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Annual Report from the Survivors History Group

The Survivors History Group celebrates the achievements of people variously known by names like mad, mentally ill, psychiatric, mental health service users, distressed, and abnormal. We have been developing the group since April 2005. Our aim is to establish a history that is relevant to all parts of Britain and Ireland, and to the survivor/user movement throughout the world.

2008 began with the Survivors History Group meeting in closed sessions over the appointment of a part time worker to help us fund raise and build the group. A grant of £4,000 from the Hamlet Trust in October 2007 was used to pay for this temporary contract and to establish the group as a financially independent organisation. We thank all the applicants for this post. Their ideas and enthusiasm have continued to inspire us. Phil Ruthen was appointed as our "researcher" from April 2008. His contract finished on 7.11.2008 and we again became an entirely voluntary organisation.

Mailing list and newsletter/leaflet
At the end of March we resumed our normal activities with renewed enthusiasm, publishing a joint newsletter and information leaflet and distributing it widely in electronic and print form. The extensive mailing list we compiled for this has continued to grow. Distribution of the newsletter/leaflet provided contacts amongst survivors and survivor groups, in the media and in academia which we built on during the year. Open meetings resumed in April.
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The newsletter featured a fish, heart and snake logo, painted in 1973. We had  first used this on our website where, since June 2007, we have documented the history of the survivors' movement and preserved archives in digital form. This online museum of the movement's history has remained at the core of our activities, providing much of the material for our printed publications and exhibitions. In July we reproduced the logo as an attractive group badge. 

Physical archives

The Survivors History Group has identified six very important physical archives of movement history that are held by individuals. These include the records of the Scottish Union of Mental Patients and many English unions during the 1970s; the poet and activist Frank Bangay's archives of survivor campaigning over three decades; the archives of Survivors Speak Out; the archives of the United Kingdom Advocacy Network (UKAN), held by Terry Simpson in Leeds, which include documents about many groups that belonged to it; and a historic collection of pamphlets, books and articles collected by Anne Plumb in Manchester. Selections from some of these archives were displayed at the recent Asylum Conference and Festival at Manchester Metropolitan University. We are currently investigating other archives. A Birmingham member, Jacqui Christiani, has established contacts for us with respect to the long term preservation of physical archives. Our digital archives will be preserved by the UK Web Archiving Consortium and the (international) Internet Archive.

Portable exhibition

Andrew Hughes, a Greater Manchester member, suggested the idea of portable exhibitions in February. Two were developed and exhibited jointly at the three-day Asylum Conference and Festival at Manchester Metropolitan University in September. Four large ring binders of leaflets and a selection of historic pamphlets were representative of the archive collection compiled by Anne Plumb of Manchester. The other part of the exhibition included poetry books provided by Survivors Poetry and a timeline of survivor history from 1908 to 2008. The timeline was displayed on laminated sheets and distributed as a pamphlet.

We successfully continued our practice of attending conferences to publicise the group and develop survivor history. In April we provided a bookstall and information point for "Locating Mental Health Social Movement Organisations" at Essex University - the final event in a series of Economic and Social Research Council funded seminars on "Social Science Approaches to the Study of Mental Health". Members of the group had been present at all four seminars. In September we ran a workshop at the Asylum Conference in Manchester, as well as a three day exhibition. 

Life and Living Radio

Two of our members, Frank Bangay and Phil Ruthen, worked with Mick Hobbs of Life and Living Radio on a dogcast about survivor history. A dogcast is something like a broadcast and a podcast. Phil Ruthen was also the subject of an article by Julia Sorribes which examines his work for Survivors Poetry and for the Survivors History Group. This article is to be published in the revived Asylum magazine.

Working on a Guardian article
Some of the most enjoyable activities of the year were stimulated by our work with Catherine Jackson on her article about us, eventually published in Society Guardian on Wednesday 3.9.2008 under the headline "Mad pride and prejudice". The headline for the accompanying web report is "A Crusade for Dignity". 

Catherine Jackson's article showed how the lives of four members related to the development of the movement since the early 1990s. Clare Ockwell, for example, became involved in the survivor movement through the user-run training and consultancy organisation Capital. Clare said that 


"Being part of this group and learning about our heritage has for me made a lot of sense and is something I am using in my work training today's mental health service providers and users. Without that work, we would not be where we are now,"

History as part of education

We continue our established interest in the use of history as part of education, an interest that dates back to our first public appearance, in September 2005, when Thurstine Basset and Peter Campbell ran a workshop on teaching history of service user action at the 5th Annual Mental Health Training and Education Conference.

The Guardian article demonstrated the human interest of survivors' history. We needed to move on from that to show how people relate their own lives to history and how their own contributions to the movement can be written into a collectively available history of achievement. To this end, the November issue of Open Mind  published an article called "your history in your hands", written collectively by members of the group, and discussing different ways in which people can become active as survivor historians. 

The December issue of Time Together carried the individual story of Valerie Argent (1948-1991) and how she made history. The leader to this piece says


"Like many of us who suffer from mental distress, [Valerie] had a very low opinion of herself and the significance of her life. The Survivors History Group assumes that everyone's life is remarkable and that we all have a story to tell. Why not explore your own story and how it relates to what other people have been doing?"

A members’ furum on the internet

In the 1980s, Jim Read was one of the those who started to use his own experience to teach others. He was one of the first tutors to add "mental patient" as his credentials. He set out to earn a living on the basis of this expertise and so became one of the early survivor workers. Jim is writing about his experiences for the benefit of the group. Part one of his story, "Jim Read - Remembering the 1980s" was published in the Members Forum that we established on the internet in June 2008. The forum is modelled on the forum established by UKAN, the United Kingdom Advocacy Network. It has been a useful way of sharing research into survivor history amongst people in many different parts.

Talking to academic historians

We have been critical of empirical inaccuracy in some published academic accounts of our movement. This was one of the themes at a small conference we organised in May at which survivor and academic historians met. Mark Cresswell (Durham University) wrote an interesting paper reflecting on this discussion in which he argued that we must hold two contrasting perspectives in mind: the careful documentation, preservation and study of the empirical material relating to the movement, and an equally careful respect for the multiple perspectives that participants have on the movement and its issues. 

In July we published Celebrating our History - Valuing Ourselves,  a 29 page report on the conference which incorporates Mark Cresswell's reflections with an illustrated account of the whole discussion. The report concludes with explanatory notes on the groups, individuals and publications mentioned, providing a detailed account of the history of the survivors movement since 1971. We will continue to distribute this report in print and electronically.

Local perspectives

One aspect of multiple perspectives we identified is the importance of local perspectives. This was reinforced by survivor responses to the report. Colin Gell, the Nottingham pioneer of the advocacy movement, spoke forcefully about a London bias "getting up the noses" of all who live outside the Greater London area. The group recognised as its major project for the immediate future: the development of  a national network of survivor historians. The impetus for this came from outside London, with members in Manchester forming their own group as part of the general group. 
Over the coming years we plan to cooperate with, support and possibly stimulate centres of activity in Bristol and the west of England, Wales, Birmingham and the midlands, Yorkshire, Tyneside, Scotland, Ireland and elsewhere. We expect this be done in different ways in different places. In Scotland, for example we are cooperating with the "Oor Mad History" project, which is based in Edinburgh. They showed extracts from historic DVDs that we have provided at their Annual General Meeting in November and have provided us with rare copies of Beyond Diagnosis "The Voice in Scotland of people who have been diagnosed mentally ill - and those with related experiences" (1990 onwards). Our Scottish connection is facilitated by the existence of groups in Manchester as well as London, allowing people to meet at a half way point, as well as by internet and post. As the network develops we hope to see a strengthening of such mutual support between its parts.

Survivor autonomy

The Survivors History Group enjoys the support and technical expertise of Together. However, we have always been autonomous and have continued to establish the necessary structures of autonomy during 2008. Our manifesto was adopted in January 2006 and in May 2007 we provisionally adopted rules incorporating the manifesto as part of our constitution. After consultation with members, this was confirmed with minor amendments in July 2008. Anne Beales was elected as our treasurer in 2007 , Andrew Roberts as our Secretary in May 2008, Peter Campbell as our chair in August 2008. We also have an active management committee, including Anne Plumb who participates by email from Manchester. 

The grant from Hamlet Trust was initially deposited with Together. With a formal constitution and officers we were able to open our own bank account with the Coop Bank in August 2008. The financial arrangement with Together ended  on 7.11.2008 and all our affairs are now handled through our own account. 

Open meetings

We held eight open meetings in 2008 and welcomed several new members to them. One was held in Manchester, the others in London. As well as meeting at Together, we met at Bunhill Quaker Meeting House, and this flexibility enabled us to hold meetings at times tailored more closely to the ability of members to attend. In September 2008 we listed 75 members in England, Wales and Scotland. Our links with the Irish movement do not, at present, include group members. 
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