
Unique learning disability exhibition launches
in Swansea
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Image of two children who were patients at Hensol

Today (Monday 19 January) an exhibition telling the stories of patients and staff of a former
institution for people with a learning disability will be launched at Swansea Museum. The first pan-
Wales project of its kind will capture a hidden and often painful part of Wales’ history from six of
Wales’ long-stay hospitals which closed in 2006.

The public will have their chance to hear the stories of twelve people and get a glimpse of what it
was like to grow up and spend up to forty years living in an institution. The exhibition will open to
the public on Tuesday 20 January and run for six weeks. It has been interpreted using oral history
interviews, recreating parts of the hospital and putting on display clips from fifteen oral history
interviews.

Mencap Cymru’s Hidden Now Heard project, which received a £292,000 grant from the Heritage
Lottery Fund, has collected testimonies of people with a learning disability, their relatives and staff
who spent time at the long-stay hospital Hensol Castle in the Vale of Glamorgan. The three-year
project will focus on six long-stay hospitals in total with exhibitions happening across six regional
museums.
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The Hensol Exhibition aims to encourage the public to compare their lives today to the lives of the
patients when the hospital was open, from 1931 to 2003.

Mencap Cymru Director, Wayne Crocker, said: “I have been looking forward to this exhibition since
we came up with the idea back in 2003. Mencap Cymru played a lead role in the closure of the long
stay institutions in Wales under the banner of The Longest Waiting list. I am pleased the Hidden
Now Heard exhibition will pay tribute to the many people with a learning disability who took part in
this campaign and who have sadly now passed away. I very much hope that those who visit will be
impressed by the stories they see but more importantly will see the amazing contributions people
with a learning disability make to our communities in Wales.”

The idea for the project came about when Wayne Crocker, Mencap Cymru’s director, realised that
lots of former patients were passing away or beginning to suffer from memory issues and felt that if
the stories weren’t recorded now the unique perspective of the patients would be lost forever.

Also on display are a number of historical documents, images and artefacts donated by staff and
patients. If anyone has any more artefacts or stories to tell they are encouraged to contact the
project team.

Paul Hunt, Project Manager of Mencap Cymru’s Hidden Now Heard, said: “The project team often
found it difficult to find staff and relatives of patients to come forward to share their stories, perhaps
feeling unsure or a sense of shame about the hospital.

“Whilst some of the practices and language used may seem unusual by today’s standards, the
project team are keen for the public to judge the system in place at the time, rather than staff who
often cared for people under great stresses.”

Jennifer Stewart, Head of Heritage Lottery Fund Wales, said: “We were extremely pleased to be
able to support this one-of-a-kind project that really captures a part of our national heritage that
historically has not been well recorded or preserved. This project truly reflects HLF’s ambition to
fund and support diverse projects that explore our rich Welsh heritage; ensuring that National
Lottery players’ money makes a key contribution to commemorate and record our heritage. I’m
thrilled to see this project finally come to life after years of hard work by the team at Mencap Cymru
and look forward to visiting the exhibition.”

The project gives people a chance to share stories, talk about the past, often for the first time and
to meet friends they haven’t seen since the hospital closed.

Real Stories

Sue Goddard, a former ward sister from the hospital, said: “I wanted to take part because it is
important that people shouldn’t be forgotten. Hensol was home for lots of staff and patients.”

Phyllis Jones, a patient at Hensol for some forty years decided to take part because: “I wanted to
tell everyone about Hensol, the good times and bad. They had good staff there but overall I didn’t
like living there. I prefer living in my own house.”

The project would also like to hear from former patients and staff from St David’s Hospital and
Pantlgas Hospital in Carmarthenshire for an exhibition at Carmarthen Museum in April. People who
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would like to tell their story are encouraged to contact the team.

Anyone wanting to get in touch with the team can contact 029 20 747 588 or the project manager
via email: paul.hunt@mencap.org.uk.

To keep up to date with project progress visit the Hidden Now Heard Facebook page and on
Twitter: @hiddennowheard

Notes to editors

About Hidden Now Heard

During the three-year project, six regional museums across Wales will display exhibitions based on
captured memories and research undertaken to give a voice to the stories of former patients and
staff at these hospitals that were previously silenced. Working in partnership with the National
History Museum, a permanent exhibition will be created in St Fagan so that information about
Wales’ long-stay hospitals will be available and accessible to the public, creating better
understanding of a previously underrepresented part of our society.

Hidden history

The story of people in Wales with a learning disability has mostly remained hidden, reflecting the
isolation and marginalisation of this group in society over the past century in particular. In 1913, the
Mental Deficiency Act called on local authorities to certify all ‘mental defectives” and establish long-
stay institutions for people with both mental health and learning disabilities. With around 65,000
people living in these institutions, dubbed ‘colonies’, many were misdiagnosed and became
isolated from society.

The period between the establishment of these institutions until the introduction and
implementation of the All-Wales Mental Handicap Strategy in 1983 had long-term implications on
how people with a learning disability were, and continue to be, perceived in society with so called
‘patients’ experiences mostly remaining invisible.

About Mencap

There are 1.4million people with a learning disability in the UK. Mencap works to support people
with a learning disability, their families and carers by fighting to change laws, improve services and
access to education, employment and leisure facilities. Mencap supports thousands of people with
a learning disability to live their lives the way they want. More information can be obtained at the 
Mencap website.

For advice and information about learning disability and Mencap services in your area, contact the
Learning Disabilities Helpline on 0808 808 1111 (10am-6pm, Monday-Friday or 10am-4pm on
weekends and bank holidays) or email: help@mencap.org.uk.

What is a learning disability?

A learning disability is a reduced intellectual ability which can cause problems with everyday tasks
– for example shopping and cooking, or travelling to new places – which affects someone for their
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whole life.

People with a learning disability can take longer to learn new things and may need support to
develop new skills, understand difficult information and engage with other people. The level of
support someone needs is different with every individual. For example, someone with a severe
learning disability might need much more support with daily tasks than someone with a mild
learning disability.

Learning disability is NOT a mental illness or a learning difficulty. Very often the term ‘learning
difficulty’ is wrongly used interchangeably with ‘learning disability’.

Further information

For more information, quotes or interviews about the Hidden Now Heard Project please contact
Wayne Crocker, the Director of Mencap Cymru on 029 2074 7588 or email: 
wayne.crocker@mencap.org.uk

You might also be interested in...
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Projects

Hidden Now Heard

Royal Mencap Society secured funding to record, exhibit and preserve the hidden heritage of
people with learning disabilities.

11/09/2012
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