
Troubled teens find 
perilous refuge

Drug use, sex common inside decaying former asylum  
where youths go in search of sanctuary,  

knowing Indian Oaks staff won’t go after them
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The youths living at Indian Oaks Academy knew staff members were forbidden to 
follow them into the hulking abandoned building next door. With its crumbling walls, 
shattered windows and collapsing ceilings, it was too dangerous. 

Once inside the building — the remnants of a decaying former psychiatric asylum 
— youths sometimes hid for days, former facility residents told the Tribune. They said 
they spent idle hours dancing, doing drugs, having sex and planning how to escape to 
the streets of Chicago and beyond. 

The building presents an ongoing danger to the youths at Indian Oaks Academy, a 
112-bed residential center in Manteno, Ill., that is supposed to provide intensive treat-
ment and constant supervision for abused juvenile wards of the state. Beyond the phys-
ical hazards, time spent in the vacant structure undermines treatment and facilitates 
the delinquent behavior that can continue long after the youths have been discharged. 

In May, a 15-year-old girl ran to the brick shell and attempted suicide by eating 
shards of glass and stabbing herself in the stomach, police records show. She vomited 
blood, sustained cuts to her arms and was rushed to the hospital. 

On one fall morning, a moldy mattress, smashed beer bottles and cans of Silly String 
littered the ground. “We all come from broken homes,” declared one of more than a 
dozen messages spray-painted on the building’s pale walls. 

The building doesn’t look like any kind of haven, and the facility told residents to 
stay out. But one former Indian Oaks resident, Miss Cannon, said she found a strange 
comfort there as a 15-year-old. And running away to get inside was no problem. 

“It was very easy,” she said. “Easy as one, two, three.” 
Once, under the gaping holes in the ceiling, she “married” a fellow resident. He 

pulled out a white rubber loop — the kind used to weave bracelets — and slipped it on 
her finger. It was one of the few moments she felt happy at Indian Oaks. 
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BLEAK SETTING: On one fall morning, a moldy mattress was among the 
items in the abandoned building. Smashed beer bottles and cans of Silly 
String littered the ground. 
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‘EASY AS ONE, TWO, THREE’: 
Former Indian Oaks resident Miss 
Cannon said running away to get 
inside the abandoned building was 
no problem. 



“It wasn’t a real ring, but I was blushing,” she recalled. 
Cannon was 13 when she was first sent to the facility to help address the sexual 

abuse she had endured and the post-traumatic stress that followed. But she felt caged 
there, she said, and internal Department of Children and Family Services reports show 
she lashed out at peers and staff. She would spend time in juvenile detention after she 
attacked a staffer, leaving him with a concussion, a broken jaw and a bite mark, records 
show. 

This year, Indian Oaks discharged her to a group home on Chicago’s South Side. She 
ran from there almost immediately and is now listed as missing by the National Center 
for Missing and Exploited Children. The Tribune found her taking refuge in a fore-
closed apartment on the West Side with no running water — and fearing for her future. 

“I’m going to die soon. I know it,” she said. 
Like Indian Oaks, the abandoned building is part of the former Manteno State Hos-

pital, a sprawling psychiatric asylum that closed in the 1980s amid allegations of pa-
tient abuse and a shrinking population. 

Mike Chavers, Indian Oaks’ executive director, confirmed that facility workers were 
instructed not to enter, even when they knew runaways were gathered there. “The 
building is just unsafe, completely, in every possible way,” he said. 

Records show that two businessmen bought the vacant building in 2005. One, Dan-
iel Greene, filed for bankruptcy last year. The second, Michael Cousin, has not attend-
ed ongoing court proceedings related to the owners’ failure to secure the building or 
address its asbestos hazards. 

The two men told the Tribune they repeatedly boarded up the doorways and posted 
“No trespassing” signs, only to see these precautions removed. 

Both said they had donated the building to Indian Oaks about a year ago, but Chav-
ers said the donation has yet to be completed. Indian Oaks estimates it will spend more 
than $300,000 to raze the building. 

“It’s a magnet for our kids,” Chavers said. “That’s why we’re paying to tear it down.” 

ANTHONY SOUFFLE/CHICAGO TRIBUNE 

DOUBLE JEOPARDY: Beyond the physical hazards, the time that Indian Oaks youths spend in the vacant building 
undermines treatment and facilitates delinquent behavior that can continue long after they have been discharged from 
residential treatment.


