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"Laconia State School, Understanding Our Past to

 Create a Better Future for People with Disabilities."
Closed in 1991, the Laconia State School housed thousands of New Hampshire Citizens. Using an extensive collection of slides, artifacts, and video taped oral histories this presentation will trace the evolution and growth of the State's only institution for people with developmental disabilities.  The presentation will provide insight into the principle features of society's values and changes in those values during the Twentieth century. It will connect Laconia State School's institutional history with larger social ideals and principles, which led to national trends and social policy. 

George Santayana wrote in The Life of Reason, Vol. 1, 1905,"Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it." This quote brings to mind that we must study the past in order to learn how to work towards a better world for all people. Too often the study of history is an intellectual exercise that has little relevance to our society today. However, by examining the social exclusion and segregation of people with disabilities over the past 100 years, particularly those with mental retardation, we can learn how to create a better society; a society where all people, regardless of their perceived deficits can participate and contribute. This presentation is based on this premise.

This historical overview of the institutionalization of thousands of New Hampshire citizens at Laconia State School, Laconia, New Hampshire is meant to challenge the listener to look deeply at their own moral beliefs and personal values. Fundamental issues of segregation, marginalization, isolation and congregation will be examined through the viewing and discussion of slides and video taped oral histories of people who much of their lives were locked away from society. 

The presentation raises significant social and moral issues such as: The social stigma of labels placed on children and adults, such as idiotic, moron, and feebleminded; Social  policies and state law dictating the institutionalization of these people; The intent and purpose of  these institutions.  The following questions will be explored:  Why were these people imprisoned in institutions across our county and deprived of their most basic human rights guaranteed by the US Constitution? Why did public policy discriminate against these people and advocate sterilization and euthanasia of its most vulnerable citizens? Jane Addams, the great social reformer of the early 1900’s and the founder of Chicago’s Hull House wrote “Our chief concern with the past is not what we have done, nor the adventures we have met, but the moral reaction of bygone events within ourselves” (The Long Road of a Woman’s Memory).
In 1901 the New Hampshire Legislature passed an act (Chapter 102, section 1) to establish a state school for “feebleminded” children. 60 children living in almshouses throughout the state were admitted to the school in 1903. “There is one continuous line of concept and practice begun in the straw covered cells of the almshouse and continuing through the backwards of the specialized prisons called asylums for the feebleminded.” Phillip Ferguson, Abandoned To Their Fate. In 1905 the original law was amended to include women over 21 years of age. The New Hampshire Legislature passed the NH Law of 1917, “Chapter 161, An Act Permitting Sterilization Operations in Certain Cases of Mental Diseases and Feeblemindedness”.  Hundreds of men and women were sterilized as our society embraced the ideology of eugenics.  In the first half of the twentieth century eugenics was widely accepted and practiced. Families of children with disabilities were often cut off from friends, family and their community. Over the next 60 years hundreds of children and adults were admitted to the institution for no other reason than being labeled “feebleminded” or “mentally deficient”. By 1973 1100 children and adults with disabilities were incarcerated at the institution, some living in sub-human conditions. Thousands of New Hampshire citizens were confined to a life with no meaning or hope for the future. Harry Elliot, a long time resident of the institution stated in his oral history, “Laconia was an easy place to get into, but a hard place to get out of.” 

In the early 1950’s parents began to speak out and advocate for their children to live at home and receive an education in their own communities. In 1978 The 

New Hampshire Association of Retarded Citizens, a parents’ advocacy organization, filed a class action law suit in Federal District Court, Garrity vs. Gallen, to gain community based services for their children. Following the court decision that the state must provide community based services the state embarked on a determined path to create a community based system of support and services. In 1991 the institution was closed and New Hampshire became the first state to have no institutions for people with developmental disabilities. This was a remarkable achievement. 

Using an extensive collection of slides, artifacts, and video taped oral histories I will trace the evolution and growth of the State's only institution for people with developmental disabilities.  The presentation will provide insight into the principle features of society's values and changes in those values during the twentieth century. It will connect Laconia State School's institutional history with larger social ideals, policies and principles. 

There have been significant changes in the past 30 years with regards to the social inclusion and equality of people with disabilities and this presentation will provide a platform to explore the inherent worth of all human beings, regardless of human condition. This is a fundamental underpinning with regards to disability, social policy and law. If one believes that all humans have inherent worth and value, why is there significant social devaluation of individuals with disabilities? Why were thousands of people throughout the country locked behind the walls of institutions like Laconia State School? Prior to 1975 why were children with disabilities not allowed into public schools. Does human value and social equality have to be gained or earned? Why have there been numerous social barriers, laws and regulations to keep people with disabilities segregated, isolated and socially devalued? 

This presentation represents a unique opportunity to answer these questions and explore fundamental issues of stigma, humanness, social segregation and equality. The goal of this presentation is to raise the consciousness of the listeners to social inequality and question past social and policy practice with regards to people with disabilities, particularly those with the label mental retardation. Moreover, it is hoped that this presentation will facilitate thought and discussion with regards to creating a better society; a society where all people, regardless of their perceived deficits can participate and contribute. 
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