
CHAPTER I. 
A DELICATE MISSION. 

On the 22d of September I was asked by the World if I could have 
myself committed to one of the asylums for the insane in New 
York, with a view to writing a plain and unvarnished narrative of 
the treatment of the patients therein and the methods of 
management, etc.  

My instructions were simply to go on with my work as soon as I 
felt that I was ready. "We do not ask you to go there for the 
purpose of making sensational revelations. Write up things as you 
find them, good or bad; give praise or blame as you think best, 
and the truth all the time. But I am afraid of that chronic smile of 
yours," said the editor. "I will smile no more," I said, and I went away to execute my 
delicate and, as I found out, difficult mission. 

"How will you get me out," I asked my editor, "after I once get in?" 

"I do not know," he replied, "but we will get you out if we have to tell who you are, 
and for what purpose you feigned insanity–only get in." 

I had little belief in my ability to deceive the insanity experts, and I think my editor 
had less. 

All the preliminary preparations for my ordeal were left to be planned by myself. 
There were ways of getting into the insane ward, but I did not know them. I might 
adopt one of two courses. Either I could feign insanity at the house of friends, and get 
myself committed on the decision of two competent physicians, or I could go to my 
goal by way of the police courts. 

On reflection I thought it wiser not to inflict myself upon my friends or to get any 
good-natured doctors to assist me in my purpose. I took upon myself to enact the 
part of a poor, unfortunate crazy girl, and felt it my duty not to shirk any of the 
disagreeable results that should follow. I became one of the city's insane wards for 
that length of time, experienced much, and saw and heard more of the treatment 
accorded to this helpless class of our population, and when I had seen and heard 
enough, my release was promptly secured. I left the insane ward with pleasure and 
regret–pleasure that I was once more able to enjoy the free breath of heaven; regret 
that I could not have brought with me some of the unfortunate women who lived and 
suffered with me, and who, I am convinced, are just as sane as I was and am now 
myself. 

But here let me say one thing: From the moment I entered the insane ward on the 
Island, I made no attempt to keep up the assumed role of insanity. I talked and acted 
just as I do in ordinary life. Yet strange to say, the more sanely I talked and acted the 
crazier I was thought to be by all except one physician, whose kindness and gentle 
ways I shall not soon forget. 



CHAPTER II. 
PREPARING FOR THE ORDEAL. 

After receiving my instructions I returned to my 
boarding-house, and when evening came I began to 
practice the role in which I was to make 
my debut on the morrow. What a difficult task, I 
thought, to appear before a crowd of people and 
convince them that I was insane. I had never been 
near insane persons before in my life, and had not 
the faintest idea of what their actions were like. And 
then to be examined by a number of learned 
physicians who make insanity a specialty, and who 
daily come in contact with insane people! I feared 
that they could not be deceived. I began to think my 
task a hopeless one; but it had to be done. So I flew to the mirror and examined my 
face. I remembered all I had read of the doings of crazy people, how first of all they 
have staring eyes, and so I opened mine as wide as possible and stared unblinkingly 
at my own reflection.  

Between times, practicing before the mirror and picturing my future as a lunatic, I 
read snatches of improbable and impossible ghost stories, so that when the dawn 
came to chase away the night, I felt that I was in a fit mood for my mission, yet hungry 
enough to feel keenly that I wanted my breakfast. Slowly and sadly I took my morning 
bath and quietly bade farewell to a few of the most precious articles known to modern 
civilization. Tenderly I put my tooth-brush aside, and, when taking a final rub of the 
soap, I murmured, "It may be for days, and it may be–for longer." Then I donned the 
old clothing I had selected for the occasion. I was in the mood to look at everything 
through very serious glasses. It's just as well to take a last "fond look,". Calmly, 
outwardly at least, I went out to my crazy business. 

I first thought it best to go to a boarding-house, and, after securing lodging, 
confidentially tell the landlady, or lord, whichever it might chance to be, that I was 
seeking work, and, in a few days after, apparently go insane.  

From a directory I selected the Temporary Home for Females, No. 84 Second 
Avenue. As I walked down the avenue, I determined that, once inside the Home, I 
should do the best I could to get started on my journey to Blackwell's Island and the 
Insane Asylum. 

 

 

 



CHAPTER III. 
IN THE TEMPORARY HOME. 

As I walked down the avenue I tried to assume the 
look which maidens wear in pictures entitled 
"Dreaming." "Far-away" expressions have a crazy air. I 
passed through the little paved yard to the entrance of 
the Home. I pulled the bell, which sounded loud enough 
for a church chime, and nervously awaited the opening 
of the door to the Home, which I intended should ere 
long cast me forth and out upon the charity of the 
police.  

"Is the matron in?" I asked, faintly. 

"Yes, she's in; she's busy. Go to the back parlor," 
answered the girl, in a loud voice, without one change in 
her peculiarly matured face. 

I followed these not overkind or polite instructions and found myself in a dark, 
uncomfortable back-parlor. I had been seated some twenty minutes at the least, when 
a slender woman, clad in a plain, dark dress entered and, stopping before me, 
ejaculated inquiringly, "Well?" 

"Are you the matron?" I asked. "I want to stay here for a few days, if you can 
accommodate me." 

"Well, I have no single rooms, we are so crowded; but if you will occupy a room with 
another girl, I shall do that much for you. We charge thirty cents a night," was her 
reply to my question, and with that I paid her for one night's lodging, and she left me 
on the plea of having something else to look after. Left to amuse myself as best I 
could, I took a survey of my surroundings. 

By the time I had become familiar with my quarters a bell, which rivaled the door-
bell in its loudness, began clanging in the basement, and simultaneously women went 
trooping down-stairs from all parts of the house. I imagined, from the obvious signs, 
that dinner was served. Yet I did wish that some one would invite me down. It always 
produces such a lonely, homesick feeling to know others are eating, and we haven't a 
chance, even if we are not hungry. I was glad when the assistant matron came up and 
asked me if I did not want something to eat.  

I followed Mrs. Stanard down the uncarpeted stairs into the basement; where a 
large number of women were eating. She found room for me at a table with three 
other women. The short-haired slavey who had opened the door now put in an 
appearance as waiter. Placing her arms akimbo and staring me out of countenance 
she said: 

"Boiled mutton, boiled beef, beans, potatoes, coffee or tea?" 



I have often moralized on the repulsive form 
charity always assumes! Here was a home for 
deserving women and yet what a mockery the 
name was. The floor was bare, and the little 
wooden tables were sublimely ignorant of such 
modern beautifiers as varnish, polish and table-
covers. It is useless to talk about the cheapness of 
linen and its effect on civilization. Yet these honest 
workers, the most deserving of women, are asked 
to call this spot of bareness–home. 

After dinner I went up-stairs and resumed my former place in the back parlor. I was 
quite cold and uncomfortable, and had fully made up my mind that I could not endure 
that sort of business long, so the sooner I assumed my insane points the sooner I 
would be released from enforced idleness. I listlessly watched the women in the front 
parlor, where all sat except myself. 

As it drew toward evening Mrs. Stanard came to me and said: 

"What is wrong with you? Have you some sorrow or trouble?" 

"No," I said, almost stunned at the suggestion. "Why?" 

"Oh, because," she said, womanlike, "I can see it in your face. It tells the story of a 
great trouble." 

"Yes, everything is so sad," I said, in a haphazard way, which I had intended to 
reflect my craziness. 

"But you must not allow that to worry you. We all have our troubles, but we get over 
them in good time. What kind of work are you trying to get?" 

"I do not know; it's all so sad," I replied. 

"Would you like to be a nurse for children and wear a nice white cap and apron?" 
she asked. 

I put my handkerchief up to my face to hide a smile, and replied in a muffled tone, "I 
never worked; I don't know how." 

"But you must learn," she urged; "all these women here work." 

"Do they?" I said, in a low, thrilling whisper. "Why, they look horrible to me; just like 
crazy women. I am so afraid of them." 

"They don't look very nice," she answered, assentingly, "but they are good, honest 
working women. We do not keep crazy people here." 

I again used my handkerchief to hide a smile, as I thought that before morning she 
would at least think she had one crazy person among her flock. 



"They all look crazy," I asserted again, "and I am afraid of them. There are so many 
crazy people about, and one can never tell what they will do. Then there are so many 
murders committed, and the police never catch the murderers," and I finished with a 
sob that would have broken up an audience of blase critics. She gave a sudden and 
convulsive start, and I knew my first stroke had gone home. It was amusing to see 
what a remarkably short time it took her to get up from her chair and to whisper 
hurriedly: "I'll come back to talk with you after a while." I knew she would not come 
back and she did not. 

Here I must introduce a new personage by name into my narrative. She was a Mrs. 
Caine, who was as courageous as she was good-hearted. She came into my room, 
and sat and talked with me a long time, taking down my hair with gentle ways. She 
tried to persuade me to undress and go to bed, but I stubbornly refused to do so. 
During this time a number of the inmates of the house had gathered around us. They 
expressed themselves in various ways. "Poor loon!" they said. "Why, she's crazy 
enough!" "I am afraid to stay with such a crazy being in house." "She will murder us all 
before morning." One woman was for sending for a policeman to take me at once. 
They were all in a terrible and real state of fright. 

No one wanted to be responsible for me, and the woman who was to occupy the 
room with me declared that she would not stay with that "crazy woman" for all the 
money of the Vanderbilts. It was then that Mrs. Caine said she would stay with me. I 
told her I would like to have her do so. So she was left with me. She didn't undress, 
but lay down on the bed, watchful of my movements. She tried to induce me to lie 
down, but I was afraid to do this. I knew that if I once gave way I should fall asleep 
and dream as pleasantly and peacefully as a child. I should, to use a slang expression, 
be liable to "give myself dead away." So I insisted on sitting on the side of the bed 
and staring blankly at vacancy. My poor companion was put into a wretched state of 
unhappiness. Every few moments she would rise up to look at me. She told me that 
my eyes shone terribly brightly and then began to question me, asking me where I had 
lived, how long I had been in New York, what I had been doing, and many things 
besides. To all her questionings I had but one response–I told her that I had forgotten 
everything, that ever since my headache had come on I could not remember. 

I was weary, too, but I had braced myself up to the work, and was determined to 
keep awake all night so as to carry on my work of impersonation to a successful end 
in the morning. I heard midnight. I had yet six hours to wait for daylight. The time 
passed with excruciating slowness. Minutes appeared hours. The noises in the house 
and on the avenue ceased. 

Fearing that sleep would coax me into its grasp, I commenced to review my life. 
How strange it all seems! One incident, if never so trifling, is but a link more to chain 
us to our unchangeable fate. I began at the beginning, and lived again the story of my 
life. Old friends were recalled with a pleasurable thrill; old enmities, old heartaches, 
old joys were once again present. The turned-down pages of my life were turned up, 
and the past was present. 



When it was completed, I turned my thoughts bravely to the future, wondering, first, 
what the next day would bring forth, then making plans for the carrying out of my 
project. I wondered if I should be able to pass over the river to the goal of my strange 
ambition, to become eventually an inmate of the halls inhabited by my mentally 
wrecked sisters. And then, once in, what would be my experience? And after? How to 
get out? Bah! I said, they will get me out. 

That was the greatest night of my existence. For a few hours I stood face to face 
with "self!" 

My room companion had been sound asleep for a long time, but she now woke up, 
and expressed surprise at seeing me still awake and apparently as lively as a cricket. 
She was as sympathetic as ever. She came to me and took my hands and tried her 
best to console me, and asked me if I did not want to go home 

"Poor child, poor child!" 

How much I admired that little woman's courage and kindness. How I longed to 
reassure her and whisper that I was not insane, and how I hoped that, if any poor girl 
should ever be so unfortunate as to be what I was pretending to be, she might meet 
with one who possessed the same spirit of human kindness possessed by Mrs. Ruth 
Caine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER IV. 
JUDGE DUFFY AND THE POLICE. 

But to return to my story. I kept up my role until the assistant matron, Mrs. Stanard, 
came in. She tried to persuade me to be calm. I began to see clearly that she wanted 
to get me out of the house at all hazards, quietly if possible. This I did not want. I 
refused to move, but kept up ever the refrain of my lost trunks. Finally some one 
suggested that an officer be sent for. After awhile Mrs. Stanard put on her bonnet and 
went out. Then I knew that I was making an advance toward the home of the insane. 
Soon she returned, bringing with her two policemen–big, strong men–who entered the 
room rather unceremoniously, evidently expecting to meet with a person violently 
crazy. The name of one of them was Tom Bockert. 

When they entered I pretended not to see them. "I want you to take her quietly," 
said Mrs. Stanard. "If she don't come along quietly," responded one of the men, "I will 
drag her through the streets."Fortunately Mrs. Caine came to my rescue. She told the 
officers about my outcries for my lost trunks, and together they made up a plan to get 
me to go along with them quietly by telling me they 
would go with me to look for my lost effects. They 
asked me if I would go. I said I was afraid to go alone. 
Mrs. Stanard then said she would accompany me, 
and she arranged that the two policemen should 
follow us at a respectful distance. She tied on my veil 
for me, and we left the house by the basement and 
started across town, the two officers following at 
some distance behind. We walked along very quietly 
and finally came to the station house, which the good 
woman assured me was the express office, and that 
there we should certainly find my missing effects. I 
went inside with fear and trembling, for good reason. 

"Are you Nellie Brown?" asked the officer. I said I supposed I was. "Where do you 
come from?" he asked. I told him I did not know, and then Mrs. Stanard gave him a lot 
of information about me–told him how strangely I had acted at her home; how I had 
not slept a wink all night, and that in her opinion I was a poor unfortunate who had 
been driven crazy by inhuman treatment. There was some discussion between Mrs. 
Standard and the two officers, and Tom Bockert was told to take us down to the court 
in a car. By this time quite a number of ragged children were following us too, and 
they passed remarks about me that were to me original as well as amusing. 

"What's she up for?" "Say, kop, where did ye get her?" "Where did yer pull 'er?" 
"She's a daisy!" 

At last we came to a low building, and Tom Bockert kindly volunteered the 
information: "Here's the express office. We shall soon find those trunks of yours." 



The entrance to the building was surrounded by a curious crowd and I did not think 
my case was bad enough to permit me passing them without some remark, so I asked 
if all those people had lost their trunks. 

"Yes," he said, "nearly all these people are looking for trunks." 

I said, "They all seem to be foreigners, too." "Yes," said Tom, "they are all foreigners 
just landed. They have all lost their trunks, and it takes most of our time to help find 
them for them." 

We entered the courtroom. At last the question of my sanity or insanity was to be 
decided. Judge Duffy sat behind the high desk, wearing a look which seemed to 
indicate that he was dealing out the milk of human kindness by wholesale.  

"Come here," said an officer. "What is your name?" 

"Nellie Brown," I replied, with a little accent. "I have lost my trunks, and would like if 
you could find them." 

"When did you come to New York?" he asked. 

"I did not come to New York," I replied  

"But you are in New York now," said the man. 

"No," I said, looking as incredulous as I thought a crazy 
person could, "I did not come to New York." 

I felt much relieved when a spokesman turned to the 
judge and said: "Judge, here is a peculiar case of a young 
woman who doesn't know who she is or where she came 
from. You had better attend to it at once." 

"Come here, girl, and lift your veil," called out Judge 
Duffy, in tones which surprised me by a harshness which I 
did not think from the kindly face he possessed. 

"Who are you speaking to?" I inquired, in my stateliest manner. 

"Come here, my dear, and lift your veil. You know the Queen of England, if she were 
here, would have to lift her veil," he said, very kindly. 

"That is much better," I replied. "I am not the Queen of England, but I'll lift my veil." 

As I did so the little judge looked at me, and then, in a very kind and gentle tone, he 
said: "My dear child, what is wrong?" 

"Nothing is wrong except that I have lost my trunks, and this man," indicating 
Policeman Bockert, "promised to bring me where they could be found." 

"What do you know about this child?" asked the judge, sternly, of Mrs. Stanard, who 
stood, pale and trembling, by my side. 



"I know nothing of her except that she came to the home yesterday and asked to 
remain overnight." 

"Had she any money?" 

"Yes," I replied, answering for her, "I paid her for everything, and the eating was the 
worst I ever tried." 

There was a general smile at this, and some murmurs of "She's not so crazy on the 
food question." 

"Poor child," said Judge Duffy, "she is well dressed, and a lady. Her English is 
perfect, and I would stake everything on her being a good girl. I am positive she is 
somebody's darling. I mean she is some woman's darling," hastily amended the 
judge. "I am sure some one is searching for her. Poor girl, I will be good to her, for she 
looks like my sister, who is dead.I wish the reporters were here," he said at last. "They 
would be able to find out something about her.I don't know what to do with the poor 
child," said the worried judge. "She must be taken care of." 

"Send her to the Island," suggested one of the officers. 

"There has been some foul work here," said the judge. "I believe this child has been 
drugged and brought to this city. Make out the papers and we will send her to 
Bellevue for examination. Probably in a few days the effect of the drug will pass off 
and she will be able to tell us a story that will be startling. If the reporters would only 
come!" 

I dreaded them, so I said something about not wishing to stay there any longer to be 
gazed at. Judge Duffy then told Policeman Bockert to take me to the back office. After 
we were seated there Judge Duffy came in and asked me if my home was in Cuba. 

"Yes," I replied, with a smile. "How did you know?" 

"Oh, I knew all about it. Now, won't you tell me the name of your home?" he asked, 
persuasively. 

"That's what I forget," I answered, sadly. "I have a headache all the time, and it 
makes me forget things. I don't want them to trouble me. Everybody is asking me 
questions, and it makes my head worse," and in truth it did. 

"Well, no one shall trouble you any more. Sit down here and rest awhile," and the 
genial judge left me alone with Mrs. Stanard. 

Just then an officer came in with a reporter. I was so frightened, and thought I would 
be recognized as a journalist, so I turned my head away and said, "I don't want to see 
any reporters; I will not see any; the judge said I was not to be troubled." 

"I won't stay here; I want my trunks! Why do they bother me with so many people?" 
and thus I kept on until the ambulance surgeon came in, accompanied by the judge. 

 



CHAPTER V. 
PRONOUNCED INSANE. 

"Put out your tongue," he ordered, briskly. "Put out 
your tongue when I tell you," he said. "I don't want to," 
I answered, truthfully enough. "You must. You are sick, 
and I am a doctor. I am not sick and never was. I only 
want my trunks." 

But I put out my tongue, which he looked at in a 
sagacious manner. Then he felt my pulse and listened 
to the beating of my heart. I had not the least idea how 
the heart of an insane person beat, so I held my breath 
all the while he listened, until, when he quit, I had to 
give a gasp to regain it. Then he tried the effect of the 
light on the pupils of my eyes. Holding his hand within a half inch of my face, he told 
me to look at it, then, jerking it hastily away, he would examine my eyes. I was puzzled 
to know what insanity was like in the eye, so I thought the best thing under the 
circumstances was to stare. This I did. I held my eyes riveted unblinkingly upon his 
hand, and when he removed it I exerted all my strength to still keep my eyes from 
blinking. 

"What drugs have you been taking?" he then asked me. "Drugs!" I repeated, 
wonderingly. "I do not know what drugs are." 

"The pupils of her eyes have been enlarged ever since she came to the Home. They 
have not changed once," explained Mrs. Stanard. I wondered how she knew whether 
they had or not, but I kept quiet. 

I wanted to go home. He wrote a lot of things in a long, slender book, and then said 
he was going to take me home.  

"I am so glad to go with you," I said, and I meant it. I was very glad indeed. Once 
more, guarded by Policeman Brockert, I walked through the little, crowded courtroom. 
I felt quite proud of myself as I went out a side door into an alleyway, where the 
ambulance was waiting.  

I shall never forget that ride. After I was put in flat on the yellow blanket, the doctor 
got in and sat near the door. The large gates were swung open, and the curious 
crowd which had collected swayed back to make way for the ambulance as it backed 
out. How they tried to get a glimpse at the supposed crazy girl! The doctor saw that I 
did not like the people gazing at me, and considerately put down the curtains, after 
asking my wishes in regard to it. Still that did not keep the people away. The children 
raced after us, yelling all sorts of slang expressions, and trying to get a peep under the 
curtains. I held on, only there was not much to hold on to, and the driver drove as if he 
feared some one would catch up with us. 

 



CHAPTER VI. 
IN BELLEVUE HOSPITAL. 

At last Bellevue was reached, the third station on my way to the island. The 
ambulance stopped with a sudden jerk and the doctor jumped out. A rough-looking 
man came forward, and catching hold of me attempted to drag me out as if I had the 
strength of an elephant and would resist. Together with the doctor I entered a small 
dark office, where there were several men. The one behind the desk opened a book 
and began on the long string of questions which had been asked me so often. 

I refused to answer, and the doctor told him it was not necessary to trouble me 
further, as he had all the papers made out, and I was too insane to be able to tell 
anything that would be of consequence. The order was then given to take me to the 
insane pavilion, and a muscular man came forward and caught me so tightly by the 
arm that a pain ran clear through me. It made me angry, and for a moment I forgot 
my role as I turned to him and said: 

"How dare you touch me?" At this he loosened his hold somewhat, and I shook him 
off with more strength than I thought I possessed. 

"I will go with no one but this man," I said, pointing to the ambulance-surgeon. "The 
judge said that he was to take care of me, and I will go with no one else." 

At this the surgeon said that he would take me, and so we went arm in arm, 
following the man who had at first been so rough with me. We passed through the 
well-cared-for grounds and finally reached the insane ward. A white-capped nurse 
was there to receive me. 

"This young girl is to wait here for the boat," said the surgeon, and then he started 
to leave me. I begged him not to go, or to take me with him, but he said he wanted to 
get his dinner first, and that I should wait there for him. It was evident that he believed 
he was dealing with an insane person.  

He left me and I found myself at last an occupant of an insane asylum. 

I stood at the door and contemplated the scene before me. The long, uncarpeted 
hall was scrubbed to that peculiar whiteness seen only in public institutions. In the 
rear of the hall were large iron doors fastened by a padlock. Several still-looking 
benches and a number of willow chairs were the only articles of furniture. On either 
side of the hall were doors leading into what I supposed and what proved to be 
bedrooms. A nurse in a black dress, white cap and apron and armed with a bunch of 
keys had charge of the hall. I soon learned her name, Miss Ball. 

I experienced only kindness and the utmost consideration from her. There were only 
three patients, as they are called. I made the fourth. I thought I might as well begin 
work at once, for I still expected that the very first doctor might declare me sane and 
send me out again into the wide, wide world. So I went down to the rear of the room 
and introduced myself to one of the women, and asked her all about herself. Her 
name, she said, was Miss Anne Neville, and she had been sick from overwork.  



"Is there anything wrong with you mentally as well?" I asked her. 

"No," she said. "The doctors have been asking me many curious questions and 
confusing me as much as possible, but I have nothing wrong with my brain." 

"Do you know that only insane people are sent to this pavilion?" I asked. 

"Yes, I know; but I am unable to do anything. The doctors refuse to listen to me, and 
it is useless to say anything to the nurses." 

Satisfied from various reasons that Miss Neville was as sane as I was myself, I 
transferred my attentions to one of the other patients. I found her in need of medical 
aid and quite silly mentally, although I have seen many women in the lower walks of 
life, whose sanity was never questioned, who were not any brighter. 

The third patient, Mrs. Fox, would not say much. She was very quiet, and after 
telling me that her case was hopeless refused to talk. I began now to feel surer of my 
position, and I determined that no doctor should convince me that I was sane so long 
as I had the hope of accomplishing my mission. A small, fair-complexioned nurse 
arrived, and, after putting on her cap, told Miss Ball to go to dinner. The new nurse, 
Miss Scott by name, came to me and said, rudely: 

"Take off your hat." 

"I shall not take off my hat," I answered. "I am waiting for the boat, and I shall not 
remove it." 

"Well, you are not going on any boat. You might as well know it now as later. You 
are in an asylum for the insane." 

Although fully aware of that fact, her unvarnished words gave me a shock. "I did not 
want to come here; I am not sick or insane, and I will not stay," I said. 

"It will be a long time before you get out if you don't do as you are told," answered 
Miss Scott. "You might as well take off your hat, or I shall use force, and if I am not 
able to do it, I have but to touch a bell and I shall get assistance. Will you take it off?" 

"No, I will not. I am cold, and I want my hat on, and you can't make me take it off." 

"I shall give you a few more minutes, and if you don't take it off then I shall use 
force, and I warn you it will not be very gentle." 

"If you take my hat off I shall take your cap off; so now." 

All the windows in the hall were open and the cold air began to tell on my Southern 
blood. It grew so cold indeed as to be almost unbearable, and I complained of it to 
Miss Scott and Miss Ball. But they answered curtly that as I was in a charity place I 
could not expect much else. All the other women were suffering from the cold, and 
the nurses themselves had to wear heavy garments to keep themselves warm. I asked 
if I could go to bed. They said "No!" At last Miss Scott got an old gray shawl, and 
shaking some of the moths out of it, told me to put it on. 



"It's rather a bad-looking shawl," I said. 

"Well, some people would get along better if they were not so proud," said Miss 
Scott. "People on charity should not expect anything and should not complain." 

So I put the moth-eaten shawl, with all its musty smell, around me, and sat down on 
a wicker chair, wondering what would come next, whether I should freeze to death or 
survive. My nose was very cold, so I covered up my head and was in a half doze, 
when the shawl was suddenly jerked from my face and a strange man and Miss Scott 
stood before me. The man proved to be a doctor, and his first greetings were: 

"I've seen that face before." 

"Then you know me?" I asked, with a great show of eagerness that I did not feel. 

"I think I do. Where did you come from?" 

"From home." 

"Where is home?" 

"Don't you know? Cuba." 

He then sat down beside me, felt my pulse, and 
examined my tongue, and at last said: 

"Tell Miss Scott all about yourself." 

"No, I will not. I will not talk with women." 

"What do you do in New York?" 

"Nothing." 

"Can you work?" 

"No, senor." 

"Tell me, are you a woman of the town?" 

"I do not understand you," I replied, heartily disgusted with him. 

"I mean have you allowed the men to provide for you and keep you?" 

I felt like slapping him in the face, but I had to maintain my composure, so I simply 
said: 

"I do not know what you are talking about. I always lived at home." 

After many more questions, fully as useless and senseless, he left me and began to 
talk with the nurse. "Positively demented," he said. "I consider it a hopeless case. She 
needs to be put where some one will take care of her." 

And so I passed my second medical expert. 



I heard new arrivals later, and I learned that a doctor was there and intended to see 
me. For what purpose I knew not, and I imagined all sorts of horrible things, such as 
examinations and the rest of it, and when they got to my room I was shaking with 
more than fear. 

"Nellie Brown, here is the doctor; he wishes to speak with you," said the nurse. If 
that's all he wanted I thought I could endure it. I removed the blanket which I had put 
over my head in my sudden fright and looked up. The sight was reassuring. 

He was a handsome young man. He had the air and address of a gentleman. Some 
people have since censured this action; but I feel sure, even if it was a little indiscreet, 
that they young doctor only meant kindness to me. He came forward, seated himself 
on the side of my bed, and put his arm soothingly around my shoulders. It was a 
terrible task to play insane before this young man, and only a girl can sympathize with 
me in my position. 

"How do you feel to-night, Nellie?" he asked, easily. 

"Oh, I feel all right." 

"But you are sick, you know," he said. 

"Oh, am I?" I replied, and I turned my head on the pillow and smiled. 

"When did you leave Cuba, Nellie?" 

"Oh, you know my home?" I asked. 

"Yes, very well. Don't you remember me? I remember you." 

"Do you?" and I mentally said I should not forget him. He was accompanied by a 
friend who never ventured a remark, but stood staring at me as I lay in bed. After a 
great many questions, to which I answered truthfully, he left me. Then came other 
troubles. All night long the nurses read one to the other aloud, and I know that the 
other patients, as well as myself, were unable to sleep. Every half-hour or hour they 
would walk heavily down the halls, their boot-heels resounding like the march of a 
private of dragoons, and take a look at every patient. Of course this helped to keep us 
awake. Then as it came toward morning, they began to beat eggs for breakfast, and 
the sound made me realize how horribly hungry I was. Occasional yells and cries 
came from the male department, and that did not aid in making the night pass more 
cheerfully. Then the ambulance-gong, as it brought in more unfortunates, sounded as 
a knell to life and liberty. Thus I passed my first night as an insane girl at Bellevue. 

 

 

 



CHAPTER VII. 
THE GOAL IN SIGHT. 

At 6 o'clock on Sunday morning, Sept. 25, the nurses pulled the covering from my 
bed. "Come, it's time for you to get out of bed," they said, and opened the window 
and let in the cold breeze. My clothing was then returned to me. After dressing I was 
shown to a washstand, where all the other patients were trying to rid their faces of all 
traces of sleep. At 7 o'clock we were given some horrible mess, which Mary told us 
was chicken broth.  

With this I was led away and another patient was taken in to see the doctor. I sat 
right outside the door and waited to hear how he would test the sanity of the other 
patients. With little variation the examination was exactly the same as mine. All the 
patients were asked if they saw faces on the wall, heard voices, and what they said. I 
might also add each patient denied any such peculiar freaks of sight and hearing. At 
10 o'clock we were given a cup of unsalted beef tea; at noon a bit of cold meat and a 
potatoe, at 3 o'clock a cup of oatmeal gruel and at 5.30 a cup of tea and a slice of 
unbuttered bread. We were all cold and hungry. After the physician left we were given 
shawls and told to walk up and down the halls in order to get warm. During the day 
the pavilion was visited by a number of people who were curious to see the crazy girl 
from Cuba. I kept my head covered, on the plea of being cold, for fear some of the 
reporters would recognize me.  

As the doctor was about to leave the pavilion Miss Tillie Mayard discovered that she 
was in an insane ward. She went to Dr. Field and asked him why she had been sent 
there. 

"Have you just found out you are in an insane asylum?" asked the doctor. 

"Yes; my friends said they were sending me to a convalescent ward to be treated for 
nervous debility, from which I am suffering since my illness. I want to get out of this 
place immediately." 

"Well, you won't get out in a hurry," he said, with a quick laugh. 

"If you know anything at all," she responded, "you should be able to tell that I am 
perfectly sane. Why don't you test me?" 

"We know all we want to on that score," said the doctor, and he left the poor girl 
condemned to an insane asylum, probably for life, without giving her one feeble 
chance to prove her sanity. 

Sunday night was but a repetition of Saturday. All night long we were kept awake by 
the talk of the nurses and their heavy walking through the uncarpeted halls. On 
Monday morning we were told that we should be taken away at 1.30. The nurses 
questioned me unceasingly about my home, and all seemed to have an idea that I had 
a lover who had cast me forth on the world and wrecked my brain.  



Noon came. I grew nervous as the time approached to leave for the Island. I 
dreaded every new arrival, fearful that my secret would be discovered at the last 
moment. Then I was given a shawl and my hat and gloves. I could hardly put them on, 
my nerves were so unstrung.  

When we reached the wharf such a mob of people crowded around the wagon that 
the police were called to put them away, so that we could reach the boat. I was the 
last of the procession. I was escorted down the plank, the fresh breeze blowing the 
attendants' whisky breath into my face until I staggered. I was taken into a dirty cabin, 
where I found my companions seated on a narrow bench. The small windows were 
closed, and, with the smell of the filthy room, the air was 
stifling. At one end of the cabin was a small bunk in such a 
condition that I had to hold my nose when I went near it. A 
sick girl was put on it. An old woman, with an enormous 
bonnet and a dirty basket filled with chunks of bread and bits 
of scrap meat, completed our company. The door was 
guarded by two female attendants. They were coarse, massive 
women, and expectorated tobacco juice about on the floor in 
a manner more skillful than charming. One of these fearful 
creatures seemed to have much faith in the power of the 
glance on insane people, for, when any one of us would move or go to look out of the 
high window she would say "Sit down," and would lower her brows and glare in a way 
that was simply terrifying. While guarding the door they talked with some men on the 
outside. They discussed the number of patients and then their own affairs in a manner 
neither edifying nor refined. 

The boat stopped and my companions were taken off, one at a time. I was last, and 
it seemed to require a man and a woman to lead me up the plank to reach the shore. 
An ambulance was standing there, and in it were the four other patients. 

"What is this place?" I asked of the man, who had his fingers sunk into the flesh of 
my arm. 

"Blackwell's Island, an insane place, where you'll never get out of." 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER VIII. 
INSIDE THE MADHOUSE. 

As the wagon was rapidly driven through the 
beautiful lawns up to the asylum my feelings of 
satisfaction at having attained the object of my 
work were greatly dampened by the look of 
distress on the faces of my companions. Poor 
women, they had no hopes of a speedy delivery. 
They were being driven to a prison, through no 
fault of their own, in all probability for life. In 
comparison, how much easier it would be to walk 
to the gallows than to this tomb of living horrors!  

The wagon stopped, and the nurse and officer in charge told us to get out. I 
wondered if my companions knew where we were, so I said to Miss Tillie Mayard: 

"Where are we?" "At the Blackwell's Island Lunatic Asylum," she answered, sadly. 

"Are you crazy?" I asked. 

"No," she replied; "but as we have been sent here we will have to be quiet until we 
find some means of escape. In spite of the knowledge of my sanity and the assurance 
that I would be released in a few days, my heart gave a sharp twinge. Pronounced 
insane by four expert doctors and shut up behind the unmerciful bolts and bars of a 
madhouse! Timidly we followed the nurse up the long uncarpeted hall to a room filled 
by so-called crazy women. We were told to sit down, and some of the patients kindly 
made room for us. They looked at us curiously, and one came up to me and asked: 

"Who sent you here?" "The doctors," I answered. "What for?" she persisted. "Well, 
they say I am insane," I admitted. "Insane!" she repeated, incredulously. "It cannot be 
seen in your face." 

This woman was too clever, I concluded, and was glad to answer the roughly given 
orders to follow the nurse to see the doctor.  

Mrs. Louise Schanz was taken into the presence of Dr. Kinier, the medical man. 

"Your name?" he asked, loudly. She answered in German, saying she did not speak 
English nor could she understand it. However, when he said Mrs. Louise Schanz, she 
said "Yah, yah." Then he tried other questions, and when he found she could not 
understand one world of English, he said to Miss Grupe: 

"You are German; speak to her for me." 

Miss Grupe proved to be one of those people who are ashamed of their nationality, 
and she refused, saying she could understand but few worlds of her mother tongue. 

"You know you speak German. Ask this woman what her husband does," and they 
both laughed as if they were enjoying a joke. 



"I can't speak but a few words," she protested, but at last she managed to ascertain 
the occupation of Mr. Schanz. 

"Now, what was the use of lying to me?" asked the doctor, with a laugh which 
dispelled the rudeness. 

"I can't speak any more," she said, and she did not. 

Thus was Mrs. Louise Schanz consigned to the asylum without a chance of making 
herself understood. Can such carelessness be excused, I wonder, when it is so easy 
to get an interpreter? If the confinement was but for a few days one might question 
the necessity. But here was a woman taken without her own consent from the free 
world to an asylum and there given no chance to prove her sanity. Mrs. Schanz 
begged in German to know where she was, and pleaded for liberty. Her voice broken 
by sobs, she was led unheard out to us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER IX. 
AN EXPERT(?) AT WORK. 

"NELLIE BROWN, the doctor wants you," said Miss Grupe. I went in and was told to 
sit down opposite Dr. Kinier at the desk. 

"What is your name?" he asked, without looking up. 

"Nellie Brown," I replied easily. 

"Where is your home?" writing what I had said down in a large book. 

"In Cuba." 

He left us, and I was relieved of my hat and shawl. On his return, he said he had 
been unable to find the paper, but he related the story of my debut, as he had read it, 
to the nurse. 

"What's the color of her eyes?" 

Miss Grupe looked, and answered "gray," although everybody had always said my 
eyes were brown or hazel. 

"What's your age?" he asked; and as I answered, "Nineteen last May," he turned to 
the nurse, and said, "When do you get your next pass?" This I ascertained was a 
leave of absence, or "a day off." 

"Next Saturday," she said, with a laugh. 

"You will go to town?" and they both laughed as she answered in the affirmative, 
and he said: 

"Measure her." I was stood under a measure, and it was brought down tightly on my 
head. 

"What is it?" asked the doctor. 

"Now you know I can't tell," she said. 

"Yes, you can; go ahead. What height?" 

"I don't know; there are some figures there, but I can't tell." 

"Yes, you can. Now look and tell me." 

"I can't; do it yourself," and they laughed again as the doctor left his place at the 
desk and came forward to see for himself. 

"Five feet five inches; don't you see?" he said, taking her hand and touching the 
figures. 

By her voice I knew she did not understand yet, but that was no concern of mine, as 
the doctor seemed to find a pleasure in aiding her. Then I was put on the scales, and 
she worked around until she got them to balance. 

"How much?" asked the doctor, having resumed his position at the desk. 



"I don't know. You will have to see for yourself," she replied, calling him by his 
Christian name, which I have forgotten. He turned and also addressing her by her 
baptismal name, he said: 

"You are getting too fresh!" and they both laughed. I then told the weight–112 
pounds–to the nurse, and she in turn told the doctor. 

"What time are you going to supper?" he asked, and she told him. He gave the 
nurse more attention than he did me, and asked her six questions to every one of me. 
Then he wrote my fate in the book before him. I said, "I am not sick and I do not want 
to stay here. No one has a right to shut me up in this manner." He took no notice of 
my remarks, and having completed his writings, as well as his talk with the nurse for 
the moment, he said that would do, and with my companions, I went back to the 
sitting-room. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER X. 
MY FIRST SUPPER. 

This examination over, we heard some one yell, "Go out into the hall." One of the 
patients kindly explained that this was an invitation to supper. The windows were 
open and the draught went whizzing through the hall. The patients looked blue with 
cold, and the minutes stretched into a quarter of an hour. One of the nurses went 
forward and unlocked a door, which we all crowded to a landing of the stairway.  

I looked at the poor crazy captives shivering. While they stood there I thought I 
would not relish supper that night. They looked so lost and hopeless. Some were 
chattering nonsense to invisible persons, others were laughing or crying aimlessly, 
and one old, gray-haired woman was nudging me, and, with winks and sage noddings 
of the head and pitiful uplifting of the eyes and hands, was assuring me that I must not 
mind the poor creatures, as they were all mad. "Stop at the heater," was then ordered, 
"and get in line, two by two." "Mary, get a companion." "How many times must I tell 
you to keep in line?" "Stand still," and, as the orders were issued, a shove and a push 
were administered, and often a slap on the ears. After this third and final halt, we were 
marched into a long, narrow dining-room, where a rush was made for the table. 

The table reached the length of the room and was uncovered and uninviting. Long 
benches without backs were put for the patients to sit on, and over these they had to 
crawl in order to face the table. Placed closed together all along the table were large 
dressing-bowls filled with a pinkish-looking stuff which the patients called tea. By 
each bowl was laid a piece of bread, cut thick and buttered. A small saucer containing 
five prunes accompanied the bread. One fat woman made a rush, and jerking up 
several saucers from those around her emptied their contents into her own saucer. 
Then while holding to her own bowl she lifted up another and drained its contents at 
one gulp. This she did to a second bowl in shorter time than it takes to tell it. Indeed, I 
was so amused at her successful grabbings that when I looked at my own share the 
woman opposite, without so much as by your leave, grabbed my bread and left me 
without any. 

My bowl of tea was all that was left. I tasted, and one taste was enough. It had no 
sugar, and it tasted as if it had been made in copper. It was as weak as water. This 
was also transferred to a hungrier patient, in spite of the protest of Miss Neville. 

"You must force the food down," she said, "else you will be sick, and who know but 
what, with these surroundings, you may go crazy. To have a good brain the stomach 
must be cared for." 

"It is impossible for me to eat that stuff," I replied, and, despite all her urging, I ate 
nothing that night. 

It did not require much time for the patients to consume all that was eatable on the 
table, and then we got our orders to form in line in the hall. When this was done the 
doors before us were unlocked and we were ordered to proceed back to the sitting-
room.  



CHAPTER XI. 
IN THE BATH. 

We were taken into a cold, wet bathroom, and I 
was ordered to undress. Did I protest? Well, I 
never grew so earnest in my life as when I tried to 
beg off. They said if I did not they would use 
force and that it would not be very gentle. At this 
I noticed one of the craziest women in the ward 
standing by the filled bathtub with a large, 
discolored rag in her hands. She was chattering 
away to herself and chuckling in a manner which 
seemed to me fiendish. I knew now what was to 
be done with me. I shivered. They began to 
undress me, and one by one they pulled off my 
clothes. At last everything was gone excepting one garment. "I will not remove it," I 
said vehemently, but they took it off. I gave one glance at the group of patients 
gathered at the door watching the scene, and I jumped into the bathtub with more 
energy than grace. 

The water was ice-cold, and I again began to protest. How useless it all was! I 
begged, at least, that the patients be made to go away, but was ordered to shut up. 
The crazy woman began to scrub me. I can find no other word that will express it but 
scrubbing. From a small tin pan she took some soft soap and rubbed it all over 
me, even all over my face and my pretty hair. I was at last past seeing or speaking, 
although I had begged that my hair be left untouched. Rub, rub, rub, went the old 
woman, chattering to herself. My teeth chattered and my limbs were goose-fleshed 
and blue with cold. Suddenly I got, one after the other, three buckets of water over my 
head–ice-cold water, too–into my eyes, my ears, my nose and my mouth. I think I 
experienced some of the sensations of a drowning person as they dragged me, 
gasping, shivering and quaking, from the tub. For once I did look insane. I caught a 
glance of the indescribable look on the faces of my companions, who had witnessed 
my fate and knew theirs was surely following. Unable to control myself at the absurd 
picture I presented, I burst into roars of laughter. They put me, dripping wet, into a 
short canton flannel slip, labeled across the extreme end in large black letters, 
"Lunatic Asylum, B. I., H. 6." The letters meant Blackwell's Island, Hall 6. 

I was taken to room 28 and left to try and make an impression on the bed. It was an 
impossible task. The bed had been made high in the center and sloping on either side. 
I asked if I could not have a night-gown. 

"We have not such things in this institution," she said. 

"I do not like to sleep without," I replied. 



"Well, I don't care about that," she said. "You are in a public institution now, and 
you can't expect to get anything. This is charity, and you should be thankful for what 
you get." 

"But the city pays to keep these places up," I urged, "and pays people to be kind to 
the unfortunates brought here." 

"Well, you don't need to expect any kindness here, for you won't get it," she said, 
and she went out and closed the door. 

A sheet and an oilcloth were under me, and a sheet and black wool blanket above. I 
never felt anything so annoying as that wool blanket as I tried to keep it around my 
shoulders to stop the chills from getting underneath. When I pulled it up I left my feet 
bare, and when I pulled it down my shoulders were exposed.  

I could not sleep, so I lay in bed picturing to myself the horrors in case a fire should 
break out in the asylum. Every door is locked separately and the windows are heavily 
barred, so that escape is impossible. In the one building alone there are some three 
hundred women. They are locked, one to ten to a room. It is impossible to get out 
unless these doors are unlocked. A fire is not improbable, but one of the most likely 
occurrences. Should the building burn, the jailers or nurses would never think of 
releasing their crazy patients. As I say, in case of fire, not a dozen women could 
escape. All would be left to roast to death. Unless there is a change there will some 
day be a tale of horror never equaled. 

Just as the morning began to dawn I went to sleep. It did not seem many moments 
until I was rudely awakened and told to get up, the window being opened and the 
clothing pulled off me. My hair was still wet and I had pains all through me, as if I had 
the rheumatism. Some clothing was flung on the floor and I was told to put it onAs I 
buttoned the waist I noticed the underskirt was about six inches longer than the 
upper, and for a moment I sat down on the bed and laughed at my own appearance. 
No woman ever longed for a mirror more than I did at that moment. 

I saw the other patients hurrying past in the hall, so I decided not to lose anything 
that might be going on. We numbered forty-five patients in Hall 6, and were sent to 
the bathroom, where there were two coarse towels. I watched crazy patients who had 
the most dangerous eruptions all over their faces dry on the towels and then saw 
women with clean skins turn to use them. I went to the bathtub and washed my face 
at the running faucet and my underskirt did duty for a towel. 

We were compelled to get up at 5.30 o'clock, and at 7.15 we were told to collect in 
the hall, where the experience of waiting, as on the evening previous, was repeated. 



When we got into the dining-room at last we 
found a bowl of cold tea, a slice of buttered 
bread and a saucer of oatmeal, with molasses 
on it, for each patient. I was hungry, but the 
food would not down. I asked for unbuttered 
bread and was given it. I cannot tell you of 
anything which is the same dirty, black color. It 
was hard, and in places nothing more than 
dried dough. I found a spider in my slice, so I 
did not eat it. I tried the oatmeal and molasses, 
but it was wretched, and so I endeavored, but 
without much show of success, to choke down 
the tea. 

I came in and saw Miss Grady with my note-book and long lead pencil, bought just 
for the occasion. 

"I want my book and pencil," I said, quite truthfully. "It helps me remember things." 

I was very anxious to get it to make notes in and was disappointed when she said: 

"You can't have it, so shut up." 

Some days after I asked Dr. Ingram if I could have it, and he promised to consider 
the matter. When I again referred to it, he said that Miss Grady said I only brought a 
book there; and that I had no pencil. I was provoked, and insisted that I had, 
whereupon I was advised to fight against the imaginations of my brain. 

After the housework was completed by the patients, and as day was fine, but cold, 
we were told to go out in the hall and get on shawls and hats for a walk. Poor 
patients! How eager they were for a breath of air; how eager for a slight release from 
their prison. They went swiftly into the hall and there was a skirmish for hats. Such 
hats! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER XII. 
PROMENADING WITH LUNATICS. 

I shall never forget my first walk. When all the patients had donned the white straw 
hats, I could not but laugh at their comical appearances. I could not distinguish one 
woman from another. Two by two we formed in line, and guarded by the attendants 
we went out a back way on to the walks. 

We had not gone many paces when I saw, proceeding from every walk, long lines of 
women guarded by nurses. How many there were! Every way I looked I could see 
them in the queer dresses, comical straw hats and shawls, marching slowly around. I 
eagerly watched the passing lines and a thrill of horror crept over me at the sight. 
Vacant eyes and meaningless faces, and their tongues uttered meaningless nonsense. 
One crowd passed and I noted by nose as well as eyes, that they were fearfully dirty. 

"Who are they?" I asked of a patient near me. 

"They are considered the most violent on the island," she replied. "They are from the 
Lodge, the first building with the high steps." Some were yelling, some were cursing, 
others were singing or praying or preaching, as the fancy struck them, and they made 
up the most miserable collection of humanity I had ever seen.  

On they passed, but for their places to be filled by more. Can you imagine the sight? 
According to one of the physicians there are 1600 insane women on Blackwell's 
Island. 

Mad! what can be half so horrible? My heart thrilled with pity when I looked on old, 
gray-haired women talking aimlessly to space. One woman had on a straightjacket, 
and two women had to drag her along. Crippled, blind, old, young, homely, and 
pretty; one senseless mass of humanity. No fate could be worse. 

I looked at the pretty lawns, which I had once thought 
was such a comfort to the poor creatures confined on the 
Island, and laughed at my own notions. What enjoyment 
is it to them? They are not allowed on the grass–it is only 
to look at. I saw some patients eagerly and caressingly lift 
a nut or a colored leaf that had fallen on the path. But 
they were not permitted to keep them. The nurses would 
always compel them to throw their little bit of God's 
comfort away. 

As I passed a low pavilion, where a crowd of helpless 
lunatics were confined, I read a motto on the wall, "While 
I live I hope." The absurdity of it struck me forcibly. I 
would have liked to put above the gates that open to the asylum, "He who enters here 
leaveth hope behind." 

I was never so tired as I grew walking and sitting on those benches. Several of the 
patients would sit on one foot or sideways to make a change, but they were always 



reproved and told to sit up straight. If they talked they were scolded and told to shut 
up; if they wanted to walk around in order to take the stiffness out of them, they were 
told to sit down and be still. What, excepting torture, would produce insanity quicker 
than this treatment? Here is a class of women sent to be cured. I would like the expert 
physicians who are condemning me for my action, which has proven their ability, to 
take a perfectly sane and healthy woman, shut her up and make her sit from 6 A. M. 
until 8 P. M. on straight-back benches, do not allow her to talk or move during these 
hours, give her no reading and let her know nothing of the world or its doings, give her 
bad food and harsh treatment, and see how long it will take to make her insane. Two 
months would make her a mental and physical wreck. 

I have described my first day in the asylum, and as my other nine were exactly the 
same in the general run of things it would be tiresome to tell about each. In giving this 
story I expect to be contradicted by many who are exposed. I merely tell in common 
words, without exaggeration, of my life in a mad-house for ten days. Nearly all night 
long I listened to a woman cry about the cold and beg for God to let her die. Another 
one yelled "Murder!" at frequent intervals and "Police!" at others until my flesh felt 
creepy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER XIII. 
CHOKING AND BEATING PATIENTS. 

People in the world can never imagine the length of days to those in asylums. They 
seemed never ending, and we welcomed any event that might give us something to 
think about as well as talk of. There is nothing to read, and the only bit of talk that 
never wears out is conjuring up delicate food that they will get as soon as they get 
out. Anxiously the hour was watched for when the boat arrived to see if there were 
any new unfortunates to be added to our ranks. When they came and were ushered 
into the sitting-room the patients would express sympathy to one another for them 
and were anxious to show them little marks of attention. Hall 6 was the receiving hall, 
so that was how we saw all newcomers. 

Soon after my advent a girl called Urena Little-Page was brought in. She was, as 
she had been born, silly, and her tender spot was, as with many sensible women, her 
age. She claimed eighteen, and would grow very angry if told to the contrary. The 
nurses were not long in finding this out, and then they teased her. 

"Urena," said Miss Grady, "the doctors say that you are thirty-three instead of 
eighteen," and the other nurses laughed. They kept up this until the simple creature 
began to yell and cry, saying she wanted to go home and that everybody treated her 
badly. After they had gotten all the amusement out of her they wanted and she was 
crying, they began to scold and tell her to keep quiet. She grew more hysterical every 
moment until they pounced upon her and slapped her face and knocked her head in a 
lively fashion. This made the poor creature cry the more, and so they choked her. Yes, 
actually choked her. Then they dragged her out to the closet, and I heard her terrified 
cries hush into smothered ones. After several hours' absence she returned to the 
sitting-room, and I plainly saw the marks of their fingers on her throat for the entire 
day. 

This punishment seemed to awaken their desire to administer more. They returned 
to the sitting-room and caught hold of an old gray-haired woman whom I have heard 
addressed both as Mrs. Grady and Mrs. O'Keefe. She was insane, and she talked 
almost continually to herself and to those near her. She never spoke very loud, and at 
the time I speak of was sitting harmlessly chattering to herself. They grabbed her, and 
my heart ached as she cried: 

"For God sake, ladies, don't let them beat me." 

"Shut up, you hussy!" said Miss Grady as she caught the woman by her gray hair 
and dragged her shrieking and pleading from the room. She was also taken to the 
closet, and her cries grew lower and lower, and then ceased. 

The nurses returned to the room and Miss Grady remarked that she had "settled the 
old fool for awhile." I told some of the physicians of the occurrence, but they did not 
pay any attention to it. 



CHAPTER XIV. 
SOME UNFORTUNATE STORIES. 

A pretty young Hebrew woman spoke so little English I could not get her story 
except as told by the nurses. They said her name is Sarah Fishbaum, and that her 
husband put her in the asylum because she had a fondness for other men than 
himself. Granting that Sarah was insane, and about men, let me tell you how the 
nurses tried to cure(?) her. They would call her up and say: 

"Sarah, wouldn't you like to have a nice young man?" 

"Oh, yes; a young man is all right," Sarah would reply in her few English words. 

"Well, Sarah, wouldn't you like us to speak a good word to some of the doctors for 
you? Wouldn't you like to have one of the doctors?" 

And then they would ask her which doctor she preferred, and advise her to make 
advances to him when he visited the hall, and so on. 

I had been watching and talking with a fair-complexioned woman for several days, 
and I was at a loss to see why she had been sent there, she was so sane. 

"Why did you come here?" I asked her one day, after we had indulged in a long 
conversation. 

"I was sick," she replied. 

"Are you sick mentally?" I urged. 

"Oh, no; what gave you such an idea? I had been overworking myself, and I broke 
down. Having some family trouble, and being penniless and nowhere to go, I applied 
to the commissioners to be sent to the poorhouse until I would be able to go to work." 

"But they do not send poor people here unless they are insane," I said. "Don't you 
know there are only insane women, or those supposed to be so, sent here?" 

"I knew after I got here that the majority of these women were insane, but then I 
believed them when they told me this was the place they sent all the poor who applied 
for aid as I had done." 

"How have you been treated?" I asked. "Well, so far I have escaped a beating, 
although I have been sickened at the sight of many and the recital of more. When I 
was brought here they went to give me a bath, and the very disease for which I 
needed doctoring and from which I was suffering made it necessary that I should not 
bathe. But they put me in, and my sufferings were increased greatly for weeks 
thereafter." 

A Mrs. McCartney, whose husband is a tailor, seems perfectly rational and has not 
one fancy. Mary Hughes and Mrs. Louise Schanz showed no obvious traces of 
insanity. 



One day two new-comers were added to our list. The one was an idiot, Carrie Glass, 
and the other was a nice-looking German girl–quite young, she seemed, and when 
she came in all the patients spoke of her nice appearance and apparent sanity. Her 
name was Margaret. She told me she had been a cook, and was extremely neat. One 
day, after she had scrubbed the kitchen floor, the chambermaids came down and 
deliberately soiled it. Her temper was aroused and she began to quarrel with them; an 
officer was called and she was taken to an asylum. 

"How can they say I am insane, merely because I allowed my temper to run away 
with me?" she complained. "Other people are not shut up for crazy when they get 
angry. I suppose the only thing to do is to keep quiet and so avoid the beatings which 
I see others get. No one can say one word about me. I do everything I am told, and all 
the work they give me. I am obedient in every respect, and I do everything to prove to 
them that I am sane." 

For five days we were compelled to sit in the room all day. I never put in such a long 
time. Every patient was stiff and sore and tired. We would get in little groups on 
benches and torture our stomachs by conjuring up thoughts of what we would eat 
first when we got out. If I had not known how hungry they were and the pitiful side of 
it, the conversation would have been very amusing. As it was it only made me sad. 
When the subject of eating, which seemed to be the favorite one, was worn out, they 
used to give their opinions of the institution and its management. The condemnation 
of the nurses and the eatables was unanimous. 

"While I was there a pretty young girl was brought in. She had been sick, and she 
fought against being put in that dirty place. One night the nurses took her and, after 
beating her, they held her naked in a cold bath, then they threw her on her bed. When 
morning came the girl was dead. The doctors said she died of convulsions, and that 
was all that was done about it. 

"They inject so much morphine and chloral that the patients are made crazy. I have 
seen the patients wild for water from the effect of the drugs, and the nurses would 
refuse it to them. I have heard women beg for a whole night for one drop and it was 
not given them. I myself cried for water until my mouth was so parched and dry that I 
could not speak." 

I saw the same thing myself in hall 7. The patients would beg for a drink before 
retiring, but the nurses–Miss Hart and the others–refused to unlock the bathroom that 
they might quench their thirst. 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER XV. 
INCIDENTS OF ASYLUM LIFE. 

There is little in the wards to help one pass the time. All the asylum clothing is made 
by the patients, but sewing does not employ one's mind. After several months' 
confinement the thoughts of the busy world grow faint, and all the poor prisoners can 
do is to sit and ponder over their hopeless fate. In the upper halls a good view is 
obtained of the passing boats and New York. Often I tried to picture to myself as I 
looked out between the bars to the lights faintly glimmering in the city, what my 
feelings would be if I had no one to obtain my release. 

I have watched patients stand and gaze longingly toward the city they in all 
likelihood will never enter again. It means liberty and life; it seems so near, and yet 
heaven is not further from hell. 

Do the women pine for home? Excepting the most violent cases, they are conscious 
that they are confined in an asylum. An only desire that never dies is the one for 
release, for home. 

What a mysterious thing madness is. I have watched patients whose lips are forever 
sealed in a perpetual silence. They live, breathe, eat; the human form is there, but that 
something, which the body can live without, but which cannot exist without the body, 
was missing. I have wondered if behind those sealed lips there were dreams we ken 
not of, or if all was blank? 

After being transferred to hall 7 I was locked in a room every night with six crazy 
women. Two of them seemed never to sleep, but spent the night in raving. One would 
get out of her bed and creep around the room searching for some one she wanted to 
kill. I could not help but think how easy it would be for her to attack any of the other 
patients confined with her. It did not make the night more comfortable. 

One middle-aged woman, who used to sit always in the corner of the room, was 
very strangely affected. She had a piece of newspaper, and from it she continually 
read the most wonderful things I ever heard. 

One day when we went down to dinner we heard a weak little cry in the basement. 
Every one seemed to notice it, and it was not long until we knew there was a baby 
down there. Yes, a baby. Think of it–a little, innocent babe born in such a chamber of 
horrors! I can imagine nothing more terrible. 

A visitor who came one day brought in her arms her babe. A mother who had been 
separated from her five little children asked permission to hold it. When the visitor 
wanted to leave, the woman's grief was uncontrollable, as she begged to keep the 
babe which she imagined was her own. It excited more patients than I had ever seen 
excited before at one time. 

The only amusement, if so it may be called, given the patients outside, is a ride once 
a week, if the weather permits, on the "merry-go-round." It is a change, and so they 
accept it with some show of pleasure. 



CHAPTER XVI. 
THE LAST GOOD-BYE. 

I always made a point of telling the doctors I was sane and asking to be released, 
but the more I endeavored to assure them of my sanity the more they doubted it. 

"What are you doctors here for?" I asked one, whose name I cannot recall. 

"To take care of the patients and test their sanity," he replied. 

"Very well," I said. "There are sixteen doctors on this island, and excepting two, I 
have never seen them pay any attention to the patients. How can a doctor judge a 
woman's sanity by merely bidding her good morning and refusing to hear her pleas for 
release? Even the sick ones know it is useless to say anything, for the answer will be 
that it is their imagination." "Try every test on me," I have urged others, "and tell me 
am I sane or insane? Try my pulse, my heart, my eyes; ask me to stretch out my arm, 
to work my fingers, as Dr. Field did at Bellevue, and then tell me if I am sane." They 
would not heed me, for they thought I raved. 

Again I said to one, "You have no right to keep sane people here. I am sane, have 
always been so and I must insist on a thorough examination or be released. Several of 
the women here are also sane. Why can't they be free?" 

"They are insane," was the reply, "and suffering from delusions." 

After a long talk with Dr. Ingram, he said, "I will 
transfer you to a quieter ward." An hour later Miss 
Grady called me into the hall, and, after calling me 
all the vile and profane names a woman could ever 
remember, she told me that it was a lucky thing for 
my "hide" that I was transferred, or else she would 
pay me for remembering so well to tell Dr. Ingram 
everything. "You d—n hussy, you forget all about 
yourself, but you never forget anything to tell the 
doctor." After calling Miss Neville, whom Dr. Ingram 
also kindly transferred, Miss Grady took us to the 
hall above, No. 7. 

In hall 7 there are Mrs. Kroener, Miss Fitzpatrick, Miss Finney, and Miss Hart. I did 
not see as cruel treatment as down-stairs, but I heard them make ugly remarks and 
threats, twist the fingers and slap the faces of the unruly patients. The night nurse, 
Conway I believe her name is, is very cross. In hall 7, if any of the patients possessed 
any modesty, they soon lost it. Every one was compelled to undress in the hall before 
their own door, and to fold their clothes and leave them there until morning. I asked to 
undress in my room, but Miss Conway told me if she ever caught me at such a trick 
she would give me cause not to want to repeat it. 



The insane asylum on Blackwell's Island is a human rat-trap. It is easy to get in, but 
once there it is impossible to get out. I had intended to have myself committed to the 
violent wards, the Lodge and Retreat, but when I got the testimony of two sane 
women and could give it, I decided not to risk my health–and hair–so I did not get 
violent. 

I had, toward the last, been shut off from all visitors, and so when the lawyer, Peter 
A. Hendricks, came and told me that friends of mine were willing to take charge of me 
if I would rather be with them than in the asylum, I was only too glad to give my 
consent. I asked him to send me something to eat immediately on his arrival in the 
city, and then I waited anxiously for my release. 

It came sooner than I had hoped. I was out "in line" taking a walk, and had just 
gotten interested in a poor woman who had fainted away while the nurses were trying 
to compel her to walk. "Good-bye; I am going home," I called to Pauline Moser, as 
she went past with a woman on either side of her. Sadly I said farewell to all I knew as 
I passed them on my way to freedom and life, while they were left behind to a fate 
worse than death. "Adios," I murmured to the Mexican woman. I kissed my fingers to 
her, and so I left my companions of hall 7. 

I had looked forward so eagerly to leaving the horrible place, yet when my release 
came and I knew that God's sunlight was to be free for me again, there was a certain 
pain in leaving. For ten days I had been one of them. Foolishly enough, it seemed 
intensely selfish to leave them to their sufferings. I felt a Quixotic desire to help them 
by sympathy and presence. But only for a moment. The bars were down and freedom 
was sweeter to me than ever. 

Soon I was crossing the river and nearing New York. Once again I was a free girl 
after ten days in the mad-house on Blackwell's Island. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER XVII. 
THE GRAND JURY INVESTIGATION. 

Soon after I had bidden farewell to the Blackwell's Island Insane Asylum, I was 
summoned to appear before the Grand Jury. I answered the summons with pleasure, 
because I longed to help those of God's most unfortunate children whom I had left 
prisoners behind me. If I could not bring them that boon of all boons, liberty, I hoped 
at least to influence others to make life more bearable for them.  

I swore to the truth of my story, and then I related all–from my start at the Temporary 
Home until my release. Assistant District-Attorney Vernon M. Davis conducted the 
examination. The jurors then requested that I should accompany them on a visit to the 
Island. I was glad to consent. 

No one was expected to know of the contemplated trip to the Island, yet we had not 
been there very long before one of the commissioners of charity and Dr. MacDonald, 
of Ward's Island, were with us. One of the jurors told me that in conversation with a 
man about the asylum, he heard that they were notified of our coming an hour before 
we reached the Island. This must have been done while the Grand Jury were 
examining the insane pavilion at Bellevue. 

The trip to the island was vastly different to my first. This time we went on a clean 
new boat, while the one I had traveled in, they said, was laid up for repairs. 

Some of the nurses were examined by the jury, and made contradictory statements 
to one another, as well as to my story. They confessed that the jury's contemplated 
visit had been talked over between them and the doctor. Dr. Dent confessed that he 
had no means by which to tell positively if the bath was cold and of the number of 
women put into the same water. He knew the food was not what it should be, but said 
it was due to the lack of funds. 

If nurses were cruel to their patients, had he any positive means of ascertaining it? 
No, he had not. He said all the doctors were not competent, which was also due to 
the lack of means to secure good medical men. In the conversation with me, he said: 

"I am glad you did this now, and had I known your purpose, I would have aided you. 
We have no means of learning the way things are going except to do as you did. 
Since your story was published I found a nurse at the Retreat who had watches set for 
our approach, just as you had stated. She was dismissed." 

Miss Anne Neville was brought down, and I went into the hall to meet her, knowing 
that the sight of so many strange gentlemen would excite her, even if she be sane. It 
was as I feared. The attendants had told her she was going to be examined by a 
crowd of men, and she was shaking with fear. Although I had left her only two weeks 
before, yet she looked as if she had suffered a severe illness, in that time, so changed 
was her appearance. I asked her if she had taken any medicine, and she answered in 
the affirmative. I then told her that all I wanted her to do was tell the jury all we had 
done since I was brought with her to the asylum, so they would be convinced that I 



was sane. She only knew me as Miss Nellie Brown, and was wholly ignorant of my 
story. 

She was not sworn, but her story must have convinced all hearers of the truth of my 
statements. 

"When Miss Brown and I were brought here the nurses were cruel and the food was 
too bad to eat. We did not have enough clothing, and Miss Brown asked for more all 
the time. I thought she was very kind, for when a doctor promised her some clothing 
she said she would give it to me. Strange to say, ever since Miss Brown has been 
taken away everything is different. The nurses are very kind and we are given plenty to 
wear. The doctors come to see us often and the food is greatly improved." 

Did we need more evidence? 

The jurors then visited the kitchen. It was very clean, and two barrels of salt stood 
conspicuously open near the door! The bread on exhibition was beautifully white and 
wholly unlike what was given us to eat. 

We found the halls in the finest order. The beds were improved, and in hall 7 the 
buckets in which we were compelled to wash had been replaced by bright new 
basins. The institution was on exhibition, and no fault could be found. 

But the women I had spoken of, where were they? Not one was to be found where I 
had left them. If my assertions were not true in regard to these patients, why should 
the latter be changed, so to make me unable to find them? Miss Neville complained 
before the jury of being changed several times. When we visited the hall later she was 
returned to her old place. 

I hardly expected the grand jury to sustain me, after they saw everything different 
from what it had been while I was there. Yet they did, and their report to the court 
advises all the changes made that I had proposed. 

I have one consolation for my work–on the strength of my story the committee of 
appropriation provides $1,000,000 more than was ever before given, for the benefit of 
the insane. 
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