
 
 
Nathaniel Cotton (1706-1788) 

Why a plaque: 

Cotton was an early mental health practitioner and published poet who founded his “Collegium 

Insanorum” on this site, from which the street takes its name.   

Importance to St Albans: 

He practiced a humane form of treatment and care that contrasted with the incarceration and 

neglect typical of 18th century asylums, such as the infamous Bedlam. He published a paper on a local 

outbreak of scarlet fever, recognising the ensuing mental symptoms for which he advocated fresh air 

and a good diet as the best treatment. Around 1757 he took a lease on a large house that stood on 

this site and ran ‘the College’ as a private mental hospital. The fees were high and it was clearly only 

suitable for a small number of well-off clients: in 1774 it was registered as having six patients. 

Cotton’s best known patient, from December 1763 to June 1765, was the poet William Cowper. 

History: 

Nathaniel, the youngest son of silk trader Samuel Cotton, was baptised at an independent church in 

Bull Lane, Stepney, on 12 March 1706. In 1728 he married Ann Pembroke, whose family lived here in 

Lower Dagnall Street. In 1729 he was at Leiden University, Netherlands, studying under Herman 

Boerhaave (internationally recognised as promoting a more scientific basis for clinical medicine). 

Qualified as Doctor of Medicine, Cotton returned to England as assistant at a private lunatic asylum 

near Dunstable. On the death of the owner, he transferred the asylum to St Albans, supposedly with 

some of the staff and patients, living in St Peters Street. Ann died in 1749, having borne eight 

children, of whom five survived. Two years later he married Hannah Everett, who was to bear three 

more. 

Cowper was suffering from a severe break-down with suicidal feelings. He later praised Cotton as ‘my 

little physician’: “I was not only treated with kindness by him while I was ill, and attended with the 

utmost diligence; but when my reason was restored to me and I had so much need of a religious 

friend to converse with to whom I could open my mind upon the subject without reserve, I could 

hardly have found a fitter person for the purpose”. He more than once formed a lasting friendship 

with his ex-patients. 

He was described as a devout Christian, pious, mild and good-tempered, who valued his privacy and 

quiet service. He was also a poet, anonymously publishing the popular collection ‘Visions in Verse for 

the Entertainment and Instruction of Younger Minds’ in 1751, although he was only recognised as 

the author after his death. Cotton was buried beside his two wives in St Peter’s churchyard.  

His assistant Dr Stephen Pellet continued to run the Collegium until about 1810. In 1825/26 the 

building was reduced in size to insert College Street as a link to Verulam Road, Thomas Telford’s new 

relief road for the city centre. It was finally demolished in the early 20th century. 
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