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Disability History Resource Guide 
 

Introduction to the Cadbury Research Library guide 
 

This is a guide to help uncover historical records about disability, detailing material 

held at the Cadbury Research Library, University of Birmingham.  

For the purpose of this guide, a disability is taken to mean any condition that makes 

it more difficult for a person to do certain activities or interact with the world around 

them. These conditions, or impairments, may be cognitive, developmental, 

intellectual, mental, physical, or sensory. Impairments causing disability may be 

present from birth or occur during a person's lifetime. 

You can search for further resources via our archive catalogue and our book 
catalogue online.  
 
Our main website gives visitor information should you wish to consult any of the 
items we hold. We also have a Flickr album created to mark Disability History 
Month. 
 
If you know of other items held at the Cadbury Research Library you would like to 

suggest for inclusion in this historical resource guide, please email: 

special-collections@contacts.bham.ac.uk   

Please be aware that historic documents or older books may use terminology or 
images that we would consider offensive today. 

 

 

Other historical disability resource guides 
 

If you are researching disability history, there are other similar resource guides that 

could help you locate archive and rare book material. Examples of other guides 

include: 

The National Archives  
  
Leeds Centre for Disabled Studies  
 
University of York, Borthwick Institute for Archives  
 
Lancashire Archives and Record Office 
 
Syracuse University 
  

https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/facilities/cadbury/index.aspx
http://www.calmview.bham.ac.uk/
http://findit.bham.ac.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/search.do?vid=44BIR_VU1
http://findit.bham.ac.uk/primo_library/libweb/action/search.do?vid=44BIR_VU1
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/facilities/cadbury/contact/index.aspx
https://www.flickr.com/photos/cadburyresearchlibrary/albums/72157716403770502
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/disability-history/
https://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/library/
https://www.york.ac.uk/borthwick/holdings/research-guides/disability/
https://www.lancashire.gov.uk/libraries-and-archives/archives-and-record-office/our-collections/research-guides/
https://researchguides.library.syr.edu/c.php?g=258357&p=4754761


Archive and rare book material held at the Cadbury Research Library 
 

Hearing loss / Deafness 

 
Birmingham Institution for the Relief of Deafness (subsequently incorporated into 

Birmingham Ear and Throat Infirmary), minutes 1844-1878, ref: MS130  

British Association of Teachers of the Deaf archive, 1885-date, ref: BATOD  

Harriet Martineau, author, 1802-1876, started to lose her hearing at the age of 12, 

and in later life, used an ear trumpet. She wrote openly in her autobiography and in 

letters to friends and colleagues about her experiences living with hearing loss. 

See archive collections refs: HM and HMLAdd 

‘Elements of speech: an essay of inquiry into natural production of letters’. By 

William Holder, 1669. Classmark P217 H6 

‘Instruction of the deaf and dumb, or a theoretical and practical view of the means by 

which they are taught to speak and understand a language’. By Joseph Watson, 

1809. Classmark: HV2440.W38 

‘An illustrated vocabulary, for the use of the deaf and dumb’, Printed for the ‘Asylum 

for the deaf and dumb’, 1857. Classmark q HV2443.I44 

 

Physical disability 
 

Sarah Biffin, artist, 1784-1850. Born without hands or arms, at East Quantox-Head, 

Bridgewater, Somersetshire. Also known as Biffin, Beffin, or by her married name 

Mrs E. M. Wright.  

- ‘Appeal and subscription list for the benefit of Sarah Biffin’. Printed appeal, 

including a personal note by Biffin at Liverpool, with subscription list of those 

contributing to the fund to purchase an annuity for her. 1849. Ref: KWH/B/18/56. 

- Engraving of Sarah Biffin by R. W. Sievier, 1821. Engraving on laid paper, 

unframed, published by Biffin, 1821. This is a recent acquisition and has not yet 

been given a classmark. Email Cadbury Research Library for further details. 

‘An imperial obligation. Industrial villages for partially disabled soldiers and sailors’. 

By Thomas H. Mawson, with an introduction by Field Marshall Sir Douglas Haig, and 

front piece by Louis Raemaekers. Published 1917.  

Classmark: BVT HD7256.G7 M39 

Diaries of Louisa James of Bredwardine, 1948-1949, detailing her life and that of her 

family, including references to her son’s health needs. It is likely he had cerebral 

palsy. Ref: MS1060 

http://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XMS130&pos=1
http://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XBATOD&pos=1
http://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XHM&pos=1
http://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XHMLAdd&pos=1
http://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XKWH%2fB%2f18%2f56&pos=1
https://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XMS1060


The Cadbury Research Library holds lots of material related to the WW1 hospital, 
located at the University of Birmingham. These records and printed books detail 
treatment of physically wounded soldiers. A small selection is listed below:  
 
Papers of William Billington (1876-1932), Professor of Surgery at the University of 
Birmingham, 1924-1932 and surgeon at the Queen's Hospital, Birmingham. Includes 
Billington's work on the repair of jaw injuries. Ref: US100  
 
Papers relating to war work of University of Birmingham staff, 1919-1920. Ref: 
UB/VP/2/1  
 
The official history of the Southern General: ‘The Birmingham Territorial Units of the 
Royal Army Medical Corps, 1914-1919’. Ed J.E.H. Sawyer, Birmingham: 
Allday, 1921. Classmark: D629.G7B57 
 
Related to war injuries, but not connected to the WW1 hospital, located at the 
University of Birmingham is the book ‘Plastic Surgery of the Face. Based on selected 
cases of war injuries of the face including burns. With original illustrations’. By H.D. 
Gillies. 1920. Classmark: q RD118.  
 
 

Learning Disabilities 
 

Veronica Sherborne Collection: materials compiled and collected by Veronica 

Sherborne, (1922-1990), teacher of physical education and physiotherapist. The 

archive contains material relating to her work in the field of special education, to the 

Sherborne Movement Programme, and to the Sherborne Foundation. She worked 

initially with children with severe learning difficulties, but subsequently extended her 

work to include people of all ages. Ref: MS48 

 

Visual Disabilities / Blindness 
 

'Cathedrals Through Touch and Hearing' project run by the Department of Education 

at the University of Birmingham between 1988 and 1993. It focused on the 

experience of blind people visiting cathedrals and finding them difficult to navigate 

and unwelcoming. Ref: MS886 

Papers of John Hull, 1935-2015. Includes Hull's published material, papers and 

correspondence relating the publication of 'Touching the Rock: An Experience of 

Blindness' and readers responses to it, 1990s; papers relating to other research 

projects and to teaching activities. Ref: US153 

'Watching' Deaf Children's Views: resource pack of sign-bilingual project. Illustrated 

brochure published by Yunnan Disabled Person's Federation and Save the Children 

Fund. Dated 2002. Chinese language. Ref: SCF/OP/6/CHN/14 

Sign language manual, [late C19th]. Ref: MS924 

http://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XUS100&pos=1
http://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XUB%2fVP%2f2%2f1&pos=1
https://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XMS48&pos=1
http://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XMS886&pos=1
http://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XUS153&pos=1
https://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XSCF%2fOP%2f6%2fCHN%2f14&pos=1
https://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XMS924&pos=1


‘A Historical Sketch of the Origin and Progress of Literature for The Blind: and 

Practical Hints and Recommendations as to their Education’. By James Gall, 1834. 

The first page of this book gives raised letters of the alphabet, and the words of ‘The 

Lord’s Prayer’. This book was originally at the College of Teachers of the Blind. 

Classmark: HV1666.G35. 

‘The Lost senses. Series II, Blindness’. By John Kitto, 1845. Classmark: 

HV1593.K58 

‘The Genius of the Blind, a poem in five cantus, composed in total blindness by 

Edmund H. White’. Second edition, published 1859. Classmark: HV1581.W55 

Miss Priscilla Poynton, later known as Mrs Pickering (c.1740-1801), who was known 

as ‘The Blind Poetess of Lichfield’. She published several poetry books: ‘Poems on 

several occasions’, by Priscilla Pointon’, dated 1770, which includes her poem on 

p99 ‘Consolatory reflections that have occasionally occurred on that most lamentable 

incident, My Loss of Sight’. Classmark: PN4145. Also ‘Poems, by Mrs Pickering’, 

1794. Classmark: PR1217. 

‘Blind People: Their Works and Ways’, By Rev. B.G. Johns, 1867. Classmark: 

HV1593.J64. The author, Rev. B.G. Johns, M.A. was Chaplin of the Blind School, St 

George’s Fields, Southwark. The book is illustrated with numerous woodcuts. 

 

Save the Children Fund Archive and Disability 
 

Save the Children Fund was established in 1919 as a humanitarian non-

governmental organisation with the aim of improving every child’s life. Over the 

course of the past 100 years the charity has initiated, and supported, various 

projects across the world to help children with physical and mental disabilities. These 

have ranged from projects providing on-site support to raising awareness, advocacy 

and education work. 

Examples of Save the Children Fund’s work in the United Kingdom, include hospital 

play schemes for children in ‘mental handicap’ hospitals in the 1970s, and 

PLAYTRAC, a travelling resource and advice centre on play and children with mental 

disabilities in the 1980s. In addition to these, are several advocacy projects, such as 

the Disability Access project, 1990s, which aimed to identify and remove barriers 

which prevented children with disabilities from gaining access to a full range of day-

care provision. 

Save the Children Fund’s overseas programmes have supported numerous projects 

working with disabled children, including sign bilingual education for deaf children in 

China and a Social Inclusion and Disability project in Anhui and Beijing in the 1990s. 

In Jerusalem, funding was provided to the Princess Basma Centre for Disabled 

Children and a Centre for a Palestinian Sign Language School, 1980s-1990s. Save 

the Children Fund also supported a school for deaf refugee children in Nicosia, 

1970s, and a School for the Blind in Austria, 1920s. Beyond this Save the Children 



Fund have worked with children in post-conflict nations where young people have 

suffered the traumatic effects of conflict, both physically and mentally.  

The archive can also provide an insight into the changing views, concepts and 

language used over the past 100 years, in connection to children and disabilities. 

You can find out more by searching the online Save the Children Fund catalogue.   

 

University of Birmingham 
 

There are articles in the student newspaper, Redbrick, on the activities of a Disabled 

Students’ Action Group which formed in 1973 to campaign for better access on 

campus for all disabled members of the University, and to make it easier for students 

with disabilities to live in University owned accommodation. 

Ref: UB/GUILD/F/5/4 Redbrick 1972-1975 

Further exploration of Redbrick from the 1970s and 1980s is likely to reveal more 

evidence about the experiences of students with disabilities. 

 

http://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XSCF
http://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XUB%2fGUILD%2fF%2f5%2f4&pos=1
https://calmview.bham.ac.uk/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&id=XUB%2fGUILD%2fF%2f5

