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On November 20th 1899, a time when Victoria was still Queen of England and Empress of India, my grandfather Herbert White was moved with compassion by the plight of an eight- year old orphan girl called Rosie.  He arranged for a female Sunday school teacher in his church to care for Rosie in her little flat above the shop where she worked in the East of London.  That single act was the seed that gave birth to the family or community that we now call “Mill Grove”.  Over the years more children were cared for in larger accommodation with a maximum of sixty at any one time.
Had you visited the place in the 1920s it would perhaps have reminded you of a boarding school: uniforms, “houses”, eating arrangements and sports.  In the 1950s it would have seemed like a children’s home.  By the 1970s there was a growing awareness that it had become quite unlike anything else, and so the name Mill Grove was chosen as a way of allowing the community to develop in its own way rather than having pre-determined labels attached to it.

The purpose of this article is to describe and reflect upon what Mill Grove is, how it came to be what it is, and the challenges of living in an alternative form of family.

What is Mill Grove?

Since 1901 it has been the home of a biologically related family descended from Herbert White.  It is also the home of children, and more recently, families who for whatever reason cannot live in their own homes. It is the fixed point, or hub, if you prefer, of an extended family of those who have lived here, now spread out across the world.  And it is a place where neighbours know they can come for support and practical help.  There is a pre-school nursery, a toddler group, a school for children with cerebral palsy, and various local groups meeting on the premises.

Mill Grove is an interdenominational Christian charity with a board of trustees, and it has a threefold purpose: to care for children in need; to seek to introduce them by example and word to God’s love as revealed uniquely in Jesus Christ; and to rely on God alone to meet all the needs that arise.  (For those who recall the work of George Mueller and Hudson Taylor there is a close link with their understanding of “works of faith”.)
How did it come to have its present shape and nature?

Some communities set out to pursue a particular form or way of living: by way of contrast, Mill Grove has evolved as it has responded to the needs of others.  It is therefore in some important respects an unintentional extended family or residential community.  Part of the work is registered as a “children’s home” for practical purposes (it means it is possible to receive children into our care without undue bureaucracy and procedures).  But those who come from Africa and Asia see it as a rather typical extended family.  Some who have reflected theologically see it as a way of “being church”.
Although the dynamics and shape of Mill Grove have arisen in the course of its mission, there has been much careful reflection on how we live together.  We have studied, and taken note of much writing about, and practical experience of residential communities.  The practical examples include the many varieties of religious orders, Iona, Taize, L’Arche, S.O.S. Kinderdorff, Pestalozzi, Christian communes, the Bruderhof, Mukti, and types of foster family; the writers include Benedict, Bonhoeffer, Dockar-Drysdale Vanier, and many others. Alternative living requires much careful thought.
Challenges of Alternative Living

It is only if and when a group of people choose to live in a different way that the relentless and powerful pressures to conform to existing social and cultural norms become fully apparent.  People and professional and legal institutions have norms or stereotypes in their minds when describing or categorising groups and labels are handed out because it is impossible to live without them.  As Zygmunt Bauman (for example, Modernity and Ambivalence, Oxford: Polity, 1993) has pointed out in much of his recent writing anything that seems ambivalent or unusual is unsettling and worrying.

In practice Mill Grove is demonstrably both a family, and also a residential community that has patterns of life and activity some way beyond that of more ordinary families and households.  
So while those who are part of the Mill Grove family enjoy life together without undue need for definitions, others remain puzzled by what it is, and how it should be classified.  (If you are interested in further reflections on this there is an article in Crucible, July September 2005, pages 24-30.)
Closing Thought

Since 1899 over 1,200 children have lived at Mill Grove, and probably more than that have been supported through its life and work.  All things being equal it might have grown into a national organisation by now, but it has resisted the usual of growth and publicity.  Perhaps that it how and why it has become such a radical alternative community where there is life-long commitment to every child in the name of Jesus.  

Keith J. White
5th September 2006 
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