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The history of Bryce 
Hospital is certainly 
diverse, ahead of its 

time, antiquated, noble, and 
uncaring—just take a specific time 
frame and put your perspective on it. 
Alabama Insane Hospital (AIH) certainly 
started out with lofty expectations. It was 
situated on an almost perfect location and 
was of course, a Kirkbride-Sloan Hospital.  
The buildings designed by Thomas 
Kirkbride and Samuel Sloan have their 
own website with hundreds of viewers 
each day. Both Kirkbride, one of the 
most influential Psychiatrists, and Sloan, 
one of the most famous architects of the 
period, have reported that AIH was the 
most perfect example of their design. 
With a magnificent dome, gas lights, water 

closets and three wings set echelon on 
each side of the center building, Alabama 
Insane Hospital was an impressive and 
imposing sight. Originally built to help 
in the delivery system for the care of the 
persons with mental illness, the building 
eventually lost its purpose as it received 
additional wings piece meal. By 1970 the 
building was reported by Ripley’s Believe 
It or Not to have the longest roof line in 
the world. Although not documented by 
primary sources, it was believed to be 
the third largest building in the world.  
Demolition has reduced the building to 
the original Kirkbride-Sloan footprint 
with a few significant additions by 

By Steve Davis

Bryce Hospital
Brief History of

The Bryce Historical Committee 
is made up of 20 diverse members 
appointed by John Houston, 
Commissioner of the Alabama 
Department of Mental Health. 
Several engaged, involved observ-
ers also attend each meeting. All 
are welcome. 

According to Dr. Tom Hobbs, 
committee chairman and executive director of Western 
Mental Health Center, Inc., the committee’s purpose is to 
advise Commissioner Houston of the historical elements 
associated with the Bryce Hospital campus and physical 
plant in Tuscaloosa, and make recommendations about 
how it might best be preserved as a memorial to all those 
people who have worked and lived and died at Bryce 
since its opening in 1861.

The committee members include mental health con-
sumer advocates, architectural and cemetery historians, 
family members of former superintendents of Bryce, 
facility administrators and mental health profession-
als, and several others representing all stakeholders in 
Alabama’s mental health system.

The committee meets in the main administration 
building at Bryce about every three weeks. The com-
mittee has held nearly a dozen meetings.

“One of the other things we hope to do is provide 
education to make the public aware of why this place 
is so important to our state and nation,” Hobbs said. “In 
addition to the main buildings and the beautiful grounds, 
we are considering ways to preserve the cemeteries 
and work toward the preservation of our documents 
and archives. We hope that in time we will help bring 
Bryce the national recognition it deserves and develop 
a museum on the site.”

“It’s an honor to be on this committee with so many 
people who are truly dedicated to the task, and we 
especially appreciate the sincere support of Commis-
sioner Houston for initiating this effort and following 
its progress so keenly.”
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