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Interview Date: August 19, 2007
Subject: Dr. William Bronston: Staff Physician, Willowbrook State School, trained at School of
Medicine, University of Southern California, Pediatric Internship, Children’s Hospital Los
Angeles, Resident, Menninger’s School Psychology and Ward Physician Topeka State Hospital,
Physician for the Black Panther Party in New York.

On August 19, 2007, CSEA interviewed Dr. William Bronston, 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. The interview chronicles

his growing disillusionment with the treatment for the developmentally disabled, then referred to

as mentally retarded, in the State’s care. The interview exposes his growing agitation with the

situation at Willowbrook which culminated with a public expose` of the situation and a battery of

lawsuits to force change. Bronston arrived at Willowbrook State School with a history of

activism in a multitude of areas including veterans, civil rights, antiwar, social, and professional

health care reform. Bronston was in large part responsible for organizing public health workers

in Kansas. Bronston’s unique recognition efforts in Kansas centered on patient care as well as

proper worker representation. Bronston discusses how he helped establish the American

Federation of State Municipal County Employees (AFSCME), District Council 50 in Kansas.

Bronston describes how he came to New York State and was followed here by other

physicians involved in those union organizing efforts. Bronston discusses his tenure at

Willowbrook State School and explains that the lack of community based services and overall

disregard for genuine health services represent the era’s ignorance about the nature of

developmental disabilities. He offers perspective on the horrific, secret government testing on

the facility population and the state and administrative subterfuge. Bronston details human abuse

and political machinations at Willowbrook through his lens as a physician activist.

Bronston describes his efforts to organize and mobilize the provider and parent

community to change and establish more humane care for the developmentally disabled.

Bronston recalls how he recruited friend and ally Dr. Michael Wilkins to come to Willowbrook.

Bronston lashes out at New York State for its lack of proper training of its employees, and the

era’s manipulation of employee organizations.

Bronston describes the climate created by NYS and their ability to silence dissent through

hostile retribution and the threat of job cuts and termination. Bronston points out at that at the

time CSEA the employee union, was often either tied to management or manipulated by threats
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and other measures from the State at Willowbrook. Bronston describes the events leading up to

the firing of Dr. Wilkins and its direct connection to the public expose and the conditions at

Willowbrook including a series of local television reports by WABC-TV reporter Geraldo

Rivera and the State’s response.
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