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How Frank D. Lanterman changed my life

... this is his legacy: that people like me have a voice . . .
we have rights and protection . . . and to be treated like other citizens.

By Rebecca Liu
2009 winner of CCHS History Day paper award

Rebecca (MeiMei) Liu (center) is from Sierra Madre Middle
School in Los Angeles County. She is a young girl with severe
autism and does not speak. All verbal communication must
be typed onto a keyboard, which is then read by her full-time
aide. She wrote a wonderful historical paper titled “How
Frank D. Lanterman Changed My Life.” Not only did she
place as an alternate to the National competition in the junior
division but also won four special awards: A People’s His-
tory Award; CCHS Recognition of California History Research
Award; Gloria T. Hirsch Award; and Kudos for Kids Award.

Frank D. Lanterman was a name I had always known but
I really didn’t know what it meant. I had heard my parents
say the name referring to something called “Regional Cen-
ter.” I came to understand the “Regional Center” funded pro-
grams that [ needed, desperately, because I am autistic. |
learned that the name of “my” Regional Center was Frank D.
Lanterman Regional Center. It never occurred to me that the
name referred to a real person. For National History Day [
decided to find out who Frank D. Lanterman really was.

In my initial research on the Internet, I saw that a region-
al center, job center, high school, freeway, street, hospital,
series of laws and a historical house were all named after
Lanterman. I found out that Lanterman House, in La Canada,
has an archive with thousands of documents about the
Lanterman family. As I am unable to speak, I had my mother
call for an appointment with the archivist, Mr. Brooks. On a
wintry day my mother, my aide and I went to Lanterman
House and browsed through boxes and boxes of old newspa-
per articles, interview transcripts, wills, personal and profes-
sional letters, photos, chapters of books and copies of state
laws. We selected about a dozen documents and had them

photocopied to take home. It took me several weeks to go
through the documents with my aide, who reminds me to pay
attention when I read and supports me when I take notes. I
type using one finger with some physical support; the pro-
cess is very slow. After many hours of work, what I learned
from my research changed the way I look at my life and made
me realize how one man can change the lives of so many.

In 1875 Frank Lanterman’s grandfather, Dr. Jacob
Lanterman, came from Michigan to California and bought
Rancho La Canada. He built a house he called “Homewood,”
which is now the historical landmark known as the Lanterman
House.! Dr. Lanterman was active in community service and
instilled his dedication to public service in his family. In 1914
Frank’s father, Dr. Roy Lanterman, a dentist, moved to La
Canada with his wife.? They had three children: Frank, Harriet
and Lloyd. Frank, born on November 4, 1901, was the old-
est.’

Frank Lanterman became an accomplished organist and
majored in music at the University of Southern California.
He never received his degree in music. He had promised the
university’s glee club that he would accompany them on a
concert tour. When his department scheduled his final organ
recital during the glee club trip and refused to reschedule it,
Lanterman left USC without his diploma.* For Lanterman,
keeping his promise was more important than receiving his
degree. This dedication to honesty, to doing what is right,
became the hallmark of his life and career.

After college Lanterman played the organ as accompani-
ment to silent movies. His ambition was to score motion pic-
tures when sound was added. Before he could follow his
musical dreams, his family needed someone to take over the
management of their landholdings.® Frank became a business-
man, managing real estate and the family’s land development
business.*

However, Lanterman’s legacy is not found in his musical
or business career. Frank Lanterman became one of the stron-
gest, most vocal and colorful of California’s state legislators.
In 1951, at age 49, Frank was a successful businessman who
headed his family’s small water company. Provoked by the
actions of the Los Angeles Metropolitan Water Department,
he decided that La Canada needed its own water district.” He
ran for office and became the Republican assemblyman from
the 47th District.®. In 1951 he co-authored the Municipal Water
District Act that created the Foothill Municipal Water Dis-
trict of La Canada, La Crescenta and Altadena.’
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Frank D. Lanterman

Once in Sacramento, Frank “found a lot of other things
that needed fixing.”'’ Lanterman, fiscal conservative, became
the ranking Republican on the budget-writing Ways and
Means Committee.!! The first witness to appear before the
committee was the state director of mental hygiene. He begged
the committee to give mental patients something to eat other
than surplus foods such as beans.'> He pleaded for some fruit
or fruit juice “just to give them hope.”"* Lanterman was out-
raged! Political scientist Eugene Bardach observed, “getting
a glimpse of the nutrition problems of the mentally ill
prompted Lanterman to take a second look at the broader
problems of their existence. He was transformed from a con-
servative ideologue who wanted to stop spending, no matter
what the consequences, to an ardent advocate for the men-
tally ill.”'*

Lanterman said he “found out there were 12 to 14 laws
depriving mental patients of their constitutional rights.”'> He
recalled that he “screamed bloody murder” when he realized
that the state was treating mental patients “like criminals just
because they were ill.” It would take many years to make
the changes to the mental health system that Lanterman
wanted. To make those changes Lanterman became the chair-
man of the social welfare committee in 1954."” What he
learned on the committee made him “fighting mad.” When
he found out that mental patients could be confined for life
after a five-minute hearing, he roared from the assembly floor,
“How the hell long has this been going on?”'® A year later he
introduced legislation to change all that. He wanted not only
to end the involuntary commitment of mental patients but
also to transfer care from state hospitals to community-based
centers.'” Lanterman took the lead in changing laws that ended
“warehousing” of mental patients and provided them with
community-based treatment.”” The groundbreaking legisla-
tion was authored by Lanterman, in the state assembly, and
by Nicholas Petris and Alan Short, in the State Senate.?!
Bardach hailed the act “as the outstanding accomplishment
of the California legislature in its 1967 session; and in its
ambitiously reformist objectives, it has been hailed as a model
for all other states to look to.””? Bardach called the act
Lanterman’s principal claim to immortaility.?*

Frank D. Lanterman, 47th District. Republican. Born in Los Angeles, November 4, 1901. At-
tended grammar and high schools of Los Angeles and Glendale; and the University of Southern
California College of Music. Unmarried. Land developer. Has resided at 4420 Encinas Drive, La
Canada, since 1914. Honorary member, La Canada Kiwanis; Member of Pi Kappa Lambda; La
Canada and Pasadena Chambers of Commerce; Red Cross; La Canada Church of the Lighted
Window (Congregational); Pasadena Tournament of Roses, Glendale Symphony, and Pasadena
Symphony Associations. Life member, Musician’s Local 47, A.F. of L. Elected member, Republi-
can Central Committee of Los Angeles County 1938 to 1950. Member, Republican State Central
Committee. First elected to Assembly in 1950 and has served continuously since that time. Served
as Minority Vice Chairman of Committee on Ways and Means 1967-68; Chairman of Committee
on Ways and Means 1969-70. Vice Chairman, Joint Legislative Budget Com. Vice Chairman,
Assembly Com. on Ways and Means. Member, Assembly Coms. on Transportation; Water.

— Reprinted from California Blue Book, 1971, published by the State Legislature.

The Lanterman-Petris-Short act has seven articles: 1) to
end involuntary commitment of people with mental illness,
developmental disabilities and alcoholism; 2) to secure their
rights through judicial review; 3) to protect them from crimi-
nal acts; 4) to provide evaluation and treatment; 5) to protect
public safety; 6) to provide supervision and treatment place-
ment by a conservatorship program; and 7) to encourage the
full use of services.”* The Lanterman-Petris-Short Act has
remained substantially the same as when it was enacted over
40 years ago. Other states modeled their mental health pro-
grams on Lanterman’s groundbreaking law.?

Yet Lanterman’s greatest contribution to society, and to
history, was yet to come. When Lanterman went to Sacra-
mento, people with developmental disabilities had no legal
rights. They were seen as “feebleminded” and were housed
as “inmates” in state mental hospitals.?® Lanterman proposed
that developmentally disabled persons be provided services
in their home communities, where they could remain close to
family and friends. In 1969 Lanterman put the Lanterman
Mental Retardation Services Act into law. The act gave people
with developmental disabilities rights to state-funded treat-
ment/care services. In 1972 the act was expanded to include
persons with cerebral palsy, epilepsy, autism and other neu-
rological disabilities.”’

In 1976 what became known as the Lanterman Develop-
mental Disabilities Services Act was passed, which consisted
of 10 separate bills.?® The act gives persons with develop-
mental disabilities the same legal rights that all people share
under the law.?* It establishes an entitlement to services/sup-
port for those with developmental disabilities (or those at risk
of developing developmental disabilities) and created local
Regional Centers to coordinate those services.* The act stated
that the state accepts responsibility for persons with develop-
mental disabilities and will assist them throughout their lives.?!
These laws, collectively known as the Lanterman Act, put
California at the forefront of the nation in providing services
to persons with developmental disabilities.*?

The act was amended to establish the right to both treat-
ment and rehabilitation services.’? Lanterman fought for
people with developmental disabilities to live in the least
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restrictive environments that their disabilities would allow.
In 1973 he authored the California Community Care Facili-
ties Act which established a system for licensing residential
homes for persons requiring care out of their own homes.
The law protects vulnerable individuals from neglect, abuse
and exploitation. Unfortunately some communities tried to
enact restrictive zoning ordinances to stop small family homes
from serving individuals with developmental disabilities. In
1970, in response to these obstacles, Lanterman authored leg-
islation that declared that mentally and physically disabled
persons were entitled to live in normal residential settings
and not be excluded on the basis of their disabilities. This
law preempted local zoning, and land-use ordinances, and
protected the rights of six or fewer disabled persons to live in
residential properties, which are funded by the state.?*

Lanterman authored legislation to implement California’s
master plan for special education in 1976. Prior to the enact-
ment of that law, children with disabilities could be denied
access to public education. Lanterman’s legislation required
local education agencies to create and implement plans in
which all children with special needs, including developmen-
tal disabilities, would be able to receive a publicly funded
education based on an individual education plan. Lanterman’s
groundbreaking special education legislation predated fed-
eral laws entitling public education for individuals with dis-
abilities.*

Lanterman said he really never wanted to be a politician,
yet he was one of the most effective legislators in Califor-
nia’s history. This one-time musician served 14 consecutive
terms in the state assembly from 1950 until his retirement in
1978.3¢ He became known as the “work-horse of the state
assembly.”” In addition to his bills for mental health reform
and the establishment of special education, Lanterman spon-
sored 400 other bills which became law, including acts to
preserve the power of local government, improve transporta-
tion, and reduce noise, air and water pollution. At the age of
77 he retired from public office. He suffered from diabetes,
arthritis and heart disease for two years before dying of a
heart attack on April 29, 1981.3

Upon his death many newspaper articles marked his ac-
complishments and praised his character. He was described as
an unlikely hero with his pudgy face, bald head, a scowl like
Winston Churchill and an abrupt manner. Al Martinez, of the
Los Angeles Times, wrote that Lanterman “seemed more quar-
relsome than eloquent, more petty than perceptive, wrapping
up 28 years in the assembly with bitter potshots at the gover-
nor, the governor’s father and a half-dozen others who have
darted like enemy cruisers in the path of the old battleship.”>’

Frank Lanterman may have been gruff and blunt but was
honest and true to the people who really needed him. He was
totally dedicated to his constituents and hated hyprocrisy.*’ John
Knox, speaker pro tem of the assembly, said, “He was real. He
means every damn word he says!”*!' Lanterman stood up for

what was right, regardless of people’s opinions or what was
politically correct. “I never wanted to be a politician,” he said,
“and there are plenty to say I never was one. They call me other
names, you know. But when you see something going wrong,
you’ve sometimes got to step in and say to hell with it and turn
things around!”* Lanterman was well loved by both parties in
Sacramento and became known affectionately as “Uncle
Frank.”® Lanterman never married. “Couldn’t find the right
woman at first,” he said, “and then I finally decided a man can’t
love the legislature and a wife at the same time. I was married to
the government of California and I’ve never been sorry.”*

Lanterman left a wonderful legacy, not only for the men-
tally ill and developmentally disabled of California, but for
those in need throughout the country who cannot advocate
for themselves. Lanterman would become known as the “fa-
ther of mental health” and the “father of special education,”
but he was more than that. As Al Martinez noted, Lanterman’s
place in history is assured. Lanterman and his legislation
served as a model for humanitarianism throughout the na-
tion.* Martinez stated that Lanterman did more for the men-
tally ill and developmentally disabled in three decades in the
legislature than any other individual in California history.*
The Lanterman Act became recognized nationwide and was
the model for reform in many states, as well as the federal
American Disabilities Act. Lanterman saw to it that his legacy
would continue by setting up permanent subcommittees to
deal with physical and emotional handicaps, autism and re-
tardation. “Never again,” he told anyone willing to listen, “will
these unfortunate people be ignored by the government.”47
This is Lanterman’s legacy, that people like me have a voice
in government, we have rights and protections and funding
to allow us to live with our families in our communities and
to be treated like other citizens.

If Frank Lanterman had never lived, my life would be
very different today. I would not have been screened for au-
tism at Regional Center at the age of two. Without that screen-
ing I would not have received the funding for early interven-
tion services which were so vital to my development. With-
out the funding my parents would not have been able to pay
for the treatments that changed my life. My behaviors would
have led to me being placed in a state institution away from
my family. I would have been a closed, scared child without
hope. I would have lived the rest of my life unable to com-
municate my needs, my ideas or my love. I would never have
written this essay.

Frank Lanterman’s work in the state assembly not only
changed the outcome of my life but that of millions of others
with special needs. Due to his profound legislation, people
with disabilities can live and work in their families’ homes or
in residential housing in local neighborhoods. They can re-
ceive a free public education and services to treat their condi-
tions. They can look forward to fulfilled lives and a future
filled with hope, not despair.
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Lanterman’s contribution to history was to single-
handedly stand up for those who were helpless and could not
advocate for themselves. Lanterman’s legislation ensured that
people with mental illness and developmental disabilities
would share in civil rights like other Americans. As an indi-
vidual, his honesty, integrity and compassion led him to cre-
ate legislation that would alter the lives of many people who
came after him. Frank Lanterman was not the leader of a
group, or did he inspire others to do similar work. Instead his

personal perseverance brought about the legislative changes
that would change my life and the lives of millions like me.
His dedication to the rights of people who had no voice marked
him as an extraordinary individual. Frank Lanterman’s life
and career are a model for what one person can do; of the
legacy they can give humanity, if they have a vision, perse-
vere and fight for what they believe is right.

Thank you, Frank Lanterman, for changing my life
for the better.
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