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Rolling Hills Asylum, located in East Bethany, New York, is a significant
historical site that has gained notoriety for its complex past and eerie
reputation. Established in the mid-19th century, this former almshouse and
asylum has become a focal point for those interested in mental health
history, the treatment of the mentally ill, and paranormal investigations.
Over the years, the asylum has morphed from a place of refuge for the needy
to a structure synonymous with untold stories and ghostly tales.

Origins of Rolling Hills Asylum

Rolling Hills Asylum was built in 1858, originally designed as a poorhouse to
accommodate the needy and destitute of Genesee County. The vision behind its
establishment was to create a facility that could provide shelter, food, and
care for the county’s most vulnerable citizens.

Early Years: 1858-1900

- Construction and Purpose: The asylum was constructed to serve as a refuge
for the poor, and it was operated under the auspices of the county
government. The building was designed in a Gothic style, which was typical
for asylums of that era.

— Initial Population: The early years saw a mix of residents, including the
elderly, orphans, and individuals with various mental illnesses. The
conditions during this period were often harsh, with overcrowding and
insufficient resources.



— Local Community Impact: The establishment of Rolling Hills had a profound
impact on the local community. It provided employment for many locals and
served as a grim reminder of the social issues of the time.

Transition to Asylum: 1900-1950

By the turn of the century, Rolling Hills began to evolve from a poorhouse
into a more formal asylum for the mentally ill. This transition was
reflective of broader societal changes in the understanding and treatment of
mental health.

Changing Perspectives on Mental Health

— Advancements in Psychiatry: The late 19th and early 20th centuries marked
significant advancements in the field of psychiatry. Treatments began to
shift from physical restraint to more therapeutic approaches.

- Growing Population: The asylum saw an increase in the number of patients as
more individuals were admitted due to mental illness. This influx led to
overcrowding and strain on the facility’s resources.

- Treatment Methods: Common treatments during this period included various
forms of therapy, hydrotherapy, and even lobotomies. These methods were often
controversial and had varying degrees of efficacy.

Conditions and Controversies

- Overcrowding: By the 1930s, Rolling Hills was severely overcrowded, with
many patients living in inhumane conditions. Reports of neglect and abuse
began to surface, leading to public outcry.

— Institutionalization: The practice of institutionalizing individuals with
mental illness became more common. Many families chose to send their mentally
i1l relatives to asylums, which were often viewed as a last resort.

— Closure of Other Facilities: As smaller facilities closed due to funding

cuts and changing societal views on mental health, Rolling Hills became one
of the few remaining options for care in the region.

The Decline and Closure: 1950-2000

The mid-20th century brought about significant changes in mental health care,
leading to the eventual decline of Rolling Hills Asylum.

Deinstitutionalization Movement

— Emergence of New Treatment Methods: The 1950s and 1960s saw a shift towards
community-based care and the development of new psychiatric medications. This



movement aimed to treat individuals with mental illness in less restrictive
environments.

— Impact on Rolling Hills: As a result of this movement, many patients were
discharged from asylums, leading to a drastic decrease in the population at
Rolling Hills. The facility struggled to adapt to the changing landscape of
mental health care.

— Final Closure: By the late 1970s, Rolling Hills was officially closed as a
mental health institution. The building was left abandoned for several years,
falling into disrepair.

Modern History and Renovation

The years following the closure of Rolling Hills Asylum were marked by
neglect and decay, but the building's history did not go unnoticed.

Ghost Stories and Paranormal Activity

- Emergence of Urban Legends: As the asylum fell into disrepair, local
legends and ghost stories began to circulate. Many claimed the building was
haunted by the spirits of former residents, leading to increased interest in
paranormal investigations.

— Paranormal Investigations: In the 2000s, Rolling Hills became a popular
destination for ghost hunters and paranormal enthusiasts. Numerous
investigations were conducted, leading to claims of unexplained phenomena,
including strange noises, apparitions, and cold spots.

Restoration Efforts

- New Ownership: In 2007, the asylum was purchased by a private owner who
began restoration efforts to preserve the building's history while also
opening it to the public for tours and events.

— Community Engagement: The new management sought to engage the community by
offering educational tours, paranormal events, and historical presentations.
This effort aimed to honor the asylum's complex history while promoting
awareness of mental health issues.

— Continued Interest: Today, Rolling Hills Asylum attracts thousands of

visitors each year, eager to explore its haunted history and learn about the
realities of mental health treatment in the past.

Legacy and Cultural Impact

Rolling Hills Asylum stands as a testament to the evolution of mental health
care and the complex stories of those who lived within its walls.



Educational Initiatives

— Historical Tours: The asylum offers guided tours that educate visitors
about the history of mental health treatment, the lives of former residents,
and the architectural significance of the building.

- Mental Health Awareness: The site has become a platform to raise awareness
about mental health issues, encouraging discussions about the importance of
compassionate care and understanding.

Pop Culture Influence

— Media Representations: Rolling Hills has been featured in various media,
including television shows, documentaries, and books focused on paranormal
investigations and mental health history.

— Cultural Significance: The asylum's haunting tales and rich history have
cemented its status as a cultural landmark, attracting interest from
historians, paranormal enthusiasts, and the general public alike.

Conclusion

The history of Rolling Hills Asylum is a compelling narrative that
intertwines the evolution of mental health care with the haunting stories of
its past residents. From its origins as a poorhouse to its transformation
into a notorious asylum, this historical site serves as a reminder of the
complexities surrounding mental illness and the importance of compassion in
care. Today, as Rolling Hills continues to attract visitors and promote
awareness, it stands as both a monument to history and a beacon of hope for
continued progress in mental health treatment.

Frequently Asked Questions

What year was the Rolling Hills Asylum established?
Rolling Hills Asylum was established in 1827.

What was the original purpose of Rolling Hills
Asylum?

It was originally built as a poorhouse and later transformed into a mental
health facility.

What significant historical events influenced the
operation of Rolling Hills Asylum?

The asylum operated during the Civil War and the Great Depression, which
significantly impacted its patient population and funding.



When did Rolling Hills Asylum close its doors as a
mental institution?

Rolling Hills Asylum closed as a mental institution in 1974.

What types of patients were admitted to Rolling Hills
Asylum?

The asylum admitted individuals with various mental illnesses, as well as
those deemed 'unfit' for society, including the elderly, orphans, and the
homeless.

Why is Rolling Hills Asylum considered a site of
paranormal activity?

Due to its long history as a mental institution and the reported mistreatment
of patients, many visitors claim to experience paranormal phenomena, leading
to its reputation as a haunted location.
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