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Johnson
The Johnson County Asylum, the first^ county facility for the care of paupers and
the insane, was built in 1855 as a four-room cabin. Two long wings, also frame,
were added in 1859, one for paupers and one for the insane. This structure served
as the county asylum until a new building complex was erected in 1886,
All that remains of the original 1855-86 structure is the wing which housed the
insane. The frame, gable-roof structure is 24 feet wide and 50 feet long. The
eight-bay side elevations have rectangular windows, the upper sash with four lights,
the lower boarded in. Vertical wood siding reaches from ground level to the
sills. Above, the siding is horizontal. The roof is covered with sheet metal.
There is no foundation beneath the structure. Flooring is of wide, rough planks,
many of which have been broken or removed. Walls and ceiling are also planked. The
interior contains a central hall running the full length of the building. Off it
on each side are cells, approximately 7' x 7', with horizontal plank walls and
vertical 2" x 4Hr s used to create the barred front of each. Each cell had a door,
also of 2x4's, and a few retain their iron fastenings. Beside each door is a
narrow, horizontal opening through which inmates were given food. The soffits of
several of the lintels feature a row of small, closely-spaced round holes, into
which bars were once fitted.
The structure is in a deteriorated condition, having been used as a hog house for
many years. Much of the flooring and cell barring is broken, and window glass is
missiing. It is situated amid a variety of 20th century agricultural buildings,
which are part of the farm operations associated with the present county care
facility. Alterations, aside from the addition of glass in windows and the application
of the metal roof (date unknown) have resulted chiefly from deterioration over the
years. The administrators of the present facility will make very minor improvements
to this old structure, in order to enable visitors to inspect this exceedingly
rare artifact from the early days of mental health care.
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This remaining section of the first asylum in Johnson County presents a moving and
thought-provoking glimpse into the history of public mental health care, not only
in the county, but perhaps throughout the state and nation. The fact that it is
still in existence, and essentially unchanged, is very important, because as attitudes
toward the mentally ill, and methods of care, have changed over the past century, most
communities have made haste to remove the vestiges of the inhuman conditions in
which 19th-century insane persons were kept. Within this shabby building (which
probably was no less shabby during the years it was occupied by human beings) can
be seen the small, barred cubicles, which were periodically washed down with buckets
of water, within which the insane were confined. Treatment was nonexistent, heat
provided only by a small stove in the hallway, and the amount of physical care
administered here was probably little more than that given the hogs who occupied the
structure in later years.
This structure served for nearly 30 years, until 1886-9. when it was superseded by
a small complex of brick structures, one each fDr axfcninistratiofr, paupers, and the
insane. In this facility, too, patients were confined behind bars, but conditions
here were reported in 1900 to be "above the average county institution". The
present county care facility was built on the site of this second asylum, in 1964.
The contrast between the wooden cells of the first asylum and the clean, airy,
dormitory-style accommodations of today's county home is stark and impressive,
a powerful visual illustration of the changes wrought in public mental health
care over a century.

IMAJOR BIBLIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES
Ensign, Forrest C., "The Care of the Insane in Iowa," reprinted from the Bulletin of
Iowa State Institutions, Iowa City, Iowa, 1900.
Fore, M. Opal, A.C.S.W., "Care for the Mentally 111 in Johnson County," paper presented
to the Women's Club, Solon, Iowa, 18 November 1965.
Minute Books, Board of Supervisors, Johnson County.
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