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We couldn’t have done it without everyone in Greater Manchester. You have generously 
donated millions of pounds and currently help us support over 5,500 people each year. 
Some of our favourite fundraising stories are:

.how we started
Thomas Henshaw ran a factory making hats in Oldham with his brother, Henry. 
Their hat works was the largest in the area employing over 300 people. Thomas 
died in 1810 and left a gift in his will to create ‘an indigent asylum for the blind’.

Thanks to him, and support from thousands of other Mancunians like him, 
Henshaws has been helping people with sight loss go beyond expectations for 
the last 180 years. 

DID YOU KNOW? The £20,000 donation left by Thomas Henshaw in 1810 is 
the equivalent of about £1.3 million* today!

*Calculated using www.measuringworth.com

Henshaws blind asylum
Built with the generous gift Thomas 
Henshaw left in his will and by local 
people donating their own money, the 
asylum opened in June 1837 with the 
aim to increase the independence of 
individuals living with sight loss in Greater 
Manchester.

Those at Henshaws school were trained in 
a number of professions including piano 
tuning, basket-weaving and brush-making. 
The workshops employed people with sight 
loss giving them an occupation and a wage. 

Hundreds of people in Manchester would 
have had chairs, brushes or beds made 
by pupils at Henshaws workshops.

DID YOU KNOW? When Queen Victoria visited Manchester in 
1851, four pupils from Henshaws met her at Worsley New Hall! 
They presented her with a box of Henshaws-made gifts including 
a cushion and three very elegant silk purses.

“ An asylum in the 1800s meant a place 
of safety where vulnerable people 
could be helped and supported.”

Miss Isabel Heywood OBE
Miss Isabel Heywood fi rst started to read 
the daily paper to blind workers at Henshaws 
and then, largely due to her personality 
and unflagging determination, went on to 
establish a thriving society which helped 
visually impaired people in a number of ways 
including home visiting, fi nding employment 
and creating social groups. 

Her infl uence and insight helped to ensure 
the rights of visually impaired people were 
enshrined in law for the fi rst time in the early 
1900s, and she made a real di� erence in the lives of those with 
sight loss in Greater Manchester.

The Manchester and Salford Blind Aid Society which Miss 
Heywood founded merged with Henshaws in the early 1980s 
ensuring her work still goes on today.

DID YOU KNOW? Several hundred blind people attended her 
funeral in 1940. One of our trustees remarked “I will always 
bear in mind that vivid scene at the Memorial Service in 
the Cathedral, a requiem made the more impressive by the 
tap, tap, tapping of the 500 white sticks of the blind people 
assembled there to mourn her loss.”

To find out 
more please visit 

henshaws.org.uk/history 
or scan the QR code below
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DID YOU KNOW? 
Today there are over 75,000 
people living with sight loss in 
Greater Manchester.
This is expected to grow to 
over 100,000 people by 2030.

Having a visual impairment doesn’t always mean that you see nothing at all. There are 
many eye conditions which cause sight loss in different ways. To demonstrate this you’ll 
see below how four of the most common eye conditions can affect your sight. Can you 
work out what each image is? They’re all places or things Manchester is famous for.

There are two types of 
macular degeneration – 
wet AMD and dry AMD. 
AMD affects the central 
vision in the eye; which 
can make reading difficult, 
dull colours, and make 
people’s faces difficult to 
recognise.

Technology has transformed the lives of people with sight loss 
throughout the world in the last 180 years. Henshaws have always 
pioneered the use of new technology for those with sight loss.

The Hughes Typograph
Before Braille, visually impaired people were 
taught to use embossed systems of writing. 

Mr G A Hughes, the first director of the 
Henshaws asylum, was intent on making it 
easier for those without sight to produce 
text. In 1850 he invented the Typograph. 
This produced both visible and embossed 
characters using a circular index mechanism 
with lever-operated plungers for each letter.

It was awarded a gold Medal at the Great exhibition of 1851. 

DID YOU KNOW? 

The white cane was invented by James Biggs, a photographer 
from Bristol in 1921, because he felt threatened by increased 
motor vehicle traffic around his home. By painting his stick 
white, he found that motorists were able to see it better and 
it was safer for him to travel.

10 years after James Biggs painted 
his cane white, Rotary clubs across 
Britain started to give white canes 
to all those with visual impairments. 
The newly formed BBC got behind 
the campaign and hundreds of blind 
people were supported to use the 
canes to help them get out and about 
in their local area.

Nowadays Henshaws ‘Living with 
sight loss’ courses throughout Greater 
Manchester help people to come to 
terms with their sight loss and support 
them to use different aids to get 
about in their local community.

In 1949 ex-bomber pilot turned Taxi driver 
Ken Thomas collected £85 (over £2,000 in 
today’s money) from Manchester Taxi ranks. 
22 taxis took 70 children from Henshaws 
to New Brighton for an enjoyable day out. 
The trips to the seaside became a tradition, 
continuing for over 50 years and eventually 
expanding to include children from other 
organisations.

In 1954, Manchester 
City and Manchester 
United held a derby 
match to raise funds 
for Henshaws. Over 
£500 was raised 
and Manchester 
City won 2-1!

Over the years, thousands of local 
volunteers have shaken buckets for us 
or encouraged their friends to donate. 
From Flag Days in the 1950s to recent 
collections, their generosity has made a 
real impact on those with sight loss in our 
communities.

Woodhouse park children Annual carol concert Amazing individuals

Manchester Taxis Football Money, money, money!

Today
Our Occupational Therapist helps people to work out 
which assistive technology can help them. This includes 
glasses that can read to you, smartphones that can 
speak to you and screenreaders for your computer.

We also hold Tech Talk groups which enable people with 
sight loss to share the technology they find most useful.

We’ve been providing support for 180 years in many different ways, from employment 
and training to counselling and route training. We’ve always been pioneering and 
determined to meet the needs of people with sight loss wherever they are.

Ben Purse OBE
Ben Purse, a Henshaws educated pupil, campaigned for blind rights his whole life. 
Purse was involved in the establishment of the National League of the Blind (NLB) 
and was the League’s first General Secretary. The establishment of the NLB led to 
the blind march of 1920, which saw 60 blind men converge in Stevenson square, 
Manchester, to launch their protest for government welfare provision. They marched 
across the UK, holding rallies in each town. 
After 20 days, around 250 blind men arrived 
at Trafalgar square with 10,000 trade 
unionists. The Blind act of 1920 took into 
account some of the NLB’s aims, including the 
compulsory registration of all blind and the 
lowering of pension age for blind people to 50.

Purse was amongst those who met the then 
Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, and was founder of the journal, the Advocate. 
He later became Vice President of Henshaws and received an OBE in 1944 for his 
services to the blind.

Miss Stiller
After WW2 there were many new 
pupils at Henshaws school who 
had been blinded by war. Miss 
Karola Stiller was an attendant for 
the girls who had been expelled 
from Germany in 1945. She moved 
to Manchester and worked at 
Henshaws from 1948-50. In her 
memoir, she recounts how 10 
year old Angela, who had been 
totally blinded by war, resented her 
teacher’s German origins: 

“I was continually aware that she 
looked upon me as a symbol of 
my countrymen whom she held 
responsible for her misfortune. 
Time and time again she very 
cleverly contrived ways of bringing 
this home to me. One time I 
seized the opportunity to explain 
to her that in the long run every 
nation participating in the war 
had to some extent suffered. For 
example I had suffered the loss of 
my homeland, my possessions, my 
friends and a secure future. In the 
end we managed to find a good 
rapport.’’

Karola was a sentimental and 
outstanding woman, whose 
compassion and concern for her 
pupils was unbounded. She was 
personally invested in the lives of 
her girls, regarding them as her 
own. Her devotion is demonstrated 
in her memoir and by the fact that 
she continued writing to each pupil, 
cherishing every photo, letter and 
gift she received.

After WW1, it was estimated that the total working age disabled population in the UK had 
doubled. As blinded soldiers returned home, there was a nationwide focus on training and 
employment for the blind and more workshops were being built across the UK. 

In 1837, Henshaws opened to provide vital services to people with sight loss in 
Greater Manchester. Our ethos hasn’t changed in 180 years, “to support people 
with a visual impairment to live the life they want”.

Ben Purse, a Henshaws 
educated pupil, 
campaigned for blind 
rights his whole life...

World War 2 (1939-45)
Manchester was devastated by the Christmas Blitz of 1940, when 
two nights of consecutive bombing destroyed large parts of the city 
including the Free Trade Hall, Old Trafford stadium and Manchester 
Cathedral. It is rumoured that the Midland Hotel on Peter Street was 
deliberately spared as the prospective Nazi Headquarters in the North. 

The pupils at Henshaws were evacuated in September 1940; the boys 
to Ellesmere and the girls to Fulwood, where they continued lessons 
and examinations. John Ibbotson recounts his days at Hardwick Hall, 
and the events of V.E. Day May 8th 1945:

“We were given V.E. Day off school-work. We collected a large 
pile of sticks to make a bonfire. A shower in the afternoon 
dampened the wood but a resourceful handyman set it ablaze 
by dousing it with paraffin. We feasted on roast potatoes and 
finished the day with a wild ‘hokey-cokey’ around the fire.’’

My Dear Miss Stiller, 
I hope my letter fi nds you 
well and happy. And I do 
hope you like your new work. 
Well dear we all missed you 
terribly and I should like you 
to know that you left many 
broken hearts when you left 
the girls at Henshaws. They 
all miss that lovely friendly 
smile and morning greeting 
that only you possessed. I 
am going to college on the 
26th of this month and I 
will write to you when I am 
there. My mother is keeping 
well and hopes you are the 
same. At the moment she 
is making me a dress it is 
green and white check and 
it is very pretty. I hope you 
had a happy Easter in spite 
of the weather it clearly 
was shocking and kept one 
indoors quite a lot. Last night 
I went to the cinema to see 
Bing Crosby in Holiday Inn, 
I enjoyed it very much.
Well dear I will close now 
with all my love. 
From Joan xxxx

Glaucoma is where 
the optic nerve, which 
connects your eye to 
your brain, becomes 
damaged. This can happen 
gradually or suddenly, with 
peripheral vision steadily 
decreasing leading to 
‘tunnel vision’.

Diabetic retinopathy is 
caused by high blood 
sugar levels damaging 
the back of the eye. This 
leads to dark patches or 
dots appearing that block 
vision, and often develops 
gradually, although can 
happen suddenly.

Cataracts happen when 
the lens in the eye turns 
from clear to cloudy. 
This can cause misty and 
blurred vision, dulled 
colours and double vision, 
and can be treated by the 
removal of the lens.

Living with sight loss
Andrew Rose is both a Henshaws 
service user and proud member 
of our Trustee Board. 

“When I lost my sight 
dramatically in 2010 (due to 
Retinitis Pigmentosa) I struggled 
to find appropriate help until I 
found Henshaws. My motivation 
for being a trustee is to ensure 
that nobody has to go through 
what I did. Also, because 
Henshaws helped me so much 
I wanted to repay my debt of 
gratitude by offering my business 
and finance acumen along with 
my acquired knowledge of visual 
impairment. Personally, I’m also 
keen to develop new skills and 
knowledge. 

Apart from the feelgood factor 
of contributing to society, I find 
the role rewarding, stimulating 
and I take great pride in being 
a member of the Board of such 
a wonderful, diverse, important 
and sizeable charity like 
Henshaws, which affords me the 
opportunity to meet people from 
all walks of life.”

Tweet your answers 
to @henshaws 

with the hashtag 
#iseeManchester

“5 children and I”
Miss Stiller (centre back) at Southport in 1948

DID YOU KNOW? 
During World War 2, a group of blind 
women chose not to be evacuated from 
Manchester but instead spent their time 
knitting gloves and other useful articles 
for soldiers in the trenches. 

DID YOU KNOW? 

Henshaws was the first school to bring 
Perkins Braillers to the UK from the 
United States enabling our students to 
take advantage of the new technology.

We continue to teach people to read 
and produce Braille today. 

Find lots more 
information 
in our online 

Knowledge Village 
henshaws.org.uk/
knowledge-village

We’ve held a 
fundraising 
carol concert 
in Manchester 
Cathedral for many 
years, but the 
highlight was when 
Simon Le Bon sang 
for us in 1998!

Thank you to our 180th anniversary sponsors: Thank you to everyone who provided 
information and images for this stand.
Including:

•  Lena Garvey
•  John Marsden 
•  Francis Salt
•  Neil Simpson
• John Rylands Library
•  Working Class Members Library
• Archives+ at Manchester Central Library

Thank you to our designers:

To show your support for those with sight loss in Greater Manchester, visit 
www.henshaws.org.uk/donate or text HENS18 £10 to 70070 to donate £10

Our expert team will 
work with you to assess 
your needs and develop 
a tailored support plan 
to ensure that you 
are in control of your 
development.

Develop core skills 
to help you to live 
independently, 
communicate with 
confidence, increase 
your employability and 
build your self-esteem 
and wellbeing.

This programme of 
friendly, social, support 
and hobby groups aims 
to introduce you to 
likeminded people. They 
are a place to explore 
interests, develop skills 
and gain support.

Over the telephone, 
online or face to 
face, we can provide 
you with specialist 
information to help you 
to overcome everyday 
challenges and help you 
to take the next step.

Let’s make 
a plan

Independence 
Matters

Friendship 
Matters

How can we 
help you?

Henshaws also helps 
local businesses 
and organisations 
ensure they are 
accessible through 
our visual impairment 
awareness training and 
consultancy services. 

In 2016, we helped 
Transport for Greater 
Manchester develop 
Bus hailers which 
enable visually impaired 
people to easily hail the 
bus they need.

Training for businesses

DID YOU KNOW? 

In the early 1990s, we pioneered an Eye Clinic Liaison officer at 
Manchester Royal Eye Hospital, ensuring that people had the 
support they needed when they were first diagnosed. 

This continues today and has extended to the recently opened 
eye clinic at Altrincham Hospital.

Call us on 
0161 872 1234 

or visit 
www.henshaws.org.uk 
if you, or someone you 
know, has a problem 

with their sight

Amy and Ben
Amy (11) and Ben (15) have 
attended our Children & 
Families Services since they 
were toddlers. Amy loves 
reading and writing her own 
stories, and read a story at 
our Carols by Candlelight 
service last year. Ben loves 
computer science, and 
would like to do computer programming when he’s older. 

Their mum says “Amy and Ben were born with Leber 
congenital amaurosis (LCA); an inherited condition which 
affects sight and sensitivity to light. Henshaws toddler group 
was great as they got to play with toys in the sensory room 
and we could meet other families going through the same 
journey as us. You can feel a bit alone, because when other 
families talk about milestones, they’re different from yours.”

.  henshaws pathway to independence

Fred

Thank you Manchester

We have been able to support Fred for the 
last 50 years. He first attended our school 
in 1958, when he was just 12 years old (seen 
right, playing chess) and now attends our 
social groups (top right). He says:

“Henshaws was different to other schools 
I’d been to because they encouraged you 
to do things for yourself. They wanted you 
to live independently and allowed you to 
make your bed and eat without aid. After 
school they helped me find a job at a local 
engineering firm. I loved the camaraderie of 
working and having a laugh together!

Once I retired in 2012 I got straight back 
in touch with Henshaws. I can honestly say 
that if Henshaws didn’t exist I would be lost. 
I would never have gone out to galleries or 
museums without them, it has sparked a lot 
of interests for me and helped me to meet 
new people and make friends.”

Thomas Henshaw

Listen to John 
Ibbotson reminisce 
about the war at

henshaws.org.uk/wartime 
or scan the QR code below

Image credit: Imperial War Museum

Last year, Maria, 
who has very 
limited vision, 
jumped out of 
a plane to help 
others like her. 
Her bravery raised 
vital funds for our 
social groups.
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