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Asylum collections at the NJSL
 Two collections: 

 Annual Reports of the New Jersey State Lunatic Asylum at 
Trenton (later, New Jersey State Hospital at Trenton)
 1848 – 1921 (1849 excepted)

 Annual Reports of the State Asylum for the Insane at 
Morristown (later, New Jersey State Hospital at Morris Plains, 
then New Jersey State Hospital at Greystone Park)
 1876 – 1969 (a few missing at the end of the run)

 www.njstatelib.org
 New Jersey Digital Publications

 State Agencies, Commissions, and Authorities

http://www.njstatelib.org/


A very short introduction
Treatment and care of persons with mental illness 
varied greatly by time, place, and individuals 
involved

Some viewed mental illness as a punishment from 
god. Incarceration, abandonment, and abuse 
were common 

Philip Pinel (1745-1826) advocated for “moral 
management,” suggesting mental illness was a 
disease rather than the result of sin/punishment



The York Retreat

https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/history/chm/outreach/trade_in_lunacy/research/yorkretreat/

Founded in 1796 by The Society of 
Friends

Advocated “moral treatment”

Stood in stark contrast to tortuous 
treatments offered at the York Asylum

US efforts followed, including the New 
York State Lunatic Asylum at Utica (1843)



Dorothea Dix

Introduced to the Quaker style of treatment while visiting 
Europe

Returned to the US in 1840 and toured prisons and poor 
houses throughout Massachusetts, documenting the care 
of the mentally ill

Addressed the Massachusetts legislature with her findings, 
leading to the expansion of the State Hospital at 
Worcester



Memorial to the NJ Legislature,1844



New Jersey State Lunatic Asylum, 
Trenton

Opened May 15, 1848
Received 86 patients and discharged 3 
as “cured.”

First US institution built according to the 
Kirkbride model, which emphasized 
natural light and air circulation

Also featured a working farm and shops



State Asylum for the Insane at 
Morristown

Opened August 17, 1876 

Received 346 patients from Trenton, and 
discharged 4 as recovered, improved, or 
died

Patients from 13 southern NJ counties 
would now be sent to Trenton, all others 
to be sent to Morristown 



Horace Buttolph, MD, LLD

Moved from the NY State Lunatic Asylum at Utica to serve as first 
superintendent at Trenton. 

Later moved to serve as first superintendent at Morristown

Advocated against the “barbarous atrocities formerly inflicted 
upon the insane.”

Advocate
d kindness, physical health, and occupational activity as keys to 
recovery



Protecting patient rights and 
dignity

Patients were not to be denied 
their civil rights except for safety 
concerns

Patients were not to be mocked, 
lied to, or made public spectacles

Patients health and private 
information was to be kept 
private



A changing institution

Dr Buttolph retires in 1885 

By 1888, the new Medical Director, 
H. Crittenden Harris, advocates 
changes in building use and moving 
away from the “non-restraint craze”



Eugenics Research and Sterilization

In 1912, the American Breeders 
Association (later, the Eugenics 
Research Office at Cold Spring 
Harbor) is contracted to survey 
the heredity of patients

Medical Director Britton Evans 
advocates using the information 
to justify forced sterilizations



Individual Reports

 Narrative of that year

 Budget and production 
information

 Patient statistics

 Treatments and results

 Highlighted cases or unique events

 Photographs

Varies in length and detail



War and patient enlistment



The Collections 

 History of Medicine

 History of Social Movements

 History of Patient Rights

 Changing terminology, 
treatments, demographics, 
outcomes



Architectural Drawings
typically appear in the 19th c reports

Proposal for Morristown in the Trenton reports, 1869 Proposed Trenton expansion for 360 more patients, 1871



Major Features and Changes

Diagram of air chambers, 1860 Trenton Sewer redesign, 1887 Morristown



Budget statements

Earlier accounts tend to be more 
detailed

Farm and production reports list 
products, value, and revenue

Many reports advocate for funding 
increases, particular due to 
overcrowding and workforce 
changes



Patient Information

What and how patient information is 
presented changes report to report

Basic demographic information and 
patient status/condition is listed 

*Generally* patients are not 
identifiable



Individual cases 

Autopsy results

Some treatment results described

Some accidents, suicides, homicides 
(successful or attempted) described

Hospital births indicate where the 
child was sent

Notorious events acknowledged



Compiled Statistics
Varies report to report, 
but generally more 
detailed over time

 Type, cause, and 
duration

 Age, ethnicity, and 
residence

 Occupation prior to 
admission

 Complicating factors



Education and Literacy



Alcohol Use 



Heredity



Henry Cotton

Medical Director at Trenton from 1907 – 1930

Believed infection could be cause of insanity

Known for removing body parts as part of some 
patients’ treatment

Annual reports highlight numerous “successes”

Though his practices were later investigated, he 
was deemed to be at the forefront of treatment 
and allowed to continue his work









Training School



Patient Labor







“Amusements”







Viewing the collection

www.njstatelib.org or
https://dspace.njstatelib.org/xmlui/

http://www.njstatelib.org/
https://dspace.njstatelib.org/xmlui/
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