
Rolling Hills Asylum History

Rolling Hills Asylum history is a captivating tale that intertwines the stories of mental
health care, societal attitudes, and the evolution of psychiatric treatment in America.
Located in East Bethany, New York, Rolling Hills Asylum served as a home for the mentally
ill from the mid-19th century until its closure in 1974. This article will explore the asylum's
history, its significance in the field of mental health, and the legacy it has left behind.

Origins of Rolling Hills Asylum

Rolling Hills Asylum was established in 1820, originally as a poorhouse that provided shelter
and care for the indigent population of Genesee County. The site was chosen for its serene,
rural setting, which was thought to be beneficial for the health of its residents. However, as
the years passed, the institution began to evolve into a facility specifically designed for
individuals with mental health issues.

The Transition to a Mental Health Facility

By the mid-19th century, societal attitudes toward mental health were beginning to shift.
The asylum began admitting patients diagnosed with various mental illnesses, reflecting a
growing awareness of the need for specialized care. Some factors that contributed to this
transition included:

Increased understanding of mental health conditions

Advancements in medical practices

Social reform movements advocating for better treatment of the mentally ill

In 1858, the institution was officially renamed the Genesee County Poor House and Asylum.



This dual function of providing care for the impoverished and the mentally ill continued for
several decades.

The Growth of Rolling Hills Asylum

As the 19th century progressed, Rolling Hills Asylum experienced significant growth. The
facility expanded both in terms of physical size and the number of patients it admitted. By
the late 1800s, the asylum was housing hundreds of residents.

Architecture and Design

The architectural style of Rolling Hills Asylum is notable for its Gothic Revival features,
characterized by its imposing structure and elaborate design. Key elements include:

Tall, arched windows that let in natural light1.

Intricate stonework and detailed trim2.

Spacious grounds that included gardens and recreational areas3.

These design elements were not merely aesthetic; they were also intended to create a
sense of dignity and respect for the residents, who were often marginalized in society.

Daily Life at the Asylum

Life inside Rolling Hills Asylum was a mix of routine and unpredictability. Residents were
often subjected to various treatments, some of which were considered progressive for their
time, while others were cruel and inhumane by today’s standards. Daily life typically
involved:

Structured schedules that included meals, chores, and activities

Physical labor, which was thought to be therapeutic

Visits from doctors who assessed patients’ conditions

Despite these efforts, conditions within the asylum often deteriorated, particularly as the
number of admissions surged. Overcrowding became a significant issue, leading to
inadequate care and increased tension among residents.



Challenges and Changes in the 20th Century

The early 20th century brought about significant changes for Rolling Hills Asylum, reflecting
broader trends in mental health treatment across the United States. The asylum faced
numerous challenges, including:

Overcrowding and Underfunding

By the 1950s, Rolling Hills Asylum was operating far beyond its intended capacity. A
combination of societal stigma surrounding mental illness and inadequate funding led to:

Severe overcrowding, with patients often sharing small rooms1.

Staff shortages, which made it difficult to provide adequate care2.

Rising tensions and incidents of violence among residents3.

These challenges highlighted the need for reform in mental health care and ultimately
paved the way for significant changes in treatment philosophy.

The Shift Toward Deinstitutionalization

The 1960s and 1970s marked a critical turning point in mental health treatment with the
rise of the deinstitutionalization movement. Advocates argued for the closure of large
asylums in favor of community-based care. This movement was fueled by:

The development of new psychiatric medications that allowed for outpatient
treatment

Growing awareness of the negative effects of institutionalization

Legal reforms aimed at protecting the rights of individuals with mental illness

As a result, Rolling Hills Asylum was officially closed in 1974, leaving behind a complex
legacy of both care and neglect.

The Legacy of Rolling Hills Asylum

Today, Rolling Hills Asylum stands as a haunting reminder of a tumultuous chapter in the



history of mental health care. The building has become a subject of fascination for
historians, paranormal enthusiasts, and urban explorers alike.

Preservation and Tours

In recent years, efforts have been made to preserve the asylum and educate the public
about its history. Guided tours offer visitors an opportunity to explore the facility and learn
about:

The stories of former residents1.

The treatment methods used throughout the years2.

The ongoing conversation about mental health care in society3.

These tours often emphasize the importance of compassion and understanding in
addressing mental health issues today.

Paranormal Interest

Rolling Hills Asylum has also garnered attention for its reputation as a haunted location.
Numerous reports of paranormal activity have attracted ghost hunters and thrill-seekers
eager to explore its dark history. This aspect of the asylum's legacy adds another layer to
its complex narrative, blending historical significance with modern folklore.

Conclusion

The history of Rolling Hills Asylum serves as a crucial touchstone in understanding the
evolution of mental health care in America. From its origins as a poorhouse to its
transformation into a psychiatric facility, the asylum reflects both the advancements and
failures of the mental health system over the past two centuries. As society continues to
grapple with mental health issues, the story of Rolling Hills Asylum remains relevant,
reminding us of the importance of compassion, understanding, and the need for continued
reform in mental health care.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the original purpose of Rolling Hills Asylum?
Rolling Hills Asylum, originally known as the Genesee County Poor Farm, was established in



1827 to provide care for the poor, mentally ill, and elderly individuals who could not support
themselves.

When did Rolling Hills Asylum officially close its doors?
Rolling Hills Asylum officially closed in 1974, after which it became largely abandoned and
fell into disrepair, leading to its reputation as a haunted location.

What types of treatments were used at Rolling Hills
Asylum during its operation?
During its operation, Rolling Hills Asylum employed various treatments, including
electroshock therapy, lobotomies, and other controversial practices that were common in
mental health facilities of that era.

What are some notable rumors or legends associated
with Rolling Hills Asylum?
Rolling Hills Asylum is known for numerous ghost stories and legends, including reports of
apparitions, unexplained noises, and the spirits of former patients who are said to linger in
the abandoned halls.

How has Rolling Hills Asylum contributed to local
tourism?
Since its closure, Rolling Hills Asylum has become a popular destination for ghost tours,
paranormal investigations, and historical tours, attracting visitors interested in its dark
history and haunted reputation.

What efforts have been made to preserve Rolling Hills
Asylum?
Various preservation efforts have been initiated by local historical societies and private
owners to restore and maintain Rolling Hills Asylum, aiming to educate the public about its
history and significance.
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