
BRITISH
MEDICAL
JOURNAL

LONDON SATURDAY 17 APRIL 1971

Shut Away
The tragic events at Farleigh Hospital, in Somerset, that

led to the conviction of three male nurses, for ill treatment
of patients are now reported upon by the committee of in-
quiry set up by the Secretary of State for Social Services. In
addition to making detailed suggestions for improving things
locally the committee recommends that "a Health Commis-
sioner, given the widest possible powers, should be appointed
urgently to meet public anxiety about the investigation of
complaints in the health service." This suggestion is popu-
lar at present for several reasons. Not the least of them is
that it is almost as easy to fulfil as to make. But whether
it offers a realistic preventive against a repetition of such dis-
asters is another matter.
The background to the tragedy at Farleigh Hospital, in

the course of which a patient died, is clearly set out in the
report. The scene is all too familiar. The main buildings date
from 1838. The patients comprise about 270 boys and men
who are either mentally handicapped or severely mentally
handicapped. During the time in question it was "grossly
understaffed" by nurses. Long-standing differences existed
between the then medical superintendent and the hospital
management committee, described as "a constant tug-of-
war". Psychiatric leadership, we are told, was almost non-
existent, and a "grave responsibility" must rest with the
regional hospital board. The chief nursing officer, who is
acknowledged to have been overworked, is criticized for ap-
pointing two of the men subsequently convicted, but "he
was hard pressed for staff and was doing his best to remedy
the situation."

After inquring carefully into the administration of the
hospital and the conditions there the committee has made
some recommendations that will no doubt help to prevent a
recurrence of what was nothing less than an appalling situa-
tion. But in addition it recommends changes of a more far-
reaching character, and these deserve a more thorough airing
than in the present climate of opinion they seem likely to
get. To help our readers understand one view-and it is a
view that is too little heard-we reprint at page 180 a
petition sent by the nursing staff at Farleigh Hospital to the
Secretary of State for Social Services in April 1970-sent,
that is, just after the last trials of the nurses ended and before
the committee of inquiry was appointed. The difficulties of
obtaining staff for mental deficiency hospitals-indeed for
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all mental hospitals-are too little appreciated in the com-
munity generally. The first to criticize when something goes
wrong would be the last to work in these institutions.
As the report rightly says, the nursing of mentally defective

patients calls for a high degree of skill, compassion, and
patience. It acknowledges that Farleigh Hospital was grossly
understaffed. Yet it can make this extraordinary comment:
"Fortunately, there is a large number of men and women
with these qualities who are devoted to this kind of work."
Whatever the epithet "large" is supposed to mean in this
context, the fact is that there are nothing like enough. Nor
will there be until conditions are made vastly more attractive
for them.

It is against this background that the recommendation by
the committee that "a Salmon nursing staff structure should
be introduced early" seems odd, especially at a time when
the principles of the structure itself are being widely ques-
tioned. Again, what can the appointment of a Health Com-
missioner do-except perhaps "meet public anxiety"? This
is a politician's way of remedying defects. If something goes
wrong, appoint an official. But it will not heal the wound
itself, and that is public indifference. Not only does the
community care too little about these patients: even their
relations pay scant attention to them. For most of the patients
at Farleigh Hospital and others like it the hospital is virtually
their only home, yet "Few of them ever receive visits from
relatives or friends." It is tempting to shut away a mentally
defective person, forget about him, and appoint a Health
Commissioner to see he is all right. But is that all we can
expect from the community?
1 Committee of Inquiry, Report of the Farleigh Hospital, Cmnd. 4557.

London, H.M.S.O.. 1971 (25p net).

No Man an Island
The isolation of insulin fifty years ago was instantly seen

to be what posterity has affirmed-one of the great land-
marks in the history of medicine. Sherrington, who was then
president of the Royal Society, spoke of "the deserved suc-
cess of a bold attack conducted with conviction and deter-
mination, and carried through in the face of formidable ex-
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