Why*Q‘ueen; “Fafher Took--'-
Child Out of Willowbrook

By JOYCE PURNICK
* Lara Schneps isn't at Wil-
lowbrook State anymore.

She probably won’t be
back.

Pretty, red-haired Lara is
home, lying quietly in her
mother’s arms, as her par-
ents talk about their de-
cision to take Lara out of
the state-run institution for
the mentally retarded.

“You make a bargain ‘with
God. You say, please God,
let her live, let her be
healthy. You tell yourself
you're doing the best possi-
ble ‘thing. But deep inside,
you know you're kidding
yourself. And you have to
face the fact that your child
is living in a death hole.”

Sitting with his family in
their Bayside, Queens, apart-
ment one recent afternoon,
Murray Schneps’ controlled
voice breaks in anger as he
talks about the place where
his daughter has spent most
of her 3% years.

“You know when I started
to realize that place was not
for my child? One day I went
with parents and the press
on a tour of a building right
next to Lara’s. It was a hor-
ror, And I realized—it's the
same as Lara’s ward. But
when T'd visited ty daugh-
ter's ward, I went in with

blinders.”

Schneps and his wife,
Vicki,—both leng active in
the fight against deterio-

" rating - conditions at Willow-

brook—say the blinders came
off permamently last Monday
afternoon, when they found
only one attendant on duty
to care for the 45 to 50 help-
less children on Lara’s ward.

Ordinarily, there are two
—still far short of the fed-
eral standards that call for
a ratio of one attendant for
every four patients.

After calling on the ad-
ministration to bring in ad-
ditional staff, and alerting
TV news stations in the
hope that publicity would
focus attention on the plight
of Willowbrook, the Schneps
wrapped Lara in a blanket
and drove her home.

Lara, with deep blue eyes
that cannot see, legs that
cannot support her frail
body, arms that can’t hold a
toy or yrasp a bottle, is pro-
foundly and severely re-
tarded.

Doctors say she will never
be able to feed herself, con-
trol her bodily functions,
learn to speak, or even hold
her head up.

Because' she is he]pless
and has a tendency towards
seizures — controlled with
daily doses of Valium and
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Phenobharbital — Lara re-
quires constant observation.

The Schneps first placed
Lara in Willowbrook when
she was 14 months old, after
doctors convinced them that
chances for her mental de-
velopment were all but im-
possible.

They chose Willowbrook
because it then had the rep- -
utation of being one of the
best institutions in the state.
“When we first placed Lara,
we thought she was in para-
dise. They had a very impres-
sive infant care therapy pro-
gram. Willowbrook appeared
to be the best available.”

That was back in 1969, be-
fore the recent budget and
staff cutbacks that have
brought. Willowbrook and
other mental facilities in the
state into the headlines.

Lara’s parents say that
taking her out of Willow-
brook and caring for her at
home is no permanent solu-
tion.

Because Lara requires
= daily physical therapy to
prevent her limbs from stif-
fening permanently, because
she should be near the best
medical facilities, because
she needs constant observa-
tion—for any number of
reasons, Lara should be in a
residential facility.

Convinced that a residen-
tial program is best for them
and for their daughter,
the Schneps have been look-
ing out of the state—even
out of the country——for an
appropriate facility. They
don’t want to consider re-
turning Lara to Willow-
brook.

-Both continue to fight for
Willowbrook. Mrs. Schneps
is founder and still presi-
dent of the Women's Organ-
ization for Retarded Chil-
dren (WORC) and her hur-
band, active in several par-
ents’ organizations, testified
yesterday at an HEW hear-
ing into Willowbrook. “I will
never let my mind veer from
Willowbrook,” Schneps sa
“I ‘don’f want. to _eonsidei"
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