decent place to live.

Then each Sunday, visiting day at Wil-
lowbrook, Dr. Wilkins would meet with
the parents and tell them what was
going on. The reason he did this was be-
cause the adnmunistration was lying to
the parents, telling them that every-
thing was fine when nothing really was.

Anyway, the administration wanted to
get rid of Dr. Wilkins along with the
other hellraising employvees. Somehow,
they found out we were [riends. From
whom. I don't know. Two administra-
tors called me 1nto Building 1 and inter-
rogated me about my “‘relationship”
with Dr. Wilkins. They wanted me to
testify that he was a homosexual.

“You've been going out with Dr. Wil-
kins, haven't you?" one of the adminis-

trators said to me. 'l refuse to answer
any of vour questions,” I said. I under-
stood what thev were trying to do, and I
also knew Dr. Wilkins girlfriend, but it
was none of their husiness. The adminis-
trators were furtous. They said they
wouldn't stand tor this treatment from a
resident and they would lock me up in
isolation if I kept on refusing to answer.
But I gave them no answers.

* * *

Dr. Wilkins, who now lives in Kansas
City, Mo., was one of the workers cre-
dited with bringing conditions at the
state school to the attention of the na-
tion. But it was Robert Kennedy, six
years earlier. who had spoken of the

“snakepit.”

In an address to a shocked state Leg-
islative committee on retardation, Ken-
nedy described the way the institutional-
1zed were forced to sleep — ''beds

literally lining the floor with three
inches between them” — and to live —
.“‘think of how children 5 or 6 or 9 trea-
sure their possessions and then think of
life without them” — and the lack of

staff — “there are too few attendants,
they are too busy to watch carefully
enough, they are too often absent” —
and death — “‘one patient was burned in
a shower by another retarded patient. .
.another low-functioning boy was killed
by an older, more capable boy, who was
put in with the slower boys for punish-
ment.”’

Willowbrook's population had doubled
in less than a decade — to more than
6.000 people living in a facility planned
to hold 3,000. There were pernicious con-
sequences. Kennedy described children
without adequate medical programs, su-
pervision or a "bit of affection,” and
many — “far too many,”" he told the ie-
gislators — “living in filth and dirt,
their clothing in rags, in rooms less
comtfortable and cheerful than the cages
in which we put animals in a z00.”

The people at Willowbrook, he said,
were condemned to a life ‘without hope,
without equal opportunity, without civil
rights. There is “‘no justice,” he said,
and quoted Sophocles, who asked:
“What joy is there in a day that follows
day, some swift, some slow, with death
the only goal?”

* * *

I was admitted to Willowbrook in 1955.
I don't want to get into a thing about
why. it would only upset people, so let's
just say that my mother didn’t under-
stand me: that she loved me but she
saw me as different from her eight
other children. I forgive her.

Anyway, on the day I was admitted, I
remember a woman taking away the
only toy I'd ever known. In return for
the toy, she gave me a case number, a
ward assignment and a hard rusty bed,
a uniform and a word of advice: "'Be a
good boy,” she said, “‘and nothing’s
going to happen to you.” I cried any-
way.

But the early years at Willowbrook
were still my best years. That's because
even though I was handicapped, I was
still young and cute, and the attendants
would come up to me and hold me and
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hug me. I went to'school for two hoars a
day. and Willowbrook had a carousel,
which is more than:I can say for the
Lower East Side. e
But as I grew older, I got too big to
cuddle. People actually became fright-
ened of me because of the way I limped
and flailed my arms around. When I lost
the attendants’ attention, that's when I
guess 1 became a hellraiser-and started
to speak without being spoken to. The *
more you're told you're a thing, the

more yoﬁ become one. The more they

.made you scrub floors, or give residents
' paths, or carry urine specimens, the
more you begi

n to believe youre not a
human being. o .

The worst thing about living in an in-
stitution for 18 years is not the gmell.
the food or the overcrowding. It's the
way places like Willowbrook strip ev-
erything away, especially a man’s dig-
nity. But I was luckier than some. 1 got
out — with Dr. Wilkins  help. Some-
times 1 sit around on Jersey St. and
wonder how 1 did it.

But there are those at Willowbrook
who don't have voices to raise. These
people need all the help they can get,
and they can’t get it in an institution —
no matter how good an institution it is.
Places like Willowbrook; just too big.
These people would be better off on the
outside. where they can get some love
and attention. Human beings must learn
to treat other people like human beings
— not like bolts in a big machine. In an
institution, no matter how kind you are,
sometimes people lose sight of that.
Sometimes you on the outside do.

Last week, for example, I was coming
back to Staten Island from my job in
Manhattan. Going to the ferry, I passed
a woman with her two kids. She looked
at me, the way I walked and the way I
talked. It was as if she'd never seen a
handicapped person before. She took her
children's hands, turning quickly from
me. and ran away as if I was going to
eat her kids. 1 wasn't going to. I love
children.

Sometimes 1 think the world isn't
ready for us. Sometimes it's hard for
“normal’’ people to accept us. But if 18
years taught me anything, it was about
rights and justice and equality. I respect
people now. I'm an uncle 12 times. My
nieces and nephews love and respect
me. They re sending the message along.
And slowly the world is changing.

The vision of the late Sen. Kennedy
outreached a program for reforming the
Willowbrook State School. He called for
the government to intervene — to pump
much-needed money into the institution,
to begin jobs programs for employees
and training programs for residents.

But it wasn't until a decade later,
seven years atter Kennedy's death, that
New York State would vow to end a na-
tional nightmare, thus uplifting thg peo-
ple whose cause he championed into a
position of hope.

~ (Secand of three articles. Tomorrow:
_Faces out of shadows.) .
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