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Englishton Asylum, Bunchrew 
 
The map above of Englishton is from the 1872 Ordnance Survey with 
the shores of the Beauly Firth shown to the north.1 
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Englishton House Asylum  
1859 

 
The promoters of an Inverness 
Royal Asylum were 
unsuccessful in their attempts 
to establish it in the mid-19th 
century but a non-state 
institution was indeed 
established, if rather late in the 
day.  In May 1859, Mr William 
Hyslop,i former head attendant 
at Perth Asylum, leased 

Englishton Houseii near Bunchrew and, in June, opened a private open 
asylum there for 23 male and 18 female patients using the 
accommodation of the mansion and the surrounding cottages.iii  Dr WAF 
Browne,iv Commissioner in Lunacy, described it as an example of a 
village asylum, ‘where many acres of muir have been reclaimed, where a group of 
houses and huts, situated on pleasant slopes and amid gardens overlooking the Beauly 
Firth, accommodate some thirty or forty husbandmen, who, with no other bonds, nor 
walls, nor restriction than the will of the governor, have made a large corner of desert 
to blossom like the rose’.  Indeed the liberty allowed to the patients was ‘well 
in excess of that offered in similar establishments’.2 
 
The mansion house held the female patients, the Hyslop family and the 
kitchen and laundry.  Male patients lived in a converted cottage and barn.  

 
i Born 1830 in Southwick, Dumfries and studied mental health under WAF Browne 
at Crichton and evidently followed his teachings (see below). 
ii 18th century house owned by Lord Lovat. Occupied by General Wade in 1720. 
iii Rising demand saw a number of such establishments across Scotland averaging 
around 25 patients.  Many had a poor reputation (Hamilton, The Healers). 
iv WAF Browne was medical superintendent at Montrose Royal Asylum and then 
at the new Crichton Royal Hospital from 1838.  In 1857, he became Scotland’s 
first Commissioner of Lunacy. 
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Later, another cottage was added.  The cottages and barn (map page 1) 
were thatched and were upgraded with wooden floors, windows and 
stoves.  Dampness was frequently a problem and dormitories could 
become overcrowded but, improvements to the accommodation were 
made and, by March 1864, the capacity had increased to 66. 
 
The opening of Englishton allowed local patients to be transferred back 
from distant asylums such as at Musselburgh and Montrose and this had 
started by mid-1859.  In June 1860, 18 of the patients were paupers from 
Inverness parish and the 1861 census shows 20 male and 23 female 
patients of working class origins with a preponderance of labourers and 
servants.  The patients’ ages ranged fairly evenly from 15 - 68 years old 
with females slightly younger.  A large proportion of the male patients 
worked outdoors.  There was a large walled garden and, by 1862, 5 acres 
were under cultivation with a large number of pigs, 2 cows, 2 horses and 
a number of pets - 2 foxes, a goat, a roe deer, a lamb and several cats and 
dogs.  Other patients worked in the house.3 
 
Staffing levels were consistently well above average consisting of Mr and 
Mrs Hyslop and at least two male and two female attendants along with 
two female domestic servants who also acted as attendants.  Staff were 
described as supervisors rather than ‘keepers’.  At several points, 
discharged patients stayed on as general servants but this practice was 
frowned on by the Lunacy Board.  The eight staff listed at the 1861 
census included a carpenter/attendant.4 
 
The work of the Asylum and the skill of Mr Hyslop in ‘normalising’ his 
patients received widespread commendation.  Many were surprised at 
how well the patients presented, especially at social events which were 
regularly held in the Asylum.i  Most patients spoke English and Gaelic 
and although the Hyslops had no Gaelic most of the attendants had.  
Patients came from across the Highlands but predominantly from 

 
i However, because of its limited facilities, the Asylum was not allowed to receive 
difficult or dangerous patients. 
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Inverness and Ross and Cromarty.  Most were pauper patients sent by 
Parochial Boards but there was also what was described as ‘a higher class 
of patient’.  Most patients arrived in a very poor state and few were 
considered curable.  Lunacy Board inspectors found patients clean, if 
somewhat untidy in appearance.  They were bathed weekly and in the 
nearby sea from May until September (see map page 1).  They were well 
treated with weekly dances, games, singing classes and ‘homely but 
amusing instrument concerts’.  There were regular excursions e.g. to 
Loch Ness by bus in June 1860.  25 newspapers and low cost periodicals 
were received weekly.  Normally the Asylum was full and it regularly 
turned away a considerable number of applicants.5 
 
From 1861 on, the Lunacy Board was expressing concerns about the 
future of Englishton once the District Asylum opened and indeed, after 
this happened in May 1864, 36 pauper patients were transferred there.  
By July 1864, Englishton had only 12 patients.6  From 1865, the new 
district asylum could also accept private patients and the Lunacy Boardi 
thought this may put Englishton further at risk.  Englishton patient 
numbers then were around 16 mostly from Caithness with which an 
agreement to supply further patients was anticipated and, in June, a grand 
ball was held at the house apparently signifying some optimism in its 
future.  By then, classes in the 3 R’s were being held.  There were still 
three male attendants in March but, by autumn, Mr Hyslop was selling 
off his stock of sheep and cattle - a necessary action since much of his 
labour had gone. 
 
However, in October 1865, Caithness reneged on any agreement and 
decided to send all its lunatics to Montrose and this might have been 
expected to be the final straw for Englishton7 but, by early 1866, there 
were still 11 patients, the Asylum had been further upgraded to try to 

 
i The Board wanted patients diverted from private asylums into the new public ones. 
Most private establishments in Scotland did not have the high reputation of 
Englishton and the Board limited its licensing of them. 
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attract more affluent patients and there was a resident medical officer.i  
Other staff were reduced to one male and one female attendant as well 
as some recovered patients who had stayed on as general servants.  It is 
not clear what finally caused a change of heart but, by June, the Asylum 
was closed and Mr Hyslop was receiving gifts and acclaim from grateful 
local people.  He had already purchased another asylum, Stretton House, 
in Church Stretton, Shropshire which, by 1889, was run by his son Lt Col 
CW Campbell Hyslop.ii 8   
 

William Hyslop seems to have been a remarkable man but an 
incident at the beginning of July 1859 - soon after he came to 
Englishton - may have raised his local esteem immediately.  The 
four-horse mail coach was leaving Inverness westwards around 
8.15 pm when the horses shied at a flood on the road which tipped 
the coach so that the driver, guard, and some of the passengers, 
fell off.  One horse got free from its harness but the other three 
bolted over the canal bridge at Muirtown still pulling the coach.  
They were met near Clachnaharry by Mr Hyslop on horseback on 
his way to Inverness.  He dismounted and tried in vain to grab the 
reins and was able to cling onto the coach for quarter of a mile but 
he still failed to reach them.  He then jumped off but his own horse 
had galloped up and, regaining it, he pursued the coach.  There 
then ‘followed quite an equestrian feat’.  At full gallop, he got 
alongside and ‘with more than common dexterity’ jumped off his 
own horse onto the back of one of the mail coach horses from 
where he easily reined it in (in true Wild West movie fashion).  By 
then, the horses had galloped about four miles and were opposite 
Bunchrew but the mail coach was saved and was able to continue 
on its way.9  

  
 

i By law, asylums of over 50 patients had to be visited daily by a doctor. 
ii Younger brother T. B. Hyslop (1863-1933) became superintendent of Bethlem 
Royal Hospital London (Bedlam) and a prominent London consultant. He had wide 
interests and held strong views e.g. he advocated eugenics. 



History of Highland Hospitals 
 

6 
© James Leslie 2023 

References 
 

1  Ordnance Survey 1:2500 Inverness-shire Map XI.3 1872 
2  Inverness Courier 9 June 1859, 23 June 1859 
3  Inverness Courier 7 June 1860 
4  Inverness Courier 26 November 1863 
5  Inverness Courier July 1865, 6 March 1862: Banffshire Journal 12 June 1860 
6  Inverness District Asylum General Register in Emily, Donoho PhD Thesis 

Appeasing the Saint in the Loch and Physician in the Asylum Glasgow University 
2012 

7  Inverness Courier 19 October 1865 
8  Inverness Advertiser 17 July 1866, 20 July 1866, 14 August 1866: Inverness 

Courier 22 April 1869 
9  Banffshire Journal 5 July 1859 


