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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Leslie Bennetts 

conducted by Caitlin Bertin-Mahieux on March 4, 2015. This interview is part of the Phoenix 

House Foundation Oral History Project.  

 The reader is asked to bear in mind that s/he is reading a verbatim transcript of the 

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Q: So this is Caitlin Bertin-Mahieux on Wednesday, March 4th. I’m here to interview Leslie 

Bennetts for the Phoenix House Oral History Project at her home on Riverside Drive. So, Leslie, 

thank you for meeting with me. 

 

Bennetts: Happy to do so. 

 

Q: So let’s start with you. Perhaps you can begin by telling me when and where you were born 

and just a little bit about your childhood. 

 

Bennetts: I was actually born in Manhattan. Grew up partly here and in Westchester. And, 

although I have lived elsewhere, was very anxious to get back to being a New York City person. 

 

Q: Life-long New Yorker. 

 

Bennetts: Which is a very big part of my identity, yes. 

 

Q: And for school, did you stay at college in the area? 
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Bennetts: I went to the University of Pennsylvania, and then I started working as a reporter in 

Philadelphia. So I had started my career there, and then at The Philadelphia Bulletin, which was 

then the largest afternoon daily in the country but has since died, like many newspapers. And 

then I went to the New York Times, where I spent the next ten years. 

 

Q: And what made you decide to be a journalist? 

 

Bennetts: I tried a bunch of other things and didn’t like them. And so when I found journalism, 

for me, it was like finding the key that fit the lock. Because I was always the kind of student who 

would start the forty-page term paper the night before. I’m a very, very fast writer. So it was like, 

oh, this is great. I can do this, and you get paid for it, and it’s fun. So it was a perfect fit for me. 

 

Q: That’s great. And the New York Times—how did you begin your career there? 

 

Bennetts: Well, when I started working at The Philadelphia Bulletin, I thought, well, OK. This is 

the career that’s meant to be. I should be a journalist. And the best newspaper in the country is 

the New York Times, so I want to work there. Plus, I’m a New Yorker. But they wouldn’t take 

anybody until they’d had five years of experience in the business. So they ended up hiring me 

five years to the day after I started at the Bulletin. And I moved back to New York and went to 

work at the Times. 

 

Q: And which department were you in at the beginning? 
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Bennetts: I was a national political reporter. I was the first woman that they ever permitted to 

cover a presidential campaign since they thought there were only boys on the bus back in those 

days. I was a metropolitan news reporter. I was city hall reporter. I was a style reporter. And I 

was a cultural news reporter. 

 

Q: So a little bit of everything. 

 

Bennetts: Except sports, yes. 

 

Q: Right. [laughs] How easily we forget. And were you covering—during that time, I know 

drugs were a big problem in New York. Did that come into your writing? 

 

Bennetts: When I was on the metropolitan staff, you’re covering the metropolitan region and city 

news. And I actually, I had covered Ronald [Wilson] Reagan’s campaign for president in 1976 

for The Bulletin. I’d interviewed him and done a big profile of him. And then in 1980, I covered 

the Reagan campaign for the New York Times. So I knew the Reagans. And while I was on metro 

staff of the Times, I remember Nancy [Davis] Reagan—who was then under fire for expensive 

china and couture clothes and her astrologer and all of these other things—decided she needed a 

cause and came up with the Just Say No campaign against drugs. And I remember being sent to 

cover an appearance of hers at a drug treatment event, which may have been Phoenix House. 

 

Q: I think it was. The article—I found it—from October 1981. 
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Bennetts: Yes. That would have been it. And I got in a lot of trouble for it because I wrote 

something—because I knew the Reagans, and I knew how sort of transparently fraudulent this 

was. She had no interest in this subject. It was just for photo opportunities. I mean, I knew them 

quite well, the Reagans, because during the 1980 campaign I was living with a photographer, this 

Time magazine photographer who Nancy loved. She considered him a surrogate son. And he 

later became the White House photographer. And he was very close to them. And he did many of 

the most iconic photographs of Ronald Reagan when he was president. So I knew quite a lot 

about them. And I had a somewhat jaundiced view of her sudden interest in the drug issue, which 

she had previously shown zero interest in or knowledge of.  

 

So I remember going to this event. That was back in the days when the newspaper was The Old 

Gray Lady, and it was supposed to be totally neutral. No attitude, nothing colorful, no personal 

observations. It’s very different than what journalism is like now, when a snarky tone is standard 

most places. But I did say something in the lead of the story about the contrast between her 

couture clothes—she was wearing many thousands of dollars worth of designer clothes that 

day—and the people from disadvantaged backgrounds. And she was playing Lady Bountiful for 

her moment of the photo op. 

 

Q: Yes. I think you also mentioned that it was her one public event during her four days in New 

York as well. 

 

Bennetts: Right, right. And so whatever I put in the description in the lead paragraph, the 

metropolitan editor—this was the only time this has ever happened to me, because I did well at 
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the Times. I was a good reporter. I was very diligent. But he came, actually, storming back to my 

desk and yelled at me in front of everybody because I had been slightly snarky about Mrs. 

Reagan. But, as I said, the incongruity of the whole thing. It was like Marie Antoinette coming to 

the poor peasants and sprinkling crumbs on them, you know? 

 

Q: Exactly. So that is, actually—Mitch [Dr. Mitchell S. Rosenthal] is quoted in that article. So it 

was Phoenix House. 

 

Bennetts: That must have been one of the first times I met him. 

 

Q: And then, when did you cross paths with Tina [Christina Hambley] Brown? Tell me about— 

 

Bennetts: I was at the Times in 1988, and they wanted an article. Vanity Fair was just becoming 

very successful, and Tina had become the editor and remade it. And they wanted an article done 

on an ill-fated, Broadway-bound, very prestigious musical production that had been running in 

London. It was directed by Trevor [R.] Nunn, who was the head of the Royal Shakespeare 

Company. And it was headed for Broadway. But it was well-known to be a troubled production.  

 

And as I have been told the story, David Kuhn, who was an editor at Vanity Fair, called up Frank 

[H.] Rich, who was the Times’ theater critic, and said, “Is there any reporter in America who 

knows enough about the theater to do a really good piece on the behind-the-scenes drama with 

this musical”—which was called Chess—“who could report it, but who could write it in a Vanity 
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Fair style?” That was the opposite, then, of the Times. It was colorful and all the inside scoop 

and all the things that the Times left out in those days. 

 

And Frank said, “Yes, there’s one.” [laughter] He said, “I don’t know if you can get her to do it, 

but Leslie Bennetts would be the person to do this.” So they called me up. They looked up my 

name in the phone book and called me up and said, “Can you go to London”—it wasn’t really 

like tomorrow, but it was like day after tomorrow—“and do this piece?” So I just thought, that 

would be fun. And I did.  

 

And to make a long story short, I did the piece, and they made me a job offer. And I was very 

mad at the New York Times because I was about to get married to the person who became my 

children’s father, and it was ten years after the Times had settled a class action sex discrimination 

lawsuit filed by women employees in the 1970s. And this is 1988. This is ten years later. And 

they had promised to stop discriminating against women, and they had promised to pay women 

as much as they paid men, et cetera, et cetera. 

 

So I found out how much my husband-to-be, who was the reporter sitting next to me on the next 

desk doing the next job, was making. And even though he was younger than I was and had far 

fewer credentials and far less experience than I, he was making a ton more money than I was. So 

I went to the Times brass and said, “You know what? This other reporter’s a guy and he’s 

making so much more money than me for doing the same job. So could you please raise me to 

that level?” And they basically said, “No.” And I said, “You promised you were not going to do 

this anymore.” And they essentially said, “Tough luck.” 
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And at that moment, Tina Brown made me a fabulous job offer. And I went to see one of the 

original sex discrimination lawyers who had been involved with the original suit against the 

Times. And she said, “Sex discrimination is endemic at the place. They have met none of the 

promises. They’ve lived up to none of the promises they made in the settlement.” She said, “It’s 

a disgrace. The place is a bomb waiting to go off. It’s just a question of who wants to destroy 

their career by filing suit and following this through the courts for the number of years that this 

would take.” 

 

And I was pondering this, but I was very young to think about destroying my career so soon. 

And, as I said, Tina Brown made me a great job offer. And I said, “Yes.” And I went to Vanity 

Fair. 

 

Q: And you talked about the different style between New York Times and Vanity Fair. Did you 

adapt to the new style really well? Did you like it in a different way or— 

 

Bennetts: The new style was actually my natural style. I had started out writing what were, 

essentially, Vanity Fair—in fact, one of my first editors from The Philadelphia Bulletin called 

me up and said, “Well, I know you’ll do great because you were writing Vanity Fair stories from 

the moment that you started writing.” What was hard for me was the Times, which was taking all 

the life out of it. It was a pleasant experience to go back to— 

 

Q: To that style? 
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Bennetts: Yes. 

 

Q: And was the atmosphere—did you find out if any reporters next to you at Vanity Fair were 

making— 

 

Bennetts: You know, I’d be curious to know whether the men got paid more, and I wouldn’t be 

surprised if they did. But I never found out. I never married any of them. [laughter] 

 

Q: That’s right. It’s hard to talk about salary otherwise. 

 

Bennetts: Yes, when I said to my first editor at the Times that this guy was making more than 

me—and he didn’t know we were involved. We were planning to get married. We were buying 

an apartment together. But this editor didn’t know that, and he said, “How do you know what he 

makes? What have you been doing? Have you been going through his paystubs and going 

through his garbage and trying to find out, snooping on him?” So his concern was how had I 

learned this? He was talking to a reporter, you know. And I didn’t say, “No, I’m planning to 

marry the guy.” I figured it was none of his business how I knew. 

 

Q: That’s crazy. And later you wrote for the Times again, right? 

 

Bennetts: No, I left in 1988 and I have boycotted them ever since. And then I spent twenty-four 

years at Vanity Fair. 
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Q: That says a lot. 

 

Bennetts: That was a long time. 

 

Q: All right. So, how did you come to write the article “Mitch’s Mission”? 

 

Bennetts: I was assigned it. One day, Tina Brown, who was the editor of Vanity Fair, told me 

that Marie Brenner, who was another writer at Vanity Fair, had just told her a very interesting 

story about Dr. Mitchell Rosenthal, who was the founder and the head of Phoenix House, who 

had been working with Nancy Reagan, who had been kind of using Phoenix House to give her 

credibility as an anti-drug crusader with her Just Say No campaign. And Nancy had supported 

Phoenix House’s plan to open a new residential drug treatment center in California. 

And the plan was far underway. It was very extensive. They were almost there. They had raised 

millions of dollars.  

 

And then, almost always, when you have something like a drug treatment facility or a lot of other 

kinds of institutions opening in a new neighborhood, you have some backlash from the 

neighbors, who say, “Well, this is a social good, but I don’t want this in my neighborhood.” And 

it became known as the NIMBY syndrome—Not In My Backyard. 

 

So there had been this sort of NIMBY protest against this—or not a protest, but resistance. Some 

of the neighbors had said, “Oh, gosh. We don’t want this to happen,” even though it was, in fact, 
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a blighted neighborhood. It was not like they were moving into some wealthy, protected enclave. 

So it made no sense that they were opposing this because the Phoenix House residential 

programs elsewhere were extremely well run and brought order to the neighborhood instead of 

the reverse. 

 

But it was a fairly minor degree of resistance until a handful of protestors decided to go and 

make one last ditch effort to stop the Phoenix House expansion by protesting in front of Nancy 

Reagan’s new mansion in Bel Air. And she freaked out and instantly pulled out of her 

association with Phoenix House, her support for the center, her plans to have her offices there. 

The whole thing just instantly blew up because of just a handful of people with signs outside her 

house. 

 

So this really left Mitch and Phoenix House in the lurch. Marie Brenner had heard about this and 

she had come and told Tina Brown that Nancy Reagan had done this unconscionable thing. I 

mean, the numbers that—the scarcity of openings in drug treatment facilities in California was 

such a scandal. There was such need for drug treatment and there were no places anywhere. And 

Phoenix House, just with this one treatment facility, was going to vastly increase the amount of 

treatment available to people with drug and substance abuse problems. It was clearly such a 

needed and beneficial thing.  

 

And as I said, Phoenix House’s track record in running these facilities was just—they had a 

sterling reputation. All you have to do is visit one of those places and you see how well run they 

were. And Nancy Reagan certainly was well aware of that. So it was quite a scandal that she had 
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double-crossed them like this. She didn’t even call him and tell him. I think he just heard there 

was a public announcement and then she refused to communicate. So it was kind of a worst-case 

scenario. And he was devastated. 

 

So I was assigned to go and do a story about it. 

 

Q: OK. And so, can you talk to me a little bit about what your process was like in preparing for 

the story and writing the story? 

 

Bennetts: Well, I’m a reporter. Process generally consists of somebody says, “Go do a story on 

Mitch Rosenthal,” and you get on a plane, you know? That’s pretty much it. 

 

Q: To California, I assume, this time? 

 

Bennetts: Well, the problem is I had just delivered my first child, and I was breastfeeding. I had 

just had a cesarean. Although Phoenix House is headquartered in New York, there was no way to 

do this without going to California because they had a facility in Venice, I believe, and then this 

new place in the San Fernando Valley that they were going to open up—which they had picked 

specifically to be convenient to Nancy Reagan with her new mansion. It was a very carefully 

chosen site. But clearly I was going to have to go there. 

 

And so I started interviewing Mitch. I guess we must have done the preliminary interviewing 

here. But then he had a scheduled trip to his west coast responsibilities, and so I flew out there. I 
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went to L.A. [Los Angeles] and back, as I recall, in twenty-three hours, and I spent the entire 

flight with a breast pump in the bathroom because, as I said, I was exclusively breastfeeding my 

baby. And this was the first time that I was away from her. But you do what you have to do when 

you’re a reporter whether you’re female or male, and that was what I had to do. 

 

So we went out there and we visited the site and I talked to a bunch of people. And then I think I 

took the red-eye home the following night. 

 

Q: Wow. Despite the fact that Mitch appears in this article from the early ’80s that you wrote, 

this was your first real encounter with Mitch? 

 

Bennetts: Yes. Look, if you’re a reporter for the New York Times, you get around. You go to a lot 

of things. I believe that I might even have crossed paths with him socially, because he was quite 

the man about town who was then, I believe, divorced from his second wife but dating a quite 

considerably younger woman who became his third wife. 

 

And so you would see him. I was also out a lot, and so you would see him at black tie benefits 

and that kind of thing. But I didn’t know him. So, as I said, we’d crossed paths, but when I 

started doing this piece—a Vanity Fair profile, we took very seriously, where you spend a lot of 

time with the person; you do very intensive interviews; you go to as many places as possible. I 

interviewed everybody from his associates to the kids who were in drug treatment to his mother 

and his sister. 
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He, jokingly, has ever since then referred to me as his [James] Boswell, because it’s like a 

miniature biography. 

 

Q: So what were your impressions about Mitch from that time? Tell me about Mitch in the 

1980s. 

 

Bennetts: I’d always heard that he was a very smooth operator. There was a lot of intrigue about 

his love life. 

 

Q: In society in general? 

 

Bennetts: Well, in New York power circles. He had had a long relationship with a woman named 

Suzanne Goodson, who was the ex-wife of Mark Goodson, who was a mogul in television. It 

was a long, complicated story, and there was some love triangle involving a New York Times 

editor who I also knew and had even dated once. So there are all these crossed paths. 

 

So I had heard that he was quite the ladies’ man, is what I had heard, that he was very charming, 

very smooth—that women were always throwing themselves at him. And that on the one hand, 

he was this serious person. He’s always a doctor, a psychiatrist, a drug treatment expert, 

somebody who was totally committed to this very unpopular cause, which is treating addiction, 

and often on behalf of less privileged members of society. He wasn’t just running drug treatment 

centers to treat the children of the rich. There were a lot of people from very disenfranchised 

backgrounds. 
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But on the other hand, he was this kind of striking contrast because, as I believe I said in the 

article, he looked divine in black tie. And you would see him with these very glamorous women. 

And I think he had dated Ali [Elizabeth Alice] MacGraw and very glamorous people. So he was 

this kind of contradictory but multi-dimensional character, which was fun to write about. 

 

Q: And you capture the sides of him so well. I think you talk about the charismatic operator, 

opportunist, and then the hero/saint— 

 

Bennetts: Yes, well, the rap on him was that he was an opportunist who—like he would go to a 

party and he would always be looking for who was coming in and who he could schmooze and 

charm. But to give credit where credit is due, he was running a massive non-profit with a huge 

budget. Even when I did this piece—and this is 1989, I believe, that it ran—I think their budget 

was $22 million a year. And I’m sure it’s vastly more now. That requires a lot of fundraising, 

and you can never stop. So it’s sort of like being a university president. It’s a relentless grind. 

 

So I felt as though you have to give him credit, first of all, for choosing to do this. Many of his 

friends pointed out to me in the non-profit world it’s not like he ever got rich, or was going to get 

rich. Everybody he knew had mansions in the Hamptons, and he didn’t—because he had not 

gone into this to make money and for all the material reasons that often influence people’s 

choices of profession. He was a real do-gooder. 
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So I thought that the cynicism about the fact that the—I mean, he was very socially active, but it 

was for the benefit of Phoenix House. If you’re going to raise money from rich people, you’ve 

got to know rich people. 

 

Q: You touch upon it in the article, his gift of cultivating this donor base, when you describe the 

meeting with Ace [Alan Courtney] Greenberg, I think it is. So did you witness some of that? 

 

Bennetts: I mean, he was meeting Ace Greenberg, who was the—Alan Greenberg, who is 

referred to as “Ace”—who was the head of Bear Stearns [Companies, Inc.]. And he was one of 

many rich and powerful people who were big fans of Mitch. Mitch used to go jogging in Central 

Park, and he said, “Well, I’m meeting Ace Greenberg at 6:00 A.M. tomorrow in Central Park if 

you want to join us.” Because Mitch is a huge, huge fan of Rottweilers, which are extremely big, 

powerful dogs. And Ace Greenberg, apparently, is an expert not only on finance, but on dog 

training. So Ace was going to give him some tips on training a Rottweiler. So I remember 

stumbling out into Central Park at 6:00 A.M., which in those days was not the safest thing to do, 

to meet Mitch and Ace and the dog. [laughs] 

 

Q: Oh, what a story. And so when you were spending time with Mitch to do this profile, did you 

feel that you got to know him well? What were your opinions of him and how did they evolve? 

 

Bennetts: Yes. When you’re interviewing somebody, the goal is to get to know them well. As a 

reporter, you’re not naïve about this. Whoever you’re interviewing has—if you’re interviewing a 

politician, they’re not going to tell you about the venal things they’re doing. So it’s a process of 
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trying to figure out who this person is and what makes them tick and whether the things they say 

can be trusted and whether the things they say check out. And particularly when there is some 

kind of a dispute or controversy at the core of the story, you can’t take anybody’s word for what 

happened. You have to find out. But Nancy Reagan never offered a defense for having pulled out 

of this entire project and, as I said, just leaving Mitch and Phoenix House horribly in the lurch. 

 

And then there was all this very messy and nasty stuff. All the rich people that had donated to the 

new treatment facility because she was involved, instead of saying to themselves, “I donated to 

this because it’s a good cause, and it’s still a good cause,” they all came after Mitch and said, “I 

want my money back.” And this was apparently illegal. I mean, there were all kinds of tax 

consequences and legal restrictions on what they could do. These people had all taken tax 

deductions in the previous year for this. It was just a huge mess and an enormous headache for 

Mitch. I felt very sorry for him. 

 

And I asked to interview Nancy Reagan, who refused to talk about it. But as near as anybody 

could figure out, she was just entirely in the wrong in terms of behaving really badly. It’s not as 

if people were doing anything seriously frightening or threatening to her. It was like three people 

with a sign in front of her house one day. It just seemed quite silly. 

 

Q: You even mention in the article that it’s really just a small group of picketers outside this Bel 

Air mansion and it seems kind of as an excuse. 
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Bennetts: Right. It was just not—and also, Ronald Reagan was the former president. It’s not like 

they didn’t have Secret Service. There really was not an issue of security. There wasn’t an issue 

of the righteousness or honorableness of this cause. It was very much a social good. And it was 

this cause that she had been purporting to support all these years in the White House. This was 

1989, so the Reagans were in the White House—Ronnie was elected in 1980—and they’d been 

there for eight years, two terms. And she had gotten a lot of mileage out of her Just Say No 

campaign. But the minute push came to shove she just took off like a rabbit. 

 

Q: And what do you think her motivation for that was? Not just the protestors in front of her 

home. You mention also, in the article, that at that time she asked Mitch for the money back to 

put in her own foundation, and she— 

 

Bennetts: Oh, yes. She wanted the money back for her. It wasn’t just that the donors were asking 

for the money. She was like, “Oh, give me the money.” It was like, “Well, I can’t give you the 

money. It’s illegal.” Because of my knowledge of her, and having covered the Reagan 

campaigns and knowing the inner circle and observing her at close range for quite a long time at 

that point—I guess I met the Reagans in 1976, so this is a dozen years later—my view of her was 

that she was this extremely superficial, grasping materialist who cared about her relationship 

with Oscar de la Renta [Oscar Aristides Renta Fiallo], but really couldn’t have cared less about 

anything serious or substantive or socially useful. And I had a very cynical view because I had 

covered—you couldn’t be a reporter for the New York Times during the years of the crack 

epidemic and not be dealing with drug policy. 
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I also did a big investigative piece for Vanity Fair on the United States anti-drug policy when 

Bill [William John] Bennett was the drug czar, so I knew a lot about this issue. And I had 

previously felt that Nancy’s commitment to it was about as deep as the desire for a photo op, and 

essentially fraudulent, and so what happened with Mitch just proved everything that I had always 

suspected or believed about her, which was that she couldn’t have cared less about the issue. She 

just wanted the pictures of her in the newspaper looking as if she cared about social welfare 

when, in fact, it seemed she didn’t.  

 

And her behavior made it very clear that she didn’t, because she made no attempt to help to 

salvage the situation or say, “Well, if we don’t do this then we could do that.” The minute they 

got out of the White House, she basically stopped. That was it. Never even pretended after that to 

do anything useful. She just went back to leading the life of a rich lady who shopped a lot. 

 

Q: And yet, during all this time that you spent with Mitch, he didn’t criticize her. 

 

Bennetts: No. He was incredibly gracious and restrained and civil. He never said a bad word 

about her, let alone trashing her, which would have been totally understandable. But he was 

responsible and measured. My sense from talking to his close friends was that he was devastated 

by this. It had been so much work, so much effort, so much time—so many resources had gone 

into developing this project. And the fact that she just blew it up like that. It was just a shattering 

experience for him. 

 



  Bennetts – Session 1 – 19 
 
 
 
And so I felt very sorry for him. But his focus was, throughout my time with him, very much 

on— I think initially he was just devastated and he just felt despairing. But when it began to 

dawn on him that maybe he didn’t have to give up on it, maybe there was a way to make this 

happen without Nancy Reagan, that was his focus from then on. It was just totally constructive 

rather than angry or bitter or anything like that. 

 

Q: And the article ends on that hopeful note where he thinks maybe there’s a way. And, of 

course, he did succeed in the end. 

 

Bennetts: Yes, he did. 

 

Q: What was the reaction or impact of this article when it came out? I know there was no 

blogosphere, but what were— 

 

Bennetts: No, there wasn’t. We got paper letters in the snail mail, was how we would assess the 

reactions of things. 

 

Q: You know people really care if they write you a letter. 

 

Bennetts: Exactly. You know, I wrote it the way that I saw it. And I was not nearly as snarky 

about Nancy Reagan as I have been in talking to you. I think I was pretty measured in talking 

about her in this piece. But—what did you just ask me? I got distracted. 
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Q: What the comments were about this impact. 

 

Bennetts: Oh, yes. So I didn’t have an agenda. I was just trying to figure out what had happened 

and write about it accurately. But Mitch did tell me later, I think, if I’m not mistaken, I believe 

that he subsequently—and it might have been a couple years later, I don’t know—but I think he 

told me at some point that it had been very helpful to him to have this whole debacle documented 

so people could see that he hadn’t done anything wrong. 

 

Because when the First Lady of the United States—or she’s just stopped being the First Lady ten 

minutes ago—this very powerful person who’s very, very much a part of the world of rich 

donors, certainly in California where rich friends had pretty much financed the Reagans’ lifestyle 

for many, many years. When you lose the support of a patron like that, it raises questions in 

people’s mind about, was there something wrong with the project? Were they doing it wrong? 

Was there a reason for the loss of faith? 

 

And my own judgment after reporting the story was that Mitch had done nothing wrong. The 

project was going forward in an extremely well organized and constructive and responsible way. 

And she just, as I said, had this little meltdown about a very, very small event that anybody else 

would have said, “This is two hours one afternoon.” And as I said in the piece, this was just a 

last-ditch effort by a couple of people. They were astonished that it torpedoed the project. They’d 

never dreamed it would, that she would overreact like this. 
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In the end, I believe that having this on the record, really chronicled in a very detailed way, was 

helpful to him because he could say to people, “OK. Here’s what happened. Here’s our situation. 

We still want to make this happen because there’s a huge need for it. California needs more beds 

in residential drug treatment facilities because this is the thing that works and California doesn’t 

have them. So it’s all very well for people to be enmeshed in the criminal justice system—and 

sometimes a judge will say, “I won’t send you to jail, but go for drug treatment.” If there’s no 

place to send them, there’s a problem. 

 

So I think it may have exonerated Mitch in the public eye, clarified the record. I hope it did. I 

hope it was helpful to him. This is twenty-five years ago, but I do have a dim recollection of him 

saying that turned out to be very helpful. 

 

Q: Yes. He said that to us as well. 

 

Bennetts: Oh, well good. Then I’m not misremembering. 

 

Q: No, not at all. Now, I was looking over—it seems that this article also marks a difference in 

the way the Reagans were treated in Vanity Fair. Now that they were no longer in the White 

House, this piece is very honest and paints them in a more negative light. But I hear during the 

’80s they had veto rights on photos and could even look at texts that appeared in Vanity Fair and 

give approval rights before that. So was that a conscious tone shift or— 
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Bennetts: No, I think that’s just a matter of individual reporters. I can’t speak to what—through 

the first part of the Reagan years, Tina Brown wasn’t even there. But I believe that we did do 

some pieces—there’s a writer named Bob Colacello, who was a long-time Vanity Fair writer, as 

I was. And Bob was close friends with the Reagans, so he had access to them. And I recall him 

doing a couple of pieces about them. I don’t know what—I mean, we’re certainly not supposed 

to give anybody veto rights over photos or text or anything else. You’re not supposed to—that’s 

a firing offense if you show that to somebody. Now, I can’t claim to speak for what private 

arrangements Bob may have made with the Reagans or what deals Tina Brown might have made 

in order to get access to the White House. I just don’t know. 

 

But in all honesty, I don’t think there was so much change in the approach or the policy of the 

magazine. I think it’s just a matter of which reporter you send out. I am not somebody to pull 

punches. And I never would have made any deals with the Reagans whether they were in the 

White House or not. So even if this had happened five years before it wouldn’t change what I 

wrote. I don’t think the magazine had changed so much as that’s just the difference between Bob 

Colacello and me. 

 

Q: OK, great. You said that people were surprised that that small little protest caused Nancy 

Reagan to pull out. Others have said to us that they think now, with hindsight, looking back, she 

was just waiting for an excuse to back out of the whole thing. And really, it was about money. 

That she was more concerned about having her own foundation or having money for her to 

support this lifestyle instead of directing it towards— 
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Bennetts: Well, that was certainly my feeling about her throughout: that she didn’t care about 

this issue. It’s not as if she had a commitment to this issue. It was a convenient—it was like 

every First Lady has to have a cause for photo ops, and some of them, it’s skin deep. Some of 

them, it’s something that they actually care about. Laura [L.W.] Bush and Barbara [P.] Bush, 

they have a much longer-standing commitment to literacy, which they’ve been vocal in 

supporting, than Nancy Reagan ever did with drug treatment. 

 

So I would not be at all surprised. It is also the case—I think there’s one place in the story where 

I say that Nancy was asked to do something on a pro bono basis. There was some small 

honorarium. And she hung them up forever and then blew them off at the last minute in saying, 

“I don’t have time to do this.” But she had time to give a speech at I think it was Toyota for 

$30,000, which was, back then, a substantial amount of money for a speech. So she always had 

had a reputation as being extremely mercenary, very materialistic, just having this obsession with 

material things, whether it’s the clothes or the china or the jewelry or the houses or the rich 

lifestyle and all those things. 

 

And all of that was very consistent with what I knew of her from having reported about the 

Reagans over the years. And also, by this time—you know, I’m writing about Mitch and Phoenix 

House in 1989. When I was covering the Reagan campaign in 1980 for the New York Times, at 

one point, I did a very big piece about the family. And I interviewed all four of the kids, 

Ronnie’s two kids by Jane [Sarah Jane Mayfield] Wyman and then his two kids with Nancy. So I 

interviewed all of them. I knew what all of them had to say, the two younger ones about their 
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mother, but the older ones about their stepmother, who was not their favorite person on the 

planet. 

 

So as I said, I knew a lot about her, some of which she was not happy that I knew. 

 

Q: I’m sure. So let’s just shift gears for a moment. So during this profile piece, besides getting to 

know Mitch and this whole Nancy Reagan saga, you also got to know Phoenix House. So what 

did you—I know you toured Phoenix House Academy up in Westchester. What did you think of 

Phoenix House? Had you seen other drug treatment programs in the city? What’d you think of 

them programmatically? 

 

Bennetts: I’d been around a lot. At this point, I had been a reporter for close to twenty years, so 

I’d seen a lot. And I thought that Phoenix House—there was the one in the city, but when I went 

to the one up at Westchester, I think that I wrote that it just seemed to well run to me. You tour 

even the most expensive private high schools in New York City and the kids are just exuding bad 

attitude and boredom and rebelliousness and all these things. But everything seemed so—not 

regimented in a bad way, but just ordered. 

 

You could really see how working with a population of people who had had a lot of problems, 

and many of whom had come from extremely disordered, disregulated childhood backgrounds— 

These were people who often had been bounced around in foster care, who had lost their parents 

or had been—I remember I interviewed one girl who her grandmother had raised her and then 
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her grandmother died. And she was sixteen or something. She had no family because her mother 

had taken off years earlier. 

 

And so it was very clear that the way that Mitch had conceptualized the treatment modality for 

Phoenix House from the beginning involved structure and predictability and very clear rules and 

clear expectations, and that these kids were thriving on it. Rules, if planned and executed in a 

humane way, give kids a sense of security. They knew what to expect. And some of them, that 

was such a blessing after the ways that their childhoods had been disrupted. So I was very 

impressed with what I saw. 

 

Q: And I think it seems that, after this article appeared, Tina Brown became a real champion of 

Phoenix House. She throws a Just Say Yes party in L.A.— 

 

Bennetts: She subsequently had a huge benefit in L.A., a big, fancy, black-tie thing that I flew 

out for. There were a lot of famous people there, a lot of rich and powerful people. So yes, she 

did become a supporter of Mitch’s. 

 

Q: And then a board member eventually. Now, did you stay involved with Phoenix House? Did 

you keep in touch with Mitch? 

 

Bennetts: You know, I’m a reporter. So I don’t get involved with anything. I don’t support 

candidates. I’m an old-fashioned, play by the rules—I’m not a partisan. I’m an independent 

observer kind of reporter. So I never became a supporter in terms of—I don’t donate to causes 



  Bennetts – Session 1 – 26 
 
 
 
that I covered or would cover, that kind of thing. But having gotten to know Mitch pretty well 

during this, we have stayed in touch over the years. We would have lunch periodically and catch 

up. And we still have some intersections and overlaps in our social worlds, so I run into him at 

parties and things. 

 

Q: The parties continue even twenty-five years later? 

 

Bennetts: They do. They absolutely do. 

 

Q: That’s good to hear. 

 

Bennetts: Yes. I most recently saw him at a book party for Pete [Peter George] Peterson, who’s 

almost ninety, at the Four Seasons [Hotel] about a month ago. 

 

Q: Well, that’s great. So you did talk to Pete Peterson’s wife— 

 

Bennetts: Joan Ganz Cooney, yes, who is a close friend.  

 

Q: Yes. You talked to Barbara Walters, I think—you have a quote from her in there—as well as 

his mother, as you mentioned. What was his mother like? Do you remember any specifics about 

her? 
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Bennetts: I have a vague memory that she’s just a pistol in the old-fashioned, best sense of the 

word. She and his sister both seemed like strong, smart women. I didn’t meet his father, with 

whom he had had—he described rebelling against his father when he was young, but sort of 

earning his father’s approval over the long run. I think his father was dead by the time I did this 

piece, so I never met him. But I know he was a formative influence on Mitch’s life and career. 

 

Q: It seems like it—that family doctor from way back when and that comprehensive care model I 

think is something Mitch brings through. [phone rings] 

 

Bennetts: Well, I think he was the kind of old-fashioned family doctor. I think I said something 

about how he would take lasagna instead of payment, you know? So I think Mitch had been 

raised in such a way that money was just—he was not in this for the money. 

 

Q: It was a sense of service. 

 

Bennetts: Right, and serving the public good. Social need. 

 

Q: Yes. Looking back at this time at the end of the ’80s and this piece, is there anything else that 

stands out to you? 

 

Bennetts: I’ve never necessarily agreed with Mitch about drug policy. I hope I’m reporting this 

accurately, but I think Mitch has always been opposed not only to substitution treatment forms 

like methadone, which he always saw as just substituting one form of dependency for another, 



  Bennetts – Session 1 – 28 
 
 
 
but he also has a much stricter view of the dangers of, for example, marijuana than I do. So I 

didn’t necessarily agree with Mitch on a lot of things. 

 

I’m a baby boomer. I grew up during the ’60s. It was the sex, drugs, and rock and roll generation. 

And I knew an awful lot of people—when I went to college, everybody smoked marijuana. And 

it’s now fifty years, forty-five years later or something. And Mitch’s view, I think, is the 

standard, traditional view of drug treatment, that things like marijuana are a gateway drug, and 

that they’re dangerous, and they shouldn’t be legalized because they lead people into abusing 

more dangerous drugs. 

 

That has not been my experience or observation. I have to say that having gone to college in the 

late ’60s, and now looking at my boomer peers who have had extremely successful careers and 

long marriages and raised healthy children and are now mostly still working—but they have 

enormous achievements in back of them—a lot of them still smoke weed. And it hasn’t ruined 

their lives. [laughs] 

 

Q: Not to their detriment. Right, right. 

 

Bennetts: And the other day, this big study came out about the fact that alcohol is many times 

more destructive by any measure—socially and medically and politically and every other way, 

and certainly in the criminal justice system—than marijuana. 
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So I’m a huge admirer of Mitch’s—huge admirer of his. I think what he’s done with his life is 

really laudatory. I don’t entirely agree with him on some of the fine points of drug treatment 

policy. But my admiration for him transcends that. 

 

And I also recognize that he’s seen the dark side of it. He’s seen the kids who started out 

smoking a joint and ended up being addicted to heroin. I would argue that there’s not a causal 

relationship there, and that people can abuse pretty much anything. Some people abuse cough 

syrup, you know? It doesn’t mean that cough syrup is a gateway drug. It just means some people 

have addiction and dependency problems. And certainly a lot of people abuse alcohol, which 

nobody currently is proposing that we criminalize. 

 

Q: It didn’t work so well the first time. 

 

Bennetts: Did not work so well. 

 

Q: Yes. We talked about that a little bit with Mitch as well, and said that alcohol is more 

harmful, some would say, than marijuana, and he says, “Yes, I agree, but why add another harm 

out there? Why add one more?” 

 

Bennetts: Well, my answer to that would be, we’ve added immense harm by criminalizing the 

use of something that’s a benign substance and applying the laws unequally so that there are an 

awful lot of persons of color dealing with the lifelong consequences of incarceration when rich 

white people get off even when they’re busted with a joint in Central Park. This is, I think, 
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socially indefensible. It’s like you can be in favor of the death penalty, but when you find out we 

only apply it to black people it becomes harder to defend. So the discriminatory patterns in the 

ways that our drug enforcement policies have been applied is very troubling to me. 

 

Q: Did you discover some of that when you did the Vanity Fair article later about the national 

drug policy? 

 

Bennetts: Yes. I think the nation, it conceptualizes the war on drugs. I think you can make a very 

good case that it’s been a disaster. And that probably the best thing that we could do to remove 

both the insane profits of the black market and also the dangers attendant on trade in illicit drugs 

is by decriminalizing these things. I mean, murders are spiking right now in New York City and 

the police commissioner has just claimed it’s because of marijuana trade. And so people said, 

“So why don’t we decriminalize it so that you get the drug gangs out of this business? Let’s go 

Colorado and tax it and it becomes a source of public revenue, and nobody gets killed.” 

 

So I think you can have a legitimate debate about those things. As I said, it’s the one area that I 

can think of that I don’t necessarily agree with Mitch. But the purpose of this article was not to 

debate his approach to drug treatment, because that was not relevant to the political controversy 

over this center and Nancy Reagan. And I really admire his—God knows he’s one of the most 

knowledgeable people and has been one of the most committed over the course of fifty years. 

This is a sustained commitment at great personal sacrifice. I mean, the guy kind of works non-

stop. And he still does after all these years. 
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Q: Having known him for, now, over twenty-five years, has he changed in any way, do you 

think? 

 

Bennetts: No. I think he’s supposed to be sort of turning over the reins, but he seems to work as 

hard and be just as involved and concerned and committed and helpful in cultivating the people 

that need to be cultivated and doing the things that need to be done to ensure the ongoing 

viability of Phoenix House. And he’s well into his seventies now. 

 

Q: And personally, has he changed much? The guy you met back then? You still see that person? 

 

Bennetts: [laughs] Well, when I met him he was trying to decide whether to get married for the 

third time, to Sarah. And they had briefly broken up and then they got back together. And he did 

marry her. And now he’s been married to her for, like, twenty-five or four years. So that’s 

changed. [laughter] He’s no longer a single guy out there, charming movie stars. [laughs] 

 

Q: Right. Now just for Phoenix House’s benefit, not for his own. 

 

Bennetts: Right, exactly. So he has a long-standing marriage. 

 

The other thing about him that I haven’t mentioned is that he seemed very, very close to his kids. 

His second wife had two daughters when she and Mitch married, and he was extremely involved 

with and emotionally connected to them. And then he had a son. But he loved his stepdaughters 

just as much as his son. Whenever I would see him for lunch, he talked about them, and he 



  Bennetts – Session 1 – 32 
 
 
 
would tell me everything that they were doing. And he was the epitome of the doting dad. I think 

that was an important facet of his life. 

 

Q: Yes. Is there anything else, Leslie, you want to add to this story? 

 

Bennetts: I also was reading over that piece again this morning. He’s a man who’s enormously 

disciplined, always. He loves to cook. He loves to go to good restaurants. But he’s always very 

calorie conscious and he’ll, I think, have a glass of wine—but he’s very, very disciplined and 

rigorous in his approach to everything, including fitness and all of those other things. So he’s just 

somebody who’s brought a lot of rigor to every aspect of his life in a really commendable way. 

 

Q: Carries through everything? 

 

Bennetts: It carries through everything with him as far as I can tell. Maybe he has messy closets, 

but I doubt it. 

 

Q: [laughs] We’ll never know. 

 

Bennetts: Well actually, I never heard of detailing of cars until he had—he always had nice cars. 

And he explained to me what detailing was which is, I guess, this incredibly painstaking way of 

cleaning a car. I mean, he kept his cars. They might as well have just driven right out of the 

showroom. This is not somebody whose car would ever have crumpled McDonald [McDonald’s 

Corporation] wrappers on the floor, you know? 
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So, as I said, he always looked pristine. There’s never a wrinkle. There’s never a spot on his 

shirt. He just looks perfect every second. 

 

Q: I love the way you describe him in this article. Yes, like his hair was like just stepping out of 

the shower after a vigorous wash session or something. 

 

Bennetts: Exactly. And I’ve now, as I said, known him for a quarter of a century. And I have 

never seen him not look perfect.  

 

Q: Right, me neither. 

 

Bennetts: [laughter] Some guys, their tweed jackets get threadbare or their collars or whatever—

not Mitch. 

 

Q: Mr. Detail. 

 

Bennetts: Mr. Pristine, yes. So he’s somebody I really admire, because a lot of people devote 

their—particularly in New York, in the circles that he’s traveled in, a lot of people devote their 

lives to money and glory. And he could have and didn’t. So I’ve got to hand it to him. He’s 

probably helped a lot of people. 

 

Q: I think so. Well, that sounds like a good place to end. Thank you so much for your time. 
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Bennetts: You are more than welcome. 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 

  
 
 


