





[image: Cover: Joyful Revolution, Poverty, Social Justice, and the Story of Mary Rabagliati edited by Diana Skelton]








   Joyful Revolution   


Poverty, Social Justice, and the Story of Mary Rabagliati


Diana Skelton


Edited by Kate Evans


Paperback ISBN: 978 0 7188 9830 4


PDF ISBN: 978 0 7188 9832 8


ePub ISBN: 978 0 7188 9831 1


The Lutterworth Press




[image: Logo]




Click on the link above to see our FULL CATALOGUE


for more excellent titles in


Hardback, Paperback, PDF, ePub and Kindle!


Would you like to join our Mailing List?


Click here!


Enjoyed this book?


Review it on Amazon so others can too!


Click here!











Joyful Revolution















Joyful Revolution

Poverty, Social Justice, and the Story of Mary Rabagliati







Diana Skelton


Edited by Kate Evans


[image: ]


The Lutterworth Press









THE LUTTERWORTH PRESS


P.O. Box 60


Cambridge


CB1 2NT


United Kingdom


www.lutterworth.com


publishing@lutterworth.com


Paperback ISBN: 978 0 7188 9830 4


PDF ISBN: 978 0 7188 9832 8


ePub ISBN: 978 0 7188 9831 1


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data


A record is available from the British Library


Published by The Lutterworth Press, 2025


Copyright © Diana Skelton, 2025


All rights reserved. No part of this edition may be reproduced,


stored electronically or in any retrieval system, or transmitted


in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,


photocopying, recording, or otherwise, or used


for artificial intelligence training without prior


written permission from the Publisher


(permissions@lutterworth.com).















Part I

An Unusual Life Choice




















Chapter 1

First Encounters: ‘My Life Was Shallow’







‘You can’t leave the house like that! Go use the pressing iron in that cupboard.’ Barely 21 years old, I was being scolded about my only slightly rumpled Indian-print wrap-around skirt by a woman I’d met just a few weeks earlier. Mary Rabagliati was one of the bossiest women I’d ever met, so I meekly complied, not wanting to end up on her bad side; but also slightly offended that she was applying her own high standards for personal appearance to me as part of my training for the International Volunteer Corps of All Together in Dignity/ATD Fourth World.
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Mary Rabagliati


Provided courtesy of Paul de St Croix






It didn’t occur to me then that when she first joined this anti-poverty movement in the 1960s people struggling with homelessness and stigmatisation had no wish to be seen with middle-class hippies choosing to drop out of society and ‘slum it’. Conditions were harsh in the emergency housing camp where Mary lived when she was 21. Assigned a bunk in the barracks for female volunteers, every morning she joined hundreds of other camp residents to queue at a pump for a bucket of water, and to ‘slop out’ her chamber pot at the very edge of camp, where a reeking latrine pit stood amid a rat-infested moat. Mary agreed with ATD’s founder Father Joseph Wresinski that volunteers should defy these unhygienic conditions and be well groomed – washing from a bucket of water behind the curtain around their bunk bed – because appearances are essential for being taken seriously. And their intentions were very serious indeed: to gain societal recognition of the expertise of people in poverty.
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The emergency housing camp where ATD Fourth World was founded


© Reprinted from April 1966 issue of “Igloo” Magazine, ATD Fourth World






Later Mary recalled, ‘In that terrible place, we got up every day and dressed respectably. Being presentable was a way of showing respect to the families around us.’ Wresinski used to tell new volunteers: ‘If you want to look a mess, go home. In the middle of miserable poverty, you should look so handsome that people are glad to see you.’ I’m sure this message appealed greatly to Mary because the idea of her ever having wanted to ‘look a mess’ is beyond the realms of imagination. Slender and neat, she was always dressed to draw attention not only to her good looks but to the magnetism that made you want to hear what was on her mind.


Although Mary had a commandingly abrasive side, she charmed me from the start. I had been sent from my country, the United States, to spend two years in France at ATD’s international centre. Four of us new trainees moved into a group house where Mary was the senior of six Volunteer Corps members already there. On our first evening, we all crowded around the heavy oak dinner table – a cast-off gift from a donor redecorating her second home. As we dined our way through potatoes, chicken, and home-made béchamel sauce (which seemed impossibly fancy to me as an American, but turned out to be the thrifty French housewife’s trick to make any meal stretch farther), Mary led us in a round of introductions and an orientation to housework and cooking rotas. I was still trying to remember the French vocabulary for mopping – a convoluted phrase about ‘passing a rag’ over the floor (which is more or less what they do, not having squeezy sponge-mop technology) – when suddenly Mary decided to ask everyone’s birthday. She soon got to me, but I was reluctant to answer, and just said, ‘It’s in the fall.’


‘When in the fall?’ Her British tones sounded imperiously posh as she pressed me for a more specific answer.


‘September.’


‘But it’s September now! Which date?’


As everyone stared, I felt incredibly awkward because my birthday was the very next day. In childhood, my birthday fell at the beginning of the school year when friend groups often hadn’t formed yet. Between this and my extreme skittishness about calling attention to myself, I had never enjoyed my own birthdays. When I moved in with Mary, I had just travelled 4,000 miles from home. The last thing I wanted was to become the focus of a sudden social obligation for this group of total strangers.


And yet Mary made my 21st birthday a delightful one! When I awoke the next morning, in addition to a breakfast treat of croissants, I found a gift. This was puzzling, given that the bakery was the only shop open at that early hour. But when I shyly unwrapped the small package, I discovered that Mary had generously decided to offer me one of her own possessions, brought back from her recent trip to Kenya. In between meeting with an eccentric philanthropist at the High Commissariat for Refugees and visiting a dynamic community organiser, befriended during the Nairobi World Conference on Women, Mary had made time to shop, price haggling in a crowded marketplace. This was how she got the object she now offered me: a square of batik cloth the colour of amber and sandstone depicting five women in conversation together. (When I look at it now, in the entryway of my flat, the grace and energy of the central woman makes me think of Mary.) After work that evening, Mary invited two English-speaking friends over for dinner, followed by a sing-along. Although I wasn’t yet familiar with Irish songs like ‘Molly Malone’, my family has always loved singing together, so Mary found the best possible way to allay my homesickness.
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Me, shortly after I first met Mary, trying to figure out how to be useful during an ATD Fourth World construction project


© Patrice Le Ridant, ATD Fourth World / Joseph Wresinski Centre






I met Mary in 1986, and lost her when she died in 1992. In those six years, our conversations made a lasting impact on my own life choices. Later on, I missed her, and often wondered what she would have gone on to accomplish if she hadn’t succumbed to cancer at the age of 50. What I didn’t realise was that much of what she actually did accomplish was hidden from view. I was astounded in 2016 when I visited ATD’s archives and began reading Mary’s correspondence, interviews, and reports. I had known that she spent a great deal of time and energy editing or translating other people’s writing; but I had no idea that she also made time to do so much writing of her own.


Year in and year out, she wrote volumes, usually late at night after a long day of work, and often in French where she sometimes struggled to find an apt translation for an English turn of phrase, such as when she tried to refer to the ‘baby boom’ by writing about ‘le bombardement de bébés’! As I plodded through cardboard archive boxes, opening folders made of reused scrap paper and noting rust stains radiating from staples, I was rewarded with Mary’s wit and obstinacy crackling off the page. Reading her correspondence, my jaw dropped as implausible stories unfolded of run-ins with authority figures and her deft ways of resolving them (at least on most occasions). Using a third-hand typewriter in an unheated shed, she recorded hard-hitting descriptions of dire poverty along with her own insights. For example, she recalled her first arrival at an emergency housing camp in Noisy-le-Grand, where Wresinski was just beginning to develop the anti-poverty movement that would become ATD Fourth World:




On a dark misty February evening, I got off the bus and walked down the tarmac road. Suddenly the tarmac became only a dusty potholed path. The nearest bus stop was hundreds of metres away from the camp. The road stopped, and you had to walk in the dust – or the mud – to a place where everything was filthy. There were rats all over. People were living there! I was really shocked. The conditions were indescribably terrible. These people made me realise that my life was shallow, empty, and futile.
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Daily life in the emergency housing camp in 1966


Provided courtesy of Margaret Bourgein






Mary’s description makes me think of my own shock at deep poverty. I grew up in the 1970s, on a dead-end street three houses long in working-class Oxon Hill, Maryland, just outside Southeast Washington, DC, where every spring the drabness is sprigged with the mustard yellow of rampant forsythia bushes. With the population about 75% Black, I was in the minority as a white kid (occasionally called a ‘honky’). A mile from home, not far from the liquor store, was my elementary school. Grandly named Barnaby Manor, the school emblem was an eagle, emblazoned on small sweatshirts. Some of us were white; most of us were Black; and our school colours were blue and gold. All teachers were white except for one.


‘One nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.’ Every morning, the pledge of allegiance was fluently reeled off by the same childish voices that stumbled awkwardly over read-aloud English lessons, Dick-and-Jane irrelevancies about Johnny Appleseed and Daniel Boone. Until the five days a year of Martin Luther King Week when suddenly brown faces appeared on our mimeographed history hand-outs and we all scrambled for the Burnt Sienna crayon in the Crayola box to copy King’s photo while the white teacher retold the story of the Underground Railroad. Just one week; then attention snapped back to ‘regular’ history as we memorised the order of the Presidents and turned back to the peach-coloured crayon labelled ‘Flesh’. At recess, the shout ringing out from the monkey bars was often: ‘It’s a fight, it’s a fight, between a blackie and a white!’ That was Barnaby Manor, with no thread of black in the red-white-and-blue we saluted.


When I was 15, concern about racism led me to volunteer in a part of down-town DC that was 100% Black and much poorer than Oxon Hill. All summer, I went every day to a children’s soup kitchen called Martha’s Table at the intersection of 14th and W Streets. At the time, that was the headlined ‘heart of the drug district’, abutting the red light district. Commuting about seven miles from my home meant transferring twice, each time to a filthier bus, lumbering towards seedy strip clubs and peep shows.




Disembarking each morning, I wince at the sudden stench of sewage and desolation. From the bus stop, past the windowless purple-and-black store-front marked ‘Black Chen’s Soul Kitchen’, I thread my way past bleary men with bloodshot eyes who ask: ‘Hey, Blue Eyes, how much you want?’ My eyes are green, but that’s not where they’re looking. Then past ‘Jewel’s Beauty Salon’ comes the vacant lot where four elderly gentlemen sit in folding chairs playing spades. One with yellowed teeth tips a battered hat towards me. From the shroud of a doorway scampers a 5-year-old calling out, ‘Hi Danny!’, his childish distortion of Diana.


‘Hi Tyrell’, I smile. Gleefully, he skedaddles ahead, into Martha’s Table where he plops down to chomp his way through a grilled cheese sandwich and a storybook. All day long, kids flock in, fishing pennies out of their shoes for the nominal meal fee and wolfing down peanut-butter-and-jelly as fast as I slap sandwiches together. They turn up their noses at donated croissants, not because they are going stale, but because they are unfamiliar. Then at 6 o’clock, I whip out Lysol to clean up and leave, back past hock shops, liquor stores, and a Woolworth’s where the windows wear chain mail.


As smudges of dusk approach, the children trickle homeward, and the gentle spades players go inside to watch from barred and broken windows the gradual massing of teens on the street corner. Regularly police cars skid up onto the side-walk shouting ‘Sasquatch!’ to scatter the teens – for a few moments until they drift back together a bit further on.


Excitement one night: as I await my bus – fingers taut against my purse, clutching a strand of home as much as warding off purse-snatchers – just in front of me a police car tears screaming up, in hot pursuit of a red Jaguar, only to crash into a creaky Dodge Dart that was too sluggish to give way to the siren in time. The police aren’t hurt – but they are suddenly immobilised in hostile territory. Within seconds, throngs of people materialise to jeer the police. As the first bottle is tossed, the air flares with more sirens. Fire ambulances; police reinforcements; an unmarked sedan that has improbably sprouted a siren – all converge on my corner to take some of the unruly crowd into custody. For me, the event ends as a hulking red-white-and-blue Metrobus arrives to carry me homeward, unscathed.





That’s the memory that floods back when I read Mary’s words: ‘These people made me realise that my life was shallow, empty, and futile.’ That path of ‘shallow futility’ was exactly what I feared in an ordinary job, and avoiding it drew me to ATD. Ours is an unusual organisation with a unique approach that can be hard to explain. This was a challenge for Mary too. In 1964, she fumed in a letter home: ‘It’s very difficult to make these journalists understand anything if they think some other story will sell their paper better!’ Her fury was sparked by the first line of a Daily Mail profile of her: ‘The drunkards and derelict families of the Paris shanty town know her as “our little English friend Mary”.’ The entire article was meant to compliment her. But the author’s paternalistic tang echoed centuries of social engineering designed to ‘save the deserving poor’ – while damning those considered ‘undeserving’ with bigotry. As Mary later told another journalist: ‘Nothing is said about what the victims of extreme poverty are doing for themselves under impossibly hard conditions. I was struck by their courage and resourcefulness and just what they have to do to simply survive.’


At the age of 20, Mary quit her job as a secretary in an architectural firm to volunteer in the emergency housing camp in Noisy-le-Grand where 280 families lived in bleak squalor. What struck Mary most powerfully was the lives of teenage girls and young mothers. In the mud and without indoor plumbing, chores filled every waking hour, particularly if a girl had younger brothers and sisters. Early marriage, motherhood, and violence further curtailed these girls’ horizons. The girls challenged Mary and amused themselves by playing tricks on her – but they also won her lifelong dedication.
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Most of the camp’s Nissen huts housed two families each.


© ATD Fourth World / Joseph Wresinski Centre
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Mary in the 1960s


© Photo by Peter Akehurst






The project that led me to Mary’s archives was nominally connected to preparing ATD’s 60th anniversary, marking the journey of a group that began with only a French name, the Association ‘Aide à Toute Détresse’ and eventually became ATD Fourth World, with the original letters reassigned to mean All Together in Dignity. But once I began sifting through Mary’s carefully filled notebooks and carbon-copies of her reports on brittle onion-skin paper, it struck me that I was 50, exactly Mary’s age when she died. Outliving her made me feel a responsibility to tell her story to those who never met her. At first, the project was straightforward. Hitting on the idea of a draw-my-life video format, I drafted nine scripts and prevailed on an artistic teammate to film his hands painting watercolour backdrops for the narration of Mary’s life journey.
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The barracks where volunteers slept in bunk beds


Provided courtesy of Margaret Bourgein








Paul Maréchal created all the artwork for the draw-my-life video series.


© Paul Maréchal
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© Paul Maréchal





However, by the time we posted the final video to YouTube two years later, the project felt incomplete. It wasn’t that I had spare time on my hands. Living in London, my days were endlessly busy with ATD’s Giving Poverty a Voice programme and also my three daughters. My then 15 and 24 year olds were both studying and living at home, and my 27 year old was a short bus-ride away. But in between work, family meals, or traipsing to the library to help print out the kids’ homework, memories of Mary kept tugging at me. For instance, this journal entry of hers, on a rainy day walking through the camp, composed of hundreds of repurposed Quonset-hut army barracks (nicknamed ‘igloos’ by residents because of their shape):




24 November 1964: I hear only faint noises: a child’s raised voice; someone chopping wood; a chicken clucking, perhaps roaming the street. Otherwise, no music, no voices, no shouting, as though everyone left. Only one child is outdoors: a boy who ought to be in school, playing with a dog while wearing shoes twice as big as his feet.


It’s hard to explain the feeling of another world, filthy and chaotic – but the atmosphere feels somehow soothing.


Every igloo has a makeshift fence cobbled from planks or cardboard, plastered with posters, pictures of movie stars missing heads, announcements disappearing behind the next cardboard slab. Draped over clotheslines and fences is laundry, grey and threadbare. How hopeless to hang it up in perpetual damp cold, as though there were any chance of it drying!


Every yard and garden is different in the summer; but in the winter, they look alike: firewood stacked in flowerbeds; always chickens, maybe a duck; miserable dogs; always junked cars, one flipped upside down mid-road. There might be a refrigerator or a bathtub. Occasionally, there’s a surprise: a pretty yard in perfect order; a well-tended rose garden, with a statue of an angel or a cupid. Perhaps a memory or a dream?
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© Paul Maréchal
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I had many conversations with people who found Mary unforgettable. While creating the videos, I contacted: her brother Paul de St Croix in Wales; her cousins in London, Kenya, and the United States; and members of ATD in Surrey, Oxford, the Netherlands, France, the Central African Republic, and elsewhere. Those exchanges spiralled into more dialogues, with more people, and finally into interviews, like one with Anneke Van Elderen, chain-smoking on a bench in spring twilight:




Mary could be quite fierce. If you didn’t have a strong personality as well, you couldn’t really connect with her. Sweet gentle people were sometimes afraid of her – but she didn’t actually want to intimidate people. And she was also so much fun – we used to turn the tables on blokes by whistling, just to provoke them!1





[image: ]

Mary with Anneke van Elderen, at left, and Stuart Williams


© ATD Fourth World / Joseph Wresinski Centre






Although Mary faced challenges, in childhood and as part of ATD Fourth World, it was her strong sense of joy that captivated me. With the privations of the camp, she was eager to offer young people there something thrilling. She got her chance when a new volunteer, Christopher Mason, started a project for teenage boys. Mary was delighted with way the project flourished. She said:




The camp had a rotten reputation. But once Christopher started, we built a fantastic youth club. To raise money, he organised the boys to collect dustbins, charging a few centimes for each. Collecting rubbish was a useful community project – although rain discouraged the boys, so then it was just Christopher and me pushing the dust cart through the mud. But the youth club was beautiful.





Mary also recalled the influence of Wresinski (who she usually referred to as ‘Père Joseph’, ‘père’ being the French word for father):




One volunteer played guitar, so Père Joseph asked him to form a dance band. It was right when bands were starting, so all the local kids came, even from outside the camp. Some already danced well, and Père Joseph found someone to teach dancing to others.2
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Father Joseph Wresinski with Mary


© ATD Fourth World / Joseph Wresinski Centre






Mary Rabagliati played a crucial role in developing ATD Fourth World into the international anti-poverty human rights organisation it is today with the ear of some governments and international organisations. She also founded the UK branch and embedded it into the lives of those who live in deep poverty in this country as well as profoundly affecting the approach of many professionals, politicians, academics, and others.


Looking for ways to influence public policy, Mary developed ATD Fourth World’s archive and research institute. She spent a year in the United States at the invitation of the Ford Foundation to evaluate the work being done by the War on Poverty. She also spent that year – 1966 – volunteering with the civil rights movement. On her return to Europe, she and Wresinski drew on both the civil rights movement and the War on Poverty to shape ATD Fourth World. They were inspired by the passionate engagement of many diverse people and groups; however, seeing many organisations working at cross purposes made them determined to avoid the pitfall of a lack of cohesive strategy.


During Mary’s years founding the British branch of ATD Fourth World, she also pioneered some of our initiatives at the United Nations, bearing witness to the plight of women and girls in poverty, particularly at the first three UN World Conferences on Women. Outspoken and dynamic, Mary never hesitated to speak to ministers or members of Parliament. She often went to the Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park, where she was usually the only woman standing on a box in a sea of male speakers. At the same time, she was fond of ‘the all-stops-out … roll-up-your-sleeves-and-do-everything jobs’,3 including all kinds of manual work.


Over her years with ATD, Mary lived alongside families in deep poverty in France, the US, and her native Great Britain. She made a long series of study visits, first to South Africa, and later to Ghana, Israel, Kenya, Lesotho, Palestine, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, and Uganda. She fell foul of police or military authorities on three continents; but everywhere, she inspired people with her message that:




When you’re stuck in the misery of poverty, joy matters even more. All of us should find something to celebrate: a reason to go out together, or plan a journey, or just dance. This is not ‘in spite of poverty’; it is so that people who are excluded from society can finally join in everything that makes the world extraordinary!4





That was the message Mary drummed into me when I joined ATD’s full-time Volunteer Corps in 1986 and first met her. Preparations were under way for ATD’s thirtieth anniversary. Despite three decades of efforts, poverty remained a cruel fact of life. I found it perplexing that a celebration was considered appropriate. Exasperated by my question, Mary told me in no uncertain terms how much joy does matter. Eventually I came to understand the truth of her words.


Among the events planned for that anniversary on 17 October 1987 was the unveiling of a stone to commemorate the lives of people in deep poverty, a sign that they matter to communities and nations. In the years that followed, people around the world gathered every 17 October to demand an end to poverty. Then in 1992, this World Day for Overcoming Poverty was officially recognised by the United Nations. As Mary and Wresinski dreamed, 17 October is now marked each year on every continent as people draw inspiration from one another and renew our personal and collective commitment to end poverty.
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Mary addressing a crowd at Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park


© ATD Fourth World / Joseph Wresinski Centre
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© ATD Fourth World / Joseph Wresinski Centre






Thanks to the work Mary initiated by developing ATD Fourth World’s archives in the 1960s, her own daily writings are now collected at the Joseph Wresinski Centre of Archives and Research in Baillet-en-France. She wrote most often in French, so that Wresinski could read her reports and letters. As we prepare to mark the fortieth anniversary in 2027 of the World Day for Overcoming Poverty, this book is the first opportunity for Mary’s distinctive voice to be heard in her native language.


Discovering Mary’s bygone sayings and doings, what strikes me is how relevant they are to my life today. From her staunch feminism to doubts and musings about secularism and religious faith – and particularly her work to build and sustain an anti-poverty movement that avoids the pitfalls of Victorian philanthropy – I’m riveted by Mary’s approach and how it unsettled many around her. Researching her life has become a gift I am offering to my 21-year-old self, who had so little time with Mary, but was nevertheless in the thrall of her force field.















Chapter 2

Origins: Worlds Colliding







The deep poverty of Wresinski’s childhood convinced him that social justice could be achieved only by transforming relationships, specifically creating opportunities for some of the most disadvantaged people to think together with world leaders like the Secretary-General of the United Nations. A strength that made Mary a significant asset to ATD Fourth World was her ease at navigating very different social contexts. She drew this from mixed origins, with a bricklayer on her mother’s side of the family and a member of Parliament on her father’s. Anneke recalls: ‘Mary’s accent was so posh that meeting her mother was a big surprise for me. You could tell she had to struggle a lot. I think Mary didn’t talk about her mother for the same reason that it’s hard for me to talk about my father. He was from a lower class than my mum.’1
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Mary as a baby with her parents


Provided courtesy of Duncan Rabagliati






Mary’s father, Alexander Coultate Rabagliati, was a flight commander in the Royal Air Force. In 1940, the Battle of Britain raged for three months as the RAF tried to fend off large-scale attacks by Nazi Germany’s Luftwaffe. Two days after the battle ended, he eloped with a chambermaid, Rhoda Bourgein (always called Sandra after her marriage). After hurried wedding vows, Alexander (nicknamed Sandy) had to rush back to duty. This left Sandra alone to travel into war-damaged London, summoned to meet her new mother-in-law for afternoon tea at one of the world’s most luxurious hotels. The anxious bride arrived first to wait awkwardly among imposing marble columns. When Julia Rabagliati made her entrance, tea was served. Keen to make a good impression, Sandra immediately offered to pour, reaching for the milk. More than 70 years later, Margaret Rabagliati Wood, a niece of Sandra, recalls vividly how she recounted the occasion: ‘There was an audible gasp, and my grandmother told her sharply, “Milk after tea”. Aunt Sandy always told this story with much hilarity, laughing at having made such a lower-class error.’2
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Mary’s grandmother, Julia Rabagliati


© Aimé Dupont






As an American, at this point, I needed explanation. In Watching the English: The Hidden Rules of English Behaviour, we read: ‘Putting the milk into the cup first is a lower-class habit.’3 I still couldn’t understand the issue until I discovered in the Dorchester Collection Magazine: ‘It became a sign of wealth to pour the milk in after the tea, as it demonstrated to guests that you could afford the best teacups.’4 Margaret continued:




Uncle Sandy was a family wild card, so no one was surprised he had gone and married someone considered ‘other’. But Aunt Sandy was always very dignified under verbal assault or teasing, and she was also so sweet, funny, and wonderfully warm that she won them all over. Everyone loved her, including my grandmother Julia. But at that afternoon tea, the potential was clearly there for total rejection.5
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Mary’s mother, Rhoda ‘Sandra’ Bourgein


Provided courtesy of Paul de St Croix






In Britain, even today, ‘more often than not it matters crucially not only to whom one has been born, but where and in what circumstances one has grown up’.6 Seventy years ago, when those class distinctions were more rigidly entrenched, Mary’s childhood was shaped by having family on both sides of the class divide. Among her Rabagliati ancestors were the renowned Scottish suffragist Priscilla Bright McLaren,7 Liberal parliamentarian Duncan McLaren, social reformers, prominent advocates of abolishing slavery, and pioneering medical practitioners. On the Bourgein side are a bankrupt shoemaker whose widow was forced to work as a laundress to support their children, a gardener whose wife also took in laundry, and a bricklayer turned shop-keeper and then coal hawker.
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Mary’s great great grandmother, Priscilla Bright McLaren


Provided courtesy of Duncan Rabagliati






The bricklayer – Sandra’s father – finally did well enough to purchase a back-street premises in Walthamstow and set himself up as a coal merchant. However, by the time Sandra was old enough to remember, her father was absent, fighting in the First World War. Her earliest years were spent in a single-parent household with her mother running the coal business and looking after five children. After the war ended in 1918, years passed with no sign of Sandra’s father. Her eldest brother believed his education was cut short because their father abandoned his family. In later years, Sandra wrote: ‘I scarcely remember my father, who deserted us when I was very young. [We] were all brought up on this “let’s hate dad” campaign, especially the girls, who were instructed that all men are evil liars and rotters only out to have their way with women before leaving them.’8


Although life was tough, Sandra won a scholarship to the prestigious Walthamstow High School for full payment of fees and – as the daughter of an absent father – a maintenance grant. For perhaps for the first time in her life, Sandra mixed with daughters of the middle classes and learned to hold her own among them. When the Second World War broke out, she was 26 and working as a chambermaid at Ye Olde Thatched House in Epping. This happened to be the drinking den of choice for nearby RAF airmen like Sandy Rabagliati, who had already been awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross.
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Sandra’s father, Joseph Bourgein, with his second wife Louisa


Provided courtesy of Raymond Bourgein






Shortly after their elopement, Sandy was given full command of 46 Squadron, which was soon assigned to the Middle East. With no idea when they would reunite, he and Sandra said their goodbyes. Although pilots and aircraft set sail for Egypt, plans had changed, as recorded the following day in Winston Churchill’s war diary: ‘The 24 Hurricanes should have departed today for Egypt along with fifteen others. However, Squadron Leader Sandy Rabagliati DFC has been informed that 46 is to remain in Malta to strengthen the island’s fighter force.’9 Not long after Sandy’s departure, Sandra found that she was expecting a child. Their daughter, Mary Catherine Rabagliati, was born in Guildford, on 12 January 1942. During Sandy’s year in the Mediterranean, his squadron destroyed eleven enemy aircraft and damaged seventeen more.10 On 31 October 1941 he was awarded a medal bar. At last in March 1942 came his long-awaited recall to Britain where he met his infant daughter for the first time. There followed several months of tactical work at HQ Fighter Command, after which he was appointed station commander at RAF Fairwood Common in Wales, where Sandra and Mary joined him to begin life together as a family. In May 1943, Sandy was appointed wing leader at RAF Coltishall and the family relocated to Norfolk. Two months later on 6 July 1943, Sandy flew out of RAF Ludham, leading seven Typhoons on a shipping strike. Sixty miles from home he reported mechanical problems. He was seen to be climbing, smoke streaming from the engine, before descending and crashing into the sea. A massive search was launched, monitored by Sandy’s brother Francis Rabagliati, also based at Coltishall with an air-sea rescue squadron. But no trace was found. Alexander Rabagliati’s death, at age 29, is commemorated on the Runnymede Air Forces Memorial, near Egham in Surrey.
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Mary’s father, Alexander “Sandy” Rabagliati


Provided courtesy of Duncan Rabagliati
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Sandy, sitting in the deck chair, at the RAF Hornchurch Station


Provided courtesy of Duncan Rabagliati
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Sandy


Provided courtesy of Duncan Rabagliati






When he was declared ‘missing presumed killed’, Sandra was left with an 18-month-old daughter, a small pension, and no fixed abode, having moved from airfield to airfield. Friends and Rabagliati relatives rallied round; but Sandra was uncomfortable with imposing too long upon their generosity. Margaret Bourgein, a niece of Sandra’s (who called her by her birth name, Rhoda) reflects on the vast class differences between the Bourgeins and the Rabagliatis. Remembering childhood visits to her grandmother (Sandra’s mother), Margaret writes:




Her demeanour was that of a poor old woman, like a character in a Grimms’ story. Our visits seemed like a duty, to deliver coal, food and money, which I am sure was for rent. Maybe the disparities of social class had a huge bearing on family relationships. I empathise with Rhoda; it must have been difficult to reconcile her home life and family circumstances, with that ‘outside’; trying to keep the two separate. This in turn must have affected Mary. I think my father too, was both at the same time, trying to leave his ‘working class’ roots behind and become something better, as he saw it. On reflection, my brother and I feel as though we lived in a precarious kind of parallel universe, our ‘home’ and the world outside.11
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Mary with her father


Provided courtesy of Paul de St Croix
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Sandra with Mary and Sandy
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Mary with her father


Provided courtesy of Duncan Rabagliati
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Sandra’s mother, Marion Bourgein née Willson


Provided courtesy of Peter Akehurst






To remain independent of her in-laws, Sandra looked for a child-friendly residential position. A friend urged her to apply for a job that was about to become vacant: the position of custodian at Chequers, the country seat of the Prime Minister. Although still numb with grief, she allowed herself to be persuaded and was invited for a weekend that included being vetted over sherry by Churchill’s daughters. Sandra was also summoned by the great man himself for a viewing of ‘The Four Feathers’. By then, however, she had decided that Chequers was not a suitable environment for her to raise her small child, so she was not disappointed to hear the next day that she would not be offered the position because ‘I was too young, too attractive – and also my foreign name, Rabagliati, could rouse suspicion among the natives!’12


[image: ]

Sandra


Provided courtesy of Paul de St Croix






Sandra eventually found a more suitable position at the Central Hotel in Royal Tunbridge Wells, a spa town in Kent. As for Mary, described as a child with ‘lovely red-gold hair’,13 while her mother was working, she spent hours on end ‘helping’ in the hotel kitchen or being ‘kept an eye on’ by off-duty staff – and becoming thoroughly spoilt in the process. Mary recalled:




Once Mummy went up to London for a day and I was left in the charge of a girl called Bertha. I told Bertha I was going downstairs to stir the soup, as the staff allowed me to ‘help’. But instead, I walked out the front door and virtually ‘ran away’ for a few hours. I walked a couple hundred yards away from the hotel until I found a taxi-man. I asked him to take me for a ride, which to my disappointment he refused to do, as I had no money. Whilst I was pleading, a lady came up and offered to take me to her home for tea. I accepted, and off we went. Luckily, the lady’s kindness was genuine and I was not kidnapped or suffered any ill treatment – as I could quite easily have. Instead, I was given a wonderful tea, and afterwards she took me round her garden and gave me a strawberry plant, which afterwards gave at least three strawberries.


All this time, poor Bertha must have been driven nearly mad with worry over her charge who had completely forgotten her. When I was finally brought home, we found Bertha in the act of ringing the police. Her relief must have been enormous, for she was hardly cross with me at all.14
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Mary
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When the time came for Mary to attend primary school, she found it hard to adapt to the unfamiliar world of structure and rules. Looking back, Mary freely acknowledged that she had been a problem child; but she also retained troubling memories of ‘dreadful scenes’ and frightening punishments, such as being locked in a shed for straying into a forbidden part of the garden. ‘I have never forgotten it, for I was so frightened that I would never see my family again and would be forgotten forever.’15
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Mary
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Sandra
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Mary’s hatred of the local school only increased with time, and she was also becoming finicky about her food. Sandy’s aunt Catherine Rabagliati, known as Catrine, grew concerned, and offered to pay for boarding school. Because of their lack of a proper home and her long working hours, Sandra reluctantly accepted the offer, and Catrine organised a place for Mary at Moira House School in Eastbourne.16 Looking back, Mary wrote, ‘At first I was terribly unhappy at having to leave Mummy, and Mummy was probably quite worried about me too. But boarding school did me a world of good.’ Mary also spent more time with her Rabagliati relatives during school holidays, especially her great-aunt Catrine, who was a politician. When Mary was 12, Catrine was elected mayor of the Metropolitan Borough of Paddington, making her the first female mayor of a London borough.


Sandra, meanwhile, joined Tunbridge Wells Squash Club where she met Victor de St Croix, a manager for British Belting and Asbestos. They married on 25 August 1950 and moved to Guildford. Victor had two sons from a previous marriage, 13-year-old John and 12-year-old Tim. The following year, Sandra gave birth to a baby named Paul. So overnight Mary’s single-parent family grew to include a loving step-father and three brothers.
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Mary, age 7, in a school photo taken at Moira House


Provided courtesy of Judith Stone






Mary continued her education at Moira House and three schoolfriends have shared their memories of her time there. Moira House was a progressive boarding school with self-governance inspired by the order of chivalry in King Arthur’s court.17 Pupils and teachers voted for their fellow pupils to be promoted up the ladder from page to knight, but Judith Stone recalls that: ‘ “Ragbags”, as we called her, never advanced beyond the lowly status of a page. She was always popular with the other pupils and they will certainly have voted for her – but the teachers probably did not because Mary was seen as a naughty girl.’ Julie Jarman said, ‘She always seemed to be up to something naughty, but never anything malicious, just fun.’ Despite Mary’s frequent misbehaviour as a tomboy and a rebel, she was also serious about her studies. And she had more valuable other qualities even then. ‘She was quick to take under her wing anyone she thought was treated unfairly. Juliet Salaman remembers Mary coming to her in tears at some injustice suffered by another child.’18 Despite Mary’s frequent misbehaviour, she was always popular with peers, another of whom remembered her as ‘a real tomboy and a rebel’.
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Mary is in the middle of the front row; Judith Stone is the middle of the back row.
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Mary
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Mary
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Eventually however, the head teacher, Mona Swann grew exasperated with Mary. Following yet another infringement of the rules, when ringleader 15-year-old Mary led three friends to leave school grounds without permission, Swann wrote to Sandra: ‘Latterly, Mary has taken the attitude to the staff when she has broken rules: “Well, what can you do about it now?” So she must see that something can be done. When will she learn to behave?’19 The punishment meted out – dismissing Mary from school a day before the end of the spring term with no chance to say goodbye to her friends – led Sandra to refer to this as ‘practically an expulsion’.
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That summer, Sandra decided that, instead of continuing at Moira House, Mary should return home to prepare A-Level exams at Guildford Technical College. In September 1957, Mary began studying for A-Levels in history, literature, and French, while also learning shorthand and typing. She loved sports, particularly tennis, and also cared about beauty, good taste, and the arts. At the Tech, this interest led Mary to ‘hang out with beatnik art students’.20 When she completed her exams at 17, Mary was sent to the Sorbonne for six months, ostensibly to improve her knowledge of French language and civilisation. However, Sandra later divulged that her real aim was to ‘divert Mary from a disastrous friendship with an art student’ via the chaperoning of a strict Parisian landlady.21 In 1960, Mary returned to London to complete a one-year secretarial course before being hired in an architect’s office. It was not long, however, before Mary began to feel restless, leading her to depart for Noisy-le-Grand where fighting poverty became her life’s work.
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Mary with her brother Paul de St Croix


© Peter Akehurst
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Mary and Paul at their home in Farnham


Provided courtesy of Paul de St Croix
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Mary, age 23, with her brother, mother and stepfather, Victor de St Croix
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Mary and her niece Tania (Paul’s daughter), at a family gathering in May 1987. Tania has spent her life pursuing social and environmental justice as an activist and youth worker. Now at King’s College London, she developed an innovative social sciences module that involves regular collaboration with ATD.


Provided courtesy of Paul de St Croix
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Victor and Sandra on their 40th wedding anniversary in 1990
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In an interview Mary paid this tribute to Sandra: ‘What influenced me was my mother’s example. She was from a poor background. She taught me the pride that poor people have, and how to stand up for the little people.’22 Mary’s brother Paul recalls: ‘Mum always proudly used the term “working class” to describe her own background and was often outspoken in her defence of the underprivileged, and her disdain for what she saw as the ignorance and paternalism of the rich and privileged.’23 Mary had witnessed Sandra’s dignity and self-respect throughout the hardships and humiliations of early widowhood: the effort to keep the two of them decently clothed and well presented; the unremitting daily grind of poorly paid hotel work to keep a roof over their heads; and generally being treated as a nobody by guests with an overblown sense of entitlement. As for the second lesson Mary mentioned, she was referring to her mother’s instinctive empathy and support for anyone excluded or belittled in any way. Sandra knew only too well what it felt like to be ‘othered’ and made to feel small. At Walthamstow High School, her status as a scholarship holder made her immediately stand out as living in poverty and also fatherless. In later years, during the brief period she spent among the wives of her husband’s fellow officers, not everyone would have been as accepting of her humble background as her Rabagliati in-laws.


Mary, too, lost her father very early, which drew pity. A child thrust into this position develops coping strategies, and Mary’s rebelliousness and rule-breaking at school may have been her way of gaining acceptance and popularity. Even within a family, tensions may arise if a child feels stifled by attention. Listening to her cousin Margaret, it sounded to me as though perhaps Mary’s rebelliousness was to show that she was doing just fine and didn’t need sympathy. Margaret said:




It can’t have been easy for her to be Uncle Sandy’s daughter. There was so much emotional family trauma around him – having died so very young, and as a war hero – that it stuck to Mary and her mother like a level of static. There was always extra attention focused on Mary.24
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Mary’s great-aunt ‘Catrine’, Catherine Priscilla Rabagliati MBE


Provided courtesy of Duncan Rabagliati






[image: ]

Statue of Millicent Fawcett in Parliament Square, London
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Priscilla Bright McLaren’s inscription on the plinth of the Fawcett statue
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Mary’s great-aunt Catrine, who never married, took a great interest in all her great-nephews and nieces, ‘especially those at boarding school with parents abroad’.25 In spite of her busy public life, she always felt a particular responsibility towards Mary. In addition to being a mayor, Catrine was also an enthusiastic family historian who ensured that the whole family drew pride from the life and achievements of her extraordinary suffragist grandmother, Priscilla Bright McLaren, revered as ‘an early Scottish Emmeline Pankhurst’.26 McLaren’s lifetime of work for women’s suffrage was recognised in 2018 with the inscription of her name among those of fifty prominent activists on the plinth of the newly erected statue of Millicent Fawcett in Parliament Square.


Priscilla was also a fervent supporter of abolishing slavery, and was the first person to petition the Home Secretary to protect women from physical violence, including from their husbands.27 Her passionate dedication to these causes inspired other women in her family to embrace women’s rights and to pursue achievement. Priscilla’s niece Helen Bright supported the independence of formerly enslaved people; her step-daughter Agnes McLaren – the tenth woman in the UK to qualify as a doctor – pioneered training female healthcare assistants in India;28 and Priscilla’s daughter Helen worked in a variety of health and welfare initiatives in Yorkshire, for which she was awarded Membership of the Order of the British Empire.29
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Mary’s great grandmother, Helen Rabagliati née McLaren


Provided courtesy of Duncan Rabagliati






It’s worth dwelling on Helen Rabagliati née McLaren (Mary’s great-grandmother) because of the strong resemblance in their characters. Helen had five children with Dr Andrea Rabagliati, the house surgeon at Bradford Royal Infirmary. Her charitable work began by providing after-care at that infirmary, and then broadened to: organising the Bradford Girls School, a partly feminist initiative; co-founding a hospice, St Catherine’s Home for Cancer30; and supporting St Monica’s Home for unmarried mothers, considered ‘fallen women’. In the 1890s, Helen’s family moved north of Bradford to Ben Rhydding, where she designed a new family home, Whinbrae.31 During the First World War, she used Whinbrae to shelter Belgian refugees, a service for which the King of the Belgians awarded her the Médaille de la Reine Elisabeth in 1918.32 Helen also spent 28 years as president of the Ben Rhydding Women’s Unionist Association.


Assessing Helen’s character, historian Jo Stanley writes: ‘Used to leadership, she was very determined, to the point of bossiness. At the same time, she could be sweet. She was very bright, well-mannered, hospitable, and generous.’33 A century later, this describes Mary to a tee. Helen’s 1934 obituary said:




Dignified … she was a speaker who always held the attention of her audience. She never trimmed her sails to popularity. Holding very firm views … she advocated them in the most outspoken manner. Her conversation never dwindled. Her sincerity won for her the respect even of those who were most violently opposed to her opinions. She had little patience with those who were self-seeking or praise-looking or slack or undecided. She had the power of commanding devotion and inspiring energy.34





Again, this description applies word-for-word to Mary.


When Mary was growing up, Catrine hoped that the proud legacy of the exceptional women in their family tree might arouse a sense of purpose in her rebellious great-niece. But the family did not overlook the exploits and achievements of the male Rabagliatis. When Ian Fleming published Goldfinger in 1959, 17-year-old Mary was thrilled to learn that the famous scene where James Bond emerges from the water and unzips his diving suit to reveal a perfectly pressed dinner jacket – a scene later immortalised by Sean Connery in the 1964 film – was based on a real-life Second World War exploit devised by her great-uncle, Catrine’s youngest brother and MI6 agent Euan Rabagliati.35


Mary Rabagliati’s childhood was complicated and in some respects challenging. But as she matured, her vibrant personality and the positive elements she drew from her upbringing – her mother’s example and being the proud descendant of extraordinary women – gave Mary an unmistakeable charisma. Her cousin Margaret describes it as ‘a kind of electricity’. There was also a fearlessness about Mary that was rooted in her female-centric family. In her early years she saw her mother manage alone. When her mother remarried, Mary was studying at a single-sex boarding school where the teaching staff was mostly female and unmarried, like her great-aunt Catrine. While her friends were looking for a husband to support them, Mary knew full well that women could accomplish things without men. Her next steps showed just how fearless and independent-minded she could be.
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MI6 agent Euan Rabagliati


Provided courtesy of Duncan Rabagliati



















Chapter 3

‘The Road Just Stopped and No One Else Gave a Damn’







Mary began her life’s work by making an unusual choice in 1962. Her job typing out advertisements bored her. As she said later: ‘When I was 19, the main choices in life for women like me were to go to university or get married. Neither appealed to me.’ Her friend and teammate Huguette Bossot Redegeld, recalls: ‘Of course, Mary had boyfriends and strong friendships with men. She was someone who aroused passion.’1 Reflecting on the constraints that can arise from marriage and motherhood, Anneke adds: ‘Mary considered getting married at times; but there was still this current of “men are nothing and who needs men”. And she never wanted children because they would have been in her way. She was strong on her own and didn’t need men. And she was picky too!’2


Mary said:




My friends were desperately seeking a husband. I didn’t judge them; but that didn’t seem like a goal that should define me as a person. I wanted something else – but what? I know what it is to earn money, go home, and do your own thing. It didn’t suit me. I thought it was a waste of time helping to get somebody else rich and then going out spending your salary. I was looking for something meaningful to do.3





Mary scoured the telephone directory, searching for an organisation that worked with children. She hit on one that helped children in refugee camps in Europe. Although Mary had no relevant experience or qualifications, she recalled, ‘They were nice and didn’t laugh at me, as they could have done.’ Instead, they referred her to someone who worked with homeless families: Joseph Wresinski in Noisy-le-Grand, France. Mary wrote offering to help for three months. Her letter received a prompt reply saying that was too short and she should plan to stay a year.


A French journalist described Mary as:




brown-eyed, with a thick blonde chignon pinned up … and in search of the sunshine of human intellect … in Noisy-le-Grand, this town at the end of a dirt track which seems to go into the dead of night. Twelve hundred people vegetate here, owning nothing, housed in sinister huts of corrugated steel in a place of colossal struggle for hope against despair.4





Postal delivery, rubbish collection, and all other municipal services stopped at the edge of the tarmac. Some 280 families – about 12,000 people – lived in one square kilometre without running water, gas, electricity, or toilets.5 Some had jobs – setting up market stalls, doing circus work, or washing metro stations. Most had no regular work and scavenged for used items to sell for a pittance. Mary said:




Beyond the shock I felt, Père Joseph made me realise immediately that I could do something. … I had apparently no particular talent or use; but I could nevertheless do something. He told me that the families there needed me to meet them and begin to understand who they were as people.6
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Some 12,000 people lived in the Noisy-le-Grand emergency housing camp.


© ATD Fourth World / Joseph Wresinski Centre






This camp was created in 1954. Because that winter was terribly cold, a priest named Abbé Pierre gave a radio address requesting donations for his organisation, Emmaüs, to help homeless men in Paris. A national outpouring of generosity followed. However, his appeal was heard not only by donors but also by homeless families who hoped he could help them too. Hundreds of families rushed to Paris from across France. Mary said:




Mothers, fathers, children, all desperately poor, seemed to appear from nowhere. They had been sleeping under bridges. A few were originally from Algeria, Spain, Portugal, or Traveller communities, but the vast majority were French. That shocked French society. Many people thought there was no homelessness in France. They were scandalised to see all these people together.





Emmaüs responded by setting up a makeshift housing camp, intended to be temporary. Mathilde Aparicio, whose family lived there from 1954 on, recalls it as ‘a field of mud by the woods where there were wild boars. The land was given to Abbé Pierre but none of us wanted to live there because there was nothing at all. And the adjacent town of Noisy-le-Grand was very middle-class, so of course they didn’t want the camp.’7 Families were allotted Nissen huts made of corrugated asbestos, used at air bases during the war. The huts were nicknamed ‘igloos’ because of their semi-circular shape – ‘like a big barrel cut in half’, as described by Bernard Jahrling, who grew up in one.8
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The only water came from outdoor hand pumps where women and children queued up to fill buckets and jugs.


© Reprinted from April 1966 issue of “Igloo” Magazine, ATD Fourth World.






Many igloos were crowded with families of nine or more in a one-room space of 16 by 26 feet. Smaller families shared a single igloo, with one family on each side of a divider. On the dirt roads, pitted with holes, handfuls of straw were scattered in efforts to absorb mud. A single latrine pit was made of light concrete blocks. Laundry was hung outdoors to dry, mildew, or freeze, depending on the weather. The only water was cold and came from four outdoor hand pumps where women and children queued up to fill buckets and pitchers. With no rubbish collection, scrap heaps stood outside each home. There were only six street lamps and two grocery stores, with any other shop situated two miles away.9
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‘We collected scrap metal … [to] try to sell it.’
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Every winter, Bernard recalls:




Our only evening light came from candles. Everything froze: water, coffee, even oil when we could get it. My mother used to stay awake all night trying to keep the stove standpipe open; but it still froze. We collected scrap metal at the dump. We’d carry it away in baby prams and then try to sell it. For food, trucks would dump filthy leftovers from the market. The cheese was maggoty, but the women fought rats and crows to get it. It was like a prison camp, or a place that time forgot.10
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About Bernard and other children, Mary recalls:




On the way to school, the children’s shoes got caked with mud. They’d hide their muddy shoes on the side of the road and put on clean ones; otherwise they’d get reprimanded for arriving in such a dirty state. Many homes were in a very bad state. So were the children; so were their clothes. Yet the children had to go to school. When they appeared in dirty, ragged clothes, they were treated as though their family was no good. One boy told me his teachers made nasty remarks about the camp that made him cry.
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Wresinski’s bishop assigned him to the camp parish in 1956, while reassuring him that no priest was expected to stick it out there for long. However, the camp reminded Wresinski of his own boyhood. He decided to create a movement with these families to overcome poverty once and for all. One his first changes was to dismiss charities that distributed soup. He had always hated the way his mother was patronised by charities that tried to dictate her behaviour – even instructing her to send him to an orphanage to have fewer mouths to feed. In Noisy-le-Grand, Mathilde Aparicio recalled, ‘The soup kitchen degraded us even more. It was dreadful to go cry for a bowl of soup.’


Instead, Wresinski insisted on dignity, urging parents to figure out other ways to get by. He convinced a local factory to open a packaging workshop in the camp to provide jobs. To widen families’ horizons, he invited volunteers to run a nursery school and an after-school programme. Because of the ugliness of the camp, Wresinski looked for ways to create beauty, opening a library and an art workshop. He gave the anonymous pathways names such as ‘Daffodil Street’ and ‘Anemone Way’. Jahrling remembers joyous times: dances held to the music on a transistor radio, and outings Wresinski arranged to admire the radiance of Paris by night. Just ten miles west of the camp, they could gaze at the sophisticated city of lights.


For Mary, Noisy-le-Grand was a massive contrast to her Sorbonne studies in Paris. She and seven other volunteers were housed in box-shaped barracks. The women’s dormitory could house up to eight women in four bunk beds. Although each bunk had a curtain for privacy, the women had to be wary of peeping toms at their windows.11 Washing oneself behind the curtain was particularly challenging in the winter when the water froze. Next to each bunk was one stool and a chamber pot. During the day, volunteers could use an outhouse near the refectory, but at night they used the chamber pots. Like all camp residents, volunteers went to ‘slop out’ their chamber pots every morning. Mary said, ‘That was really the worst for the families: having to live with a communal slopping-out place. It was always disgusting.’
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Although the camp was meant to be temporary, families lived there for 20 years. Mary said: ‘Children spent their whole childhood and adolescence there. They lived and died there.’ During the winter before Mary’s arrival in the camp, eighteen babies died.12 Mary said, ‘The families were dumped at the edge of French society. Social exclusion is a situation where everything just stops and people are left alone on the other side. The families were abandoned. No one else gave a damn about them.’
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Because there was no postal delivery in the camp, Joseph Wresinski recruited community helpers to bring mail to residents.
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Mary’s French visa listed her occupation as ‘housemaid’. However, Wresinski described the volunteers as ‘community helpers’. It was important that they live on site to take part in daily life. But they also worked regular hours: 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. every day. This was because families in poverty often lacked a regular rhythm of life. Unsure when they might manage to provide a meal, living by the clock was a challenge. There were often emergencies in the middle of the night: fistfights, health crises, women thrown out of their homes. The volunteers’ regular hours provided a model to help parents be mindful of school schedules. With the volunteers working so hard, Mary recalled:




Père Joseph stuck up for us so families in the camp would understand that we made a choice to join them and were paying a price for it. Sometimes families shouted at me to go back where I came from; but Père Joseph did not tolerate that. He imposed respect by shouting and arguing. When he caught a child skipping school, he would shout, ‘Do you want to spend your whole life in ignorance?’ He was really haunted by ignorance. He wanted everyone to use their mind.





Wresinski’s stress on learning applied to volunteers as well. He wanted them to learn as much as possible about culture, science, and the world in order to build bridges with society. He invited many experts to the shanty town to speak to volunteers. The subjects were varied, as Mary recalled:




We were taught literature, history, biology – anything, so that poverty didn’t have to mean ignorance. Once when he met a maths teacher, we were given a maths test. Our average score was that of an 11-year-old child, so we were taught maths as well for a while. Père Joseph always wanted to open minds, give people a chance to think, and enable everyone to express themselves. At that point, the question of my work in the camp was secondary. Just living there was a shock. I was just starting out in life, and completely unprepared. I came from a completely different world. I never imagined such poverty could exist. What the families were going through was a brutal fact, not something to debate.
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Father Joseph Wresinski with Mary during a visit to her family’s home in Farnham, England
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Although Mary’s initial idea was to help out for three months, discovering the shock of deep poverty and also the creativity of Wresinski’s approach caught her imagination. As disorienting as it was, she felt she might finally be on her way to doing something meaningful.
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Mary in the camp
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Chapter 4

Laundry and ‘Creating Atmosphere’







Mary’s first work assignment in the camp was addressing hundreds of envelopes. The periodical being mailed out explained what life in the camp was like and invited people to support Wresinski’s work. Mary recalled an additional task as well:




Just two weeks after my arrival, Père Joseph asked me to speak to visitors. My French was rudimentary and I knew nothing at all … in terms of my lack of understanding of the families,1 … but I was to explain ATD Fourth World to them. I was a bit panicked, but I don’t think that mattered to him. He offered me so much trust.2
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