
“I LEFT MY KIDS  
AFTER BEING 

BRAINWASHED”

W
hen my friend Lee* 
suggested I attend  
a self-development 
workshop in 1982, I was 
hesitant, but decided to 

give it a go. Lee was gorgeous, confident  
and had a great job. She seemed to have 
everything ‘together’ – unlike me.

I was 39, had just come out of a failed 
marriage and had been miserable for as long 
as I could remember. I went through periods 
of crying every night and was convinced  
I was the world’s worst mother. I hoped the 
workshop might help me be a better parent 
to my children, Nina, 16, and Stefan, 14.

The seminar was run by an organisation 
called Kenja – the name was an amalgamation 

of the names Ken and Jan Dyers, the couple 
who founded it. I thought it sounded new-age 
and would help me look at things differently. 

Jan ran the first session, which she called 
‘klowning’. We had to dress in clown suits, 
which symbolised our vulnerable side. By 
releasing your inner ‘clown’, you’d find out 
what was stopping you from being the 
person you wanted to be – it sounded like  
a beautiful concept to me.  

The rest of the weekend was filled with 
speeches and exercises that were designed 
to help us communicate better and allow  
us to look at our lives from afar. They made 
me believe I was a failure and had a 
‘destructive identity’. I was told I needed  
to let go and allow myself to be vulnerable. 

Soon I was crying and screaming in front of 
the group then, one-by-one, everyone hugged 
me and my resistance broke down. 

I felt emotionally safe there and signed up 
for a 12-month course that would qualify me 
to work with Kenja. I thought it was my ticket 
out of primary school teaching. I never 
suspected it would cause me any harm. 
Dangerous groups, such as bikie gangs,  
are identifiable in some way, and I never 
questioned Kenja’s psychological techniques.

A lot of the monthly seminars involved 
‘processing’, where you’d sit across from 
someone and stare into each other’s eyes  
for at least an hour. The idea was to relive 
painful experiences so you could leave them 
in the past. 
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Annette believes a past trauma 
made her vulnerable to Kenja; 

(inset) with Nina and Stefan in 1971.
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Each session had a specific focus, such  
as why you lacked love in your life or had 
problems with your parents. Whenever I was 
processed, my mind would go blank, then 
without knowing why, I’d cry, gasping for 
breath. Ken said the blackness was due to 
the dishonesty and lies I had around me.  
I was vulnerable, so I believed him. 

Ken told us we were all spirits who needed 
to be released from our bodies. He said if five 
true spirits were released, we could change 
the world. I started to believe I could be one 
of them if I kept going to sessions.

I quit my teaching job and started 
travelling regularly from Melbourne to 
Sydney, where the organisation was based.  
As a single mother, it was a huge financial 
commitment, but I was convinced the more  
I devoted to Kenja, the faster I’d change. 

Sometimes we’d be processed naked in 
one-on-one sessions – Ken said it helped  
energy flow freely through the body. Once, 
when I woke from the fog of a naked 
processing session, Ken was lying on top of 
me with his trousers and underpants around 
his ankles. But my Kenjan mind-training 
kicked in and I immediately dismissed the 
idea he’d acted inappropriately, reasoning  
I could trust Ken and, if he’d touched me,  
I’d remember it.

Eventually I sold my car and house to 
move to Sydney to fast-track my learning. 
Stefan went to live with his father and Nina 
moved between friends’ houses. I blocked 
out any guilt by telling myself I was doing 
this to benefit them. 

I immersed myself in the Kenja world. 
There were more than 100 of us and we  
had classes or social activities most nights  
of the week. Ken and Jan told us who we 
should live with so our “energies aligned”.  
I had very little contact with anyone outside 
the organisation as I rented a flat with  
other Kenjans. We sold flowers to make  
some money.

For the next eight years, I moved between 
Sydney and Melbourne. My maternal instinct 
would take me back to Melbourne to be near 
my children, but Kenja kept luring me back 
with the promise of making me a happier 
person. I wanted Nina and Stefan to join Kenja, 
but they refused. They were enormously 
hurt by the fact I’d left, but had the sense  
to stay away. They knew Kenja had caused 
them so much pain.

By 1992, I’d started to become sceptical.  
I read a magazine story that listed Kenja as  
a cult and began to realise I hadn’t achieved 
anything from my 10 years of training. I’d 
run out of money and had started making 

Annette and her daughter, Nina, have rebuilt their relationship.

and selling chocolates, which left me less 
time for Kenja. That time away made me 
realise it didn’t have all the answers. 

But it wasn’t until I read an article about 
people being put in a trance that something 
inside me clicked. I bought a book about 
mind control and realised processing was  
a form of hypnosis. 

I called Kenja and told them I was leaving. 
I requested they not contact me, which they 
respected. It was clear I’d never go back. 

I went to live with my mother in Melbourne. 
After 10 years in Kenja, my life was a mess.  
I was broke and had absolutely no relationship 
with my children. I was also suffering a severe 
mental fall-out involving hallucinations, 
migraines, heart palpitations and an inability 
to make decisions. The rules by which I’d 
governed my life no longer existed and I felt 
as if I was in a mental no-man’s land. 

Reconnecting with Nina and Stefan was 
difficult. I apologised for what I’d done, but 
we knew if we talked about it too much, it 
would be too painful. I’ll never forgive myself 

for what I put my children through – I’m so 
grateful they let me back into their lives. Nina 
said if she’d known what I was going through, 
she’d have tried to get me out. Instead, she 
thought I didn’t love her. Stefan said I’d been 
a wonderful mother until I met Ken. They’d 
always wanted me back. 

Nina had recently had a baby and I saw 
that as a new chance for us all. As I started 
to live in the real world again, I met a lovely 
man, Vittorio. We married in 1996 and he’s 
been incredibly supportive.

Seven years ago, I told my GP about a 
particular processing session in which I had 
a vision I’d been raped as a child. At the time, 
I’d dismissed the memory, thinking that if it 
had happened, I’d have remembered it. But 
the vision kept coming back. 

The GP helped me realise I’d been sexually 
abused by a family friend on my 11th birthday. 
Ever since then I’d suffered dissociation, 
which was my brain’s way of protecting me. 

I was incredibly distressed this had 
happened, but for the first time I understood 
why I’d always felt so sad and strange –  
and why I’d sought answers from Kenja.      

 AS TOLD TO KIMBERLY GILLAN
Annette Stephens’ memoir, The Good Little 
Girl (Big Sky, $29.99), is out now.

Editor’s note: In 2007, Ken Dyers committed 
suicide. At the time, he faced 22 charges  
of child sex assault and indecent assault.  
Kenja continues to operate under Jan Dyers. 
The organisation denies it is a cult.

MY LIFE WAS A MESS.  
I WAS BROKE AND HAD NO 
RELATIONSHIP WITH MY 
CHILDREN. I WAS ALSO 
SUFFERING A SEVERE 

MENTAL FALL-OUT
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