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Therapeutic optimism has
taken a bit of a hit since the
mid- 19th century heyday of
County asylums, when – as during Dr. Hills’ superintendency in Norfolk – progressive approaches to patient care involved an
ordered environment, meaningful activity and a
decent diet. After a period of decline, optimism
revived in the 1960s with therapeutic communities, which sometimes encompassed whole
hospitals, for example under Medical
Superintendent David Clark at Fulbourn Hospital in Cambridge from 1953. With the shift

to care in the community, patients were often
discharged to Day Hospitals run as therapeutic
communities. One of our members described
the Restoration Trust’s role as providing the
‘Day Hospital of the future’, so we have been
imagining such a place. Partly real, partly virtual, it might be exciting, like star-gazing with Like
Minds Norfolk, or contemplative, like listening
to a bone flute in West Kennet Long Barrow
with Human Henge. It would be friendly, interesting and surprising, but, being human, it
would have room for sorrow, loss and anger. It
would definitely be therapeutically optimistic.

Bringing History to Life

D

THE GROUND-BREAKING DR. HILLS’ CASEBOOK

R. HILLS’ CASEBOOK, which began in
Februay 2020, is an ambitious project for the
Restoration Trust, combining history, mental
health, creative writing and theatre. A partnership
with the Norfolk Record Office, South Norfolk Council and the Upshoot Theatre Company, it is financed
by the Heritage Fund and the Norfolk Archives and
Heritage Development Foundation.

project’s remit is also to compare the stories of
patients at the Asylum with mental health care today.
The original plan was for the Upshoot Theatre
Company, under Dr. Hills’ Casebook coordinator and
producer Darren France, to tour the play around

Innovative approach

Online and at the Norfolk Record Office, participants are offered the opportunity to investigate the
historical records of patients at the Norfolk County
Asylum (right) in the 19th Century, when Dr. William
Hills was Medical Superintendent. This research
helps to shape a script being written about the
Asylum by Belona Greenwood, with members of the
Casebook team encouraged to develop the story
and characters with her. An essential part of the
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local theatres and community venues. Because of
the COVID-19 pandemic, this plan has been repurposed to film the play in the style of a ‘livestream’
event, with the camera, according to Darren, “moving around the space in a way you just can’t
experience when you see a play.” This change has
been an unexpected
bonus, as a recording
“The last two and
of the play will have a
a half years have much longer life than
a theatrical producbeen an exhilaring tion. Currently,
are
mixture of search screenings
planned as far ahead
as October 2021.
and discovery.”
Darren says he was
RICHARD JOHNSON
drawn to the idea of

The group visit and picnic at Gressenhall Farm and Workhouse.

“It’s not just sharing deeply and personally researched stories of the people who lived and
worked in the County Asylum; it’s the people who
are this project. All the participants, actors, Richard,
Darren and Laila [France, the play’s director]… It
feels like a family.”

Archival access

Director Laila France, writer Bel Greenwood and producer/
group coordinator Darren France.

Dr Hills’ Casebook when he attended a Change Minds
exhibition in 2018. “When I met historical adviser
Richard Johnson in 2019 the project was conceived. I
have such admiration for Dr Hills. His compassion and
understanding, and the therapeutic environments he
created for patients, are testament to a visionary man
who really cared for the wellbeing of people.” Bel
Greenwood is equally enthusiastic. “Dr Hills’ Casebook has been a revelation,” she enthuses.

Part of that creative family are Gail and Richard
Godfrey: “Our group visits to Gressenhall workhouse, and the guided tour of Asylum site, were
definitely thought provoking,” Gail observes.
“Considering the different environments in those
two places, and comparing them with mental health
support today, has been very enlightening.”
Richard Johnson has nothing but admiration for
Dr. Hills’ Casebook: “The beauty of it is that people
who wouldn’t otherwise be able to access primary
sources – and I include myself – are engaging with
archival records. Such heritage projects encourage a
diversity of views and
knowledge, allowing
the community as a
whole to access and
discover its own
history, in ways not
possible through
more academic channels. It is projects like
ours that demonstrate historical
sources should never
A readthrough of the draft script.
be restricted.” n

In brief...

CREATIVE REPORT
THE BARING FOUNDATION have
commissioned us to write a report
on using creativity to engage people
with mental ill health in heritage.

Focussing on historic sites, landscapes, archives and archaeology,
the report will include short case
studies illustrating excellent

practice. Please get in touch right
away if you have an example you’d
like us to know about, as we start
work on the project in January.

