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THE TREATMENT OF THE INSANE. 

William A. Hammond 

 

“In all ages of the world, the most monstrous abuses have found their defenders among good and 

noble-minded people; and this is especially true of those acts which a subsequent period regards as 

outrages against the individual, but which at the time were defended by many on the ground of 

expediency, the advantage of the country, the glory of God, the progress of humanity, or the 

ultimate good of the person injured. Thus, the gladiatorial exhibitions of ancient Rome were looked 

upon as politic amusements, which tended to excite harmless emotions to the exclusion of more 

dangerous sentiments. The Duke of Alva, and others of his type, professed to be actuated by a 

laudable desire to put down rebellion; and it is entirely within the range of possibility that they were 

kind and loving fathers and friends. Witches and heretics were burned at the stake or drowned in the 

flood at the instigation of tender-hearted women, and by judges of gentle bearing, who honestly 

thought they were serving God and society; and the insane were loaded with chains, beaten and 

subjected to many other corporeal sufferings by the orders of learned and humane men, who 

sincerely believed that they were acting in accordance with the most benevolent instincts, - as in fact 

they probably were. But as time passes on the acts of those who have preceded us are seen in their 

true light, and judged by a higher standard. The human nature of to-day is more advanced than the 

human nature of yesterday, and what were deemed to be great truths then are seen to be vile errors 

now. It denounces the dungeon, the lash, and the fetters for lunatics, but it clings tenaciously to the 

strap, the camisole, and the Utica crib. It looks back with horror to the time when the insane were 

flogged as a therapeutical measure “to beat the devil out of them,” but regards with complacency 

and even favor the forcible feeding of the poor creatures by ignorant and brutal attendants, and the 

consequent life-long injury or death of the victims. That those who come after us will regard our 

conduct in these matters very much as we do that of the mad-house keepers of less than a century 

ago is not a matter for doubt. Already the revolution has begun. 

 

Few, even among those who have given some attention to the subject, know the depth of 

wretchedness to which within a comparatively short period the lunatic was consigned, and which, 

even at the present day, is in some places scarcely lessened. Dr. Conolly, (1) whose advanced ideas 

of science and humanity led to the uniform adoption in England of the “non-restraint” system of 

treatment, speaking only thirty years ago on this subject, says: “Very few physicians of education 
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were to be found, until a recent period, devoting themselves to mental disorders. Those occupied in 

asylums were chiefly distinguished by an eccentricity and a roughness which, unfitting them for 

other professional vocations, made them willing to undertake to treat mad people. By such persons, 

ill-educated, prejudiced, and without any resources but methods of violence, and who had never 

studied the forms and treatment of mental disorders, all attempts to ameliorate the condition of the 

insane were bitterly and unscrupulously opposed with every effort and every contrivance of vulgar 

minds. Meantime, the outside walls of an asylum were regarded with awe; the shrieks issuing from it 

made night hideous; the frantic creatures enclosed in their dens furnished appalling subjects for the 

artist or the novelist; squalor and dirt, and famine and ferocity were everywhere to be met with.” 

And now in the latter half of the nineteenth century we find that the methods which Conolly so 

vigorously denounced, and to the abolition of which he gave his life, are in full use in almost every 

asylum in the United States; that the attempts to improve the condition of the insane are opposed, as 

in his day, by those who have the charge of them; that dens are still in existence, chains still 

employed, blows still inflicted, systematic flogging still practised, the strait-jacket still used as a 

means of restraint; and that these agencies of subjection are supplemented by the Utica crib, - an 

apparatus not only inhuman, but one which no person possessing a competent knowledge of the 

physiology of the brain and the pathology of insanity would venture to introduce into the wards of a 

lunatic asylum. 

 

I do not mean to be understood as saying that all these various measures for punishing and subduing 

a maniac are sanctioned by those in authority. No superintendent, so far as I know, approves of his 

patients being knocked down, beaten, or put in irons; but, nevertheless, these things and even worse 

are perpetrated in American institutions for the insane, either through the ignorance, the negligence, 

or the indifference of their superintendents; and others equally bad are done with their full 

knowledge and approval. Doubtless many of the outrages against humanity which are committed in 

our asylums are the direct result of the system by which their officers are appointed. But this only 

makes the matter worse. If it were individuals only with which those who have undertaken the task 

of ameliorating the condition of the insane had to contend, the contest would be neither long nor 

doubtful; but there are trustees and commissioners, and legislatures and political parties to meet, 

who have an interest - one which appeals with great force to the average American mind: the love of 

patronage - in keeping things as they are. 
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Now let us see what kind of atrocities are permitted by the system which prevails throughout this 

country. In this survey, it will not be necessary to go back farther than two or three years, or to refer 

to more than a few examples of the number which have been unearthed by legislative committees, 

casual visitors, and newspaper reporters, or which have been revealed by mere accident. 

 

Within about a year four homicides occurred in the New York City lunatic asylum on Ward’s Island. 

In one of these a patient was beaten to death by an attendant; in another, an attendant was killed by 

a patient; in the third, a patient was thrown off the wharf and drowned by another patient; and in 

the fourth, one lunatic was ordered to give a hot bath to another, not only insane, but paralyzed. 

After getting him into the bath-tub he turned on the hot water and walked away leaving the poor 

wretch actually to be boiled to death. In the asylum at St. Peter, Minnesota, a patient who refused to 

eat had his mouth filled with food by a nurse, and the mess pushed down into his stomach with the 

handle of a knife, while another nurse held him down. On one occasion he ran away, yelling that 

they wanted to kill him. He was caught and laid on a bench; one attendant held his hands, and sat 

across his body; another attendant and a patient helped to hold him; his mouth was plugged to 

prevent his closing it. The food (soup) was poured in from a pitcher; his breath was heard to 

“gurgle” as the soup went into his windpipe, and in five minutes he was dead. 

 

Owing to an erroneous idea that the food is poisoned, to some other delusion, or to a determined 

intention to commit suicide, it frequently happens that lunatics refuse to eat. The operation of 

forcible feeding is a delicate one, requiring anatomical skill; and yet it is one which in American 

asylums is often left to be performed by ignorant and brutal attendants, a physician not even being 

present. Thus, at the Bloomingdale Asylum in New York, a lady while being fed by a nurse had the 

soft parts of the roof of her mouth torn away by the spoon being rammed violently down her 

throat. From the testimony taken in this case, preliminary to a suit for damages, and which has not 

yet been published, I make the following citations: 

 

Mrs. Cochran says she saw both Jane Eaton and Jane Gordon, nurses in Bloomingdale, forcibly 

feeding a patient. They had a wooden wedge which they put into her mouth, and then they fed her 

with a spoon (folio 93). Dr. Choate says it is done by attendants in asylums (folio 119). Jane Eaton, a 

nurse, puts on the camisole without instructions from the physician (folio 125). Was told to use 

force in feeding (folio 127). Used a spoon or a wedge to force open the mouth. “The most difficult 
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person I ever had to feed” (folio 132), - and yet the duty was left to a nurse; the doctor was never 

present when she was fed (folio 133). The nurse does not always report to the physician when she 

uses the camisole. Has seen blood come from Mrs. N’s mouth when she was feeding her (folio 138). 

Was taken naked from her room to the bath-room (folio 146). The doctor says forcible feeding is 

delegated to an attendant (folio 150). 

 

Last winter, rumors in regard to the bad management of the Longview Asylum, in Ohio, became so 

prevalent that the legislature appointed a committee to investigate them. From the report made on 

the subject I make the following extracts: -  

 

According to the testimony of several eye-witnesses, a punishment frequently and sometimes 

gleefully resorted to by attendants in this asylum is one known as “taking down.” “Taking down,” in 

the words of the testimony, consists in tripping or throwing the patient to the floor, holding her 

down (for “taking down” is a female punishment; the men being usually knocked down) with the 

knee on the chest, while another employé gags the patient, and still another holds the patient’s 

hands. The patient is held down till she is quite weak and exhausted, becomes purple in the face, and 

the breath is almost gone. 

 

Another punishment is to make a “spread eagle” of a patient. This consists in stripping a patient to 

nakedness, and making attendants whip him with wet towels. This is a punishment inflicted for a 

refusal to work. It is described as very painful, and is practised because it leaves no marks. 

 

There is testimony as to ducking, kicking, beating, black eyes, and other marks of cruelty. It is in 

evidence that weak patients are overworked, and all inmates have not been properly fed and cared 

for. Hard work has been needlessly compelled in a room in which the mercury stood at one hundred 

and twenty degrees. The use of “cribs” and the “strong room” is shown. Loathsome vermin in 

loathsome numbers have been allowed to accumulate upon the bedding, the apparel, and the person 

of patients. All of these things and others told with a painful plainness is the testimony that is made 

part of this report. 

 

The report then goes on to speak of the profanity of the attendants; that “the superintendent has 

been guilty of inattention to his duties and gross neglect;” and that the evidence “seems to the 
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committee to destroy entirely the suggestion that the various hideous things were done without his 

knowledge and consent.” The Ohio legislative committee appears to have performed its work 

thoroughly; and it is the more to be commended for this, inasmuch as the superintendent was 

appointed on political grounds, and the majority of the committee was of the same political faith as 

this official. 

 

Similar horrors have recently been brought to light in the asylum at Kalamazoo, Michigan, by a 

committee of the legislature; and the New York State Board of Charities, only a few months ago, 

and shortly after the State Commissioner in Lunacy had rendered a favorable report, found the 

Onondaga County Asylum in a condition which could scarcely be equalled by any mad-house of the 

last century. Dark and damp dungeons with only the earth for a floor existed; into these the 

wretched lunatics were thrust, and, in addition, for a time deprived of food. It was also shown that 

the opinion existed in this institution that it was proper to inflict punishment on the insane by 

striking them with straps, showering them, and dashing water in their faces while they were held fast 

on the floor. 

 

Of the Blackwell’s Island Asylum in New York City, a committee of the same Board reported last 

summer that, - This asylum continues to be a source of the greatest anxiety to us. We see that there 

is not proper provision for the patients, and we know that their surroundings must of necessity 

increase and prolong the disease under which they are suffering; and yet we are quite powerless to 

effect any permanent improvement. The Lodge and Retreat, where violent cases are confined, are 

buildings quite unfit for any human beings; and yet two hundred insane women are shut up in them. 

The cells in which the patients sleep are, in both of the institutions, lighted only by transoms over 

the doors. At night, when the patients spend nearly twelve hours closely shut up in these cells, they 

must be pitch dark; and the air, which is not fresh even in the middle of the day, must be poisonous. 

In the Retreat many of the cells (measuring seven feet six inches by twelve feet nine inches by twelve 

feet) contain two beds; and on one occasion lately, when the nurse opened one of these cells in the 

morning, she found one of the patients badly beaten about the head by her companion. The patients 

as a rule have nothing to do all day, and seldom go out except in the airing courts, - bare spaces 

surrounded by high board fences. Such circumstances cannot tend to the calming of an excited 

brain, but must rather serve to increase the disease and fix it upon the patient for life. The beneficial 

influence of a change to pleasanter surroundings and even partial employment has been shown 
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within a few weeks, when a number of patients from the Retreat were transferred to two new halls 

in the new building and were supplied with work. Of the six physicians now in the asylum, only one 

had had any experience in the treatment of the insane before entering this institution. The younger 

men of course only enter the asylum for the purpose of gaining experience; and this they do at the 

expense of the patients. As a rule they receive no salaries, and after serving a few months they 

usually resign, giving place to other inexperienced youths. During the past two years eighteen 

physicians have practised in the asylum. 

 

Things went on unaltered in this institution, in which the great city of New York keeps its indigent 

insane women to the number of about twelve hundred, till a few weeks ago they culminated in a 

series of disasters, - consisting of one woman being starved to death from neglect, another killed by 

eating rat poison left within her reach, and another delivered of a child while she was shut up in one 

of the cells mentioned, and moreover restrained at the same time by the camisole. In this case the 

pregnancy of the woman was not suspected; that it was not is the worst feature of the affair. These 

“accidents,” it must be borne in mind, were not brought to light by any regular inquiries instituted 

by the authorities, but by a newspaper reporter in search of information for the journal with which 

he was connected. The publication of them and the comments thereon proved too much for the 

political Board which has the charge of these matters in the city of New York, and the 

superintendent was removed to make room for another, who, in addition to his new acquisition of 

twelve hundred insane women, retains the superintendency of eight hundred or more insane men on 

Ward’s Island!  

 

These instances, and many others which might be adduced, show bad management. They are due in 

great part to the system which prevails in too many of our insane asylums of making appointments, 

from the superintendent down to the lowest grade of attendants, in accordance with the political 

tenets of the appointing power, and without regard to education, experience, or other elements of 

fitness. (2) But there are many other points of mal-administration which are intentional with the 

asylum authorities, and which are really insisted upon by them as of pre-eminent excellence. These 

are mainly embraced within what is known as “mechanical restraint,” and to that most important 

matter the attention of the reader is invited. 
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In 1792 Pinel was appointed chief physician of the Bicêtre, the great lunatic asylum for pauper men 

in Paris. He found that all the more violent cases were habitually kept chained. He struck off their 

irons, substituted kindness for blows, improved their diet, and so ameliorated their condition in 

other respects that many who were regarded as incurable were restored to the world with their 

mental faculties again to guide them. This was the first grand step towards treating a lunatic 

somewhat in accordance with the methods employed with rational individuals. 

 

But Pinel’s motives appear to have sprung more from goodness of heart than from any therapeutical 

principle; and, though knocking off the manacles from the maniac’s limbs, he still continued to 

employ in some cases milder methods of mechanical restraint. It was reserved for Dr. Conolly, an 

Englishman, in 1839, to demonstrate to the world that there was no antagonism between humanity 

and science in this matter, and that those methods of management which were most kind and gentle 

were at the same time most efficacious as curative agents. It is true that for two or three years 

previously the doctrine of “non-restraint” had been advocated and practised to some extent; but it 

had made little headway till Conolly, at the Hanwell Asylum of London, not only took away every 

form of apparatus calculated to confine the lunatic’s body or limbs, but wrote and spoke so 

eloquently and logically in support of his views that before long they came to be recognized as 

correct in most parts of the civilized world, - the only notable exception being the free and 

enlightened United States of America. When Dr. Conolly took charge of Hanwell, there were closets 

full of instruments of restraint which the attendants were allowed to use at their pleasure. There 

were strait-waistcoats, “restraint-chairs,” muffs, leg-locks, various kinds of complicated apparatus, 

straps of different varieties, and even chains. The epileptics, over one hundred in number, were 

every night fastened by one hand to their bedsteads; and in addition there were over forty patients 

kept constantly in some form of mechanical bondage night and day. In his first report presented 

October 31, 1839, (3) he says: -  “The article of treatment in which the resident physician has 

thought it expedient to depart the most widely from the previous practice of the asylum has been 

that which relates to the personal coercion or forcible restraint of the refractory patients. Without any 

intention of derogating from the high character acquired by the Asylum, it appeared to him that the 

advantage resulting from the degree of restraint permitted, and customary in it, at the period of his 

appointment was in no respect proportionable to the frequency of its application; that the objections 

to the restraint actually employed were very serious; and that it was in fact creative of many of the outrages 

and disorders to repress which its application was commonly deemed indispensable, and consequently directly 
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opposed to the chief design of all treatment, - the cure of the disease. The example of the Lincoln 

Asylum, in which no patient has been put in restraint for nearly three years, came also powerfully in 

aid of an attempt to govern the asylum at Hanwell by mental restraint rather than by physical.”  

 

But Dr. Conolly began very cautiously in his measures of reform, and did not at first dispense with 

every kind of mechanical restraint. For those patients who were continually making efforts to take 

off their clothes strong dresses were provided, which were secured around the waist by a leathern 

belt fastened by a small lock, and the covering for the feet consisted of warm boots similarly 

arranged. For those who were disposed to strike or otherwise injure others, to tear the bed clothes, 

etc., a dress of which the sleeves terminated in a stuffed glove, without divisions for the fingers and 

thumb, was provided. “But there was no form of strait-jacket, no hand-straps, no leg-locks, nor any 

contrivance confining the trunk or limbs or any of the muscles,” and all the restraint-chairs were 

removed from the wards. During the following year even these mild forms of restraint were 

removed, and then Dr. Conolly enunciated a proposition the truth of which is entirely established, 

and which is applicable to any lunatic asylum in any country, - that “any contrivance which diminishes the 

necessity for vigilance proves hurtful to the discipline of an asylum.”  

  

Not satisfied with abolishing mechanical restraint, Dr. Conolly went still further. It had been the 

custom in all institutions for the insane not only to separate the most violent patients from those 

who were quiet and subdued, - a measure proper enough in itself, - but to place them in separate 

confinement, in “seclusion,” as it is called. But in 1842 we find him writing in his report, - The 

resident physician believes that all the officers of asylums who are experienced in both methods of 

treatment have found, or will find, that the liberation of their patients from restraints has lessened 

the frequency of accidents and diminished the anxieties and agitations of those having charge of 

them; so that even the various contrivances at first required for the prevention of evils and 

inconveniences formerly opposed by restraints - as strong dresses, seclusions, and window guards - 

become less required. 

 

And by “seclusion” Dr. Conolly meant the simple confinement of the patient to his own bed-room, 

and not incarceration in a cell or a “padded room,” as the word implies in our time. As Dr. Granville 

(4) remarks: - “It is interesting to notice that this man of progress, who two years before gloried in 

the disuse of coercion chairs, leg-locks, and sleeves, but still employed, if he did not invent, stuffed 
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gloves, is now rejoicing at the gradual disuse of the strong dresses he had himself described in 

laudatory terms, as we have seen in his first report, and the “seclusions” he recommended only two 

years earlier as one of the most important of curative means.”  

 

The Belgian colony for the insane at Gheel has been so frequently described that it is scarcely 

necessary to do more than call attention to it as an instance in which almost absolute liberty is 

allowed to the patients; but the French establishment of Fitz James, which is still more admirable, is 

less widely known, and therefore may profitably to the cause of asylum reform receive more 

extended notice. This institution, M. Pain (5) informs us, was founded in 1847, and takes its name 

from a neighboring village. The general appearance is that of a beautiful and extensive rural estate. 

Nothing there recalls the idea of confinement or seclusion. The colony is divided into four sections: 

(1) The administrative department, where are located the superintendent and the male-paying 

patients; (2) The farm where the colonists live; (3) The house in which the female-paying patients 

reside; and (4) The buildings occupied by the laundry and laundresses. At the farm are all kinds of 

agricultural implements. A steam-engine works the mill and other machines, such as straw and root 

cutters, etc. The establishment contains over three hundred lunatics, embracing convalescents and 

acute and chronic cases. Of these there are fifty paying patients who do but little work. The labors 

of the farm and laundry are carried on by about one hundred and seventy men and ninety women. 

The latter being only employed in washing. There are forty-five employés. Says M. Pain; - “It is a 

wonderful thing to see with what eagerness those patients who know nothing of agricultural work 

accept laborious occupations. Influenced by the attractive details of his new life, the lunatic feels that 

he is again a member of society. The regularity of the life, accompanied as it is by existence in the 

purer air of the fields, harmonizes the functional operations of the system, re-establishes the 

strength, and inures greatly to the advantage of the very generally depressed state of health. We must 

also add to all this the immense benefits which result from the communication which is constantly 

going on between the asylum and the colony, and from which many medical indications result, 

constituting in our opinion the most valuable resources for treatment. Influenced by example, the 

melancholic little by little emerges from his torpor; under the genial sky he takes interest in his 

domestic animals, gives tender care to his plants, and finally breaks loose from his sombre pre-

occupations. Idiots and imbeciles become docile and laborious workmen. And the active and 

disciplined life of the colony quickly metamorphoses the lunatic regarded as incurable and carefully 

watched as dangerous; and if there is not always a cure, there is at least some pleasure given to those 
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heretofore abandoned by science. There has never been a suicide to sadden the life at Fitz James, 

and escapes are more rare than at asylums where every obstacle to flight is necessarily interposed.”  

 

M. Brierre de Boismont, himself a distinguished alienist and also superintendent of a lunatic asylum, 

visited Fitz James and made a special report on the subject to the French Academy of Sciences. (6) 

He found no signs of mechanical restraint in the halls, the sleeping-apartments, the farm-houses; not 

even a gate or door was guarded; there were no locks, no bolts, no bars; every thing was open, and 

every man and woman was free. What was the effect of this liberty? Were there broken bones and 

murders and suicides, such as so frequently occur in our asylums where restraint is practised? 

Nothing of the kind has ever happened since its foundation, in 1847, to disturb the peace of Fitz 

James, or to call forth the disapprobation of humanitarians. On the contrary, as M. Brierre de 

Boismont declares, he saw fifty women for the most part affected with acute mania, and who would 

under our system have been agitated and delirious, working in the country with all the assiduity of 

sane persons. He walked among them in company with some other gentlemen, and there were no 

exclamations, no indiscreet gestures; they were not even noticed, and no one quitted her work. 

 

During last October a Medical Congress was held at Amsterdam, and there was a section especially 

devoted to “Mental Medicine.” It does not appear that any American Superintendents of Insane 

Asylums were present at this congress; and the fact is one to be regretted, as the discussions were of 

a character calculated to enlarge the mental horizon of these gentlemen. The president of the 

section, M. Ramaer, opened the discussion with a discourse. The conclusions of this address were as 

follows (7): -  

1. The rational application of the principle of non-restraint should be adopted as the general rule in 

the treatment of mental diseases. 

2. Insane asylums should be constructed with regard to this principle, and their medical and 

administrative services organized on this basis. 

3. The principal of these conditions are proper situation of the asylum and internal arrangement 

adapted to the system of non-restraint. The physician should be the director-in-chief of the internal 

service, and there should be a sufficient number of intelligent male and female nurses. The 

overcrowding of asylums for the insane should be strictly prohibited. 
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The conclusions were discussed at length, and then they were adopted without a dissenting voice 

from all the German, French, Belgian, Dutch, Italian, and British alienists present. There was one 

American scientist among the number, not a superintendent of an asylum, but one whose 

knowledge and humanity are well known throughout the civilized world, - the venerable Dr. Séguin; 

and we may be very sure his assent was not withheld. In his remarks on M. Ramaer’s address, M. 

Billod states that he visited five lunatic asylums in Holland, in not one of which did he find a single 

patient in a strait-jacket; and that the superintendent of the institution at Mecklenburg told him that 

he did not know what he should do if the impossible should occur, and a camisole should be 

necessary; for there was not such an apparatus in any part of his asylum. 

 

Now let us take a brief review of the treatment of lunatics as regards mechanical restraint in this 

country. While it is certainly true that there are lunatic asylums, the superintendents of which are 

actuated by a desire to keep the number of restraint cases at a minimum, there is not one in which 

mechanical restraint in some form or other is not employed, and in some the proportion equals that 

at Hanwell before Dr. Conolly instituted his reform measures. In the New York City lunatic asylum 

on Ward’s Island, for instance, there is a daily average of over twenty patients kept in mechanical 

restraint, and twenty-five in seclusion. The means employed are strait-jackets or camisoles, muffs for 

the hands, some kind of contrivance to restrain the motion of the legs, chairs in which refractory 

lunatics may be confined, and last, but by no means least, the “Utica crib.” The object in view in 

using most of these contrivances is readily apparent from their designations; but the crib probably 

requires a brief description. It is constructed somewhat after the manner of a child’s crib, having like 

it barred sides and ends; but in addition it is furnished with a lid also of bars or slats on hinges, and 

fastening with a spring or lock. It is so arranged that the inmate is unable to open it when it has been 

closed upon him. The space between the body of the lunatic imprisoned in this cage and the lid does 

not exceed twelve inches, and is probably less. The consequence is that he must lie at full length, and 

this sometimes for many hours at a time. For those maniacs whose cerebral bloodvessels are full to 

repletion, the enforced position of recumbency is in the highest degree prejudical; for those whose 

brains are anaemic it is not required, as they will lie quiet enough without being thus imprisoned. It 

is a matter of experience that patients who were previously maniacal while in the crib, dashing 

themselves with violence against the bars like a wild lion in its cage when first confined, have 

become entirely quiet and composed when taken from the cage and allowed to sit or stand; and yet 

its use is held to tenaciously by many superintendents, and long papers are written in its defence. It 
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is true that it is not found in some institutions. There has never been one at Willard, none at 

Flatbush; and since the agitation for lunatic-asylum reform, it has been discontinued at 

Bloomingdale, Poughkeepsie, and perhaps other asylums; and even at Ward’s Island the lids have 

been taken off. 

 

Why American superintendents should as a body cling so firmly to mechanical restraint is something 

of a mystery, though reasons have been alleged of such a character as to cause doubt whether the 

speakers were in jest or earnest. Thus, at a meeting of the Association of Superintendents, Dr. 

Walker, the president, gravely told his fellow-members that he supposed if any thing had been 

settled to the satisfaction of members of this Association, it is that in this country our patients by 

original temperament, or by some inherent quality of the universal Yankee, will not submit to the 

control of any person they consider their equal or inferior so readily as to that of mechanical 

appliances. And another member, Dr. Compton, said: “I think an asylum cannot be found in this 

country where the first thing a boy learns to read is the Declaration of Independence, and where 

every youngster learns that he is in ‘the land of the free and the home of the brave,’ in which 

restraint will not be necessary.” In his interesting little book on American Asylums, (8) Dr. Bucknill 

refers to these statements with the utmost surprise, and comes forward as the defender of the 

American character. Referring to them, he says: - “I shall only remark that the same argument was in 

the early days of the debate used by the physicians of Germany, as Griesinger states with 

unsuppressed contempt; and even in Scotland it was said that the perfervidum ingenium of its people 

made many of the insane there only capable of being treated like wild animals. With regard to the 

English, I may observe that the non-restraint system has been practically found to be well adapted to 

the treatment of the insane of the upper classes, who are as free from the imputation of servility and 

submission to beadledom as the glorified citizens of America can themselves be. 

 

It can scarcely be doubted, by those who know even a little of America, that the inherent quality 

attributed to the universal Yankee of peculiar resistance to moral influences, and rebellion against 

kindly and sympathizing treatment, is an unjust and unfounded libel upon him. The Northeastern 

American of the agricultural, artisan, and laboring classes may possibly hold himself somewhat more 

stiffly on his manhood and citizenship than the subjects of Queen Victoria of equivalent estate, 

though I somewhat doubt the fact; but without doubt he is as a rule more instructed, intelligent, and 

self-respecting. Any Englishman who has mixed with American mobs as I have done will have been 
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astonished and somewhat humiliated at the absence of the rough element in them; at the self-

respect, regard for the rights of others, and, above all, at the sobriety he has witnessed. And if he has 

taken the trouble to inquire, he will find that the dirtiest and poorest looking man he has 

encountered has received what we should consider almost a liberal education. If he looks through 

the police reports, he will be struck with the absence of those brutal assaults upon women and 

children, and feeble persons, which are the present reproach of our most imperfect civilization. If he 

has had the privilege of knowing many Americans at their own hearths, or perhaps I should say 

stoves, he will have become convinced that the influence of politics, societitics, and climate have 

resulted in the production of a most kindly, friendly, and orderly variety of the Anglo-Saxon race; 

full of domestic affections and social sympathies, peculiarly liable to be led by moral and reasonable 

guidance. And these are the men for whom the American physicians declare that bonds of hemp 

and iron are absolutely indispensable in the treatment of their mental maladies, which for the rough 

Englishman, the dour Scot, and the hartnackig German they have been proved to be both 

superfluous and mischievous. 

 

I should hesitate to declare that all races were equally fit for the non-restraint system, and perhaps a 

house full of maniacal Malays or Kaffirs would be troublesome to manage by moral and reasonable 

methods. The essence of the non-restraint system is to lead the lunatic by such remains of mental 

power and coherence as the physician can lay hold upon, and where there has been least mind there 

will be the slightest means of moral guidance; but to make the men of the United States an 

exception because they, more than others, have learned how to rule themselves, is a blundering 

censure upon their culture and their virtues.” 

 

It would be well if this little book could be placed in the hands of all in this country who are 

interested, or may be made to take an interest, in the subject of Insane-Asylum reform. Written by 

one of the foremost physicians of England, one who has made insanity his special study for many 

years, both as a superintendent and as one of the Lord Chancellor’s visitors of Lunatics, and by one 

whose kindly appreciation of the United States and its people is shown on almost every page, it 

could not fail to influence public opinion in a way most conducive to the amelioration of the 

lunatic’s condition. 
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But it is not only as regards the use of mechanical restraint that lunatic asylums in this country 

require reformation. There are many other points in which amendment is imperatively required, if 

we desire to place them on a level with the most advanced institutions of like character abroad. For 

instance, in the matter of the correspondence by letters of lunatics with their friends, or with the 

superior authorities, the rule in American asylums is in the highest degree restrictive and harsh. All 

letters are at the mercy of the superintendent, whether these be to or from a patient. The lunatic has 

therefore no opportunity of making his real or supposed grievances known. He is in fact shut up 

alive in a tomb, entirely cut off from the external world, at the will of one man. He may even be 

debarred the privilege of seeing his counsel, or a physician sent by friends to examine him with the 

view of ascertaining his mental condition. 

 

Now in British asylums things are very differently managed, as will be seen from the following 

extracts from the Report of the Committee of the House of Commons on the Lunacy Law, 1877: -  

 

Dr. Lush [a member of the committee, Mr. Charles Spencer Perceval, Secretary to the Lunacy 

Commissions, being under examination] - Is there any rule with regard to patients’ letters addressed 

to the commissioners? 

Every letter addressed to the Commissioners in Lunacy must be forwarded unopened; that is the 

great point about patients’ letters. In regard to other letters, the medical attendant has power to deal 

with them in his discretion as he may think proper for the welfare of his patient. (p. 4). 

 

And again, the same gentleman being still under examination: -  

 

Mr. Dillinger. - With regard to the letters of patients, do you believe that they are generally sent, as 

they ought to be sent, to the Commissioners? 

All letters addressed to the Commissioners are bound to be sent to them unopened; but with regard 

to the patients’ other letters they are not, without approval, to be forwarded. The duty of the person 

in charge, whether the superintendent or proprietor, is to keep them till the next visit of the visitors, 

or the commissioners, as the case may be, and submit them either to the visitors or commissioners, 

whoever comes first. 
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In Great Britain, therefore, every letter which a lunatic writes, if to the Commissioners in Lunacy, 

must be sent unopened. As regards other letters, it is optional with the superintendent to forward 

them, or, if in his opinion they are of an improper character, to retain them for examination by the 

visitors or the commissioners, who will decide finally what shall be done with them. In no case can 

the superintendent destroy them, no matter what his opinion of them may be. Doubtless many 

letters written by lunatics are full of delusions and absurdities; but they often, even when of the most 

insane construction as regards coherence, and when replete with the details of fancied injuries, 

contain germs of truth, which, if known, would prevent continued abuse and outrage. The right to 

communicate their thoughts to those outside of asylums would be as great a protective measure for 

the insane as the writ of habeas corpus is for the citizen, who with reason unimpaired knows what his 

rights are, and knows how to obtain them. 

 

Nothing seems to have struck Dr. Bucknill with more force than the intense desire manifested by 

the superintendents of insane asylums in this country to avoid investigation, and even the discussion, 

of their systems and methods of management. In regard to this point he thus expresses himself: - 

“Putting altogether out of consideration opinions and sentiments which were expressed to me 

privately, few things struck me more forcibly in America than the painful sensibility to public 

opinion which was manifested, both at the conclave of medical superintendents, which I had the 

great pleasure to attend, and in the published transactions of that held last year. I think I may truly 

say that nothing of the kind exists with us; and few things would surprise me more than to hear a 

debate at one of the annual meetings of our Medico-Psychological Association upon the necessity of 

preventing or curtailing the transmission of the letters of patients in asylums, either to their friends 

or to public authorities; or a discussion in which it was maintained that the absence on leave, or the 

discharge of uncured patients, was undesirable on account of the accusations and complaints which 

such persons were liable to make about their treatment.” 

 

What will Dr. Bucknill say when he learns the result of an effort made in the State of New York, a 

few months ago, to obtain some amelioration of the methods of managing insane asylums? A 

respectful petition to the legislature asking for an investigation was prepared with great care, and was 

signed by many eminent physicians and other citizens. Instead of the application being concurred in 

by the superintendents, it was met by a determined effort in opposition of (with but two or three 
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exceptions) the whole body of the asylum authorities. It will be difficult to make the people believe 

that this disinclination towards an inquiry was not based upon fear for the result. 

 

The only remedy for the existing condition of affairs is a radical one. The superintendents in this 

country have so long constituted themselves a close organization, banded together for common 

purposes of defence and offence, that mild measures would have no more effect upon them than 

did the farmer’s grass on the boys who were stealing his apples. In fact such means have been fully 

tried without avail, and nothing remains but to throw stones. The superintendents must be 

abolished. 

 

Insanity is the manifestation of a diseased brain. It is not the disease, - it is the symptom of the 

disease; and the morbid condition which it represents is to be treated according to the same broad 

and general principles which are applicable to the medical management of other abnormal states. An 

insane asylum should therefore be regarded as a hospital for the reception and treatment of patients 

suffering from certain forms of brain-disease; and it should be organized precisely after the same 

general plan that exists with other hospitals. There should be resident physicians, or internes as they 

are called in France, whose duty it should be to carry out the orders they might receive from a corps 

of visiting and consulting physicians and surgeons, who should direct the medical treatment; and a 

warden, or whatever other title he might be given, would perform most of those duties - looking 

after the finances, the live-stock, the gardens, and the politicians - which now fall to the lot of the 

superintendent, to the exclusion of what should be the special labors of his office. The mystery 

which now constitutes the atmosphere of the asylum, the inaccessibility to the general public, the 

facility with which outrages against the person of the lunatic are perpetrated and concealed, would 

all disappear, and there would be a greatly augmented interest felt in those institutions by the 

medical profession, which is now practically excluded from all connection with them. A central 

governing body, such as the English Lunacy Board, would be all very well, but of itself would not 

suffice to cause such an entire revolution in the management of Insane Asylums as can alone give 

the lunatic the advantage of as skilful and humane treatment as the patient receives who has a 

broken arm, or is suffering from pneumonia. There are some superintendents who see and 

acknowledge all these things, and who are as anxious for improvement as the most strenuous 

advocate for Insane-Asylum reform; but their voices are drowned by those of their more vociferous 

and energetic brethren, who refuse to listen to any suggestions towards a change of system. These 
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latter, while doubtless humane and conscientious, are nevertheless narrow-minded, and as obstinate 

in adherence to the methods which they have followed for years as most other people would be 

under like circumstances. The science of psychological medicine, mainly by the labors of those who 

are not superintendents, has advanced far ahead of these gentlemen, and they can never catch up, 

even if it were not somewhat contrary to nature for “old dogs to learn new tricks.” They have been 

busy raising turnips, and striving to keep on the right side with the politicians so as to retain their 

places, while the young science of neurology has sprung up almost unnoticed by those who should 

have been first among its promoters. Let us hope that we are seeing the beginning of the end of 

these things, and that before long American hospitals for the insane will stand upon the same high 

plain that is now occupied by our hospitals generally. 

 

William A. Hammond.”  
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