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“The Pasteur or Minister of the 
congregation when Arlette and her 

siblings were growing up was 
Maurice de Chazal, whom I wrote 
about in the 2018 Jan-Feb issue of 
Lifeline, in the tribute to Evangeline 

Danjoux” 
Arlette, whose family name was Toolsy, was born and brought 
up in Mauritius, the family being of Indian descent. She had 
two older sisters, a younger brother, and a younger sister. In 
particular all five were brought up within the sphere of the New 
Church, or rather La Nouvelle Eglise. 


The first people who are known to have set foot on Mauritius 
were Portuguese, in the early sixteenth century, but the first to 
settle on the island were the Dutch, in 1598. Sugar plantations 
were quickly established and African slaves were regularly 

brought in to work in them. The Dutch however abandoned the island after a century or more, 
and very soon after that the French took their place. The French too relied on African slave-
labour to maintain the plantations, until 1811 when, during the Napoleonic Wars, the British 
moved in and Mauritius became a British Colony. In 1835 slavery was abolished and owners of 
plantations had to look elsewhere for their labour-forces. They in fact looked to India, from where 
‘indentured’ workers came in, but the Toolsy family who migrated sometime after 1835 were 
teachers. This explains in part why Arlette and her three sisters - Yvette, May, and Odette - were 
all in their individual ways members of the teaching profession. 


The beginnings of the New Church in Mauritius may be traced back to George Herbert Poole, an 
Australian, who arrived there in 1846 and started to make known its teachings. In 1876, a group 
of believers that had come together over the preceding 30 years established a place of New-
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Church worship in Port Louis, the capital. And in 1907 a second place was built for the same 
purpose in Curepipe, a town towards the centre of the island. When the Toolsy family left India 
they were probably Anglican Christians, and subsequently some remained so in Mauritius. But at 
some point others moved on to the New Church. 


The Pasteur or Minister of the congregation when Arlette and her siblings were growing up was 
Maurice de Chazal, whom I wrote about in the 2018 Jan-Feb issue of Lifeline, in the tribute to 
Evangeline Danjoux. Arlette from her earliest years would listen intently to her Pasteur’s 
explanations of sections of the Bible and of passages in the church’s doctrinal teachings. She 
once told me how her mother urged her to hang on to every word of his sermons. As I 
mentioned in the tribute to Evangeline people were encouraged by Pasteur Maurice to sit written 
examinations in doctrine organised by the Swedenborg Society. I’m again indebted to James 
Wilson for supplying me with information from the Society’s records regarding not only Arlette’s 
participation in those examinations but also in that of her two older sisters Yvette and May, her 
younger sister Odette, and indeed of their mother Hilda - 


1937 (the 35th Annual Examination in the Writings of Swedenborg) Arlette gained a ‘First 
Class’ in the Junior Division. In the same year Hilda gained a ‘First Class’ in the Senior 
Division and May Lise a ‘First Class’ in the juniors. The subject for the juniors that year 
was Doctrine of Life and Doctrine of Faith.  

1938 Arlette gained a ‘Second Class’ in the Junior Division; Lise May (as she is listed here) 
also gained ‘Second Class’ in the juniors, whilst Hilda got ‘First Class’ in the seniors, and 
Yvette got ‘Second Class’ in the seniors. The subject for the juniors this year was New 
Jerusalem and Its Heavenly Doctrine.  

Odette Lydie Toolsy receives ‘Second Class’ in the juniors in 1939 and again in 1941.  

James tells me that the Junior Division was for 16-19 year olds, so by her late teens Arlette was 
already well acquainted with the fundamental teachings of her church. Hilda Johnson informs 
me that when she and her brothers and sisters were children living in Mauritius they went on a 
weekday to the Toolsy home to receive Sunday-School lessons from mother Hilda and day-
school ones from daughter Arlette. Did children of other New-Church families go there at other 
times? But though Arlette was by then a teacher she herself had not stopped learning. She went 
on learning more and more from Pasteur Maurice, until not long after the end of WW2 in 1945 he 
left Mauritius to become the pastor of a congregation in another part of the world. But by then 
Arlette had learned more than enough to tell the young man she was to meet and eventually 
marry all about what the New Church teaches. That young man was of course Norman 
Pettersen. 


Norman grew up in Hull with his Norwegian parents, whose working life lay in the importing of 
timber from across the North Sea. Through them he became fluent in Scandinavian languages, 
especially Norwegian; yet he received a thoroughly English education, and in fact went on - at 
University College London, I think - to study and become a graduate in English. And not long 
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after that he earned an MA degree. (His education was interrupted during WW2 by military 
service within a Norwegian unit that had been formed in UK.) 

   

At a junior and then a senior school in England Norman would have taken part in the whole 
school’s daily act of worship, and also in class lessons in what in those days was called religious 
knowledge. Whether he was also taken regularly to church on a Sunday, to an Anglican, English 
Non-Conformist, or even Scandinavian Lutheran congregation, I do not know. But whatever his 
religious background may have been when Arlette and he came together he was clearly 
receptive of the teachings of the church she would have enthusiastically told him about. And she 
would have been attracted to the knowledge and wisdom he had acquired through his 
Scandinavian heritage and English education. 


Norman’s working life began as a schoolmaster in Mauritius, but before very long it changed 
direction. He became a servant of the British Council, an international organisation set up in 
1934 ‘for cultural relations and educational opportunities’. As Norman himself once said, his task 
was to export English language, literature, and culture to people in other parts of the world, a 
task in which Arlette gladly supported him after they were married. Their marriage service took 
place at Kensington New Church, with Paul Vickers officiating, after which they lodged for a 
short time with a lady who lived just a few doors away from the Russell family, members of the 
congregation worshipping at Anerley New Church in South London. At that time Norman was 
‘stationed’ in London; before long however he was ‘posted’ abroad, to Ghana, Iran, Belgium, 
and other places, until his final years before retirement, when he was back in London. At one 
point in his years of service he was sent by the British Council to serve in Mauritius, which of 
course delighted Arlette. (During one of my own short pastoral visits to the New-Church 
congregation in Mauritius Judy and I visited - in the town of Rose Hill - the English library set up 
by the British Council. I was impressed by the great number of books available, and also by the 
peaceful atmosphere in which students were quietly reading and making notes. During his time 
in Mauritus Norman would I’m sure have played some part in the running of this asset to 
Mauritian society.)  


In addition to supporting Norman wherever he was sent to serve, Arlette the school teacher 
engaged in private tutoring; at one time she was called on by a royal family to assist in the 
teaching of their children. But beyond Norman’s official duties and Arlette’s coaching of young 
people the two of them together continued their pursuit of spiritual knowledge and wisdom, and 
their readiness to share such with others. I’m sure that neither of them was a religious bore, but 
equally neither of them held back from imparting what they had learned and accepted to be true 
Christian belief and way of life. 


Early on in their married life Arlette and Norman acquired a house of their own in Pinner - on the 
outskirts of north-west London - which they named Sans Souci (Free from Care).  In all their 
years living and working abroad they would come home to Pinner for their holidays; and only 
during Norman’s final period of service to the British Council and after his retirement did they live 
there permanently. On Sunday mornings they would drive through outer suburbs of London, 
initially to the New-Church congregation meeting for worship in North Finchley until 1986, and 
after this at Greenhill in Barnet. But much nearer to home in Pinner there was an established 
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group of New-Church people belonging to the General Church of the New Jerusalem, holding 
regular meetings for instruction in and discussion of the teachings contained in the works 
published by Emanuel Swedenborg. Arlette and Norman became very much part of this group 
and enjoyed the fellowship of its members. 


In retirement Norman also became involved in the work of the Swedenborg Society. With his 
special knowledge of English and Scandinavian languages he had much to offer to the Society’s 
Advisory and Revision Board (ARB), appointed by its governing Council for advice on the editing 
and translating of Swedenborg’s works and the publication of literature related to those works. 
He served as chairman of ARB, and also of the Council itself, until his resignation for health 
reasons. During his final days in this world he was carefully and lovingly cared for by Arlette, until 
he passed into the higher life eight and a half years ago. 


In her widowhood Artlette continued to attend services of worship at Greenhill, until physical 
frailty prevented her from doing so. Yet she made it to the final service just over a year ago. She 
also continued to be a member of the local monthly gathering, indeed meetings latterly were 
held at Sans Souci, and Ethan McCardell the General Church minister began to serve her 
pastorally. In addition the incumbent of the local parish church cared for her by bringing Holy 
Communion to her. But though frail and somewhat hard of hearing she remained alert. She lost 
none of the eagerness of her earlier years to listen to sound explanations of Scripture and 
doctrine, and to share what she’d learned with others. The story goes that taxi drivers who 
brought her to Greenhill or took her home from there vied with one another to do so, because 
they respected her and loved to hear about why she went to church and what she learned there. 
And many of those drivers belonged to Non-Christian religions!  


Arlette’s last few days in this world were spent in hospital, where - less than a month before her 
hundredth birthday - she quietly slipped away into the next, to be re-united with her Norman, 
and with other loved-ones who had passed on before her. Her funeral service was held at the 
local parish church, led by the kindly priest who had brought Holy Communion to her, and the 
address or eulogy was given by Ethan. I do not know which particular form of benediction or 
blessing was used at the conclusion of the service, but let me say that had the service taken 
place in Mauritius, and in French, the blessing might have consisted of the last two verses of 
Psalm 121. Those verses in the words of the Authorised Version read - 


The LORD shall preserve thee from all evil: he shall preserve thy soul.  
The LORD shall preserve thy going out and thy coming in from this time    
   forth, and even for evermore.     
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