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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Ronald Coster 

conducted by Lance Thurner on April 15, 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: I guess without further ado, let me just get us started. Any questions before? 

 

Coster: No, go ahead. 

 

Q: OK. This is Lance Thurner, and I am in the house of Ron Coster near Unionville, Virginia. It 

is April 15th, 2015, and this is part of the Phoenix House Oral History Project. Ron, I’d like to 

start with a little bit of biographical background. Can you tell me where and when you were 

born, and a little bit about your parents and your childhood? 

 

Coster: OK. I was born December 13th, 1937 in the small New York State town called Hudson, 

New York. I lived in Hudson for three or four years, and my father worked, at that time, for 

General Electric. We moved to Schenectady, New York. I started school in Schenectady. Went 

to school up through high school, I graduated from Mont Pleasant High School in Schenectady in 

1954. I went to school at Syracuse University. I originally started out in what was a unique 

program then, it was a six-year combined undergraduate-graduate law degree, which my dad 

wanted me to be. But I didn’t want to be a lawyer. So after the first year at Syracuse, without 

telling my dad, I transferred to accounting. He wouldn’t have been a very happy man if he had 

known that I had transferred, but I’m glad I did. And I became an accountant.  
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I got the first U.S. Rubber scholarship in Syracuse history when my dad had a heart attack, and 

they helped pay for my education in the last few years. Graduated from Syracuse, I think I was 

number four in my accounting class. Went to work for Deloitte, Haskins and Sells. I graduated in 

’59. I was also part of ROTC [Reserve Officers’ Training Corps], so I went to work for Haskins 

and Sells for six months, then went to my Army career at Fort Bliss, Texas. I was trained in 

missiles, Nike Ajax, Nike Hercules battery control officer. Trained there for six months and then 

went to Fort Dix, New Jersey, where I was a battery officer in training, and was there for six 

months. And then I spent seven and a half years in the Army Reserves, Air Defense. So my basic 

training is Air Defense. Actually, it’s where I learned my computer stuff, was early on in the 

’50s. 

 

Q: So you were in Air Defense during the Cuban missile crisis? 

 

Coster: Yes. In fact, if you’d ever been on Hart Island, Hart Island had all the underground silos 

for that. It was fascinating for me. I wasn’t stationed there, but when I went to work at Phoenix 

House, I’d go and see the underground silos for the Nikes. Actually, I was trained on the Nike 

Zeus, which, going way, way back, was the first antimissile missile. That was a thing when they 

wondered how we were going to stop incoming aircraft. Well, the whole thing of the Nike Zeus 

was they put a nuclear warhead on top of it. And they would shoot it in the air and blow up the 

planes in the air. But the reason that never got activated was because if you fired that missile 

over New York City, you’d knock the airplane out, but you’d also knock New York City out. 
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So that was a very capable missile. In fact, if you go back to Reagan’s antimissile stuff, it all 

started right there. That was the Nike Zeus. Never got activated, but it was a wonderful missile. 

 

Q: Did you consider a military career? 

 

Coster: No [laughs], not at all. I was during that timeframe where ROTC, it was, again, the 

students were all—everybody was rioting all over the place. I remember being in formation on 

campus, studying ROTC, and they come along and spit at you, and— 

 

Q: Really? 

 

Coster: Yes. It was OK. The military was fine. But it was also a time in the military where 

people, if you weren’t a major by the time you were in there five years, they rifted you back. So 

many of the people that taught me in the military were former majors, now sergeants, who were 

very, very bitter. And I can understand that, if you were a big shot, now you’re not a big shot. 

That’s basically the military career. I would go back to Fort Bliss, Texas every summer for two 

weeks, and we’d fire missiles and do what we had to do. But that was really my early career, and 

all that time I was working at Deloitte, Haskins and Sells, which was a very good place to work. 

 

And then a friend of mine who had been at Haskins and Sells went over to become the 

comptroller of New York University [NYU], a fellow who’s now passed away, named Joe 

Whiteside. He gave me a call and I went over, and I interviewed at NYU. And he hired me as 

assistant comptroller, which I stayed as until I left seven years later.  
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And then you asked me originally how I got to Phoenix House—there was a guy who worked for 

me at Haskins and Sells named Robert Roche. He left Haskins and Sells and became a 

headhunter. When I was at NYU, looking to leave, he gave me a call. And he said, “You know, 

there’s this small little place called Phoenix House looking for somebody.” And their accounting 

firm, Oppenheim, Appel and Dixon had talked to him. They knew him. So he gave me a call. 

And I had no idea what Phoenix House was. Luckily, my wife had, she’s an avid reader, and she 

knew. She said, “Go interview, and see what it is.” 

 

So the first night I went up and I met Mitch [Mitchell S. Rosenthal]. And he’s charming. I mean, 

he’d charm the pants off anybody. We got talking and we—he was on 85th Street, then. And he 

sat in his little office at 85th Street, and there was a stack of blue folders on his desk. They didn’t 

have a retirement plan—Mony [phonetic] had done some drafts of a retirement plan. So I’m on 

my first interview. You’ve got to picture this. I’m interviewing, I don’t have any idea that I want 

the job, and he hadn’t offered me the job. So he said, “What I’d like you to do is,” he said, “I’d 

like you to take this home and study it and give me a recommendation.”  

 

So I take these file folders home. I said to Judy [Judith Coster], I said, “I don’t know what just 

happened to me, but somehow I got a job to do without even being hired.” And I read the Mony 

stuff. And I had known some people from Mony, so I knew the guy who had done the 

application. And it was a good—it was a 403(b) annuity, which was common for nonprofits at 

that time. I told him that I would recommend it. I thought it was good plan. And we eventually 

adopted a 403(b) plan. But getting an assignment on a job interview, to me, was unique.  
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Q: Yes. 

 

Coster: I went home, I said, “I think I should tell him to go do something with these things.” She 

said, “Wait and see what happens.” She was more instrumental in me continuing to go than 

anyone else. But Mitch is also a very good charmer. And so I went back on a couple of 

interviews. And he did some checking. Oppenheim, Appel, and Dixon called NYU to see who I 

was, and whether I was worthy of being hired. Oppenheim, Appel, and Dixon interviewed me—

they were their auditors at the time. I forget who the partner was at this stage, but he hired me. 

We dickered a little bit about price, and he came up a little bit and I came down a little bit. But I 

went to work there.  

 

And this one thing they say—and I think it’s true—if you like what you do, you never work a 

day in your life. And I have to say that’s true at Phoenix House. Yes, we worked a lot of long 

hours, but I loved every minute I worked there. I thought it was one of the most fascinating 

things. I’d go in early in the morning and some of the staff who were the ex-addicts would come 

in every morning, they’d come in 7:30, talk, tell me about their history for a time. It was a 

wonderful, entertaining morning. But I really loved working there. And I never regretted a day of 

my life working there. 

 

Q: Yes. So just a little bit about your life before coming to Phoenix House, did you have much 

involvement with, or much experience with drug culture, with youth counterculture? 
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Coster: Not a thing. 

 

Q: At NYU, or when you were in college? 

 

Coster: Well, in college, my time in college, most of the time, was the vets coming—we had a lot 

of vets in there. I can say this: in my whole life, whole seventy-eight years, I never touched a 

drug in my life. And neither did my wife. And I can’t say that, necessarily, about some of my 

offspring, I think—but never touched a drug in our lives. Didn’t know anything about drug 

abuse. I mean, I was naïve. I was an upstate boy from Schenectady, New York. I didn’t know 

much about drugs. I’m not sure I know too much about them, now, but I sure didn’t know 

anything about them then. 

 

But I’ll tell you something that I learned there. People kept saying, “Well, they did this 

themselves,” or “They’re the scum of the earth”—everybody I met there were just wonderful 

people, when you got past all of that stuff that went on in their lives, wonderful people. I’m 

happy to have known every one of them. They were fascinating. They were interesting. Very 

creative people. Used drugs and sold drugs, you’ve got to be creative. Probably more creative 

than I am, there’s no question about that.  

 

But no, I didn’t have any involvement in drug abuse, nor did I know very much about it. I did 

have a couple of relatives who were alcoholics, and I did know about alcohol. But I didn’t know 

about hard drugs until—or even soft drugs—until I got there. 
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I’m glad Judy got me to go back on it. I learned a lot when I was there. I learned a lot about 

human compassion from a guy like Mitch, who—I came up, I grew up probably a young 

prejudiced kid. And then I met black people or Spanish people, and I found out they were all 

wonderful people. Phoenix taught me about prejudice. I could say when I left there I didn’t have 

a prejudiced bone in my body. But I started out not that way. I mean, you couldn’t grow up in 

Schenectady, New York and not be part of that. But drugs were not something we gave much 

thought to. I remember coming past, what was that one down outside of Catskill [New York], 

that big gathering there? 

 

Q: Woodstock [Music & Art Fair], you mean? 

 

Coster: Yes, Woodstock. Yes. I mean, there were thousands of people—I heard about that stuff, 

but I was never, it was not part of our lives. So I was kind of a naïve boy. 

 

Q: But you moved to New York City before you joined Phoenix House. 

 

Coster: Yes. I was hired by Haskins and Sells. Actually, that was another story. I was hired to go 

to the Rochester [New York] office—I wanted to be an upstate boy. However, Rochester called 

me when they knew I had to go into the service six months after I started, and they said, “Ron, 

would you mind going to New York City for the first six months, and when you come back, you 

can come back to Rochester?” I said, “OK, I’ll go down to New York City,” and went there. And 

then went down to Fort Bliss and came back. When I got back, they said, “Too bad, kid. You’re 

in New York, you’re staying in New York.” I said, “OK, I’ve got to have a job.” So I never got 
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to Rochester, New York. And I’m glad I didn’t, because I learned a lot. New York City is a 

wonderful place to work. 

 

Q: Yes, what was New York like then, when you first went there? 

 

Coster: Oh, New York was wonderful. I mean, you could go all over. It had its bad spaces, but 

most of the time when you lived in New York, you knew where you could go. You know, Mitch, 

when he lived down Park Avenue, it was a wonderful spot, but you could go three blocks north 

and you could be in a bad section, tough section. But it was wonderful, a wonderful place. We 

lived in Pearl River, then, and I commuted into New York every day. I liked New York City. 

Still do. Wife hates it, but when I go—I went back to New York City for my doctor, diabetic 

doctor, for twenty years after I left New York. My wife said, “Why are you going back there? 

Plenty of diabetic doctors here.” I said, “I love this guy. He’s a great doctor.” In fact, before he 

died, I said, “You know, we’ve grown old together.” He’s a guy named Dr. Mirsky. He was a 

very famous diabetic doctor. 

 

But I loved New York City. Mitch taught me to eat. I mean, I grew up a fussy—my dad was a 

steak and potatoes guy. And Mitch said, “Man, you’re one of the fussy guys I’ve ever seen.” He 

went through a whole period, probably about a year, generally on Fridays, he’d take me out to 

lunch. He said, “Don’t ask what you’re eating. Just, I’m going to order for you. I’m going to see 

if I can teach you to eat stuff.” And he did. He got me better. Did I ever get to be what he would 

have thought was a good eater? No. And I’m probably still not. But he was—that was part of my 
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growing up at Phoenix, teaching me what good food was like. And now, if he’s ever told you, if 

you’ve eaten with him, he’s a wonderful cook. He’s a really wonderful cook. 

 

Q: So when you first joined Phoenix House it was just separating from the city. So what did it 

need from you? What did Phoenix House need from you? 

 

Coster: Well, Mitch was always looking to bring in more people to legitimize who this 

organization was. Because you’ve got to remember, you’re dealing with ex-addicts who the 

world mistrusted. And they needed to get square with government. Mitch wanted to—he had 

Nancy Hoving and a few other people on the board of directors. He had a guy from Arthur 

Andersen [LLP], a guy from Tishman [Realty and Construction]. That was the guy Frank 

Montero—I forget his name now. But there were four or five people on the board of directors. 

And what he wanted to do was build the board. I was part of coming in as one of them. He had, 

during the first five years, I think he had five different administrators. And he’d bring them into 

the clinical staff meeting. And the first time they took me into one, they laughed. They said, 

“How long are you going to be here?” They actually laughed out loud. “So, how long are you 

going to be there?” And I said, “Well, I hope to be here for a while.” 

 

But clinical staff mistrusted—if you go back to that end of the five-year period, you had this 

wonderful dynamic. You had clinical staff who trusted each other, but not administrators. And 

they didn’t, certainly, trust government. You had government who didn’t trust the clinical staff, 

because they didn’t keep every little unit of service they performed. And you had the 

administrators who were looked upon as somebody who’s trying to put regulations on that they 
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didn’t want. So it was a wonderful dynamic. Going through that the first six months, I didn’t 

know if I could stay there. It was a culture that, for people who had been at NYU and Deloitte, it 

just didn’t mesh with anything I really ever knew. And they wanted everybody to be in group 

encounters. I didn’t understand what a group encounter was, and somebody calling me in. I just 

didn’t understand it. It was a different life. 

 

He had a gal working for him called Barbara Strange, and she knew a lot about Phoenix House. 

And she kept talking to me, and she’d get me through some of the rough spots. And Mitch was 

wonderful to me. He would always cover my back on anything as I was learning stuff there. But 

it was a tough environment, an adjustment to get used to working in this organization who 

nobody really trusted. And that was our goal. We started out—I mean, Mitch wanted to establish 

this thing as a legitimate organization, without giving away the vital concept of self-help. That’s 

why it hurt my feelings—tears came to my eyes when I began to see what’s happened to this 

organization. I don’t know it from firsthand, but what I read, it looks to me like it’s now a 

medical model. And one thing that Phoenix was not was a medical model. It was people helping 

people. 

 

Even if you look at our research, it was every—the staff was, oh, probably, I don’t know, 

probably ninety-five percent ex-addict people with the clinical staff. And they were some of the 

great people. They could share with the other people what they went through, and how do you 

get through with it, and how do you—because you’ve got to help yourself. If you watch the 

people grow there through this process, it was an enormous, thankful thing to watch. I mean, 

you’re watching them helping to get themselves to another stage and another stage and another 
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stage of getting better. It didn’t happen all at once—some people it never happened. But over the 

years, the longer people stayed, the better they got.  

 

Now, that didn’t mean they didn’t have any fallbacks. They did. It didn’t mean that a lot of other 

things—you know, sometimes people, sex always got to be a thing that would happen in the 

environment. These were things that outside people couldn’t begin to understand. You mean, 

some stiff never had sex with a resident? Yes, it happens. Did we want it to happen? No. Did we 

take action? Yes. But it did happen. 

 

Some of that, as you look back on it, it was all growth. Phoenix was about growth, accepting 

responsibility for yourself, helping others with their accepting responsibility, accountability—

concepts that would work today anywhere in the world. If you can accept who you are, why you 

got to where you are, don’t blame other people for where you are—if you can accept that stuff, 

anybody can grow. It doesn’t have to be in a Phoenix House. So that was the part where we 

started off getting more legitimate, getting government to accept us. We argued the contracts—

Larry Lederman was enormously helpful with that. 

 

Q: Larry, yes. 

 

Coster: Yes. And we started to reject all this unit of service—you’d be in a group therapy 

session, they’d want you to record, “Well, what did Larry say on that?” We said, “No, 

confidentiality. Can’t do that.” 
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Q: Yes. And this was the city and the state? 

 

Coster: Primarily the city. They had young people down there—they were growing, too. And 

they had young people there that didn’t begin to know how you’d take a drug abuse program and 

establish this accountability for the government money. The government thought they owned 

you. Welfare thought they owned you. The city contracts thought they owned you. They’d come 

in and inspect—it was fairly rocky roads in those early days. But we stood with it. We stuck with 

it. We eventually, with some help from Norwig Debye-Saxinger, who was a very helpful guy—is 

he still there? 

 

Q: No, he just left. 

 

Coster: Just left. He was a very helpful guy in government. He and I became very, very close 

friends. And we worked through a lot of stuff together. And we switched over more from city 

contracts to state contracts. 

 

Q: Yes. So I understand that in these early years that balancing the books and making the books 

open and legible was an important aspect of legitimizing Phoenix House. How difficult was that, 

and what were the big issues? 

 

Coster: Oh, the big issues were how do you—clinical staff, they needed money to run facilities. 

But again, it was how much do you need, and how are you doing it? I will say this: from all my 

years there, we never had a deficit. It was nineteen plus years. We never had one single deficit. 
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We were able to keep money together. We went into some serious budgeting. We taught them 

they had budgets they had to work with. It was a long haul, because we came from having 

nothing, and whatever money we had was what money we raised privately. And Mitch was good 

about going out to foundations and corporations in those early years, and getting some grants. In 

fact, Morgan Guaranty Trust [Company] gave us our first mortgage at 116th Street, and we paid 

it for six years, and they forgave it. That was a wonderful accomplishment for that.  

 

But Mitch’s goal was to legitimize it so that he could bring in more and more powerful corporate 

and foundation people on the Board of Directors to begin with. His concept of a Phoenix House 

was, one, get as many facilities so we can treat as many people—and I hate to use the word 

“treat,” because it’s self-help. But if you can put “treat” and “self-help” together, that would 

make me happy, because that’s what it is. But that’s what we had to—that’s what we were 

working for, to get legitimized.  

 

Then, of course, we wanted to upgrade our facilities. And the facilities were pretty terrible, in my 

opinion. But people were getting better. And so, yes, hiring people—I remember the first guy we 

had as a comptroller, and Mitch said, “When are you going to fire him?” I said, “I haven’t got 

here yet. I’ll think about it.” And I did eventually fire him. We brought in people. In fact, the guy 

that got me to Phoenix House, a guy named Bob Roche, I eventually hired as comptroller. So he 

came back, and he stayed two or three years. And then he left and he came back again. 
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But we had to process from the ground up. I started out as director of finance. Then I took on 

finance and administration, and that included keeping track of the welfare account and billing 

welfare. And welfare became the second biggest amount of money that we got in. 

 

Q: After contracts, or—? 

 

Coster: After contract, yes. In fact, I believe it’s probably still—well, I haven’t seen a financial, 

but I believe it’s still that way. And the private fundraising took off and we started working on 

that. And I’ll go into that in a minute, when we got to that. So it was a big effort to get wherever 

we had to go and build the staff. We had to turn it over a lot and keep hiring. Mitch was always 

under upgrading, getting people with credentials in. Sometimes you think, well, he could be a 

little snobbish. But that’s what he wanted. He wanted people with backgrounds. And I probably 

was one of the first that had accounting—I was the first that had an accounting degree there. 

They didn’t have a certified financial statement until I got there. And then we started, we worked 

with Oppenheim, Appel, Dixon, and we got certified financial statements. We later transferred 

from Oppenheim, Appel to Arthur Young [& Co.], and we used those, and then we used 

Deloitte. After I was gone for a long time, we used Deloitte. 

 

So we had all certified financial statements from the time I got there. We had nothing but 

surpluses. Now, I don’t know if they’re still running surplus. But I never ran a deficit. If you 

budget well enough, you can make it happen. And Mitch was wonderful at raising money. I wish 

I had had that skill. When I became president of another organization, I found out I didn’t have 

that skill. That’s a very wonderful skill. 
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Q: Right. 

 

Coster: But they would send me out on places that were looking for financial accountability as 

their primary reason to give money. So that was my job. I was the guy that looked like, 

legitimate, OK? But we started to build slowly. We eventually had to—we wanted to leave Hart 

Island. 

 

Q: Well, you inherited Hart Island from the city, right? 

 

Coster: We inherited Hart Island from the city. And we were there, I can’t exactly remember, but 

it seems like three or four years. And then I ran across—I had another guy that was a real estate 

agent that I eventually hired, but he introduced me to a hotel on 73rd Street called Riverside 

Plaza. And we had gotten some money and we bought Riverside Plaza. And we left Hart Island. 

And the kids came out on weekends, and they moved us from Hart Island to 73rd Street, which 

was our first big, big acquisition. And the kids—drug addicts are wonderful at tearing things 

down. I mean, when we were trying to repair it, they could take walls down faster than you could 

say, “Good morning.” And the kids started working from the bottom up, and they were 

rebuilding Riverside Plaza. [interruption] 

 

So we started to build up Riverside. And that’s where we began to think about some other stuff 

in fundraising. We thought about having corporate dinners. We got far enough in Riverside 

Plaza, where it was a wonderful old hotel. When it was restored, it was a wonderful place to have 
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a corporate dinner. We had the first one there, and first guy that did the dinner for us was a 

volunteer—Stue Levin. After him, two years, it was Alan Lewis who ran Windows on the 

World. I forget his name now, but he did the first dinners for us. Wonderful dinners, we would 

have—we’d get all kinds of people coming in for dinners, and they would buy tables. It started 

out at a couple of thousand dollars per table, then it got to five thousand, ten thousand, twenty-

five thousand for some people. And Mitch would continue to get bigger and better people to—

not better people, but people with more visibility, to come and be honored. And I think they’re 

still running dinners now. Over the years, we had some wonderful people. 

 

Q: But why leave Hart Island? It seemed like such an ideal place for the therapeutic community 

model. 

 

Coster: Well, there were a couple of reasons. One is you had to get there by ferry, getting people 

back and forth. And it also was a potter’s field. And every once in a while our kids would get a 

little nuts and they’d go out and dig out in potter’s field. And it’s stuff that people in various 

stages of development would do. I guess we wanted to build better—Hart Island wasn’t always 

the nicest facilities. It was good, but we were looking—Mitch was always looking to do better. 

Everything he did, better people, better facilities, more important things to work with and help 

people get better. His only goal was to help people get better. And his goal was to get facilities 

that were better. It was also a good vocational training for the people coming through the 

program. They learned construction skills. They were learning lots of those skills in building. 

 

And the city, they owned Hart Island—they wanted to control it more. 
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Q: Did they? 

 

Coster: Yes. It was always a fight with government of control. And the fight was that—I don’t 

even know if people today in government trust drug addicts. You know, it was a question—I 

think, without being very modest, I think I had a lot to do with the trust issue because I came 

from a legitimate background. I came from Deloitte; I came from New York University. I think 

that was—they didn’t have that much there. Mitch was the most trustworthy guy I could know. 

Everything with him was, do the right thing. And we did. But it was a stretch. It was. I mean, 

Norwig was very, very helpful to us. Julio Martinez, when he got to be commissioner, was 

helpful to us.  

 

I don’t know if anybody’s talked to you about the City of The Forgotten— 

 

Q: A little bit. 

 

Coster: —when they tried to cut our funding back. Julio and Mitch and Monsignor [William B.] 

O’Brien and a couple of other people formed what we called the City of The Forgotten. We took 

tents up on the hill below the capitol, and we camped there, I think it was forty days. But I don’t 

remember exactly, but it was forty days. We stayed out on the grounds, and people would come 

down, the governor came down, the lieutenant governor came down. We tried to bring as many 

people to understand what these people were, and that they were human beings, and they needed 

to be treated like human beings, and they needed to be funded.  



  Coster – Session 1 – 18 
 
 
 

 

 

Some people thought, well, if you use a medical model, that’s what will solve this problem. 

When I left, it was never—there wasn’t much doubt that the therapeutic community was the way 

to do it. And we continued to get bigger and better funding. And now I think it’s, as I read it, it’s 

somebody getting third party reimbursements. I had one grandson who got into drugs and he 

went into Phoenix House. But again, it’s like a sixty-day program. It doesn’t work. 

 

Q: Yes. So, back in the ’70s, did you interact with your counterparts at Daytop or APPLE [A 

Program Planned for Life Enrichment], or one of the other ones? 

 

Coster: Yes, there was a—we had an association of drug abuse programs. Each program would 

take a turn at being chair of the program. We’d come and we’d meet, and then we’d all 

sometimes go up as groups and lobby. We did a lot of lobbying of government in the halls of 

government. Yes, Father O’Brien, Mitch, and a couple of others were very persuasive with 

government. We’d go in and we’d meet with them and talk to them about the budget, their 

budget, and how we could get more money. And it was always a fight to get increased money, 

but money kept coming and we kept getting—Mitch got very close with a number of people in 

the White House in those early days. So all of that helped. But funding was always an issue for 

us, every year. We’d have to lobby to get our money and go from there. 

 

It’s interesting, because it was building from basically nothing, but some people coming together 

to help each other and help themselves. You’ve got to remember, people who were considered 

staff were still helping themselves. They were growing. Phoenix House was the biggest thing 
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I’ve ever seen about growth. That was all about personal growth, personal responsibility, 

personal—it was like, in my mind, like in the old days when they used to draft people, you got 

some real stable idea about how to live and be treated. Well, Phoenix House taught you how to 

live. And you taught yourself how to live. You worked hard at what one had to do to make a 

success. And some things that you’ll never forget, if you had been around a program like that—

it’s just about growth. 

 

Q: Yes. So as Phoenix House expanded within New York City, and eventually up to Yorktown 

Heights, what were the administrative challenges presented by that? 

 

Coster: Well, first of all, all drug abuse programs, not just Phoenix House, had this thing called 

“NIMBY,” “Not In My Back Yard.” I remember one of the things with Hart Island was that we 

had to have a public hearing. Well, people were yelling and screaming at you. A little guy from 

NYU listening to people yell and scream at you, it was really crazy. But it was always fighting to 

get into the neighborhood. We had a major fight when we bought Riverside Plaza. Oh, they 

didn’t want us there at all. When we left, they loved us. They didn’t want us to go. And if you 

think about—I forget exactly how many years we were there.  

 

See, how we got to Yorktown Heights, we sold Riverside Plaza and bought Yorktown Heights. I 

had seen Yorktown Heights two years before we had bought it. My local real estate guy, who I 

was friends with in my hometown, took me up. And I saw it, and I loved it. But it was mammoth. 

We hadn’t thought about things like that, exactly. You had your own treatment plant you had to 

run, and it was big, and a little poor agency being able to fund it—but we did look at it.  
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And then a real estate agent came in and gave me an initial offer on Riverside Plaza. We didn’t 

have it for sale. It was a very good—we would have made a lot of money on it. We initially 

turned it down, but then we began to think about what we could do.  

 

Mitch had another concept that he wanted everybody educated. Now, everybody, when we first 

started out, they went into classes and got their GED [General Educational Development]. But as 

we began to get younger and younger kids, he wanted to work with the Board of Education and 

create a school there. Well, Yorktown Heights was our first dream about creating a school. It 

used to be the Baptist Bible Institute. And the Baptist was folding down and they had to sell it. 

And they offered it at a great price, and we bought it. 

 

Now, we had a fight there, a town mayor that was fighting us like crazy. And they had no idea—

they didn’t want us there, no how. Nancy [phonetic], what the heck was her name, Nancy 

something—she sure didn’t like us. She ended up liking us. Everybody who didn’t like us 

eventually turned around, and almost everybody fell in love with Phoenix House. I don’t know 

how you couldn’t. But getting into new facilities was very, very difficult.  

 

Then eventually we sold Coney Island or closed it, and we sold Far Rockaway. And we 

bought—we ended up buying a warehouse in Brooklyn, which is still there. 

 

Q: J Street? 
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Coster: J Street. And then Mitch got a call from an old friend that he had known and that worked 

in drug abuse in New York City, and was now the head of drug abuse in Orange County, 

California. So he said, “Ron, get on a plane’—they were looking for an RFP [Request for 

Proposal]—he said, “Get on a plane and fly to California, and attend to the RFP.” I did. I went 

out there, and what I saw was a facility with prison bars on it. And that was a no-no in Phoenix 

House.  

 

Well, we went out there, the guy’s name was Bill Edelman [William Edelman]. He was the head 

of drug abuse in Orange County, and he was looking to get a good program out there. So we 

talked about it, and a few of them called me ‘interloper.’ [laughs] But I liked the facility. Mitch 

went out and saw it, and he liked it. Eventually we bid on a contract out there, and we got the 

contract. It started out as an adult facility, and we ran it as an adult facility. We said, “You have 

to take the bars off the windows.” They took the bars off the windows. It was a beautiful, 

enclosed little campus. And we ended up going there. Eventually, we developed it into an 

adolescent facility as well as an adult facility. But that was our first move outside of New York 

City, was to Orange County, California. 

 

Now—I’m not quite sure on the sequence—we also opened up a facility in New Jersey, and we 

opened up one in San Diego, which was a beautiful little facility down in the mountains down 

there. We eventually merged with a program in L.A. [Los Angeles]—Tumest—we took it over, 

actually. It wasn’t a merger. And that’s where the facility right on the boardwalk is. Trying to 

think about what the name of it is called, now. 
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Q: Was that Bel Air?  

 

Coster: No, not Lake View Terrace. 

 

Q: Not Lake View Terrace.  

 

Coster: No, Lake View—I’ll tell you about that. That was the beginning of our getting larger, so 

we could handle, or get on with the idea of treating more people. At the same time, we had a 

researcher there who was doing some research, would again add to the legitimacy of Phoenix 

House. And we were publishing more stuff. Mitch was publishing stuff. We were giving 

interviews on the radio and television. We were finding ways to make this legitimate. We’d get 

the czar of drug abuse in Washington, he would come up—they would change with each 

president. And we got to go to the White House several times and explain our things. I was at the 

White House with everybody from Richard [Milhous] Nixon on down. We would visit the White 

House. Mitch eventually became friends with the Reagans, and convinced them to build the 

Nancy Reagan Center in California. 

 

Q: Yes. Well, we’ll get up to that. I kind of want to remain back. But as Phoenix House first 

came to expand in California and elsewhere, how did that—did that stress the organization? 

 

Coster: Oh, sure, sure. We had to make sure we got the right people. One move we made—I 

don’t know if you’ve interviewed a guy named Bill Smith [William Smith]? 
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Q: No. 

 

Coster: He ran the facility in California. He was the first guy we shipped out there. He was a 

wonderful guy. I haven’t talked to him in a few years. But yes, he was a great clinician, ex-

addict, who went out there. He and his wife went out there. They helped make that legitimate 

because Orange County was, again, starting like everybody else. Bill Edelman loved drug abuse, 

but his counterparts in government, again, we went through the whole mistrust, and how are you 

going to legitimize, and what are you doing, and how are you doing accountability? 

 

But yes, it did stress the organization. But we learned to grow. We brought in more people. I 

moved up to become vice president of finance and administration, and [Frank] Natale became 

vice president of clinical services. Frank and I didn’t always see eye to eye on things, but that’s 

OK. He was a good man. We didn’t always see eye to eye, but eventually when Frank left, Mitch 

called me over for lunch one day. He asked me to meet him for lunch, and he said, “I’d like you 

to take over vice president of administration and clinical.” I said, “Me clinical? They won’t trust 

me. Are you kidding? I’m the last guy in the world they’d trust.” [laughs] But he convinced me 

to take it, and then from that time forward, I had everything reporting to me except fundraising, 

public information, research, and development. Those four things reported to Mitch. Even the 

medical reported to me. I didn’t know anything about medical. But his dad reported to me for a 

while. His dad was part of the medical team. 

 

But yes, we were stressed. But it was a fun stress, because you were watching growth happen. 

You were watching people getting better. We were becoming more accepted in the world of drug 
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abuse. So it was a fun time of watching. For me, it was always about, are people getting better? 

And my time there, more people got better than got worse. That, to me, is saying great things 

about an organization. I can’t—Mitch could give you the numbers. I can’t tell you how many 

people have gotten better over the years, but it’s thousands. 

 

Q: Yes. So as you become executive vice president at this point in time, can you describe a little 

bit what your working relationship with Mitch was like, and how that developed? 

 

Coster: My working relationship with Mitch was always wonderful. Mitch was always good to 

me. We worked well together. I’m not sure, in the end, my credentials quite measured up to what 

Mitch saw as Phoenix House. That’s OK. I was there for almost twenty years. I added a lot in 

twenty years to the organization. I think eventually he came to the point of thinking that I 

probably couldn’t add much more, and he probably was right. I don’t know if that’s true, but he 

probably was right. I had probably thought, well, we had gotten into the prisons—we got into 

federal prisons. And most of the ground expansion came during my time there. What’s come 

since then is merging with programs who were failing—that’s where it came. But almost all the 

ideas—and working with Kevin [McEneaney] was wonderful, because he, again, was a very 

creative thinker. A lot of guts, a lot of creative, nothing he didn’t think he could do. 

 

Q: Right, and he was the director of clinical services while you were— 
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Coster: Yes, I promoted him to director of clinical services when I was there. And eventually he 

wanted my job, and that was OK. I didn’t care about that. I went on to do something else in life. 

But it was a wonderful, it’s— 

 

Q: What I want to get out of my question was Mitch’s relationship to the working operations of 

Phoenix House while you were there. 

 

Coster: Mitch knew what was going on. He trusted me a great deal. We talked all the time about 

it. He was the guy that would give creative ideas. He continued to have to be close to it, or he 

couldn’t have sold the board of directors that he eventually ended up with. I mean, he ended up 

with some wonderful, wonderful people on the board. But I don’t know what his feeling was; my 

feeling was it was wonderful. He turned out to be one of the best friends I ever had. He was 

growing maybe faster than I could grow it for him, I don’t know. He’d have to answer that 

question. I can’t answer that. 

 

Q: Yes. How hands-on was he with the administrative stuff that you were managing? 

 

Coster: Well, I would keep him well-informed. He knew I would never—I gathered most of the 

stuff together for the boards. By that time, we had Phoenix House Foundation, Phoenix House 

Development Fund, the Oxford Project. We had the Phoenix Programs of New York, Phoenix 

House of Orange County, Phoenix House of San Diego. So we were managing six, seven board 

of directors’ meetings, and he and I would fly to California every other month for board 

meetings. We would visit facilities. He would always meet with staff when we were in 
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California. He would meet with staff when we were here. He was very—some people didn’t 

think he was close, but again, it’s how people of various stages of development saw the world.  

 

I will tell you that without him, there would never have been a Phoenix House. At one point, I 

thought I could run Phoenix House. I couldn’t have ever run Phoenix House. I knew that. In fact, 

at one point, they had done an agreement that if anybody ever happened to Mitch, I would 

become president of Phoenix House. 

 

Q: Oh, really? 

 

Coster: Yes. That didn’t come to pass, nor should it have. I didn’t have the development skills 

that he had. He could sell the world a ham sandwich, and they’d give you money for it. That’s 

what he did. He was a very good leader. He knew how to select talent. He was always looking—

he loved people with credentials. The bigger the college you went to, or the university, the better 

he liked it. In some ways, that was a little snobbish. But that was his theory. And he ended up, 

with a lot of these people—I guess he ended up with one guy there that, from what I could see, 

never should have been president of the organization. 

 

I was surprised that they didn’t want Kevin to do it, but I don’t know what happened after I left. 

At the time I left, Kevin wasn’t capable of being president, but he was a good man. But he may 

have become that—I mean, he was growing. I think Mitch send him to Harvard to school, or 

something, for some work programs, something like that. It was—working at Phoenix House 
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was stressful. It was—it was stressful. But it was fun. And I can say I never had a better time. I 

never did. 

 

Q: Yes. So while you’re there, it’s my understanding that the house directors, they were all 

people who had come up through the process, right? 

 

Coster: Right. 

 

Q: Did that present particular problems for administration? 

 

Coster: Oh, sure, sure. Because you’ve got to remember, if you were an ex-abuser, you rely more 

on your ex-abuser friends. I guess maybe administrators were scary or unique to them, or 

something. Yes, it was always—it was a struggle. But I didn’t let struggles scare me away. In 

fact, I was trying to think the other day, I don’t know if there’s any ex-addicts who are at the 

head of any facilities anymore. If there is, I don’t remember who they’d be. In fact, when I go 

down the list of some of the officers there, there’s only one or two people I remember there, and 

they weren’t even ex-addicts. But it was always stressful, but fun. And that may be an oxymoron, 

but it really was.  

 

And Mitch knew what was going on, he really did. And Mitch participated in the group sessions 

that they’d have, not the floor encounters, but he was pretty hands-on. He knew what was going 

on. Could he have been closer? He relied on me a lot to run the things, and I did. And I thought I 

was pretty good at it. But he knew what he was doing. 
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Q: So what were the kind of challenges that came up because of the nature of how the houses 

were run? 

 

Coster: For instance, I was one of the first—they wanted me to be in group encounters, and I said 

no. I said, “I’ll leave first.” And I would. That’s one of the places Mitch backed me, because 

even though he wanted me to do it, I said, “I’m not doing that. I’m not going to have 

administration run by people yelling and screaming at me in group therapy. I know what I’m 

doing. I can do it. If they don’t like it, sorry. Sorry, Charlie, I can go and get another job.” And I 

absolutely refused that. I probably went into maybe six or seven of them when I was there in my 

twenty years. But it was—there was no question. Probably if you would ask someone now, 

they’re probably sorry that I left, because they were all ex-addicts on the staff when I was there. 

So when I left, I don’t know what happened. Kevin was an ex-addict, and he was a good—he 

believed in that theory. So, I don’t know. I can’t even—you’d have to tell me. If you had any 

idea what happened after that, I don’t know. But it was a struggle. 

 

Q: So were you the only staff member who didn’t go to the group encounters? 

 

Coster: No. On the administrative side, I don’t think any of them went to the group encounters. 

 

Q: OK. 
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Coster: Because I was leading it, so if I didn’t go, they weren’t going to go. But see, my point is, 

what they do in a group encounter is they want to yell and scream about what they wanted. And 

they want to see if they can pressure you to agree with what they wanted. And I had a big 

backbone. Nobody could push me to do what I think was wrong, or what I didn’t think was right. 

Couldn’t do it. Maybe that’s what he liked about me—I had a good, strong constitution. I didn’t 

let government tell me what to do. Sometimes I didn’t even let the board tell me what to do. But 

I had had a strong backbone about what I thought should be done, and I believe that a good part 

of legitimization came from things that I installed at Phoenix House.  

 

Now, would somebody else have installed it? Yes. I think what— 

 

Q: Like documentation, records? 

 

Coster: Oh, that stuff, no one ever gave me any problems on that. Documentation, contracts, I 

negotiated all the contracts when I was there. And there was never any—I mean, Mitch gave me 

a heck of a rein. I could do what I needed to do, as long as I kept him informed. And he would 

help me wherever I needed help from there. I certainly attended every board meeting that was 

there, and talked to the board whenever I needed to talk to the board. But it was a struggle. 

Probably, even in the end, people would think that I was too tight-nosed. But I expected people 

to adhere to budgets. We never had a deficit. We built up—we went from three or four million to 

almost fifty million. You had to do something right to do that. 
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I think I was a good part of the growth. Then Mitch started to bring in, what’s that big consulting 

firm? 

 

Q: McKinsey [& Company]? 

 

Coster: Brought in McKinsey, and McKinsey thought that I had really offered all that I could 

offer in twenty years, that they needed some new ideas. And I guess that’s really—at that time, I 

just decided I was going to leave, and I left. And I went and I ran another program. Not a drug 

program—I ran a program for minorities in the One-to-One Foundation [phonetic]. And I went 

on from there.  

 

Mitch and I have remained friends. We’re not close like we once were. We don’t talk. I haven’t 

talked to Mitch in many, many years. We were to set up a phone date, but it never happened. But 

that’s fine. He’s a busy guy. Probably a lot more busy now than he was then. 

 

Q: Yes. So I want to go back to the ’80s, then, and talk a little bit about expanding into 

California and stuff like that. What was the decision, or what were there— [interruption] 

Can we continue again, then, from the expansion of Phoenix House into California and 

elsewhere, and the development of the different entities—the Phoenix House Orange County and 

so forth? 

 

Coster: Right. The entities got developed, because each place we went, we had separate contracts 

with government. So we set up Phoenix House Orange County to account for the County of 
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Orange’s contract in California. We set up Phoenix House of San Diego when we contracted San 

Diego, again with government funds. We set up—the Oxford Project was a prison program that 

we first set up in New York State with the federal government. The Oxford Project started out 

with the Federal Government Bureau of Prisons, and we set that up to account for the federal 

government funds. Each entity had different regulations, rules, so we set up the different entities 

to account for it. And the Federal Bureau of Prisons had very different goals, and Phoenix House 

New Jersey had different rules. So each of those, we set up a separate corporation, separate board 

of directors. That’s how, each time, we got different funding sources—rather than comingle them 

with New York State money, we set up separate entities.  

 

Actually, from my perspective, I thought it worked out wonderfully in accounting for funds. We 

never had any problems with accountability with government, with our local—where if they had 

been comingled, everybody would say, “Well, this money is mine, that money is mine.” This 

way it was all clean. It didn’t take much to have a separate corporation. With computers and that, 

it’s not that difficult. And we did basically all the accountability work in New York, accounting 

work, in New York on it. And then we consolidated all of it for financial statements. So that’s 

really—and I don’t know if they still have separate entities or not. 

 

Q: Yes. And you mentioned earlier that Mitch’s salary wasn’t part of any of these particular 

entities, yes? 

 

Coster: Government contracts, no, it wasn’t. It was my feeling that in order to keep his 

information private, which is between him and the board, that we kept him under private funds, 
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and it was the board’s decision what they wanted to pay him. It had nothing to do with what 

government liked or didn’t like. Government was always fighting that people in drug abuse, the 

directors made too much money. And Mitch, if we wanted to have somebody like him, we had to 

pay. And we did. And we kept his travel and his salary, and that was all kept separate. It was all 

paid for under stuff that the Board of Directors could control. And that was really the reason for 

it, was keeping him, protecting him from what the eyes of the government could and could not 

see and direct. We wanted to be in charge of our own corporations, and we were—we were.  

 

That scheme worked for that time period where government had a certain view of drug abuse 

programs. I don’t know if they still have it or don’t have it now. I don’t have any idea how the 

accountability trails—but in that timeframe, accountability was a very prime example. And that’s 

something I was very good at, was accountability. And that was my way of keeping 

accountability. And we were successful at it. We didn’t have any disallowed costs. We had 

surpluses. We were able to buy many buildings. And all that came by our separating the funds. If 

government had been different, we probably would have handled it differently. But government 

was all over the drug abuse. Government was that way. Daytop followed suit—they had many 

corporations. Some of the other programs did. Now, most of those programs are part of Phoenix 

House now, but I think they all learned from where we were. And we were always the biggest 

and the most accountable. 

 

Q: Yes. Now, looking over this twenty-year span, did the challenge of selling the idea of the T.C. 

[Therapeutic Community] to government through contracts or to the public through fundraising, 
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did it become more difficult, or easier? And how did things like methadone come to affect your 

ability to sell your idea of the T.C.? 

 

Coster: We continued to develop very good relationships with government, particularly in New 

York State, which is where we built our reputation. And certainly, developing the relationship 

with Norwig was important. When Julio was commissioner, it was important. Another guy, who 

you may not have heard of, who was commissioner, was a guy named Dan Klepak [Daniel 

Klepak]. 

 

Q: No. 

 

Coster: Oh, he was a wonderful commissioner. He was before Julio. And he and Mitch 

developed a wonderful relationship. Mitch helped sell him on the T.C. And it was just 

developing a wonderful relationship with New York State, who took over most of the effort from 

the Addiction Services Agency. Addiction Services Agency was always what I call penny ante 

and narrow. It was new to them—they didn’t know how to deal with accountability. But we 

helped educate them. I think we did. And I think that helped sell the T.C., Mitch’s involvement 

with Washington and the drug abuse coordinator down there selling it to White House. He was 

out making the case for the T.C., and he did it very well. He did it very well in New York State. 

He hired a lobbying firm in Albany [New York], and they took us around to all of the legislators. 

 

Pretty soon, people began to see and accept Phoenix House. It doesn’t mean they didn’t 

mistrust—looking at an ex-addict, it’s pretty hard if you’re what they call a “square.” [laughs] 
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It’s pretty hard to understand that you have to invest in getting yourself well, just like all of us 

had to invest in living rightful, lawful lives. We had to learn it somewhere. And many of them 

learned how to live in Phoenix House. We’d keep inviting people in, they’d see the program. 

Governor [Mario M.] Cuomo and his wife would come down and visit Yorktown. As we got 

facilities that we could bring people from government to, he would have them there. We’d have 

people there once or twice a week. And all our donors would come—he would take donors 

around. The more you spread and they see the concept of young people finding a way to live a 

right life, the more they’re going to invest in you. 

 

And that was his concept: get some people in here who can help us grow, who can help fund us. 

And Mitch, God bless him, he had that ability. He could sell anything. He could sell for several 

reasons: one, he was a doctor. He was a child psychiatrist. That went to the legitimacy of these 

other people who didn’t believe in it. He was well-educated. He was handsome. Women loved 

him—they did. And he’d go into corporations, and he had this wonderful personality. And he 

kept selling it, and he’d keep getting bigger and better people on the board. And we kept getting 

more accountability.  

 

You can begin to see where if you’re going to have these kind of people—David [J.] Mahoney 

[Jr.] was probably our first big chairman of the board. I loved David. He was a great guy. He 

legitimized—he brought in people. And Jim Ferguson [James L. Ferguson], he brought in 

people. These are probably all names you’ve heard over and over again; they were all what I call 

superstars, and they were willing to help us. Arthur Andersen and a number of places really 

helped us. You know, having certified statements, and having statements of accountability and 
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government that didn’t disallow our costs, all that, people look at it and say, “OK, I’ll invest my 

money in this.” 

 

And it was a hard fundraising effort, because people thought that people became drug abusers to 

themselves. It wasn’t like you got cancer or you got diabetes, or you got something else that was 

caused by overeating or something but they could identify what it was. Being a drug abuser, 

people would say, “Well, you did that to yourself. You didn’t have to use drugs.” So selling that 

is more than a little difficult.  

 

But he was able to do that. He was able to legitimize—it probably is developing the self-help 

concept, legitimizing who Phoenix House was, is, and probably, hopefully, will always be. And 

that’s really where it was. And the people that we brought through there were people who cared 

about developing that theme. I don’t know what else I could tell you, but that’s what it is. That’s 

what it is. And what it is—I don’t know how other people have seen it. But do you think people 

see it pretty much that way? 

 

Q: Yes. So when it came around to the Nancy Reagan Center and that issue, was it easy to sell 

her on the idea of the T.C.? 

 

Coster: Well, he developed a good relationship with Nancy. She came, she was honored at one of 

our dinners. He would go down and visit her at the White House. I went down with him many 

times. During that time, it was a question about what are they going to do when they left the 

White House? And she wanted to remain in drug abuse. I mean, she wanted to remain in drug 



  Coster – Session 1 – 36 
 
 
 

 

abuse. Mitch brought up the idea, and she seemed to accept the idea. She helped us raise some 

money. She was going to open a Phoenix House. At the welcome home dinner for 

Ronald Reagan in California, which he went to, seventeen people picketed their house. And 

she—you had to know Nancy—she adored Ronald. Her husband was everything. She came to 

Mitch and said, “I can’t do this, because I don’t want him being picketed, our house being 

picketed.” So she decided to pull out of the Nancy Reagan Center in California. 

 

But we had already bought what was called, what you know as Lake View Terrace. And that was 

going to be the Nancy Reagan Center. That’s what it started out as. We worked, and she raised 

money. And then when she pulled out, she left the money that she raised there. And we opened 

up Lake View Terrace. But she just didn’t want to stick with it. She opened up her own 

foundation, it was—I mean, she did a lot of speaking engagements. But that’s really what 

happened with the Nancy Reagan Center. She loved Mitch, she liked it, she liked the concept, 

but she just didn’t want to be—they had gone through their stuff. You never saw a more devoted 

wife than she was to Ronald Reagan. She just adored him. And she didn’t want him to go 

through any pain. She was very helpful in getting where we got. Everything was a step.  

 

And you can see in Mitch’s mind that he thought about these steps, and he had to find us, who 

would carry them out and endorse them and make them happen. That was our job, to make it 

happen. And most of us did. They went into the prisons. They opened up more facilities. I mean, 

God, they must be treating three thousand people now, four thousand? I have no idea. 

 

Q: So can you describe opening the prison programs and how that came about? 
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Coster: Kevin McEneaney, once we got the word from the prisons, he went and met with a lot of 

the prisons because he knew the concept of the therapeutic community very well. He went and 

talked to a lot of them and negotiated some of the contract with him. And it was a hard sell, 

selling the therapeutic community within prisons, because again, you had the issue of 

confidentiality, and prisoners, they didn’t want anybody to have confidentiality. But Kevin was 

pretty successful in getting them to buy into that concept. I guess the first prison was Marcy 

[Correctional Facility], I believe. 

 

So it evolved. We had the Oxford Program first, so they knew about our doing the Oxford 

Program and the group therapy and things like that. So it was all part of developing that. And 

then California was a little different, when they went into the prison programs out there. They 

were just going into those when I left. But they did write a few contracts on that. I’m surprised 

you haven’t interviewed Bill Smith [William Smith] or somebody, because he was very 

instrumental in California. They went into the prison programs two or three years before I left, 

but the first phases of it, I thought, were pretty successful. 

 

But again, it’s what do you do with them when they come out? And prisons have certain ideas—

again, it was always the fight of legitimizing what we were doing. You had to sell it. Every one 

was a new sales job, a new job, a new proof. It’s like proving for the first time that you are a 

human being. Each one was a tough sales job. It took a lot of work by everybody in the program 

to make it work. And it took weaning off some of the best clinical skills that we had to want to 

work in the prison program—and want to do that. 
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Q: So were you trying to cultivate staff who had been through Phoenix House in New York to 

bring them into the prison programs in Texas and into California? 

 

Coster: We did a lot of that in the beginning, yes. Even when we went to California, we 

transported some people. William Smith was the first one. And we took out, there were a lot of 

Phoenix House, New York people. Someone named Howard Friend—you’ve probably heard that 

name. He went out early on. There were a number of them. And we began to hire local staff. But 

there were Phoenix House people there to help them go through it.  

 

Not all of them in California were ex-addict people who came through the program. That was 

probably the first time we started to get other people who had worked in government drug abuse, 

and who worked other places and other programs. We would hire them. But most of it, during 

my time there, was people that we developed within program. I can’t remember, when I left, a 

facility that wasn’t run by a Phoenix House, what we called ‘graduate’—I’m not sure if there is 

such a thing—but what we called Phoenix House graduates. That was the hallmark of who 

Phoenix House was. 

 

Q: Yes. And was that a difficult thing to bring into the prison system? 

 

Coster: Everything was difficult to bring into the prison system, because they lock you behind 

doors and they rule your life from minute to minute. When you come into a therapeutic 

community concept, we’re talking about people’s self-growth. And that’s a very different 
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concept than what any prison would ever think of. If you begin to think about people coming out 

of prison worse than they go in, we were trying to take this thing and make people come out 

better than they went in. And that was helping them think about growth, think about doing 

things. Yes, of course it was very hard.  

 

I don’t know how they’re doing now, but dealing within the prison system is what, people have 

very narrow things—lock them up and throw away the key. And we had to try to change the 

culture of where these places were, and how they dealt with them. And we had some success, 

and we had some failures. It was like sometimes you wouldn’t get the guards and everybody else 

to agree with you. You had to fight and fight and do some more fighting. I think in the end 

you’re successful. But getting to that success was a struggle. Phoenix House is and was a 

struggle. That was the name of the game. That’s part of why it was so interesting, because it was 

all about change for everybody. 

 

Q: I feel like Phoenix House is often a story of successes. So could you give an example of one 

of the failures of trying to start the prison program, of something that didn’t work, and why it 

didn’t? 

 

Coster: Well, I don’t know if they considered Oxford—I thought Oxford was a success. But I’m 

not sure the Federal Bureau of Prisons did, because it was such a different concept. But we had 

the guy in the prison program that—you know the guy that married all those people in Mass? He 

was some sort of a reverend, and he went through the program. But I don’t think I would 

consider very much a failure when I was at Phoenix House. I saw most of it as success with 
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difficulties. If you change people, it’s difficult. And I’m not sure that we changed everybody that 

we wanted to change.  

 

But I think in the end, people came out better than when they went in. Did they come out with 

what our dream was as the greatest success? I don’t know that Oxford was the greatest success, 

but I thought it was a success. But it was not at the level of the Phoenix House program itself—

that was much more of a success. Orange County was a success. San Diego was a success. The 

merger out, Tuum Est—we merged with Tuum Est on the boardwalk in L.A. [Los Angeles]. That 

was a struggle at first, but it turned out to be pretty good. 

 

But again, each one was a step of people saying, “You’ve got to do this, you’ve got to do this,” 

and we had to fight back and say, “No, we’ve got to do it this way.” If everything went exactly 

the way we wanted it, it would have been perfection. But we had to fight people who were 

fighting against this concept, even though they were funding it. They wanted things their way. I 

think our biggest success is we convinced people to do it our way. That’s probably the biggest 

success. I don’t know since, but I wouldn’t consider anything a—we didn’t close anything. There 

wasn’t any failures that I remember. Maybe you can remind me, but I don’t remember any 

failures. 

 

Q: So then in your final years at Phoenix House, did it seem like Phoenix House could just keep 

on expanding? Is that what you saw for Phoenix House’s future? 
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Coster: No. Do I think we were anywhere near our limit? No. But do I think Phoenix House 

could keep expanding? Probably not, and maintain the quality. The question of expansion was 

maintaining the quality. And was it tougher to maintain the quality in California? Sure, because 

the people we sent there—Mitch and I were traveling every other month to California. We’d 

have Kevin go out there and help with the clinical program out there. William Smith was a great 

director out there. But when you’re three thousand miles away, control was a little tougher. 

Hiring people is a little tougher, because there came a point where we couldn’t transfer 

everybody out of New York, so we had to, you know— But it’s like any organization that’s 

growing—you help fill in the people there that could help you do that. And we did that.  

 

If you ask me, did I think there were any failures? No. Do I think there were things that could 

have been better if people were more cooperative in government, that we could have done it a 

little better doing it totally our way? But it still worked out. I think Phoenix House is one of the 

great experiments of all time. It really was. It’s a wonderful thing, and I think that you can count 

every staff member who put any ounce of weight into it of being contributors. This place had 

many, many contributors; many, many fathers, many; many helpful things. And there are many 

people out there walking today, walking around that wouldn’t have been on this earth if it hadn’t 

been for Phoenix House. That’s as good a thing as I can say about it. 

 

And as I said, I never worked a day that I didn’t love there. I’ll say that, and I can mean that. Did 

that mean I didn’t want to be more than I could be? Of course. I mean, I’m a human being, too. 

But it was a wonderful time, a wonderful experience. I can’t even imagine Mitch retiring. I 
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can’t—I can’t imagine. I can’t imagine what he went through, seeing somebody convert this to a 

medical model. I can’t even imagine what went on with the board. Who let this thing go astray? 

 

Q: Well, were there no signs of that coming when you were still there, of medicalizing the 

process? 

 

Coster: Well, yes, there was a little bit. The medical staff always wanted to be more involved. 

Yes, there was a point where we went into short-term treatment. And most of the clinical staff 

fought hard. They didn’t believe in short-term treatment. And I’m not so sure they weren’t right. 

But be that as it may, we did it. They absolutely wouldn’t use any substitute drugs in a Phoenix 

House, so they didn’t take people who were psychotic, or something, where they would take—

Now I understand they do a little bit of that, I don’t know.  

 

Yes, were there signs, because they were pushing and funding for third party reimbursements? 

And the world has a way of forcing you into what they want. If somebody sees that they can get 

third party reimbursements, or $20,000, $30,000 a year—the guy like they had there, he was 

interested in developing all of that. They ended up with some deficits. They didn’t end up with 

deficits when I did the game for them. You know what? Because we didn’t buy into that stuff. 

 

But it was the world, and where the world was going. It’s into short-term treatment. It’s into third 

party reimbursements. And it’s not into how much wellness people are really getting. I mean, 

what’s the success rate anymore? We’ve talked to people, but people are charging $40,000, 

$50,000 for treatment. Who can go to that? Who can go to that? 
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Q: Yes. So then, while you were executive vice president, did you have much control over the 

clinical aspect of Phoenix House? 

 

Coster: They reported to me. 

 

Q: I know, but what I mean is, did you have influence in what the therapeutic model was going 

to be, or did you let Kevin and who else do what they— 

 

Coster: Well, they certainly did more of it than I did. But I certainly had to approve that stuff, 

yes. I don’t know that under Kevin, and I don’t know [unclear], but when he was working for 

me—and David Deitch is another one who was there that worked for me—they, as I did, 

believed in the clinical model that we had. They believed in long-term treatment. They didn’t 

believe in short-term. 

 

Q: What about you? And did you agree with that? 

 

Coster: Oh, yes, absolutely. I still agree with that. I do not agree with short-term treatment, 

because I think what you’re dealing with is character disorders. And I don’t think you can 

change, or help people change themselves, in a short period of time. If you looked at some of our 

research, we found that people who stayed the full two years did far better than people who 

didn’t. The longer you stayed, the better you did. And that says to me, you had to come out and 
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take a look at yourself and restructure as much as you can about yourself. You had to change. 

And change takes time. That’s how I saw it.  

 

I mean, I certainly am no clinical wizard. I could know how to supervise people doing it. They 

certainly would come to me with ideas of change. We did have some change. But the model 

didn’t look terribly different towards the end than it did in the beginning. And that to me was a 

sign of something wonderful, because it meant this program was still working.  

 

I don’t know how they feel now. I don’t know if you interviewed Jean Scott, if she would be 

critical of where they are now. My guess is she would be very critical of it. My guess is Kevin 

McEneaney would be very critical of it. My guess is that everybody would have been very—I 

represented an administrator, so clinical staff may not be as fond, but they continued to exist 

under my administration. They don’t exist anymore. I think that says a lot. And that wasn’t just 

Kevin who made them not exist, by any means. We’ll see how—I don’t know what they’re going 

to do now. They’ve got some medical doctor, I guess, who’s heading it up now. [doorbell rings] 

[interruption] 

 

Q: Yes, I have just a few more questions. We’ll be quick. 

 

Coster: OK. 

 

Q: Because you just mentioned him, I was wondering a little bit about Kevin. After Mitch, he 

looms largest in Phoenix House’s history. Can you describe a little bit how Kevin was as a 
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clinical director, and how effective he was in prepping Phoenix House for wherever it was 

going? 

 

Coster: Well, let’s see how I say this nicely, because I love Kevin—I think he was good. I think 

he was too much of a bully and not enough of a listener. Kevin was a very strong personality. He 

didn’t think much of me at the end, but that’s OK. I like him. He didn’t often listen to too many 

people; he did pretty much what he wanted. But he knew the clinical model. He did know it, and 

he believed in it. As far as I can tell, he believed in it. He probably, again, if one wants to rank 

him, he probably was our best graduate, or at least the most successful graduate. And Kevin 

learned a lot of things. He learned how to get along with wealthy people and how to take them to 

his advantage. But he could be a bully. 

 

But that really happened more in the end than in the beginning. He helped keep the clinical staff 

straight. He believed in that. I’m not so sure the clinical staff loved him as he thinks they did, but 

he was—I have to classify him. I mean, I’m very proud of him as a graduate. He raised, as far as 

I know, a great little family. He’s done things. His brother’s working there now. He’s a big shot 

there now.  

 

But I don’t know that one could say—I’d have to take a little exception that he, next to Mitch, is 

the most important part of Phoenix House. But if that’s what they think, that’s OK. I don’t really 

care. But I would not rank him that. I think that probably, in the middle years, I had more to do 

with it than he did. In fact, I promoted him. I had more to do with it than he did. That’s the 

difference. I mean, the reputation that came to Phoenix House came, in large part, for what I did. 
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And people to this day know me as one of the most honest people they’ll ever see—and that I 

am. And that part gave other people the chance to really expand Phoenix House and do what they 

had to do. 

 

But Kevin’s a good man. He deserves a lot of credit in Phoenix House, as do a lot of the others. 

Jean Scott is a wonderful person in Phoenix House. The directors, there are a number of directors 

that are there. Jean worked clinically and she worked administratively. That was one of the great 

moves that we made, because she had legitimacy with the clinical staff, if you know what I 

mean. I could use her to get things by that I couldn’t get by myself. I mean, she was a wonderful 

lady. She didn’t take any crap from anybody, including me. [laughs] But she was—I would say 

that certainly in my view of the thing, Mitch was, hands away, the person that made Phoenix 

House. All the rest of us were able to take his lead and take it a little further. 

 

Q: I was wondering a little bit about Mitch’s relationship with Kevin, because they always had 

this very tight relationship, often described as like a father and son kind of relationship. And in a 

certain way, Kevin being your subordinate, you were kind of stuck in the middle of that. Did that 

present a problem? 

 

Coster: Well, it did when he wanted to use it. He would go around me to Mitch, of course. I 

mean, a lot of people did that. When I ran the Chopra Foundation, I was president of that. But his 

brother-in-law kept going to Deepak Chopra. I’ve had to deal with that. People go around people 

all the time. I don’t know, I probably sound like—I don’t know that Kevin’s relationship was any 

better with Mitch than some of the other people. I know for eighteen years I was as close to 
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Mitch as anybody was. But was Kevin one of the most important graduates? Absolutely. Did 

Mitch love him? Yes. I guess he let him go, too. But no one really ever gets inside of Mitch, 

really, what he’s thinking. 

 

But Mitch sees improvement, and he’s willing to make changes when he sees the need for 

improvement—and that includes Kevin. So you’ll have to find out whether that’s a father-son 

relationship. I don’t know. Kevin and I in the end were like oil and water, there’s no question 

about that. Kevin wanted my job, and he got it. He got it in part because I walked away from it, 

and in part because if not, I had to give up something I didn’t want to give up. So I walked away 

from it. They didn’t fire me. I walked away from it. 

 

Q: Was there another option when McKenzie came in and did their evaluation— 

 

Coster: Was there another option? 

 

Q: —of how you would stay on? 

 

Coster: Well, I don’t know that I ever allowed that to happen. Was that some suggestion? 

Probably. I ran everything there for a long time; giving up that was not something that I wanted 

to do, nor something—I thought I added a lot to Phoenix House. Giving that away voluntarily—

not something I would do. So when it got to the end, I went to Mitch and said, “What will you do 

for me? I would like to leave.” And he did. I don’t know whether any of that could have 

changed. It could have if I wanted to give up authority to Kevin. And I didn’t want to, nor do I 
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think I should have. But he did—he wanted to keep Kevin, although he didn’t always say that to 

me.  

 

But in the end, there comes a time in everybody’s life, there’s a time to move on. Time to stay, 

and time to move on. Kevin was an important part of Phoenix House and always will be. I don’t 

know that, if you want my opinion, that I would say he was the second most important guy there. 

I wouldn’t say that. You’d have to twist my arm to get me to say that. 

 

Q: OK. I have just one last question, then. I’m wondering a little bit, when you left Phoenix 

House in ’92, is that right? 

 

Coster: Yes. 

 

Q: And about how Phoenix House changed you. How did you leave Phoenix House a different 

person than going in? 

 

Coster: Oh, I left a far more compassionate person. I have no prejudice, not now. I grew to love 

minorities. And I saw them—I like spending time with them. I grew to accept something that 

probably was hard to accept for me, that I probably, although I wanted to be president in the 

worst way, I wasn’t— When I ran as president—I ran a corporation—I didn’t have the 

fundraising capacity. I couldn’t do it. And I had to accept that. That was a growth for me, to 

accept that maybe I wasn’t as big as I thought I was. As I said, you couldn’t love something if 

you didn’t—I mean, I love Mitch to this day. I think he’s a wonderful guy. I love Kevin, even 
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though Kevin doesn’t like me. Kevin got sour because he couldn’t have his own way. I didn’t 

have my way, either. But it’s OK. I’m fine with that. I had one of the great lives of all time. My 

twenty years at Phoenix House was wonderful. 

 

My years as a consultant later working for Deepak Chopra—I’m sorry you don’t know him. He’s 

all over. He’s one of the most popular guys, and writing books. And I’ve had just wonderful 

things. NYU was wonderful, working at a university and going through all the things. So I grew. 

Every job helped me grow. And to me, growth is what it’s all about. Even to the day they close 

the lid, if you stop growing, you have no reason to be here. And Phoenix House taught me that. 

You know, Judy and I both enjoyed our time there, and we enjoyed our time at every— I mean, I 

never had a job I didn’t like, to be honest with you. I like even being husband taking care of 

wife. [laughs] 

 

Q: Well, is there anything that we’ve forgotten to cover about your time at Phoenix House, or 

your memories of it? 

 

Coster: Well, my only hope is that it will go back to its roots. That may not be easy to do 

anymore. I don’t know if they’ve got anybody left that would know how to run it. Mitch is 

probably too old, although he probably looks forty. [laughs] But you got to tell them I had a 

wonderful time and I think it’s a great program. Probably wish I had been more successful in 

getting the clinical staff to see what I tried to do there—and I don’t know that they will.  But I 

did what I did. And I’m proud of what I did. I’m hoping that Mitch will be successful in 

convincing people to get it back to some of its roots. It’ll be hard. I don’t know quite how you’d 
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do it, taking away third party reimbursements. I mean, that’s all short-term treatment—that’s 

what it is. I’m not so sure that I would send my kids there. But I would have put my kids there, 

and did, in the beginning.  

 

So anyway, I’ve enjoyed talking to you. 

 

Q: Yes, this has been wonderful. 

 

Coster: Have you found it to be good? 

 

Q: Yes, this has been a great interview, and lots of insights that we hadn’t heard before. 

 

Coster: Well, you probably have heard much more of the clinical process, and how the— I don’t 

know if they’ve eased up in their view about who changed Phoenix House. I don’t know that yet. 

It’s been a long time. But it’s a good place. If you ever see Jean again, tell her I said hello. 

 

Q: Will do. OK, thank you. 

 

Coster: Thank you. 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 


