OCTAGON TOWER

Thrs crumbling groy greiss mam belies its rich post. The emsbwhile carmdars bone the Tootprmis of
Charles Dhekens and Melhe Blv. 1is grand rdundn omee held the blue nbbon in imbenor beonty
The Cetagon Tower's besuty was omee & mask fer an institution of despair, the Mew York City
Acvlam For the [nsane,

The lonely Comaon Tower once had the compmy of the Asylum™s two projectimg wings. The
Cicingrm was the Asyvlum™s ndminestrnbive center and mam entronee hall, When the Esaility cpened
in 1839, i1 was o much-necded reliel 10 the overcronvded wands of Bellesue Hospatal,  The build-
ing was designed by noted archivect Alexander Jacksen Diavis, eredited in Mew York waath Wall
Street’s Federl Hall, The final stnacture only sparingly followed Diavis” blueprint. One of Davis’
designa which forfumately was followed is the cast iron spiral stairease with wood Lonie ealumns

imaide the Octagon Tower According to architectural listorian Henry-Russell Hiteheoek, this ..'-'-.*'\-1 |-,..|.||;.g"|. ..|.=|-,||,,r.-.q- ther ,'_.,-_:,-a_ B30
rotunda was the “grandest intenos in the city, dating from before the Grand Central Coneourss®
A - AR

& The Lunatic Asvlum’s ohjective was not confinement buat treatment Therapy often consisted of entertain-
mient, activity, and physieal labor. Men ooded on the seaaall and in the vepetnble pardens, while women
syl a3 honsckespers and ssamstresses, The Asylum did, however, go through its infamous phasss. Until
P850 most of s stafl were inmates om e Blackwell™s Island Penitentiary. (Male iminates were supsryi-
aaia, female inimaes “nursss) Many sne immigranis wers committed smply for speaking unfamiliar lan-
guages. Afler his 1842 vigit, Chares Dickens wroie in his Admerican Nores aboat the *lounging, listless,
madhouse air® that prevailed.  Disesses such as scurvy, typhiss, md cholera all ook iheir fums.
Cwercrowdme and Gnanenl deficalties were practically wivens.

Exenn with added buildings, conditions tein vears later wens sod at all bsi-

Metragolitan Hospital, 1900 fer. Ina famous undereover operation For the Mew Yok World, joumal-
150 Melle Bly (roal name Elizsbeth Cochrne) feigned insmiy md was seat to the Asylum. In 1887 after a World atiomey
chiained her rebease, she gained natiomal recognifion, winting a senes of fonl poge arbeles detalmg her harrowing expen-
endos. With the reforms that Tollowsd her reports, the Asvlum Geihiy was desmed msufficent, and i 18% paients wiere
tremsfermed o0 new Wards Island Iscilitv. Therentter thas buildimg was ocewpaed by Metropolitan Hospeind,

Betropolitan Hospital joined dhis island "s City Hospital as two of the world's largest medical instiiubions. Accommadating
naarly 1400 patients, Metropolian beld paeral medical faalities bot specealized in baberoiloss. (From 1902 w 1921, 1
also hemised a leprosy ward.) In 1955 Metropolitan abandonesd these bualdmgs for new gquarters on FirsAsvenwe and 97 Sinest.

Moy, cnly the Oceagon Tower standz, In 1975 it was designaied & city landmark and was pamially restored. As a ruin, how-
cver, this struciure has suffered the pangs of vandalism. In 1982 vandals torched its poof, and for the net ten years, the infe-
e was batlered by the elements. Owver Labor Day weckend 19949 0 fire chhiterated much of the buildmg’s upper portion
anal consed extensive damagpe W the mieror
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