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Growing up, I wouldn’t smile at strangers, could sit and read a book for hours, and not
speak at all unless spoken too. Although I hit all of my benchmarks, my mom sensed that
something was off, so she consulted with a behavioral therapist who promptly diagnosed me with
poor hand-eye coordination, a limited vocabulary, and a high probability of having “high
functioning autism.” Fortunately, I was young enough that I could be put into an early
intervention preschool for children who exhibited similar traits. Still, I cannot help but think
about how just 50 years earlier, instead of being supported due to my differences, I would have
been shuttled away to a care home. A care home like the now notorious Willowbrook State
School, which was disbanded in 1987 due to the collective efforts of citizens, senators, and
journalists, like my father, Geraldo Rivera.

The Willowbrook State School in Staten Island, New York was a government sponsored
care home for children with special needs. During the forty years it was open, it was the largest
public institution for those with developmental disabilities, hosting over 6,000 patients at a time
(despite capacity being just 4,000), including adults.! Resources surrounding the care of kids
with special needs were scarce, according to Ellen Wiseman, author of The Lost Girls of
Willowbrook, “the majority of parents sent their children to Willowbrook after being encouraged
by doctors to relinquish their disabled children for the sake of the family.”* The doctors entrusted
to take care of their dependents were not the kind hearted professionals the families believed

them to be. Instead, they all were beholden to one simple rule: silence the patients at all costs.
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However, this was not the case for all staff. Those who rebelled against the status quo
were quickly fired, and many stayed for fear that if they left, someone more willing to assimilate
to Willowbrook’s rules would take their place. The institution was overcrowded, and
underfunded with 100 patients being assigned to one nurse at a time. This was an open secret; in
1965 senator Robert F. Kennedy visited and called the place a “snake pit.”*> Additionally, mental
health activist Donna J. Stone (having been a patient of Willowbrook herself) gave first hand
accounts of the mistreatment to members of the local press.* Eventually, the state’s ignorance
became too much for one staff doctor, Michael Wilkins, MD, to handle.’ Fired due to his
advocating for the patients, he contacted my dad, then an investigative reporter for WABC-TV in
New York. He told him to bring his camera crew unannounced to one of the large buildings that
housed the patients on campus. What my dad saw was appalling, but it was the brave patients
interviewed who really showed him, and the rest of the world, the horrendousness they had
allowed to prosper underneath their noses.

One of these patients was Bernard Carabello, a resident of Willowbrook who had been
there since birth. When my dad asked what it was like living in Willowbrook, he said it was a
“disgrace,” that the “conditions were getting worse.”® It wouldn’t take long until Willowbrook:
The Last Disgrace aired for others to see for themselves. New York State officials knew this, and

threatened lawsuits to prevent the expose from airing, saying that the privacy of the residents was
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violated.” When Bernard was interviewed about this, 50 years later, he put it succinctly: "their
privacy was violated anyways.”® The director of ABC news, Al Primo, listened and agreed to put
the doc on hold until he saw the reel. When he did, he knew that there was no other choice but to
air it, no matter what legal backlash the network could face as a result. And there was, but not
against the network.

When Willowbrook parent Vicki Schneps watched the documentary, she was horrified.’
Her infant daughter was one of the thousands of patients being mistreated, and she wasn’t going
to let the government get away with the treatment. Gathering a group of other parents who felt
similarly enraged by what their children had suffered, they filed a class action lawsuit against the
state of New York, arguing that the facility had violated the patients’ constitutional rights. While
the judge, one Orrin G. Judd, ended up disagreeing with the constitutional ramification, he
agreed that “the conditions in Willowbrook violated the constitutional right of persons living in
state custodial institutions to be protected from harm.”'® To remedy this, the judge laid out the
Willowbrook Consent Judgement in 1975", which established new governmental guidelines for

the baseline level of care required for those with special needs. Now, due to the efforts of the
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press, the parents, and the petitioners, there was now recourse for those who had been ignored
for far too long. From being the last great disgrace, came a way to move forward.

At first, the government of New York was willing to ignore the residents of Willowbrook
who were suffering, because they saw their lives as unimportant, and there was little an
individual could do to create change. Michael Wilkins, MD was fired from Willowbrook for
voicing his concerns about how the patients were treated. Bernard Carabello, was relegated to the
depths of Willowbrook. My father, Geraldo Rivera had no clue of what was going on in his
backyard, and Vicki Schneps had been trying to mount a lawsuit for years to no success.
Willowbrook could have remained open to this day, yet because these to each other decided to
give all they could to one cause, they were able to create massive reforms. As a girl who could
have been sent to Willowbrook herself, this story had taught me about the importance of the
group; that an individual can be an underdog on their own, but as a collective they can be as

strong as any institution.
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