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Mr. Daniel Roper 
(Language warning: some of the terms used here are historical. We are sorry if they 

cause any offence.) 

 

In plot 652 of Calderstones Cemetery lie the remains of Mr. Daniel Roper.  

 

Born on July 2nd 1901, growing up in Colne, East Lancashire, Daniel Roper entered 

Calderstones in 1921, aged 19 years old. He remained there for 36 years, until his 

death in 1957.  

 

The police, army and institutional records paint a relentlessly bleak picture of this 

man’s abilities, character and behaviour. In the face of such an onslaught it is 

challenging to shine a kinder, more sympathetic light on the life of Daniel Roper.  

 

Overall, his official files reflect the dominant dehumanising, controlling institutional 

and learning disability discourse of the times, as expressed in the Mental Deficiency 

Acts of 1913 and 1927.  

 

As with many others, Daniel Roper’s own voice is almost entirely absent or silenced.  

 

However, the overwhelming message from his files is that the ‘care’ and legal system 

failed both Daniel and those, it is claimed, he intimidated on the overcrowded, under-

staffed, segregated male wards at Calderstones. This could be a demanding and, at 

times, brutal custodial environment for both residents and workers alike. 

A life-changing moment - Spring 1920 
Despite the biases and gaps in his official story, and we know little about his 

childhood, it appeared that the course of Mr. Daniel Roper’s adult life hinged on 

events in spring 1920.  

 

In February of that year, aged 18, he had just returned to Colne after a stint in the 

Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC) in far-away Aldershot, Hampshire. Joining up 

in late December 1919, he had only lasted 56 days, being medically discharged. 

However, his army records suggest that he had struggled to adjust to the routines and 

discipline of army life.  

 

It is unclear as to why he joined up, but the RAMC was a non-fighting corps. We do 

know, for instance, that during the First World War people now labelled as having a 

learning disability had joined this section of the Army.  

 

Back in Colne it may well be that he took up his old position of ‘dental mechanic’, or 

assistant, working for his father, who was a dentist. To what extent was this, or 

indeed joining up, a choice made freely by Daniel Roper? It is possible that at a time 
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when community services were few, his parents were looking for ways in which he 

could be supported. A regimented army life may have offered this, as did home-

working with his father. A likely place of work for Daniel may have been in one of 

the many cotton mills in the area, but perhaps this was viewed as inappropriate. 

 

So, what life-changing event happened in the spring of 1920?  

 

Well, in late April Daniel Roper was found guilty by a court in Colne of ‘indecent 

assault’ on a girl. We do not know the details or circumstances of the alleged offence; 

nor, if true, the effect on the child. However, what we do know is the impact of this 

action for the eighteen year old young man. 

 

He was ‘indicted’ under the 1913 Mental Deficiency Act, with ‘medical evidence’ 

classifying him as ‘a feeble-minded person’, as ‘a defective’; a life-long label with 

far-reaching consequences.  

 

We do not have a copy of his ‘medical evidence’, but it was the so-called ‘feeble-

minded’ who were the primary targets of the 1913 Act. This law, in force until 1959, 

was infused with powerful eugenics fears around the weakening of the gene pool of 

the white race. Men and women who appeared ‘normal’, but assessed as having a 

‘low IQ’, with ‘immoral’ sexual tendencies needed to be controlled in institutions or 

under supervision. It seems that Daniel Roper was deemed to fit this particular bill. 

 

Under the 1913 Mental Deficiency Act, on April 26th 1920 the court in Colne issued a 

‘Detention in Case of Indictable Offence’. With Calderstones yet to open, he was sent 

to the nearby Blackburn Poor Law Certified Institution (i.e. workhouse) from where 

he escaped on at least a couple of occasions, committing petty criminal 

misdemeanours, including the stealing of a bicycle.  
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On June 25th 1921, aged 20 years old, he was transferred to Calderstones on the very 

first day it opened as an institution. It had been a military hospital for most of the 

First World War.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unlike a criminal, Daniel Roper was under an open-ended, not a time-limited 

sentence. He was ‘a patient’. After the first year, in 1922, his situation was reviewed 

every five years. The review included an ‘intelligence’ test, as well as a close 

inspection of his home circumstances, to see whether he would be properly 

supervised if he left the institution. In each instance he was re-issued with a 

‘Continuing Order or Authority for Detention’, and so spent all his adult years within 

the walls of Calderstones.  
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Calderstones: Daniel Roper and his family 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Calderstones as it was during the time Daniel Roper lived there.  

 

“I am anxious for my son Daniel Roper, 449, to have a short time at home” 
During Daniel Roper’s thirty six year stay within the institution there is little 

evidence of an official home visit or of a holiday. The possible exception to this 

pattern was around the time of his first five year review in 1927. By this stage his 

mother had died, and his father had remarried. The author of the home report 

recommended that: 

‘Mr and Mrs Roper are anxious to have Daniel home for a fortnight after 

Whitsuntide. The stepmother is a sensible kind of woman and states that she 

would like the defective to have a holiday and is quite willing to devote a 

fortnight to him. I would like to recommend a holiday and am quite sure the 

man will receive proper care. There is great improvement in the home 

surroundings.’ 

Unfortunately, we have no indication as to whether the holiday took place. During 

Daniel Roper’s first five to ten institutional years at least two other efforts, including 

one at his first Christmas, were made for him to come home for a holiday; both were 

rebuffed by Calderstones.  

 

The reaching out by the family for their relative to be granted leave from the 

institution appears (from the records) to have ceased by the early 1930s. His five 

year review in 1932, in marked contrast to the previous assessment, notes that: 

‘The parents are anxious for defective to remain in the Institution as they are 

not in a position to provide the necessary care and control’ 
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This stance, whether from the parents or other family members, runs through 

subsequent reports. As already highlighted, given the official descriptions of this man 

it is probably unsurprising that the family was fearful of Daniel coming back to 

Colne. Also, this story is likely of its time, and reflects the lack of community based 

services. What were the options, other than a family placement, open to people like 

Daniel Roper, clearly seen by the authorities as being a threat?  

 

More positively though, there is evidence that his family continued to keep in touch 

with him throughout his time in Calderstones. We know this largely through special 

requests by various close relatives for passes to visit outside the formal visiting times 

of Wednesday and Saturday afternoons. It seems that he had three sisters and a 

brother, as well as his father and birth mother, then later a stepmother. All of these, 

bar his brother apparently (and we do not why), visited Daniel. The strongest and 

most constant presence in his life appeared to be one of his married sisters who 

continued to live in Colne. However, the records indicate that his two other sisters, 

both married, despite living in the London area, would visit on trips back to 

Lancashire. In addition, there is the odd reference to being visited by a nephew and a 

niece. Moreover, other than in times of epidemic, the Calderstones’ authorities appear 

to have accommodated the flexible visiting needs of Daniel Roper’s relatives.  

 

We get clues that these family visits were very important to Daniel himself. A few 

times Calderstones would initiate contact with his relatives, and advocate on his 

behalf, as in this case in April 1933: 
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Daniel’s father responded with the request:  

‘… will you kindly explain to him his Mother and Sister visited him on the 25 

day of March, and we can only visit him once a month, hoping you will set his 

mind at rest.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It seems that by return of post, the Medical Superintendent replied by saying:  



 7 

“He would like to be learning a trade of some sort” 
As Daniel Roper’s first five or so years were marked by family attempts to get him 

home on holiday, as well as visiting him at the institution, there are also signs that 

particularly in these early years the family were actively involved in other ways. In 

the summer of 1922, for instance, only a year after admission, Daniel Roper’s 

situation had been reviewed on attaining the age of 21. It appears that a ‘police 

representative’ had adjudged that there was not enough room in the family home for 

his return. In response, the father had written to Calderstones saying that he was 

trying to get  

‘a place for him on a farm if you think he is fit to take a light farm job and 

could arrange to find a place for him within a reasonable distance from 

Colne…Too glad’ for this to happen but ‘if not could you see your way to find 

some work for him at the place where he is till some thing else turns up…’  

A sense of under-stimulation, hinted at above, is further emphasised three years later 

when Daniel Roper senior writes to Calderstones:  

 

 

 

 

 

‘I would like you to give him a 

trial in the Joiners shop, as he 

told me a short time ago he felt 

to be idling his time away, and 

he said he would like to be 

learning a trade of some sort, 

that would be useful to him in 

after years, now if you will 

kindly let me know your views 

on the matter I shall be much 

obliged.’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The institution replied: ‘He is too old to commence work in the Joiner’s Shop, but we 

will see what can be done for him.’  
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Furthermore, on another occasion in 1923, his father was rather more blunt. He 

wanted to know if quarantine restrictions had been lifted: 

‘as my wife and daughter came to see my son the other week, and could neither 

see him, nor leave him the parcel they had brought, and it was both expensive 

and disappointing to them…’ 

At other times, there are references to Daniel Roper being sent a card and money on 

his July birthday. In addition, indications are that visits by his sisters, particularly 

those living away, would coincide with Christmas. There is so much missing from 

these bureaucratic traces of a man’s life but enough perhaps to suggest that his family 

did not just abandon him, and even harboured affection referring to him on occasion 

as ‘Dan’.  

“We will arrange to have your son’s teeth extracted” 
A slightly more unusual family intervention occurred in the early Autumn of 1928.  

 

Although under 30 years of age, it was decided that Daniel Roper would have his 

teeth removed. This was often common practice in institutions such as Calderstones; 

often reflecting poor standards of institutional dental care, as well as a means of 

controlling harmful biting - self-inflicted or to others. The individual suffered 

because of the failings of the setting in which he or she lived.  

 

In this instance, as these letters reveal, Daniel’s dentist father played an important, 

and perhaps caring role:  
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Calderstones Main Gate -  

1920s or 30s?  

Visitors, such as members of 

the Roper family, would need 

to show passes to be 

admitted.  

(Courtesy of NHS) 
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Escaping: ‘‘At the time of his escape he is presumed to have been 

wearing slippers’ 
It is unclear, relying only on official accounts, as to whether Daniel Roper ever 

returned home. However, at times, he did take matters into his own hands.  

 

On November 3rd 1924, aged twenty three, he is recorded as escaping, although this 

was probably of short duration. However, perhaps we can glimpse a sub-plot to this 

escape. Less than two months earlier, in September, a request by his mother for him 

‘to have a short time at home’ was turned down by the Calderstones because ‘I do not 

think you will be able to control him. He is often difficult to manage.’ Perhaps 

frustrations regarding this refusal were expressed through his escape attempt.  

There was a sad twist to this tale, as later in November his mother died. It appears 

that the father asked for his son be allowed to go to his mother’s funeral. The 

response from Calderstones, on November 26th 1924, may have been because Daniel 

Roper had attempted to escape a matter of weeks earlier. He was considered a risk.  

 

However, on January 17th 1929 there is evidence of a sustained break for freedom by 

this young man. Calderstones issued a ‘Notice of Escape’ noting that Daniel Roper 

was ‘going to the bath-room with the other patients in his ward when he bolted.’ In a 

letter, written the next day to the police, the Medical Superintendent states that, ‘‘at 

the time of his escape he is presumed to have been wearing slippers”:  
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In stark contrast to the previous attempt to abscond, on this occasion, in the depths of 

winter, Daniel was free of the institution for nearly three months. He was recaptured 

by the police on April 11th 1929; apprehended ‘for theft’ over 250 miles away in 

Dundee, suggesting a great degree of resourcefulness on his part.  

Final Words 
Mr Daniel Roper experienced a number of health and disability challenges.  

 

Physical illness, often with visits to the hospital ward, feature regularly in his case 

notes. In addition, in 1924, when still a young man he seems to have suffered what 

may be described as a short psychotic episode, with an attempt at suicide. He appears 

to have been disabled during his 40s and 50s by a creeping physical paralysis, 

affecting both his ability to walk or speak clearly. The institutional response to his 

struggle with walking consisted mainly of confining him to bed; a place he seemed to 

occupy for most of his fifties, from 1951 to his death, aged 56 years old on November 

26th, 1957. Chronic difficulties in breathing and swallowing blighted his final days 

and hours.  

 

Mr. Daniel Roper was buried in Calderstones Cemetery on Saturday November 30th 

1957.  

 

An extract from a letter on November 27th 1957, from the Secretary of the Hospital 

Management Committee to the Rev. Kendrew, The Manse, Brook Lane, Whalley:  

 

Edited and written by Nigel Ingham, July 2022 
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