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 establish our Blackburn Centre.

About the author:
Colette Machard

 Since returning to studying later in 
life, Colette Machard has developed a 
passion for learning and bringing out 
the best in people.  She works from 
the perspective that everyone has 
potential and she is there to empower 
them to be the best person that they 
can be. She is fascinated with the 
diverse cultures that we live in. Over 
the years Colette has developed a keen 
interest in people and their stories. 
She is interested in the small cultural 
pockets we have within our society and 
how we can all integrate.  Interested 
in how the various traditions cultures 
have impacted on our community as 
a whole, and how we can celebrate 
this, she says that Lancashire is a very 
special place to live.

 Whilst working at some of 
Lancashire Women’s Centres, Colette 
has been given the wonderful 
opportunity to work with some of the 
fantastic, strong and creative women 
in our community. She says that it is 
always a pleasure to work with all the 
women she meets and loves to see the 
journey that they go on whilst working 
with her and other staff at the centres.

Women’s Centre CEO:
Sarah Swindley

 The lives of women in Lancashire have 
changed significantly within the last 30 years 
and our organisation continues to change to 
respond to this. We hold at the core an idea 
that gender matters and that women are the 
beating heart of communities and families. 
Reading the stories and seeing what women can 
achieve when we work together reminds me 
how vital our work is. 

 Even on a rainy Lancashire day our centres 
are full of light, laughter and hope. I am so 
proud to lead this organisation and am aware 
that I am only the current custodian.

 We must ensure that we are planting the 
seeds of a great oak that our granddaughters 
can shelter under.

Sarah Swindley

CEO

Lancashire Women’s Centres
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Lancashire Women’s Centre Timeline

1982 ~ Planning began to consider the establishment of a centre for women

1983 ~ Steering group set up

1984 ~ Grant to buy Blackburn building (Wellington St.) received

1985 ~ Wellington Street, St. Johns, Blackburn Centre opened

1999 ~ Lottery funding renewed, enabling outreach to other agencies

2000 ~ Satellite service established in Darwen

2001 ~ First website launched

2002 ~ Accrington opened satellite service in Maundy Grange
and then moved into own Centre at 5 Blackburn Road, Accrington

2009 ~ Accrington moved to larger premises on
21–23 Blackburn Road, Accrington

2012 ~ Rebranded as East Lancashire Women’s Centres

2013 ~ Burnley Centre opened

2013 ~ Rebranded as Lancashire Women’s Centres

2013 ~ Awarded the title Overall GSK Impact Award Winner

2014 ~ Blackpool Centre opened

2014 ~ Community Wellbeing Centre opened in Blackburn

2014 ~ Awarded the title of National ESF Gender Equality Leader 

2015 ~ Preston Centre opened

2015 ~ Community Wellbeing Centre opened in Nelson
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Our Mission Statement

All women, and their families, in the communities we serve,
are able to achieve their potential, develop

their assets and skills and live safe,
healthy and prosperous lives.



 In the nineteenth century Blackburn 
saw many changes, it was no longer an 
isolated town.  With the introduction of 
improved roads and the building of the 
Leeds to Liverpool Canal, Blackburn was 
transformed.  Due to its easy links with 
Liverpool, Blackburn was now able to 
increase its cotton production and it began 
to work with the overseas market.  The 
production of cotton was no longer a home 
based industry, it moved into big mills 
that were constructed, thus creating more 
employment which caused the town to 
grow rapidly.

 By 1846 the railway had also arrived 
in Blackburn. In 1853 the construction 
of Corporation Park had begun, closely 
followed by the building of the Town Hall 
in 1856; the latter two recognising that 
Blackburn had an image of a modern 
industrial town to present to the world 

at large. Other works were undertaken 
by cotton and other local industrial 
figureheads; using their newfound wealth 
to perform their civic duty in improving 
the lives of their work-force. One such 
being the Blackburn Dispensary of 1824 
which provided free medical treatment to 
the very poorest of the town. In turn their 
wives created the Ladies Clothing Club who 
financed clothing for poor new mothers 
and their infants. In their own independent 
way they were recognising the effects that 
the sudden drastic expansion of a town 
often creates.
 Towards the end of the century, the 
government began to tackle many issues 
that Blackburn was facing due to the large 
influx of people looking for work. This 
manifested itself in the first Annual Report 
on the Health & Sanitary Condition of the 
County Borough of Blackburn in 1890 by 
the newly appointed Medical Officer and 
Police Surgeon, Mr. Sidney Barwire.
 From his committee’s records, despite 
the best efforts of the town’s great and 
good, out of all of the English industrialised 
towns of the time; including the major 
cities, Blackburn had the worst infant 
mortality rate. In addition to this the 
area suffered from widespread alcohol 
abuse (partly due to the high number of 
drinking establishments, both legal and 
illicit), child abuse, family breakdown 
and homelessness. All under the ominous 
spectral gaze of the town Workhouse, 
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which became Queen’s Park Hospital. 
Outbreaks of scarlet fever occurred, as 
did other respiratory diseases, which 
the committee considered were due to 
Blackburn’s location in an “East to West 
facing valley surrounded by 300ft hills 
to the North and South with alternating 
humid Westerly winds followed by cold 
Easterly winds”.

 The report was acted upon. Their 
actions included the building of improved 
terraced houses to provide better living 
standards and sanitary provision and the 
strict control or closure of the drinking 
establishments. One of the members of 
the Health Committee was a Mr. James 
Dixon, a Scotsman who was himself a 
migrant worker into the area, who had 
been moved by the plight of orphaned 
and abandoned children living on the local 
streets. He was simultaneously in the 
process of establishing the first purpose 
built orphanage for the borough, in the 
outlying village of Wilpshire.

 Just five years later their success could 
be measured. In direct contrast to the 
earlier report the same borough was now 
one of the driest in the country judging 
from the ratio of drinking establishments 
to number of population. 

 A new railway station was built and 
outside it some marsh land was drained 
by the culverting of the River Blakewater, 
which gives Blackburn its name. It was 
channeled and covered over; the area 
was then paved and ornamental gardens 
created, to build “The Boulevard”, a bus 

station first used by the horse-drawn 
carriages, later steam and then electric 
trams and ultimately buses. It became a 
place to enjoy for families going to church 
or for a Sunday walk on the only day of the 
week which wasn’t a fixed working day.

 Moving forward in time the cotton mills 
slowly began to close down due to improved 
technology and overseas production.  This 
demise, surprisingly, began during the 
American Civil War when Union ships 
blockaded the Southern States ports, 
which were the main supplier of imported 
cotton to Great Britain. The cotton mills 
continued to close, as did other large 
industry, until a whole century later the 
town hit crisis point as most of the large 
employers either closed or left the area. 
The local unemployment rate increased to 
its highest record since World War Two. 
The communities were struggling and this 
was observed once more to be affecting 
people’s health.
 Blackburn and Accrington and their 
neighbouring towns and villages were 
also heavily deprived of their remaining 
work-forces by the huge loss of life their 
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regiments suffered during World War One. 
Those returning soldiers who had survived 
were often maimed both physically and/or 
mentally which meant that local industry 
suffered even more. The decline in these 
towns continued and still does to this day. 
 One further and enduring consequence  
of World War One however, was that 
women found a greater role in all areas of 
industry.

 During the war, women were required 
to take on almost all of the roles which 
were previously dominated by men. In 
addition many gained a new sense of 
independence and exploration when they 
migrated, often great distances, to work 
in munitions factories that were built, for 
safety reasons, in large isolated plots. After 
the war many of course were widowed, or 
caring for an incapacitated husband on a 
very small pension. With no other means 
of income many widows soon remarried, 
which created an upsurge in step-families.
With long working hours, necessary child-

care, possibly gaining an extended family 
and having to cope with all of these new 
sudden demands on their time, women 
gained a greater awareness and awakening 
of their role in society. Though there was 
very little facility to do anything about it.

Decades later, despite the medical 
advances, social improvements and far 
greater leisure facilities created since; 
many women find themselves facing the 
same crises that existed a century ago. 
Many have dormant skills or ambitions 
which cannot be worked upon as they have 
bigger priorities to face, and these are 
much the same priorities; finance, child-
care, home-making, which their forebears 
had last century. 

It was at this time that a small group of 
like-minded women, echoing the concerns 
of the industrialists’ wives a century 
before, found each other and decided to 
provide a voice for those women and help 
them where they could.

©BwD
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In 1982 a group of local women who 
belonged to the Labour Party Council, 
came together because they were 
concerned about the poor maternity 
facilities in Blackburn. They had become 
aware that Blackburn had one of the 
highest perinatal and infant mortality 
rates in the country.

During that year those women, in 
conjunction with the Community Health 
Council, held a “Maternity Day School” at 
Bangor Street Community Centre.  This 
event was attended by a cross section of 
the community and professionals. The
day was a great success with a consensus 
that Blackburn needed a service that 
focused on preventative health for 
women.

As a consequence women of all ages 
and diverse backgrounds were invited 
to a workshop in Manchester.  The 
workshop was set up by the Association 
of Community Health Councils in England 
and Wales.  This event recognised that 
women needed a range of services that 
would promote their health and well-
being. 

A  public meeting was held with attendees 
agreeing to develop a steering group. 
Over 30 women joined to campaign for 
the opening of a Well Woman Centre.  The 
centre would be accessed by women and 
run by women, and would develop in line 
with national guidelines for Well-Women 
Centres which were produced in 1982 
by Mary Stutter, in conjunction with Alex 

Broadly and Janet Finucane.

Over the next twelve
 months the steering
     committee began

     to collect data and 
  campaigned to raise 
awareness.  In 1984

they received a £35,000
grant from Urban Aid 
Funding, which enabled 
them to begin the search 
for our first premises. 

In 1985, 25 Wellington Street St Johns 
Blackburn was purchased.  Finally, after 
lots of campaigning and fundraising we 
were able to open our doors to the women 
of Blackburn, for three days a week.

During our early days everyone pitched in
both to fundraise and to create the 
policies we needed as a fully functioning 
centre. In January 1986 we had one of 
our proudest moments; the hosting of the
Northern Well Women Clinic/Centre
Conference.  

8



Over the following years everyone 
worked extremely hard. Between 1998 
and 1999, with the help of Blackburn 
with Darwen Borough Council, Blackburn 
Women’s Centre became the first 
Women’s Centre in the North West of UK 
go on to the Internet.  This enabled us 
to access up to date health information 
and to keep in contact with other 
agencies.

In August 1999 as our first lottery 
funding was about to end we secured 
£283,905 of Lottery funding which 
enabled us to increase our workforce.  
Throughout the year we were working 
hard to make connections with other 
agencies such as Sure Start, Blackburn 
College and the Wish Centre to name

just a few.  Making these
 connections enabled us
     to go out into the 
        community and 
          reach a wider 
            selection of women
              of a variety of
              ages from ‘A’-

level students
at St. Wilfrid’s
High to a group
of carers at the
Feilden Room in

Blackburn Central
Library. 

          During 2000 and 2001
      our first website was

developed and launched to reach
out to the wider community. We also 
opened a satellite service in Darwen for 
one day a week.

In June 2000 sponsored by Cheshire 
Building society, Granada TV broadcast 
a 40 second announcement in Urdu, 
with English subtitles, to let our wider 
multicultural community know about our 
service and that it was accessible to all 
women.  By November, with the aid of a 
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grant from the Ethnic Minorities Project 
we were able to deliver a course on the 
ancient art of Mendhi.

During August of 2000 a Mardi Gras 
Parade was held in Blackburn town 
centre.  Staff and volunteers dressed 
up and danced through the streets, in 
costumes that symbolised the planets, 
Earth, Moon, Jupiter, Saturn and Mars.
A great day was had by all.

March 2001 saw the last course funded
by Social Services on “Managing 
Depression” delivered.  At the end of the 
course one student said,

“ I feel ready to move on … I have
benefitted from the course and grown as 
a person”.

In 2002, thanks to Single Regeneration 
Budget 6 funding, we were able to open 
our Accrington Centre.  Initially we 
started small, offering a counselling 
service two days a week within Maundy 
Grange.  On the 8th March, International 
Women’s Day, we held our official launch 

which was attended by Mayoress Winifred 
Lesley Jackson.

It didn’t take long for the word to get out 
that we were in Accrington and due to 
the increased demand, we soon moved 
premises to 5 Blackburn Road and began 
increasing our hours.   

Years 2003 to 2004 were busy; becoming 
a limited company resulted in us having
to re-register with the charities 
commission.  We also received £5,000 
from the GlaxoSmithKline 7th Annual 
UK Impact Awards, for demonstrating 
that the work we did made a significant 
impact on the health of our community.  
August 2003 saw the start of our training 
programme in Accrington.  Finally some 
of our staff and Centre users were 
invited to participate on Granada TV’s 
Community Action Programme.

2004 to 2005 marked the approach to our 
20th Anniversary.  While thinking about 
our celebrations we continued to work 
hard and grow at both our Centres.  The 
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Our 20th Anniversary Midsummer Ball 
arrived and we were proud to welcome 
180 guests and our founder members.  
The ball was a
great success,
enjoyed by all
and we raised
£4,000.

Accrington
was also busy
during 2005
to 2006.
We went out
into the
community
and joined
in many of
the local
activities
including
the VE/VJ
celebrations at Accrington
Town Hall and we worked alongside 
HARV with the production of the Vagina 
Monologues.

During 2006 to 2007 our Centres 
continued to work hard and began to 
make changes in our course programmes 
to meet the needs of our changing 
community, introducing “English for 
Speakers of Other Languages” classes 
for the new influx of women arriving in 
the country.  Our Blackburn Branch also 
became a Hate Crime Reporting Centre, 
working with Lancashire Constabulary to 
gain this status.

outreach programme in Hyndburn was 
steadily growing as was our Employment 
Support Programme. In September 2004, 
due to frequent comments such as these,

“ When I was unemployed, The Women’s 
Centre helped and supported, which 
enabled me to get the job I wanted”
“ Excellent course.  It’s given me more 
confidence”
- we started training our volunteers to 
become mentors with the view to extending 
the services we already provided.

11



In November 2007, our Accrington Centre, 
working with the Primary Care Trust and 
Aawaz Women’s Group, organised the 
“Voice for Women” conference at Burnley 
Football Club.  The conference’s focus was 
about what women wanted and needed 
with regard to mental health services in 
East Lancashire.

At the end of 2007,
one of our longest
serving members
of staff, Catherine
Bluntstone, stepped
down as Blackburn
Centre Manager
after fourteen years
of commitment.

2008 to 2009 saw our service grow and 
expand in line with increased funding 
from East Lancashire Primary Care Trust 
(now the Clinical Commissioning Group).  
In response to the growing popularity of 
volunteer opportunities at the centre, we 
developed a ten week training course for 
our future volunteers.

2009 to 2010 was a busy year for our 
Accrington Centre as we moved again, 
into a larger building which we can finally 
call home, with the charity purchasing the 
building in 2014.

During this year we started our Vision 
Project which is a demanding and 
rewarding service which works with 
women in contact with the criminal justice 
system.  Working with other agencies, 
including probation, the service works to 
address some of the multiple and complex 
needs which impact upon female offending 
behaviour and draw upon the findings of 
the 2007 Corston Review which outlined 
the need for a distinct, radically different, 
proportionate and woman-centred 
approach to female offending.

“ I first heard of East Lancashire Women’s 
Centre when I signed on at the Job Centre 
in Accrington.  I remember casually 
picking up some leaflets on courses 
they did thinking they looked interesting 
but it took me a while to pluck up the 
courage to walk in. The first time I went 
through the doors of the Accrington 
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Thank you for all the help through the employment support  service, inner child group, counselling and confidence   building course I attended.  Great work, please keep this    valuable set up going.  It has been greatly appreciated        and definitely needed
13

Centre I remember feeling vulnerable 
and frightened.  However, any fears I 
had soon evaporated. I was met warmly 
and invited to have a coffee in a nice, 
friendly atmosphere where I felt safe, 
and that what I had to say was valued 
and understood by women who had the 
patience, time and empathy to listen”.
First experience of a client in Accrington.

Despite the changes and challenges our 
Centres faced from 2010-2011, due to 
the economic downturn and changes in 
benefit entitlement, we continued to do 
what we do best; to work hard and extend 
our services and links with other agencies. 
Agencies such as Lancashire Probation 
Service expanded the Vision Project into 
our Accrington Centre. This enabled us 
to develop this into an 8 week rolling 
programme, which deals with a variety of 
issues. In addition to the Vision Project 
we increased our training course provision 
and our counselling services continued 
to grow, providing 3019 hours of support 
across Blackburn and Accrington. Over 
this period, over half of the women 
accessing our Employment Support 
Service were referred from Job Centre 
Plus. 

September 2011 saw the start of our new 
Housing and Debt Advice Service, further 
expanding our range of “one stop shop” 
services.

“ I can breathe again; I can get out of 
bed without the fear of the post”. 

2012 saw us relaunch as East Lancashire 
Women’s Centres as we expanded into 
Burnley. 

We also achieved Northern College of 
Further Education Investing in Quality 
(IIQ) Centre Accreditation allowing us to 
offer accredited courses and recognising 
that they meet the needs of our learners. 
Our Vision Project was steadily growing, 
with more and more women attending 
our Centres rather than appointments at 
the Probation Office.  During the three 
hours we got to spend with these women, 
we were able to identify many of their 
needs and put appropriate support into 
place.

“  At first I had to come, now I want to 
come”.

The Employment and Support Service 
branched out in 2011 setting up the UK
Online Project which taught basic 
computer skills and the Work Club.
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cushions. The rooms, although much 
smaller than the rooms in our Accrington 
Centre were plentiful and we set up our 
office on the second floor. Only to find 6 
months later, in order to accommodate 
our rapidly growing service, that we had 
to move upstairs to the unused third 
floor”.
Debbie Topping, Mental Health Services Manager.

Our Blackpool Centre opened in April 
2014, relocating from a smaller office in 
Blackpool where we had been delivering 
a limited service for women engaged 
on our Vision Project. The larger new 
building on Church Street was much more 
central, accessible and fit for purpose.  
This building has a large glass window 
through which the sun streams (Blackpool 
is officially our sunniest Centre!).

“ This building seemed very large at first 
but we were soon bursting at the seams. 
We opened the Blackpool Centre as we
wanted to provide our full range of 
services not only to our Criminal Justice 

Our Burnley Centre opened its doors 
in March 2013. At that time, we were 
funded by the Primary Care Trust 
(PCT) to provide our Improving Access 
to Psychological Therapies (IAPT) 
therapeutic service across five boroughs 
which included Hyndburn, Burnley, Ribble 
Valley, Rossendale and Pendle, and in 
order to increase our geographical foot- 
print we opened our Centre in Burnley so 
that we could increase accessibility for 
more women in all of these boroughs.

“ The first time I saw the Centre it 
appeared very office like with an enclosed 
reception desk and quite shabby and dull,
but the potential was there and we soon 
made it look like a Women’s Centre. 
Unpaid workers were commissioned to 
work their magic and paint right through 
and we set about injecting it with our 
corporate purple and silver colours with 
the aid of purple carpets, furniture and 
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System clients but to all the women of 
Blackpool and the surrounding areas. In 
the first 12 months we welcomed 624 
women through the door. In the time we 
have been operating 1121 clients have 
accessed our services”.
Debbie Topping, Mental Health Services Manager.

During 2013 and 2014 we extended our 
services by working in partnership with 
Chorley Women’s Centre, The Foxton 
Centre in Preston and West Lancashire 
Domestic Violence Service.  Our Vision 
Project also developed stronger links with 
HMP Styal and is now working within the
prison;
offering a
range of
services
to women
on their
release.

In addition to all of the above our first 
Community Wellbeing Service was set up 
in Blackburn.  This enabled us to extend 
our mental health services into the whole 
community.

“ Accessing the counselling service 
means that I am now able to talk about 
my problems and emotions”.
Client from the Wellbeing Centre in Blackburn.

In 2014 to 2015 we have continued to 
work hard adapting our services to keep 

up with the needs of our community. For
example, as a result of welfare reforms 
and slow economic recovery, we have 
had to begin to provide emergency food 
provision to those most in need.  The 
Troubled Families Project in Blackburn 
with Darwen took us back to our roots -
this service works with families where 
improving maternal wellbeing has a 
significant impact on the wider family.

The Preston Centre opened in June 2015 
and is situated near the foot of Fisher- 
gate Hill and is a double fronted shop 
premises which used to be a hairdressers. 

Again an old building with lots of 
character and three floors and a cellar. It 
soon had our corporate colours and felt 
as much a part of the organisation as all 
the other buildings.

Our Nelson Centre also began 
development in 2015 and so our story 
continues...

The st uff we do in 
group sessions has 
made me think about 
what I am doing and 
I feel that I now 
have a future.



As part of this project we sought to 
capture the stories of our Women’s 
Centre community, which are a testament 
to all that we are.

Mandy’s Story:

I remember the first time I met Mandy; 
she had such a warmth and a passion for
Lancashire Women’s Centre that has 
stayed with me to date.  She really 
inspired me on our first meeting and I 
know she does the same for those she 
works with. Recently I was speaking to a 
client who was working with Mandy and 
they said how much they like working 
with her because “She always goes the 
extra mile”.

“ This week I took part in some research 
and was interviewed by a university 
professor. That led me to write this piece 
which made me think about my journey 
with LWC. It’s time I said “Thank you”, to 
Lancashire Women’s Centre.

Why “Thanks”?

Without going into the nitty gritty about 
my past, let me say I am testament 
that these Centres can work. They can 
‘support, encourage and enable’.

What feels like forever ago, I was at 
rock bottom with a loss of self esteem 
and a belief I was unemployable and an 
embarrassment to anyone who knew me. 
I did not know what the future held and 

I had no idea what to do or how to start 
making amends.  I was surviving, I was 
being a mum and taking care of my child 
but I wonder now whether I was taking 
care of me, I genuinely believe now I was 
a little lost. 

It was a little shop in Accrington that 
caught my eye, looking for volunteers 
(LWC – Accrington). It was a shop that, 
despite my numerous journeys to town, 
I had never noticed before. I wrote down 
the number and wandered off. I looked at 
the number a few times in the following 
weeks before plucking up courage to ring 
and enquire.

I spoke to a lovely lady who seemed nice, 
so I plucked up courage to apply. Me 
being me I sent in two A4 pieces of paper 
full of remorse asking for a chance. It was 
Tracey who asked me in for an interview 
and despite my nerves, she put me at 
ease and was welcoming. I completed 
the volunteer training, met some lovely 
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I now know she saw something in me 
that I didn’t. It may have taken a few 
years but she has helped me to let go of 
the past (something that’s difficult – we 
can often let our past define our future). 
The organisation and Sarah believed 
otherwise, they provided my opportunity 
to grow, to give back and to see for 
myself that with the right help you can 
see those changes in others. I am lucky 
to see these rewards regularly for myself 
as I now work full time in a position to 
support others in similar circumstances 
with the practical support they need, to 
make a difference. I am lucky I can pay 
forward the support and encouragement 
I received from Lancashire Women’s 
Centres and Sarah, Tracey and Kerry.      
I may not have realised at the time I 
had mentors but these inspirational 
women saw something in me and openly 
encouraged me to let things go, rid 
myself of the past and allow myself a 
future I can enjoy.

I can honestly say that my past is exactly 
that, it cannot be changed but it does not 
play a part in my life any more so I would 
like to say “Thank you”.

And to those ladies not sure if it’s the 
place for you, come and meet us, you’ll 
be welcomed and we’ll do everything we 
can to help you make the steps into your
own future - GOALS CAN BE ACHIEVED!”.

people and was openly encouraged to put 
my skills to use. That was the first part of 
my Women’s Centre journey.

I was actively encouraged to develop 
my skills. These lovely ladies believed in 
me and I felt needed and useful for the 
first time in a while. I was encouraged to 
re-train and helped to use my volunteer 
work to complete a BA (Hons), PTLLS and 
a Post Graduate Certificate of Education 
over the next few years.   

I was accepted, listened to, encouraged, 
helped, discovered, given opportunities, 
set and achieved goals. I volunteered for
over 18 months, initially covering 
reception and doing administration work.

This led to me setting up a voluntary 
housing advice clinic in Accrington (a 
work based learning task for university, 
set up by Kerry). This proved to be very 
busy and allowed me some paid work! 
This was amazing, it built up my belief 
that I could move on. It was during 
this time I met Sarah who was also 
volunteering and who was such a genuine 
person. She always reassured me, had 
no airs and graces even if she did have 
a posh accent. (Let me add at this point 
that she went on to become CEO for the 
organisation. That I believe is down to 
her own skills and her genuine passion 
that women can change for the better 
with the right tools).

17



A Clients Story

“ I first heard about Lancashire 
Women’s Centre when probation put 
me on the Vision Project. I was 
very nervous; it took me a lot of 
courage to walk through the 
door. I was shaking but I 
didn’t have anything to 
worry about. The staff on 
the desk were very helpful 
and pleasant and made me 
feel at ease and welcomed.

I finished the Vision course but I 
still continued to go to the course 
for another 3 months, as I found 
it very interesting. 
I then went on to do The Planner 
course which I also enjoyed doing.  
I’ve had counselling and help and 
advice which was extremely helpful 
to me.

I love the Friendly Fridays 
group.  I‘ve made some new 
friends coming to Lancashire 
Women’s Centre.  The staff are 
amazing, very helpful and always 
very pleasant. They have changed 
my life in the last nine months that 
I’ve been attending the centre. 

Lancashire Women’s Centre has 
got so much to offer to women 
and they are very supportive to 
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everyone. I’m doing “The Journey Part 
1” at the moment which I’m really 

enjoying, then I’m going to do 
“The Journey Part 2” and “The 

Prize”.  Lancashire Women’s 
Centre has done so much for 

me and helped me a lot. When 
I’ve finished the courses I’m doing 

I‘d like to give something back and 
become a volunteer.  I’d like to help 

other women, just like the ladies 
who work at the Centre.

I’d advise any ladies 
attending Lancashire 

Women’s Centre for the 
first time, not to feel 

nervous like I did.  All the 
ladies who work there are 

amazing and very friendly.  It’s 
like walking into one big happy 
family and I’d be lost without it.  I 

look forward to waking up in 
the morning, knowing that 
I’m going to see all those 

smiling faces as soon as I walk 
through the door.

They all deserve a medal for all 
the hard work they do”.



A Volunteer’s Story

“ I undertook my counselling training 
and volunteered as a trainee counsellor 
in the late 1990s.  I was a teacher at 
the Women’s Centre and offered training 
on Basic Computer Skills and Volunteer 
Personal Development Skills.  I also 
worked for the Women’s Centre in early 
2000s as the Funding Strategist.  I put in 
the bid to start the Accrington Women’s 
Centre and brought in around £200k that 
year whilst working 1 day a week at the 
Women’s Centre in Blackburn.  Catherine 
Jones was the Centre Manager at the 
time and Dorothy Osbourne was the 
Volunteer Co-Ordinator”.

Gillian Darbyshire
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A Founder Member’s Story

“ In the early ‘8os a group of us were 
concerned about local women’s health and 
wellbeing.  When we started out many 
people were against us and thought we 
were a left wing political group. After a 
short time several professional women 
joined us and we began to be taken

more seriously. 

We held a public 
meeting to discuss 
this, which led to us 
deciding to try to set 
up a Well Women 
Centre. We were 
successful in getting 
an Urban Aid Grant 
and our dream 
became a reality. 

I was a Trustee and
Chair for several years then Treasurer. As 
I have qualifications to train and assess 
Social Workers I was the practice teacher 
for student social workers on practice 
placements at the Centre, which provided 
the Centre with much welcome income in 
the form of placement fees paid to us. 

I’m a Probation Officer and I’m really 
proud that “The Women’s Centre is at the 
forefront of intervention for women who 
offend”.

To have this entire network of Women’s 
Centres in the area is inspiring. It’s beyond 
our wildest dreams of anything we could 
have hoped for”.

Mary Davies



I have done
parts of artwork

I have never done

before, collage
work etc.

 Our craft 
workshops are 
some of our 
most popular 
activities .
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I feel
ARtY
Skillful,
moRE confiDEnt.

       We’re frequently  amazed at the skills which are displayed at the workshops,
which often have no other opportunity tobe explored..
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We have regular, frien
dly 

workshops which have

 included candle-making,

flower-arranging and

 making our own
   picture frames .
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As part of the
“Our Stories” Project 
local artist
Beverley Chapelhow 
was commissioned 
to work with women 
to run a series of 
workshops to explore 
our heritage through 
craft and arts 
activities.
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“I’ve never done any art since 
leaving school, at first it 
really frightened me.

As the weeks went by I  really 
began to enjoy the sessions.”
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“The inspiration for this 
was the history of the 
Women’s Centre.

The lace reminds me of my 
old lace curtains and of 
how life used to be.”
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“My inspiration for this piece 
was Blackburn’s Women’s 
Centre. I then went on to think 
about our heritage which is 
where the hessian comes in; 
the beads and buttons take 
me back to my childhood and 
my roots.”

“I really enjoyed the wax workshop, I have 
learnt how to make new materials look 
old which reminds me of the history 
of the Centre I’m in and also the older 
history of the town I live in.
I think the canvas looks fantastic.”
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Our Stories
Colette’s Story:

“ About seven years ago I walked into 
Accrington’s Women’s Centre for the first 
time.  I was going through a particularly 
challenging period in my life and someone 
suggested I go to have a look.  I thought 
about going then dismissed the idea for 
a few weeks.  I’m still not quite sure how 
I ended up walking through the door the 
day I did, but I did.

I was greeted by a truly inspirational lady 
that I now know to be Mandy.  I remember 
walking up to reception and being asked, 
“How can I help?” and I said, “It’s OK I’m 
not stopping.”  By the end of my first visit, 
Mandy had got me talking and convinced 
me to start a Level 2 Counselling course 
and two other courses; one for personal 
development, the other for confidence 
building.

I started the courses and particularly 
enjoyed the Counselling. I had an amazing

tutor Julie who really inspired me and was
incredibly encouraging.  At the end of the
Counselling course we reviewed our 
progress.  I was much happier and more 
confident than at the start and realised 
that I didn’t want to stop my journey there. 
So with the help of my tutor I worked out a 
plan of what I was going to do.

Over the next few years I learnt as much 
as I could about Counselling and NLP 
(Neuro Linguistic Programming) and began 
an incredible journey of self-discovery and 
learning.

In order to complete my Level 4 
Counselling Diploma, I returned to 
Accrington Women’s Centre but this time 
as a Volunteer Counsellor.  On my first 
day I was really nervous wondering what 
the day would hold.  The time flew by and 
eventually I finished my placement hours 
but not my counselling.

Towards the end of that training, I was 
asked if I would like to assist Claire, one 
of the trainers, on one of the personal 
development course. As I was doing a 
trainers course and my PTTLS I thought 
it would be good experience.  I loved 
assisting in the class and seeing the 
students’ progress.  When one of the 
trainers went off sick, shortly after 
finishing my courses, Tracey gave me the 
opportunity to cover some classes.  
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I had never done anything like this before 
and was really worried whether I could 
get up and speak in front of people.  To 
my surprise my first class went great 
and I loved training.  After covering a 
few classes I was given my own course.  
It was amazing, I was able to observe 
women just like me start on their journey.  
After ten weeks all the women had made 
progress, I was so proud of them and 
myself.  It had been such a privilege for 
me to share this with them and to get 
such positive feedback from all of them.

Looking back, I find it hard to believe 
how far I’ve come.  Lancashire Women’s 
Centre has given me the opportunity to 
see what I can do. Now that I know 
what I am capable of, I want to share 
my story with others to inspire them 
to see what they can do”.

                                                             

Julie Heek’s Story:

“ I first heard about the Women’s Centre 
when I was diagnosed with severe 
depression. My mother had recently 
passed away which brought back painful 
memories of the loss of my infant 
daughter a few years earlier and issues 
that I had not dealt with. My GP referred 
me to the Women’s Centre as they had 
a good counselling service and a short 
waiting list for clients. I waited a few 
weeks as I had lost all my confidence 
and I then finally plucked up the courage 
to contact them. 

My first appointment was difficult, 
I found it hard to trust people and 
I believed that nobody liked me. 
This problem had started during my 
childhood. I was born with my left foot 
facing the wrong way and my Father 
found this very hard to deal with. He 
lacked patience and understanding as 

I was not the perfect daughter 
he expected. With the help 

of the Counsellor, I 
steadily started 

to make 
progress. 

At the end of 
my counselling 

sessions I was 
progressing but was 

still finding it hard to 
move on emotionally. 

A few months passed 
and I was really 

struggling. I got sent 
home from my job and

was referred to the mental
health service and placed on the 
Cognitive Behaviour Therapy waiting list.

Unfortunately, the waiting list was full 
for several months. This was one of the 
worst times of my life. I was struggling 
to get out of bed, take my children to 
school, my energy levels were really low 
and I felt like I was not being a proper 
mum to my four beautiful children. The 
high dose of antidepressants made me 
feel spaced out and made me have an 
“I can’t be bothered to do anything” 
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attitude. My husband was desperate to 
help me but didn’t know how.

Once again I reached out to the Women’s 
Centre in Blackburn. I phoned them to 
see if they did alternative therapies. I 
was advised that they didn’t but they did 
offer Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. I 
was assessed and given an appointment 
more or less straight away. At this point I 
was quite ill and didn’t want to be here. It 
was my children that kept me going.

At my first appointment I was quite 
scared but I was put at ease by a friendly 
therapist who had a lovely smile and a 
good sense of humour. She offered to 
make me a brew immediately. The first 
few appointments were difficult due to 
the fact I still didn’t trust anybody. The 
Cognitive Behavioural Therapist managed 
to build my trust in her as she didn’t 
judge me, her whole persona was very 
empathetic and showed me unconditional 
positive regard. She also helped me 
alter my negative automatic thoughts. 
These combined factors helped me regain 
my confidence and get my life back on 
track. I also tried a few different courses 
facilitated by the Women’s Centre which 
helped me improve my IT skills and 
enhance my confidence.

I am really grateful to all the staff and 
volunteers at the Women’s Centre 
who have helped me in my recovery. I 
have now been back at work for over 
twelve months and have come off the 
antidepressant tablets. 

I am now a Volunteer Mentor and am 
grateful to the Women’s Centre for giving 
me the opportunity to give a little back.

I value being a Mentor and enjoy helping 
other ladies reach their goals. I really 
enjoy meeting and greeting ladies,
making them a feel welcome by offering 
to make them a drink and being able to 
be empathetic and giving unconditional 
positive regard. I realise how important 
these skills are, as I know how respected 
and listened to I felt when these were 
shown to me. 

I feel honoured to be part of a team at 
the Women’s Centre and in the short time 
I have been here I have seen how well 
volunteers and paid staff work together. I 
have just finished my Level 3 Counselling 
course with Accrington and Rossendale 
College. In September I will be studying 
for a degree in counselling and I am very 
excited about this and determined to 
succeed”.



In May of 2015 a group of past and present staff went on to perform

“Brian, The Witches & The Gynaphobes”
By Moya O’Hagan.

The play tells, in a series of monologues, why Lancashire Women’s Centres exist, what 
it means, has meant and what is the lifeblood that runs through the

veins of this successful organisation.
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Laughter
When misery rears its ugly head…when
crisis knocks at the door, when despair
looks as though it might win the battle,
then… somehow…. from somewhere
she appears...

Listen
And then….then I found you, I told you
You heard, I shouted,
I cried
Then sighed
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Witches
It’s true they are mixing a potion, An ear, a heart, a 
few  words, some techniques, And of course their 

endless devotion.

Friendship
……..Common threads interwoven 
through their labours
Which weave a fabric lighter than 
raw silk………….
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Mother
The days dust settles on her -
Demands echo through
Each strand of her being…
This unique individual
like all other mothers – those 
irreplaceable giants who say…

Am I alone with this?



Metaphor painting -
   using art to express feelings.
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A tree trunk
represents strength,
  the roots highlight
the importance of
 self-care and the
 branches show the 
different roles that
     women take on. 
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Representing life, 
where there is
no clear path. 

I really en
joyed 

painting
 at

 the metaphor

    session
, 

   it was

    relaxi
ng.
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How I feel
since coming

to
Women’s
Centre. 

The 
journeys
I have
taken. 
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Our feelings 
about our
 mental health,
past and

present,
depression and
coming into

Women’s
Centre.
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The two
sides of our
  personality.

Sometimes 
conflicting, 
sometimes 

working 
together.

Our
journey
at the 
Centre. 



 

We went on to have our
2015 Masquerade Ball .
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It was a great night: 
wonderful food, 
company and music.
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The decorations for 
  our ball were made by 
our Transform Craft 
 Group using recycled 
and upcycled materials .
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At one of Bev’s workshops she challenged 
the students to create a poem by circling 
words on the pages of old books.

The results were amazing.
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 In this workshop Bev used copies of 
old paperwork: newsletters, forms etc. 
as backgrounds.

 She showed the students how to 
create “printing” stamps and they 
created artwork about the
Women’s Centre.
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Images representing Lancashire Women’s 
Centres based on and using text, 
articles and materials from
our archives
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– including our original campaign
 materials.
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This stamp
representsSign Language.  Recently someof the volunteerswent on an 

introductory Sign Language course.
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I enjoyed 
learning about 

stencilling.
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 I am A Mum and Partner
 I wonder What the world is coming to
 I hear The voice of many people
 I see Life’s changes I want A peaceful World I am A Pretty Personal person

 I pretend  that life is perfect I feel content in myself I touch the hearts of those I love
 I worry a lot about nothing I cry when I feel alone in the world

 I am myself, nobody else
 I understand How difficult life can be
 I say Things that I shouldn’t
 I dream of my childhood I try To do my best I hope I can achieve my goals

 I am Me!

    During another of 
Beverley’s workshops
we were asked to write 
our thoughts after 
being given words to
start each line.
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I am a Mother

I wonder about my children

I hear the sound of laughter

I see the beauty of the
ir eyes

I want happiness for them always

I pretend to be strong

I feel honoured to be their mother

I touch their face when they sleep

I worry about them always

I cry when they hurt

I am proud

I understand when they want to be alone

I say comforting words

I dream that they will be famous

I try to always be there

I hope they appreciate
 all I do

I am a good mother
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I am a MumI wonder about the futureI hear the childrenI see them playingI want to have funI am a Mum

I pretend sillyI feel happy
I touch
I worry anything sadI cry when I’m sadI am a Mum

I understand
I say what I thinkI dream holidaysI try my bestI hope to move to a warmer placeI am a Mum
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I am a music lover I wonder how music is wroteI hear heart touching verses I see creative musiciansI want to write music I am inspired

I pretend to sing
 I feel like a pop starI touch your soul I worry if you like my songI cry when I get number one I am the artist

I understand the meaning of the words I say what I feelI dream of meeting my idol I try write like youI hope to be like you I am the listener



Our Stories: Oral Histories

Stories have always been told, but it has 
only been in modern times that historians 
have realised that everyday stories can be 
a valuable record of the past. 

You might still think of history as being the 
study of grand lives and national or often 
international events, but this would be to 
overlook the contribution of ordinary people 
to some extraordinary achievements. 
The history of the Lancashire Women’s 
Centres lends itself to this form of record 
as women’s voices are rarely heard in 
standard history books. As part of the Our 
Stories project, a group of women received 
training to conduct their own research.

When we began to prepare for doing 
our recordings, we learned that there 
were several elements for us to take into 
account.

Women who have played a significant part 
in the development of LWC have many 
roles: service users, volunteers, members 

of staff. Some have progressed from 
being a service user and have become a 
volunteer or employee as a way of giving 
something back, to help other women in 
gratitude for what they received when 
they needed somewhere to turn. They will 
all have different recollections, all of which 
are valid.

The value of oral histories is in the detail, 
but when any of us try to recall a specific 
time in the past, it can be difficult to get 
the facts straight. Fortunately oral histories 
are as much concerned with capturing the 
feelings as with the facts.

We might be making recordings for 
posterity, but the interview itself is only 
a conversation between people. That can 
make it seem less daunting, yet we carry 
a lot of responsibility when we interview 
someone in this way. We have to set them 
at ease so that they talk freely about their 
memories, and we have to allow them time 
to think and recall what they want to say. 
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We’ve also got to give them the chance 
to retract what they’ve said, in case they 
share something more personal than they 
wanted to include on record.

Formulating the right questions and also 
listening to the interviewee is quite a lot to 
manage all in one go, while the recording 
equipment is running. We soon realised 
that the best way to conduct oral history 
interviews would be in pairs! Then we could 
be sure to listen and ask good questions to 
keep the conversation flowing.

Of course the interview itself is only one 
step in the process. We had to decide 
who to interview, set up the meeting by 
explaining why we were inviting them to 
take part, find a quiet room and check the 
recording equipment. Afterwards we had 
to check that they were happy with the 
interview, ask for their consent to store the 
interview and then to play back and edit 
the recording to ensure we had captured 
the essence of the story.

Those of us who took part in the training 
were able to use a wide range of skills, 

which allowed us to work to our strengths. 
Some liked relating to the person being 
interviewed, listening and asking just the 
right questions. Others liked to make sure 
everything was prepared in advance, and 
yet others were comfortable with using 
the technology to make and edit the 
recordings. 

During the training session, we applied 
our new skills and made our first three 
recordings, with two long-serving 
volunteers and then with a new member 
of staff. You can see from the photos that 
it was a real team effort, well done to 
everyone who took part!

Karen Hands, Speaking Skills Trainer

Karen is a business 
coach who specialises 
in public speaking skills 
and confidence building ; 
especially for women .
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A Day In The Life Of The Women’s Centre

It’s just before 9.00am on a cold 
winter’s morning.  The first staff 
member arrives at Lancashire 
Women’s Centre; the building is all in 
darkness.  The lights go on and there 
is a stillness in the air.

Within a few minutes the door-bell goes 
and more staff come in.  The building 
starts to come alive as people arrive.  
Before long the kettle is on and staff 
and volunteers are busily moving around 
getting ready for the day ahead.

The first client walks through the door;

it’s clear to the receptionist that the 
woman is anxious as this is her first 
time at the centre.  The receptionist 
remembered the first time she walked 
through the door, how nervous she was 
but how some counselling and courses had 
worked wonders.  Bringing herself back 
to the job in hand, she asks the woman 
how she could help.  The woman says 

the Job Centre had told her to make a CV 
and advised her to come to the Women’s 
Centre, where she could get help. The 
receptionist realises that the woman needs 
an appointment with a mentor.

The appointment is made for the 
following day, when the woman can bring 
in all the details needed to create her CV.  

9.30am Students begin to arrive for their 
course, some are chatting and laughing 
in the background whilst they make 
themselves coffee.  Other sit quietly 
waiting for their course to begin. 

10.00 am Reception quietens down and 
there is a slow stream of women coming 
in for various appointments such as one 
woman coming for counselling because 
of her depression, another woman needs 
help with letter-writing from a mentor 
and another woman needs advice about 
her debts with Housing and Finance.
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12.00am The morning is coming to a 
close and the classes are ending and 
people slowly begin to make their way 
home.  As one group leaves the door 
goes again and a group of women who 
met on a course years ago, who now go 
by the name ‘The Bridge Group’, arrive 
for their weekly catch-up. 

They make their way upstairs and sit 
around the table. Walking past them, 
a staff member stops to say hello. She 
observes how they are listening to each 
other and lending support when anyone in 
the group needs it. Lunch hour sees lots 
of activity in reception with a change-over 
of volunteers on reception and staff going 
in and out for lunch.  

1.00pm Staff begin to arrive from the 
other Centres for a meeting and make 
their way up stairs. Students also begin 
to arrive and reception suddenly gets 
busy again.  As the meeting and class 
start reception quietens down.

2.00pm A woman arrives in distress.  
First she is given a drink and taken 
somewhere private so that she can talk to 
one of the team.   

Break time brings one of the students 
downstairs, she is worked up because 
she has got a benefit form to fill in and 
she doesn’t understand some of the 
questions.  An appointment is quickly 
made and the student leaves with a smile 
on her face.

By 4.00 all the clients, students and 
volunteers have left the building for the 
day and the staff begin to pack up.  There 
is the occasional murmur of voices from 
the staff upstairs. Eventually the last
staff member comes down the stairs, 
turns off the lights and locks the door, 
marking the end of another day at 
Lancashire Women’s Centres; and who 
knows what the future will bring?
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Front cover painting: The painting used on the front cover of this book was created by LWC Volunteer
 Linda Robinson, during an art and craft workshop exploring our heritage.
 The design is based on original campaign material produced to support efforts to 
 establish our Blackburn Centre.

About the author:
Colette Machard

 Since returning to studying later in 
life, Colette Machard has developed a 
passion for learning and bringing out 
the best in people.  She works from 
the perspective that everyone has 
potential and she is there to empower 
them to be the best person that they 
can be. She is fascinated with the 
diverse cultures that we live in. Over 
the years Colette has developed a keen 
interest in people and their stories. 
She is interested in the small cultural 
pockets we have within our society and 
how we can all integrate.  Interested 
in how the various traditions cultures 
have impacted on our community as 
a whole, and how we can celebrate 
this, she says that Lancashire is a very 
special place to live.

 Whilst working at some of 
Lancashire Women’s Centres, Colette 
has been given the wonderful 
opportunity to work with some of the 
fantastic, strong and creative women 
in our community. She says that it is 
always a pleasure to work with all the 
women she meets and loves to see the 
journey that they go on whilst working 
with her and other staff at the centres.

Women’s Centre CEO:
Sarah Swindley

 The lives of women in Lancashire have 
changed significantly within the last 30 years 
and our organisation continues to change to 
respond to this. We hold at the core an idea 
that gender matters and that women are the 
beating heart of communities and families. 
Reading the stories and seeing what women can 
achieve when we work together reminds me 
how vital our work is. 

 Even on a rainy Lancashire day our centres 
are full of light, laughter and hope. I am so 
proud to lead this organisation and am aware 
that I am only the current custodian.

 We must ensure that we are planting the 
seeds of a great oak that our granddaughters 
can shelter under.

Sarah Swindley

CEO
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