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      Preface

      
         
         
         
      

      
      M. J.

      
       The central texts of this study are Elsie Catherine Bechtel’s diary, her letters
         to her family, and the photographs she produced while living in Lavercantière (Lot)
         in southwest France from 1945 to 1948. Bechtel recovered the forgotten diary when
         the basement of her Canton, Ohio, home flooded. She gave it to her niece Janet Stoner,
         who read Aunt Elsie’s writing late into the night. Stoner later shared the diary with
         me for my research on the pacifism of the Brethren in Christ (BIC) denomination.[1]    My first reading of the diary found it just as compelling. Since then, both Bechtel
         and her family have shared other writings, cards, clippings, and photographs. Bechtel
         herself responded to a series of questions on audiotapes and hosted me twice in her
         home to answer more questions, always over food. We also corresponded, her notes often
         arriving in her handmade cards of pressed flowers, a reflection of the flowery profusion
         that surrounded her home.[2]    In 2011, at ninety-eight, Bechtel died in that home in Canton, cared for by Debra
         Givens, her foster daughter, and a devoted extended family. A tribute from her niece
         Arlene Miller described a deeply religious woman with a great love of children, beauty,
         and adventure.[3]   
      

      
       Opening the pages of a diary, historian Laurel Thatcher Ulrich notes, is like walking
         into a room full of unfamiliar people, without being sure which ones you want to get
         to know. Work with a diary is the work of discovery.[4]    The richness, as well as the confusion and mysteries of Bechtel’s writings, have
         led me to historical archives and libraries[5]    and to a collaboration with my sister, Nancy R. Heisey, a scholar of religion
         with research interests in religious travel. She is fluent in French and professionally
         and personally connected to the international Mennonite context. Two trips to Lavercantière
         deepened our understanding of people in the diary.
      

      
      Our discoveries began with Bechtel. For years an elementary school teacher, she was
         a lifelong and active member of her Canton community and the BIC denomination. From
         1945 to 1948, she served as a relief worker caring for displaced children in Lavercantière,
         a commune in the Department of Lot, where she became Miss Elsie, or, more formally,
         Mademoiselle Miss Elsie Bechtel.[6]    The ravages of the Spanish Civil War and World War II wrenched thousands of children
         from their families. The “colony” of French, Spanish, and Jewish children housed in
         Lavercantière’s battered château was one of several shelters for such children operated
         by the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC), a relief and peace coalition of various
         Mennonite, Amish, and BIC religious affiliations. In the six years before Elsie—which
         seems the best name to use in this study—arrived, MCC had collaborated with the American
         Friends Service Committee (AFSC), a Quaker organization also rooted in pacifism and
         humanitarian aid. My research on these aid programs gives insight into her writings.
         In turn, her experiences and narrations deepen our understanding of pacifist responses
         to war in the mid-twentieth century.
      

      
      Elsie’s writings and photographs do not focus on pacifist ideology or religious devotional
         life. Nor are they simply a record of work. Rather they are daily observations of
         a woman far from home. She records her encounters with French society, with her co-workers,
         and with the children they nurtured. She passionately describes the beautiful landscape
         as well as the emotional world of human interactions. To even begin to understand
         Elsie’s observations, I had to move beyond BIC, Mennonite, and Quaker history to that
         of France and Spain, particularly in the 1930s and 1940s. A number of twentieth-century
         French historians attentive to landscape and topography—but also the lyrical prose
         of W. S. Merwin and a book by food writer Michael S. Sanders—made local people and
         places significant.[7]    All of these sources led to a growing awareness that I knew too little about Lavercantière
         itself, as well as a growing notion that the commune’s inhabitants had their own claims
         on Elsie’s writings about their home.
      

      
       Often the diary demanded knowledge well beyond my training as an American historian.
         In particular, my language limitations dogged the project. Relevant secondary works
         are in French; MCC and AFSC archival documents are sometimes in French or in Spanish.
         Working in French archives would magnify my deficiency. Rather than abandoning the
         project, I turned to my sister for translations and for insights on the religious
         roots of Elsie’s experiences.[8]   
      

      
      Nancy

      
      Though for some time I had been assisting my sister by translating French documents,
         my connection to Elsie’s story deepened when she asked me to travel with her to Lavercantière
         in 2006. My doctoral dissertation had been a consideration of the third-century Egyptian
         theologian Origen and his views on martyrdom. During a 2006 sabbatical, I had spent
         a month teaching in Egypt and exploring Origen’s home from the perspective of pilgrimage.
         Inspired by Georgia Frank’s work showing that ancient Christian pilgrims often traveled
         to see people as well as places, I was ripe to hear all the pilgrimage references
         of our Lavercantière hosts and began to see our own visit as a sort of pilgrimage.[9]   
      

      
      Preparing for our 2006 visit to Lavercantière, I was moved to tears as I read and
         translated reflections of the children on “Miss Elsie” and others who had cared for
         them. Within Elsie’s diaries, I found resonances with early Christian women travelers
         whose movement across the biblical landscape offered a sense of discovering life “as
         it really is,” in Elsie’s words.[10]    Learning of the pain and ambiguity that marked Elsie’s and other pacifists’ engagement
         with the suffering of displaced peoples, I remembered that ancient Christian pilgrimage
         and martyrdom were often linked.[11]    Indeed, it came to seem that Elsie’s travel and her relationships, her writings
         and the people they revealed to us, made pilgrims of both her and us.
      

      
      M. J.

      
       As a pilgrimage, this study is more a pause for reflection than an arrival at a destination.
         A willingness to travel intellectually not only humbles us due to our limited knowledge,
         but it reminds us of the infinite possibilities of reflection. Archivists overseeing
         MCC and AFSC collections on this period of their histories commented on how little
         use these sources have had. Voluminous bodies of scholarship—on pilgrimage, place,
         pacifism, humanitarian relief efforts, displaced children in France, women’s writings,
         BIC and Mennonite people, and their organizational life—have informed our research
         and could be mined much more deeply. Our study does not attempt a history of MCC’s
         program in France nor a biography of a fascinating woman, both worthy projects.
      

      
      Instead, a central goal of this study is to present texts, Elsie’s above all, but
         also those emerging from archival sources and from memories of people connected to
         Lavercantière. I have not, however, presented full texts of any of these sources;
         rather I have made numerous decisions in selecting and presenting them. I have cut
         some of Elsie’s narrations of work in order to privilege her reflections on travel
         and relief work, her descriptions of the countryside, and her observations of French
         and Spanish people. And I have woven together the diary and Elsie’s letters home since
         she seemed to do the same most of the time.[12]    In addition, we have framed those texts with our historical and religious emphases
         on humanitarian aid and pilgrimage and enriched them with travel and oral history.
      

      
       Chapter one combines our research. I begin with biographical information on Elsie
         and reflection on the nature of her writings. Then Nancy considers Elsie’s travel
         in light of the significance of mobility—migration, travel, pilgrimage, and tourism—to
         Mennonite history and to religious expression. To conclude, I turn to developments
         in pacifism and humanitarian aid in the World War II era. Chapters two and four present
         Elsie’s writings, with explanatory narrations. Chapter two covers the months before
         her arrival in Lavercantière; chapter four, the years in the commune. Chapter five
         focuses on our travels to Lavercantière in June 2006 and October 2007 and on the ways
         in which memories and memorializing shape the significance of traces left on paper.[13]   
      

      
      In chapters two and four, the diary is the main source until October 26, 1947, when
         her letters home become the main source. Italicized words within diary entries are
         excerpts from her letters, which often offered clearer explanations. Elsie’s handwritten
         diary and correspondence have been a challenge to transcribe. No less difficult have
         been decisions on how to render typed sources, often on both sides of onionskin paper
         with strikeovers. Should the errors of hasty writing and less than perfect typing
         be re-created in this text? Elsie hoped not. She was a teacher, embarrassed by the
         mistakes she clearly knew were mistakes. In deference to her wishes and in the interest
         of readability, I have put corrections of English words in brackets. Her often phonetic
         spelling of oral French, on the other hand, seems significant, so I have presented
         these words as she wrote them, followed by a bracketed correct spelling with a definition.[14]    Ellipses note substantial cuts to Elsie’s writings and other sources in the interest
         of making parts of both publishable.
      

      
      Elsie’s portrait is one of daily life in close quarters. Her narrations are often
         intimate portraits of her neighbors’ lives; her judgments are subjective. Embedded
         in her details are habits of thought, power relationships, and ethical dilemmas. I
         have attempted to retain her meanings while protecting private experiences filtered
         by her pen. In some cases I have used pseudonyms, noted in the endnotes. In other
         cases, I have presented events without particular names or as composite descriptions
         rather than as individual stories.
      

      
      The visits to Lavercantière changed the nature of this study. Mayor Gilles Vilard
         and many others welcomed us and supported our research. The ongoing interest of this
         community rekindled correspondence between Elsie and individuals, by then some in
         their seventies, whom she had known as children. Her diary, retrieved from a soggy
         basement, helped the process of the Yad Vashem recognizing Louis Forestier as one
         of the Righteous Among the Nations.[15]    That honor, going to the secular commune teacher who preceded Elsie as director
         of the colony and with whom she battled, punctuates the complexities of pilgrimage
         and pacifism. We hope that by unveiling that past and taking note of its cadences
         among the living, our study will encourage interest in the significant contributions
         of quiet stories, such as Elsie’s.
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      Principal Characters

      
         
         Coalition members contributing to Mennonite Central Committee children’s colony at
            Lavercantière and to earlier work, 1940–1948
         

         
      

      
      
         
         	
            Elsie C. Bechtel: monitrice; director, Lavercantière colony
            

         

         
         	
            Atlee Beechy: director, MCC Europe

         

         
         	
            Antonio Bertran: cook

         

         
         	
            Marie Bertran: housekeeper

         

         
         	
            Mon. Bonafand: teacher

         

         
         	
            Josephina “Pepita” Boria: nurse

         

         
         	
            Virgil Brenneman: MCC Builder’s Unit

         

         
         	
            Beatrice (Rosenthal) Buller: headquarters staff

         

         
         	
            Henry P. Buller: director, MCC France

         

         
         	
            Thelma Burton: monitrice, briefly at Lavercantière
            

         

         
         	
            J. N. Byler: director, MCC France; director of relief

         

         
         	
            Charles Cocanower: director, MCC France

         

         
         	
            Augustin Coma: administrator, MCC France

         

         
         	
            Mon. Courbière

         

         
         	
            Mme. Courbière

         

         
         	
            Amédée Floirac: mayor, Lavercantière

         

         
         	
            Louis Forestier: director, Lavercantière colony; teacher, Lavercantière

         

         
         	
            Mrs. Louis Forestier: teacher, Lavercantière

         

         
         	
            Beulah (Roth) Fretz: nurse

         

         
         	
            John L. Fretz: handyman, briefly at Lavercantière

         

         
         	
            Roger Georges: administrator, MCC France

         

         
         	
            Lena Gerber (or Garber): monitrice, briefly at Lavercantière
            

         

         
         	
            Janine Gin: monitrice

         

         
         	
            Mlle. Giselle: monitrice

         

         
         	
            Samuel Goering: director, MCC Europe

         

         
         	
            Lois Gunden (Clemens): director, Canet-Plage 

         

         
         	
            B. F. Hartzler: carpentry

         

         
         	
            Jesse W. Hoover: director, MCC France, Marseille

         

         
         	
            Aden Horst: MCC Builder’s Unit

         

         
         	
            Lauro Joffre: cowherd

         

         
         	
            Clifford Lauvers: vehicle maintenance

         

         
         	
            Manuel: moniteur

         

         
         	
            Mme. Mercier: housekeeper

         

         
         	
            Mary Miller: headquarters staff

         

         
         	
            Isidor Musoles: repairman

         

         
         	
            Mme. Paille: housekeeper

         

         
         	
            Pepita: see Boria

         

         
         	
            Josep Pico: Catalan artist 

         

         
         	
            Yvonne Plion: director, Canet-Plage and then Lavercantière

         

         
         	
            Carmen Puig: housekeeper, monitrice

         

         
         	
            Charlotte Regier: monitrice, Vair colony
            

         

         
         	
            Sara Serrano: cook, housekeeper

         

         
         	
            Vernon Toews: worker, England and France

         

         
         	
            Howard Yoder: interim director, MCC Europe

         

      

      
      A handful of children and youth in the Lavercantière colony, from Elsie’s writings
         and beyond (first names only)
      

      
         Alice, Amparito, Bernadette, Carmen (a young child), Carmen (the older), Charlotte,
            Christine, Claude, Gerard, Hélène, Henry, Isaac, Jacqueline, Jacques, Jeanne, Lanjou,
            Lucien, Mangin, Marie Louise, Maryse, Michele, Monique, Odette, Olga, Paule, Paulette,
            Rafael, Roger, Rose (the older), Rose (the younger), Sara, Yolande
         

      

      
      
   
      Chapter 1

      Elsie Bechtel

      
         
         
         
         Pilgrimage and Anabaptist Relief Work

         
         
      

      
       In late October 1945, thirty-two-year-old Elsie Bechtel walked with a group of girls
         through a mix of grazing land, cultivated fields, and wooded hills in limestone lands
         of southwestern France. The whirlwind of World War II had deposited the French and
         Spanish girls, as well as Elsie, in the commune of Lavercantière, west of a main road
         running from the French-Spanish frontier in the Pyrenees Mountains north to Toulouse
         and on toward Paris. The girls played as they walked. They also successfully searched
         for food, returning to a battered château that served as their temporary home in the
         commune’s small village, “laden[ed] with nuts and mushrooms.” Pleased by the weather,
         the countryside, and the girls’ exuberance, Elsie fell into a reverie on a world she
         had known for eight days. She wrote in her diary, “We stopped at an old church, which
         must have been ages old, and peeped in. It was old and dirty but breathed history.
         All over the hillside were broken down stone walls and half houses, round buildings,
         which plainly showed that we are just a passing phase in this world.”[1]  For the next two years in both her diary and correspondence, Elsie revisited her
         themes on that first walk: the land with its human markings, the gathering of people,
         and the children under her care.
      

      
      Elsie was in Lavercantière because she had joined the twentieth-century pacifist-powered
         war relief work of historic peace churches.[2]  More particularly, she represented the work of Mennonite Central Committee (MCC).
         In France between 1939 and 1948, MCC distributed clothing and food and oversaw the
         care of displaced children, often in homes the Spanish and French termed “colonies”
         (colonia, colonie). The work began in the far southwest of France, but by the time Elsie completed
         her service in 1948, it had moved to the Alsace region, where French Mennonites clustered.[3]  In Lavercantière, however, Elsie lived not with other North American MCC volunteers
         but with French and Spanish neighbors, co-workers, and colony children.
      

      
      In this setting, Bechtel describes unfamiliar people and places with color and feeling,
         recounts conversations, and eloquently probes the significance of events pulled from
         the muddle of daily life. To begin to understand her voice and the voices of others
         filtered through her writing requires knowledge of various contexts. Some were familiar
         to Elsie or to other members of the ephemeral but vital community of World War II–era
         Lavercantière. Other contexts were invisible to the players or passed unexamined in
         the pressing work of survival. Curiosity about unfamiliar surroundings made Elsie
         an astute observer. She remains, however, intrigued by those years, explaining that
         there was much that she did not know about the people she lived with in Lavercantière.[4]  Archival sources show that the people she met were just as curious about pacifist
         North Americans; earlier Spanish co-workers had asked North American relief workers
         for information on “Mennonitism.”[5]  And on our visits to Lavercantière in 2006 and 2007, we met commune
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         Elsie Bechtel with colony children, a co-worker, and a neighbor, at the Château de
               Lavercantière.
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