
Finding Uncle Tony 
 

News of the uncle I never knew I had 
1. I first heard of the existence of my Uncle Tony in December 2006, 

during a conversation about family history with my cousin.  My father, 
who died in 2001, and her father, who died in 1991, had been the 
second and third in a family of (I had thought) 3 brothers.  Now I learnt 
that there had been a fourth brother, born sometime in the early 1920s, 
with some form of mental disability.  He had been cared for in an 
institution.  Nothing more seemed to be known.  All I really had was a 
name – Patrick or Anthony – and an approximate date of birth. 

2. I went away from that conversation feeling shocked and curious, with a 
hundred questions in my head.  How could my Dad have had another 
younger brother without it ever having been mentioned in our family?  
My Mum, who died in 2006, had never mentioned it after my father’s 
death; was it a secret from her too?  I felt that I had to try to find out 
more, although I wasn’t sure where to start. 

3. First, I asked all the family members who might have some recollection.  
My brother remembers having been told of an uncle’s existence and 
had seen his christening spoon, but believed he had died very young of 
his disability.  Three elderly cousins of my father also had titbits of 
memory.  One recalls that, at the age of 7, he was shown a photograph 
of the four boys, his cousins, and told the names of 3 of them.  When 
he asked who the fourth boy was he was told never to ask such a 
question again. Another recalls seeing Tony at a family gathering at the 
age of 6 or so, hidden in a corner, kept away from the other children. 
More helpfully, from a research point of view, another of these elderly 
relatives recalled that Tony, as I learnt he was known, had died in the 
1950s.  All of these contemporaries remember a powerful cloak of 
secrecy around Tony’s existence. 

Visit to the Family Records Centre 
4. Next, I tried searching various internet record sites, armed with the 

rather vague information I had about Tony’s dates of birth and death, 
but drew a blank. For months I thought I’d hit a brick wall. Then I had 
the first big breakthrough in my search.  In early March 2007 I went for 
the first time to the Family Records Centre in Islington, North London.  
There are kept the actual index books for all births, marriages and 
deaths between 1837 and 2000.  Within an hour, I’d found a possible 
birth entry for Tony, in 1924 and listed as Patrick Anthony.  I then began 
searching the index books for a death in the 1950s.  It was a slow 
business – there are 4 indexes for each year – but finally, in 1959, I 
found what looked like an entry for Tony’s death.  With great 



anticipation, I placed an order for copies of the birth and death 
certificates and went home to wait for the postman. 

5. When the certificates arrived, it felt as if the first real pieces of the 
jigsaw fell into place.  Here was confirmation that Tony was the son of 
my grandparents, born in Sheffield in March 1924, and that he had died 
in an institution, the Royal Albert Hospital, Lancaster, on 1 April 1959 of 
pneumonia, TB and ‘idiocy’ (sic).  Now I knew that he had lived for 35 
years, that he was still alive when I was born earlier in the 1950s, I had 
many more questions I wanted to answer.  Why had he been sent to 
the Royal Albert?  What had his life been like in the Institution?  Had the 
family visited him, even though they didn’t talk about him? 

6. I felt driven to continue my search for information about Tony because I 
felt very uncomfortable about the growing evidence that my own close 
family, whom I knew to be good people, appeared to have behaved in a 
way that would be considered heartless by today’s standards.  I wanted 
to understand what might have led them to make that decision.  And I 
wanted, even nearly 50 years after his death, to acknowledge Tony’s 
existence and pay my respects to the uncle I never knew I’d had. 

Back to the internet 
7. The next great discovery came late one night on my computer.  

Searching the web on “Royal Albert Hospital”, I found for the first time 
the website for Nigel Ingham’s “Unlocking the Past” project, about the 
lives of former residents of the Royal Albert.  Many of my general 
questions were answered here.  I learnt that in the history of the 
treatment of mental disability, Tony and his family had been unlucky 
that they faced the problem when they did.  After 1913 the legal and 
moral approach to mental disability had changed to a much more 
punitive one.  It became accepted practice for such young people to be 
cared for in closed institutions, the belief being that they could not ever 
be integrated into society and that they would be ‘better off’ in an 
asylum.  Against that background I realised it would have taken a very 
brave and rebellious family to take the option of raising Tony at home.  
And I knew from other research that my grandparents faced many other 
problems. My grandfather had been badly gassed in the first war and, 
after having been a headmaster before the war, he was never able to 
work fully again.  He remained frail and there wasn’t much money, with 
three young boys to care for already. 

8. Unlocking the Past also gave me a lot of information about the life Tony 
might have led in the Royal Albert.  The image of him as a real person 
began to emerge.  My next targets were to find out more detail about 
him personally and, specifically, to find out where he was buried and 
visit his grave. 

Tony’s Records 



9. Late night internet searches next revealed that some archive records 
from the days of the Royal Albert were kept at Lancashire Records 
Office in Preston.  I emailed the Office to ask what information about 
Tony might be kept there and, if I made the 270 mile journey from 
South London, whether I would be able to see it. After some weeks I 
was told that there were a number of records at the Preston Office but 
that access to some of them would require permission from the relevant 
NHS Primary Care Trust.  So I wrote to the Lancashire Care NHS Trust 
and, a week later, received the necessary permission.  I then wrote 
back to the Lancashire Records Office asking for copies off all records 
relating to Tony’s time in the Royal Albert.  More waiting for the 
postman! 

Tony’s Grave 
10. I didn’t know what I would get from the Record Office but I was 

really keen to find out where Tony was buried.  It felt like a bit of a 
mission; to visit his grave so that I could pay my respects.  The 
description of the Royal Albert in the 1950s showed that it was almost 
as complete as a small village, and I wondered whether residents who 
died there might be buried in the grounds.  Unsure of how to find out, I 
contacted Nigel Ingham at the ‘Unlocking the Past’ project to ask if he 
knew where Tony might be buried.   

11. A few weeks later, in mid-April, Nigel contacted me with news.  
Tony, like many other residents of the Royal Albert, had been buried in 
Scotforth Cemetery, Lancaster, just a few hundred yards from the old 
Hospital.  Sadly, the cemetery register showed that Tony had been 
buried in an unmarked grave, with apparently no involvement from his 
(my) family.  Details of the burial were recorded sparsely: 
Patient of Royal Albert, aged 35, died April 1st 1959, buried April 4th 1959, Saturday 
morning at 10.30 in grave 34, section 9, class 2* consecrated. The minister was DJ 
Houghton. Grave plot cost - £6.00; Cemetery services - £6.00; minister fee – 15 shillings. 
Total cost of burial: £12 15/-. Coffin size: 6 foot by 2 foot. It was a single burial. Unmarked 
grave.  

12. Once again, I felt shocked that this family member could have 
been so forgotten that even his death was not marked.  Nigel gave me 
the contact details for Lancaster Cemeteries Office and I decided to visit 
the grave.  Clive Linehan, in charge of Lancaster Cemeteries, was very 
helpful, arranging for the position of Tony’s grave to be marked and, 
when I arrived after my long journey, giving me telephone directions to 
the location.  I took some spring flowers and, on a lovely sunny day in 
late April, I laid them on the grave and felt very glad that I had made the 
trip. 

 



 
 
13. As I drove away I realised that I hadn’t yet done enough.  I 

wanted to get a memorial stone erected, after all this time.  I contacted 
my brother and cousin and they were keen too.  So I got in touch with 
the ever-helpful Head of Cemeteries for advice.  Apparently more 
permission would be necessary, because Tony had been buried by the 
state, not by the family, but my kind adviser agreed to apply for 
permission on my behalf.   In a couple of weeks the necessary 
permission was through and I was able to contact the local monumental 
masons to start the job. 

14. In June 2007 the final parts of the jigsaw fell into place.  I finally 
received copies of all the records held in Lancashire Records Office 
about Tony.  It was a bit disappointing.  There wasn’t a photo and the 
details were sparse.  There were descriptions of his “medical condition” 
at the ages of 7 and 14 but they were written in very disparaging terms 
and I felt sad reading them.   A “medical” report on his condition, at the 
age of 14, was sparse:  

“a Mongolian imbecile whose speech is indistinct.  He lacks concentration and when 
asked to name a penny he is slow to reply and then says “money”.  Says “two” to every 
number shown to him.  Calls all fruit “apple”.  Assistance is required in washing and 
dressing and the habits are uncertain.  Making slow progress in handwork in 
school.  He is in satisfactory health.”  

15. There seemed to be so little hope that young people with Downs’ 
Syndrome could ever be interesting or useful or happy, which we now 



know to be quite wrong.  But at least I now knew that there was no 
other information anywhere that I could go on looking for.  Then I heard 
from the stonemason that the memorial stone had been erected at 
Scotforth Cemetery.  It felt as if this was a fitting end to this journey of 
discovery.  I don’t completely understand what drove me to find out 
about Tony’s existence but it felt right to do it and it feels good to have 
marked his grave.  

 

 
 

Editor’s Note: 
In an email Sue make it very clear that she wanted her uncle’s story to be 
in the public domain: 
 “I feel very strongly that perhaps the only way we can wash clean the shame 
that taints Tony’s memory is to be completely open about what happened to him 
and his family.  I see them all as victims; in some ways his family may have 
suffered more conflict than Tony, who probably accepted his circumstances.”  


