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Working at Willowbrook:
tell their stories

By JULIE MACK

Advance Staff Writer

It seems ironic in retrospect. But in 1971, a casual observer could
draw marked similarities between Michael Wilkens, Kevin Sullivan
and James Walsh, who worked together in.the back wards of
Willowbrook State School.

Then they were all young men in the 20’s, just embarking on their
careers. Each was fairly new to the institution, and each worked at
Willowbrook because it was a “meaningful” job. All three thought
the institution needed reform.

But they went about it in dramatically different ways.

Wilkens helped spawn a revolt that eventually led to the Willow-
brook Consent Decree and the entire overhaul of the state’s care for
the mentally retarded. Walsh resolved to work inside the system;
today he is director of Willowbrook, since renamed the Staten Island
Developmental Center. Sullivan tried working within the state
system and stayed at SIDC for 10 years, but he finally quit his job in
disgust and now works for a private agency serving the retarded.

Wilkens, Sullivan and Walsh are not representative of the entire
Willowbrook staff; in some respects, their experiences may have
been more intense then most. But they provide an interesting study
of how the events at Willowbrook in 1971-72 and the subsequent
developments impacted on the staff, and the diversity of responses
and emotions. : '
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‘It was like being
involved in a war’

Dr. Michael Wilkens left Wil-
lowbrook State School more
than 13 years ago, but he still
views his time at the institution
as “"sort of a nightmare.”

But he also said he is proud of
what was accomplished during
his 18 months at Willowbrook. "I
think we were effective,” he
said. “I think history was with
us.

Along with a small group of
colleagues on the Willowbrook
statf, Wilkens played a central
role in the uproar over condi-
tions at Willowbrook in the early
1970s. Although the parents of
Willowbrook patients eventually
led the call for reform, it was
people like Wilkens who proved
the catalyst. Indeed, squalor was
a part of the institution through-
out the 1960s, and parents simply
wrung their hands in frustration;
it wasn’'t until the parents were
encouraged by Wilkens and Wil-
liam Bronston, another doctor at
Willowbrook, that they finally
took to the streets in protest.

The difference in 1971 was, as
much as anything, a change in
the country’s social climate. The
rabble-rousers of Willowbrook
staff were children of the 1960s
and influenced by the liberal ide-
alism of the times. They viewed
Willowbrook as another exam-
ple of social injustice, compara-
ble to the Vietnam War and the
civil rights movement, which
could — and should — be fought
through public demonstrations.

“The whole spirit was to move
forward on social levels,”
Wilkens said, “and it occurred to
Bill and I and some of the social
workers and a lot of other people
that pastures were a-plenty at
Willowbrook as far as injustice
was concerned.

“Ours was a purely profes-
sional stance, but we used social
action techniques because there
was such inertia.”

Eventually, Wilkens’ activism
cost him his job; he was fired
after he disobeyed an order by

Willowbrook Director.Jack

Hammond to stop meeting with
the parents.

Ironically, Wilkens said, he
was ready to quit about the time
he was fired. “I was getting
pretty discouraged, pretty de-
pressed, and I was ready to pack
my bags,” Wilkens said. “Still, I
was really surprised when Ham-
mond fired me. I thought he was
pretty ambivalent about what
we were doing; he wasn’t willing
to do it himself, but I thought
deep down he sort of approved.

“But I think he was a pretty
proud guy and when he realized
the parents weren’t liking him,
he got pretty mad.”

Even after he left the institu-
tion, Wilkens continued his ac-
tivism. More than a dozen times
after his firing, he returned to
the campus to lead television
film crews and reporters who
were eager to do exposes. In
addition, Wilkens traveled the
state to speak ‘about Willow-
brook; he was a witness at sev-
eral governmental hearings, and
he spoke at seminars and in
front of civic groups about the
changes which were needed.

But by the summer of 1972,
two years after he first came to
Willowbrook and seven months
after Willowbrook became the
object of attention, Wilkens re-
turned to his native Kansas City.

Since his return, he has com-
pleted his residency in internal
medicine and worked in a free
inner-city health-clinic. Now 43,
he is the director of internal
medicine at a Kansas City hospi-
tal and is the father of three
children.

Willowbrook was another
time, another world for Wilkens,
but he still remembers.

“T still dream about the kids,”
he said, “about walking up fo
Building 6 and having them call
to me, ‘Dr. Wilkens, Dr. Wilkens,
when are you going to get me
out? The whole thing was sort of
a nightmare. It was a lot like
being inyolved in a war.”
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gradual, he said. “I think what
changed me where the clients
themselves, and seeing how well
they could function in the com-
munity.”

As Walsh reached upper man-
agement at Willowbrook — he
has been director since 1983, and
he was assistant director before
that — the institution was no
longer the horror it once was.
“Their clothing, their hygiene,
their environment has changed.
Their dignity — that has been
the biggest change,” he said.

“I still complain now about
how bad it is here. I think about
where we've come from — and
it’s a long way — but it’s still not
enough,” he said. “Now the real
work is putting the clients into
the community and that’s a long
process.”

And so, the director of the
state’s most infamous institu-
tion, a man who has spent his
entire professional life at Wil-
"lowbrook, is now one of the
strongest advocates for shutting
it down.

“To me,” Walsh said, “my job
is to set up enough support ser-
vices and enough resources to
ensure that every mentally re-
tarded person is afforded the
right not to be put into a institu-
tion.”

- -

James Walsh, fi_iréctor of Staten Island Developmenial Center,
works in his office. :



