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Sonoma
Developmental Center
“The Golden Years”
—Gregg Montgomery
When I reflect on my forty years
at the Sonoma Developmental
Center (SDC), I realize how
fortunate I was to have worked
during a period of major change
and reorganization. As a young
man I knew very little about caring
for a disabled population. I had a
friend who had just completed the
Psychiatric Technician program. I
was drawn to the beauty of Glen
Ellen and by the compassion and
empathy that I witnessed from her
and the other staff. Before long I
found myself enrolled in the same
program.
It wasn’t too many years prior to
my Psych Tech training in 1971
that the institution had been a very
different place. Home to nearly
4000 residents, it focused on
separating the population from the
larger community, offering a secure
and protective place for meeting
the needs of the disabled.
Developing opportunities for
the residents was also a focus.
Sonoma State Hospital (SSH),
as it was once called, had a dairy
and cattle ranch; chickens; a
hog farm, orchards; a laundry;
water treatment plant; main
kitchen; hospital with a surgical
department; a sewing and clothing
center and much more. More
capable residents had the chance
to learn skills and work to help
sustain their own community.
By the time I had completed my
first year of training, changes
were definitely in the air. The
agricultural operations were
already over. Attitudes regarding
the care of the Developmentally
Disabled were changing both
within the community and
governmental agencies. Some
changes came about through legal
challenges such as the Lanterman
Act. A more normalized, less
continued

The Sonoma Developmental Center c. 1910. Note the vineyard, railroad tracks and the
Administration Building at the base of Sonoma Mountain.

Glen Ellen & the SDC—Jim Shere
Although its post office is officially known as Eldridge, the Sonoma
Developmental Center lies completely within Glen Ellen— some would
say at the heart of it— and, as most of us know, it’s a very important
part of it. The two communities grew up together throughout the
Twentieth Century, and are to this day intimately involved with one
another.
As the single greatest employer in the area, the SDC has shaped the
very nature of the valley. Most people who have lived in Glen Ellen
have worked in Eldridge, or are friends of people that have worked
there— from the ones that provide direct care for the residents to those
that provide all the necessary administrative and ancillary support,
such as the police, fire and food services.
When the facility first opened its doors here in 1891, it was known
as the California Home for the Care and Training of Feeble Minded
Children— a highly descriptive name, though to us a quaint and
slightly denigrating one. The most compassionate people were
naturally drawn to the region to work there, dedicated people who
cared about— and provided intimate care for— the most profoundly
disabled people.
Jack London’s story, “Told in the Drooling Ward”, was an early attempt
to describe life there, from the point of view of a resident. The recently
published novella by Ed Davis, “In All Things, A Return to the Drooling
Ward”, tells it instead from the unsentimental perspective of a person
who works there today. In both cases— though they were written a
hundred years apart— we learn of the poignant and harsh extremes of
humanity that residents and workers there alike have grown to know
all too well.
Now the community is gathering to discuss what will happen to SDC
next. It’s understood that whatever happens there— whatever is
planned and built— will also, inevitably, become part of Glen Ellen,
and will again have great impact upon the character of the entire
valley. It’s an important discussion, and one needing the opinions and
feelings of each one of us— because we’re all involved.

restrictive environment that included integrating many of our residents into a community setting was considered
a very good thing. Bringing the population down was an important part of the reorganization as well.
In 1972 -`73 the facility was quickly taking on a new look. The managerial components that supervise the living
units were increased and there was a renewed clarity on skilled nursing and intermediate care. With the reduced
population, the living units became more home-like. A few co-ed units were tried; breaking away from the
old-school attitudes of male/female separation. The early 70’s also saw a large influx of staff such as Physical,
Occupational and Recreational therapists. A new position of the Developmental Specialist was also promoted.
The State of California was clearly bringing Sonoma State Hospital to new heights.
From the mid-‘70s thru the ‘80s, the facility was regularly breaking new ground. Firstly, SSH was out and SDC
was in. It ushered in a feeling of professionalism and pride, of moving forward into uncharted territory. Our
residents were now being exposed to many new opportunities and experiences. Off-campus outings with some of
our most challenged ambulatory folks became the norm. A weekend at Tahoe and the Grand National Rodeo in
S.F. were events I remember well.
The early ‘80s brought in vocational worksites, dubbed, “Sunrise Industries.” Several old buildings, such as the
milking barn, were retrofitted to accommodate this effort.
Collating Formica display-chips for a commercial business was contracted. Another site created ceramic wind
chimes. A small Christmas tree farm was tried, as was a wheelchair repair shop. Our folks learned new skills and
earned a paycheck.
Meanwhile, many non-ambulatory folks were simply stuck on their units. A few staff, who were handymen in
their own right, simultaneously set up a small shop in the basement of a living unit. They had the vision and
the skills to adapt a standard wheelchair to accommodate our most physically challenged and give mobility to
those who were otherwise bed-ridden. These guys were trailblazers at the forefront of a movement that would
eventually bring about a new awareness of adaptive equipment and its necessities. Adaptive Engineering was born
and supplied customized wheelchairs and a myriad of adaptive devices for our population. The State recognized
the importance of such work, eventually creating a new job position and title: “Assistive Technologist I” Mobility
would soon be available to all…
In 1987 I transferred into Sunrise Industries to work a new assignment. A program called ‘Supported Employment’
would offer supervised janitorial services to local businesses in the community. A crew of residents would work
several sites per week, with some shifts in the evening. These were the first of many off-campus vocational
worksites. I worked this assignment for over 5 years. It was a very rewarding experience for my crew and me.
Before long, Sunrise, now called ‘Vocational Services,’ implemented an expanded community presence. Renting
an unused bank building in Boyes Springs, Vocational Services opened an off-campus worksite. Both ambulatory
and non-ambulatory folks were shuttled off the grounds to work. SDC/Voc was at the top of their game; offering
opportunities for our residents while integrating them into the community.
As ambitious as this was, SDC continued to place residents into regional group home. By the mid ‘90s, I would
guess SDC’s onsite population was 1200 - 1500. Slowly everything grew smaller. One by one, community
worksites closed. Positive futures and optimism grew dim. Level of Care staff were working mandatory overtime;
key positions were not filled when vacated. Things at SDC were changing once again.
Seeing SDC in its declining years does hurt. The bad press, the stories of neglect and dysfunction and a crumbling
infrastructure are hard to watch. I took part in the good years, The Golden Years, and my sadness comes only
from my joy. SDC, once the largest Developmental Center in the country, set the standard for excellence. Other
Centers followed suit. At its peak it certainly was one the most, if not the most progressive Center in the country.
A place to be proud of.
Retired 4 years ago, I have returned as a ‘retired annuitant,’ working two days a week at Adaptive Engineering Services. Home again…
~ GM
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APOLOGIES for the lateness of this newsletter. The
Society is in the midst of some reorganization. We also
faced challenges finding a site for our annual meeting,
which we wanted to announce in this edition.

Annual Meeting

Saturday, May 23 at 11 a.m.
Morton’s Warm Springs Resort

“SDC: Yesterday, Today & Tomorrow”
Speakers: Charles Mikulik, anthropologist & GEHS president;
Susan Gorin, First District Supervisor; John McCaull, Sonoma
Land Trust; Kathleen Miller, president, SDC Parent Association;
Arthur Dawson, historical consultant.
No charge to attend • Low cost food & drink • Live music

Hope to see you there!

