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Village Hill’s New ‘Memorial Park’ to the Northampton State Hospital Will 

Help Us Understand the History of Mental Illness in America 

By Joan Oleck 

When the psychiatric hospital which once sprawled across Village Hill opened to 

patients in 1858, it reflected the-then widespread 19th century belief that mental 

illness could be cured. To achieve that cure, “moral therapy” was key, medical 

practitioners believed. So were outdoor labor, like farming (good for the spirit) and 

the goal of restoring balance to a so-called “imbalance of the four humors”: blood, 

phlegm, black bile and yellow bile. 

Positive objectives, perhaps, but things went rapidly downhill, as the patient 

population exploded, from the 200 initial residents the hospital was designed for, 

to a human warehouse of 2,500 souls. Building after building was added and the 

institution’s name changed to reflect the values of the day: Northampton Lunatic 

https://northamptonstatehospital.org/
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Asylum, Northampton Insane Hospital, then finally a slightly more empathetic 

Northampton State Hospital. 

Not that the hospital environment was especially empathetic. Steven Schwartz, a 

local attorney who led the lawsuit which closed the hospital in 1993 – after it had 

housed some 64,000 people – wrote in the 1970s that, “By the time I walked across 

to what would be the central corridor, I had seen maybe 40 people, the vast 

majority lying on the floor, all in hospital gowns; I don’t remember anyone having 

their own clothes. Some people were locked in rooms, and there was a fair amount 

of screaming and noise. The stench was overwhelming.” 

What’s more, not all the people locked in those rooms actually suffered mental 

afflictions. “There were a lot of people put there because they were ‘inconvenient’ 

for their families to be around,” points out Joe Blumenthal, today a Village Hill 

resident and member of the citizens advisory council that planned the Memorial 

Park. That park, now approaching completion, is located on Olander Drive just 

above Village Hill Cohousing. 

This picturesque site has taken shape, Blumenthal says, because the land behind it 

is too steep to build a home. That fact prompted Mass Development to donate the 

quarter acre for the memorial. Central to the park is a granite pool (carrying the  

inscription 1876) topped by a picturesque black metal fountain with five faces 

(four of them restored), originally forged in England, then vandalized after the 

hospital closed. Part of the fountain was donated to the park by a local antiques 

dealer. 

Ironically, the fountain is located approximately where it stood originally. In the 

1800s that site was in front of Old Main, the hospital’s main building, whose north 

and south infirmaries stretched as far as what is now Beech Street Park on one end 

and the southern boundary of the current Village Hill on the other A small shed on 

the site will hold the pumps powering the fountain’s sprays (which originally came 

from angels’ mouths). Grass has been planted and a switchback path dug on the 

rear hill. Shrubs and daffodils plus annuals or perennials are planned; black metal 

benches have already been installed. Long-term maintenance will be carried out by 

local volunteers. And interpretive signs telling and illustrating the hospital’s 

history will be installed on the site and elsewhere around Village Hill, to create a 

walking tour. 
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Photo: Memorial Park Fountain, in Progress 

 

Why a memorial park? “It was a huge and very important part of the city for 150 

years; and thousands of people lived there; thousands worked there,” Blumenthal 

says. He added that most of the people in his own neighborhood at Chapel and 

Laurel streets were among those employees. 

“When it was founded, it was considered to be on the cutting edge of how society 

should treat mentally ill people, and they were given this wonderful piece of real 

estate with idyllic, beautiful views of the Valley,” Blumenthal said. “Over the 

years, it became not at all idyllic.” 

So, paired with the obelisk and bench on Cemetery Hill in the “dog park” just west 

of Village Hill, the hospital -- its heroes, its victims -- will be memorialized. “It’s 

not going to be a Pollyanna-ish look at what used to be there,” Blumenthal says 

emphatically. Instead, when people take the time to read the signs and follow the 

walking tour, “They’ll learn something about the history of mental illness and its 

treatment, and what went on there.” 
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Recommended/ Good Eats 

Hungry Ghost Bread:  How a Local Treasure Reinvented Itself During Covid 

 By Melinda Darer 

Last Saturday, I stood in line at Hungry Ghost Bread, located just a few blocks 

from Village Hill. About ten people were in front of me, masked and six feet from 

one other.  When it was my turn, I ordered my favorite, the eight-grain bread. Then 

I departed, having exchanged no money. The trust inherent in that transaction 

struck me as remarkable: It was up to me to go home, visit the store’s online 

ordering system and pay.   

Hungry Ghost’s business is now based, it turns out, on the honor system. 

I spoke with the owner 

Jonathan Stevens 

about this, and he told 

me that as he watched 

one Northampton food 

establishment after 

another close, he knew 

he had to do something 

different. One evening 

in March, as the 

pandemic was ramping 

up, he went into the 

store at 9 at night and 

built a shelter of sorts  

 

-- a window where patrons could step up to the building, place and receive their 

orders, then leave without handing over a payment.  

This is unheard of! I said. But, according to Stevens: “Not only is it working but 

patrons are also leaving generous tips and paying more so that others can receive 

bread.” 

Sadly, Stevens still had to cut a number of employees, as well as bake fewer 

pastries, and forego Hungry Ghost’s famous pizza (coming back soon!). But the 

amazing thing is that the bakery never closed throughout this pandemic.  

Photograph by Melinda Darer 
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When I asked about its popular naturally leavened, sourdough bread, Stevens 

described “a process which is over 10,000 years old.”  

“Folks think that sourdough is a niche,” he continued, “but it’s more than tasty 

bread. It’s healthier and easier to digest because the fermentation process unlocks 

the nutritional capacity of dough so it neutralizes phytic acids.” The flavor, texture 

and shelf life of these breads are much better than those made with commercial 

baker’s yeast, Stevens said. 

He and his partner Cheryl Massie opened the bakery 16½ years ago. Why 

Northampton? He’s lived here for 26 years, Stevens says, and it’s the kind of town 

that appreciates good food and quality bread. The location is also ideal: between 

residential neighborhoods and downtown. Northampton is a walking town, and 

people here like to walk to the bakery; loyal followers will drive long distances for 

its culinary delights. 

 

So, for all these reasons 

and all the trust the bakery 

gives us, let’s support 

Hungry Ghost Bread. 

Haven’t tried it? I promise 

you won’t be disappointed.  

 

  

Photo: Owners Stevens and Massie, from the Hungry Ghost Website 

 

file:///C:/Users/jwsch/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/BSTHS9TR/hungryghostbread.com
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Recommended/ Books 

Nothing to See Here 

HarperCollins, 2019/New York Times Bestseller 

By Kevin Wilson 

When times are hard, one of the scarcest resources 

is a good, well-earned laugh. Good novels can 

open the mind and heart, but laughter is often hard 

to find in fiction. There are exceptions, of course: 

Richard Russo can offer laughter, as can Andrew 

Sean Greer’s Less --  no surprise in that, as, both 

authors are Pulitzer Prize winners. Yet if you want 

a novel that actually balances humor with sorrow 

(which is how laughter gets earned), Niall 

Williams’ History of the Rain is a delight.  

But the book you must read if you are looking for 

even more mirth in a challenging time is Kevin 

Wilson’s Nothing to See Here. It’s a quietly 

unassuming and approachable novel, brilliantly 

and hilariously and unpretentiously written. At 

one level, Nothing is about female friendship -- which is why one reviewer 

compared the book to Elena Ferrante’s novels. But Nothing goes further, extending 

itself to be about what we owe all the people we care about.  

The plot involves our narrator caring for two young children who, when they get 

angry, tend to burst into flames, scorching anything near them but not harming 

themselves. Wilson works a kind of rough magic here that makes this seem totally 

natural; he carves out a kind of alchemy that lends his story both lightness and a 

touching and resonant emotional landing. 

Henri Bergson, the distinguished French philosopher who took humor very 

seriously, once said that laughter requires “a momentary anesthesia of the heart.” 

Nothing to See Here gives you laughter in abundance, and in line with Bergson’s 

words, still manages to put your heart right where it belongs. – Jim Glickman 
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Recommended/ Shopping/Restaurant/Baked Goods 

 

The Outlook Café, Westhampton 

If you’re planning a leaf-peeping foray and looking for a fun seasonal foods café 

on your way home, check out the Outlook Café. It’s located about 10 miles west of 

Village Hill on Route 66 and a mile or so past the Westhampton town sign. Keep 

your eyes peeled for the store on the left side of the road. 

Outlook is the perfect fall spot. It’s a large and funky “country store,” with 

unfinished wood, bad fluorescent lighting and a generous selection of groceries, 

fresh produce, bakery items (fresh-baked cider doughnuts!) plus crafts and gifts. 

You can load up on prepared pasta salads, homemade bread and pies and candy. 

For you carnivores out there, Outlook sells slabs of its house-cured bacon. (You 

can also get breakfast and lunch here, but the big wooden farm tables, while 

picturesque, put patrons close together, which is not a good idea just now.) 

 

Photo: Outlook Café Website 

 

Once you’re done with your doughnut and loading up your car with the goodies 

you’ve brought, you’ll need some exercise. For that, Outlook offers a “pick your 

own” apples option and supplies paper bags to use at the orchard right next door.  -

-- J.O.  
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Wildlife 

They’re Tiny, They’re Sneaky, and Their Bite Can Put You in the Hospital. 

Everything You Need to Know About Ticks 

By Karen Clay 

 

 

The Tick’s Favorite Haunts  

(Illustration: TickEncounter webinar) 

According to Dr. Thomas Mather (a.k.a. “The Tick Guy”), from the University of 

Rhode Island, we residents of tick-infested areas are “just wrong enough,” 

regarding our knowledge about these dangerous insets.  

Mather had a lot more to say about tick in early September when he headlined a 

webinar sponsored by URI Cooperative Extension. For starters, Lyme disease 

cases top 300,000 cases per year in the United States, Mather said. And, given the 

high degree of social media use for identifying … and mis-identifying ticks, a false 

sense of security may result, he added. As shown in the map above, Massachusetts 

is one of the top five states for tick identification and is considered “one of the 

‘tickiest’ states.” 

Mather next pointed to the different kinds of ticks found throughout the seasons in 

the Northeast. In the fall, 80 percent of ticks are some form of adult black legged 

(deer) tick. To be clear, according to the TickEncounter website, not every type of 

tick gives people Lyme disease! But blacklegged ticks, and their cousins 

worldwide, do carry and efficiently transmit the Lyme disease germ.  
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In the summer, the nymph lone star tick and the female American Dog tick are 

more prevalent, though the latter does not carry Lyme disease. See the screenshot 

below from the TickEncounter site highlighting which ticks are most likely found 

during a New England summer.                

 

Winter is not that much less dangerous. A 

mild winter may allow adult black legged 

ticks to survive into spring. So it’s important 

to be “three seasons” tick aware. 

         Photo: TickEncounter website 

Mather also shared some stories of calls to the TickEncounter site regarding tick-

ID help. Asked how long the tick had been attached, whether to a family member 

or pet, many people dramatically underestimate that time period. The key 

takeaway: Call as soon as you find a tick.   

Overall, there are five important pieces of advice regarding ticks when you walk in 

any tick-infested area:       

1.  Know the different kinds of ticks found in different seasons (i.e., summer 

vs. fall). 

2.  Perform tick checks after being outside. 

3.  Tuck in your shirt when walking 

outside and walk in the middle of the path. 

4.  Wear tick-repellent clothing.                       

5.  Have pointy tweezers and a Ziplock 

bag with you on your walk.  

Then, once you get home, don’t flush the tick. Remove it, take a picture,  and go 

to the website TickEncounter, to help you identify the type of tick or insect, and 

suggested next steps. The site is an extensive resource on everything tick related, 

from protective clothing advice to helpful pictures o help you ID the numerous 

ticks found in New England.                                   

The bottom line? Stay safe by doing tick checks immediately after walking in the 

woods and meadows of Massachusetts.    

Photo: TickEncounter website 

 

https://tickencounter.org/tickspotters
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Recipe of the Month: Eggplant Tomato Cheese Casserole 

 

Ingredients 

1 large eggplant (1½ lbs.) 

1½ tsp. salt 

2 Tbs. melted butter 

Fresh-ground black pepper 

2 to 3 Tbs. chopped onion 

½ tsp. crushed ore cup dry breadcrumbs 

2 large tomatoes, sliced thin 

2 oz. Cheddar cheese, grated 

¼ cup grated Parmesan cheese 

Paprika 

 

Steps: Peel and slice eggplant. Put the slices in a pan with the salt and an inch of 

boiling water and cover 

Cook 10 minutes and drain. Mash the softened eggplant and mix in the eggs, 

melted butter, pepper, onion, oregano and breadcrumbs. 

Butter a shallow, 1½ quart baking dish. Cover the bottom with half the tomato 

slices. Spoon in all the eggplant mixture and spread evenly. Arrange the rest of the 

tomato slices on top. 

Mix the cheeses together and distribute over the top layer of tomatoes. Add a 

sprinkle of paprika and bake at 375 degrees for about 45 minutes. Serves six. 

  

This cold-weather casserole 

has garnered multiple 

compliments at potlucks. 
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Committee Reports 

The Administration (Admin) Committee reports that eventually Laura [Fitch] 

will submit the application for an amendment to the elevator variance. This will go 

to the AAB, or Architectural Access Board, in Boston, not to the City of 

Northampton. Northampton Building Commissioner Jonathan Flagg and other 

appropriate local personnel will receive copies -- Pedro 

The Work Commitee has been especially busy in September soliciting and 

assigning tasks to the flurry of new Explorers. There have also been several first 

committee placements for new members: Sue D. to Govcom, Jess to 

Communications and Miles to Grounds (also charged with setting up an eventual 

Maintenance Committee). Marna’s and James’s assignments are in process. 

Additionally, Mitch has joined Facilitation. Workcom's ongoing project is 

preparing for the transformation in the kinds of work that will be needed once the 

community is fully operational. We will be setting up a time line and establishing 

priorities during the coming months.  

-- Lisa 

 

The Membership Committee and VHC overall welcome new members, They are 

Sue D, Jess K and Miles S, and James L, and Marna C.  There are also several new 

Explorers: Joe H and Elizabeth D (with buddies Julie and Mark), Patricia M (with 

Deborah), Jean G and John G (with Mary Ann and Nancy) and Bill and Patti T 

(with Mitch and Melinda). -- Deborah 

 

The Common House Committee has been soliciting furnishings but now feels 

ready to begin developing a realistic budget for purchasing essential unmet needs, 

i.e., items unlikely to be donated.  The goal is to have essential furniture and 

supplies in place so the community can begin to use the space as soon as it opens. 

Some items will need to be acquired over time.  The committee plans to have a 

realistic preliminary budget drawn up for discussion at our next meeting. The 

committee also urges Phase 3 residents to consider donating items to the CH  as 

they prepare to downsize and move from their current homes.  As new residents 

decide what they might donate, they should let the committee know. -- Dick 

The Marketing Committee continues to seek a broader, diverse group of 

prospective members. People should attend and share news of our next Happy 

Hour: Thursday, October 8, from 6-7 pm EST on Zoom. Please RSVP to 

Vhcnoho@gmail.com and the committee will send you a link the day of the event. 
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Also, to update the VHC website, please send your brief bios and a photo to 

teri@sunwood-builders.com and chris@sunwood-builders.com – Julie 

  

Upcoming Dates – Be There or Be Square 

♦ Happy Hour: Oct. 8, 6 p.m. 

♦ General Meeting: Oct. 11, 11:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m., with food to follow! 

 

Finally: 

We’re all mourning the loss of the late, great Supreme Court 

Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg. In this vein, Lisa shared this 

lovely tweet from U.S. Attorney and law professor Joyce 

Vance: 

“We should honor the life of RBG, American hero, by 

refusing to give in, refusing to back down, fighting for the civil rights of all people 

& demanding our leaders honor the rule of law. This is our fight now.” 

 

mailto:teri@sunwood-builders.com
mailto:chris@sunwood-builders.com

