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Wonder
WOMEN

Paula Merrony’s life was turned 
around by the kindness of
others; since then she’s been
helping organise vital food 
donations for those in need

By Katharine Wootton

As Paula Merrony 
lugs boxes of 
root vegetables 
and tins of 
beans round the 

night shelters, soup kitchens 
and homeless charities of 
London, she remembers 
all too well what it was like 
to long for a hearty, hot 
winter meal. 

Having spent fi ve years 
without a proper home 
in the Nineties, today 
she’s happy to be bringing 
nutritious food – and a touch 
of kindness – to those people 
who’ve found themselves 
in a similarly desperate 
situation to the one she 
once faced.   

Paula always loved to 
work and had great plans for 
the future with her children 
when in 1990, as her eldest 

son, Adam, who has 
learning diffi  culties, turned 
fi ve, she decided to move to 
Hammersmith to try to fi nd 
a suitable school for him.  

However, for some reason 
her previous tenancy wasn’t 
cancelled which meant 
that when she arrived in 
Hammersmith, the council 
couldn’t rehome her as they 
believed she still had the 
other house. Weeks of living 
with her mother-in-law 
followed, but when relations 
with the children’s father 
became extremely strained, 
Paula found it impossible to 
stay. A period of squatting 
in an empty council house 
followed, before the council 
put the family up in a bed 
and breakfast.    

“In the bed and breakfast 
we were mixing with some 
not very nice people and 
those with addictions – 

some even carried knives 
– which meant I could 
never leave the children 
unattended. Food wise, 
we only had a microwave 
and kettle, which meant all 
meals revolved around pasta 
and snacks and we put on a 
lot of weight. 

“It was the little things 
that were upsetting, like 
not being able to invite the 
children’s friends back to 
ours and not having our 

belongings around as they’d 
had to go into storage. 

“At Christmas, it was hard 
as a bed and breakfast is not 
a great place to be at that 
time of year and we couldn’t 
leave to visit family as we 
would have lost our room.”

After several months, 
the council placed Paula 

The food of 
kindness! 

‘Our plan is to support 
as many people as 
possible this Christmas’

Paula with one of the food 
deliveries that make a huge 
diff erence for people in need
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‘You never know 
what might have led 
to homelessness. 
Many are just 
ordinary people 
whose world 
suddenly fell apart’

into temporary housing 
with a view to moving 
them into permanent 
accommodation at the end 
of the three-year tenancy. 
But when the council 
stipulated Paula’s ex-partner 
move in with the family, 
his spending pushed the 
family into debt and rent 
arrears. This sadly coincided 
with redundancies at the 
catering company where 
she’d worked throughout 
her homelessness and so 
Paula and the children were 
forced to return to the bed 
and breakfast. 

It was only in 1995, 
thanks to the help of a 
local councillor, that the 
family were at last placed 
in a permanent fl at. Paula 
could fi nally start to rebuild 
her life – and she was 
determined that would 
involve giving back. 

Following a chance 
conversation with a former 
colleague, Paula then 
became involved in City 
Harvest, a new organisation 
that gives the vast amounts
of food thrown out by
 supermarkets and 
wholesalers to the hungry, 

giving 
unwanted food 
a new lease 
of life. 

Now one of 
the very small 
team of staff  
that run the 
organisation, 
Paula organises 
the  logistics, 
directing drivers 
to where there 
may be spare food and 
delivering this to charities 
who provide meals to the 
homeless and vulnerable. 

“The diffi  culty is that 
every day we don’t know 
what we’re going to be given. 
After all, if a shop is short-
staff ed, it’s easier for them to 
throw food away than sort 
and give it to us. 

“Some days we do have to 
disappoint people because 
we don’t have enough and 
that’s heartbreaking. 

“But we fi nd if we keep 
talking to back door staff  
at shops and explain to 
companies that we’re doing 
them a favour by cutting 
down their waste bill, they 
do try their best for us.”

Approaching Christmas, 

things are about to get 
busier than ever for Paula’s 
team as shops are preparing 
to have huge amount of 
surplus food. Meanwhile, for 
those people living on the 
streets, the cold makes their 
situation more desperate. 

“Our plan is to support 
as many people as possible 
this Christmas, helping out 
charities who want to do a 
Christmas party for those 
in need. We’re providing 
food for one organisation 
in particular who are doing 
a pantomime and meal 
for 400 families, many of 
whom are refugees. Last 
year, one family said it had 
been their fi rst hot meal in 
six weeks.”

And it’s not just food 
that can make a diff erence 
to the homeless, especially 
as we enter the season of 
goodwill. “A smile or a chat 

with a homeless person 
you pass in the street can 
mean so much,” says Paula. 
“Walking past without even 
acknowledging them is so 
hurtful – they just want to 
feel part of the human race.”

After all, says Paula, you 
never know what situation 
might have led them to 
homelessness. “Many are 
just ordinary people whose 
world suddenly fell apart. 
Take my City Harvest 
colleague, Martin. He used 
to be a BBC cameraman and 
then he had an accident that 
meant he lost his job, his 
income, his marriage and at 
last his home and he ended 
up sleeping rough. Now he’s 
got himself back on his feet 
and is so passionate about 
giving back.  

“As for me, I was so lucky 
that when I was homeless 
I had friends and even 
strangers who didn’t need 
to help me, but did. While 
those people don’t need any 
help in return, I now see 
it as my job to go and help 
someone else.”
■ To fi nd out more about City 
Harvest call 0779 186 4465 or 
visit www.cityharvest.org.uk

The food of 
kindness! Elisa, Adam and 

Sigourney just 
before the family 
were moved 
to temporary 
accommodation 
and right, in 1991

Vans collect 
suplus food 
from many 
diff erent outlets 
and deliver it to 
organisations 
that feed those 
who need it


