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Once we began the process of researching, we 
found very little strong evidence that disabled 
people throughout history were connected to 
English Heritage sites. The majority of the 
connections we found were related to the 
institutionalisation of disabled people; either in 
priories, almshouses, hospitals or asylums. We 
found almost no traces of the voices of the 
disabled people that were being cared for.

This prompted us to think critically about the 
way that the past is interpreted and explored; 
history has been predominantly written by the 
able-bodied, and where disabled people are 
included in recorded history, their lives have 
been described by those who cared for them, 
or by those who pitied, ridiculed, or 
discriminated against them. 

Much of disabled history remains 
untold; when we explore the past 
through heritage -  whether we’re 
visiting country estates, exploring 
castle ruins, or even just wandering 
through old city streets – we rarely 
come face-to-face with the stories 
of the disabled people who would 
have inhabited these spaces 
throughout history.

Disabled people have always 
existed, but the lives of these 
individuals have been under-
researched and underrepresented, 
left out of the narratives that are 
told and re-told about the past.

We – a group of young people 
working within English Heritage’s 
youth engagement programme, 
Shout Out Loud – decided to look 
for stories of disability across 
English Heritage sites, with the aim 
of highlighting more diverse and 
inclusive histories.

MANY OF THE LIVED 
EXPERIENCES OF 

DISABLED PEOPLE 
THROUGHOUT HISTORY 

HAVE BEEN LOST, 
DISTORTED, OR 

REMAIN UNTOLD.



We decided to bring together the evidence that we could find 
connecting English Heritage sites to disability, in order to 
highlight the many stories that we can’t find.

From Blue Plaques in London to the tunnels beneath Dover 
Castle, this zine aims to map out the previously overlooked 
traces of disabled histories across London and the South East, 
while asking the following questions:

WHOSE VOICES CAN’T WE HEAR 
WHEN WE LEARN ABOUT THE PAST?

HOW HAS THE PROCESS OF WRITING 
HISTORY CONTRIBUTED TOWARDS 
INTOLERANCE TODAY?

HOW CAN WE MAKE HISTORY
 MORE INCLUSIVE AND DIVERSE?

Shout Out Loud is English Heritage’s 
youth engagement programme for young 
people, by young people. It seeks to 
change the way that heritage is told, 
encouraging young people to explore the 
past in new ways and allowing new 
voices to be heard.



BEN

WHO ARE WE?

BETH
Hey I'm Beth! I'm 24 and am from 

Preston in Lancashire. I joined The 
Young Producers as I've always 
enjoyed looking at how people 

lived before the 21st century. I'm a 
professional actor when not 

working with Shout Out Loud, and 
like finding ways to make history 

more engaging through creativity. 
In my spare time, I love writing 

poetry, playing ukulele and 
bouldering!

The Young Producers are a team of 
volunteers passionate about history, 
and form part of Shout Out Loud, 
English Heritage’s national youth 
engagement programme. Five of them 
took part in this project, and it was led 
by Amy, a masters student at the 
University of Leicester.

Hi I’m Ben and I’m from Sheffield. I’m 
19 and studying history at the 
University of Nottingham. I joined the 
Young Producer team in February 
2020 and I love history, being able to 
share my passion for it in a project like 
this is just brilliant. In my spare time I 
enjoy playing music, acting and 
working in my family military antique 
business. 



IMOGEN
My name is Imogen, I'm 19 and 
currently studying Ancient, 
Medieval and Modern History at 
the University of Kent. I am also a 
volunteer at Dover Castle.

LUCY
Hi, I'm Lucy and I'm a recent English 

Literature graduate. I have been a Young 
Producer for over two years now, and I 

believe that understanding more about 
our past is essential to how we decide 

to develop our future. You will often find 
me watching period dramas or reading 

historical novels and good biographies.

AMY
I’m Amy, and I’m studying for a masters 
in Museum Studies at the University of 

Leicester. I’m really passionate about 
the social role of heritage, and how we 
can use the past to better understand 

the present. When I’m not thinking 
about museums and heritage sites, I’m 

usually cross stitching!

SOPHIE
Hi, I’m Sophie and I am a Young 
Producer and Digital Content Creator 
for Shout Out Loud. I am also about to 
start my masters degree in Museum 
and Gallery Studies at the University 
of St Andrews. Whether it be castle 
ruins, an historical musical, a period 
drama or a stately home; I love 
anything to do with history and 
heritage!



We found four key stories 
connected to the history of 
disability in London. Three 
stories were connected to 
individuals commemorated 
by London’s Blue Plaque 
scheme, which links people 
from the past to the built 
environment of the city 
today. The other was 
Chiswick House, in West 
London. 

MARBLE 
HILL



CHISWICK  
HOUSE

EXPLORING STORIES 
OF DISABILITY IN 

LONDON AND THE 
SOUTH EAST

BLUE PLAQUE: 
SIR ARTHUR
PEARSON

BLUE PLAQUE: 
JOHN LOUDON

BLUE PLAQUE: 
RICHARD DADD



RESEARCHED AND 
WRITTEN BY BETH 

Mental illness in the 21st century is more understood than at 
any other time in history. Although there is still a way to go in 
removing some of the stigma surrounding mental illness, we 
have come a long way in 200 years. But just because mental 
illness and disability weren’t discussed as openly in the 19th 
century, doesn’t mean that they did not exist…

Chiswick House is a beautiful building built by the third Earl of 
Burlington in 1729. It was designed to display his art collection 
and to host lavish parties but it wasn’t to stay that way 
forever... In 1892, the compassionate Tuke Brothers  – Dr 
Thomas Seymour Tuke and Dr Charles Molesworth Tuke - took 
ownership of the house and transformed it into a private 
asylum that stayed open until 1928. At the time the building 
had two wings which were perfect spaces to be used as wards 
for the patients and staff accommodation.

Unlike many asylums of the time, Chiswick’s patient treatment 
style was known to be humane and based around therapeutics 
rather than violent restraint and medication. However, it is 
important to mention that it was very expensive to be an 
inpatient at Chiswick House. The patients were therefore 
predominantly wealthy, and many were of high-born families. 
There would have been many people suffering just as much 
who couldn’t afford the fees at Chiswick. Those unfortunate 
patients would be admitted to the overcrowded, underfunded 
and poorly managed public state asylums.



RESEARCHED AND 
WRITTEN BY BETH 

In the late Victorian period, asylum 
patients were commonly described 
as ‘idiots’ and ‘lunatics’. There wasn’t 
a great understanding of mental 
health conditions and what to call 
those affected by them.  Those 
people struggling with depression, 
anxiety and what we now call OCD 
(obsessive compulsive disorder) 
were often cast out of society, and 
family members would send them to 
asylums to hide them from public 
view and reduce the shame that they 
were, at the time, perceived to bring. 
As such, the realities and lived 
experiences of individuals suffering 
with mental illness or disabilities are 
hidden behind the derogatory and 
insulting language and diagnoses 
used at the time to describe their 
impairment. The lives of these 
individuals have been lost to history. 

At Chiswick, however, 
documentation shows that patients 
were generally described in terms of 
their symptoms and behaviours, 
rather than being labelled using 
these diagnostic categories. This 
supports the idea that the Tuke 
brothers were compassionate and 
progressive in their approach to care; 
they acknowledged the experiences 
of the individuals at Chiswick and 
allowed this to play an important part 
in the therapeutic regimes they 
created.

In 1950, the wings of Chiswick 
House were torn down and with it, 
much of the evidence that the 
asylum ever existed. The only 
remaining evidence that the 
asylum existed is the handwritten 
patient records that are now 
preserved at The Wellcome 
Collection in London.

Today, 1 in 5 people in the UK will 
suffer with a mental health 
condition during their lifetime. 
Through advances in medicine and 
research, we are now able to 
effectively treat many conditions, 
including some of the ones that 
patients suffered from at Chiswick 
House in the 19th century.  
Chiswick House should be 
remembered as a place that, for 36 
years, helped improve the 
standards of care and 
understanding for mentally ill 
patients. 

No longer do we silence those who 
are struggling with their mental 
health, but we encourage anyone 
who is having a tough time to 
confide in somebody, speak up and 
seek help. 

THERE’S LOTS OF HELP OUT 
THERE IF YOU NEED IT.
Here are some links to get you started:
Shout: www.giveusashout.org
Mind: www.mind.org.uk
Young Minds: www.youngminds.org.uk



FROM CHARLES MOLESWORTH 
TUKE’S OBITUARY, 1925



I’m Amy, and I’m studying for a masters 
in Museum Studies at the University of 

Leicester. I’m really passionate about 
the social role of heritage, and how we 
can use the past to better understand 

the present. When I’m not thinking 
about museums and heritage sites, I’m 

usually cross stitching!

RESEARCHED AND 
WRITTEN BY SOPHIE

Sometimes the most beautiful of 
artwork can have the more sinister 
of stories behind it. While the stories 
of Victorian painter, Richard Dadd, 
are often ones of tragedy and 
sadness, the artworks that he 
produced were enchanting and 
beautiful. He is noted for his 
depictions of the supernatural, 
fairies and orientalist scenes, with 
most of his more famous works 
being created while Richard was a 
patient in Bethlem mental hospital.

Born in 1817 in Kent, Richard’s 
artistic skills were noticed from a 
young age. At 20, he went to the 
Royal Academy of Arts and won 
awards for his life drawing skills. 
While there he co-founded the 
Clique, a group of artists gathering 
to improve their work and bring the 
Academy more in line with the 
requirements of contemporary art. 

After 6 years, Richard was invited to 
join Sir Thomas Phillips on an 
expedition through Europe and the 
Middle East. However, the journey 
was at times incredibly gruelling, and 
Richard became increasingly 
delusional and violent, often 
believing himself to be under the 
control of Egyptian Gods. Upon his 
return, he was deemed to be of 
unsound mind and was sent to 
recover with his family in rural Kent.

Unfortunately, while still suffering 
from these delusions, Dadd 
murdered his own father. Deciding 
to flee to France, he also tried to kill 
a fellow passenger en-route with a 
razor. He was arrested, and on his 
return to England, he confessed to 
his crimes and was sent to the 
criminal department of Bethlem 
mental hospital. Although not given 
this diagnosis at the time, it is now 
thought that he suffered from 
severe paranoid schizophrenia 
episodes.

Richard was treated well while in 
hospital and was encouraged to 
paint by his doctors. Some of his 
more famous works include The 
Fairy Feller’s Masterstroke, which 
you can see above. After 20 years at 
Bedlam, he was moved to the higher 
security hospital of Broadmoor, 
where he continued to paint. As he 
got older his physical health 
declined and after contracting 
tuberculosis, he sadly passed away. 
In 1977, a blue plaque was erected 
at his old home near Leicester 
Square to commemorate his life.

The Fairy Feller’s Master Stroke, 1855-64, Richard 
Dadd, Presented by Siegfried Sassoon 1963. © 
Tate. Photo: Tate



RESEARCHED 
AND WRITTEN 
BY IMOGEN

Sir Arthur Pearson was born in 1866 
in Somerset and died in 1921 in 
London. Pearson began to lose his 
sight due to glaucoma in around 
1908, and in 1913 joined the Council 
of the National Institute for the Blind 
(now the RNIB) and later became its 
President. Pearson also set up the 
organisation that later became Blind 
Veterans UK.
At the start of his career Pearson 
worked as a journalist launching the 
Daily Express in 1900 and in 1904 
gaining The Standard and The 
Evening Standard. He used his 
wealth to help charitable causes; in 
1892 he founded The Fresh Air Fund, 
providing holidays and outings for 
disadvantaged children, and in 1908, 
he helped Robert Baden-Powell to 
establish the Boy Scout Movement. 

In 1913 shortly before Pearson lost 
his sight completely, he sold off the 
remainder of his publishing interests 
and devoted his time to help those 
who were blind. He worked as a 
treasurer for the National Institute 
for the Blind and then as the 
secretary for the National Relief 
Fund at the start of the First World 
War. 

In 1915, Pearson founded St 
Dunstan’s, a hostel for blinded 
servicemen. St Dunstan’s still 
operates today as Blind Veterans 
UK.

St Dunstan’s provided care and 
training for soldiers and sailors; this 
included providing them with a 
Braille writing machine, and 
providing training in different trades 
such as typing, basket weaving, and 
farming. They were also given the 
opportunity to take part in sporting, 
social and musical activities. Initially 
Pearson used 6 Bayswater Hill as 
headquarters and invited the first 
two officers to live with him in 
Marylebone. However, when more 
accommodation was needed, he, his 
wife Ethel – and some of the officers 
–  took up residence at 21 Portland 
Place (where you can see his blue 
plaque today!) from 1915 to 1920.
In recognition of his services, 
Pearson was made a baronet in 
1916 and appointed Knight Grand 
Cross of the Most Excellent Order 
of the British Empire in 1917. 



The blue plaque commemorating John 
and Jane Loudon at their former home 
close to Hyde Park celebrates the 
couple’s contribution towards creating 
urban green spaces and beautifying the 
landscape of the city. 

John first came to London in 1803, where he began an illustrious career 
as a writer, educator, botanist and garden designer, and sought to 
introduce picturesque features of garden design into the English 
landscape. 

He produced an extensive amount of material and encyclopaedias on 
agriculture and horticulture, and contributed significant research and 
design on hothouses that made possible the construction of major 
hothouses such as the Palm House at Kew Gardens. He also designed 
what is often considered to be Britain’s first ever public park – Derby 
Arboretum, which opened in 1840. He was a reformer, putting forward a 
pioneering plan for a London green belt, and was an advocate for public 
urban open spaces.

Loudon had a remarkable work ethic, and the vast quantity of work he 
produced was perhaps thanks to his habit of working all hours of the 
night. He was also disabled, suffering from a rheumatic fever in 1806 
that badly damaged his knee and right arm. In the 1820s, his arm was 
broken in a botched attempt at a cure, which led to it being amputated at 
the shoulder. The house that he shared with Jane in Porchester Terrace 
– where the blue plaque is mounted today – had glass-roofed verandas 
running around most of the building, and was designed with Loudon’s 
disability in mind.

Recognising Loundon’s disability alongside his 
success sheds light upon the contributions of 
disabled people both today and throughout 
history. 

RESEARCHED 
AND WRITTEN 
BY AMY



“‘Has she no faults then (Envy says), Sir?’
Yes, she has one, I must aver:
When all the world conspires to praise her,
The woman’s deaf, and does not hear.”

From On a Certain Lady at Court by Alexander Pope, 1732

This section from a poem by Alexander Pope refers to 
Henrietta Howard, a remarkable woman who overcame 
dire personal circumstances to become a prolific figure 
of the Georgian court. She is perhaps best known as 
George II’s longest serving mistress, and for 
constructing Marble Hill, the Palladian villa on the banks 
of the River Thames that offered her independence and 
the space to cultivate a circle of highly influential 
friends. 

As Pope’s poem suggests, Henrietta was also deaf, and 
her navigation of society during an age that fed on 
whispered gossip, intrigue and scandal makes for a 
fascinating story that offers insight into the role of 
women and disabled people throughout history.

RESEARCHED AND 
WRITTEN BY AMY



Henrietta’s life began tragically, 
with the death of both parents at a 
young age and a subsequent 
disastrous marriage to Charles 
Howard in 1706. However, through 
her savvy navigation of society and 
her decision to travel to the 
Hanoverian court to win the favour 
of the future sovereign, Henrietta 
became Woman of the 
Bedchamber to Princess Caroline 
when King George I ascended to 
the throne. Her contemporaries 
thought her handsome, witty and 
intelligent, and she attracted the 
attention of not only the king, but 
many notable writers, politicians 
and courtiers. She received a large 
settlement of stock from the 
Prince Regent, and began building 
Marble Hill, setting up her own 
home away from her husband. 

Throughout her life, Henrietta 
frequently experienced 
debilitating headaches, and 
during her late twenties to early 
thirties she began to lose her 
hearing. Desperate to recover 
her hearing, in 1728 she 
underwent an operation that 
involved a surgeon drilling into 
her jaw, and she also used 
hearing aids – the author and 
politician Horace Walpole noted 
that she used a tortoiseshell ear 
trumpet. Henrietta also wrote to 
a number of people within her 
circle about her deafness, and 
she was not the only person she 
knew that was hard of hearing; 
Jonathan Swift, for example, 
suffered from an inner ear 
disorder characterised by 
deafness, among other 
symptoms. Additionally, Lord 
Chesterfield, who lived at 
Ranger’s House, was also hard of 
hearing or possibly deaf. 

Following the death of her 
husband in 1733, Henrietta fell 
out of favour with George II. She 
was growing increasingly deaf 
and, after 20 years of service, 
she retired from her role at court 
and pursued a loving marriage 
with her longtime friend, George 
Berkeley, living with him at 
Marble Hill.  

Disability has always been a feature of society, but it is often forgotten 
about when we think about the past. Marble Hill today is a testament 
to a tenacious and resourceful disabled woman who fought hard for 
her independence and security; highlighting the story of her deafness 
gives us an even greater insight into Henrietta’s character and a better 
understanding of her life. 



In Kent, we found three 
more stories; Milton 
Chantry and Maison Dieu 
made us think about the 
experiences of disabled 
people in the medieval 
period, while Dover Castle’s 
underground hospital in the 
Second World War sparked 
conversations about the 
impact of the war upon 
disability. 



MILTON 
CHANTRY

MAISON 
DIEU

DOVER 
CASTLE



A network of underground tunnels 
dug beneath Dover Castle were put 
to good use during the Second 
World War; in particular, one level - 
the Annexe Level – became a 
Medical Dressing Station, which 
was a second-tier hospital for 
wounded servicemen who had 
already received emergency 
treatment. The hospital comprised 
two operating theatres, a wound 
dressing ward, a dispensary, and a 
room to treat shock, alongside 
several general medical wards.

After the Second World War, it is 
estimated that the disabled 
population in the UK increased by 
300,000, and these were mostly 
ex-servicemen and women who had 
received injuries as a result of the 
conflict. This increase forced the 
development of care facilities and 
rehabilitation schemes for disabled 
people to become a governmental, 
national concern. The 1944 
Disability Employment Act promised 
sheltered employment, reserved 
occupations, and employment 
quotas for disabled people. 
Following this, a network of 
factories was established, called

Remploy. The first factory opened in 
Bridgend, South Wales, in 1946, and 
by 1953, 90 factories were making a 
variety of everyday goods employing 
6,000 disabled people. The impact of 
war caused the government and 
businesses to encourage the 
independence of disabled people, so 
that war veterans could continue to 
contribute to society.

AFTER THE SECOND 
WORLD WAR, IT IS 
ESTIMATED THAT 
THE DISABLED 
POPULATION IN THE 
UK INCREASED BY

300,000

RESEARCHED AND 
WRITTEN BY LUCY



Perhaps most importantly, the 
war acted as a catalyst for the 
creation of the NHS in 1948 which 
provided healthcare free at the point of use 
for all British citizens. By 1951, the NHS had 
begun to extend rehabilitation schemes to 
workers disabled by industrial accidents as 
well as providing free care to ex-service 
people and individuals born with 
disabilities. Rehabilitation centres, such as 
St Dunstan’s founded by Sir Arthur 
Pearson continued to care for disabled 
veterans and by 1946, St Dunstan’s had 
cared for over 2,000 blind veterans. 

While the Second World War had 
a devastating impact on society, 
it created a national spirit for 
healthcare and forced 
governmental change to provide 
lifetime care and support for 
individuals with disabilities 
through the NHS.

Sometimes the most beautiful of 
artwork can have the more sinister 
of stories behind it. While the stories 
of Victorian painter, Richard Dadd, 
are often ones of tragedy and 
sadness, the artworks that he 
produced were enchanting and 
beautiful. He is noted for his 
depictions of the supernatural, 
fairies and orientalist scenes, with 
most of his more famous works 
being created while Richard was a 
patient in Bethlem mental hospital.

Born in 1817 in Kent, Richard’s 
artistic skills were noticed from a 
young age. At 20, he went to the 
Royal Academy of Arts and won 
awards for his life drawing skills. 
While there he co-founded the 
Clique, a group of artists gathering 
to improve their work and bring the 
Academy more in line with the 
requirements of contemporary art. 

After 6 years, Richard was invited to 
join Sir Thomas Phillips on an 
expedition through Europe and the 
Middle East. However, the journey 
was at times incredibly gruelling, and 
Richard became increasingly 
delusional and violent, often 
believing himself to be under the 
control of Egyptian Gods. Upon his 
return, he was deemed to be of 
unsound mind and was sent to 
recover with his family in rural Kent.

Unfortunately, while still suffering 
from these delusions, Dadd 
murdered his own father. Deciding 
to flee to France, he also tried to kill 
a fellow passenger en-route with a 
razor. He was arrested, and on his 
return to England, he confessed to 
his crimes and was sent to the 
criminal department of Bethlem 
mental hospital. Although not given 
this diagnosis at the time, it is now 
thought that he suffered from 
severe paranoid schizophrenia 
episodes.

Richard was treated well while in 
hospital and was encouraged to 
paint by his doctors. Some of his 
more famous works include The 
Fairy Feller’s Masterstroke, which 
you can see above. After 20 years at 
Bedlam, he was moved to the higher 
security hospital of Broadmoor, 
where he continued to paint. As he 
got older his physical health 
declined and after contracting 
tuberculosis, he sadly passed away. 
In 1977, a blue plaque was erected 
at his old home near Leicester 
Square to commemorate his life.



MILTON

Medieval England saw the first 
institutions for disabled people 
established – leper houses, 
hospitals and almshouses. 
Leprosy had entered England by 
the 4th century, and was a regular 
feature of life by 1050. Extreme 
leprosy could cause loss of 
fingers and toes, gangrene, 
blindness, collapse of the nose, 
ulcerations, lesions, and 
weakening of the skeletal frame. 
Leprosy attracted a mix of 
reactions in the medieval period, 

prompting both disgust in those who 
saw it as punishment for sin, and 
compassion from those who saw 
those with the disease as enduring 
Purgatory on Earth. If one made 
donations on behalf of people with 
leprosy, many believed they could 
reduce their own time in purgatory.

In the 13th and 14th centuries there 
were said to be about 200 leper 
houses in England; such sites were 
provided by and attached to 
religious institutions. They were 
generally situated on the edges of 
towns and cities due to fear of 
contamination, but this location 
close to civilisation allowed those 
suffering with the disease to stay in 
contact with society to beg for alms 
or offer prayers for the souls of 
benefactors.

We know very little about what it 
was like to be a disabled person in 
medieval England, or in most of 
recorded history. What we do 
know, however, is that as long as 
society has existed, so have 
people with disabilities.

RESEARCHED AND 
WRITTEN BY AMY

In Kent, we found three 
more stories; Milton 
Chantry and Maison Dieu 
made us think about the 
experiences of disabled 
people in the medieval 
period, while Dover Castle’s 
underground hospital in the 
Second World War sparked 
conversations about the 
impact of the war upon 
disability. 



Milton Chantry is the remaining chantry chapel of a leper hospital, 
built in 1322 by Aymer de Valence, Earl of Pembroke. Within such 
institutions, patients were often treated with respect, and allowed 
to keep in touch with family and friends.

Thousands were disabled by leprosy in medieval England, and 
living alongside them were those who were blind, deaf, or 
disabled from birth, by accidents, or through another illness. Only 
a small proportion of people with disabilities within this period 
lived inside institutions for disabled people; there were many 
people with leprosy who lived outside institutional care, for 
example. Some lived in small settlements on the outskirts of 
towns, while others remained in their homes where they were 
cared for by their families or members of the community.

Almshouses came into existence during the medieval period and 
were a place where religious orders could care for poor, sick and 
disabled people. Unlike other institutions during this period that 
provided care for sick and disabled people, almshouses provided 
more long-term care and shelter. The Hospital of St Oswald in 
Worcester is thought to be the oldest almshouse having been 
founded in 990 CE. In the 14th century as cases of leprosy 
dropped, former leper houses were also turned into almshouses. 
By the mid-16th century there is thought to have been roughly 
800 almshouses in England; however, after the Dissolution of the 
Monasteries, many of these were sold off or left to ruin. During 
the 18th and 19th centuries almshouses became more urban. 
Wealthy philanthropists invested money into them as housing 
had become a huge issue due to rapid urbanisation. According to 
the Almshouse Association roughly 30% of current almshouses 
were founded during the 18th and 19th centuries.

RESEARCHED AND 
WRITTEN BY IMOGEN



A VISIT TO

A network of underground tunnels 
dug beneath Dover Castle were put 
to good use during the Second 
World War; in particular, one level - 
the Annexe Level – became a 
Medical Dressing Station, which 
was a second-tier hospital for 
wounded servicemen who had 
already received emergency 
treatment. The hospital comprised 
two operating theatres, a wound 
dressing ward, a dispensary, and a 
room to treat shock, alongside 
several general medical wards.

After the Second World War, it is 
estimated that the disabled 
population in the UK increased by 
300,000, and these were mostly 
ex-servicemen and women who had 
received injuries as a result of the 
conflict. This increase forced the 
development of care facilities and 
rehabilitation schemes for disabled 
people to become a governmental, 
national concern. The 1944 
Disability Employment Act promised 
sheltered employment, reserved 
occupations, and employment 
quotas for disabled people. 
Following this, a network of 
factories was established, called

Remploy. The first factory opened in 
Bridgend, South Wales, in 1946, and 
by 1953, 90 factories were making a 
variety of everyday goods employing 
6,000 disabled people. The impact of 
war caused the government and 
businesses to encourage the 
independence of disabled people, so 
that war veterans could continue to 
contribute to society.

Maison Dieu is a small building surrounded 
by rows of houses located off a busy road in 
Faversham, Kent. Unfortunately, very little of 
the original four acre site still survives today, 
which once provided care for the sick, 
contained an almshouse for retired royal 
servants, offered food and rest for pilgrims 
on their way to Canterbury Cathederal, and 
had a residence for kings and queens in the 
Camera Regis (Royal Suite).

Imogen visited Maison Dieu in 
Faversham, Kent, and investigated 
how this relic from the medieval 
times is teaching visitors about 
disability and medicine.



Maison Dieu was founded in 1230 by Henry III and in 
1246 it was a granted a royal Charter.  However due to 
bad stewardship and demands from the monarchy, it 
gradually declined until 1483 when it was handed over 
to the Crown. Since its decline as a hospital, it has had 
various uses including a chapel, a school, a lodging 
house/inn and a bakery/shop. It was first opened as a 
museum in 1925 by brothers William and John 
Whiting. The original museum was forced to close in 
the early 1980s as it became financially unviable to 
remain open. However, in 1995 the museum was able 
to reopen under a management agreement between 
English Heritage and the Faversham Society.
 

In 2016 Maison Dieu was one of eight sites chosen for 
the History of Place project led by Accentuate and 
funded by the National Lottery Heritage Find, aiming 
to bring awareness to D/deaf and disabled histories. In 
this project they focused on the story of Helen 
Andrews Keger of Faversham, who worked as a Sister 
at Maison Dieu in the 13th century despite the many 
barriers society placed on her as a blind person. One 
of the outcomes of this project was an interactive, 
online experience called The Story of Helen, which is 
fully accessible with options for closed captions, BSL 
and audio description. 

I was fortunate enough to visit Maison Dieu in person 
and talk to one of the volunteers of the Maison Dieu 
Museum Trust about the history of the site and their 
work on making it as accessible as possible to people 
with disabilities. The volunteer that I spoke to said that 
“we want to encourage disabled people to visit”. The 
sign on the outside of the building gives a brief 
description of the site and has a braille version at the 
bottom. However, due to the historical nature of the 
building and its Grade 2 Listed Status, it is not possible 
to make it fully accessible for wheelchair users. To 
overcome this, the volunteers have put together a 
book with photographs and information from all the 
rooms so that it can be viewed by everyone. In addition 
to this, they are in process of developing their website 
and are hoping to create a virtual reality tour so that 
the site can be accessed in some way by everyone.



In one of the upstairs rooms there is a small 
area aimed at children which had some 
reading material and colouring sheets 
providing child friendly information on the 
monks and hospital at Maison Dieu. In 2019 
they also began a small garden growing 
some of the herbs that would have been 
used in medieval medicines. Sadly, due to 
the volunteers not being able to look after 
the garden during Covid-19 restrictions, it 
has suffered some neglect, but they hope 
to be able to restore it soon.

INTERPRETING THE MEDIEVAL HOSPITAL

One of the problems with telling the 
stories of disabled people throughout 
history, particularly in the medieval era, 
is that disabled people themselves 
have not been given agency to tell their 
own stories. This means that their 
stories have been told by non-disabled 
people.

While we know that places such as the 
Maison Dieu and almshouses existed and 
cared for those with disabilities, we know 
very little about the lived experiences of the 
disabled people themselves. Despite this the 
Maison Dieu Museum Trust have attempted 
to highlight Maison Dieu’s purpose as a 
medieval hospital and the lives of people 
with disabilities during this time.
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This zine tells only a handful of the stories of 
disabled people from the past, but we hope it has 
inspired you to think about the structures of power 
that have hidden disabled voices from history.

The way that we talk about the past has a direct 
impact upon the present day. If we fail to include 
historically marginalised identities when we talk 
about history, we contribute to a process of 
“othering” and continued marginalisation today. 

Heritage is for everyone, and therefore it’s 
important to make the way we talk about the past 
as diverse and inclusive as possible. This begins 
with addressing the histories that have been 
overlooked and untold.

Dover Castle
Castle Hill, Dover, 
Kent, CT16 1HU

www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/
places/dover-castle/

Milton Chantry
Fort Gardens, Commercial Place, 
Gravesend, 
Kent, DA12 2BH

www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/
places/milton-chantry/

John & Jane Loudon, Blue Plaque
3 Porchester Terrace, Bayswater, 
London, W2 3TH

www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/
blue-plaques/john-loudon/

Richard Dadd, Blue Plaque
15 Suffolk Street, Leicester Square, 
London, SW1Y 4HG

www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/
blue-plaques/dadd-richard-1817-1886/

Sir Arthur Pearson, Blue Plaque
21 Portland Place, Marylebone, 
London, W1B 1PY

www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/
blue-plaques/sir-arthur-pearson/

Chiswick House and Gardens
Burlington Lane, Chiswick, 
London, W4 2RP

www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/
places/chiswick-house/

Maison Dieu
Ospringe Street, Ospringe
Faversham, Kent, ME13 8TS

www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/
places/maison-dieu/



@eh_shoutoutloud #EHShoutOutLoud

We’d love to know what you thought of our 
zine and keep the conversation on disabled 

histories going. Feel free to share your 
thoughts and reflections with us on 

Instagram and Twitter.


