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Jess, A history 
project for all

My name is Jess, during the Pennine 
Heritage History Project I was in the role 
of deputy manager and support worker 
in the service where Harry and John live. 
I have worked there for four and a half 
years. I found the whole project really 
interesting; it was a great opportunity 
for Harry and John, but also for me 
personally. I really enjoyed it.

I learnt a lot about the history of Hebden 
Bridge which I didn’t know previously. 
One of my favourite things was going 
into the archive room and getting to see 

all the historic documents and pictures, 
one that particularly stood out for me 
was written by Sunday School students 
early in the last century - it really brought 
the past to life for me.

I also enjoyed our walks round Hebden 
Bridge town centre and along the canal, 
comparing the buildings in the town to 
photos from the archive and learning 
about how their purpose has changed 
over time. 

I think Harry got a lot out of it socially, 
he made friends with the university 
students, and I felt they cared about him. 
He got a lot out of the different sessions, 
including walking round Hebden Bridge 
and decorating buns, which he seemed 
to enjoy. Harry would play the banjo at 
the end of each session, which became 
a tradition and a moment we could all 
share and join in.

It was just a really nice project which 
ran really well. It was interesting to do 
something different each time. 

As much as John doesn’t always show 
things or open up you could see him 
really come out of his shell and enjoy it 
more as he got to know people. I really 
looked forward to going.

21 10.5920/ourownwords.fulltext



Jo
hn

, C
re

at
iv

ity
 

an
d 

co
nfi

de
nc

e

John (not his real name) has spent his 
whole life in the Calder Valley. Born in 
Mytholmroyd the neighbouring town to 
Hebden Bridge. In his youth he moved to 
Stansfield View - a long stay hospital for 
people with learning disabilities situated 
on an isolated hillside above Todmorden. 

Introspective and hesitant around people, 
John is often described as a loner. A man 
of few words. He takes time to build trust. 
Values stillness and quiet. Habitually 
looking forward to his next cigarette 
and coffee - the currency for many who 
have experienced life in an institution. 
His sense of self is deeply rooted in the 
landscape and culture of this part of the 
world. It’s industrial heritage; his mum 
worked in the local textile mills. Stansfield 
View where he spent his adolescence 
and early adulthood, though closed in the 
1990s its legacy lives on. The widespread 
segregation of people with learning 
disabilities is an uncomfortable yet 
irrefutable aspect of recent history and of 
John’s story.

He also has many attributes which 
could be seen as synonymous with a 
certain aspect of Yorkshire character. 
Stoic, uncomplaining, uncompromising, 
sardonic, fastidious by nature and often 
enigmatic.

I was uncertain how John would 
adapt to being part of this project. 
Though comfortable working with his 
hands and applying himself to tasks – 
perhaps part of the DNA of his working-
class heritage. Adept at craftwork. 
Equally at home with a pen, pencil, or 
paintbrush – yet averse to getting his 
hands dirty. Focused, industrious and 
determined. He’s invariably ill at ease in 
social settings. 

In this project we have an unspoken 
rule that one Tuesday each month 
we are equals, all with a contribution 
to make that is valued by everyone 
taking part. Our difference is what 
defines us. Students, historians, people 
with learning disabilities, an archivist, 
lecturers, a poet. A dialogue, which 
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in John’s case is often wordless; 
conveyed through deed, creativity, 
his personal means of expression 
nurtured in an unhurried and safe 
space. In this atmosphere John has 
found his place. A sense of purpose. 
Over the months he’s gained 
confidence and appears to have 
lowered his guard. 

I’ve known John for most of my adult 
life, this is the most comfortable 
I’ve seen him in a group. Invariably 
he’ll avoid people, often positioning 

himself as far away from others as 
space allows. He has a preference 
of standing with his back to the wall, 
whether this stems from a sense of 
self-preservation after years spent 
in an institution or general unease 
around others is unclear. After a 
couple of sessions, he voluntarily sat 
with the rest of the group, actively 
engaging in activities. That may 
seem small but it’s a testament to the 
transformative impact of this project.
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Leonie, Life is 
what you make it
For me, this photo embodies the experience I have 
had. Laughter, enjoyment, and friendship. From the 
very beginning, I enjoyed every moment. I have been 
able to learn and explore some of the rich history of 
Hebden Bridge, from the history of the building where 
our sessions took place, to the history of nature and 
food in the local community, and much more. It has 
been incredible to visualise the evolution of Hebden 
Bridge with photo booklets, and the creative, hands-on 
activities to explore these histories have been fantastic. 
From taking rubbings of architecture from around the 
building, to collecting plants, leaves, and pinecones on 
a woodland walk to imprint into clay, and to creating 
our own zines. Almost every session we could join a 
sing-along to a pink banjo if we wanted to. Singing, 
clapping, and laughter filled the room. Music has been a 
huge part of my life from an early age, from learning the 
clarinet and piano, being involved in my school’s choir 
and musical productions, and going on to study music 
at A level. While I could go into detail about the history 
of music, the scales, and the keys, and I could talk about 
film composers and their music (a personal hobby of 
mine). But the music we all created in each session has 
taught me just how beautiful it can be. Music is what 
you make it. Life is what you make it.

The photo I have chosen was taken 
from the session where we had looked 
at the history of food followed by a 
cupcake decorating session. The other 
students and I led the creative activity, 
and it was such a joy to see everyone 
enjoy the decorating, as well eating of 
the delicious cupcakes! However, my 
favourite part of this whole experience 
has by far been spending time with the 

people involved. Each 
session I have learnt 
something new about 
someone, I have had the 
pleasure of listening to 
everyone’s interests and 
hobbies, and they have 
in return kindly listened 
to my interests. Each 
time I stepped foot into 
a session, I was never 
thinking about how I was 
perceived by others, if 
I were too loud or too 
chatty, if I had said the 
wrong thing or not been 
understood; I could just be 
me, without any concern. 
This photo for me, proves 
to myself that I can just be 
me, amongst people who 
can just be themselves. 
It has been a privilege 
to meet and know every 
single person involved in 
this project. I have created 
many happy memories 
which I will always hold 
dear to me. Thank you 
everyone. 
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Lochlann, Bringing 
inclusivity into sport

On the final session of the project, we 
held a session which was focused 
around sport  and aimed at getting 
everyone to play and compete with each 
other. I have been involved in accessible 
disability sport for some time and know 
the benefits and opportunities it can bring 
to everyone. We started with a warm up 
game called Head, Shoulders, Knees and 
Cones, which was based on the song 
‘Head, Shoulders Knees and Toes’ and 
included a ‘Simon Says’ element. As the 
leader in this activity, I called a part of the 
body or an action and the players had to 
either touch that part of their own body or 

complete the action. When ‘Cones’ was 
called, players raced to pick the cone up 
as quick as they could. Once everyone 
was warmed up, there was a relay race in 
which individuals were split into teams. 
Walking as fast as they could, players 
followed a short course of cones and 
stripes on the ground, with their team 
members cheering them on. 

As a student group, we decided on these 
activities because they are physically 
accessible to the group we had and we 
did not require much equipment. It was 
cheap and easy to replicate. Both of 

25 10.5920/ourownwords.fulltext



these activities lead to some competitive 
rivalry with a lot of cheering, laughing 
and joking and it was the same when we 
then played chair football. In this game 
the participants were sat in teams in the 
hall on chairs. A soft ball was used for 
players to kick and push with their feet 
into the goal behind the opposing team. 
This went really well and saw everyone 
playing alongside each other and 
changing positions to try and beat the 
opposing team. 

The picture I have chosen shows me 
with Noah and Leonie in a pose that 
replicates a football team picture. I 
really enjoyed this session and meant 
that I could use the skills that I have 
gained from coaching people with 
Intellectual Disabilities in a different 
scenario.  Moreover, the sporting focus 
tied in  with the archival sessions that 
looked at the histories of Hebden Bridge 
Cricket Club and the Tennis that took 
place at the Birchliffe Centre in the 
twentieth century. However, whilst the 
participants were seen to enjoy the 
sporting experience it was ultimately 
led and run by neurotypical staff and 
students, rather than the people with 
disabilities. This is important because 
one of the participants chose to opt out 
of this element and was supported in his 
preference to focus on an arts and crafts 
activity. In the spirit of the project, the 
choice of activity meant that everyone 
was involved in ‘something’ but including 
them in planning discussions in future 
may allow more of them to take an active 
part. Despite this, the session was a 
success and the opportunity to unwind 
with some fun and relaxed games was a 
nice way to wrap the project up.
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ity Most of my university life has been spent studying 

the ancient world. An unfortunate side effect of 
this has been the narrowing of my horizons when 
it comes to finding ways to engage with  historical 
materials. Before joining the project at Hebden 
Bridge, I would almost exclusively access history 
through written work, be that ancient evidence, 
modern scholarship, or using both to write my 
assignments. Now, as a full member of LD club, I 
see just how creative and expressive history can be.

I have been able to metaphorically, and often literally, 
get my hands dirty. This is thanks to the focus the 
project places on hands on history as a means of 
engaging with local heritage. These activities are 
linked to the session’s overall theme and allow us 
all to get involved and have fun. I have also been 
challenged to come up with some of these ideas 
myself. This has pushed me to think creatively, 
finding tasks and activities that are both inclusive 
and enjoyable for everyone, that also use easily 
available materials.

No photograph sums up all these experiences 
better than this one. In this session, the theme 
was ‘Industry’. The day was planned to start with a 
walking tour of Hebden Bridge’s surviving cotton-
weaving mills. The other student volunteers and 
I were asked to plan and lead the coinciding craft 
activity. Using recycled cardboard boxes as a base, 
alongside the ever-expanding box of art supplies the 
group has, the plan was to make factories based 
on the buildings viewed on the tour. Of course, 
things don’t always go to plan, and road works and 
heavy traffic in the morning meant the majority of 
the group was unable to make it on time. As such, 
the tour had to be cut, meaning we had to rely on a 
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small booklet of black-
and-white photographs 
that had been created for 
this part of the project for 
inspiration. Nevertheless, 
I think the results pictured 
above were incredible 
and I felt proud seeing 
everyone getting stuck in 
and working together on 
a task I had helped put 
together.

Moreover, this photo 
represents everything 
wonderful about the 

project. Watching 
everyone working together 
to complete their projects, 
I felt as if I could see the 
barriers between service 
users, support staff, 
academics and students 
being broken in front of 
my eyes. At the end, when 
we had all finished our 
small group projects, we 
put them all together, and 
I realised we had created 
a small town of our own. 
This epitomises what 
being a part of this project 

is about for me. We may 
all come from diverse 
backgrounds and social 
groups, have different 
interests and skills, but 
thanks to engaging with 
history, we were able 
to come together and 
assemble something 
greater than we could 
manage alone. I will be 
grateful for the fact that I 
could be a part of, and be 
able to contribute, to this 
community for the rest of 
my life.
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Millie, Creating 
connections 
through history: 
My enriching 
experience with 
LD Club      

The learning disability group (LD club) 
is an enriching experience that I am so 
grateful to be a part of. Over the months, 
I have taken part in carrying out a variety 
of different presentations paired with 
activities. My favourite was the session 
where we planted flower bulbs which 
coincided with the local floral arranging 
society that kindly donated to the 
archive. I greatly wanted to take part in 
LD club because I think it is important 
to make history accessible to everyone. 
Exhibitions and museums may be the 
most traditional way of sharing history 
but it is events like LD club that make 
the effort for true inclusivity in a way 
that is engaging and catered to people’s 
needs. With wanting to build a career 
in public history, it was crucial for me to 
gain as much experience in the diverse 
ways history can be shared with different 
demographics that I can later apply to 
future projects.

During this experience, I learnt a great 
deal, particularly about patience and 
adapting to a calmer-paced environment 

compared to the fast pace of university 
environment that I am used to. I 
developed skills in differentiating 
presentations to different demographics 
and linking archival findings to engaging 
but educational activities. Presentation 
delivery was a significant focus for me; 
I tend to speak quickly, and this activity 
provided valuable practice in slowing 
down, being present, and consciously 
considering my delivery. I also gained 
insight into the floral arranging society, a 
fascinating and large-scale community 
effort that is less commonly seen today. 
It was delightful to see the thought 
and community spirit behind the 
arrangements and the joy they brought 
to people. Gardening, too, was a new 
experience for me. It was refreshing to 
work outdoors on something interactive 
and long-lasting—creating our own 
piece of history if you will, to revisit when 
the plants bloom. What I found most 
rewarding was the painting activity that 
followed. This involved using potatoes 
to make stamps in the shapes of 
flowers and leaves; it was so much fun 
getting creative in making the different 
shapes for the participants to make 

Christ Church, Todmorden, PHDA, TAS03285
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Milly, Walking tours 
and shared goals

During this tour of Hebden Bridge, we used photographs 
taken from the archive at Pennine Heritage to identify 
how the landscapes and buildings had changed over 
time. On this tour we saw the Hebden Bridge Picture 
House which was built in 1919 as an independent 
cinema and remains one of the last civic-owned 
cinemas in Britain. This engagement with a local 
landmark helped us to further understand the cultural 
identity of the town and the value of preserving heritage. 
Another one of the photographs was of a donkey 
and an old resident on Albert 
Street taken around 1900. The 
similarities of what we saw 
when we visited this street were 
strikingly similar. This session 
helped the group to develop a 
common understanding and 
appreciation of the changes and 
continuities that have shaped the 
town. I think this tour was useful 
to have at the start of the project 
as we were able to take this 

appreciation of the town’s 
history through to other 
sessions. In doing so, this 
helped to unify individuals 
within the group by 
creating a common goal 
of shedding light on the 
history of Hebden Bridge. 

their own bouquets using paints and the 
stamps. I equally enjoyed seeing how the 
participants used the different prints and 
how much delight the activity brought 
everyone involved.

My time with LD Club has been an 
incredibly rewarding and enriching 
experience. It has enhanced my 
understanding of how history can be 
made accessible and engaging for diverse 

audiences while helping me develop 
invaluable skills for a future in public 
history. From planting flower bulbs to 
creating potato print art, each activity 
has offered unique opportunities for 
growth, creativity, and connection. 
This experience has truly affirmed the 
importance of inclusivity in sharing 
history and the joy it can bring to 
everyone involved.
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Natasha, 
Getting to know 
John better 
through the 
history project

My name is Natasha, I’m a support 
worker for St Anne’s Community 
Services. I was asked to take part in this 
project to get to know John better as I’m 
his key worker. The idea was that working 
closely with him and supporting him 
would help me understand him better 
and hopefully help us get closer. John 
can be quite closed off, doing things 
with him that he enjoys is a good way of 
getting to know him better. 

During the project we learnt about the 
chapel where we met one Tuesday each 
month from January to June. We learnt 
that there was a Sunday School there 
and that it was important to the local 
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community as a place for people to 
meet. We learnt about how people 
struggled in the olden days. They 
held fundraising events and baked 
buns, as treats were scarce when 
there was rationing after the war. It’s 
interesting to see that the church is 
still used by the local community in 
Hebden Bridge but in different ways 
now.

We also learnt that although the 
chapel and Hebden Bridge have 
changed over the years, some things 
stay the same. We found out more 
by looking at the buildings in the 
town and comparing them to old 
photographs.  John enjoyed going 
out walking in the town, on the canal 
and in the woods – he likes being 
outside.

He is very good at arts and crafts 
and liked those activities which we 
did each time we met – I think it 
was good for John that there was a 
routine. I enjoyed helping him create 
his zine, he used things he’d cut out 
and collected from the chapel. He 
also made some rubbings from 
different parts of the building. The 
chapel is very old.

It’s been good for me to see how 
capable John is in this setting and 
that he has a lot to contribute. I also 
think it’s good that other people in 
the group can appreciate his abilities. 
Although he doesn’t always say 
much it was nice that he was able to 
make people laugh as he can be shy 
around people sometimes.

3210.5920/ourownwords.fulltext



N
oa

h,
 H

is
to

ry
 a

s 
an

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
e

I did not know what to expect from this 
project before I started participating in 
it. I quite quickly discovered this was 
all about experiencing history in new 
ways and attempting to unlock archives 
to make history more accessible. We 
attempted to do this through exploring 
the history of the local area and linking 
our activities to the past. Everything 
we did was given purpose in this way. 
There was no one session that stood 
out for me; it was the group and the 
personalities in it which shone through. 
Most of what we did was engaging with 
so many different levels people could 
engage on. And while a couple of the 
tasks were not the most inspiring, people 
in the group made them enjoyable. The 
tasks were inspired by the past in every 
way. There is no right way to unlock 
history in our broken society. The past 
seems to always be the starting point 
but this project looked to go beyond just 
reproducing the ways of the past which 
makes it stand out for me.

On paper this was all about history. But 
like the history so often written on it, 
paper is rubbish. This project was about 
establishing friendships and engaging 
socially in an environment constructed 
around history and heritage. It is hard to 
make friends, I find it really difficult, but 
this project helped me talk to people and 
made me smile. Using history as a topic 
to allow people to talk and share their 
personal interests is a great idea and for 
me here it has worked really well. 

It has made me realise history is nothing 
until it is experienced. You need to 
experience history; life needs to be 
pumped into the past or it remains too 
stagnant to mean anything. Here, we 
experienced history in different ways. 
We were surrounded by it. We were 
inspired by the past to create things in 
the present. The sessions in Hebden 
Bridge showed history is so much more 
than academic words boringly narrated 
on an inaccessible page. History needs 
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to be unlocked for everyone and especially the future 
generation. We must not be the gatekeepers to the 
past but the enablers of it. We must save Trotsky’s 
dustbin of history from being thrown out. Creating 
our own communities through common values 
and interests like history is something that feels so 
worthwhile.

This picture is of the Rochdale canal in Hebden 
Bridge. We did a session on the canals and explored 
a section of it in the town. The canal is a monument 
to Britain’s industrial, empirical past, however it was 
heavily renovated to be in the state it is currently in 
towards the end of the 20th Century. This renovation 
has changed its purpose to a community space. 
This mix of old and new and repurposing the past to 
serve the needs of the 
present is what history 
and the methods 
employed in this 
project are all about. It 
is almost a metaphor 
for the project, old 
means repurposed in a 
new way.
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Renait, Going to 
the chapel

My name is Renait. I work at Oxfam, The British 
Heart Foundation and for the Public Partnership 
Group at The University of Huddersfield. I have a 
learning disability and dyspraxia. I like to be busy 
doing things. I like to travel and go on holidays to 
different places when I can, I went to the Isle of 
Wight this year and am going to Ireland on the ferry.

I have found this project very interesting. The people 
are nice. I go there in the car with Gerard and Ian on 
Tuesdays, I’ve known them a long time. We’ve been 
doing the project every month from January to June.

Through this I got to meet John, Iona, Rob and the 
students. John is talking more now, when I did a 
course with him before 
he didn’t talk much. I like 
talking to people there. It’s 
a good thing to do.

One week we walked 
around Hebden Bridge 
and looked at the 
buildings. Another time 
we looked round the 
chapel and got to see the 
font where people were 
baptized in the old days. 

We made something with 
clay and did a leaf imprint. 
We collected the leaves 

from the woods at the 
back of the chapel to do 
this. We’ve been making 
zines; I couldn’t use the 
scissors, but people 
helped me. I stuck in 
pictures of Hebden Bridge 
and other things I’d made. 

They have very nice food 
at the chapel. Harry did his 
singing. He’s a very nice 
guy. I’m going to miss him.
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Rob, New ways of seeing 
the past, new ways of 
seeing the present

From almost my very 
first day as an academic, 
I have been approached 
by organisations and 
individuals wanting to 
know more about the 
histories of learning 
disability and mental health 
and illness. Wherever 
possible, I have jumped 
at the opportunity to be 
involved in collaborative 
projects, developing my 
public history practice 
along the way. I have 
been fortunate enough 
to work with museum 
professionals, artists, 
and theatre practitioners, 
as well as current health 
care professionals in the 
statutory and charitable 
sectors. Even with the 
constraints on UK Higher 
Education, this opportunity 
was too good to turn down.

The very best projects 
I have been involved in 
are the ones that have 
included people with lived 
experience, often known 
as service users or 
clients, and, importantly, 
History students. On a 
very basic level this has 
been my way of linking 
my research interests 
with my teaching 
practice, but working in 
partnership is always 
a learning process and 
I see myself as better 
historian because of it. 
Offering that opportunity 
to undergraduates has 
always been such an 
obvious thing to do, partly 
because it allows them 
to develop new ways of 
seeing the past and new 
ways of understanding 
the present, but also 
because of their potential 

to contribute in fun and 
creative ways. 

I am passionate about the 
contributions that History 
can and does make 
to the world, and I am 
frustrated by the attempts 
to restrict access to it, and 
the Arts and Humanities 
more generally, because 
they are somehow 
seen to have less ‘value’ 
than other subjects. 
This collaboration has 
showcased, amongst 
many other things, just 
what history and history 
students can do and 
some sense of that is 
captured in this picture. 
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It was taken in a local 
café bar at the end of 
the last session. We had 
been to see some of 
Ian’s pottery at a local 
workshop and, as a way 
of saying goodbye, we 
wanted to toast the end 
of the whole thing with 
soft drinks before going 
our separate ways. Each 
of us found choosing one 

picture almost impossible 
but I like this one because 
it captures the spirit of 
what we tried to do. Not 
everyone one was present 
but, as some of the other 
chapters demonstrate, 
we had created a sense 
of togetherness and 
camaraderie in a relatively 
short space of time. So 
much of it was fun too, 

whether that was Harry 
leading the singing or, as 
Natasha recalls in her 
chapter, John’s ability to 
make people laugh. The 
time he smiled knowingly 
with a sideways glance to 
the group when Jess and 
Natasha recounted a story 
of how he tricked them 
into cigarette breaks on a 
long car journey, made us 
all laugh out loud.

Some of the people in this 
picture will be moving on 
to pastures new but, as we 
reflected on what we had 
done, it became clear that 
there was a will to keep 
the group and its activities 
going. A good sign! I am 
immensely grateful for 
everyone’s contributions 
and proud to have got to 
know them during what 
was a joyous, positive, and 
inclusive project. 
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Taylor, The power 
of music

I first met Taylor in September 2024 
at an open day event in the centre we 
hold LD club in. Taylor is non-verbal so 
creative communication is essential. 
Each session, I made an effort to get to 
know Taylor, to see what he liked and 
what engaged his interests. Taylor has 
been going through a real transition 
period in his life, so being in another 
new environment was understandably 
anxiety inducing. I soon discovered 
Taylor liked the ‘hands on’ activities like 
planting flowers and making fireworks 
on the tablets. Music has always been 
a big part of the group — the sessions 
aren’t complete without a good sing 
song. It was during one of these musical 
interludes that we had a moment which 
really highlighted the 
importance of this project, 
a moment I’ll never forget.

It was Taylor’s fourth 
session and we got 
out a mix of musical 
instruments. Taylor and I 
got the bongos and at first 
he was hesitant. Knowing 
how much he enjoyed 
the ‘hands on’ activities I 
encouraged him to play 
by banging the bongos 
twice. He then banged 

them twice in response. This then produced 
a back and forth, a conversation of sorts, in 
a common language: music and rhythm. 
I played different beats and he responded 
with different beats in return. It was a relaxed 
communication and I felt I knew Taylor far 
better afterwards. Call and response through 
music is a technique often used with people 
that have learning disabilities, something 
which I was not aware of in the moment. 
For me, the moment started off as some 
fun with drums together and then became 
a conversation through sound. Music is 
such a powerful tool for connecting people 
beyond language, and this moment is one I 
will treasure for a lifetime.

3810.5920/ourownwords.fulltext



Catharine Coleborne, 
Afterword

Long ago now, historians were mostly concerned 
with matters of the State and rulers, with power and 
politics. Most of ‘us’, in those pasts, were invisible. 
The historians of the 1960s and 1970s challenged 
the notion that History was an account of how things 
happened – the slow or cataclysmic events of change 
– and offered instead multiple accounts of how history 
is made and who makes it. Social histories, or ‘histories 
from below’, included new voices, diverse perspectives, 
and methods ranging from oral histories to the location 
of surprising archives and collections where historical 
data could be both sourced and made. These voices and 
perspectives included those of people living with disability 
or with experience of health institutions, including mental 
hospitals, places where many people with intellectual 
disability were housed for decades.

As we reflect on our present global circumstances, it 
is useful to remind ourselves that this newer version of 
historical thinking is still relatively recent. Growth in the 
field over the past few decades means that histories of 
disability are now more plentiful, and also rich in their 
uncovering of stories and accounts of and by people 
with diverse understandings of what it means to live 
with disability. 

Yet critically, different ways of seeing and revealing 
the past are not always welcome by those in positions 
of power. The kinds of histories we now make, then, 

should not be taken for 
granted. Histories of 
and by ‘us’ - most of us 
ordinary, different, shy, 
inexperienced, learning 
about things around us 
- are important. These 
histories reflect both 
the world as it is and 
also as we experience it. 
Even more importantly, 
these histories should be 
accessible and make sense 
to people who might not 
have had the opportunity 
to learn at universities or in 
formal settings. History can 
be made explicable and 
relatable, as well as offering 
a rethinking of the ways we 
can know about the past.

In this volume, Rob Ellis 
has brought together 
a wonderful array of 
writers and practitioners 
to express their 
understanding of what 
history means. This is an 
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1See for example The Re;Minding 
Histories Research Group, ‘Co-producing 
Histories of Australian Community 
Mental Health, 1970-1990’, in Natalie 
Hendry and Effie Karageorgos (eds), 
Critical Mental Health in Australia and 
Aotearoa New Zealand, Palgrave 2025.
2These included projects with 
organisations based in Aotearoa New 
Zealand such as the Schizophrenia 
Fellowship and a project with an 
Auckland disability provider. A 
collaborative book emerged from one 
larger project with the Waikato Mental 
Health Services, the University of 
Waikato and Te Awamutu Museum: 
Catharine Coleborne and the Waikato 
Mental Health Research Group (eds), 
Changing Times, Changing Places: 
From Tokanui to Mental Health Services 
in the Waikato, 1910-2012 (Hamilton: 
HalfCourt Press, 2012).

interesting outcome of the ongoing project to produce 
histories with and in communities; what Ellis refers to 
as ‘co-production’, especially in mental health care and 
disability settings, so that a place and role can be made 
for history and its accessibility to different audiences. 
These histories are supported by the United Kingdom’s 
national framework of Knowledge Transfer Partnership 
to help to translate knowledge and learning from the 
academy into social and cultural organisations in ways 
that bring out the value of humanities scholarship and 
research. 

Reading In Our Own Words, I am struck by the sheer 
joy of the authors engaging in what one author (Noah) 
calls ‘history as experience’. These pieces are written 
to provide first-person accounts of making and doing 
history. They are powerful because they show that 
history making can give everyone a sense of belonging, 
place, purpose and community. In my research and 
writing I have found it important to foreground the value 
of storytelling in the context of historical accounts of 
mental breakdown, and to talk about mental illness from 
outside the medical institution. This has not been an easy 
task, with first-person accounts sometimes obscured 
by institutional language. Increasingly, the co-production 
of histories of mental illness means challenging the 
boundaries of research, authorship, and publishing.1  

This volume brings back memories of my own first 
forays into working with community and mental health 
organisations, and with organisations devoted to the 
care and support of people living in the community. 
They seemed to me to be small interventions at the time 
but were important ways to connect historical thinking 
and writing with the work of community organisations.2  
These experiences set me on a path of striving to 
understand how historians might forge relationships 
and create potential for living historical practice.

The themes of this volume include learning about 
history itself, as well as about how to undertake 
historical research. There is a focus on place and 
community, food and sharing time together, and the 
way food evokes memories. The archive itself also 

features here, alongside 
creative practice. Harry 
reflects through scribes 
on the music and objects 
that allow the expression 
of his thoughts and 
emotions. This group 
of people has been 
guided in their historical 
work by passionate and 
enthusiastic educators 
seeking to find history in 
the everyday. Their words 
form both narratives of 
history and also become 
sources for future 
historians to consult. Their 
experiences of working 
together on this project 
and this volume can tell 
future historians much 
about engagement and 
community work shared 
by the university and 
heritage organisations.
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The title of my book, I See You, is derived 
from the English translation of the Zulu 
greeting, Sawubona. To greet someone 
with Sawobona / I See You, is not merely 
a form of politeness but carries with 
it the recognition that the addresser 
recognises the worth and dignity of the 
addressee. In this sense, the greeting is 
an act of “resistance to the diminishing of 
life, an opposition to the devaluing of life”1  
and a covenant that affirms the value of 
an individual’s existence. 

Throughout the volume, In Our Own 
Words, we see how the participants of 
LD club share a profound testimony 
of their encounters, exchanges, and 
experiences of one another. For John, the 
participants were all treated as “equals” 
and respected as valued contributors 
to LD club. Gerard emphasised how 
everybody “ate together, sang together, 
and talked and laughed” and in that 
way, everyone was able to learn from 

one another. Moreover, much of the 
contributions to this volume are a 
witnessing of how they “came to 
know one another” (Gerard), and how 
knowing one another was valued as 
a “privilege” (Leonie). Thus, in sharing 
how they came to “see the humanity of 
another”,2 we can say that they came 
to see with Sawubona eyes. 

While Harry, John and Taylor were 
not able to author their own chapters, 
I praise Gerard for writing ‘in his 
own words’, the testimony of their 
importance in his life and Iona for the 
connections and treasured memories 
made. For example, Gerard declares 
that “I’m all the better for knowing” 
Harry, and he further salutes Harry’s 
ability to relish every experience, and in 
his expression of delight, Harry carried 
“the rest of the group with him”. For 
Natasha, who is John’s care worker,  
LD club offered an opportunity for 
her to get to know him better. In her 
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1C. Kaunda. 2023. “SAWUBONA. A theo-ethic for everyday 
decolonial gestures.” Acta Theologica 43 (1): 41–59, p. 52.
2Ibid., p. 50 (emphasis in original).
3Eva Feder Kittay. 2019. Learning from my daughter: The value 
and care of disabled minds. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

contribution to the volume, she testifies 
to how John has “a lot to contribute” and 
how “people in the group can appreciate 
his abilities”. Overall, the contributors 
share how they came to recognise and 
appreciate one another’s humanity, and 
thus In Our Own Words, is a collection of 
personal narratives of how they uphold 
one another in personhood. 

In the introduction to the volume, Rob 
outlines how the people with learning / 
intellectual disabilities benefitted from 
the project, but also how they made a 
“positive impact on the project and its 
participants”. Here I am reminded of 
Eva Feder Kittay who would describe 
the work of LD club as presenting an 
opportunity for “learning to become 
a humbler philosopher” and being 
taught about “what matters in life”.3 It 
is in the encounters of LD club that the 
participants started to see the world 
with a new outlook (Iona) where the 
focus is on joy, laughter, happiness, 
creativity, camaraderie and friendship, 
togetherness and connection, and the 
mentors of these principles are Ian, 
John, Renait and in particular, Harry who 
“exemplifies the principle of living in the 
moment” (Gerard). For Leonie she learnt 
how she “could just be [herself], without 
any concern”, Noah demonstrated how 
the project helped him to talk to people, 
while Iona attested to how every group 
member taught her that “being your 
authentic self creates the most beautiful 
feeling of togetherness”. 

In Our Own Words can also be thought of 
demonstrating how we can be ‘humbler 
historians’ where our focus is not on 
producing the next magnus opus, but on 
unlocking history for everyone (Noah) 

and thus making an effort to foster 
inclusivity and accessibility (Millie and 
Taylor/Iona). To this end, a hallmark of 
LD club is how inclusivity was embraced 
as a shared ethos and how “being fun 
and creative” (Rob) is at the heart of 
reinvigorating the teaching of history, to 
bringing the “past to life” (Andrew), as 
well as to making history a meaningful 
topic to the lives of all community 
members. 

Some of the volume’s contributors have 
moved “on to pastures new” (Rob) and 
although they have left LD club, their 
contributions to the volume show that 
they will remain advocates for the rights 
and welfare of people with learning / 
intellectual disabilities.
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In Our Own Words: 
Creative Approaches 
to Inclusion through an 
Arts and Humanities 
Intellectual Disability 
Project

This collection of words and 
images was created by a group 
that became affectionately 
known as LD Club. The 
individual chapters are authored 
by service users, care staff, 
heritage professionals and 
volunteers, and university staff 
and students.
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