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Interview with E Michael Bonneau, at his home at Dutch Village Apartments in Menands, NY, June 8, 1999, about his experience in St. Coleman's Home in Watervliet NY, and the death of his brother Gilbert Bonneau on November 28, 1953, when Gilbert was 8 years old.

 An Oral History  by Peggy Rockwell.

For the Reader: anything in Italics will be the interviewer’s question or comment, other wise, all text will be the words of Ernest Michael Bonneau.

We are talking to Michael, Hi Michael.

Hi.

You came from a very large family, um, can you tell me the name of your siblings, starting with birth order?

Well the youngest would be my sister Darlene, um… next would be Gilbert, um, then uh, me, then my brother Daniel, then my brother Bill and my brother Patrick.

Ok and you were five years old when you entered St. Colemans.  Do you remember this experience very well, or not?

Uh, vaguely, the uh, the only thing that I can remember is um, you know I believe when I was around five I was playing outside on my tricycle, uh, probably me and Gilbert, and or maybe Danny, I’m not sure.  Uh, we heard some sirens and we came running back to the house, and, uh, they took my mother away.  Um… and that’s how we, uh, I guess, from what I understand, the state put us in a home.

Where did you live?

We lived at ten Sheridan Place in Albany, NY. 

And So, your mother was taken away?

Yeah, but I’m not sure if she was put into a local hospital or they took her right to Poughkeepsie.  I’m not sure on that.  But they did take her away, and they had to put us in a home.
So, you were five and you don’t remember.  Who went into the home, you, Gilbert?

That would be Gilbert, me and Danny.  We all went into the home.

Can you give me the ages when you went in?

Well, roughly, roughly, I, well, here’s, well roughly I was five when I went in, and Danny was 7.  Now, as far as Gilbert, I’m not sure if he went the first time to St. Coleman’s.  I think they put him in the Brady Hospital.  Then when there was a 2nd time that we had to go back into the home again, um, that’s when Gilbert, I think, at that time, went into the home with me and Danny again.  St. Coleman’s.

Now, uh, the first time you went into St. Coleman’s, you were 5.

Five, right.

So, your mom was taken away?

Taken away.

That’s all you know?

That’s…, by ambulance, that’s all I  can remember at that time.

Did you ever see your mom again?

Uh, Yeah, on a couple of occasions, yep, in the hospital, the state mental hospital.  Uh, but as far as coming out of the home, I’m not sure if my mother was home at the time that we got taken out again, I can’t remember.  Um, that is something that I will never remember is, ah,  when we left the home, I just don’t know , I don’t know what happened.  It’s true.  Um.

Well, your mom was taken away and so you dad had 6 children in your family.

Right, right.

And so, you were only five, so, so OK, you and Danny and Gilbert went into St. Coleman’s.  You did come out again, because your mom got better.

I think so, yes, yes.  That’s the only reason we got out.  My mother got better I guess.  Um, but we ended up going back in again.

OK, well, let’s ask, How was St. Coleman’s?  Why don’t you describe basically what it was like for you as a five-year-old to go into an orphanage?

Well, well…. It was scary.  Uh, when, uh, I believe it was a social worker who, you know,  brought us to the home.  She rang the door bell, and, you know,  it was loud bell and then the door opened and there was this tall black figure figured in black, you know, a big nun, scared the heck out of me.  You know, we started crying.

All three of you?

I.

So, it was a social worker, not your dad?

Who?

It was a social worker who took you to St. Coleman’s?

Correct. Yeah.  No, not my father.  Uh, but they finally calmed us down when we went in as as, I mean I… I don’t know what happened to us when we got in there.  I, I don’t.  I mean they brought us through this room, um to calm us down, you know, where they had all kinds of toys and stuff, dolls, or teddy bears and stuff.  And when we went through there, they calmed us down somehow.  But, after that is was  ( His wife contributes… “ A nightmare, huh, a nightmare”  and she starts to laugh).  After that it was just another, another bad world.   I don’t know, it was  just another world, it was like a being caged in all the time.  

You told me that you were locked in a closet a lot?

Yeah, well, I, I don’t know what happened.  It is possible that I couldn’t deal with the way they were trying to teach me things, or something, I’m not sure what happened, but, uh, but I do remember stings with the sticks, and I do remember being in a , uh, like a cubby hole, uh, I’m sure, you know, I, its, I just remember sad things in that place.  Uh, kids being hit with sticks, by nuns, by a , uh, I think they call them a layperson, that, she used to be an orphan in the home, she stayed in there all her life, but she was, uh, she was like in charge of the boys, and uh, she was pretty mean.

Well, you described for me yesterday in different terms.

Pretty mean.  Oh yeah, well she, uh, you got, you did anything wrong, you got it from her.  She, uh, she would just stand there, smacking her gum watching you, and she would have that stick underneath her arm.  Um, she probably hit me, but I, I don’t remember.  You know, I did get hit many, many  times, uh cause I, I can still feel the stings today.  You know, that’s what comes to my mind is stings.  Uh, you know, I did see kids get beat up, I, I see them, uh, put out in the solarium, well mostly all of us.  We had to line out in the solarium out in the stairs, and watch these kids that wet their bed with sheets over their head.  Of course, some of the kids screamed, and they hit them with sticks.  Then they used to hang them down the laundry chute by their legs.  Uh, but it was just.

Who did this? The nuns?

The nuns and that lay person.

What was her name?

Katherine Fredette.  

Hang them down the laundry chute by their legs?

Yeah.  From the stair, yeah they had the  laundry chutes out in the stairwell in St. Coleman’s.  Uh.  I don’t know , it was just a sad place. Uh, you know, I, there were good times.  Very, very few good times in there, you know, when like when they have had like the Knights of Columbus would probably  put on a Christmas party for the kids, uh you know, we would get out of there and go to a Christmas party, uh.  Summer time, we couldn't wait because they had field day, you know, like a field day outside.  Um, and the movies, they, they had movies every, I believe it was Friday or Saturday night.  But as far as playing, they, if the weather was bad, they used to keep us inside in the playroom and we used to have to sit on benches all day long.  For hours.

Did they teach you?

You mean in school, or in the playroom?

Was there a school?

Yeah, I did, well, I, well I can just remember a few things in school up in there.  I remember reading books, probably.  I remember them coming in pitchers of milk, and we would get two slices of bread.  I don’t know if that was a snack, or what.  I don’t know what that was, but it was great.  Um. but as far as the outdoor activity, we very seldom, the only time we actually went outside was in the summer.  We were always out, constantly, and um, I don’t remember playing with other kids, I, I, I think I used to sit by a fence by myself.  Watched a farm.  They had a farm there.  But as far as the playroom, when the weather was bad or in the wintertime, uh, we didn’t do hardly anything.  We just sat there till it was probably lunchtime, or dinnertime, you know, we were constantly in there, just sitting on benches.

They wouldn’t let you play or talk?

You could talk, but you know, all the girls were lined up on one side on benches of the playroom.  It was a large playroom, probably the size of, larger than a basketball court, maybe.  And then the boys were on the other side.  Yeah, I can remember that the kids did talk, but you couldn’t do anything, you just had to sit there for hours.

Did kids try to escape?

That I don’t remember, but from what I understand about one of the witnesses concerning Gilbert, my brother Gilbert, there, a, she mentioned that Gilbert and this person that I talked to, uh, that saw Gilbert in the infirmary one time and uh, she says her and Gilbert and a couple of other of her friends tried to escape, maybe.  They didn’t make it.  (laughs).

I want to ask you now about Gilbert.

Yeah.

That’s a big part, I think, of why I came.  Um, you say Gilbert died in St. Coleman’s home.

No.  He didn’t die there.  He… I don’t know this.  That is something that I’ll never know.

Why don’t you talk about Gilbert a little bit, now.  You said to me that you didn’t remember Gilbert, even though he was only two years younger than you.

No, because we were separated all the times in there.  Uh, I think the only time I used to see him is when um, well, very seldom, my father and my brothers used to take us out and my uncle, uh.  That’s probably when I really saw him, but I don’t remember.  We used to go out, you know for on a Sunday, or something. Am I still on tape?

You’re doing fine

 Uh, no.  Once we went in there they separated us.  I can , I can remember one time I was getting a hair cut by this Sister Mary Margaret and uh, somebody told me, I don’t know if it was another  kid that was waiting for a haircut, that they had Gilbert locked in a closet someplace (laughs).  I, I don’t, you know, that’s all I, you know really know about Gilbert, I don’t know.  I can’t tell you.  Um.  Don’t remember him.

So, your experiences from St. Coleman’s are kind of confused because, I mean that’s what…

Well, apparently they must have traumatize me.  They had to traumatize me, because why can’t I remember certain things?  Um.  You know, I do remember the church, you know, we were always in church.  But there are a lot of things I can’t remember because, probably because we were scared.  You know, they beat us.  I, I don’t know what happened.  I, for all I know I might have wet the bed, I don’t know, I don’t know, I really, don’t know.  I remember getting hit, but I don’t, it just doesn’t connect.  I mean, you see kids get hit, but, you know, when you get hit yourself, you know you got hit because you remember the stings.  I don’t know.  Everything changed in that place for me.

In 1978 a woman named Mary Maynard made a phone call to your brother Bill?

That’s  correct.

And, can you talk about that.  It seems to have changed your life.

Uh, yeah, well, um.  As far as Gilbert when he died, we always thought he died from meningitis, you know a disease or something.

Why?

That’s what we always, uh were told, I guess my parents were told that the nuns said that he died from a disease.  And that was it.  But, uh 1978, uh, this woman, she was a resident when Gilbert was there at that time.  She was older than Gilbert.  She was probably a teenager.  Ah.  She called my brother Bill, and she explained to Bill that , that, uh, that, you know, that Gilbert didn’t really die from meningitis, he died from a beating.

Uh, she also stated that she knew the name of the nun that did this to him, and, uh, at that time when Gilbert did get hit with a stick, they were told by that nun, these girls that witnessed Gilbert’s beating that, you know, they uh, that they didn’t see nothing.  If they did, they’d get the same, or something.  Probably had to keep hush up about it.  But, anyway the girl did , uh, what happened, the reason why the girl did call my brother Bill in ’78 was because of a, this girl that witnessed Gilbert’s beating apparently ran into the nun, the ex-nun in Troy, NY, at the Vale house, over at Russell Sage College.  From what the girl told me, I believe she meant this ex-nun was a hostess at the college or something, I’m not sure what.  But she said, when she saw this woman’s face, she, it brought back memories to what happened to Gilbert, and uh, she just decided to call my brother Bill, and let us know what really happened to him.  And we did try to, we were supposed to get contact with her, but she said she was moving or something, and that, you know, that she would get back to us, or whatever.  I’m not positive of what happened.  But, when we heard that we, I mean, myself and all my brothers, we went up to St. Coleman’s Home in 1978 and we rang the doorbell, and this nun comes out.  I knew the nun by her face, I remembered her face when I was a kid up in that place, but I couldn’t think of her name till later.  Uh, we asked to see the Reverend Mother, uh Bernadette.  She says that uh, she’s not in right now, can help you.  We went in, and we explained to her what really happened, you know, what we heard had happened to our little brother Gilbert, and she says, “Well.”, she says, “Wait here, I’ll be right back.”  Probably waited five minutes and she come back out with a pencil and paper, and she says, “Well, uh, what’s the name of your lawyer?”  Uh, and my older brother Bill, he says, “Well, we don’t want to say right now.”  Um.  And that was  it.  We haven’t heard from anyone from St. Coleman’s home until this days as I’m talkin to you right now about what really happened to Gilbert.  Everything is silence  since then.  We tried to get in touch with this woman, what we just, you know, I ran ads in papers.

What woman?

Mary Maynard.  And uh.

So, you never spoke to her again after that?

No, no.  We did go see an attorney a probably a few days after, probably the same day after  we left St. Coleman’s.  
Did that strike a chord in you, the question, “Who is your attorney?”  Did that make you think?

Well in a way, yes, I mean, why would they want a lawyer?  I mean, why would they want to know our lawyer?  What, they must have done something wrong then, or  something.  But anyway, we did see an attorney.  His name was Seymour Fox.  And he, he says, “Well”, he says “If she witnessed this, well, where is she, you know, you’d have to contact, she’s got to come in and make a statement of some kind.”  He says, “Without that, you can’t do nothin.” So, apparently, we could never get in  touch with this woman who, you know, witnessed Gilbert’s beating, and uh, and we just let it ride, we just figured there was nothing that we could do.  

Well, what did she say about Gilbert?

She says Gilbert died of a fractured scull.  That’s what happened to him.  That’s just the way she told us over the phone that he was beaten with a stick, and he probably died from a fracture.  

How old was Gilbert when he died?

Gilbert was, he was almost, he would have been goin on 9 years old.  He died when he was 8.  He was 8 years old when he died.  

When was his birthday, do you remember?

December 19th.  And he died November 28, 1953.

You said when you were ten years old, you left St. Coleman’s.

Well, I,I didn’t leave, I, that’s usually when , the boys, the place, St. Colemans was, you know, had boys and girls in there.  What happens is when, only the boys, when you turn ten years old, I don’t know the reason why, I, I have no clue, I have no idea, seems that the boys used to leave the home when they were ten.  And they would ship them out to either LaSalle School in Albany, or to, I believe it was called Hillside Orphanage in Troy, NY.   That’s when I was ten, I left there and I went to LaSalle School.  

What happened on the day you left?

I actually don’t remember.  The only thing I can remember is a, the nuns, they gave us a prayer book and a schapular and maybe a pair of rosary beads to every one of us that was leaving.  And a, I don’t remember getting on a bus.  I don’t remember how  I got to LaSalle, but when I got to LaSalle, it was just another world.  It was freedom.  You know, we weren’t caged in like we were.  

You had brothers instead of nuns?

Christian Brothers, yes, we had Christian Brothers.  Christian Brothers we had watch us over there.

And after that, 2 months after you were taken to LaSalle, you were taken to your brother’s funeral.

Right, I, I don’t… I, I. Correct.  That’s what I know, you know, from reading papers, you know, my brother’s records that it was to months, you know, when I left there and that’s when he died.

The Brothers took you to a funeral.  How did you feel?  Did you know what was going on?

No, no, no.   I actually didn’t know.  I thought it was just another part of life, or something.  I don’t know.  I had no, you know, well at that age, you don’t know.  Maybe because I was traumatized, I, I don’t know.  I do remember seeing him vaguely in the coffin in St. Coleman’s, but, I, I sure can’t picture him.  I, I can’t picture him at all.  But, from what I understand, the pallbearers from what I was reading in some of Gilbert’s papers, they were older kids from LaSalle that were pall bearers for, um.   That’s it, I just don’t remember, you know.

You remember going to the funeral, or not, or is it just this vague memory?

No, I don’t, I don’t remember them putting Gilbert in the ground.  The only thing I can remember is going around the coffin, you know, they had him in an area where visitors came, you know, to visit St. Coleman’s.  Where all the kids used to just go around, you know.  No.  I, I don’t.

Do you remember anybody in your family being there?

Nope, nope.  I was just in another world.  

Was Darlene in a home as well?

Darlene was in a foster, foster, like a foster care people, you know.  A husband and wife took her when she was a baby.

And so, the older brothers, there was Danny in St. Coleman’s originally with you, and ended up in LaSalle.

Danny left way before me, cause Danny’s , you know, two years older than me.  Bill, he was put in LaSalle.  My older brother Pat, he was old enough to be on his own.

What did your dad do for a living?


Uh, well, originally, he used to be a crane operator for Adirondack Steele.  Um.  And then I, I guess when he, I don’t know if its when he met my mother and my mother and they got married, I’m not sure, but he, he didn’t have many jobs, he, he um, he sort of like go job to job.  And, you know,  didn’t hold jobs very long.

How long ago did your dad pass away?

I think my father died around um, (looking at the death certificate)  November 19, 1957 my father died.

So, your dad passed away when you were a very young man?  You were still in LaSalle.

Correct. Right, and um.

Can I see the death certificate?  Do you know what he died of?

Well, from what I understand, it was a coronary, but I, I think it was probably from his drinking.  Liver.

And, how old was he?

My father was, I believe was 48.

Do you think that his drinking contributed to his not being able to keep a job?

Yes, and probably that is why my mother was in the mental ward too. Yeah.

We were talking about your dad, who was a drifter, and I asked you if he knew about what kind of situations, did he know about what you kids have to go through in the home?

No, he, I, I mean we, we probably told him what was going on when we used to go visit him, you know, what they were doing to us in there, but , a, I don’t, you know there was probably nothing he could do about it.  It was just sad, you know.  We were glad to go home with him, but, you know we just went out and had a good time.  You know, when it was time to go back, we didn’t want to go back.  A matter of fact, the rules for visitation were to go you know on a Sunday, and come back the same day.  One time my father kept us overnight cause he knew we didn’t want to go back.  I don’t know what happened, what they said to him about that, but that only happened once.  But I very seldom seen my father in the home.  You know.

He didn’t visit much.

No, no.  Uncles, according to the papers that I have, you know, Gilbert’s personal records and my personal records, they say that we did have visitors, but I very seldom remember.  The only things I could remember is  maybe  getting candy.  And that woke me up.  Goodies.

So, that was a special treat, you remember that?

Yeah, yeah.  And I guess there are times when either I or Gilbert, maybe possibly Danny, that, you know, on visitation day, that one of us wasn’t there.  And it’s probably because they were punishing one of us, I’m not sure.  Cause, you know, I did talk to some people, that sometimes they, you know, they would try to get us all, and they would have down on the reports that either Gilbert went to summer camp, or Michael went to summer camp.  But it was my belief, you know, that something was wrong, and they wouldn’t let him out, or either me out to visit.

So, you were basically taken out of your home, then, when your mom was put into the state hospital  in Poughkeepsie.  You were taken from your Dad.  Is that correct?

Correct.  Well, what I can remember from the first time that it ever happened, I believe it was 1947, you know, when they took my mother in the ambulance was that, the thing I remember next is that I was riding in this  nice car, and the woman was nice to me, and we ended up in St. Coleman’s.

Did that happen right after your mom (was taken away)?

I don’t recall.  

Now, you said you saw your mother a couple of times in Poughkeepsie.

Correct.  There’s possibly a, I’m not sure of the time frame, but I think my uncle and my older brother took us out of St. Coleman’s, me and Gilbert at one time, and, according to my records, we did go down to see her.  And, the second time we, I think I went I down to see her, I think Gilbert died already.  I think, I might have been in LaSalle when I went down to see her for the last time.

And, how was she? What was it like?

Well, it was scary.  Well, when we entered the place, when we entered the place, you know, I could remember people screaming out through the bars.  But I didn’t pay much attention.  I was only a kid.  You know, I, it just seemed strange for a woman or a guy to be screaming through the bars.  But when we did get in there I, you know, I can remember, a lot of women dressed in white, and men in white with a bunch of key rings and going through door to door to visit my mother.  That’s about it, I mean I, I remember seeing her in there.

You don’t remember seeing her at all?

Inside there, yeah, just sitting there paranoid.  She was  like in a stare, she would stare, you know, just stare, not at us, just stare ahead.  And, uh.

Now you told me that on her death certificate it is written that she had had a lobotomy.

That’s what it says, yes.  I, you know, I didn’t know at the time what she died of, you know, I was only a kid.  But when I looked through her records, you know, they stated on the death certificate that she was paranoid type for about six years, and that would be the length of her stay there, and that they performed a lobotomy on her.  

When did they perform the lobotomy on her? Right before she died?

I believe so.  I’d say around that time, because she was there for six years.  

How old was she when she died?

My mother was, she died 1957, she was 39.

So, was it due to complications (of the lobotomy)?

That I’ll never know.  Yeah, I’m just going by what it said on the death certificate.  

OK, getting back to Gilbert, when you received that phone call from Mary Maynard in 1978, it really did change your life.  Am I right?

Oh, yes, it changed everything around.   It changed, I mean, you’ve got to remember that we believed he died from a disease.

Can you explain to me what happened?  You went from thinking that your brother just died of a disease to thinking that he was beaten to death.

Well, when, like I said before, when that woman called us, we went to the home and went to see the attorney, and the attorney says, “Well, you have to have this witness come forward to sign this statement.”  And I said, well, we don’t have any idea, she said that she would come back to us, she never left a phone number, or anything like that.  She said she was moving, or something to New York, or something.  New York City area.  But, we figured there was nothing we could do without that witness, so we let it go until, I’d say, we just let it go.  Period.  But in 1995 I wanted to do a family tree.  And I wrote a letter to St.Coleman’s home to see if I could get my personal records, and I didn’t ask for medical record, I just asked for personal records.  And they did send them to me.  And I also wrote another letter, not too long after that to see if I could get Gilbert’s personal records, and I was denied.    So, when they denied  me Gilbert's, lets see, the only thing I would really know about Gilbert would be through his records.  When they denied me, that’s what made me go forward.

So, alarms went off in your head.  

Yes, what I did was, I starting running ads in newspapers looking for Mary Maynard.  And, I think I have done that for, well it was ’95 when, it was in the summer, July, when I got my records, and then I tried to ask for Gilbert’s.  They denied me.  So I ran the ads, roughly about a few months later looking for Mary Maynard to see if she could help us out, or whatever.  You know, I wanted to thank her for what she told us about Gilbert.  So what happened , how Gilbert’s story broke was somebody from the Troy Record seen this article I had in their newspaper, and they were curious about what it was all about, so they sent a reporter to my house.  That’s how Gilbert’s story broke.  

You did finally get some records of Gilbert’s, right? Regarding a prescription from a Doctor.

Well, when Gilbert’s story broke, you know, we had a hard time getting.  You know, I had to hire an attorney to get his personal records.  So finally, the courts allowed some of his personal records to be released.  You know, we had to fight a long way to try to get these.  It wasn’t all his records.  It was only a, maybe a third of his records that they, that the court ordered to be released, and New York State Social Services.  But the papers they did release, you know, I found a prescription slip in there.

Can you tell me about the prescription?  Why don’t you talk about that.  Who the Doctor was who wrote it.

Well, what it says on this one document that was in Gilbert’s file, it’s a prescription slip, and it is written out from a Dr. Haverly from Green Island NY.  He was the St. Coleman’s Home Doctor; like an industrial doctor, and he, from what I believe, I think the nuns took Gilbert down to see him at his office, because he was the St. Coleman’s Home Doctor, and he wrote out a prescription for the nuns to take Gilbert to the hospital to be hospitalized immediately to be diagnosis and treatment.  And the date that was on this that I can see, and everybody else can see, is November 28, 1953.  Upon studying this prescription slip, I did notice that the number eight was changed somehow.  It was my belief that it was a one, twenty-one.   That would be about seven days before he died.  It’s possibly a twenty-seven, and then somebody, the day he died, the put an eight there.  

Which is the day he died, November 28, 1953.

Correct, correct and…

What the script say?  What were the instructions on the prescription?

To take to, I want Gilbert Bonneau to be hospitalized immediately for diagnosis of treatment and it is my belief that it was a 21.
So, in other words, they never did anything.

No, they, if the story, I mean, I believe the story, you know, because of the witnesses we have that saw Gilbert being beaten.  It is my belief that Gilbert was in so bad condition that the nuns didn't know what to do, so they brought him down to Haverly.  Dr. Haverly And then Haverly wrote out the slip, and the prescription slip for Gilbert to be hospitalized, and they out right denied Gilbert's rights.  They let him lay in that infirmary for 7 days.

Do you think they were afraid to take him to the hospital?

Yes because of the beating.  That's the only reason.
And it is significant that….

Well, if they brought him to the hospital, the place would have been closed down.  Either that or they would have arrested somebody up there.  You know.

You would hope.

And I am sure that they covered everything up.

What do you think of Dr. Haverly?

No, I have faith in the guy because he wrote out the prescription slip.

So, the fact that the prescription slip was still in his file proves that it was never… that he was never taken to the hospital.  That they never followed the Doctor's orders.

Well, they might say that they made a copy of it, but I don't think they had copies in '53.  Why would you make a copy of a prescription slip in the first place?  There is another eyeglasses, that was never filled, but the main, the main prescription slip that could have saved his life was, was outright denied.

When you saw these documents, how did you feel?

Well, there wasn't much on 'em.  There, a lot of the documents weren't signed by the nun, the head nun.  

And you are still trying to get documents, aren't you?

Well, these were only certified copies.  They were in camera review that the judge released.  They did finally give us copies of his entire file, but the in camera review copies only.  But when I found out about, when I studied the prescription slip, I noticed the date being changed, and I hired a forensic document examiner and he told me that in order to really go through these, you know, to see if there was  wrong doing on these papers, you would have to have the originals.  So, I had  to hire an attorney to go to, back to the Supreme Court, County Court to get  his original documents, and that's on hold right now.  That's what we are waiting for.

Do you have any anger towards, like, I mean.

Towards St. Colemans?

Well, yeah.

Well, the only, well they say people forgive, but what really hurts me is that they kept silent about it.  I.  They.  I don't understand why they are keeping silent.  Why don't they talk to us?  We haven't heard from no one since 1978.  That was the last time I ever talked to someone from St. Coleman's.  And that was the nun when we explained to the nun about what happened to Gilbert.  Never heard from no one to this very date.  And for them to keep silent about Gilbert, I don't understand the religion.  You know, it's got me upside down they way uh…

The religion?

Yeah, I, I don't, I mean they're supposed to teach, I mean they taught me catechism in that place.  They taught me about the devil.  But for them to do that, and to cover Gilbert's death up, and for them to not even help us, just to keep silent, I, I think it's a sin.  It's a, more than a sin, it's a, I don't know what you'd call it.  I, I don't have any idea.  They take their vows.  I don't know it's, I don't know how to explain it.

And, are you a practicing Catholic now?
I am a Catholic, I mean I hate to say,…  I might as well say I was forced into being a Catholic in St. Coleman's, but I do believe in God.  That's about it.

What about your dad?  Were you angry? 

No, no, I was never.

How did he feel about Gilbert's death?  Do you remember that?

No, no, no.  But from what my brother Bill said, he took it bad.

So, you got a lot of information from your older brothers about?

Yeah, sort of, yeah.  But only Bill.  

It seems to me that you have a lot of confused memories from the beatings and the , like you said, trauma.

Trauma.  They, uh, I don't know what.  They either gave me pills, I don't know what they did to me because I, it’s strange, I don't remember Gilbert.  I do remember beatings and I do remember kids screaming, and I do remember things that they did.  I do remember being in cubbyholes.  I 

Cubby holes?

A cubby hole.  It's like a little, it's down at the very bottom of, like a basement, down at the bottom of the stairs.  They, I don't know if I was hiding in there underneath the stairs or that's where they kept me.  I  don't understand why I was there.  I still don't understand why I was in a cubbyhole.  That's something I won't know.  I, you can't get away in that place.  They always know where you are 'cause the older girls took, watched over ya a lot.  Watched the kids.

Tell me about the "older girls"?  They let the girls stay after the boys left?

Well, in other words, oh, well, what happened is, from what I understand, back in them days, it was roughly  probably 400 to 500 boys and girls total in that place, and there was only so many nuns to watch all them kids.  So, what they used to do is they, these nuns, they used to take their favorites, I don't know if it was their favorites or what, underneath their wings, well, forget that.  What I am trying to say is that certain aged girls, like maybe between 14 and 12, I don't know, somewheres around there, they used to, the nuns used to give them chores to do.  In other words, their chore would be to watch these boys for so many hours, and I imagine, when any of us got out of line, or something, that's when the nun hit us with the stick.  Or that Fredette woman.  

I asked you if you remembered the nuns who hit you and you said all you remembered were…

They all looked the same.

Yeah.

They, they  all wore black.  It was scary.  The only thing, the only actual person that I can actually picture was that Fredette woman.  I mean, because she was never dressed up as a nun, she was in civilian clothes.  That's somebody you'd never forget.  Today, when I look at World War II pictures about the concentration camps, and I remember seeing these women SS guards and she comes right to the picture, this Fredette woman.  She comes right clear to me.  

And she had been brought up in St. Coleman's.

I believe her and her siblings and there's a possibility that one of her siblings became a nun up there.  

It is an interesting theory that the children you are beaten, beat.  

Well, they were probably.  See, the way I, the way I think what happened is, when these children were placed in there, there is a possibility about everything about the background.  If they knew that these boys and girls were from people, probably with money, or I don't know, higher authority, they took good care of them.  But, when there was kids that came in from poor families or something, them was the ones that got the raw deal.

Were there kids with money in there?

Yes, I, What do you mean?

I mean families, from well to do families.

Families?  I don't know, but you could surmise that, because I'm sure they took out on the kids that didn't have it.  You know, they come from a low background, you know, higher class.

What about children of color?  

I don't remember black people in there.  I don't, I don't remember that.
It makes you wonder what…

I think there was, but I, I don't remember.  The only thing I can remember is the bell on top of the steeple there ringing, you know, is it time to eat?, are the nuns going to go pray?  You know, I'm not sure.

So, you were in there for how long?

Well, I went in in '57, I mean 1947.  There is a possibility that I got out that same year later.  Then we went back in again.  

It must have been very difficult.

Oh, yeah because…, well, when we first went in there like I told you, they showed us all the toy rooms.  You know, to calm us down, but the second time around, we went in, I'm sure we cried, if I can remember, and I don't remember the toy room.  They probably took the stick and whacked us and that was it.  The third time, I don't remember.  But I do remember the very first time I went in there.  Cause they traumatize you in there.  They beat you, and, like I said, the stick rules in there.  It's like, there was a woman when Gilbert's story broke, she was sort of on the nun's side.  She said, "These nuns are beautiful people."  She say, " All they had to do was look at you in the eye, and you had better behave."  Or, something  like that.  What she meant by that is that they got the stick.  (Laughs).

End of side 2

Beginning of side 3

In 1995, when they didn't release the records for Gilbert, that is when this media blitz really happened about Gilbert's death.  

In other words, when they refused Gilberts' records, I felt, since I don’t' remember my brother that would be the only thing I would know about Gilbert would be in his records.  When they denied me his records then I, you know, I was upset about it and I says, well jeez, why do they need them, I'm the one who needs them.  I need to know about my brother.  But, what I started doing, I, I, you know since I couldn’t get anywheres there, I started puttin ads in the paper lookin for the Mary Maynard Girl, or anybody else to see if they can let me know what they knew or what ever happened to Gilbert, and, you know, that was going on for some time, a couple of months or so, and finally an editor from the "Troy Record" spotted my piece in the paper and he sent a report to my house.  And, I explained to the reporter, I showed him, you know, different articles about Gilbert and the home and that, and, uh, he says that he would do a story for Gilbert.  
What I found interesting about reading about Gilbert's death is that it opened up a wound in this community about orphanages, and a fight about people who were beaten and people who weren't.  How do you feel?  

Well, well, it's my belief that if Gilbert's story didn't break that nothing would have came out about the abuse in that place, so.

Well, let's talk about Dr. Baden, from the NYS Police Laboratory, who was also involved in the OJ case.  Now, he disputed the death certificate.  Am I right?

Yes, he said that Gilbert didn't die from Meningitis, he died from something else.  It definitely wasn't meningitis.  And he also stated that we should, you know, that Gilbert's certificate should be investigated.  You know, what really happened to Gilbert.

Now, there are some notes that are in front of me that are "Bedside Notes" from St. Colemans, and they start on November 23, 1953, and they go to the 28th when he was supposedly taken to Albany Hospital.

Right, right.

But, there is no identifying nurse, no initials, no caregiver; it is all in the same handwriting.  It looks like it was done in one day.  Can we talk about this document a little bit?

Well, not really.

You don't want to talk about it?

Well, what can I talk about it?

Well, I mean, who was the investigating…. What are these notes?  You hired a forensic Doctor, didn't you?

Yeah, a forensic pathologist.  Yeah.

You hired him to look at these notes.

Well, yeah.  To look at Gilbert and his medical file and stuff.

He told you you had a case.

No, the only person who really told me I had a case was a document, a forensic document examiner, who told me, you know, that I do have a case concerning the prescription slip, the dates.

And, why don't we talk about grave # 353.  That was where he, they wanted to talk about exhuming the body, and they said that his grave was marked as grave 353 in Latham?

Right, at St. Patrick's Cemetery.  But, according to their records, that's where he was buried, grave 353.  And, what happened, apparently, when we bought the stone for Gilbert back in the '60s, apparently the people we bought the stone from contacted St. Agnes Cemetery, and they gave them the information to where to place the stone.  So, actually, the flat stone wasn't placed on grave 353, it was placed next door to it.  So we've been going there for roughly twenty some odd years, thinking it was Gilbert, which it wasn't, he was next door.  The stone was in the wrong place.  

So, you finally did have the grave exhumed, didn't you?
Yes, in June (1998) last year.

You had to do that privately.

Yeah, we did that on our own expenses.  Everything was done on our own expenses.  

And, so, there was no…  Tell me about, you said there were twins.  The Frawley Twins who were in the infirmary.

When Gilbert was there, yes.

Can you tell me, what happened?  What did they tell you, one of the Frawley twins tell you?

Well, I did speak to both of them.  They talked to me on a radio show that her and her sister were in the infirmary when Gilbert was there.  And, the one girl does remember Gilbert  'cause she went to school with Gilbert, you know, Gilbert was in her class.  But, anyway, when they were there, when Gilbert was in the infirmary, these two, the girls were there, the twins, they heard Gilbert crying for help.  He kept saying, "Help, I need help."  And, the one twin sister who was closest to the door got up and tried to get, you know, help for Gilbert, and they told her to get back in bed, and mind her own business.  And, I'm not sure what night it was, but the other girl, the other twin stated that she, (long pause) that when Gilbert, or, what happened was, two nuns and a priest come in finally, you know, they weren't sure of the time, and that they told her to turn around and mind her own business, you know, in her bed, go to sleep, or whatever.  And they were whispering something, or another and she was saying, and I guess when they woke up in the morning, Gilbert was gone.

Gilbert was not there.

So, you had eyewitnesses.  Did these people talk to the Colonie Police?

Yes.  Both of them, and I guess they gave them a written statement.   

So, the Police opened an investigation into Gilbert's death, and then they said they found no foul play.  And how do you feel about this finding?

Right.  Well, as far as I'm concerned they didn't investigate at all, they, I mean….

You think they were part of a cover-up as well?

Well, definitely, what happened to Antoine Periard?  He actually, he did see Gilbert get hit over the head in the infirmary?

Tell me about what he said?  He was in the infirmary as well?

Well, this is another time.  This is another day, you know, when Gilbert was brought in.  I mean, I don't know how many times he was brought in.  Who knows, he was probably brought in so many times.  But, Antoine says that when the brought Gilbert in, they were actually carrying like he was slumped.  You know, they had that Fredette woman, like, underneath his arms and Sister, Sister Regina had his legs.  And they brought him in and, from what Antoine stated, his head was swollen like a, like a ball.  His face was all red and blotched, and he stated that they tied him, when they got him into the bed in the infirmary, they tied him down, his legs and his feet, and I guess he was twitching or something, I'm not sure.  But, but Antoine says that he sees this Sister Regina pull out a stick behind her veil and whacked him once across the head.  And, and I think that Sister Regina did say something to him, Antoine, I, I can't remember.

Isn't it true that that statement didn't appear in the Police report?

Right.  What happened is the detectives, you know, when the Colonie P.D. decided, you know, decided to make their move to investigate, the deaths of the three kids, especially Gilbert, they told anybody who knew anything about Gilbert to give them a call.  So Antoine did call, and apparently, you know, he can't come down, so what they did was they sent two detectives out to his house with his sister and family present, and they took a statement from Antoine.  And, Antoine did state in there that he did see Sister Regina strike him with the stick in the head, you know, while he was tied down.  And, what happened was when we, after that was all situated, a few days later we got a phone call from a detective, one of the detectives assigned to the case.  And, um, and we asked him how things were going, and he says, "Well, we don't have anything yet."  So my brother Bill says, "Well, what about Antoine Periard?  You know, what he saw?"  He apparently told my brother Bill in front of me, my wife and his wife that Antoine didn't see, you know, stated that he got hit with a stick.  And my brother Bill said, "What are you talking about?  Antoine told you on his statement."  Well, it's not in the statement.  So the detective says, "Well, if you want to go up and see Antoine and bring him down again, well, we'll take another statement."  So, we went all the way out to Greenwich, NY and we picked him up.  And we went to the police station that night, and Detective Reude, that was his name, Michael Reude.  We asked the dispatcher if we could see Detective Michael Reude, and Michael Reude come out like he was militant, in a way, you know, he was sarcastic.  He says, you know, my brother Bill says, "Well, here's Antoine."  And Michael says, "Well, we're not taking no more statements."  And it was sort of like a fracas going on there, in a way, you know, like he was pushing us, he was tempting us to do something.  I don't know, but he was all wound up.  Yeah!  He was arrogant, arrogant and says, "No."  That they wouldn't put anymore statements in.

Did you have a lawyer at this point, or not?

No.  I do have his statement too, you know, his police statement.  Oh yeah.  They sent, you know, I had it sent.  Well, I told him what to do, and they sent it out to his house, the copy of it, and we have it and that statement's in there.  

Is there any reason why you think the Colonie Police would want to cover it up?  What are your suspicions?

Well, the Catholic Church is holding, they're just holding things back for us.  You know, I don't know.  It's like running into a brick wall.

Now, you did finally have Gilbert's body exhumed, a year ago?  And they did a DNA Test because there was some problem with the grave.  They had to make sure the body was Gilbert's.  The DNA came back.

Right, through his teeth they took DNA, and they, it did match my brother Bill.  But, as far as us, they didn't go any further testing.  I don't understand why not.  They just did Bill's.  'Cause, it would be me, my brother Danny and my brother Bill, they took three samples of blood from us.  You know, we had to hire somebody to take samples to send to the forensic investigator.  Then he sent that to the pathologist.  And then, I'm sorry, they sent it to the DNA people.  And I still don't understand why they only took Bill's.  I was closer to Gilbert.  That's got me puzzled.  

And, all of this was at your own expense?

Yes.

And, there was no fractured skull, which is what you expected.

Well, that's what they say.

OK, so you don't necessarily believe that that was Gilbert's body?

I will always have my doubts because of when the Colonie P.D., the day they dug, they exhumed Gilbert, when they mentioned that, you know, when they took Gilbert's body out of there, they mentioned on the air that they believed that they weren't going to find nothing wrong with Gilbert's body.  And when they made that statement, that's got me wondering if that was Gilbert that they exhumed.  Even though we had DNA done, and they say that was Gilbert, I still have my doubts; I'll always have my doubts that that was truly Gilbert.

How has this affected your life?  Now you are really committed to this right now.

How has this affected my life?  Well, I'm definitely committed to it.  Like I said before, When you're in St. Coleman's there is no such thing as defending yourself.  You had nothing to say, but later in years when I found out what really happened to Gilbert, I felt that I had to defend him.  That's the way it is.  You know, what are you going to do?

You were basically brought up in institutions your whole life.

Yeah.  You could say that, yeah.

And how do you think that has shaped your life?  I mean, you're retired now from the fire department.

The fire department, yeah.  Well, let's put it this way.

And you raised six children of your own.

Correct.  If I didn't have money at the time, I don't think I would ever be doin, you know, what I'm doin today for Gilbert.  I just had the money.  

Now?

Not now, I did.   I mean, it's cost me over $20,000 so far.  You know, and that's a rough estimate.  Over $20,000, I've spent already.  The only thing that I want to happen is I want, you know, Gilbert's story to be told, and I want the truth to come out.  Why is it that the nuns have to keep being silent, you know, I don't understand.  

Is Sister Regina still alive, or any of these nuns?

Yeah, her, she's still alive, but I don't remember her at all.  Fidelia I might remember, I mean, I can remember Sister Alouisious.  She picked me up by my ears one time.  Certain nuns you can remember certain ones you can't.

Who was Sister Joan of Arc?

Oh, she was a nice nun to me.  She was like, I don't know, somebody you could look up to, for some reason.  She, I don't know.  I might have been in some type of trouble, or they were beating me, I don't know what happened, but I do remember her, you know, somebody to look up to.  I don't know why.

Do you think that you have already told his story in 1995 and 1996 with all the controversy surrounding his death?  When that unfolded, do you think that, or you don't think that you accomplished this?

Oh, no.  I know I accomplished a lot.  What the thing is, if it wasn't for the "Troy Record", I don't know where I'd be today, you know, with Gilbert's case.  

So you feel like that really vindicated him to some degree.  Well, you had a lot of support.

No.  

No?  Well, do you have anything that you would like to add?

Well, I just can't wait til we get the results to see his original documents to prove, you know, that there was foul play, and that, you know, the nuns were responsible for his death.  And I hope some day that they come out and tell the truth.

You said something about three children who had died?

Yeah, there was a boy by the name by the name of Mark Longale.  I think he died around the '60s sometime.  He was the boy who was supposed to be kicked in the stomach by a witness, had a ruptured appendices.  I think he was 12, I'm not sure.  Then there was another boy by the name of, a younger boy, back in the '40s, I think.  His name was Andrew Rudd, I think.  

(Wife in background)

What? Yeah.  Everything's OK, Rose, don't worry.  You need anything I'll get it for you.  She's gonna be going now, anyway.

I have to be going.

(To Rose)  It's only two hours.  One, two.

Rose:  How come she want's to know so much?

(Michael Laughs)

We were just talking.  OK so, alright, I guess it's time to go.  But I want to thank you.

Oh, yeah.  E-mail me.  I got it on the paper.

OK.  This is the conclusion of the interview with E. Michael Bonneau about Gilbert.  Thanks.

Sure.

