The Official Opening of Shenley Hospital May 31st 1934

By Project Volunteer

The 10 Years prior to the opening

The purchase of the Shenley estate was completed on 30th September 1924 but the hospital’s foundation stone was not laid until the 9th of July 1932.  The intervening eight years had been, according to the souvenir brochure of the official opening “ charged with all the vissicitudes of complicated discussion and conferences, the preparation, drawing and re-drawing of plans, until the culminating point in January 1932, when the work of the building was started”.

One of the “vissicitudes” had undoubtedly been the frequency and the severity of the cost cutting imposed by the Ministry of Health. After many revisions, the first phase building work was finished towards the end of 1933 at a cost of £520,000. This could house 1047 patients, eventually to rise to c.2000. 

As part of the planning process, the committee had visited several new mental hospitals in Scotland and were impressed by the villa plan, which they decided to adopt saying that “The keynote of the past has been detention; the keynote of the future should be prevention and treatment”. 

 The official opening by King George V, accompanied by Queen Mary was, like all such events, meticulously planned down to the last detail.  Much of the planning correspondence and the minutes of meetings is housed in the London Metropolitan Archive and this account is largely drawn from those records. Additionally, use has been made of related documents recently found on the Shenley site and passed on to the Hidden Minds project. 

Months in the planning

It was always intended that the official opening of Shenley should be a royal occasion, but the original suggestion from the hospital committee was that the Princess Royal (the King’s sister) should be invited.  It was the Board of Control who suggested that the occasion was important enough for the King and Queen to be invited to open the hospital.  The board pointed out that Shenley was the largest new mental hospital to have been built in the UK and was likely to remain the largest; also that their Majesties were particularly interested in mental health.

On 14 March 1934, Buckingham Palace confirmed that the King would open Shenley, accompanied by the Queen.

The plan was for a 40-minute royal visit; of which the official opening ceremony in the recreation hall would take up 15 minutes. Their Majesties would spend the rest of the time being shown round the hospital.  All of this had to be negotiated between the standing sub-committee for Shenley Hospital, Middlesex County Council Board of Control (Shenley was an M.C.C. hospital) and the Lord Chamberlain; acting on behalf of the royals. 

The records leave us in no doubt that at each stage of planning, it was the Lord Chamberlain who called the shots.  

The Lord Chamberlain was very specific in his requests. He let it be known that orchids would be “acceptable” to Queen Mary and the final running order shows that a Miss Cassell presented them. He left no stone unturned - the size of the reception committee; the height of the daisies in the recreation hall (to ensure maximum royal visibility); the number of people to be presented to their Majesties (considerably limited in a request made on 29 March, no doubt to spare the royal handshake); the dress code- morning dress; decorations could be worn but were  “not to be encouraged”. In the final invitation, guests were advised: “Decorations will not be worn”.

The hospital was charged with organising a suitable tour of inspection, but on the clear understanding that in spite of the detailed planning requested, their Majesties might not complete as planned.

 The reception committee and the groups to be presented were to comprise management, staff, medical and domestic; there was no suggestion that their Majesties should meet patients. At the end of the tour they would leave promptly in order to be back at Buckingham Palace  “in time for their usual afternoon tea”.
An odd amendment made by the Lord Chamberlain to the draft running order was that while the male committee members to be presented were to be listed with their titles, first names and surnames; the women (few and far between anyway) were to be listed less showily with title and surname only. 

A draft of the “Loyal and Dutiful Address” was sent for approval, and the organisers were given sight of the |King’s reply, with strict instructions that this was not to be released to the press in advance.

Press coverage was clearly an issue. There were to be 4 press photographers and 4 newsreel cameras at the ceremony only. On the 2nd of May a request was sent to the Lord Chamberlain: would a few press photographers be allowed to accompany the royal party on their tour inside the buildings “ at an appropriate distance”? The reply, dated the 7th of May was a firm refusal.  This was clearly not the end of the story as the Lord Chamberlain sent a further, more stiffly worded, letter on 14th of May re-iterating his refusal and pointing out that the press should know by now not to pursue the matter.  

The day itself - 31 May 1934

The final running order was pretty much as negotiated over the previous three months with the Lord Chamberlain. Shortly after their Majesties had departed for Buckingham Palace, tea was served in the marquee at 4.30p.m. supplied by J.Lyons at a cost to Shenley of 4 shillings and three pence per head).

Hopes for the hospital as a beacon of good practice and cutting edge thinking on mental health care were high. The description of Shenley in the “Loyal and Dutiful Address” to their Majesties emphasises it as a centre for new treatment of “patients in comparatively small groups, based on modern scientific principles” and for “the occupation and recreation” of patients as recommended in the 1930 Mental Treatment Act.  The King, in his reply, referred to the important medical advances of recent years, new methods of treatment and his hopes that local authority hospitals such as Shenley would reflect this.  He made particular reference to the reception villa at Shenley for the treatment of the early onset of mental illness. The overall impression is one of enlightenment and optimism.

As had been planned, their Majesties met hospital staff but they did not meet any hospital patients. However, there must have been patients in residence at the time of the opening. The Golden Jubilee brochure of 1984 tells us that there were patients in residence “ 22 months after the commencement of building work”.  Given that work had started in January 1932, this would take us to November 1933 for the date of the first admissions.  Indeed, the hospital had been advised on 26th of September 1933 that they “need not delay the admission of the patients”.  This is in contrast to the Golden Jubilee programme of 1984, which shows that H.R.H. the Duchess of Gloucester met with patients and staff.

