
Michael Storm: A Pennhurst Survivor 

Through the Eyes of James Storm, His Younger Brother 

Michael was born in the SO's and it sure seems like a lifetime ago. Harry S. Truman was President of the 

United States; the Korean War Conflict was underway; and Rock and Roll was born. No one had a cell 

phone or a computer, and the television, if you had one, had only 2 or three stations - tops. And sadly, 

there were few, if any, services for people with disabilities. In fact, it was a time when people didn't talk 

about having a child with special needs --- there was shame and guilt for the hard decisions that needed 

to be made. At least, that's how I remember it. No one ever asked about Michael; it was if he didn't 

exist. But my family always thought of him and loved him deeply. 

Sixty seven years ago, Michael was born to Joyce and Marcus Storm from the Easton Area. My mother 

was a homemaker and my dad worked two jobs to make ends meet. My mother had contracted polio as 

a young woman, and it effected how she walked and her internal abdominal muscles. They lost their 

first child during childbirth and Michael was their 2"d child. His birth, a natural childbirth, resulted in 

damage to his brain and body. Michael has cognitive disabilities, cerebral palsy, and epilepsy. I am the 

3rd son and Billy is the youngest. We were delivered by Caesarean Section with no difficulties. 

At some point, my mom and dad realized Michael was not developing typically - he wasn't walking or 

talking. A strong memory is that he never learned not to touch the stove. In every picture I have of 

Michael as a young child, someone always had a hold of him. At one point, my dad borrowed money to 

pay a doctor who looked at Michael's brain, only to be told there was no hope for any progress. My 

parents were told that Mike would die before the age of 20. As Michael got older and with two 

additional sons, my parents were concerned they would not be able to meet the needs of Michael, as 

well as raise Billy and me. 

Michael Moves to Pennhurst State School & Hospital 

My mother always said, "It was the saddest day of my life", the day that she and my dad left Michael at 

Penhurst at the age of 4. They made this terribly difficult decision after being advised to do so by 

doctors and family who were concerned for the welfare of our family. I remember visiting Michael at 

Pennhurst. I must have been about 6 or 7. My mom, dad, and I walked into this big room where 

benches had been stacked either to keep people in or keep people out. I remember the sounds of 

people crying and the smell of urine. My parents didn't think that Michael would remember us, but he 

did. He came right over and held out his hand to mom. My dad couldn't take it. He left crying and 

could never return again. 

When Pennhurst closed, Michael moved to a group home. I remember that my mother was so against 

this as she thought that Michael was getting what he needed at Pennhurst and believed a group home 

would never be able to meet his needs. While living at the group home, Mikey had some medical issues 

and he became hospitalized and stayed there for 6 months. The group home could not take him back 

because he then needed ventilator and feeding tube care. And no other group home could be found to 

provide that level of medical care. 



Good Care at Hamburg 

His next home was Hamburg, where he lived for 11 years. It was a rough start at Hamburg as he had a 

difficult time adjusting to the change in his environment. He did not use words to communicate and it 

took a while for people to understand him. But, they did, and we felt that the staff at Hamburg got to 

know him, his needs, and most important, that they really cared about him. 

Hamburg Closing: A Brother's Dilemma 

Since my parents have passed, my wife Marta and I are the legal guardians of my brother. That means 

that we make the decisions about his care and where he lives. When we got the call that Hamburg was 

closing I was mad. We went into "fight" mode. At a minimum, we wanted the state to keep the medical 

unit open. I could just hear my mom's concerns in my head - "no group home is able to meet his needs 

in the way that the caring staff at Hamburg do". This was like dynamite with a fuse- people were 

scared, and people didn't know where their loved ones were going. 

When it became evident that saving Hamburg was not possible, we decided to be actively engaged in 

the process. And the process to move my brother from Hamburg was very deliberate. We participated 

in a series of planning meetings that included state officials and Mike's County Supports Coordinator

this was to identify the specific services and supports he would need. Then Hamburg staff arranged for 

us to meet with a variety of providers and we were encouraged to visit their community homes. We felt 

that we were the decision makers and that we had choices as to where Michael would live. And we 

were assured that all of Michael's needs would be met. 

Michael moved to a home operated by Ken Crest in 2018. The home is situated in Montgomery County 

on a quiet lane and the house is surrounded by trees, flowers, and nature. There are floor to ceiling 

windows in each room which give a view of the birds and deer who regularly visit. The house was 

renovated specifically for the new occupants who all need medical care. There are four people that live 

in the house; three of the folks moved from Hamburg Center close to the same time that Michael moved 

there. 

The State Got It Right This Time! 

"The state got it right this time!" They told me the truth when they said every one of Michael's needs 

would be met. In his home, Mike receives 'round the clock' nursing care (there are 2 Registered Nurses 

on staff at all times). The people supporting Michael know his needs and have figured out his likes and 

dislikes and how he is feeling by watching his facial expressions and how he moves his body. I am in 

regular contact with the staff at Michael's home, by phone and text. And they always take the time to 

answer all my questions. I am encouraged to visit as often as I can. I especially love visiting during one 

of the seasonal parties that they sponsor for families and other visitors! 

I have no doubt that Michael is safe and that he is loved. He is getting all his needs met - his medical 

needs, his social, and emotional needs. That is what my mother wanted for him! My younger brother 

has little memory of Michael and while he lives hundreds of miles away, we still keep him updated on 

Michael's life and his progress. 

This is the first time Michael has lived in a "home", a place that he is truly loved and surrounded by 

people that know and respect him. While he received excellent care at Hamburg, it was not a home 



setting. We tried to keep Hamburg open out of fear, believing that the services he received there could 

not be replicated anywhere else. But, now Michael has found what he needs in his home. I laugh -

Michael loves women -you can see that extra smile in his face when someone gives him extra 

attention. And he loves Elvis. My mother always played records for us when we were little and maybe 

this is Michael's way of remembering my mom. At a recent birthday party, the staff arranged for an 

Elvis impersonator to perform and Michael grabbed the purple scarf from around his neck. I know that 

the staff at this home get Michael! 

We always thought that Michael would die young, but he sure proved us wrong. We have nicknamed 

him the 'Snapping Turtle' because he keeps surviving all that life puts before him. I know that someday 

my mom is going to come back, grab him by the ear, and take him to heaven with her and dad. My faith 

says that will be so! 

Thank you to James Storm for sharing his and Michael's story. James Storm is a retired Educator from 

the Pocono area. 




