated and middle-class. I 

think we tried to avoid making value judgements about why it was that people's 

lives had ended up where they were. And that, actually, is a very crucial reason why 

you would want to be involved with Rising Sun, because it had that philosophy 

and it was very strong for all of us, I think.

[The non-hierarchical way of working] was implicit in every aspect of the work. I 

just think we couldn't have worked in any other way, because it would have been a 

negation of what we were trying to achieve if we had. Maybe that's a bit political. 

You just felt, even from an early feminist perspective, that it was important to 

avoid class judgement. That became an issue in the women's movement – the 

extent to which class was not being acknowledged. At Rising Sun, I remember the 

staff, particularly Janet and Helly, would sit down [with the residents] and have a 

laugh, have a joke and a chat as part of their working relationship. It wasn’t, ‘If you 

need to see me about a problem then I will be in my office at 2.30 every afternoon’. 

It wasn't like that. It was much freer, a much more responsive way of being with 

other women. That was fundamental to the way that you talked to somebody and 

not just a statement in your policies. That's how it was. You were working with, 

not for. 

It wasn't that there were no moments where the management committee had 

to intervene and say, look, we need to have better record keeping for this or we 

need to be more specific if we are going to fund raise about that, and what our 

outcomes are going to be? I remember when we started to say that - we need 

to be more specific, we need to gather better data - that wasn't a judgement on 

the people that were working there. They were incredibly busy. It was more 

a recognition that we needed to fund raise and then recruit, so that we have 

somebody who can put these processes in. It would have been unreasonable 

to expect people who are working day-to-day to also be able to do that kind of 

overview and analysis. 

Rising Sun has always been respected for the toughness with which outcomes 

are judged and we don't get fund raising for nothing! It's because people feel 

that the organisation is really sound and isn't simply emotive. It’s not going to 

collapse. It always had very solid foundations both in theory and in practice, even 

though it was a feminist organisation. It didn't fall into the trap of the ‘tyranny 

of structurelessness’. We had to be methodical, we had to speak in such a way that 

people respected the work because that is how we were/ are going to get funding. 

We needed to work within the parameters of a society which was reluctant to take 

this work as seriously as it deserves. We were very clear that we had to show that 

domestic violence is so prevalent that you cannot ignore it. Although, now, it's on 

the top of everybody's list and agendas and blah, blah, blah. It really wasn't then. It 

was the hidden crime. 

A huge amount of work went on in terms of doing training for the police, for 

example. And now, you know, obviously, every police force will have a domestic 

violence officer and there will be a set of protocols. That was by no means a 

given at that time and it fell, too heavily really, onto Anne to do the training. It 

wasn’t done in an overtly – I don't know a better word – strident way. It wasn't 

overtly feminist, and strident and likely to put people's backs up. It was very very 

clearly argued and thought through theoretically. We chose to work within the 

parameters. Instead of saying we don’t trust police we worked with them and went 

to multi-agency meetings.

We might now take for granted that we work with the police service or that 

we provide counselling and therapy work for children. That wasn't established 

practice back then - any extra services beyond housing and supporting women 
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to get benefits. I was certainly aware from my experience working in inclusion in 

education, that traumatised children often fall out of education. They are not able 

to cope because they haven't been given therapeutic support to relax enough. So, 

we designed a programme [in around 2000], ‘All About Me’, which was delivered 

in primary schools to try to make a difference as early as possible for kids who 

felt they were the only ones. And it was very carefully thought through, carefully 

delivered. Primary schools all loved it. 

Offering additional services had to be thought through carefully too and we had 

to fund raise separately for them. It involved a lot of thought and preparation and 

positioning in relation to how we would sell [additional services] as an absolutely 

essential need, in addition to housing.

The training that's been delivered has absolutely been about changing policy, 

changing attitudes and changing minds. And because it's based on practice, 

maybe it carries more weight because we have been able to say, using anonymised 

examples, if you were in this situation and you were dealing with this, what would 

be your need? The need for mediation, or representation, or finding your child a 

school. You need somebody who is interacting with all the services - multi agency 

work - I mean. It's extraordinary now in 2023 to remember this, but multi-agency 

work is a relatively new concept – 20 years old, maybe. To have agencies share 

information took a lot of trust, actually. And I think that Rising Sun has been 

influential - people have trusted Rising Sun, have been keen to use their services 

and to have their input because they are absolutely authentic and they have a clear 

vision of what they are trying to achieve; making those agency links.

I think that the driving force has always been, ‘how do we make the most impact 

including but also beyond the individual cases that we are working with?’. 

So, for example, a relatively new initiative has been placing one, sometimes two of 

our staff in hospital, working in A&E. If someone has been admitted and there is 

some indication that it may have been a domestic violence incident, we are there. 

Creating a relationship of trust in an A&E department has not been easy because 

everyone is rushed off their feet but they have been very good at establishing 

relationships very gently, offering to make tea for everyone. Being in the mix, 

rather than coming in as experts, intent on teaching them what signs to look for 

—it hasn't been like that - and so gradually medical staff have been appreciative 

of their presence on the ward and understanding that actually this is another 

dimension of their own work. 

[We are] very much about working with other professionals, other organisations 

and other institutions to say, ‘how can we be of help, because we can offer this’. 

And then, that affects practice, because then it becomes embedded in the way 

that these other organisations operate without them even realising that they have 

changed their attitude because it makes more sense because the work is more 

effective. It’s a particular combination of clarity, discretion and diplomacy. It’s 

important that people don't regard Rising Sun as stridently anything. But they 

do respect the work and the pragmatism that lies at the basis. We can help in this 

way, we can set this up, we can put this person in place who can help with this 

organisation which can immediately triangulate this problem because we are 

knowledgeable and you can trust our knowledge-based work ethic. 

I am really proud to work there. And proud of what the Rising Sun represents as a 

women's organisation. Just makes us feel good ourselves, as women [and the young 

men we employ], to be working here. There’s a terrific sense of mission —even if 

you have just come in recently, you are aware of the history. 

Excellent induction processes - establishing thorough ways of understanding and 

of being with clients through a lot of shadowing. We never take for granted that 

because somebody has worked in a similar environment, that they necessarily 

understand exactly how Rising Sun is. To make sure that everybody feels they get 

the culture. 
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It isn't ordinary at all. There is a lot of attention paid I think to the wellbeing of 

staff. That is really important, especially during Covid. It isn't easy to work in this 

field.

It is to do with championing the right of a woman to live free of threat and abuse 

and that that is actually fundamental to everything that we do. So, that would 

mean, say, that if we are working with a group of adolescent boys, they don't 

repeat the behaviour they’ve seen. So, I just think it is actually about a change of 

being in every way, trying to make interventions which say that a woman has a 

right to live free of violence. 

We don't do group work with someone who is still in an abusive relationship. The 

group work depends on women saying, no, I am on a Freedom Programme, I am 

making a choice here to live life differently. But understanding why that might be 

difficult is also crucial to being able to work effectively with anybody. And none of 

us are one dimensional and life isn't lived one dimensionally. Maybe that's why the 

Rising Sun has survived because it's been flexible, it's been responsive and it's been 

human in its dimensions. We are all absolutely trying to do our best and none of 

us are infallible, the staff aren't infallible and we will work alongside you. So it is 

very much that kind of non-hierarchical model of saying, we will work alongside 

you as a kind of mentor and a guide and someone to listen. We will not say, this 

is what you should be, there is no ought and should approach. Sorry, that's a very 

long answer! 

Three words that capture your experience? 
[long pause] Respect is one. Yes, that's such a fundamental word. In terms of my 

respect for their work and also the respectful way that the work is carried out.  

 

Honesty. They are trustworthy. Their work is trustworthy and if things happen 

which go wrong, then there’s a very transparent process for examining in detail 

what went wrong and no bullsh**ting about trying to cover it over. Integrity, 

maybe is a better word.  

 

So, that is respect, integrity and… warmth, actually. Warmth of the people that 

work there. They will do!



9 Janet Henley
Book Keeper and 		
Trustee from 1996
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"If you want something 
changed, you've got 
to take on the mantel; 
writing letters, making 
phonecalls and delivering 
presentations."

Janet Henley

In November 1996, I received a letter from the 

[Canterbury] refuge secretary - I was secretary of the 

Canterbury Business and Professional Women’s Club – 

asking if anyone would be able to run their payroll. I’ve 

kept that letter all these years. They offered £10 an hour 

which, in 1996, was quite a good rate of pay for payroll 

work. I went over to the refuge with the first month’s 

payroll and a bill. They gave me a cheque. The refuge 

was in [the disused pub] at that point. And I just walked in there and I was so 

naïve, it was just not true. I thought, I can’t charge you for doing this. I cashed that 

first cheque but for the last twenty odd years, they’ve had their payroll done for 

nothing. This has been my voluntary job.

Why you didn't accept payment? It took me into a world that I knew nothing of. I 

just could not believe the work of Janet [Thomas] and Helly [Langley] being done 

there. It was my contribution to the charity, put it that way, if you like. 

I wasn’t a qualified accountant. I ran my own bookkeeping and payroll agency 

from home. It was just that letter addressed to the Business and Professional 

Women’s Club (BPWUK), otherwise I would never have got involved with Rising 

Sun. 

The BPWUK had meetings in the Slatters Hotel and I was the secretary of the 

Canterbury branch. BPWUK was formed in America by Lena Maddison-Phillips 

during the war. After the war it came to the UK. It’s an organisation for business 

and professional women to get together to talk about political situations, not 

party political situations, but to work for the improvement of women’s working 

lives, to try and smash the glass ceiling and go from there. I’ve got friends all over 

the UK because of BPW - going to conferences and working with them. It gets like-

minded, probably more independent, people together.

I’ve never been one to shout and go and sit outside Greenham Common. 
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Although I admire what they did… Women should be treated with the respect 

that they deserve. Now whether we will ever win that battle, I don't know. At 

BPW we were challenging [gender] expectations and with some success, but of 

course, the members were challenging it already by working. You cannot expect 

someone to sit in the house all day and just rear children and not appreciate their 

intellectual needs.  It wasn’t a feminist group to my mind, it was mutual interest 

and political only in the sense that they thought something needed to be done. So, 

they would start writing letters to MPs or get onto the council about something if 

it was a local thing.

 

Are you somebody who is politically interested and active? With a small P. I was not 

party political. [I understand that political means that] we have a government, 

a regime and an order. If you want something changed, you've then got to take 

on the mantel of writing letters and making phone calls and presentations to 

those that are on the next ladder of power above you. At the moment, I am on 

at Canterbury City Council and their rotten proposed parking charges….! [I act] 

when it gets under my skin, when there’s a sense of unfairness. 

[When I went to the refuge for the first time] I was absolutely appalled that 

women had to flee their homes, because I was brought up in such a loving home. 

We’d had everything within reason that we wanted. I couldn't believe, I was 

horrified that it was needed. And, so, then I got Helly to come and speak to my 

BPW club to tell the ladies about what goes on. 

This last year, one of my fellow choir members, Hazel, she’s president of the WI 

[Women’s Institute] down at Sea Salter - Hazel made Rising Sun, and in the new 

house in Wincheap for children and babies, the local WI’s charity for the year. 

I just rattle on to people, you see! They pick it up. I just keep nudging, trying to 

get people interested. It is nudging. You don’t get anything by berating someone 

standing on a street corner and shouting. You sew the seed and then niggle, in my 

opinion!

I invited Elaine Coia [from Rising Sun] to give a presentation one evening to the 

best part of forty ladies [at the Women’s Institute]. They sat in stoney silence until 

she said, ‘Any questions?’ And then it all came out. You could see some of them, 

their jaws were just coming off their chest. They had no idea that other women 

were suffering like that and, I’m sorry, I’m not having it. If I can help, I will. [For 

example] I am involved in another charity, Whitstable Non-ecclesiastical Charities. 

Katy from Rising Sun told me that one of the families she was supporting had no 

heating, had had no boiler for the last three years, they didn’t qualify for statutory 

help because their income was just above the threshold. Because they lived in 

Whitstable I said, send me as many details as you can and then the Whitstable 

Non-Ecclesiastical Chairties agreed to give them a new boiler. You see, I have 

fingers in all sorts of pies! And, I like to use people. I hope people like to be used to 

help others! 

When I first joined Rising Sun, once a woman left the refuge, once the local 

authority re-housed them - they might get a bed and a few saucepans if they were 

lucky - but the [local authority] don’t help you deal with the trauma of what’s 

happened to you. And it was obvious, especially with the children, that they need 

further support [once they had left the refuge]. It was a gradual thing and you 

have to fund these things, get the staff. Women would come back and keep asking 

questions. There was a need and it was identified. Helly put together programmes 

[to help those women and their families]. 

These were outreach services - if someone wanted to talk or needed some support, 

they could either come back into the refuge building or the worker could go out 

and talk things over. We also tried to get funding for someone to support women 

in court, so that the woman didn't have to stand on her own in the court. Funding 

for someone with legal awareness to go and understand what was happening. 

But there again you see, through BPW I knew a lady who was chair of the Kent 

Children’s bench, the presiding judge. My god, she was a woman! She was so 
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knowledgeable. And, we’d meet her [and get advice/ insights].

There was the Freedom Programme, a national 12 week programme created by 

Pat Craven, a female prison officer. She got a lot of publicity. But, it was a franchise 

and it cost money. We didn't always have the money to run the programme. We 

had to pay for it. Rising Sun had developed a similar programme [the Pheonix 

programme]. 

I am not qualified to work with the women. I am a trustee; keeping the financial 

records straight. When I started, Janet Thomas would write up this big ledger and 

the housing benefits went in.  Crowbridge took over [in 2003], and then in around 

2012 they spent a lot of money on the building. They were a big organisation 

and the old pub building was completely gutted. It went from bedrooms and 

communal bathrooms to individual, self-contained flats. 

Rising Sun doesn’t operate the refuge anymore. While the work was being carried 

out, Anne Lyttle, contacted the Prince of Wales community centre on Military 

Rd and we moved there. We then had a service level agreement with Crowbridge 

Housing to provide therapeutic services; we had an office in the refuge, but we 

ended up in a portacabin type office at Spring Lane, sharing with 'Music for 

Change'. We were there probably four or five years. Once we moved out of the 

refuge [around 2012], we no longer received the housing benefit. Our finances took 

a dive, it was all a little bit precarious.

But we returned to the Prince of Wales youth club building [in around 2017]. A 

man called Joey was absolutely brilliant. He turned all his roof space into some 

offices and, it’s not ideal, but we haven't got the money to do anything else. To 

be quite honest, if the Prince of Wales wasn’t able to do that, we would have had 

awful financial difficulties. I wouldn't say we subsidise the boxing club, but I think 

we give them a good rent.

We started employing a young man, probably about 15 years ago. That was 

brilliant. He designed a programme called, Love Shouldn’t Hurt, which they made 

into film. It was part of a programme that they took into schools, and showed to 

older teenagers. Since then, we have had at least one chap on our team because 

they are good role models.

 

As the charity has grown, it has had to become more organised, we had to 

formalise what we are doing, bid for money and it doesn't come easily. We started 

to get a lot more funding; a five-year contract from the Big Lottery; three years 

funding that turned into six years from Comic Relief; Children in Need. It seems 

to me that the government are quite happy to let these fund-raising organisations 

support charities and the charities are picking up all the social work, in a nutshell. 

That is the way it goes.

 

I’ve not got the counselling skills or anything like that but what I can help with is 

making sure that our staff are paid and the accounts are kept in order, so that we 

can continue to support our staff. 

Three words that capture your experience? 
 
It was rewarding [long pause]. Keeping me to three words [laughs]! It was 

eye-opening - it made me aware of other people’s problems and makes me aware 

of how lucky I’ve been in my life. I have tried to help others along the way. I can’t 

find a word—It’s knowing that you are supporting a good team. Rising Sun is a 

caring organisation. They care very very much about their staff and what they 

offer to the rest of the world. Just trying to make the world a better place. I think 

it’s very caring. The charity has touched so many lives.



10 Fran Ellis:  
Rising Sun CEO 
2019 to present
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"We are a values-led 
organisation. Collaboration 
and feminism run through 
our approach to problem 
solving, working with 
clients and each other."

Fran Ellis

When the job came up at Rising Sun, I didn't know 

much about domestic abuse at all. A friend thought 

I might be interested. I took a look and thought, this 

sounds like a great charity. I saw that they did a lot of 

work with children and my background was working in 

children’s services, at a Children’s Mentoring charity in 

London. I had recently moved down to Canterbury and 

it felt like the right step for me; I thought it was a really 

important cause, despite my being no expert in domestic abuse. After I spoke to 

some of the staff, and, the more people I spoke to about it, the more I thought, I 

really want this job!

The culture at Rising Sun is something I have definitely inherited. Thinking about 

it now, the recruitment process itself reflected it (even if it was scary!). I had to give 

a presentation and I thought there might be two or three people there, but there 

were about 12 people; five from senior management and about half of the trus-

tees, though they weren’t all on the final interview panel [comprising Pat Edwards, 

Pip Hazelton and Marian Duggan]. They involved as many of the team as possible 

in the process, which was a really nice thing to do. But that harks back to the ethos 

of collaboration. It was quite a formal process and felt very professional, but warm. 

After that, I was brought over to the office and I was able to chat with one of the 

team, to ask her questions, she asked me a bit more and it just felt really welco-

ming and friendly. So, the whole process was very well thought out. 

They offered me the job and, straight away, I had to tell them that I had just found 

out that I was pregnant. I was hoping it wouldn’t be too much to deal with, but 

they were just so welcoming and made it work. Nobody batted an eyelid. When, 

actually, that must have been a really difficult thing to deal with – they needed a 

new CEO, and then almost straight away, I’m going. But this organisation really 

is, you know, a true feminist organisation. Everybody made it work. Nobody 

made me feel bad about it. And that flexibility really does run throughout the 
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organisation. We try as much as possible to support women to be the best that 

they can be, whilst also juggling all the other things that are going on in life. I 

think that's very unique.

We now have a framework of our vision and values and one of those is obviou-

sly feminism. Also, Collaboration. And, Excellence. I think that we are a values-

-led organisation. And particularly having Collaboration and Feminism as part of 

those makes us quite different to other similar organisations. It runs through our 

approach to problem solving, working with our clients, working with each other. 

These days we partner well with Clarion [Housing Association] who run the 

refuge. Clarion Housing deliver the refuge services (safe accommodation) and we 

deliver the community services (when the woman is, whilst not necessarily still 

living with the abusive partner, still experiencing abuse). Rising Sun and Clarion 

are both members of the Domestic Abuse Forum and so we are in touch quite a 

bit. For example, if a client moves out of the refuge, into the community, there will 

be a hand-over. Rising Sun also has some supported accommodation for younger 

women now; it’s a house in Canterbury with five units, five bedrooms. It is essen-

tially a refuge or ‘safe accommodation’ as it is referred to in the Domestic Abuse 

Act 2021. 

Our ethos is to keep the survivor at the centre, it is something that I think we 

do really well. We have a trauma informed and holistic approach. When we’re 

working with other agencies – social services, the police - we advocate for the survi-

vor, we get others to understand the choices the survivor might be making which 

might seem counterintuitive, for example understanding the use of drugs and 

alcohol as a coping strategy. We do a lot of work challenging victim blaming and 

work around [changing] attitudes in other agencies. 

There's been a spotlight on domestic abuse since the pandemic. All organisa-

tions and agencies are starting to receive training on being trauma informed – to 

recognise the signs of trauma and how to respond to somebody who's been trau-

matised, so that's a positive. But we're not there yet in terms of people really 

thinking about what that means in terms of support for survivors. It’s hard, 

working in a world of systems and structures to be really trauma informed and 

that's a balance that Rising Sun is always trying to achieve. We try to work in a 

needs-led way but, if the risk is very high and there's children involved, we will 

have to contact social services and that might not [ostensibly] be working collabo-

ratively with the survivor at that point.

We now also have hospital IDVAs (Independent Domestic Violence Advocates) 

working alongside safeguarding teams in maternity and A&E departments. They 

will listen to patients and provide information. IDVAs also do trauma infor-

med, survivor centred training for any hospital staff; nurses, doctors, physiothera-

pists, kitchen and cleaning staff. And we raise awareness within the community. 

Social work students come and do placements here; medical students do a day 

of shadowing and we go and work with them on their domestic abuse module. 

Sometimes we've had police come in and two of our team will soon be working 

from the police station offering advice and support. 

Since the Domestic Abuse Act, there is now a statutory duty to provide support 

in safe accommodation and money is given to the Council for that purpose. As a 

result, the number of organisations offering domestic abuse services has increased, 

which, of course is a good thing. But it can also be a challenge for us in terms of 

being clear that we are the ones with over 40 years of experience, expertise and spe-

cialism in [amongst other things] providing trauma informed counselling services. 

The feedback we receive about our counselling service is that we understand not 

only what [survivors] have been going through but also the wider societal context, 

norms and expectations placed on women. 

How does Rising Sun retain its expertise? As part of the Women’s Aid network we 

receive regular and really helpful briefings and training to keep up to date. There 
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is also now a Domestic Abuse Commissioner who disseminates updates, inclu-

ding about new and proposed legislation. We discuss trends in our team mee-

tings; what's happening with clients? For example, we've been doing some work 

with the probation service and we’ve noticed improvements provided by them to 

survivors. We have a Survivor forum as well, which is a group of about 20 or so 

women who give us feedback; for example, about our new website. What needs to 

be on the website? What's important? We’re doing a consultation about our ser-

vices next month; what else is needed? We also recently produced a short report 

following some research with young people about their experiences of domestic 

abuse services.

When there is a Domestic Homicide Review, we make sure that we consider the 

briefing, recommendations and reflective questions. I’ll circulate the report to the 

team and we’ll look at it during team meetings and reflect on our practices.

We're survivor centred and so we encourage women to contribute in whichever 

way feels comfortable for them. Some women will come and speak at events with 

us, others take part in our focus groups, others might give us feedback in a one-to-

-one phone call. One member of the Survivor Forum recently joined our Board. 

Having former service users on the Board is great. 

I’m really lucky to have been able to learn from the Trustees. Pat [Edwards] was 

Chair when I joined, and though she stepped down last year, we still meet every 

few months and I find our meetings really helpful, especially in terms thinking 

about the development of the organisation and our strategic role in Kent. Some 

of our other trustees – Helen, Maggie, Pip - have really helped me understand the 

feminist ethos of the organisation, its history, its roots. Anne, too, is a fantastic sou-

nding board. We are, I hope, getting better at articulating those values. We now 

have them written down in a framework so that new people applying for jobs can 

see them in the job pack, they see what we're trying to do. Our founders and our 

legacy [are captured in the framework] and moving on, we can hold on to that.

Three words that capture your experience? 
 
Hope is one that keeps coming to mind. Because we really believe in survivors, 

that they already have all the tools they need. We just help, facilitate and work 

alongside them. Hope, that things can be better. Also, as an organisation, we're 

always trying to work in new ways; how can we do that? How can we get there? It’s 

a word that survivors have used recently as well. 

 

Collaborative. I hope it’s not too much of a buzzword but we are a collaborative 

organisation; with other agencies, with survivors, with each other. It was nice when 

you asked me about the interview process; that was the value of collaboration 

playing out in that process. 

 

Caring. It runs throughout the organisation. A deep sense of caring, for others. 
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Board of Trustees  
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"I have been incredibly 
lucky to work alongside 
some incredible and 
inspiring women who 
have taught me so much."

Marian Duggan

I became involved with the Rising Sun as a Trustee 

following the 50 Years of Feminism at Kent conference 

at the University of Kent in 2015. Over the past 10 years 

it has been a privilege to work with such an excellent 

range of team members and volunteers and to see the 

organisation grow. The work done by the Rising Sun 

remains as vital now as when it was first established 

nearly 50 years ago. We're often described as being one 

big family and I can't think of anything more apt to describe this wonderful group 

of people. 

As a Trustee, I have been incredibly lucky to work alongside some incredible and 

inspiring women who have taught me so much over the past 10 years. A particu-

lar memory that stands out to me was viewing the fantastic artwork produced by 

several of the participants in one of our children and young people's groups. 

This work reflected their experiences of abuse and their subsequent engagement 

with the Rising Sun. The display was hosted as an exhibition at The Beany in 

Canterbury City Centre, with many of the young artists in attendance at the ope-

ning event. It was such a privilege to see this work and to speak to several of the 

young people about their art. It's great to see how Rising Sun has become such a 

recognised and valued part of the Kent community, particularly when it comes to 

fundraising. The people of Kent are so incredibly generous with their time, efforts, 

and money. It really does feel like we're part of the wider social fabric. I look 

forward to continuing working with the Charity and helping to provide invaluable 

support and assistance of those affected by domestic violence and abuse.



12 Pip Hazleton:  
1992 – present
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"Rising Sun has continued 
to evolve... holding the 
experience of survivors at 
the heart of everything they 
do."

Pip Hazleton

I met Helly and Janet from the Rising Sun Refuge 

in 1992 when I oversaw local KCC grants. They were 

already campaigning for change. Combining respect for 

survivors, whilst challenging, educating and raising the 

profile of victims.

The cost of Domestic Abuse in financial and human 

terms, is huge. The cost to statutory agencies in enabling 

the Rising Sun to support survivors to recover and realise their potential, is tiny by 

comparison.I was asked to contribute my safeguarding background and knowledge 

of local authorities by joining the Board and am proud to have been associated 

with the Rising Sun for over 30 years.

I remember the refuge office, where cups of tea, sound advice, and rationed loo roll 

were always available (loo roll went missing if left in the shared toilet). Residents 

were encouraged to welcome and support new arrivals and children cared for 

while mothers got pro bono legal advice. Over time more wraparound trauma 

informed services were developed and the Rising Sun has continued to evolve to 

changing situations, holding the experience of survivors at the heart of everything 

they do. One AGM I sat next to a woman in her 60’s who had just bought herself 

a necklace of plastic beads (free on a child’s magazine). She told me it was the 

only jewellery she had owned; her husband of 40 years never having allowed her. 

He had also demanded the police tell him her address when eventually she fled 

because ‘he paid for the marriage licence, so he owned her’. Another AGM, young 

women stood proudly and read out their poems of experience and survival. I 

continue to be moved to tears by the experience and bravery of these women.

Founded in the feminism of the 1970’s, respected by partner agencies, appreciated 

by the local community and literally a lifesaver for so many women, the Rising 

Sun and all the women who have used their services, work for and with them, are 

true heroines.
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"It was clear to me this 
was an organisation that 
was built on years of love 
and compassion."

Carin Tunåker

I started as a trustee with the Rising Sun in 2019, and I 

remember my first trustee meeting very clearly. Arriving 

at the community centre, I was welcomed by a group 

of enthusiastic, passionate and overtly feminist women, 

none of whom were afraid to voice their opinions 

or challenge each other. Many of these women were 

original trustees of the organisation and had been a part 

of its conception when they squatted at a building to 

make it into one of England’s very first women’s refuges. It was clear to me that 

this was an organisation that was built on years of love and compassion, coupled 

with deep knowledge and understanding of domestic abuse. In 2021 I took over 

as chair of trustees and have developed a fantastic working relationship with the 

leadership team and our expanding board of trustees. What continues to impress 

me is the genuine dedication and sense of community the organisation builds 

among its staff, volunteers and survivors.

Looking ahead to the future, we have new challenges to consider. As we bring our 

feminism towards mutual understandings of what gender and safety means, both 

to ourselves and to the people we support, we reflect together on what feminism 

means in today’s climate. I have always found that at the Rising Sun, the spirit 

comes across as one that is working to ensure that no one is left behind. We are 

also in political and economic turmoil in the UK following years of austerity 

and neoliberal reforms, resulting in domestic abuse, poverty and homelessness 

increasing alarmingly. The work of the Rising Sun is more vital than ever, and I 

am proud to be a small part of an organisation that works so hard to turn people’s 

lives around in the most challenging of circumstances. 



'By recovering the full diversity of our history as 

we lived it - and not just as some cursory overview 

homogenised it - we may at the same time recover 

our original energising politics' 	                     

Annette Kolodny


