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Interview Date: August 19, 2007
Subject: Dr. Michael Wilkins: Medical Internship/Residency Program – 1967 United States
Public Health Service, Physician, Willowbrook State School

On August 19, 2007, CSEA interviewed Dr. Michael Wilkins, who formerly served as a

staff physician at the State operated Willowbrook State School for the Mentally Retarded,

located on Staten Island New York in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Wilkins came to Staten

Island, New York in 1967 to complete his medical residency as a pediatrics intern to fulfill his

military obligations to the US Health Service. Wilkins notes that at that time, the employee union

CSEA, was not a strong presence at the facility, and it did not effectively promote workplace

safety and training guidelines for employees.

Wilkins discusses how he became aware of and eventually exposed the deficient and

inhumane circumstances of Willowbrook State School, which at the time was the largest

institution for the mentally retarded in the world. Dr. Wilkins strongly asserts that had there

been stronger union representation and presence, it could have helped better address the

conditions at Willowbrook.

Wilkins speaks fondly of his friend Dr. William Bronston who recruited him to work at

Willowbrook. Wilkins paints a sorrowfully agonizing picture of conditions at Willowbrook.

Wilkins speaks in great detail about the regimented institutional model that was employed at

Willowbrook. Wilkins speaks about how employees came to terms with their working

circumstances and his own justifications and growing disillusionment. Wilkins talks frankly

about the challenges of helping families and his efforts to educate them about the opportunities

to seek better care for their loved ones.

Wilkins describes the circumstances that led to his firing from the facility as a result of

his community activism in the wake of Governor Nelson A. Rockefeller’s proposed budget cuts

for the facility in 1972. Wilkins details his friendship with local WABC-TV New York

newsman, Geraldo Rivera, and how he got Rivera to come to Willowbrook and document the

conditions. Wilkins reflects on bringing Rivera into Willowbrook on multiple occasions in order

to document and expose those conditions. The television reports created a storm of public

controversy, sparked a series of legal proceedings and eventually led to numerous changes in the

system.
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Wilkins also explains that the lessons learned from this experience at Willowbrook

provided the foundation for his continued community activism and professional awareness of the

problems facing the mental health community.
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