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The voices of St Martins

The remarkable history of St Martins in the provision of vital social  
support for people in crisis has been brought to light through the oral 
histories of current and former staff and service users. As it was only 
possible to interview eleven individuals within the constraints of this  
project, the history in these pages only provides a snapshot of some  
of the many exceptional people who have contributed to St Martins. 
Recurrent themes that have emerged from the interviews include;  
strong values of caring for people, responding positively to change,  
building and maintaining positive relationships, with a focus on  
the rehabilitation and support that each individual needs.

Below are some indicative quotes and a few details of everyone who was 
interviewed, thereby contributing to this brief, and necessarily subjective, 
history. Audio clips and more information from these interviews are 
available on St Martins’ website: www.stmartinoftours.org.uk. 

The full audio-visual collection is available at London Metropolitan  
Archives, City of London. 
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David Bartley

Trustee of the Catholic Fund 1960s 
until closure. Chair of St Martin of 
Tours 1978-2003

The only organisation at that 
stage was this Catholic Fund for 
Homeless and Destitute Men. 
Anthony Bartlett was the key man 
on that and every year he used to 
write to all the parish priests and 
reverend mothers of the churches 
and convents in the greater London 
area seeking funds. It was always 
done immediately after Christmas, 
and we raised enough to run this 
hostel. The men lived in cubicles, 
there was a great spirit about it.  
It was very lively and they had 
annual dinner and dances. 

Annalee Curran 

Wife of the late Martin Curran, 
(Director at St Martins 1975-1984)

I remember us going in at New 
North Road, having my daughter 
in my arms... Pat Kean was the 
secretary at the time – and he had 
been a resident. He put out his 
arms to me and my daughter and 
just said ‘Welcome Madam’. I was 
so touched by that. I think I got  
the feeling that they were longing 
for somebody to be there for  
them. It became an intrinsic 
part of our lives. 

Becky Wells

First occupational therapist  
at St Martins, 1978-1980

I was very proud to be a member of 
staff in that place. I’ve never known 
anywhere like it. When I started 
doing occupational therapy there,  
I contacted the British Association 
of Occupational Therapists and 
said, ‘Help! I’m setting up a 
department and this is where I’m 
doing it. Is there anybody else doing 
occupational therapy in a similar 
place?’ And they said, ‘No. There are 
some OTs in prison but what you’re 
describing is very different.’ 

Current and former staff and residents tell their story

6
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Andrew Wells

Social worker at  
St Martins 1978-1980

The acceptance of other people and 
their difficulties was incredible, and 
the strength of character of many of 
the people who lived there was also 
immense and I’ve always sort of felt 
that that was one of the things that 
I took away from St Martins. The 
fact that people did care for one 
another was very apparent. 

Ruth Curran

Daughter of the late Martin Curran, 
(Director at St Martins 1975-1984)

We, as kids, loved spending time 
at St Martins, because at home 
everything was homemade. We 
hardly had anything like white 
bread or chocolate. You know, 
we didn’t have a biscuit box. 
So we’d go to St Martins and 
there’d be chocolate. There’d 
be Ted’s puddings with custard. 
My goodness. There’d be bacon 
sandwiches with white bread. 
That side of it was really great.

Tim Mould

Social worker at  
St Martins 1978-1980

My first social work job was at St 
Martin of Tours. I was attracted by 
the idea of St Martins, and what it 
represented. Martin [the Director] 
was a larger than life figure in some 
ways. He was a sort of dominant 
personality, and very enthusiastic, 
and very passionate about what 
he was doing. People were very 
generous and giving and supportive 
to one another. Those are the 
memories – a very special time  
and a very special place. 

7
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Anabel Palmer

Member of the Board of Trustees  
1998-2007. Chair of the Board 2003-2007

At the end of the 1980s there  
was a need to move from a sort of 
charitable, maybe more paternalistic 
approach, to a professional service 
delivery approach; still recognising 
and valuing the charitable aims 
and origins of the organisation, but 
making sure that it was also strongly 
financially viable, meeting all of its 
housing association and housing 
corporation regulatory frameworks 
and other care regulatory 
frameworks that it had to meet.

Catherine Cox

Former service user and member  
of the Board of Trustees

I’m one of the longest standing 
members of the Board, which is 
great. I’m happy to visit projects. 
I’ve done a lot of that. I’ve felt very 
involved and that I can actually help 
the service users, who are more 
important than the staff. Whatever 
stage our residents are at, we’re 
gearing them up to somehow 
become independent, and the 
support that they give to actually 
graduate into the community  
is invaluable.

Godwin Letsu

Staff member 2000 to present. 
Manager of Ferrini House at the  
time of the interview

We had a filmmaking project, which 
was very successful. Residents were 
behind the cameras and a lot of 
them told their story. The memories 
are great when you see residents 
who have moved on. Some of them 
have come back to contribute to the 
residents’ newsletter, saying how 
successful they’ve been and how 
grateful they’ve been for coming 
through Ferrini House.

8
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John Thompson

Chief Executive 2004 to present

We ran AGMs where service  
users were the focus. They were 
the centre of the AGM. They would 
perform, or show their artworks. It 
would be the main part of the AGM. 
By and large it was quite successful. 
It got to the point though where 
people just lost interest, so we  
do something different now.  
We have a summer festival for 
service users. It’s very successful. 

Terry Page

Former service user

When I went to Chelsea in ’78,  
I came back in ’79 to the hostel,  
I found some kind of peace there. 
I mean, it was like, I didn’t have 
smart clothes or nothing, but it was 
very snug, it was very comfortable. 

9
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St Martin of Tours has a rich and remarkable  
history in the provision of vital support and  
housing for people in crisis that goes back  
to the early twentieth century.

The early days:  
the Catholic Fund 
for Homeless and 

Destitute Men

10

Part one
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In 1920 the Catholic Fund for 
Homeless and Destitute Men opened 
a hostel at 12 Penzance Place, 
Holland Park, London, to provide 
accommodation for the homeless.

The Catholic Fund was  
administered by a committee of 
businessmen, which was overseen  
by the Archbishop of Westminster. 
However, the Fund had no 
endorsements and was dependent 
on donations from benefactors and 
the general public for the upkeep  
of the hostel. 

In 1938 the Tablet Catholic News 
printed a brief report following the 
Catholic Fund’s general meeting in 
which Bishop Myers congratulated 
the Committee on the success of 
their work in placing three hundred 
destitute men in definite paid 
employment:

The hostel continued until after 
the war, but in 1950 it faced the 
prospect of having to close its  
doors as the number of men in 
need of practical assistance had 
rapidly increased. 

It is worth noting the vital role 
that Anthony Bartlett (1913-2000) 
played within the Catholic Fund and 
later St Martins. He was the last 
Gentiluomo of the Archbishop of 
Westminster, a sort of figurative

bodyguard and personal attendant  
to the Archbishop. Anthony was  
a great champion of the Catholic 
Fund and later of St Martin of Tours, 
helping to raise essential funds 
to keep the organisation running. 
He played a leading part in the 
development of the Passage Day 
Centre, which came to help more 
homeless people than any other in 
London. He was well known for his 
tireless support of people in need. 

 At a time like the present, there are few things that can move us more  
deeply than the cause of the man who is out of work through no fault of his own. 

11
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A few years later, a derelict chapel, 
which had been bombed in World 
War II, and the adjacent minister’s 
residence were purchased in Wilton 
Square, New North Road, Islington, 
with financial help from the 
Archdiocese of Westminster. 

David Bartley, who ran an electrical 
company at the time, was asked to 
refurbish the war-damaged chapel 
and house in Wilton Square in the 

early 1960s. The chapel and house 
were converted into dormitory 
accommodation for sixty homeless 
men who were offered support 
by a team of workers. Anthony 
Bartlett invited David Bartley to 
join the Board of the Catholic Fund. 
He became Chair of St Martins in 
1978 and remained a pivotal figure 
until he stepped down from the 
Board of Trustees in 2003. In a 

12

 The Catholic Fund supports men in distress by 
providing lodging, clothing and food without charge and 
without distinction of creed, and to receive advice and  
help where necessary for their re-establishment in life or 
for their employment. During the first ten months of the 
year 1952 we have assisted over 2,138 men, served 10,895 
meals, found employment for four hundred men and  
given clothing and footwear to 321 men.

The Fund started a regular 
campaign to raise money from the 
public that would intensify before 
Christmas. In November 1952 a 
letter was sent to the editor of the 
Tablet Catholic News, appealing for 
donations and gifts of clothing. It 
reports that:

The last Gentiloumo, Anthony Bartlett
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recent interview about his four and a half decades of 
involvement with the organisation, David Bartley said:  
‘I still have great affection and love for St Martins.’  

In the 1960s, the work of the Catholic Fund focused 
on rehabilitation in the form of practical help. They 
gave employment support and material assistance to 
homeless and destitute men to help them become 
independent. A committee made up of residents and 
staff was formed to discuss the running of the Islington 
hostel. The residents did the general cleaning and took 
care of the catering. Some former residents went on to 
become members of staff.

From 1960-1975 the Catholic Fund expanded its 
accommodation and number of staff. It took on the 
lease of a new hostel in Chelsea. From 1975 onwards 
the Catholic Fund went through something of a 
transformation. It began to adopt a new approach 
to care that reflected the emerging principles of 
therapeutic communities in Britain, and the broader 
international movements for social justice and equality. 
This process of transformation is explored further in 
part two. 

13
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The social turn:  
St Martin of  

Tours Housing  
Association

In 1978 the Catholic Fund made the decision  
to change St Martins’ status to a housing 
association. By 1983 St Martin of Tours Housing 
Association became an organisation eligible  
for state funding. 

Part two

2
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The Catholic Fund continued to operate by making small 
grants available to the residents in need of practical 
support, and it was eventually dissolved in 2007. 

Martin Curran became Director of St Martins from 1975 
until 1984. Martin had been a priest and rugby player, 
originally from Ireland, who had emigrated to South Africa 
to carry out missionary work. He became actively involved 
in the fight against apartheid. His involvement with the 
African National Congress led to escalating threats of 
imprisonment and violence. Martin and his wife Annalee 
were forced to flee to Australia. They were soon to return 
to the African continent and lived in Botswana for a short 
time with their three young children. They moved to the UK 
in 1975 and lived amongst a fairly radical community on a 
farm in Devon for a few months before moving to London, 
so Martin could take up his role at St Martins. 

Martin instigated a social turn in the provision  
of care at St Martins by introducing therapeutic 
community principles. Therapeutic communities 
developed in Britain in the 1960s as a reaction  
against the authoritarian and custodial approach  
to patients’ care. These communities recognised the 
crucial role the social environment played in providing 
psychological support and promoting recovery. 

15
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Martin wanted to democratise  
the way St Martins was run, to 
give more say to the residents, 
and create a community of shared 
interests inside the hostels in order 
to prepare residents to move into 
the outside world. The emphasis 
was on rehabilitation into the 
community: for ‘everybody to reach 
his or her potential’ and for the 
staff to foster and maintain mutual 
relationships with the residents. 
Martin introduced a deeply human 
approach to rehabilitation that 
centred around the needs of the 
men. He and his family would go 
to the extent of spending every 
Christmas with the residents  
as a way of providing familial 
support. Martin’s daughter  
Ruth Curran spent much of  
her childhood with her brother  
and sister at St Martins:

 St Martins was a central part of our family life. Every 
Christmas day was spent at St Martins… We were a family 
with them. We may not have known all their names, but 
they knew our names. They just didn’t get to see families 
anymore, and we were there to do that for them. We were 
also there pretty much every weekend at some point. The 
men must have heard us clattering up and down those 
wrought iron steps as we’d run out into the park, out the  
back in Wilton Square.

Martin Curran with Princess Diana at  
The Passage Day Centre, circa 1980
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Martin brought in a new generation 
of qualified social workers that 
became key players in fostering 
therapeutic community principles. 
In the 1970s most social workers 
tended to enter the profession as 
a result of personal experience 
and ‘wanting to make the world 
a better place’. Tim Mould was a 
social worker at St Martins from 
1978 to 1980. He described Martin’s 
character as larger than life, saying 
that his enthusiasm and passion 
about the work were boundless:

 

 Martin wanted people 
around him who shared the 
same ideals: seeing a  
person as they were and 
accepting them like that... 
People were encouraged  
to reach their potential. 
They weren’t seen as 
patients but as part of the 
community, and as such 
they could contribute  
whatever they could.
The staff group at St Martins was 
originally made up of ex-residents, 
which changed the dynamics and 
ethos of the place. The Hostel 
Committee was mainly made up 
of current residents that provided 
good links with the staff. There was 
no perceived hierarchy between 
the expert, the professional and the 

residents. Group meetings were  
run on a regular basis to allow 
members of the community to  
discuss and work through issues.  
Most of the residents on the 
committee ‘graduated’ to have their 
own rooms to help their transition 
into the community. Many of the 
residents had jobs and paid their  
own rent. Everyone ate together.  
The residents took care of the 
catering and the cleaning of the 
premises. It was not unusual in 
those days for the social workers to 
take residents down the local pub 
for a drink or two. Terry Page was  
a resident at St Martins in 1978:

 Me and Steve Davis 
would go to a pub… I would 
dance and he would keep an 
eye out for me. It’s very  
touching remembering 
those days.
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Another important change that  
Martin introduced was occupational 
therapy, which was a further reflection 
of the social turn in the provision 
of care. The occupational therapy 
profession grew out of the need to 
provide therapeutic support for the 
wounded soldiers returned from 
World War II. The profession surged 
again in the 1970s with the medical 
field’s increase in specialised skills 
and knowledge. The core values of 
occupational therapy rest in the ability 
of individuals to regain a meaningful 
life on their road to recovery.

Becky Wells began working as St 
Martins’ first occupational therapist 
in 1978. When interviewed in Spring 
2016, Becky recalled St Martins’ 
open door policy. They took in 
anyone in need. She remembered 
many of the residents’ strong and 

unique characters. Most had come 
from challenging backgrounds. Some 
were deeply traumatised. She set up 
a dedicated space for occupational 
therapy. Activities included art-based 
workshops and outdoor pursuits such 
as gardening and outings. The main 
goals were to promote socialisation 
and to have fun. Becky described 
St Martins’ unique ethos, based on 
mutual and reciprocal relationships:

 The acceptance of other people and their difficulties 
was incredible, and the strength of character of many of 
the people who lived there was also immense. I’ve always 
sort of felt that that was one of the things that I took away 
from St Martins. The fact that people did care for one 
another was very apparent.

An outing to Kew Gardens circa 1978



20

Becky met her future husband at  
St Martins, Andrew Wells, one of 
the qualified social workers to join 
the team under Martin Curran’s 
direction. Andrew recalled the 
relationships between residents:  

 By and large there 
was an amazing amount 
of humanity shown by 
residents to one another.  
It was extraordinary the 
way that people rubbed 
along with one another  
and looked out for one 
another in the ways in 
which they could.

Martin Curran’s wife Annalee,  
recalled that people of diverse  
creeds from all over the world  
became interested in the  
innovative ways in which  
St Martins operated:

 I got the sense that as 
St Martins developed it was 
making an impact. There 
were people who came 
from Australia to see how 
it worked because it was 
unusual for a therapeutic 
community that had all this 
mixture of people in it. And 
Martin had placements of 
various sorts, including 
young Jesuits who would 
come and work there.

Martin Silberman’s book ‘Care or Crime’?



21St Martin of Tours: A brief history 1920-2016

In 1969 the Royal London Prisoners’ 
Aid Society sponsored research into 
more humane and supportive after-
care for ex-prisoners to help them 
rebuild their lives. Martin Silberman 
wrote a book called ‘Care or Crime?’ 
based on this research. It contains an 
account of his impressions gathered 
in the course of interviews with social 
workers and residents at St Martins. 

The book was an early attempt to 
give voice to the struggles of service 
users and alert social workers to 
the need for a more therapeutic 
approach to rehabilitation. Building 
and maintaining positive social 
relationships based on reciprocity and 
social trust was paramount to enable 
recovery. Silberman concluded his 
account by thanking the residents  
and social workers at St Martins:

From the 1980s onwards the  
delivery of social care was to go 
through further transformations.  
Part 3 explores how St Martins  
faced the challenges of adapting 
to greater financial and regulatory 
pressures, whilst maintaining  
their core principles. 

 

 The example of their efforts and the lessons  
of their experiences made it possible for me to believe  
that there may be an answer to some of the problems 
discussed in this book. 



22

Changing  
landscapes:  

professionalisation 
and new services 

In the late 1980s, under the leadership of Bryan Symons, 
St Martins went through another big transformation. 
This was due to the changing landscape of regulations 
and funding in the social housing sector. 

Part three

3
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In order for St Martins to  
remain sustainable, there was a 
need to professionalise the Board 
of Trustees and to increase funding 
streams through the diversification 
of services. In 1989 St Martins 
began to offer accommodation for 
women in Archway, north London, 
and explore other opportunities to 
expand and diversify. A number of 
new services were put into place 
in the 1990s and the early years of 
the twenty-first century; including 
the refurbishment of the Chelsea 
hostel, and the acquisition of other 
sites for the provision of housing in 
Streatham, Hackney, Tottenham and 
Islington. St Martins was growing into 
a recognised, small provider of niche 
services, or ‘projects’ throughout 
London. 

Multidisciplinary teamwork was 
introduced, such as the employment 
of resettlement teams to ensure 
that people were receiving the most 
appropriate care in a structured 
manner. The main offices were 

Front to back, David Bartley and Bryan Symons at Barbican Towers
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moved to their current location in 
Highbury as a cost cutting solution. 
St Martins received invaluable advice 
from Anabel Palmer during this time, 
whose background, knowledge and 
experience with housing associations 
helped to ensure St Martins met all of 
the new governmental requirements 
that were introduced to the sector. 
Anabel was later to serve as Chair 
of the Board from 2003-2007. She 
recalled that:

The Supporting People programme 
was launched on 1 April 2003 to 
enable local authorities to fund 
housing and care for vulnerable 
individuals. St Martins was amongst 
those housing associations that made 
successful bids and consequently 
opened a number of Supporting 
People projects. However, funds  
were subsequently reduced, creating 
a very challenging environment for  
St Martins. This new environment 

demanded a different approach,  
and St Martins sought to form 
stronger relationships with mental 
health commissioners across London 
to secure block contracts and the 
purchase of individual ‘spot’ beds.

 The professionalisation of the Board was probably one of the biggest changes.  
So a move from some fantastic people who had been there at the very inception of  
St Martin’s as it was – from nuns who were on the board, from a very charitable 
background – to people who had much more direct experience of service users and the 
professional expertise needed to manage a housing provider that also provided care.
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John Thompson was appointed 
as Chief Executive at St Martins in 
2004 and his initial focus was further 
diversifying funding streams and 
engaging service users much more in 
the activities and day-to-day running 
of St Martins:

 We set up a big service 
user forum, and every 
month people would come 
from each of the projects. 
We would meet in the 
boardroom down here. For 
years we ran these service 
user forums, and we got a 
lot of really good feedback 
and ideas. I think users  
got something out of it as 
well because they felt they 
were coming together  
from different projects,  
they could talk about  
their own experiences.

Service user fashion show at St Martins’ Annual General Meeting
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Catherine Cox is an ex-resident of St Martins who was asked to join the Board:

 I jumped at the chance; because they had rehoused 
me, and I had rebuilt my life on the basis of them rehousing 
me. I wanted to give something back and I also wanted 
to help other service users, so the two sort of combined 
together. They were extremely happy with that, and  
they wanted me to come on to the Board.

Following a legacy of working mostly 
with men, many of St Martins’ services 
continued to be male only. There were 
also a few services for women and 
developing more of these is part of  
St Martins’ strategic vision for the 
future. In response to changes in 
mental healthcare provision, St 
Martins has also offered domiciliary 
and floating support in recent times, 
so that people who have a greater 
level of independence, but still require 
some assistance, can be visited in 
their own homes. 

Between 2004 and 2016, under  
the direction of John Thompson,  
St Martins has continued to operate 
care homes across London, regulated 
by the Care Quality Commission and 
Homes and Communities Agency. 
These homes provide a safe space 
for people with enduring mental 
health illnesses to recover and get 
used to living in the community after 
long periods in hospitals, prisons and 
similar institutions. Over the last five 
years St Martins has strengthened 

Star volunteer Bryan Jones at a service user exhibition, 2013
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its specialism in delivering forensic 
mental healthcare. A care home in 
Wembley has been added to their 
portfolio, in order to support men 
stepping down from low secure  
wards in west London. 

St Martins’ hostel in Streatham,  
Ferrini House, was a special case.  
Until its closure in March 2016, it was 
St Martins’ only service for men with a 
history of drug abuse who were either 
leaving prison, or needed a place to 
stay for a few months whilst awaiting 
sentencing. Godwin Letsu, who  
began working at St Martins in 2000, 
was the manager of this service until 
it closed. He now manages Chalkhill  
Road, St Martins’ care home in Wembley.  
Godwin was interviewed shortly 
before the closure of Ferrini House:

 I would say that there’s been a lot of fond memories: residents’ trips outside, having 
get-togethers, Christmas times, cooking together, barbeques, and a whole lot of activities 
that have taken place.

Residents and staff at Ferrini House, 2014
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The case of Ferrini House, which 
is no longer funded by the local 
authority, demonstrates the rapidly 
changing environment in which care, 
accommodation and support have 
been delivered in London during the 
early twenty-first century. This is an 
environment in which St Martins has 
had to innovate and remain agile 
in response to financial and  
regulatory pressures.

The organisation continues to face 
challenges, particularly in relation to 
changes in commissioning processes 
that affect the amount of funding 
available to run services in the 
community.  But a strong philosophy 
of care, stable governance and deep 
roots give St Martins confidence in 
their ability to meet new challenges. 
As this brief history goes to press, 
St Martins is seeking to develop 
additional accommodation and care 
for people with dual diagnoses of 
learning disabilities and mental ill 
health. This is in response to the 

dwindling availability of hospital  
beds for this vulnerable group, and 
the NHS’s goal to transfer more people 
with dual diagnoses to appropriate 
care in the community. 

In April 2016 St Martins opened 
its first home for this group, a five 
bedroom property in St Martin of 
Tours House with views over the 
same Wilton Square that Ruth Curran 
recalled playing in as a child. The new 
home has been named the Simon 
Julien Suite, in memoriam of a popular 
Activities Coordinator who worked 
at St Martins and had a particular 
talent for bringing understanding 
and laughter to the lives of some 
of society’s most vulnerable and 
stigmatised people.
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What remains evident throughout the history of 

St Martins are recurring themes of compassion, 

strong relationships, trust, willingness to face 

change and overcome adversity. For nearly a 

century, St Martins has championed recovery, 

social equality and the best life possible for anyone 

and everyone, no matter how challenging their 

circumstances. It is hard to predict the future,  

but this enduring commitment will be at the  

heart of St Martins’ operations, as it meets  

the challenges ahead. 
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