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Barts Health Archives and Museums 

Research guide: Disability history 

As one of the largest medical archives in the UK, we welcome research into the history of 

disability. For the purposes of this guide, ‘disability’ is taken to include all types of 

impairments, including cognitive, developmental, intellectual, mental, physical or sensory, 

which may be present from birth or occur during a person’s lifetime. This guide follows the  

social model of disability in using the term ‘impairment’ (rather than ‘disability’ or ‘condition’) 

to denote a person’s medical condition.1 

Please note that most of the records we hold are either administrative or medical and 

therefore are from the perspective of clinicians rather than patients themselves. As we do 

not generally hold patient case notes, detailed patient information is not usually available. 

Patient records under 100 years old are restricted under data protection legislation. 

Descriptive language in our catalogues 

Some of the information in our catalogues was created years (or even decades) ago and 

may contain language which is outdated and offensive to describe particular impairments 

and medical conditions. We are currently working to revise and update our catalogues to 

clearly indicate and explain this terminology. In addition, some of our catalogue records 

contain outdated or offensive descriptive language originally used by the creators or former 

owners of the archives in our care, which is retained in the catalogue records in order to 

preserve important contextual information. If you are researching a particular impairment, 

you may find it useful to know how this was referred to in the past (for example, congenital 

iodine deficiency syndrome was historically referred to as ‘Cretinism’). 

Patients 

While many of the hospitals for which we hold records treated patients living with particular 

impairments, there is often no easy way of researching this without manually searching 

patient registers. However, the diagnostic indexes we hold for The London Hospital for the 

period 1893–1949 (RLHLH/M/2) can 

be searched by ‘nature of complaint’.  

Certain hospitals specialised in 

treating impairments caused by 

particular conditions, such as the 

Alexandra Hospital for Children with 

Hip Disease (SBHA). The Invalid 

Asylum for Respectable Females 

(aka Stoke Newington Home  

                                                           
1
 For more on the social model of disability, see https://www.inclusionlondon.org.uk/disability-in-

london/social-model/the-social-model-of-disability-and-the-cultural-model-of-deafness/. With thanks to 
Professor David Turner for his insightful comments on an earlier draft of this guide. 

SBHA/PG/9 Young male patients posing on steps of 

Alexandra Hospital, Stockwood Park, 1954 

https://www.inclusionlondon.org.uk/disability-in-london/social-model/the-social-model-of-disability-and-the-cultural-model-of-deafness/
https://www.inclusionlondon.org.uk/disability-in-london/social-model/the-social-model-of-disability-and-the-cultural-model-of-deafness/
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Hospital) was established to care for women whose impairments prevented them from 

working, although the records we hold for this hospital (SBHW) are limited to annual reports 

(1825–1948) and prospectuses (1895–1911) only. 

We hold very few personal effects of former patients, with the exception of Joseph Carey 

Merrick (aka 'The Elephant Man’), who was resident at The London Hospital (i.e. allowed to 

live at the hospital rather than being treated as a patient) from 1886 until his death in 1890. 

The precise cause of Merrick’s medical condition remains unclear, although recent research 

suggests a combination of Proteus syndrome and neurofibromatosis. Items held by us 

include a replica resin skeleton of Merrick (RLHINV/757), a hat and veil worn by Merrick 

(RLHINV/598), a card model of Mainz Cathedral assembled by Merrick (RLHINV/889) and a 

facsimile of a letter from Merrick to Mrs Leila Maturin (RLHINV/506). 

Two films are available to view on YouTube:  

 a 1997 BBC documentary featuring footage of Merrick’s skeleton and interviews with 

curatorial staff: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PUj8y0sCU2w 

 the film Behind the Shadow of Merrick produced as part of a project ‘Rethinking 

Disability Representation’ which features disabled actors talking about Merrick: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dv_jepvhD6w). 

We hold a number of medical and pathological illustrations 

which were created for teaching purposes. The Pathological 

Illustrations Collection from St Bartholomew’s Hospital 

(SBHB/MU/14) comprises over 1,800 images (sketches, 

watercolours and photographs) of patients exhibiting various 

impairments from c.1819–1950. 

Also of potential interest are the collections of slides, 

photographs and teaching aids demonstrating the 

pathologies of various medical conditions from the London 

Hospital Medical College (RLHMC/PM/4). 

RLHSS comprises the archives of the Samaritan Society 

(later known as the ‘Marie Celeste’ Samaritan Society), a 

medical social work charity established in 1791 for the 

benefit of patients of The London Hospital. The society 

assisted disabled patients, for example by supplying 

prosthetic limbs to amputees. 

Military injuries 

We hold some records relating to impairments caused during military service. Photographs 

of Harefield Hospital, which operated as a military hospital for Australian patients between 

1915 and 1919, can be found principally at RLHHF/P/1/2. An album of photographs, mostly 

comprising snapshots taken of wounded officers and their nurses at The London Hospital 

and Furness Annexe Hospital, can be found at (RLHLH/P/1/25). The personal papers of 

Thomas Horrocks Openshaw (1856–1929), surgeon to The London Hospital, contains  

SBHB/MU/14/31/8/1 Patient with wasted 

left arm and shoulder due to infantile 

paralysis, c.1884-1885 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PUj8y0sCU2w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dv_jepvhD6w
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postcards of Casa di Rieducazione Professionale per Mutilati di geurra Bologna, Piazza 

Trento and Trieste (Professional Rehabilitation House for the Mutilated and War Disabled) 

(RLHPP/OPE/6/13) and photographs of amputees and patients at Queen Mary’s 

Convalescent Military Hospital, Roehampton (RLHPP/OPE/6/14) (see also Assistive 

technologies below). 

Industrial/occupational injuries or diseases 

Patient records such as admission registers may provide information about patients admitted 

and treated for impairments caused by occupational injuries or disease. We hold the 

surviving records of the Poplar Hospital (originally called the Poplar Hospital for Accidents, 

founded specifically to provide for accidental injuries occurring in the Docks) and, while no 

patient records survive, researchers may find the committee minutes, annual reports and 

report books of interest (RLHPH). 

Two reports by London Hospital medical and surgical registrars for 1875 and 1876 

(RLHMC/A/23/5-6) include statistical statements of cases by disease and details of patients’ 

occupations. 

Photographs and glass slides relating to industrial or occupational injuries and diseases can 

be found in the personal papers of the London Hospital physician Donald Hunter (1898–

1977) (RLHPP/HUN/F/4) as well as patient case notes, histories and photographs 

(RLHPP/HUN/C/5). 

Learning disabilities 

We hold very few records relating to the care and treatment of people with learning 

disabilities. However, records relating to the Joint Development Group for People with 

Learning Difficulties can be found in the records of the Tower Hamlets Health Authority for 

1989–1990 (RLHTH/A/18/24) and The Royal London Hospital and Associated Community 

Services NHS Trust for 1991–1993 (RLHLT/H/6/6). Researchers of the history of dyslexia 

may be interested in a small accession relating to the work of Lucy ‘Maisie’ Holt (1900–

2003), who pioneered the treatment of dyslexia (or ‘word-blindness’ as it was known at the 

time) at St Bartholomew’s Hospital (SBHPP/HOL). Papers relating to Services under Child 

Health including Learning Difficulties (CHiLD) at Bart’s can be found at SBHB/TS/2.  

Staff 

We do not hold many records relating to the experiences of disabled staff at our hospitals 

and medical colleges. Individuals for whom we do hold material include: 

 Eva Luckes, matron of The London Hospital 1880–1919, was a wheelchair user in 

later life due to diabetes. We hold her personal papers (RLHPP/LUC) and a 

wheelchair reputed to belong to her (RLHINV/183). 

 Leonard Portal Mark, medical artist at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, 1887–1909, had 

acromegaly and wrote an autobiographical account called ‘Acromegaly: a personal 

experience’. Examples of his medical artworks can be seen at SBHB/MU/14. 
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 William John Little, physician at The London Hospital 1845–1863, had poliomyelitis 

as a child, which left him with a foot impairment. He later established what was to 

become the Royal National Orthopaedic Hospital. The records we hold relating to 

Little include photographs (RLHINV/793, RLHLH/P/3/119, RLHLH/P/6/1), a 

scrapbook (RLHLH/A/20/25) and a biographical file (RLHLH/Z/1). 

Correspondence relating to the employment of disabled people at The London Hospital 

Medical College for the period 1961–1993 can be found at RLHMC/A/24/93. 

Assistive devices 

We hold several examples of assistive 

devices in our object collections. 

Examples include an ‘Acousticon’ battery-

powered hearing aid (RLHINV/304), 

wooden underarm crutches (SBHX4/79 

and RLHINV/1476/1-2) and a wooden  

lower leg prosthesis thought to have 

belonged to the St Bartholomew’s 

Hospital child patient Ivy Eggleton, 

photographs of whom can be found at 

(SBHX4/520.1–4). 

Material relating to prosthetic limbs can also be found in the personal papers of Thomas 

Horrocks Openshaw (1856–1929), surgeon to The London Hospital (RLHPP/OPE), including 

photographs from manufacturers Anderson & Whitelaw Ltd and Adams Mechanical Artificial 

Limb Appliances. 

Depictions of disability in our artworks 

William Hogarth’s Christ at the Pool of Bethesda (SBHX7/7.1), one of two huge paintings on 

the grand staircase in the North Wing of St Bartholomew’s Hospital, shows a biblical scene 

in which Christ heals a man who has been unable to walk for many years. It is believed that 

Hogarth used patients from the wards of the hospital as his models for 

the crowd of sick and injured people gathered around the pool, 

although there is no documentary evidence for this. There have been 

attempts to diagnose the particular conditions exhibited by the figures 

in the painting, and it is still occasionally used in teaching sessions 

with medical students. The painting can be viewed during the opening 

hours of St Bartholomew’s Hospital Museum, or by appointment. 

We hold two painted wooden figures, variously described as a 

wounded soldier or seaman, dating from the mid-17th century 

(SBHX2/3–4). They may have stood in the hospital to encourage 

charitable donations, or been used to indicate a special ward set 

aside for servicemen.  
SBHX2/3 Wooden statue of a 

wounded soldier or sailor 

SBHX4/520.1 Prosthetic wooden leg for a below-

right-knee amputee, c.1900 

https://www.bartshealth.nhs.uk/bartsmuseum

