
GLEN ELLEN HISTORICAL SOCIETY    •    www.glenellenhistoricalsociety.org    •    Spring Issue 2016

Early History of Sonoma Developmental Center
Gregg Montgomery

This year marks the 125th anniversary of SDC’s commitment to 
the care of those with developmental disabilities. The Glen Ellen 
Historical Society recognizes the long-standing connection between 
Glen Ellen and her sister community of Eldridge and would like to 
share the story of two courageous women who helped change the 
way society addresses its most vulnerable and physically challenged 
individuals. Below is the origin of SDC as we know it today:

1881-82:  Mrs. Julia Judah of San Francisco and Francis Bentley 
of Berkeley, both parents of disabled children, were motivated to 
find alternative resources in their communities for children with 
disabilities. Traveling east to New York they were anxious to see 
institutions that offered training and care for the disabled. They 
returned home with a plan to create their own organization. 

1883:  Gathering support from local Bay Area communities, they 
were the driving force in founding the “California Association for the 
Care and Training of Feebleminded Children.” Their desire to create 
a facility to help families with disabled children was beginning to 
take shape.

 1884:  White Sulphur Springs, near Vallejo, became the first home 
for the Association’s population of 20 children. Mrs. Bentley and her 
husband, Rev. Dr. Bentley, appealed to the State Legislature with 
hopes that the State might assume some responsibilities for the care 
of these disabled children.

1885:  An Act by the State Legislature to establish the home as a 
State Institution was approved by Governor Stoneman in March 
of 1885. The Governor appointed a Board of Trustees to assume 
control.
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  Judah Hall under construction in 1893

SDC Closure Plan 
Leaves Door Open to 
Community Vision

John McCaull
Sonoma Land Trust

We are ending what has 
been a whirlwind year for the 
Sonoma Developmental Center 
(SDC). In May, the Governor 
announced the State’s intent to 
close SDC by 2018. The highly 
expedited closure timeline 
caught many by surprise, and 
summer and early fall saw a 
nearly continuous stream of 
public hearings and meetings. 

The final closure plan was 
submitted to the Legislature 
on October 1 for review and 
approval as part of the 2016 
state budget process. Hundreds 
of people and organizations 
commented on the draft 
closure plan and the good 
news is that we secured one of 
our key objectives: The State 
recognized “the property’s 
incredible natural resources,” 
and made a commitment to 
work with the Sonoma Valley 
community to identify a 
long-term re-use plan for the 
property and not to sell or 
dispose of the land as “surplus.”

Of immediate concern is what 
will happen to SDC’s 300-plus 
residents who are being asked 
to leave the residential hospital 
in the next three years, and the 
1,200 people who work there. 
The State seems determined to 
move everyone off the property 
before engaging in a dialogue on 
future uses. The Sonoma Land 
Trust, along with our allies the 
Parent Hospital Association 
and County of Sonoma, are 
pushing hard to identify 
onsite health care services 
and housing options to serve 
at least some of the existing 
population. They recently 
proposed a Health Disability 
Resource Center at SDC. For 
up-to-date info visit:

transformsdc.com
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1886:  Finding a new location for the Home was quickly 
initiated by the Board. Many sites were suggested, but a 51-
acre parcel in Santa Clara seemed best suited. 

1889:  The State Home for the Feebleminded Children grew 
to a population of over 100 and it became apparent that its 
location would be inadequate for future needs. The Board 
recommended that a larger site of not less than 300 acres be 
sought. This was approved by the Legislature on March 6, 
1889.

1890:  On June 16, the State of California purchased 1660 acres 
for $51,000 from ex-Senator William McPherson Hill near Glen 
Ellen. The location was considered ideal, with good drainage, 
water and clement weather with excellent opportunities for 
livestock and agriculture. Contracts were immediately drawn 
up for construction of the first buildings.  One of the first was 
a large two-story brick structure that would house the bakery, 
laundry and kitchen, as well as the boiler house. 

Nov. 19th, 1890:  The cornerstone of the “Main” building, 
which would house the patients and administrators, was laid 
amid a celebratory dedication of State officials and prominent 
community members. Mrs. Bentley and Mrs. Judah were 
presented with a commemorative silver trowel for their 
steadfast commitment and dedication.

1891:  By late October the initial construction of the first 
buildings was completed and they were readied for its new 
occupants.  On Nov. 24th, 148 patients arrived by way of 
the railroad to their new home at Eldridge. It was a joyous 
occasion for all, complete with a marching band as they walked 
from Gelston Station to their new home. 

1892:  The second phase of construction on the main building 
began in the spring of `92 when the south wing was erected. It 
was built to accommodate female patients in a separate wing. 
It was called Judah Hall.

1897:  Up to this time no provision had been made for the 
accommodation of Epileptics. However in March of `97 the 
Legislature passed a bill to provide for their admission. A 
separate building was constructed to accommodate their 
needs. A single-story structure with very few stairs, good 
ventilation and a warm environment in the winter was 
thought to best for their condition. Construction on the 
Superintendent’s house (aka; the Sonoma House) was also 
completed at a cost of $5,500

1900 – 1910:  As the population grew, better facilities followed. 
A new hospital, school buildings, auditorium, fire station and 
administration building were quickly constructed—some 
are still standing today, others are long gone. After the 1906 
earthquake it became obvious that many were sub-standard 
and were demolished. Walking the grounds today, you can’t 
help but feel the facility’s rich historic character, all the while 
knowing that behind these walls are those whose dedication 
and skilled care exemplifies those same hopes and dreams that 
Julia Judah and Francis Bentley held so closely.

 

SDC 125th Anniversary 
Calendar

Our sister community 
of Eldridge is offering a 
beautiful 18-month calendar 
to commemorate decades 
of service to those with 
disabilities and their families. 
Its pages offer an historical 
overview of its origins from 
1891 with vintage photos and 
factual accounts.

Funds raised through the 
sale of these calendars will 
be used for events scheduled 
throughout the year for the 
residents at SDC during this 
celebratory time.

These wonderful mementos 
can be yours for only $5.00. 
Get yours now while supplies 
last. Calendars are from Jan `16 
thru June `17.  

Contact Gregg at 
rockinsonoma@sbcglobal.net  

for details
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