Summary of Asylum History Through First Burial

Economics was the reason the hospital was built in the first place.  Patient care was not necessarily the first motivating factor.  Obviously once the decision was made to build the asylum, the design and concern turned toward patient care, but everything to do with the asylum’s ups and downs were dictated by economics. 

The following is one explanation of how it came to be:

Until 1870, Nevada contracted with California to care for its mentally ill citizens.  The State had approximately 100 patients at the Pacific Asylum at Woodbridge, O’Neal Township, San Joaquin County, California at the time at a cost of around $60,000 per year.  

Public pressure was put on the legislature to create an asylum within Washoe County, not necessarily to better mental health care but, to save money.  Decisions, from the building of the beautiful asylum building itself to letting the cemetery fall into decay, have been based on budgets and capital improvement projects, not morals.  This spans the time period from 1879-2009.

The general consensus was that Drs. Langdon and Clark, who operated Woodbridge Hospital in Stockton, bribed Nevada’s legislators to shut down this bill at each session so they could keep the lucrative contract at their hospital.

The cost estimates to keep inmates at the Stockton facility were around $395 per year.  The usual cost to board a man in Reno at that time was around $4 per week.  An editorial in the Weekly Reno Gazette, 2/20/1878 stated:

The inmates of the asylum are not only tractable and easily fed—going to the table as orderly as soldiers and mostly waiting on themselves and each other, but they are careful of their clothes and wear them as long as anyone could the same kind, which are uniform and are bought and made up in large orders.”

To help make the case for the new asylum, the care of patients at the Stockton facility was brought into question.  The Weekly Reno Gazette is quoted as saying 

“We all know how much good an official inspection amounts to.   The testimony of the poor subjects necessarily useless and the attendants regard their places too much to make any charge even if inspectors could come at them, on a flying visit.  The proprietors carefully escort all committees to and fro and keep an eye on their movements.   The only way to provide against abuses is to have our asylum at home where it can be visited often by the public, which is a better inspector than all the paid officials in the state.  It is argus eyed, omnipresent and fond of a row and would report very carefully anything crooked.”

According to the editorial in the Weekly Reno Gazette, “We believe besides that our climate is better for persons of weak or broken minds than that of Stockton.  We believe the air is better and the changes of the seasons more invigorating than are the monotonous cloudy season for half the year and a red-hot sun, for the other half.  A cheerful fire inside contrasts delightfully with a nipping air or banks of snow outside and has a very contrary effect from the depressing fogs and heavy air of the valley.”

The paper suggested that, after placing the tax at 40 cents, the asylum could be constructed and there would still be a surplus of over $100,000.

Thus was the thinking – build a building, bring the patients home to the healthy Nevada countryside to cheerfully sit by the fireside and, best of all, have a financial surplus.

The legislative session of 1879 ended with a bill authorizing a new state asylum.  The next step would be where to build it and to agree upon a design.

The state prison, proposed in 1873 by Governor Bradley, was a display of government dysfunction at the highest level.  Land was chosen along the Truckee River and $100,000 was authorized by a Democratic legislature for construction.  The Governor suggested that the institution could be self-sustaining because of the river’s water power and with the inmates producing woolens, shoes and other industrial goods.

Another way the state would save money would be because the prison would be built largely from inmate labor.

The site was selected and construction began with the help of 140 workers.  The enclosure would be 450’ x 500’ with foundations nine feet deep and seven feet wide, with twenty-six foot high walls, five feet thick at the base and three feet at the peak.  Towers would connect with walkways.  Work went on until fall of the first year.  

In 1875 the legislature was Republican controlled and they reviewed Governor Bradley’s prison project.  A committee found that work so far had cost $50,000, but could have been done for $35,000.  It was projected that it would take $300,000 to complete the prison.  Appropriations were refused at this session.

In June 1875, the contractor Thompson completed all but one wall.  Prison labor took rock from a quarry in Carson City.  Stonecutters worked through the summer and into fall and stones were transported to the prison site.  By the end of the 1875, three walls with guard towers were completed.

1877 came with Governor Bradley urging the legislature to approve a second $100,000 to finish the walls.  Pressure came from C.C. Powning, editor of the Nevada State Journal.  He printed articles demanding that any funds given for the new prison should be contingent upon control by a Board of Prison Commissioners.  Control of the prison would then be in the hands of the Commissioners and the GOP, excluding the Governor.  This became a bitter partisan issue for the next decade.  

The walls of the would-be prison decayed, walls collapsed, and the members of the community helped themselves to the cut stones.

The legislators were quick to choose this old prison site as the home for the new asylum.  The current Governor John Kinkead toured the site and agreed that this was the best place for the new building – “the swelling ground just east and south of the walls was the point thought most desirable for the asylum, the only objection that if such a lovely spot was chosen the temptation to go crazy would be too great.”

C.C. Powning and a group of Reno businessmen were granted the contract.  Powning assured taxpayers the project would be of the highest quality without cost overruns.

Reno Evening Gazette, 7/17/1879

“A Good Buy.  Water from the Sullivan Ditch has been purchased by State Treasurer Crockett for use on the State Insane Asylum Grounds.  The deed was filed for record yesterday.  It cost $2,000 and carrier 650 inches of water.”

Construction began in 1881 with a groundbreaking ceremony.  A box with mementos was placed into the masonry and covered with a large capstone.  The building began taking shape.  It stood sixty feet high, 230 feet long, had 380 windows and four wards on each floor.  The 500 pound cast-iron sign had the words “Nevada Insane Asylum.”

March 2, 1882, the facility was toured by the State Commission for the Insane and formally accepted.  The project came in $3,800 over budget despite the promises made by Powning and his group.  There would be no $100,000 windfall as had once been projected by the Weekly Reno Gazette.

Move-in Day

July 1, 1882 was the day the first 148 patients would arrive to begin their life at the new Nevada Insane Asylum.  A special train arrived from Stockton.  The Journal said “About half the town will be down to the asylum this morning to see the crazy folks come in.  A good many will see the sun rise who are not usually guilty of such foolishness.”
First Burial in the Cemetery

Daily Nevada State Journal, 9/27/1882

First Death in the Asylum.

Wm. R. Place, a native of Whitefield, Lincoln county, Maine, aged 42 years died in the Insane Asylum here day before yesterday, of Brights Disease.  He was sent from Wellington Station, Esmeralda county and is the first death in the New Asylum.  He was buried (sic) yesterday morning at 11 o’clock in the Asylum cemetery, his brother having arrived to attend the enterment (sic).

Decisions throughout the history of the hospital and cemetery have always been made based upon economics.
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