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Cries unheard by gitta sereny

In 1972 Gitta Sereny published The Case of Mary Bell, which remains an essential grounding to the case. In 1995, in its most recent reprint, she expressed the hope that one day Mary Bell would talk to her. Now their exhaustive conversations have enabled the author to write Cries Unheard, which, for the first time, reveals the truth of what Mary Bell did and felt, what was done to her, and what she became.

Gitta Sereny has two children and two grandchildren. She and her husband, photographer Don Honeyman, live in London.
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To Lee Hindley Chadwick the teacher every child should have Pray thee take care, that tak’st my book in hand, To reade it well:

that is, to understand

Ben Jonson, To the Reader, Epigrammes
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introduction TO THE paperback
Many people who pick up this new paperback will have heard about this book a year ago. For two weeks before serialization of Cries Unheard was to start in The Times last May, three weeks before it was due to be published, and so without the least idea of either the content or the purpose of this book, an unprecedented paroxysm of tabloid media wrath, which was to last six weeks, was unleashed against the person whose story this book tells and therefore, of course, against the book and its author.

By now, of course, all this has changed: there have been many serious reviews, innumerable debates on radio and TV, many statements by professionals supporting the book’s purpose, and questions and answers in the House of Commons and the House of Lords. Nonetheless, I want to be sure that anyone who turns to this page knows from the start what my purpose is and always was.

Cries Unheard is about the life of an English girl born in 1957, who at the age of eleven killed two little boys of four and three and, convicted in a Crown Court of manslaughter, was sentenced to detention “or life. By the time in 1996 when she tells me her story of a suffering childhood and adolescence, she is thirty-nine. Mary Bell, for that was her name, was English. But she could just as well have been Belgian, French, German, Norwegian, Swedish, Japanese or American -for in all these countries young children have been similarly hurt and in recent years have, in turn, I believe, hurt others.

Indeed, juvenile crime robbery, arson, assault with weapons, rape, manslaughter and murder (often committed by ever younger children) has increased to such an extent in all of the western world that many enlightened people are asking serious questions.

Xvi/ introduction TO THE paperback

Have we any idea, thinking people are asking sociologists, psychiatrists, lawyers, judges and serious journalists, why children are becoming so violent? Do they understand the consequences of their actions? Do they know that death is final? And to what extent is their exposure to sex and violence in society, to what extent indeed are people in their immediate environment such as parents or parent substitutes, to blame?

It was in a search for these answers, basing my exploration on the life and the experiences of one such former child whom, with her consent, I quite deliberately used as an example or a symbol of many others, that I wrote Cries Unheard. The central account here, the story as Mary Bell told it to me, is not intended by me or her to be the story of her crimes, but to be rather a document which might serve as an incentive to all of us who care about children’s well-being to make their lives better. Whether it be parents or young would-be parents, neighbours, social workers, teachers, judges and advocates, police or government officials, if Mary’s painful disclosures of a suffering childhood and an appallingly mismanaged adolescence in detention can persuade us to learn how to detect young children’s distress, however hidden, and hear their cries, however faint, we might eventually be in a position to prevent children from offending rather than as is essentially happening all over the western world both inappropriately prosecuting and in aptly punishing them when they do.

Mary Bell, an attractive intelligent woman, stands now, as I am writing this three and a half years after the project began, at the cusp of middle-age. As her story demonstrates very clearly, thirty years ago when she committed the awful acts of killing the two toddlers, she was at a breaking point after years of virtually unrelieved abuse and distress at the hands of her mother. This is not an excuse, either in my eyes or hers. There is no excuse, but there can and need to be explanations. For her, who has always feared there was some

fundamental flaw in her which made her mother hate her, even the relative introduction TO THE paperback /XVii insight she has now gained about the effects of her disastrous childhood is not enough of an explanation. But for me it is, because I am convinced that children are born ‘good’ but, as happened to Mary in 1968, they can some sooner, some later be driven to this ‘breaking point’ where good and bad no longer have any meaning.

As a rule, children sentenced to detention in Britain are intended to disappear into anonymity: care or prison personnel are under obligation not to discuss them with outsiders or even to divulge their presence wherever they are. This excellent rule, although theoretically it certainly applied to Mary Bell, never worked in her case because her mother used every opportunity, every visit she payed to her for years, to sell sensational stories to the local press, who in many instances sold them on to the nationals. The result was not only that Mary’s already very difficult imprisonment was immeasurably worsened because of the staffs as well as her fellow inmates’ fear of these indiscretions, but that t^e tabloids and popular magazines, both British and foreign, were continuously kept aware of her: quite aside from the obvious tabloid interest in a notorious and exceptionally pretty young female prisoner, she was and this was meat and drink for the tabloids a potential source for an exposure story about prisons, wardens and inmates. Thus when they learned in 1979 of her transfer to an open prison, and her assignment to the outside-prison work programme, which is sensibly organized in preparation for prisoners’ release, the media pursuit began which was to become a nightmare for her and, as I will show, but for the essential kindness of local authorities and the British public could eventually have led to tragedy. Over the next sixteen years she not only rejected every one of the more often than not six-figure offers for her story, but also, every time they came close to finding her, time and again moved house, even to other areas of the country, in an effort to protect the anonymity of her family, above all her child. Consistently supported by sympathetic probation officers and unprecedentedly strong injunctions against media interference issued by the Official Solicitor, who has been Mary’s daughter’s guardian since her birth in 1984, the protection in fact worked until April 1998.

xviii/ introduction to the paperback

The Court’s injunction not only applied to the tabloids, but equally to me. And the book on which Mary and I agreed to collaborate in November 1995 (a decision which was entirely hers and mine to make and for which all the problems she or I might have to face were carefully considered) would have been impossible to undertake without the knowledge of the Court and the Home Office’s Lifer Unit the department in charge of released prisoners on licence. (Under British law, released prisoners who have been convicted of murder or manslaughter remain subject to recall to the end of their lives. ) Neither of these government departments were in a position to forbid Mary to co-operate on a book: once released she was theoretically a free agent. But nor would either my British publishers or I have gone into this project without a degree of assurance that there was no legal objection to it. The Home Office, familiar with my first critical book on the subject of trying young children as adults. The Case of Mary Bell, published in 1972, made clear that they were not happy about the prospect, but could do nothing about it. They are in charge of both Children and Prisons and they were no doubt aware that Mary Bell would report on her treatment by the authorities since her incarceration at the age of eleven and that much of this was unlikely to be positive. Obviously, they had been informed by the terms of the proposed contract and knew as of March 1996 that, upon my insistence, Mary would receive a part of the advance on royalties my British publishers, Macmillan, had offered me.
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