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Several homeless people who took part in the project said it gave them
confidence. Credit: Dr Rachael Kiddey

An archaeologist has written about her experiences of working with
homeless people as part of her PhD at the University of York.

Dr Rachael Kiddey worked with around 40 homeless people on the
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Homeless Heritage project, believed to be the first of its kind in the UK.
She has now written a book detailing the project and her experiences.

The homeless volunteers were able to provide a detailed 'homeless map'
– often places that are overlooked, such as disused buildings, abandoned
industrial parts of town, under bridges, in bin stores and neglected ruins
in parks.

Bristol and York

The volunteers then worked alongside students to excavate two sites in
Bristol and York and record what they found.

Dr Kiddey, who led the project as part of her PhD at York, said the
book complements a growing body of literature that blends academic
research findings with personal narrative.

She said: "The initial aim of the Homeless Heritage project was to see
whether approaching a contemporary culture using archaeological
methods could tell us anything new.

"A second question was, would homeless people be at all interested in 
heritage? The answer to both of these questions is yes."

The two digs uncovered ceramic, glass, building materials but the team
also found material related specifically to homelessness such as phone
cards, portable food packaging and material related to drug use.

"As archaeologists we tend to dig up sites of massacres or battlefields,
really dark, inhumane material. Homeless people come up with great
ideas and notice things we wouldn't normally notice, Dr Kiddey added.

"Working with homeless people as colleagues, we were able to interpret
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what the materials we found were, what they meant, how they were used.
This showed us some new insights into homelessness."

Confidence

Several homeless people who took part in the project said it gave them
the confidence they needed to voluntarily engage with existing addiction
services and get back on their feet.

Dr Kiddey said there was scope for the project to be copied by homeless
outreach services.

She added: "The key is to develop a team dynamic and also offer a sense
that people are capable of being useful members of society, that they are
missed if they don't turn up to work.

"This element was essential to the success of our project - people cared
about the work we did and also grew to care about one another and
themselves. This was the truly therapeutic aspect."

The book, Homeless Heritage: Collaborative Social Archaeology as
Therapeutic Practice, is published by Oxford University Press.
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