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[0:00:00]
So, I’ve just started recording. OK?

OK.

So, if you could tell me, uh, your name and how old you were when you started volunteering with Bristol Crisis Service for Women?

Um, I’m Elizabeth Garnham, formerly Liz Hart, and I started volunteering for Self-Injury Support, um, I think when I was probably about 24.

Right, and that was in 2005, wasn’t it?

Sorry, I didn’t get that.

That was in 2005, in May, is that right?

Uh, I can’t remember exactly, to be honest, Jess. It might have been.

[Laughs] Fair enough. It’s quite a while ago, hey?

Yeah, I think it probably was around 2005, yeah.

Um, so I believe that, yeah, and I believe that before that you were travelling around Europe, uh, doing clowning.

Yeah, I, um, so previous to that I’d been living in Germany in Berlin for a couple of years, um, and I’d been working doing some teaching of English, but also, um, I had a solo street theatre show called the Grand Opening of the Magical Cake Baking Machine, um, so I’d been playing that for, um, at least a year and then I met, um, a crew called the Cyclown Circus, who were touring mainland Europe on bicycle, on pushbike, so I joined them for a bit and was touring around performing on the street and in schools and in a ref- Red Cross refugee centre, um, and all sorts of kind of miscellaneous places really and then I moved back to Bristol and that’s when I started volunteering, um, for Bristol Women’s Crisis Service as it was at the time.

Hmm, and how did you find it going from, you know, like quite a nomadic life travelling around doing busking to working for an organisation like that?

Um, I think I was, I think I was really wanting it, because even though my German had got quite good when I was living in Berlin, the language was a barrier to working in kind of m- a more conventional work setting, so I felt quite hungry to do something that was, for me at that point, a bit more conventional, but I guess I mean Bristol Women’s Crisis Service being a feminist organisation and always having been quite kind of free thinking and innovative, it, it did suit me quite well as well, um.

Hmm. So, so were you looking for something specifically around feminism and women’s issues?

I, I was looking for, I was jus- th-the thing is, is was I’d, I’d always been quite interested in social change and so I’d been involved with a lot of political activism, um, but you might remember at that time, it wasn’t that long after we went to war in Iraq and the Afghani War and things and there was quite a lot of powerlessness around, um, amongst activists at that time and protesting felt really futile, so I still wanted to make my mark in the world and have some kind of influence and make some sort of political change, but I definitely felt like I wanted to do something different and I remember quite vividly there was, um, I don’t know whether it’s still there, but near Queen Square there was, um, like a little walk-in shop where, it was the, um, the organisation that kind of, the umbrella organisation that, um, helps people find voluntary work in Bristol and I went into there, I don’t know whether perhaps I was just passing, but I went into there and they had like a kind of, um, a little kind of catalogue of all the different services and organisations that were looking for volunteers, um, and I think because it was called Bristol Women’s Crisis Service I assumed that it was like a gen- an organisation that was generally around supporting women in crisis, perhaps domestic violence or such like, um, so that, that kind of obviously sparked my interest in some way or another.

Hmm, that’s, that’s so interesting to hear you say that, because it really parallels, um, with my experience as well, I think that’s kind of how I ended up doing this project at the moment.

Oh right, oh, OK.

Um, was feeling, yeah, like a, there’s, there was, there was a lot of protests going on and feeling a little bit disempowered by it and wanting to actually, this project was just really handy, because I felt like I could learn from other activists who have been involved in this sphere for a really long time-

Hmm. 

-so, um, we have some similarities there! [Laughs]

Yeah. Oh OK, y-yeah, no, definitely.

Um, yeah, and I think I also found out about this project through Voscur, so.

Ah, Voscur, oh yes, that’s it, Voscur. Oh, that’s cool they’re still going, yeah.

Um, I - yeah [laughs] yeah. Um, so I wanted to ask you if you could tell me a little bit more about your role, because you worked on the helpline, didn’t you-

Yeah.

-for, for the, uh, Self-Injury Support?

Yeah, so I was a helpline volunteer, so I, um, underwent the training, which was thorough, as I remember it, um, there was quite a lot of training on sort of evenings and weekends and, um, I felt like I learnt a whole heap of stuff. It was the first time I’d done active listening or learnt about any mental health issues really in a, in a kind of official way, so, um, yeah, we - the helpline was running at that time on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays, um, in the evenings, so, um, yeah, I just did that and then later I did train, um, a little bit further and become, um, a peer supporter as well, so that, um, volunteers that had been working phoned me for their, their support for their debriefing.

And how did that all feel to you, did it, was it empowering, did it feel like heavy, like a lot of heavy things to, to take on, or what was that process like?

Um, I th- I remember thinking the training was brilliant, um, and I really enjoyed the all-female environment. Um, there was also, you know, team members and volunteers from different walks of life and different ages. Um, I think I was probably on the younger end of the spectrum at that time, so that felt really good to just be able to work alongside people that were a bit older than me. Um, I mean I remember the actual work being very challenging and I think I only sustained at doing it because of the, the quality of the training and the level of the support that I received as a volunteer, um, and had a really good relationship with the volunteer coordinators, um, and my peer supporter. So, um, but I, I do still remember the, yeah, just those, those evenings, they were just so influential in my life. 

Um, going to the office, it was always, you know, you’d have like a bit of time just to like meet and greet the other volunteers and just have a bit of a check-in and just have a really nice cup of tea and sort of like a warm and friendly chat and then we’d kind of like go next door into the office and set ourselves up and then we’d mostly be on like one hour long phone calls where, when it was always like very quiet and conversations and voices were sort of very low and, um, the women that we, um, received phone calls from were mostly like in a really sort of deep state of distress. Um, it was a time when like most other services and the crisis teams and things weren’t working, so, um, I think for a lot of them it was kind of us or the Samaritans really, but because we specialised in self-injury um, you know, we picked up a lot of callers who, um, yeah, cutting for them was like a real issue. So yeah, it was really moving and then we’d kind of like have that, have those phone calls and then we’d go back and again just have like a brief cup of tea, maybe a bit of a chat, you know, a quick turnaround before we went in and took another call. So, I remember like there being real, a real sense of camaraderie, um, and I found the work really rewarding, um, but it was challenging. Some of the things I heard have stayed with me and I still remember certain calls and certain callers from that time. They did have a really big impact on me.

Hmm, yeah and it, it seems like, um, Self-Injury Support did a lot of really ground-breaking work, you know, from its conception as an organisation right the way through until now-

Yeah.

-as well, um, in terms of doing, you know, some of the first quite pioneering work on women who self-injure, but also women in prison and, um, BME women, and women with learning disability and-

Hmm. Yeah.

-um, I wonder kind of where your thinking was around all of that stuff when, when you started volunteering with them, did you know that history that they’d, they’d been doing all that work?

Yeah, I think I did. I didn’t, um, when I first applied, but I think it became apparent. I mean in the office where we, we would take the calls, we were like completely surrounded by sort of stacks of, um, pamphlets and materials that would be sent out to, um, to callers, you know, to family of people that were self-injuring, as you said, like women in prison and women with additional needs and things, so it was kind of, it was pretty apparent, it was kind of like all around us and it was obviously histor- an historical organisation that had like a lot of history with, you know, posters on the wall and things that dated back to the ‘80s and, so it, it kind of, it did definitely have that feel about it. 

I mean I’m not sure I was so particularly aware, uh, that what we were doing was radical at the time, although I do remember, for me, it was a bit of an eye-opener when it came to realising how prolific, um, sexual abuse was, childhood sexual abuse particularly, because a lot of our callers were, um, self-harming, uh, or trying to prevent themselves self-har- self-harming from call- by calling us, because of their flashbacks and because of their like, um, memories and, um, distressing, um, feelings and intrusive thoughts, which all related back to their, um, histories of childhood abuse and I think that was a major eye-opener for me, because although the mid-2000s wasn’t that long ago, um, at that time, um, you know, we hadn’t had Jimmy Savile, we hadn’t had the, the Welsh, um, uh, children’s homes scandals, um, the media wasn’t talking, it just wasn’t talking, you know, journalists weren’t writing about, um, child sexual abuse particularly, um, you know. It was sort of the aftermath of, you know, the wave of kind of like false memory syndrome after the first survivors had sort of spoken out in previous years, but it just, it wasn’t acceptable, it wasn’t a kind of acceptable part of this, I don’t know, it wasn’t, it wasn’t acceptable to kind of talk and discuss, um, you know, there was still a lot of secrecy around childhood sexual abuse.

So, I think I was quite naïve in a sense going into the work, not really knowing that that was going to be a major cause of a lot of the women’s distress, um, and, and, you know, I just, I just remember like one of the, the main phrases that you would hear on the helpline was, I want to cut, I want to cut, and, you know, we were trained to kind of reflect back the women’s feelings to try and give them an outlet for those, those sort of upsetting feelings that, that wasn’t cutting. So, um, and we were like, you know, we were anonymous, we were people that they could talk to in the middle of the night, we didn’t know who they were, we weren’t social services, we weren’t an ambulance crew, um, there weren’t an- going to be any complicated or embarrassing repercussions from sharing anything with us, so, in a sense, we kind of, we got, we got the full stories quite often, um, and that was obviously, yeah, it was difficult, it was difficult to hear, but you did get a sense that you were, you were part of something, you were part of the kind of next phase or the next kind of wave of survivors, men and women but particularly women, being able to kind of tell their stories and tentatively begin to seek some kind of justice for what they’d gone through, so it definitely felt like being part of something bigger I think at that time.
[0:15:00] 

Hmm, that’s really powerful.

Yeah, it was, it was really powerful, yeah.

Just, just touching on that as well, um, how did you feel about it being a women’s only service, just because you mentioned men also being able to come forward with their stories?

Um, I think it felt important that it was a women-only service just because so many of the women had experienced, uh, violence at the hands of men, so I don’t think many of those women or a lot of those women would have phoned up if they weren’t sure what gender the person was going to be on the receiving end and that’s why it felt pertinent that it was a women’s only organisation and I think that transgender rights were like in such early kind of, there was early rumblings at that point. I mean I definitely remember having, um, a transgender caller I think and it, it kind of, it being quite a new thing for us, but it being kind of sent out to the volunteers, you know, we do accept calls from people who are female or identify as being female, um, and if you have a caller who sounds really male but she identifies as being female and she’s phoning, you know, ob-obviously knowledgeably phoning like a women’s only call, call service then that’s OK, but I mean it was like, it was like the infancy of, of kind of more awareness of, of kind of transgender rights really, so, but it did, it did feel important that-

Yeah.

-women had…

So, were there e-ever any debates about that within the service?

No, I don’t, no, I don’t think so. Not, not that I remember, no. I just remember it being like, oh right, oh OK, yeah, that’s, that’s fine, because even, you know, for, for transgender women, it, it still would be important that they knew that there was a female on the end of the phone, so, um, it did, it did feel, yeah, it did feel like it was a strength of the organisation at that time, just because of the nature of the abuse that a lot of the women had suffered, that it was, that it was women only, hmm.

Yeah, so was, when you were in the office all together, was there discussions around feminism and, you know, the different waves and the kind of the theory of feminism or was it very much we’re all here in solidarity with everyone who’s experienced violence or, or wants to self-harm?

Yeah, I think so, yeah, I don’t, I don’t remember particularly discussing feminism. I think it was just a, a kind of, perhaps a quiet knowledge in the background that we all probably identified with being feminists, but it wasn’t something we, we talked about particularly. I think we just all enjoyed the, the female-only environment, um, yeah, and all kind of saw the value in it, but it wasn’t something I remember particularly debating or, or discussing, if I’m honest, hmm.

Hmm. Yeah. Um, so you talked earlier about the, the sense of solidarity in the office and having cups of tea together. It sounds really, really lovely and probably something that you need to take calls like that, um, and so I’m just wondering if you can tell me a little bit more about what that was actually like, just take me back to that office environment.

Well, the thing, I think one of the things was that it was really late. I can’t exactly remember the timings, but I think we started at like nine and finished at midnight or something, so it had that kind of late night vibe and everyone else, because obviously we were situated opposite the BRI in the centre, so everyone else was out partying, um, and there we were kind of like squirreled away, um, and we could hear, you know, the ambulances going by and the police sirens and the partygoers like kind of having a fun time on the pavement at the bottom, but we were kind of tucked away doing this very focused, very kind of weighty, private thing, um, yeah, just sort of, just in the mid-midst of it all really. 

So, I think, yeah, there was a kind of, there was a kind of quiet seriousness, um, and we kind of, I think we had a kind of culture of not really sharing the content of our calls, because, you know, because of confidentiality and things and because we didn’t want to kind of spill out over our colleagues who were also having to kind of, you know, listen to quite difficult material from the callers and stuff. We’d sort of save that proper kind of downloading, debriefing for our peer support sessions, but we’d kind of say a bit, you know, we’d sort of say, oh, how was that, how did it go, and, oof, yeah, that was actually really full on, and, you know, we’d sort of offer each other support if we’d had like a really difficult call and sometimes people would be like, oh, I don’t think I’m going to go straight back on after that one, um, or other times would be like, yeah, yeah, it was alright, blah-blah-blah, and, you know, we’d just have a bit of a chat about our lives and what was going on for us, um, before we went back in and I kind of like really appreciated that, because, you know, you do tend to get quite stuck in your bubbles and I was sort of in this kind of like, you know, 25, 26 year old kind of bubble and I just really appreciated hearing about the lives of others that were older than me and already had kids and so we’d have kind of a brief chat and then we’d go back in and the office space where we actually took the calls was always very hushed, always very quiet, very focused, couldn’t really hear much what was going on, on other people’s calls.

Yeah and, uh, you, you mentioned earlier that the, I think you said that the work you were doing felt radical. Um, what do you mean by radical in this context?

Um, I think maybe, well, certainly in terms of the context of self-injury a lot of people that self-injure, you know, even now, you know, that are cutting, they do find people, um, you know, assuming that they’re tr- you know, trying to get attention or, um, you know, being manipulative, you know, like it's some sort of self, you know, s-sort of self, um, seeking sort of behaviour and, um, for people to, who, who are cutting to actually receive just listening, um, I think for a lot of those women that was quite a new experience actually to actually not so much focus on, you know, th-the, the act of, of cutting, but to just focus on the feelings and how they were and to just have somebody to just sit with them quietly. Um, I mean obviously there’s, you know, there’s always been sort of counselling and psychotherapy that have sort of filled that gap, but I just felt like for a lot of our callers that they, they hadn’t had that experience before, like they hadn’t been really deeply listened to, you know, certainly not through their childhoods, but also by the mental health professionals that were trying to care for them, there wasn’t that kind of level of understanding that Bristol Women’s Crisis Service had about the issues, um, yeah, so th- in that sense it felt quite radical, um, and to be able to phone us.

Yeah. Yeah.

Yeah and for us to be able to, for them to be able to phone us and it, it be anonymous and, you know, we, we never phoned an ambulance, you know, we never asked for a location so that we could call emergency services. 

Hmm.

We might say, um, I’m wondering whether it would be best to, to finish this call now and phone yourself an ambulance, um, but they phoned knowing that it would remain anonymous and confidential, which was quite a, a big thing.

Hmm. That’s, yeah, that’s really interesting. Uh, I’ve also just started volunteering on a helpline, um, a sexual violence helpline-

Oh yeah.

-um, with another organisation in Bristol and, and sometimes they do call, um, the crisis team if they have the address or the contact details of the caller, because they are-

Yeah.

-visually anonymous, but if it’s a regular-

Yeah.

-caller they might sometimes call the, the crisis team and, and so with that in mind what you just said, how, do you think it was a really vital part of the Bristol, uh, Crisis Service for Women that they never phoned an ambulance or they never kind of got involved in that way?

I think it might have been of importance to our callers, yeah. Um, I mean times have changed and, you know, regulations around safeguarding has moved on, you know, for good reason, but I think there was something special about the fact that those women knew that they would, they would be anonymous and, and that meant that even though we were volunteers and we hadn’t undergone as rigorous a training as say a psychiatric nurse or a psychologist or a psychotherapist, it was us, I believe, that were getting told the, the real details and the real nitty-gritty of how those women felt, but also like what had happened to them, you know. They were disclosing stuff to us that they hadn’t disclosed to anyone else, to no friends, family or any other professional and they were doing that without the fear of not only having their identity kind of recognised or known, but also without the fear of, of us feeling like we needed to notify the police, because some of the stuff that, you know, they’d had done to them was pretty horrendous and it’s really difficult for a survivor who’s experienced abuse at the hands of somebody who’s in a really high status, powerful position in society to talk about that, but we were there on a Friday, Saturday and Sunday night, we, we took those calls.

How did you hold that, just personally?

I remember finding it quite difficult, because, as I said, I was quite naïve. Um, I think I kind of assumed that, um, you know, child sexual abuse went on and, you know, it was-wasn’t kind of new to me that people like priests and GPs and politicians, um, you know, were paedophiles, but yeah, it was pretty stark like some of it, if I’m honest, like, um, yeah, because I, yeah, because it wasn’t kind of like, it wasn’t particularly out in the media like that much, the whole idea of kind of like organised crime and, uh, paedophile rings and, you know, and these terms, even if they had been bandied about, you didn’t really kind of know what that meant, um, so it was really challenging. 

I remember living in a shared house at the time with, um, lots of other young, younger people, um, and they were all like, well, they’re still like close friends of mine actually, so they’re, they’re all quite like mature and quite sensible people, so they, they kind of got it, like they got that, um, the day after I’d done a helpline shift I’d be pretty exhausted. So, I do remember feeling like very tired like from the late night, but also just like emotionally exhausted and, um, and I’d really recently met my husband as well actually, so it was kind of quite a, quite a sp- significant time for me, um, and I remember staying over at my husband’s house and perhaps going back there after I’d done a shift and just, again just, yeah, just being, um, emotionally exhausted and just kind of obviously not like being able to share any details of calls, but kind of like saying, oh my God, like I just had such a heavy call tonight. 

Um, and my peer support would, um, invariably be booked for the following day, so then that was like an hour on the phone to the absolutely incredible Sylvia Murray, um, so I just totally lucked out basically and had, um, Sylvia as my peer supporter. So, she was my peer supporter for the whole time for like four years and, um, so she was a lot older than me, you know, she was, I don’t know how old she was, probably sort of knocking on for 70 at the time, sort of 65, 70, maybe even older, um, but, you know, she was like, she was like a wise, uh, older woman who had been around the block so many times. 
[0:30:01]

I mean Sylvia has like so much experience. She’s worked in prisons, you know, she’s worked with survivors on and off for years and years, as well as done lots of other fascinating things, so, um, she was just like my, my sort of major saving grace really, being able to download to her, um, and I still carry Sylvia and a lot of the things that she said to me with me, um, some of her kind of, you know, phrases and things, they still come back to me. So, that was, that was kind of what helped me continue to work for the service for like a good few years really was just that, the quality of the peer support that she offered was massive.

Yeah, it seems like that’s, uh, been a consistent thread, you know, reading about the history of the organisation, there’s all these kind of elder figures to pass down that wisdom and-

Hmm, yeah, yeah. She was…

-yeah, it’s such a beautiful thing.

Yeah. Yeah. She was the elder figure for me, without a doubt, absolutely.

Hmm. Do you have any examples that come to mind about, uh, you know, the phrases that she would have said to you?

Um, yeah, um, well, the, the main one is that she said to me once, uh, never underestimate the power of denial. It’s, uh, actually a quote from American Beauty and I think she said it in the context of, um, a mother who was supposedly ignorant to the abuse that was taking place under her nose- 

Hmm.

-and that really stayed with me and, because I’m working as a counsellor now, I’m just finishing my training, um, that’s definite, that phrase has definitely, I’ve definitely said that, oh, it’s just come to mind, um, that really ri- rang true for me at the time, yeah.

Yeah. Yeah, that’s a good one. Um, I think Rosie mentioned that you volunteered between 2005 and 2009 and there were some breaks in that period.

OK.

Um, you know, com-completely understandable, it’s heavy, heavy stuff, but I’m wondering if you can remember if there were any particular reasons for those breaks?

Yeah. I went to circus school, yeah. So, I trained at Circomedia, which was at that point a one year, um, physical theatre and circus arts training and it was in Bristol, so I just imagined that I’d be able to sustain the helpline work simultaneously, but, um, I think I found the, the circus training so vigorous and so all-encompassing that I just couldn’t manage to sustain both, because I was also one of the older ones on the circus training course, even though at the time I was probably like 26 or something, and a lot of the other students had moved to Bristol for that course, so they were like completely immersed and because I lived in Bristol, you know, my housemates and my boyfriend and my family, they weren’t involved in Circomedia and the training, so I already had quite a few pulls for my attention and it was, it was just incompatible. So, I, I stopped trai- I stopped working on the helpline at that point and I think I went back after that, but I can’t exactly remember, but I think that was the break and then I went back, I think [laughs]. Yeah, if I remember rightly.

[Laughs] Yeah, actually I wanted to ask you about the, the circus training and the clowning and how that informed your, your response to all these women’s issues that you were hearing about and, and issues that women faced because of the patriarchy and because of systemic injustice. So, how did kind of learning about clowning or, or that practice, uh, uh, make you able to respond to that differently?

Um, well, the thing is about clowning, um, and just performing in general, um, because I went on to tour devised small scale theatre pieces, um, which I’ve done for many years, is that you are in constant relationship with the audience, so you, you listen to your audience, not just with your ears, and you respond to them in the moment. So, it’s a very reflexive practice, you’re constantly, especially when you’re performing on the street, because if your energy dips and anythi- at any point it becomes boring then your audience is just going to walk off. So, street performing is the most rigorous training for deep listening, because you have to be constantly listening and responding and I think in that sense it was really good training for working on the helpline, um, and I’ve sort of found that as I’ve carried on as well, um, as I’ve continued having a parallel of mental health work and performing. 

There are like a surprising number of parallels actually, um, because I then went on t-to tour small scale theatre shows and rhythm, breath, timing, pace, silences, leaving, leaving silence, those are all key skills for a helpline listener. You need to not be going too, moving too fast, filling, filling that, that silence with, with chat, with noise. It needs to be very considered, hmm, kind of very delicate kind of, um, yeah, deep kind of self-awareness and listening and I think that my training as a clown and as a theatre performer has kind of helped me with that. It’s kind of, yeah, like not kind of, it’s not kind of obvious parallels, but there are actually quite a lot! [Laughs] Um, as well as obviously like the balance of humour with the dark stuff. It’s like wherever there is deep pain there is deep joy and I think that that meeting, that relationship and that meeting of, of, of people, of those two people and that connection, um, again is kind of like really vital i-in counselling and listening and in kind of creating performance work.

And I kind of, through working for Self-Injury Support, um, and then kind of developing my artistic practice, um, I then formed a feminist theatre company far more recently actually, like about 10 years ago, with, um, Tessa Bide and Tomasin Cuthbert, that are both Bristol theatre makers, and we made a show called The Bed, which was, um, the life of a woman seen only from her bed. So, we got, um, money from Arts Council, um, the Arts Council of England and I pulled in, um, Naomi from Self-Injury Support to kind of give us some feedback on the work that we’d been doing and to help us distribute, um, a questionnaire that we had and the questionnaire was all, was asking women and people that identify as women to kind of talk about their beds and kind of what do they like about their bed, what do they find difficult about their bed, any dreams that they wanted to share and any sort of big moments that related to their beds. So, we had this like, these amazing like, um, questionnaire responses and all this like amazingly rich material and we like dived into Jung with a psychoanalyst that I knew, um, from London, Maggie Stanway, and we kind of pulled it all together and, and did a run of our show The Bed at The Wardrobe Theatre in Bristol and I think that that probably was massively influenced by my years on the helpline, um, particularly of course as a lot of the women when they phoned they were on their bed and it was in, it was in night-time, you know, it was dark and it was that kind of like really intimate kind of conversation that you might expect to have at that time of night when you’re kind of being brought into someone’s bedroom and because it’s on the phone you’re going right down that, right down those telephone cables into somebody’s ear and vice versa and it’s like an incredibly intimate exchange that’s going on there. 

And then after The Bed I made, um, or sor-sort of simultaneously at the same time I made Mummy Monster, which was about my experience of, um, early parenthood and again it was like a feminist show, it was about the lack of support in early parenthood and, um, the isolation, um, of parents and, um, kind of, I guess, kind of your stuff being stirred up by, um, the challenges of looking after young children. So yeah, it was a bit different, but it still definitely pulled on, um, yeah, those years that I’d spent in that feminist organisation, just being exposed to like women’s stories really, the, sort of a female perspective on life was really influential and has kind of, yeah, definitely pull- was pulled into my creative practice.

Yeah, yeah, thank you for that. It seems like there’s a real strong thread that connects kind of your time, you know, from being a young adult to, right the way through to now.

Yeah, definitely.

Um, and it seems like this organisation has had a really big part to play in that.

Yeah, definitely, yeah, no, it had a really big influence.

Um, also incidentally I watched the trailer for The Bed and it looked, it looked great.

Oh cool.

Yeah [laughs] yeah, Rosie sent it through, it looks really fantastic.

Thank you. Yeah.

Um, and really poignant I think what you were saying as well about going, going through the phone lines and being with somebody in that very intimate space, you know, hearing something that maybe nobody else has ever heard.

Yeah, definitely, it’s really moving, really powerful and I think we’ve found it more now as well just in like the last like 18 months since the beginning of the COVID time is just like, because I’ve been doing my counselling training and I started off, you know, of course just counselling face-to-face, I work for Women’s Aid, and, um, and then all of that kind of just got blown out of the water and I’ve been seeing some clients on Zoom, but some clients I’ve been, um, counselling on the phone, so I’ve been back to the phone again and where like some of my colleagues on my course have just been really out at sea with that, for me that’s just been so familiar, I just feel like it’s made this really challenging transition from face-to-face counselling to remote just so much easier for me, particularly with the phone because I kin- I know that, I kind of know what the, the possibilities are and the opportunities could be to working on the phone, not just the challenges and, you know, the restrictions of it, so that’s been really helpful.

Yeah. Yeah. So, it doesn’t just feel like a limitation.

No.

It feels like there’s another way.

Yeah. Exactly. Yeah, there are actually advantages to it, hmm.

Hmm, and are there any other ways that you think that your time with the organisation kind of changed your approach to life or to interacting with people? I know it clearly informed your kind of next career trajectory going on to be a counsellor.

Yeah, it obviously massively influenced me in that respect. It w- I think it was, Sylvia Murray, my peer supporter, was really encouraging and she was really good at picking out what I was good at and recognising that I actually had a real kind of aptitude to counselling and that definitely influenced me to go on and do my training, even though it was like considerably like long after, um, so that had a big influence. Um, I can’t remember what your question was, Jess. What did you ask me?

Just checking you’re still there, because it went quiet for a minute then.

Yeah, I’m still here, but I can’t, I don’t know whether you heard me that I couldn’t hear you - I can’t remember what your last question was.
[0:44:51]
OK, great! [Laughs] Oh [laughs] I was just wondering, um, if there were any other ways in which your time volunteering with Bristol Crisis Service for Women kind of impacted your life-

Oh, I see, yeah-

-and the way that you build relationships or-

-I remember. Yeah. Yeah. Um, well, I think I already had a, a kind of scepticism about, uh, kind of authority and those in power, but I think that working on the helpline compounded that, just because, um, although there was women that had suffered abuse from, um, people that weren’t particularly high status in society, there did seem to be quite a lot of women that, that had experienced violence at the hands of people that were in positions of authority, so that definitely further kind of, yeah, I guess, kind of influenced my world view in some ways, because [sighs] yeah. It’s interesting, isn’t it? You kind of, you have a certain ki- you have to have a sort of certain kind of trust and you have to have a certain kind of compliance to, to live in a human society where we do have a strong hierarchy, um, but yet a certain amount of that was kind of blown out of the water I think working at Self-Injury Support on the helpline [laughs] because it opened my eyes to the corruption and the violence that does go on like and, and is really quite ingrained and really quite prolific unfortunately, you know, from, you know, major in- financial investment in pornography, for example, um and people financially benefitting from that industry, you know, right, right through to kind of really blatant organised, um, paedophilia like happening, uh, you know, right up to the top of, the top of our kind of, uh, institutions. 

So, it does change you. You’re not the same really. Um, you can’t ignore it. You can’t work for an organisation like Self-Injury Support as a helpline volunteer and, and ignore that stuff, you know, you can’t bury your head in the sand, you ca- you, you, you can’t disengage from it. Um, it’s there, like once a fortnight on, on the, on those weekend nights, so that, that had definitely an influence on me, for sure, and I mean I’m glad, I’m glad that it, it has. I wouldn’t, I wouldn’t want to, to kind of change that, I wouldn’t want to, to wish that away, because it’s actually enriched the way I view my, my own world I think and, and really feel a much deeper gratitude and appreciation for, for those I have around me and the safety that I have, um, and I’ve carried that with me and, you know, right up to the present, particularly with the women that I work with now for, for Women’s Aid, you know, it’s, yeah, kind of I br- I bring that, that knowledge and that experience and have my feet very securely planted on the ground, um, despite knowing how shady it all is.

Yeah, that sounds like a really valuable lesson to have learnt.

Hmm. Hmm. Yeah, definitely, it’s definitely important, I think, for just being a sort of active member of the society. 

Yeah. I’m wondering also if there was any other organising that went on with volunteers at the service but outside of the helpline, or kind of what, were, were people volunteering there politically active as well on the whole or how, how, what was that crossover like?

I can’t really remember. I think most people were pretty ordinary actually. I think most people were just sort of fitting it in around fairly conventional work lives or were students or had like growing children and this was their way of kind of, yeah, not only kind of doing something that had purpose and was rewarding, but c- just connected them into something bigger and that felt vital and important, but I don’t really remember, there wasn’t any kind of like, oh, I’m going to this march, are you coming with, I don’t really remember that, um, particularly. I just remember it more just about, yeah, no, it’s more like it kind of just slotted in amongst the mundanity of the everyday really. I think perhaps for some people working on the helpline was their activism, so I’m not sure I particularly remember there mu- more overt political activism happening around, but it, it, it may have done.

Yeah. No, it seems, it seems broadly similar in, uh, the helpline that I’m working on at the moment-

Uh-huh.

-which is, I find interesting.

Yeah. 

Um, and I wonder if it’s something, something around, you know, it feels quite, um, slow and very individualised to be taking one call at a time, rather than trying to, you know, as an activist take on the whole system, which you obviously can’t really do in a tangible way-

Hmm. Hmm. Hmm.

-but it feels like you’re doing a little bit more.

Hmm. Yeah, I think that’s why I liked it because I’d been on-

But I mean - oh.

-because I’d been on massive marches-

Yeah.

-and seemingly ha- that hadn’t made a blindest bit of difference to, you know, the way things were going, certainly in terms of, you know, going to war in Iraq and things, it felt like it hadn’t had any influence at all, but yeah, if you sit with somebody for an hour and listen to them, then you feel like you’ve had an impact.

Yeah. Did you ever feel frustrated that there were always going to be more calls coming in?

Um, I’m not sure. We did have some regular callers and I think perhaps the regular callers were a little bit more frustrating, because you felt like, because you got a little bit more of, um, a continual narrative, so, um, you became more aware that perhaps they were lacking, um, a kind of more joined up kind of support because they were using us, but they’d always get through to a different caller or certainly most of us remained anonymous, that was an op-optional thing I believe, um, on the helplines then, but most of us wouldn’t give our names, so they wouldn’t know whether they’d gotten through to us before or not. It wa- that wasn’t sort of part of what we offered, that kind of continuation, that kind of consistency. Consistency but not continuation. Um, so sometimes I had a feeling that I suppose I, I became more aware of what the women were missing or lacking, um, whilst not on the helpline and how there was a really big need there that we weren’t managing to fill, um, and that’s quite overwhelming, but I suppose that was kind of, that feeling of, of not being enough was kind of counteracted by sort of working within the boundaries of Self-Injury Support and just being aware of what we were offering, you know, the power of, like I said before, that kind of an-anonymity.

Yeah. Yeah and I think, you know, the, the long and very impressive history of Bristol Crisis Service for Women and all the things that it’s achieved is testament to, you know, not, not forgetting how important all of these aspects of it are, um, and I think by trying to take on the whole institution at once, you know, the, the patriarchy, for example, you really lose your ability to actually make a difference, because it’s just too big, isn’t it?

Hmm. Hmm. Yeah, that’s it, yeah, you’ve just got to squirrel down and do what you’re doing, do your bit, hmm.

Yeah. Yeah and, uh, we, we’ve also heard from a couple of, um, people who were involved with the service who have been campaigning around women’s rights issues and, and I think especially like women in, in hospitals, in psychiatric care, um, and one woman in particular who spoke to us had been doing it for like 50 years.

Hmm.

You know, she was in her 70s and to hear from her about the history, that she’s seen how things have changed and all the things that she has, has seen happening as a result of her work is really inspiring to just keep, keep going.

Hmm. Yeah, that’s so inspiring, yeah, brilliant, yeah.

Um, yeah. So, I wonder just maybe towards the end, um, if you can think of any other kind of lessons for young, young activists in the women’s issues or any other kind of capacity that, that could be learnt from, um, from the history of Bristol Crisis Service for Women?

Yeah. I think the, the value of kind of cross-generational relationships, I think that’s major. I think what you said earlier about there being elders within the organisation, but also kind of it works the other way, doesn’t it, like also having younger people and their perspective equally valued, I think that’s massive, you know. Wh-when we kind of split off and bubble up, then that’s like a real loss and hopefully that’s, you know, that’s getting even better, you know, with black women’s rights and transgender women’s rights and working class women also hopefully being given more of a voice, you know. I think it’s, it is a lot about camaraderie. That’s certainly like one of the things I took from working within the organisation was just that, that equality and camaraderie, I really valued and I think that’s one of the things that kind of kept me-

Yeah.

-kept me going even though a lot of the calls were, were really tough, sort of, yeah, focusing on our, what we’ve-

Yeah.

-what we’ve got in common really rather than seeing difference as, as an issue. Just really valuing difference.

Hmm. Yeah, hundred percent. Um, can I ask what, I think you left the helpline ultimately to move to Berlin, is that right?

Oh yeah, I moved back to Berlin, yeah, quite possibly.

Yeah. So, how, how was it to leave the service?

Um, I think I probably left feeling like I might go back, because I think kind of leaving absolutely would have been quite difficult because it was quite a major part of my identity by that point, you know, the fact that I did that had really kind of shaped me and sort of shaped my identity, um, so yeah, even after I got back from Berlin, you know, through doing the theatre shows and stuff I still had a kind of, uh, uh, a very fine thread, but still a kind of thread of connection with the organisation that continued, um, because I think it, yeah, it had kind of become a real part of who I was and, and what I did, yeah.

Hmm. Um, is there anything else that you wanted to say that we’ve not talked about yet?

Um, I don’t think so. Not that I can think of. Shall I put my video back on? Yeah, not that I can think of, thanks Jess, yeah. I think you’ve got it covered.

Hmm. Well [laughs] um, well, if you think of anything you can just shoot me an email.

[0:59:59]
Hmm.

Um, I did also just, one last question. Um, in the notes I read that there was a, a Young Women’s Day in October of 2005 and this may be pushing your memory, but there was a clowning workshop in amongst the workshops described on offer and I was wondering if that was you that led that [laughs] and, uh, what was the res- what was the response to that? 

[No audio - 1:00:23 - 1:02:12]

Yeah.

[No audio - 1:02:13 - 1:03:02]

Yeah, that sounds really fun and, yeah, I think you’re totally right about just actually getting up and having a laugh and being really silly. It’s such an important thing when you’re dealing with trauma, isn’t it, and especially in a, in, in a world where that trauma is, is really normalised, hmm.

[No audio - 1:03:18 - 1:03:25]

Yeah. 

[No audio - 1:03:27 - 1:03:31]

Yeah. Yeah. Well, it’s been an absolute pleasure talking to you, Liz, and hopefully we’ll continue the tradition of learning from the elders and passing down this wisdom for the, for feminists. 

[No audio - 1:03:45 - 1:03:52]

Yeah, we’ll keep you posted on there. Yeah, will do, will do. Alright, thank you for your time and, uh, see you soon. Bye.
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