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Barts Health Archives and Museums 

Research guide: Ethnic diversity in our collections1 

Many of the collections held by Barts Health NHS Trust Archives include records relating to 

the training, employment, admission and treatment of individuals from a wide range of 

nationalities and ethnic backgrounds. The histories of most of the hospitals represented in 

our collections are rooted in the East End, which has for several hundred years been one of 

London’s most ethnically diverse areas. The NHS, which took over the management of our 

hospitals in 1948, has since its inception recruited extensively from overseas, particularly in 

Commonwealth countries and former British colonies. Students sometimes travelled from 

abroad to pursue studies at the medical and nursing schools associated with our hospitals.  

We welcome research to uncover more diverse stories from these hospitals and institutions 

for which we hold records. This research is not without its challenges, however. The majority 

of the records we hold are administrative in nature and do not generally provide personal 

details, including about ethnicity, or information about the lived experiences of staff, students 

and patients. Nevertheless, it is possible to flesh out the history of individuals who feature in 

our collections using records elsewhere, such as censuses, birth, marriage and death 

records, newspapers and published material. This guide outlines some of the most relevant 

sets of records in our collections. 

A note on index terms and descriptive language 

Some of the records we hold about ethnic minorities have been catalogued with index terms 

in order to make them easier to find on our online catalogue. This is still a work in progress 

and not all of our catalogue records are indexed. However, we would suggest using the 

following keywords, or a combination of them, in any initial search: ‘African staff’; ‘Black 

history’; ‘Black patients’; ‘Black staff’; ‘Minority groups’; ‘Patients of East Asian heritage’; 

‘Staff of East Asian heritage’; ‘Patients of South Asian heritage’; ‘Staff of South Asian 

heritage’ and ‘Student ethnicity’.2 

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may contain language which is outdated and offensive to describe ethnicity, for example. 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addition, some of our catalogue records contain outdated or offensive descriptive language 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. We are 

working to clearly indicate (through use of quotation marks and/or explanatory notes) what 

language comes from an external source or is a legacy/older description.  

                                                           
1
 Throughout this guide, we follow HM Government’s style guide in writing about ethnicity and use 

‘ethnic minorities’ to refer to all ethnic groups except the White British group. For more information 
visit: https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/style-guide/writing-about-ethnicity 
2
 These index terms have been developed in-house to differentiate between staff and patients of 

different ethnic groups. We are also currently working to update our catalogue indexes with controlled 
vocabularies drawn from the UK Archival Thesaurus, UKAT (https://ukat.aim25.com/) and the 
Caribbean Studies and Black and Asian History (CASBAH) collections survey tool and indexing 
methodology (www.casbah.ac.uk). 

https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/style-guide/writing-about-ethnicity
https://ukat.aim25.com/
http://www.casbah.ac.uk/
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Photographs 

Although it is not possible to use visual assessment as a guide to determining the race or 

ethnicity of individual subjects, our photographic collections provide a substantial visual 

record of ethnic diversity within our hospitals, particularly in the post-Windrush period. Key 

records include the series of photographs from the following hospitals: Bethnal Green 

(RLHBG/P), Hackney (SBHH/PG), Harefield (RLHHF/P), Mile End (RLHME/P), St Andrew’s 

(RLHSA/P), St Clement’s (RLHSC/P) and Whipps Cross 

(RLHWX/P). Many of these photographs feature nursing 

staff and patients from Asian, Black and other ethnic 

groups. The German Hospital photograph collection 

(SBHG/HP) includes photographs of Black nurses, 

although many are not currently identifiable from 

catalogue descriptions. The Royal London Hospital 

photograph series (RLHLH/P) includes images of Black 

staff and patients; the photographs are generally grouped 

by the department or subject pictured. 

 

Staff records 

Individuals from ethnic minority groups occupied both medical and non-clinical roles at our 

hospitals from at least the 19th century. Two examples include Christopher James Davis 

(1842–1870), a British-Barbadian who was House Physician at St Bartholomew's Hospital in 

the late 1860s, and the Anglo-Indian Reverend James Dean Kerriman Mahomed (1853–

1935), who was Chaplain of The London Hospital from 1889 to 1898. Paramedical and non-

clinical staff from New Commonwealth countries and other parts of the world worked in our 

hospitals in increasing numbers after the introduction of the NHS in 1948, helping to address 

staffing shortages after the Second World War. Many Rivers to Cross: Caribbean people in 

the NHS 1948–69 (RLHREF/409) provides background and case studies on NHS 

recruitment from the Caribbean, and features a number of images of clinical and non-clinical 

staff at our hospitals.  

However, detailed formal records relating to staff at our 

hospitals often do not survive, or exist only 

sporadically. Where they do survive, these records 

(e.g. staff lists or registers) will usually be found in a 

section of the catalogue for each hospital under the 

name ‘Staff records’ or similar. Details of appointments 

are often recorded in the minutes of a hospital’s House 

Committee or other governing body (usually found 

within the ‘Administration’ or similar section of the 

catalogue for each hospital). 

 

Nursing records            

Discovering information about the ethnicity of nursing staff and students at our hospitals is 

not straightforward, as most historic registers do not record details of ethnicity or nationality.  

RLHBG/P/5/2 Nurse and patient at 

Bethnal Green Hospital, c.1960s 

RLHLH/P/2/33/16 Member of The 

London Hospital laundry staff, 

1960s 
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However, we do know that The London Hospital trained and employed nursing staff from 

ethnic minorities from at least the 1880s (when formal records, found at RLHLH/N, begin), 

as the example of Annie Brewster (1858–1902) demonstrates. Brewster worked at The 

London Hospital from 1881 until her death in 1902 and is one of the first African-Caribbean 

nurses identified as working in Britain. The London Hospital began to train more nurses and 

midwives from African-Caribbean and Asian backgrounds from the 1960s, initially through 

the State Enrolled Nurse training programme. 

St Bartholomew's Hospital did not allow nurses who had trained at other hospitals, either in 

the UK or overseas, to become sisters until around the 1950s and so the nurse training 

registers (at SBHB/MO) record few overseas students. The hospital did accept nurses who 

had trained elsewhere within the Empire or Commonwealth to staff nurse or similar posts 

within the outpatients’ department as ‘Dominion nurses’, with a separate uniform, from the 

start of the NHS in 1948 to 1962 when the separate system was phased out. We hold 

Registers of ‘Dominion nurses’ for the period 1941–1962 (SBHB/MO/67/1-2). However, due 

to the personal information they contain, these registers are currently closed to general 

access under data protection legislation. 

The nurse training schools at Bethnal Green Hospital (RLHBG/N), Metropolitan Hospital 

(SBHM/MO), Mildmay Mission Hospital (RLHMM/N), Mile End Hospital (RLHME/N), German 

Hospital (SBHG/MO), Mothers’ Hospital (SBHF/MO), St Clement’s Hospital (RLHSC/N) and 

St Leonard’s Hospital (SBHL/MO) had a higher proportion of nurses from minority ethnic 

groups. For example, the German Hospital recruited black nurses from South West Africa 

and the Mildmay Mission Hospital had (and continues to have) close links with overseas 

missions, particularly in Africa. Historic registers for these training schools survive (often 

sporadically) until many merged with the schools at either The London or St Bartholomew’s 

Hospital from the late 1960s onwards.  

More information about researching nursing staff in our hospitals can be found in our 

research guide on Nursing education and training. 

Patients and the community 

Searching for patients of particular ethnicities in 

our records can be challenging. All patient 

registers less than 100 years old are restricted 

to public access under data protection 

legislation. Those historic registers which are 

available for consultation have to be searched 

manually and are usually arranged 

chronologically by date of admission; some are 

not indexed and most do not record details of 

ethnicity or nationality. Additionally, patient 

information contained in these registers is 

sparse and we do not collect patient case notes, correspondence or other detailed 

information. However, photographs featuring patients of various ethnicities can be found in 

the hospital photographic collections mentioned above. 

RLHME/P/9/9 Maternity patient and Bengali 

interpreter at Mile End Hospital, c.1980s 

 



 

4 
v0.2 February 2022 
 

 

From the 1980s, local health authorities corporately committed themselves to equal 

opportunities and to meeting the specific needs of their ethnically and culturally diverse East 

London communities, particularly South Asian communities. The records of Tower Hamlets 

Health Authority (RLHTH) contain material concerning healthcare provision for the Bengali 

community in Tower Hamlets and the personal papers of Professor Wendy Savage also 

contain research material on this topic (RLHPP/SAV/1/5/5).  

We also hold an oral history interview made by The Royal London Hospital League of 

Nurses with Mark Jones concerning his work with sexual health provision in Whitechapel, 

including with the Bangladeshi community (RLHLN/A/10/1/46). 

Information about equal opportunities and ethnic monitoring during the early 1990s can be 

found in the records of The Royal London Hospital and Associated Community Services 

NHS Trust (RLHLT/H/6/3 and RLHLT/H/6/5). 

Medical students 

Students from various ethnic groups studied at the medical colleges 

attached to The London Hospital and St Bartholomew’s Hospital. For 

example, as early as the 1880s The London Hospital Medical College 

was noted for the numbers of students applying from the Indian 

subcontinent.  Information contained in student registers is usually 

limited to names and home addresses, although some registers also 

contain inserted material such as obituaries and newspaper cuttings 

which provide additional information. More information survives 

regarding prominent students such as Benjamin William Quartey-

Papafio (1859–1924), the first Ghanaian to obtain a medical degree, 

who enrolled at St Bartholomew’s Hospital Medical College before  

completing his studies at the University of Edinburgh, and Jivraj 

Narayan Mehta (1886–1977), who trained and then worked at the 

London Hospital and went on to become the first Chief Minister of Gujarat and Indian High 

Commissioner in London. 

 

Group photographs, including those of medical ‘firms’ (a clinical grouping including senior 

medical or surgical staff, qualified staff, students and nurses) feature students from ethnic 

minority groups from the late 19th century onwards. These are indexed with the term 

‘Student Ethnicity’.  

 

For more information on researching student records, please see our research guide on 

Medical colleges. 

 

 

 

 

SBHX10/64 Benjamin 

William Quartey-

Papafio 


