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The following architectural description is an excerpt from "Report on the 
Preservation of the Old Willard Asylvim" hy Mendel, Mesick and Cohen, 
Architects, January, 1975•

'The building fronts west on a bluff overlooking the eastern shore of 
Seneca Lake. From the central administration unit, which is designed 
in the fashion of a large villa of the time, north and south wings 
recede in three stages to form a great range 600 feet long. These wings 
contain the accommodations for the patients. A third wing projects 
eastward from the central building on a long axis bisecting the co\jrt 
formed by the recession of the north and south wings. This wing con­
tained the service elements for the entire complex: bakery, boiler, 
laundry,kitchen, staff dining, and chapel.

Externally the complex was clothed in the current architectural fashion 
from France - now called the Second Empire Style. The distinctive elements 
of this style were fully assembled at Willard: lofty arched windows, 
mansard roofs with decorative slating, bracketed eaves, dormers, corner 
towers and ornamental roof turrets. (The crowning mansard roof on the 
central tower of Chapin House was removed in the 1950's.) These elements 
were skillfully manipulated to diminish what could easily have been a 
formidable impact of tremendous scale. The mansard treatment reduced the 
structure to an apparent two floors, offsetting of the wings. Use of 
projecting pavillions at corners and mid-range, and horizontal spreading 
ofpt.hb building,mass on the site produced a considerably animated 
building composition.... i ;

internally, high ceiling spaces provided ample accommodations for a 
wide range pf fu^iptipjis. Chapin E^puse at the ^west-center followed the 
design of a large priTOte mansion of the time. It contained the 
administrative offices, reception center for visitors and private 
dwelling of the superintendant. The flanking wings contained private 
rooms and wards for nearly 600 patients. These were arranged along 
spacious double-loaded corridors (single-loaded in the two easternmost 
ranges) 13 feet wide which facilitated daytime living activities as 
alternatives to confinement in the private rooms. In addition, each 
corridor was Interrupted midway in its length by an alcove or parlor 
which brightened the corridor while augmenting its communal use.

The entire structural system consisted of masonry bearing walls 
throughout. Even the partitions of the small private rooms were brick 
bearing walls extending from roof to foundation. This extensive use of 
masonry construction afforded not only excellent structural stability, but 
contributed as well to the resistance to firespread, to sound transmission 
and to the abuse of the more violent patients. Floor and roof construction 
throughout is timber framed, except in the curved connecting corridor 
between Chapin House and the north and south wings where brick Jack vaults 
spanning between iron beams are utilized for floor construction provided 
fireresistant links to inhibit the spread of fire amongst the four main 

elements of the complex.______________________________________________ ___
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basement was subdivided by the extensive series of bearing 
partitions into three longitudinal bays reflecting the double loaded corridor 
arrangement above. To facilitate passage in the outer bays of the basement 
large arched openings pierced the traverse wall that separated patients' 
rooms on the floors above. This basement space provided for the distribution 
of services to the patient floor above. Steam from the boiler plant in the 
central wing was transmitted to massive coiled pipe radiators situated at 
regular intervals along the central bay. Air passing over this radiator unit 
was warmed and conducted to the individual rooms above by way of vertical 
ducts passing through the longitudinal partition walls. Food, prepared in 
the central kitchen, was transported by conveyances, running on tracks in 
laid in one of the outer longitudinal bays of the basement to dumbwaiter 
stations where it was lifted to the patient dining rooms on the three 
floors above.

Throughout the complex, numerous architectural features of considerable 
interest and uniqueness remain. The exterior cast iron stairs, installed 
subsequent to 1877 at the entrances to the curved connecting links, are 
spectacular examples of the lightness and craftsmanship which architectural 
cast iron achieved in late Victorian times. Inside the two sets of exit 
stairs located in each wing are also cast iron, though of an undecorated, 
strictly utilitarian design. A few unique round cast iron radiators designed 
to be freestanding, remain in the building. These were placed in the lounge 
alcoves to supplement the warm air system.

The finer, decorative materials were largely confined to Chapin House.
Here the bosird room retains early custom designed table and chairs and a 
terra cotta fireplace (the style of this fireplace is of a later vintage 
than 1869 and probably dates from a subsequent renovation). The most 
spectacular piece of furniture is a monumental cupboard in the lobby below 
the old chapel. This reputedly was made in the asylum's own shops. In 
several locations (vestibule, basement kitchen and dining room of Chapin 
House, the staff dining room east of the original kitchen, and vestibule of 
the old Chapel) encaustic tile pavements are still intact. Encaustic tile is 
recognizable by the variety of its color and geometric shapes. Frequently 
tiles with ornamental, stylized patterns fired into the body of the tile, were 
incorporated into the decorative scheme of the floor. This tile was quite 
impervious to stains and resistant to wear. It usually was imported from 
England, and enjoyed wide popularity in the last third of the 19th century. 
Other items of architectural and historical significance in Chapin House 
include early plumbing fixtures in second floor toilets, stained glass 
windows and marble fireplace mantels."

With the final vacating of the central administration core in the fall of 
197^9 the entire complex is abandoned and demolition is scheduled by the New 
York State Department of Mental Hygiene.
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Looking like a great resort hotel or ,health spa perched on a hlpff on 
the eastern shore of Seneca Lake, the Willard Asylum is a landmark' 
in the gradxxal growth of State responsibility for the care of the mentally 
ill in the mid-nineteenth century. Willard Asylum was built as a result 
of the social activism of mid-Victorian America against the abusive 
treatment of the mentally ill in local poorhouses and jails. At the time 
of its completion in the early l880's, the main asylum building was said 
to be the largest institution of its kind in the country. The Willard 
Main Building, which alone covers over five acres, is a skillful applica­
tion of the so-called Second Empire Style to the Kirkbride plan of 
asylum design, acheiving an architectural effect which is impressive but ncjt 
cold and formidable.

Two other state mental institutions predate the Willard Asylum in New 
York State. The New York Hospital, was established by the Legislature 
in 1791, and Utica State Hospital (listed on the National Register) was 
begun in 18S8 and completed in l8lj-3. Patients were referred to Utica from 
poorhouses for up to two years, and then if not "cured" they were 
returned to the local poorhouses where once again they had ho medical 
attention, were neglected and often confined in chains. In her report 
to the New York State Legislature in l8iiU, reformer Dorothea Dix showed 
the serious need for a permanent State institution for the "incurable 
cases" discharged from Utica. Follow-up reports were made in 1857, "but no 
state action resulted. Finally in 1861+ the State Legislature asked 
Dr. Sylvester Willard, Secretary of the New York Medical Society, to 
compile a report with a team of physicians based on his nine years of 
experience s+irveying the conditions of the insane throughout the state. 
Willard's report, presented to the Legislat+ire on January 13, I865, 
confirmed the findings of Dorothea Dix twenty years earlier and led to 
the passage of the "Willard Act" on April 8, I865.

The Act stated "let an institution for the incurables be established.
Let the incurables be colonized". The Act took the responsibility for 
the chronic insane out of the hands of local and county governments. By 
removing the insane from the abusive confines of local jails and poor­
houses where their treatment was unsupervised, the Act allowed for a 
single state institution where these patients could be housed in warm, 
well-lighted and ventilated buildings xinder the care of trained staff and
*^octors.
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Files at Willard State Psychiatric Center Library.

Mendel, Mesick, Cohen, Architects, "Report on the Preservation of 
the Old Willard Asylum". (Albany: Mendel, Mesick, Cohen, Architects, 
January, 1975).
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During the three months of debate over the Act, its leading supporter. 
Dr. Sylvester Willard, was made State Surgeon General and then was stricken 
with typhoid fever. Six days befor^the Act was passed on April 8th
Willard died. The new state institu^on was named in his memory.

A governor-appointed committee of three chose the pastoral U75 acre 
site over-looking Seneca Lake on the property of a short-lived agricultural 
college which had been abandoned during the Civil War.

In September, 1869, the Willard Asylum was opened. At that time it 
consisted of the center structure (commonly known as Chapin House) flanked 
by two 170foot long wings. Early accounts of the construction fail to 
mention the name of the architect of this imposing brick hospital building. 
Soon after its completion, two extensions were made to each wing, and as a 
whole the building with its staggered wings illustrates the then current 
trend in asylum design, the Kirkbride or block plan. This arrangement of 
wings allowed the maximum amount of light and air for patients, who lived 
in individual rooms.

Throughout the l870's a massive const
Willard's first and very able Superinten

tion project was supervised by 
t. Dr. John B. Chapin. In

addition to the extensions on the wings of the main building, clusters of 
cottages were built. According to the annual report of 188I, in that year 
the main building accommodated 552 people (men in the north wing and women 
in the south wing), and l400 more patients were housed in the former 
agricultural college building and in the cottages grouped around the 
campus-like property.^

The growth of Willard's population, from its first patient described as 
"a feeble, demented woman brought in irons" in I869, to 2,000 patients in 
1881 shows the rapid expansion and apparent need for this new state facility. 
At the time Dr. Chapin faced heavy criticism, especially from the influential 
Association of Medical Superintendants, which held that the projected size 
of Willard would be unmanageable and that only 250 patients could be 
efficiently cared for at one facility. After heated debate the association 
conceded to raise their figure to 600 and then eventually dropped the issue.

^Thirteenth Annual Report of the Trustees of the Willard Asylum for the 

Insane" (188I). p. 6-7.
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The old Main Building at Willard "bridges an historical and 
architectural gap between two other major 19th century New York State 
asylums at Utica and Buffalo, both listed on the National Register. Utica 
State Hospital was opened in l8l3; Willard in 1869; and Buffalo, although 
authorized in I869, was not opened until 188I. The Willard Main Building, 
constructed of brick on a lakeside site, differs in character greatly from 
the two stone hospitals at Buffalo and Utica which are located on landscaped . 
grounds in cities. The Willard Main Building is larger than it predecessor 
at Utica and smaller than the massive H. H. Richardson-designed Bisffalo 
Hospital, but Willard's own monumental scale is handled very differently 
than that of these two severe, stone city hospitals. Not a short-term 
treatment center but a permanent home for the chronic insane, Willard was 
built in the tradition of the lakeside sanatorium, and as indicated in the 
1881 annual report "the location cannot fail to minister pleasure, strength 
and comfort to mind and body, whether either or both be diseased."
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NEW YORK STATE PARKS & RECREATION South Swan Street Bldg, Empire State Plaza, Albany, New York 12238
Alexander Aldrich, Commissioner

Information 518 474-0456

February 17, 1975

Ms. Kate Cole 
Review Unit 
National Park Service 
Department of the Interior 
I8th & C Streets, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 202i+0

Dear Kate:

Due to the serious threat to the Old Main Building at Willard 
Psychiatric Center in Willard, New York, we would appreciate it if you could 
expedite this nomination. We expect to be meeting with Department of Mental 
Hygiene officials and members of the Willard Psychiatric Center administration 
(who incidently want to save the building) early in March and it would be a 
real help to be able to say the building is listed.

Sincerely yoiirs.

Deborah Stone 
Archivist
Division for Historic 

Preservation
m/if
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NEW YORK STATE PARKS & RECREATION South Swan Street Bldg. Empire State Plaza, Albany, New York 12238 Information 518 474-0456
Alexander Aldrich, Commissioner

February IT j 1975

Dr. William J. Miirtagh 
Keeper of the National Register 
National Park Service 
Washington, D.C. 20240

■ 1

RECEIVED
V.1-

FEB24.iV/5 Jnational &

register

Dear Dr. Murtagh:

As the State Historic Preservation Officer, I am forwarding 
the enclosed nomination to the National Register of Historic Places:

Old Main Building, Willard State Psychiatric Center, 
Willard, New York, Seneca County

The above nomination has been reviewed and approved by the Committee 
on Registers in accordance with the criteria outlined in Section 2.2 of the 
Grants Guide.

The staff of the New York State Division for Historic Preservation, 
the officially designated Preservation Agency, would welcome the opportunity 
to discuss this submission with your office.

Sincerely,

ALEXANDER ALDRICH 
State Historic Preservation 

Officer

By:

F. L. RATH, JR.
Deputy Commissioner

for Historic Preservation

<, /
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^CLAIMS; explain 
‘first’□

‘oldest’ □ 

‘only’ □

^ artist:

^master builder:

partisan:

jETHNIC GROUP 
' ASSOCIATION

^engineer;

^builder/contractor:

- Jf e. AlV ^ Pi'S- uJh;oi^

lYENTS:

institutional:

//>^tkurhoL- KXtiZi^

§NATlt>NAL REGISTER WRITE-UP
^/S’nU^ J&A/Puij cA4, /2A?7uA^ llLciuoSayLoX. yicr^ (jjiA

/ ^ ' f * . %.JUnd J //,'y^/Vl ^atuLLM chrfi7M,HJ ^
^cp}dc& AJjf) .fOtA deAn/lAJa^'ti-^ y /a6/^

. ^ J^ _ J f / _ . J . . ^ ^ ^ /V a Ai . i . ^ S /. \ I ^ i ^ ^ ^

^2-^ U-OLAJ^

’ <JD ^Cjidmcj yOiult U)iOj/o ^
-/Iax-JaHJ u^ird^>'lO<2 lo /(icy'C^/fe’^cc l/ipnAS^'y^ ^ 'T^U/7ca^%^ Aza^U-ola

/(Adj. aO.n'iy^ CAJ'd^ Unaiy^s^J- ] /Imund, fdyi^ ^

'liA-»v»»w<»fn d fC- J_._ »»-» ......................... .. ............ ....... ........... .-...... ......... - ------------------- ------------ ---------- - ^ ^

A
-t&lATCAL^

.js^t^sig IFAOOtTIONAL SPACE NEEDED. NUMBER *. PUT ON REVER8EBW»i



;;g.-
Ujf,

'*■■■'■’ '■.

>

-'■

- .; .;■■

,#•
■ J:

■“ ....^ ^ .. .V.:

r--

'■';>?*'j<^S"

;.M
:'i&.;.tSxv"

r;:c'-

v3;.'

' ii ^

i ■ ^
-tv^ -,ir-

X-.

■■

i- ■ >. -■?#

dSAt^^ >S~ c^a-f/i^ ill iiuuh^ ^ahu^^k (jijLo
}:)cti\^ ^U/kj(.ci ✓/T /iPxf-P ^Otrsn /'ic^ s-c^ ^JLtLci^jajJ

\.
V. -K;:

i&r \.

■■ ■■-•■;., ■

:.

■i

i

.41

1
i
1

1
*1

.ii

' 'k

\


