











Falkirk in the Ramapos

1800s. He was born in 1855, graduated from
Bellevue Hospital Medical College and stud-
ied in specialty hospitals in Vienna, Munich
and Berlin.

Prior to his assumption of the control of
Falkirk, he had compiled an impressive list of
professional credentials including President of
the American Psychiatric Association, Assis-
tant Superintendent of the Willard State
Hospital (NY), Superintendent of the
Hudson River State Hospital in Poughkeepsie
and Chairman of the State Mental Illness
Commission in 1906. From 1916 - 1921, he
also served as Chairman of the State Hospital
Commission, a post from which he resigned
to assume charge of Falkirk Hospital with his
son-in-law, Dr. Theodore W. Neumann. (Dr.
Pilgrim had married Florence May Middleton
in 1889. Their only child was a daughter, Flo-
rence Middleton Pilgrim, who was blind from
birth. She married Dr. Neuman, and they
lived just five miles from Falkirk.)

In a letter to Dr. Pilgrim upon his resigna-
tion from the State Hospital Commission,
New York State Governor Miller commended
him for the excellent care which the mentally
afflicted had received in his hospitals and the
generally admirable manner in which these
institutions had been operated. This was an
acknowledgment that, at a time when the
vast majority of mental patients were con-
fined in almost dungeon-like atmospheres,
Dr. Pilgrim spared no effort to treat them just
the opposite.

Throughout his career as a physician and
psychiatrist Dr. Pilgrim sought to elevate the
standards of medical and nursing care of the
mentally ill and did everything possible
within his power to promote a greater scien-
tific interest in psychiatry . . . a monumental,
and often ill-received task in the late 1800s
and early 1900s.

In 1929 the New York State Legislature,
desirous of creating a suitable tribute to him,
voted unanimously to name a huge mental
facility of 10,000 beds, then under construc-
tion in Brentwood (Long Island), The Pilgrim
State Hospital. The bill was signed immedi-
ately by Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt,

One of the original carriages used to carry patients to
and from the train at Central Valley

who often remarked on his friendship with
Dr. Pilgrim dating back to early boyhood.

Ironically, while the naming of Pilgrim
State Hospital was intended as a fitting ac-
knowledgment of the vast contributions of
Dr. Pilgrim, in practice the Pilgrim State Hos-
pital went against almost everything that Dr.
Pilgrim believed was the optimum treatment
for the mental patient. In fact, it was to
evolve into a human nightmare of asylums,
eventually becoming the largest single mental
hospital in the United States with a peak
population of more than 15,000 patients a
day!

In all fairness, despite any detrimental ef-
fects on individual patients, experts did say
that enormous facilities like Pilgrim State
Hospital had an important effect on research
being done on psychiatric techniques includ-
ing the development and testing of break-
through drugs such as Thorazine, as well as
helping to provide a wealth of useable infor-
mation about non-psychiatric problems.

But it is equally fair to note that, initially,
the huge hospitals constructed on Long Island
were set up to offer little more than an imag-
ined healthful retreat from New York City. In

5



OCHS Journal

fact a quote from 1900 stated, “The most
popular prescription for the chronic mental
patient is occupation and oxygen, rest and
recreation.” Of course, at that time, the basic
tools that doctors in very large asylums had
available for the treatment of mental patients
were hard work, some relaxation and various
binding contraptions that would surely seem
totally medieval by today’s standards.

As late as 1889, men with histories of
mental illness were actually transported to an
undeveloped 800 acre site in Central Islip
(Long Island) as part of an experiment to
ease the overcrowding of the New York City
Asylum at Ward’s Island. They were soon
working successfully as farmers who planted
more than 1,000 fruit and shade trees . . . an
activity that was thought to ‘ease their souls.’

At the beginning, this program seemed to
work, but in actuality the construction of that
facility was only the first step in the construc-
tion of three huge ‘asylum castles’ which
would ultimately herd in more than 30,000
people a day at a time when Dr. Pilgrim was
striving for the exact opposite in his facility at
Falkirk. In the words of Dr. David Rothman,
a Professor of Social Medicine at Columbia
University, these huge asylums where the
conditions were horrendous, “. . . were mas-
sively overcrowded and nobody blew the
whistle.”

“Falkirk in the Ramapos” boasts the
plaque still situated on the left stone pillar
at the entrance of the impressive driveway
that sweeps up a majestic hill. Huge trees
still line the edge of the driveway where
one’s eye immediately glimpses a touch of
Nature’s beauty as a tranquil feeling still
settles over a visitor 115 years later.
Planned for its therapeutic value, Falkirk’s
beauty began at its entrance and flowed
gracefully through every inch of its mag-
nificent landscape.

Ideal in its location, Falkirk overlooked
miles of country acres including the hamlets
of Central Valley and Highland Mills, as well
as the extensive forest lands of Bear Moun-
tain State Park and the U. S. Military Acad-
emy at West Point.
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The following apt description appeared in a
1958 newspaper advertisement:

“150 acres of rolling woodland on the
westerly slope of Orange Mountains . . .
a magnificent spur of the Hudson High-
lands in the Ramapo Mountains in Or-
ange County . . . seven hundred and fifty
feet above sea level . . . dry mountain air
and westerly winds . . . therapeutic ben-
efits to create a healthful and comfort-
able rest.”

Visitors to Falkirk invariably compared it
to a country estate. The residential appear-
ance of the main buildings gave Falkirk its
comfortable, non-clinical image. Greenhouses
and cottages dotted the property affording
restful, park-like grounds. Three main build-
ings and three smaller ones encompassed the
patient population, and three others housed
approximately half of the staff. Separate
units contained the central kitchen and heat-
ing plant.

The largest of the main buildings, Falkirk
and Stanleigh, were linked into the dining area
via a covered corridor, while Ferguson Hall
and MacDonald Hall were named in honor of
former owners. The residential buildings
were uniquely constructed in order to assure
each patient of a private room. Common fa-
cilities for the patients’ use included libraries,
solaria, powder rooms and recreation/game
rooms. Additional facilities included a phar-
macy, laboratory rooms for physiotherapy,
massage, occupational therapy and other
treatment.

There were porches and verandas overlook-
ing a soothing expanse of park-like land-
scaped and shaded acres with a vast variety
of trees and shrubbery encompassing gardens,
meadows, bridle paths and woodland trails
which included a rustic summer shelter
named “Pilgrim’s Rest.” Available sports ac-
tivities included tennis, croquet, quoits, bad-
minton and clock golf.

The owners of Falkirk designed these pas-
toral surroundings for their patients because
they believed it was efficacious in instilling a
sense of tranquility and reassurance that they
believed was greatly important to the healing
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process of nervous conditions, and they over-
looked nothing to create the utmost comfort
for their patients. To them, the freedom of
the patient was of paramount importance. For
those wishing to visit local communities for
shopping or attending church, Falkirk’s garage
offered chauffeur-driven cars. In fact, the only
real restrictions on patients were that they
take meals at regular hours and follow their
physicians’ instructions.

In truth, the rule that meals be taken at
regular hours was hardly a loathsome burden.
Falkirk was staffed with a fine number of
very competent kitchen personnel. The cui-
sine was generous and varied. A quote from a
newspaper, The Courier, in an article entitled
“Food Service Experts” stated that “. .. the
patients at Falkirk are probably the most well-
fed group of people to ever set foot inside an
institution of this kind.” The kitchen facility
included a huge baking oven that could ac-
commodate 240 rolls and 32 pies at one time,
as well as a separate 6-burner range, two large
griddles and a broiler capable of handling 15-

Typical recreation area and tea room at Falkirk

20 steaks simultaneously.

The meals varied according to the opinions
of the dietician, and lunch might be a rela-
tively ‘simple’ affair including soup, a salad,
sandwich and dessert. On the other hand,
dinner was a veritable feast every night. The
patients, who were treated more like honored
guests, could usually anticipate a wide variety
of fare. .. such as pork chops, steaks and/or
chicken complete with mashed potatoes and
gravy, accompanied by an extensive selection
of fine fruits and vegetables. Usually, fresh
pies and cakes were served as well.

The facility was jointly operated by Dr.
Pilgrim and his son-in-law, Dr. Theodore
Neumann, Sr., until the former’s death on
May 3, 1934, at the age of seventy-nine.
While at Falkirk, Dr. Neumann maintained
an extensive private practice in psychiatry
as well as an active interest in civic affairs.
Between 1920 and 1930 he was a visiting
physician at Cornell (later named New
York Hospital), and from 1930-34 served in
a similar capacity at the Neurological Insti-
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tute and the Vanderbilt Clinic in New York
City. He acted as a consultant for Cornwall,
Goshen and Tuxedo Hospitals as well as for
St. Luke’s in Newburgh. He became a mem-
ber of the American Association in 1919, and
was later granted the designation of life fellow
of that prestigious group. In addition, he was
an early member of the group that founded
the National Association of Private Psychiat-
ric Hospitals in 1933. Although an extremely
busy and established doctor, he also proves to
have had a wonderful sense of humor.

In a beautifully bound, royal blue journal
of 207 typewritten pages, Dr. Neumann care-
fully documented his thoughts and experi-
ences, as well as those of noted medical ex-
perts, covering the time period from the
1920s to the 1940s. Written while administer-
ing a famous sanatorium, as well as con-
stantly educating himself and others, this
journal speaks volumes.

In it he explored many ancient myths re-
garding the causes of insanity . . . such as
“sleeping with the moon on one’s face causes
insanity “. . . a belief that dated back to the
time when it was commonly believed that
the moon controlled people’s moods as it did
the tides, hence the term ‘lunacy’ after the
Latin word for the moon goddess, Luna. Dr.
Neuman’s simple reply was, “No, the moon
does not cause insanity nor control it. The
only kind of mental disturbance that the
moon does engender is that heart-palpitating
degree of emotion known as love in the lush
salad days of youth.” Regarding the idea that
someone is talking about you when your ears
burn he said, “When your ears burn it is
merely a sign that, for some reason, the blood
vessels of your ears have dilated and more
blood is present than usual.”

He thought that among the most amusing
of health notions was the saying of “God
bless you” or “Gesundheit” when someone
sneezes. All languages have similar phrases,
the English meaning is apparent and the Ger-
man translation, “To your health.” However,
as he points out, the ancients believed that
sneezing afforded an opportunity for the vital
spirits to momentarily escape from the body,
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and therefore
the uttering of
an appropriate
blessing could
prevent them
from  being
overtaken by
evil spirits be-
fore they re-en-
tered the body.
“After all,” he
continues in
his wry way, |4
“it is a harm- py. Theodore W, Neumann, Sr.
less practice,

and a very polite one, in a world strangely
lacking in courtesies.”

His journal also gives a soothing insight
into many matters. Reading his passages
makes one feel as if Dr. Neumann is there
with the reader, explaining the mysteries of
life and how to go about handling them. He
discusses most ingenuously such topics as
taxes, safety, holidays, shadows, values and
wisdom, creating stories to illustrate each
topic. One example, in particular, sums up his
view of life in general, and although simply
written, is deeply wise:

“The sun moves in as the clouds roll by,
and the wind may blow cold. But here’s to
life! May you remember the happiness in-
stead of the strife When you grow old.”

On a more personal note, Dr. Neumann
loved gardening, and he had created a marvel-
ous rock garden at Green Acres, his home off
Route 32 in Central Valley. When this prop-
erty later became the Gasho Restaurant, the
Japanese owners incorporated this rock gar-
den into their redesign of the property. After
his death at Ferguson Hall on July 27, 1958, a
window in St. David’s Episcopal Church in
Highland Mills was installed in his memory.

Following his father’s death, Dr. Theodore
Neumann, Jr. assumed control of Falkirk,
having been familiar with it since childhood.
Like his father, he had a broad background in
psychiatry and achieved remarkable things.
He was a graduate of Princeton University
and the University of Pennsylvania School of
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Medicine. He interned at Bellevue Hospital in
1949, and later served as Senior Psychiatrist
at Middletown State Hospital and Brooklyn
State Hospital among others.

He served in active military duty from
1952-54, and was active in community affairs
and countless professional associations. An
extremely accomplished man, in 1969 he was
named President of the National Association
of Private Psychiatric Hospitals and also
served as President of the American Psychi-
atric Association.

Dr. Neumann, Jr. was a gentle, kindhearted
man as well. He was an avid flower gardener,
raised Great Danes and loved cats . . . adopt-
ing strays exclusively. In his home (Toad Hol-
low) on Harriman Heights Road, lived many
happy and contented cats that he had saved.
One in particular was a white cat with two dif-
ferent colored eyes that had emerged from a
burned building south of the Falkirk Building
at the sanatorium. Dr. Neumann named him
Charlie, after his grandfather (on his mother’s
side) who had always told his grandchildren
that he would “come back” as a white cat
with two different colored eyes!

The Christmas parties given at Falkirk, un-
der the personal direction of Dr. Neumann,
were spoken about for months after. They
were truly gala events for the patients and
staff, carefully planned with gifts, fine food
and always a great deal of fun for all. He took
enormous strides to not only help people pro-
fessionally, but friendships on any level were
just as important to him. The Falkirk Newslet-
ter gives a glimpse of the ‘community spirit’
that abounded within the grounds of the facil-
ity . . . births, birthdays, anniversaries, nursing
notes and general information were shared
with everyone equally.

Despite the high degree of progressiveness,
melancholy did not only afflict patients at
walled institutions for the mentally ill. Un-
timely deaths occurred among psychiatrists as
well. As a passage in Dr. Neuman’s journal so
aptly explains it, “Doctors (i.e., psychiatrists)
are not saints or supermen . . . far from it,
they are just human; they have all the quali-
ties that you like in your family and friends.

A typical private cottage
That is why they understand your problems
and you give them your confidence and
trust.”

Specific reasons for the patients’ confine-
ment at Falkirk varied greatly. One good
source for piecing together some of these sto-
ries is the entries found in the journals of the
doctors’ daily monitoring data. In some cases,
it was in the repetition of certain names
throughout the years that stories unfolded.

For example, in the 1930s a young woman,
‘innocent of years,’ entered Falkirk with a
‘nervous condition from a broken heart,’ the
strain being too much for her to bear emo-
tionally. Being from a socially prominent fam-
ily of that era, the shame of society bore
down on her as hard as the pain. Her name,
committed to many journals and spread over
many years, evoked such news as her chauf-
feur taking her from Falkirk into New York
City where she lunched with friends, Christ-
mas shopped and ‘took tea’ at some of the
then-famous tea rooms. Her activities read
like a society calendar except for her returning
to Falkirk at the end of each excursion. Per-
haps after so many years there she found a
comfort and a foundation that she had lost in
the days of her youth.

Around 1900, a noted capitalist, extremely
wealthy investor and prominent member of
many New York City private clubs had his
wife confined at Dr. MacDonald’s Riverside
Drive residence. When the doctor acquired
Falkirk in 1906, she was transferred there.
Within a year after she was initially commit-
ted, her husband was powerful enough to
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have a law passed in the State of Florida
where he then resided, making insanity
grounds for divorce. As his wife had been ad-
judged insane, he received an immediate fa-
vorable decree. He settled a $4 million estate
on her and remarried in August 1901. Sadly,
the poor woman knew nothing of her own
divorce nor of her husband’s remarriage, and
for many years continued to await him, truly
believing he would return for her.

Reality was the haunting pain of a wealthy
stockbroker. Young, smart and once-rich he
was frenzied following his ruin in the ‘Crash
of 1929." This sudden loss of power and
wealth led him from the society pages,
tickertape successes and fortune to the halls
of Falkirk, a mental institution. Unable to
cope with the reality of failure, his story at
Falkirk was a brief one. One does not know
the cause, but all alone on one yellowed page
of a journal was scribbled the date and time
of his death.

Every patient and every doctor had a story
and each of these stories had a common
home, Falkirk Sanatorium. The patients’ sto-
ries were rough and graceless. Shunned by so-
ciety for reasons of protocol or strange and
erratic behavior, they came to rest at an insti-
tution, dizzy from the strain of life itself.

On December 17, 1988, just days shy of
its 100 birthday, Falkirk Hospital was closed
by the State, and sixty-eight staff members
were dismissed. The Metropolitan Medical
Group had been involved in its operations
since 1982, and despite Dr. Neumann’s great
efforts to keep it operating, the State authori-
ties had determined the hospital had insuffi-
cient funds to continue adequate staffing.

When its doors closed, a hollowness
abounded within the shadows of the buildings
whose architectural integrity had been so well
planned a century earlier. Five owners and a
broad spectrum of other resident doctors, in-
cluding the psychiatrist who later treated the
multiple personalities of ‘Sybil,’” had all dedi-
cated themselves to the treatment of
troubled minds.

Many remnants of those days were left
behind . . . old horse carriages used for trans-
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portation in the late 1800s, journals, pictures
and even books whose pages were graced
with the signature of the author, Walt
Whitman.

Although perhaps not quite so tangible,
also left behind at “Falkirk in the Ramapos”
were the echoes from long, tumultuous jour-
neys of the mind. Like the shadows of the
trees that still grace the property, these echoes
come and go with the light of day and are re-
flected in the printed pages of the daily
records of those who were once safely housed
there. Once closed, the empty corridors of
Falkirk still possessed the hollow reflections
of the world that had passed through, includ-
ing the voices that existed in those records
with their brittle, yellowed pages . . . now only
written shadows of those once alive, those
still remembered.

The shadows of the trees will endure, but
the echos of the voices . . . like the lives of
the patients, doctors and Falkirk itself . . . will
eventually fade from the memory of this
world, but will be safely housed in the ar-
chives of history.

Nanette and John Bieber are published authors
who are both lifelong residents of the area. They
are members of the Orange County, Monroe and
Woodbury Historical Societies. In addition,
Nanette serves as a Trustee of the Orange County
Historical Society.
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