
In 1995, City and Hackney Community NHS Trust
opened a segregated ward for women with severe
mental illness who would be vulnerable on a mixed-
gender ward (Kohen, 1999). The privacy and safety
provided by the unit and the positive response from
families and the community makes the case for more
single-gender wards. It is a pilot project that may be
repeated by other trusts. Meanwhile, both genders in
mixed-gender wards should be cared for by staff who
are vigilant for patients’ safety and trained to avert
assault proactively. Specific staff training upon recruit-
ment, repeated at regular intervals, should lead staff to
be confident about dealing with any assaults, and also
ensure that the trust has information available to help
prevent repetitions.

Declaration of interest
None.

References
BARLOW, F. & WOLFSON, P. (1997)
Safety and security: a survey of female

psychiatric in-patients. Psychiatric
Bulletin, 21, 270-272.

Psychiatr ic Bul let in (2003), 27, 28^29

H . R . RO L L I N

Professor Sir Ernst Gombrich, OM
A‘hands-on’advocate of music therapy in mental hospitals

The outpouring of praise for the life and work of this
remarkable man, who died this year, has been so fulsome
that one might reasonably believe that the catalogue of
his virtues had been exhausted. I would venture to
suggest that two seemingly disparate virtues have been
omitted or underplayed. I refer to his musicianship and his
compassion. May I describe one occasion when these
two virtues co-existed?

For many years before I retired in 1975, I was a
consultant at Horton Hospital, Epsom, (now defunct)
designed then for the treatment of most of the range of
psychiatric disorders. The patients were of both genders,
of all adult ages, of a variety of ethnic and religious
groups and, because of the geographical distribution of
our catchment area in London, there was an over-
representation of refugees from Nazi Germany. It was,
in effect, a strange microcosm characterised by one
common factor - the unpredictability of its individual
and collective behaviour.

Of the several forms of auxiliary treatments we had
on offer at the hospital, the one which was a particular
source of pride was music therapy. At the core of this
most successful project, as it happens, was Sir Ernst’s
sister, Dea (Lady Forsdyke), a distinguished violinist and
an inspired teacher-cum-therapist. It further happens

that Sir Ernst’s wife, Ilse (Lady Gombrich) was an eminent
professional pianist and piano coach. The third limb of an
outstanding family trio was no other than Sir Ernst,
himself a talented cellist. This unique ensemble played for
their own delectation when time and occasion arose and,
on very few occasions, for the delectation of others.

One of the major attractions of the music therapy
project was to hold monthly concerts featuring members
of the group for the entertainment of other patients at
the hospital, any interested members of staff, and a
surprisingly large number of patients’ relatives, who came
mainly from London. All were welcome, and considering
the limited number of available performers and the nature
and degree of their mental ailments, our visitors seemed
well pleased with the musical fare on offer. Even so, from
time to time, as a bonus, the group and its attendant
audience shared the pleasure of being entertained by
professional musicians. I should explain that, at that time,
I had the good fortune to enjoy the friendship of a
number of professional musicians who, at my invitation,
would play for us as a gesture of goodwill. The majority
would waive their fee or agree a substantial reduction, or
ask only for their expenses.

Working closely as I did with the group, I got to
know Dea Forsdyke very well and, in the course of time,
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came to know her family and inevitably became aware of
the ‘Gombrich Trio’. Equally inevitably, wearing my impre-
sario’s cap, I could see what a boost it would be to the
music therapy project if I could persuade the Trio to play
at one of our concerts. For quite literally months my
pluck, or perhaps, chutzpah, faltered, until one day I
screwed my courage to the sticking place and blurted out
my invitation via Dea. Her response was immediate and
unequivocal, ‘Yes, of course. But when?’And there’s the
rub.When? Because of the heavy commitments of all
three members of the trio, particularly Sir Ernst, there
would be problems.

There were, but eventually it was sorted out. The
date was to be a night in November 1965 (any suggestion
of a fee, or even expenses, had been pooh poohed). That
night, as I will never forget, proved to be murky, as
murky indeed as a November in England can be. The
possibility, even probability, of an eleventh-hour cancella-
tion loomed large. And as the seconds ticked away, my
anxiety grew. However, I had not reckoned with the
integrity and the professional pride of our guests. Bang
on time they arrived in their hired car, having braved the
elements from far-flung Hampstead.

Despite the foul weather, the auditorium - the
specially adapted rear third of the hospital chapel - was
packed. The exact programme that theTrio had chosen to
play has escaped my memory, but what I do remember is

that no concessions were made. I underwent all the
agonies of these occasions: would the recital be inter-
rupted or ruined by the unseemly and unacceptable
behaviour of one or more members of the audience? For
the second time that night, my fingernails were spared
from mutilation. The recital went off without a hitch: the
vociferous applause at the end was loud and entirely
appropriate.

Our artists stayed for a light supper, after which
they were surrounded by patients anxious to shake their
hands and express their gratitude in English or German
for the musical treat they had enjoyed. Dea beamed with
pride for her patients; Lady Gombrich met all of them
with her customary graciousness, and Sir Ernst, well
accustomed to the adulation of his audience, greeted
them with warmth and civility, and without the slightest
suggestion of condescension.

The following morning, a manic depressive, who
was a man of education and cultivation and, when
elated, a wit, bounded into my office with the sole
intention of discussing the concert and expressing
his gratitude to the artists. On leaving, he added,
‘What a delightful surprise to find that Sir Ernst,
a world-class art historian, had at least one other
string to his bow!’

H. R. Rollin 101College Road, Epsom, Surrey KT17 4HY
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