Reality House, Inc.
419 Main Street o Laurel, MD 20707 o 301-490-5552


FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: October 25, 2006
CONTACT: Victoria Tyson, Executive Director, 301-490-5552


PIONEERING MENTAL HEALTH ADVOCATE, DR. LUIS ARBONA, FOUNDER OF MARYLAND'S FIRST PUBLIC ALCOHOLIC TREATMENT UNIT, RECEIVED POSTHUMOUS DEDICATION AT REALITY HOUSE, OCT. 24, 2006


Laurel, MD, USA -- Longtime Washington area physician and humanitarian, the late Dr. Luis M. Arbona, was honored in a posthumous dedication ceremony and luncheon on Tuesday, October 24, 2006, at Reality House, Inc. 419 Main Street, Laurel, MD 20707, for his tireless service to the community and for the treatment and relief of the suffering of addicted persons and their families.  The event was attended by MD Delegates Barbara Frush (speaker) and Pauline Menes; Master of Ceremonies, former Laurel City Councilman Michael Walls; Reality staff and longtime friend and current Medical Director Dr. Guillermo Olivos (speaker); patients, family and members of the community. A beautifully inscribed memorial plaque, with a relief of the doctor's portrait, was hung on the building and unveiled by the late doctor's son and daughter, Jose and Marisa Arbona.      


Often described as "not of this planet," Dr. Arbona rose from humble beginnings in his native Puerto Rico to forge a distinguished career that took him from Mexico City to New York, Maryland and Washington, DC. A surgeon and general practitioner, seeing the devastating effects of substance abuse and mental illness on families and communities, inspired him to dedicate his life to improving mental health and relieving the suffering caused by addiction through psychiatry, at a time when it was widely unpopular.  Says Dr. Olivos, "mental illness was considered less credible and more shameful than physical illness." Yet, "Dr. Arbona broke barriers everywhere he went," notes nurse/counselor Ruth Walls.  "I watched him transform lives for twenty years."


At age six, Arbona lost his father to tuberculosis, began helping support the family by sweeping floors, and decided that he wanted to heal the sick. From studying pre-med at the University of Puerto Rico, he served as a Merchant Marine during WWII, and fulfilled his medical service at Johns Hopkins in Baltimore, MD under the legendary heart surgeon, Dr. Blalock. He completed medical school at the National University of Mexico, and interned at Mexico City's General Hospital.  An art novice, there he married artist/singer Rosario "Chayo" Ruiz.  They headed to New York, where Dr. Arbona interned as a surgeon and general practitioner at the New York City Hospital. He later trained as a psychiatrist at Spring Grove State Hospital in Baltimore, MD, where he held leadership positions and started a children's program. He then worked the ER at Prince Georges General Hospital, became Vice Chief of Inpatient Care Services and the hospital's Vice Chairman, Department of Psychiatry. He broke barriers as Vice Chair, challenging old stigmas associated with both psychiatry and alcoholism, and founding and directing Maryland's first public alcoholic treatment unit.  


A gifted physician, Dr. Arbona was known for seeing his patients as people and not as disease entities.  He was recognized among his peers as much for his tenacity and ability to teach, as his innate ability to perform psychotherapy with insight, graciousness and empathy.  His motto:  "Always give hope."  A "peopleâ€™s doctor," he left his post at PG Hospital after becoming widowed, and practiced at the Multicultural Clinic in Washington, DC, where he could help the underserved DC Latino community. He also served as the medical director at Reality House, Inc., a non-profit halfway house for recovering addicts. So profound was the people's doctor's work and generosity there toward the recovery of chemically dependent persons and giving hope to the desperate, that patients, staff and members of the community gathered resources to create this memorial plaque after his death on February 14, 2006 at age 83.  Dr. Luis Arbona was a resident of Silver Spring, MD for 43 years.  

 

For more information about Reality House, contact Victoria Tyson at 301-490-5552.  

 

For information about Dr. Arbona, contact Marisa Arbona-Ruiz, at 240-432-3177.  


Dr. Luis Arbona Plaque Inscription:

An Angel Among US
February 28, 1922  - February 14, 2006

Dr. Luis M. Arbona stepped through the doors of Reality in 1972 as its medical director. Often described as "not of this planet," he rose from humble beginnings in rural Utuado, Puerto Rico to become a gifted and pioneering physician and humanitarian. At age six, he lost his father to tuberculosis, and helped to feed the family by sweeping floors for twenty-five cents per week and later making furniture. He decided that healing the sick was the most noble thing he could do, and never waivered from following his dream. 

Dr. Arbona's distinguished career evolved from surgeon and general practitioner to psychiatrist, and took him from Mexico to New York, Maryland and Washington, DC.  Seeing the devastating effects of substance abuse and mental illness on families and communities, he dedicated his life to improving mental health and relieving the suffering caused by addiction. He was recognized among his peers for his tenacity, intelligence, teaching ability, innate assessment skills and deep insight. He broke barriers as a vice chief of Prince Georges Hospital, challenging old stigmas of both psychiatry and alcoholism, and founding Maryland's first public alcoholic treatment unit. Known for his remarkable bedside manner, he saw his patients as people with value, rather than as disease entities. In his twenty years at Reality House, he transformed many lives, helping all who crossed his path. His motto was to "Always Give Hope." Dr. Luis Arbona was a shining ray of light, whose tireless service, generosity of spirit and compassion are truly a gift to humanity.  In memoriam, we thank him.            
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