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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with David A. Deitch 

conducted by Kristin Murphy on October 9, 2014 and Caitlin Bertin-Mahieux on March 23, 

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.
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Q: OK. So, if we could start with—if you tell me your name, when you were born and a little bit 

about your childhood. So, we’re going to start, if that’s OK.  

 

Deitch: So, my name is David Allan Deitch, D-E-I-T-C-H, and I was born in 1933 in Chicago, 

Illinois. 

 

Q: Which part? I went to school there, so I can’t help it. 

 

Deitch: Oh, you did? So, do you know where Cabrini Greens is? 

 

Q: Oh, yes. 

 

Deitch: OK, so it was right in that general vicinity, and I think I was born though on the south 

side—no, no, no—Lutheran Deaconess Hospital. So, my childhood was pretty mixed up. There 

were multiple separations between my parents during my childhood, and there were multiple 

absences of my mother, suddenly and mysteriously. I tried to put that together. She was a 

disturbed person who settled as an identity to be an invalid. The source of the invalid was a bad 
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heart, but she could have had a much broader life. But, she chose a social identity as a very ill 

person. My father attempted to reunite a few times, not successfully. Then, he went off to the 

Navy and the war, and my mother, using the invalid role, became an advocate for getting him out 

so he could take care of her better. He wasn’t for it, but she pursued this. OK, so, the summary of 

this is it was a troubled parental environment with an absent father who attempted to come back 

but—I could understand by some of what I witnessed—his needing to leave. I was able to endure 

until around thirteen or fourteen, at which point my own adolescent momentum, which became 

rebellious, had me attempt to run away. Then, I went with her to Arizona, and I couldn’t take it 

and left and returned, at which point, I began to live with my father. So, that makes me around 

sixteen. 

 

Q: So, this is right after the war, I guess, when he comes back. 

 

Deitch: Yes, he’s now back. I had a great relationship with him, even before I lived with him, 

when he was around. So, for example, every Sunday, I would visit with him. I’d take the “L” 

[train] and street cars, and I’d meet him at his drugstore, and he would take me—he and his good 

friend—a cousin—to jazz joints. So, my Sundays with Dad were essentially being taken to jazz 

joints, being exposed to Billie Holiday, Dixieland. My first—very first exposure to drugs—illicit 

drugs—was one Sunday night. There was this woman at the bar. They were apparently flirting 

with her, and she wanted to score some marijuana. So, one of them—either my father’s cousin or 

my father—approached somebody in the jazz joint, and they told them about a bar elsewhere. 

We went to this bar elsewhere, and I walked [laughs] into this crazy joint, and sure enough, they 

scored some marijuana to give to this woman. That’s an anecdote out of history, yes. 
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Q: How old were you at that time? So, this is a Sunday visit, not when you were living with him? 

 

Deitch: No, I’m not, and I’m around twelve; something like that, yes. 

 

Q: Could you tell what was going on? 

 

Deitch: No. It was just very—you know—dangerous or romantic, but that was the scene. Little 

did I realize I would be repeating that scene later in life, including what must have been some 

tense moments for them. OK, so, essentially, my mother was pretty crazy and very prone to 

sudden, violent expressions at me. You never knew when it was going to happen, and it would 

happen with a broomstick or a board, but it would always be sudden and violent. She’s sick, and 

I’m incorporating that into my identity. So, my obligation is to do the embarrassing things—ask 

for credit at the grocery store because she wanted butter, or selling newspapers; first, delivering 

them, then running on the wagon of delivering to stores, which was fun for a kid. I’d hang on 

the—what do you call the things—the bumpers—not bumpers. 

 

Q: Runners? 

 

Deitch: On the side of the car. What is that? 

 

Q: I don’t know. 
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Deitch: They don’t have them anymore. 

 

Q: I don’t think they have them anymore. [laughs] 

 

Deitch: Well, in any case, I’d hang on that with one arm around this little red truck, delivering 

the newspapers. Before it stopped, I would be jumping off and running in and ba-ba-ba-boom, 

OK, and running back and catching it to the next. So, I earned money at it, and I had an 

adventure. This same guy with whom I did that then arranged for me—because of my mother—

arranged for me to handle the newspaper stand on the corner. So, I would be making—I don’t 

know—pennies, but I would be able to take those pennies home to give to her. Very important—

I was an earner on her behalf. 

 

Q: Where does school fit into this? This sounds like a very busy, young child. 

 

Deitch: So, the summary of school might best be that I was blessed with the ability to read and 

liked it. On the other hand, my life was so chaotic that I wasn’t in any school too long. The first 

time I was in school for a few years consecutively was, I enrolled in a Catholic grammar school 

in the fourth grade, Our Lady of Lourdes, and was in that Catholic grammar school fourth, fifth, 

and sixth years. In order to earn my tuition, I had to work for the nuns, and that would be 

cleaning the floors in the—whatever the language is where the nuns lived. 

 

Q: The convent? 
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Deitch: The convent. Then, picking up their groceries a mile away and having to carry them, and 

I remember tearing up because these bags were so heavy and I’ve got a—you know—twelve- or 

fifteen-block walk to carry them. Yes, this was not a good exposure in terms of the church’s 

generosity. But, I was very taken with the church at that time. I became an altar boy, thought 

about becoming a priest, had lots of fun experiences as you would imagine nuns and, you know, 

being knocked around by tough nuns and those sorts of things but some humor in it. I remember 

in fifth grade, as an example, whatever her name was—she was a lot of fun but tough. She took 

out the wallets of every boy in the class, looking for rubbers, you know, [laughs] because, of 

course, when you’re a kid, that’s a big deal. Ha ha ha. I have a rubber in case I get laid.  

 

But, it was in that same neighborhood, because of working at the newsstand, I read a great deal 

on my own, and it was not very organized. I was reading anything and everything, so it was 

spread across the board. I don’t think that helped in terms of disciplined learning or depth or 

sequence, but it gave me a broad base and a way of being out of whatever my reality was. It 

ended up with me getting a nickname, and my name was “The Monk,” and apparently there was 

a movie that the guys on the corner went to, where there were monks, praying and reading as 

they walked around. They came back from that movie and that was my nickname. I had a hard 

time living that down. [laughs] OK, so, now do you need more of this or— 

 

Q: So then, you’re in Chicago. You’re sixteen. Where do you go— 

 

Deitch: I’ve gone off—so, go ahead. 
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Q: Where do you go from there? 

 

Deitch: OK. I get exposed to smoking dope at a high school that I go to during the summer 

because I had to do summer school. That was a high school that required taking buses and 

elevators to get to called Senn [Nicholas Senn High School]. There were some guys from a little 

further away—a neighborhood a little further away—that are musicians. I’m really taken with 

musicians and romanticizing being an outsider, because I felt like an outsider. So, that as a social 

definition was fairly important. Anyway, I’m smoking some dope. Then, I meet another guy, an 

older guy who’s also into jazz, and he’s into heroin and introduces me to heroin. I’m sixteen; 

something like that. So, when I refer to myself in something I’ve written, I refer to it in the third 

person. This was an early victim of the first heroin epidemics that hit the country, ’48, ’49, ’50, 

’51, so I was an early candidate for that wave. 

 

Q: Did your dad know you were using or— 

 

Deitch: No, no, but he did find out, and I was very labile, very emotional about being found out. 

I remember crying hysterically, but it didn’t change the pathway. That continued. I did not finish 

high school at that point. I began having arrests—plural—then, being sent to Lexington. I was 

there about eight months on a short sentence, and you can see a video with me in it. Oh, you 

know about that video— 

 

Q: I have seen it. 
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Deitch: —at the farm? OK. So, I’ve got a real insight into what the institution was like fairly 

early on. It was an amazing—that’s a whole separate story. 

 

Q: I actually do want to hear a little bit more about that before—I mean, today—because for 

everyone else, it’s almost a myth. They’re like, “Do you know about the farm or KY or—,” so 

nobody else that I’ve spoken to has been there for any length of time. So, I do want to hear about 

that. But first, I have a question about the arrests. Are they for possession? 

 

Deitch: Yes. 

 

Q: Are they for— 

 

Deitch: Tracks, possession, and then theft. 

 

Q:  So, they could arrest you for tracks first? 

 

Deitch: In Chicago, it was Draconian. So, you were constantly living a battle of not—if I am 

stopped, and they’d say, “Roll up your sleeves,” so where am I going to find injection sites? But, 

in Chicago at that point, you could be arrested and sent to the county jail—Cook County Jail—

the Bridewell. What an institution the Bridewell was! [laughs] The Bridewell—Draconian, you 

know. It was a classic institution from the 1800s and you could be—yes, I know, this is not— 

 

Q: I’m worried. 
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Deitch: —to your liking. 

 

Q: Let me just pause it for a second. OK, so, post-vacuuming. [laughs] Post-vacuuming— 

 

Deitch: Yes, [laughs] post-vacuuming. 

 

Q: —we resume. So, I do, then, if you don’t mind, want to ask about the epidemic. What do you 

think may have caused that particular spike in drug use? 

 

Deitch: Well, first, there was World War II, and there was a desperate need for pain medications 

and maintaining access to roots that were under assault throughout Europe and the Middle East 

in that war. So, everybody was scrambling to be able to get pain medication. In fact, that’s what 

leads to the development of Methadone, is World War II in terms of the Germans. So, there were 

battles over the zones, and there needed to be the support, particularly in Italy and the Middle 

East, of trying to maintain pathways of opium. Many of the people helping discover those 

pathways are gangsters in Italy, and so there’s an early relationship with figures who then began 

to exploit their exposure to and acquisition of poppies and opiates. They began to, again, make 

themselves available to getting drugs and importing them. Now, you have to connect that, then. 

You now have a pathway, a mechanism and characters who were of use to the allies during 

World War II. Simultaneously, you have the Germans also struggling to have pain medications, 

not being able to gain access to it, especially when we take over Italy. The Germans then go onto 

synthesize opium, which was at first reported to be a synthetic opiate pain relief that was 
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nonaddictive. That drug became known as 10A20 when it was in research at Lexington. OK? 

That was its code for the purpose of research, and they were using human subject research in 

Lexington. You’d get days off your sentence. You’d get good time if you were a subject. But, 

not only was there intrigue with getting good time—give me some dope. [laughs] You know, let 

me alter this experience. So, 10A20 was initially then named Dolophine. Dolophine is 

molecularly in a mirror—the reverse of what is now known as Methadone. All right? So, just put 

the Dolophine molecule up to a mirror and what you’ll see is Methadone. 

 

Q: How does it behave differently as the mirror image? 

 

Deitch: Just that, the conversion was for duration of action. An oral administration of Methadone 

gave you long duration. So, the trick with Methadone as a treatment is, a single dose, if it’s 

adequately high enough, permits you to go for twenty-four hours without biochemical craving 

kicking in; meaning, the beginning of withdrawal. There has been research to attempt with other 

formulas to extend that, but it hasn’t been very successful as a modality. 

 

Q: So, did the Dolophine—as the inverse, did it spike? Did it have a different duration? 

 

Deitch: Yes. It was first being used, both injectably and orally in pill form, and that was being 

prescribed, but it is Methadone that began with Vincent [P.] Dole, here in New York, who did 

the earliest pioneering research. His theory, at the time, turns out to have been very, very 

predictive of reality. He theorizes that there were molecular and cellular changes as a result of 

addictive behavior with opiates and that, because of those changes, here was an opiate that, if we 
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do this correctly, we can stop your craving and your hunger, which then, if you correlate the 

earliest position-taking about this, is “Show me something that reduces crime, as a way of 

measuring effectiveness of treatment”—not abstinence—crime—reduces crime. The second 

criterion is a reduction in tax consumptive behavior. The third criterion is a productive tax 

behavior, and last and least reduced misuse or use of illicit substances. Now, those were very 

relevant criteria by which to measure effectiveness when research first began to be supported 

seriously, which is in the Nixon Administration in this country. There was some research 

supported by the National Institutes of Mental Health before that, but [Jerome H.] Jaffe is the 

author of that criteria. 

 

Q: What about the research that was happening at the Narco [United States Narcotic Farm] 

Farm? So, first of all, tell me why did they send you there at that time—that instance when you 

got arrested? Why did they choose that time to send you to Lexington? 

 

Deitch: Because I was arrested because of drug use and drug-taking and crime, and that’s where 

it was determined that they wanted me at. 

 

Q: Your sentence was eight months or did they— 

 

Deitch: It was approximately a year, and I was out in about a little more than eight months. 

 

Q: Did you volunteer for the trials? 
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Deitch: No. 

 

Q: No? 

 

Deitch: No. 

 

Q: It seems like a hard thing to almost resist. 

 

Deitch: I don’t think many people volunteered nor did they accept people with less than two 

years’ sentences. They wanted subjects that they could do studies on and then look at the 

aftermath of that. So, within the scope of the world at that point, this was not unusual—human 

subject research. You were volunteering for it. They were getting all of this done, and naturally, 

no matter how ugly your experience physically, you were ready to go again if they gave you the 

opportunity. Your motives are supposedly getting time reduced on your sentence, but folks love 

reward much more than they—they are not influenced by pain very much. None of us are. If pain 

stopped behavior, none of the species would be around right now. Childbirth is a big deal. 

 

Q: [laughs] So, for the people that weren’t, how did you spend your time when you were at the 

Narco Farm? 

 

Deitch: I was very serious about—I had introjected or incorporated, if you’d like, the notion that 

there was something wrong with me and that being an addict was bad because of the 

consequences, not because of the reward, and what I wanted was some magic. You know, you 



   Deitch – Session 1 –  
 

12 

could say a few words and rub something in my hair, and I would no longer want the drug. That 

was the dream and, for many, still is. It’s not, “I want to be clean.” It’s “I want to want to be 

clean.” So, you’re at the “I want to want to be,” and that is, “What’s the magic?” [laughs] So, I 

thought the magic lay in trying to gain insight, and I had a horrifying life experience, particularly 

with my mother and a lot to whine about. [laughs] I was serious about wanting to really 

understand myself and to gain insight. But, remember, I was also living in an era where Freud 

and analysis were highly romanticized. You think of the films and novels at the time. You know, 

people changed dramatically with this phenomenon. I was that romantic. [laughs] 

 

Q: So, did you have analysis there? Did you— 

 

Deitch: I was able to seek and participate in a weekly set of sessions with a psychiatrist by the 

name of Stan [Stanley F.] Yolles, who ultimately became the head of the National Institute of 

Mental Health [NIMH]. Did you read my chapter where I refer to whom some of the psychiatric 

leaders were? All did early internships and residencies at either Fort Worth or Lexington; Fred 

[Frederick B.] Glaser, Herbert [D.] Kleber, Stan Yolles, Jerry Jaffe. Yolles ends up as the head of 

NIMH. Jaffe ends up as the first White House czar of drug abuse treatment. Kleber follows some 

twelve, or eight to twelve years later, as the deputy in charge of demand reduction, not supply 

reduction. Glaser ends up mobilizing wonderful tracks of research and publications, particularly 

in the world of alcohol, but he did some very important work as well. But Jaffe and Kleber and 

Yolles went on to fame—deserved. Kleber is in New York at Columbia, and he’s a wonderful 

historian, a very thoughtful psychiatrist in the addiction world and has done some great things. 
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Q: When you left there, did you feel like maybe you had been—had your hair washed? 

 

Deitch: [laughs] Unfortunately, I still was at “I want to want to,” but I really did think “I’m on 

my way,” and I did remain drug-free…I was able to remain mostly drug-free and complete high 

school, which my father supported, because he had gotten married and it became convenient, not 

only for me to be at Lexington for so long but it also became, maybe the thing to do was to send 

me off to school and a boarding academy, and I did. In spite of the history, they admitted me, 

and I did well in that structured environment and remained drug-free, mostly. Now, I still was 

desperate at times to get off; as the phrase would be, ‘to get off the natch [phonetic]’, and an easy 

way to get off the natch was a form of intoxication with barbiturates. So, I wasn’t into drinking 

alcohol, but I was desperate for an altered state and had a romance and on weekends would go 

off with my romance and have sex in the bottom of a church somewhere, and I would drop one 

or two Nembutal so I would have this intoxicated experience. But, I’m not back to opiate or 

heroin in any serious way until perhaps the summer after I complete high school. Yes. Then, I go 

off to the University of Colorado. I am displaced. I’m an outsider. Now, I’m starting to identify 

as a Jew, which my father was, and it becomes maybe a place to be accepted—a social structure, 

quote, “easy access to a pathway of acceptance,” because I clearly didn’t belong. My academic 

experience was great for those two years, but that’s all. I was a very disorganized learner. The 

structure at the academy—[interruption] 

 

Q: My guess—but right now, we are actually— 
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Deitch: Somewhere on personal history, and we’ve got to get through this quickly, because 

otherwise we won’t have time. 

 

Q: Right. We won’t get to the Phoenix House, necessarily. OK, so we left off, and you had just 

gotten back into Chicago after high school. We went to Lexington. So, we went to Lexington, 

and then we got back to— 

 

Deitch: To Chicago— 

 

Q: —to Chicago. 

 

Deitch:—and then I go off to the Elgin Academy. I was able to sustain what must have been at 

least a year or more of abstinence, except the occasional use of these barbiturates. I have a 

romance with this woman, and characterologically, I’m in desperate need to be accepted and to 

be loved. So, I’m not only an adolescent in pursuit of sex, but I want to romanticize 

relationships. This is true historically. Look to what the experience is with significant parent, and 

you will see it played out in mate engagement. So, my radar screen was attuned to pretty 

unstable, nutty women. I was intent on having this romance and then wanting to secure it. Now, 

that’s the compensation against abandonment. I’m now overcompensating against abandonment 

by trying to utilize the symbol of marriage as the way to get there. So, “settle for less” as a way 

of securing attachment and then since rejection is like death, not being able to say no or I want 

out of this, I’ve got to get the other person to reject me. The way to do that is a pretty self-

destructive activity. So, it’s you leaving me, which recreates my life story, anyway, of 
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abandonment, and it saves me from the guilt of saying, “Wait a minute. I’ve settled for less, and 

I’m not going to do that.” Now, those insights were hard to come by at that point in my life. I 

was just living this out. But, nevertheless, so, we snuck away and went over the state line and got 

married. Now, it comes time to get this annulled, and—predictably, my connection to her is such 

that she goes off with her father to Florida and has an affair with the lifeguard at the pool. I, in 

my need, visiting with her and having this romance, which is slightly separate—not living 

together or anything like that—I think the marriage has already been annulled. But, now, let me 

stab myself some more with this abandonment act that—“You had sex with this”—so, I do the 

usual nuttiness. You know, I get into the grime and grit of it as a way of ah, ah, ah. Why? Why 

is that at work? Because that’s what I was led to be in life or to believe in life. Amazing, this 

stuff. Ultimately, change, indeed, occurs, and, ultimately, enough insight if you survive helps one 

move on. It’s lifelong, though. [laughs] 

 

Q: Right, because insight doesn’t always equal change. 

 

Deitch: That’s right, and, I mean, it takes time, yes. OK. So, where are we at? 

 

Q: OK, so then you’re off to Colorado. We’re making our way— 

 

Deitch: OK, so, yes, I’m off— 

 

Q: —to either New York or to California. 
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Deitch: I’m off to the University of Colorado. I get admitted, both at the University of Illinois, in 

the downtown branch, or Colorado at Boulder. I’m not sure, but I think I chose Boulder, both 

because my father was willing to help, and secondly because maybe it would get me out of this 

scene. But, there is both craving for chemical relief, in particular, as a way of compensating for 

the social anomie on that campus. So, I start going into Denver, looking for dope and still having 

this romance with this woman in Chicago and then, driving back to Chicago in winter. You 

know, you’re borrowing a car. That’s all dope-related. Then, in Estes National Park, I fall while 

climbing and sub [subluxation] two vertebrae in my neck and another in my lower back in the 

fall. So now, I’m hospitalized and lying in traction like so and, ultimately, get out of the hospital 

and I’ve blown the university. I’m wearing a huge collar for months. Think of this now—driving 

a car to go score dope in this thing. [laughs] So, nothing stopped those pursuits. 

 

Q: They didn’t send you home with a prescription for morphine or something like that or any 

sort of painkiller that— 

 

Deitch: No. 

 

Q: Because that’s often a trigger point. It gets you back on it. 

 

Deitch: No, no. It wasn’t a trigger for me—no. Mine was interest in getting heroin and dope and 

using it. What I’m pointing out, though, is think of the inhibiting effect that a big collar has on 

you, trying to drive and the risk you’re taking. You know, you can only do this. So, I am the 

luckiest person on earth in terms of what I have survived in terms of close, close calls. 
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Q: I don’t picture Denver to be a hotbed of heroin at this time. I guess you could find it 

anywhere, but— 

 

Deitch: Yes, you could and primarily in the minority communities, and you connect with jazz 

and minorities and you would find dope. 

 

Q: So, you don’t finish at Colorado? 

 

Deitch: No, not at all. That’s gone, and I’m off and running and back in the life of trying to be 

accepted, be good, but have my pain relief and my social definition. Can’t be a good 

businessman, can’t be a doctor. Might as well be a defined, ‘this is my lifestyle.’ So, say what 

you will, addictive behavior can become a lifestyle that provides a social identity, and for me that 

was what I settled for. I still struggled. You know, I was still writing poetry and thinking of 

drama and reading people like [Samuel] Beckett and was constantly, always interested in, “Is 

there somebody that can take—I want to want to.” Help me get from my ‘want to want to’ to “I 

want to.”  

 

Q: How did people deal with that social identity; like how did people react to you in that social 

identity at that time? 

 

Deitch: You’re a sick and wounded creature. That’s not bad—you know—that definition, or, 

from the police perspective, you’re a criminal. OK, and since you’re hanging out with all these 
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other people who have been stereotyped, stigmatized as criminals, you begin to behave with that 

language and that culture and those symbols. So, to be a good thief—this means something, 

right? To be a standup dope fiend means something. You get social definition within those 

circles by those reputations; decidedly unreliable, simply because of the nature of the problem—

totally unreliable. There is no integrated value system. It’s an adopted value system that is 

convenient to the time. 

 

Q: So, you talked about how other dope fiends responded to you and how police officers respond 

to this identity. What about your interactions with the—you know—straight world? How did— 

 

Deitch: Well, I think what always happens, and certainly happened to me—you become 

increasingly involved in the subculture, and you’re busy learning the subculture. While you’re 

busy learning all the ins and outs of the subculture and the language, the dress, the everything, 

you are slowly eroding your prosocial skills. You’re slowly eroding them. The only thing that 

kept me without eroding them was the periodic attempt to find God and my preoccupation with 

literature.  

 

Q: Did you, at this time, go back to Chicago to see your dad or any family? 

 

Deitch: Yes. I was fairly alienated by that time in terms of being able to hang out with him with 

ease. I was living on my own in many circumstances, occasionally hitting him up for money, 

seeking his help relevant to the addiction problem. I couldn’t accept anything from him. I 
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couldn’t accept a pair of shoes, but I could accept help for my, quote, “addiction problem.” It 

was a weird kind of perception. What happens here? So, I’m living in New York. 

 

Q: So, you moved from Colorado to New York? 

 

Deitch: No, no—from Chicago to New York, and I’ll tell you some very funny stories about me 

in Chicago, because every time I was in Chicago, I got into trouble. One of the closest, lifelong 

friends of mine, a friend who now lives in San Luis Obispo, was from a family—and they were 

an Irish crime family. 

 

Q: Of New York? 

 

Deitch: No, in Chicago. Ma was a classic protecting Irish mother who fought for her kids but 

would always ask me to help one of her sons learn how to be a better thief, and if we got busted, 

she would be great to go talk with Mafia figures; you know, get some money from them to get us 

out of jail and things like that. All of those brothers except Johnny [phonetic] are dead. Two of 

them died holding court in the backyard of the house they lived in. They weren’t going to go to 

jail. We’re going to do court right here. So, it’s a classic story, but these are lifelong crime 

partners.  Even after I get into recovery and I’m doing Daytop, they hear about this and two of 

them come to me—Billy and Johnny—and they go into the environment and they say, “We want 

to see Monk.” [laughs] Now, at that time, nobody—I’m this reformed leader; you know, 

organizer, innovator, new social definition, and these two characters show up, wanting to see 

Monk. “Hey, where’s Monk? Tell Monk that Billy—.” Anyway, that’s an aside. 
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Q: What did they want to see you for? 

 

Deitch: They wanted to come to Daytop to come to treatment. 

 

Q:  Did they? 

 

Deitch: Yes, but Billy doesn’t stay. I was able to convince Wally to stay, and Wally went on to 

live an OK life. He got marginalized through the overuse of alcohol in his later years. But, yes, 

he did all right for a long time. But, he’s dead now, too. Billy Boy got killed, naturally. Wally 

stayed on the right path—whatever you want to refer to as the right path—and he really died of 

lung disease. He was a polio victim. Both he and his brother Eddie [phonetic], both had polio. 

Wally grew progressively weaker as he aged. 

 

Q: It’s amazing the long-term effects of these childhood diseases, and they can weaken you for 

life. So, you’re getting into trouble in Chicago, so what makes you think New York is the place 

to go? [laughs] 

 

Deitch: Well, I’m involved with another woman by that time, and this is a strange relationship as 

well. But, no, that’s not true. I end up with another sentence. I did a two-year sentence for 

prescription forgery in Arizona. Mind you, this is at a time when the federal laws—and just for 

your general interest, edification—you can think back to the comments being made now about 

sentencing laws. Our outgrowth of a 60-year history that begins in the ’50s [1950s] with the 



   Deitch – Session 1 –  
 

21 

Daniels Act and the Boggs Act—both of those pieces of federal legislation insist that minimum 

mandatory sentences are the only way to address this problem at the federal level. At the local 

level, starting in the ’50s, you have all kinds of punitive, crazy stuff going on, particularly in the 

south. But, you could get a kid at the border in Arizona or California coming across from, let’s 

say, Juarez or what’s the border in Tucson? Anyway, whatever border crossings—and have a 

gram of heroin—five years, even if he’s seventeen—five years, Bingo!  No parole. So, in that 

regard, getting sentenced on a prescription violation was a favor to me, because it was only a 

two-year sentence. Normally, it would have been a mandatory five. 

 

Q: It being a prescription violation was state instead of federal, for instance? What was that? 

 

Deitch: No, it was federal as well, if you were in a territory where the feds were in control. 

 

Q: And they were where you were? 

 

Deitch: Yes. 

 

Q: Wow. 

 

Deitch: So, that’s not unlike the Catholic Church. I’ll never forget the first time I went to 

confession in Arizona as a kid. I’d go there with my mother. You know, you begin always with 

the misdemeanors, and so slowly you get to the felonies, right? But, a favored felony to begin 

with that took the heat off was I ate meat on Friday—mortal sin in Chicago—mortal sin! In 
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Arizona, the guy said, “That’s not a sin.” “What do you mean it’s not a—?” “No, in Arizona, we 

don’t have that as a mortal sin.” Aha! What a theology! Mortal sin! 

 

Q: It’s all open to local interpretation. 

 

Deitch: Oh, my God! I wish it were more open to local—but, anyway, the disconfirming of the 

belief systems within Catholicism are, you either become crazy or you understand and reject the 

sin manifestos. But, if you don’t, you do become neurotic and crazy, yes—very neurotic and 

crazy. 

 

Q: My dad actually wrote his Master’s thesis, called “Neurotics in the Confessional.” 

 

Deitch: There you go! Beautiful! Beautiful! There you go. [laughs] 

 

Q: So, did you do time in Arizona, then? 

 

Deitch: Yes, I did time—not in Arizona—in the federal institution in Texas at Fort Worth. 

 

Q: So, was that also like Lexington, in terms of— 

 

Deitch: Yes, it was very much like Lexington. That was a sister prison/hospital. 
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Q: You’ve really run the whole gamut of these historic locations. So, how did it compare to 

Lexington? 

 

Deitch: I don’t think it was as big. It wasn’t as big and it was more integrated than Lexington. 

That may be time-related. My visit to Lexington was earlier where it was still—and in the south 

a very segregated institution. The west side was all black. The east side was all white. 

 

Q: Wow. Was there more of one than the other, do you think? 

 

Deitch: The black populations at Lexington were principally New York, Chicago, Detroit, 

Cleveland; that sort of thing. The white populations—a lot from the south who were prescription 

addicts and some whites from New York and Chicago, mostly; maybe a few smattering from the 

other East Coast— 

 

Q: This is the first time I’ve heard of the segregation because, you know, in the images or even 

in the video, there is so much emphasis on like the music and like the jazz bands that you see a 

very mixed visual, so that I didn’t realize that it was— 

 

Deitch: The same thing at Fort Worth—the jazz bands. You had stunning luminaries. Do you 

know the jazz guitarist—he had a name change. They shortened his name—Joe Passalaqua. He 

became known as Joe Pass. This was an example of somebody in the Fort Worth picture—Dave 

Repetto [phonetic], the drummer. So, there was the same kind of jazz possibility at Fort Worth. 
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Q: That always gave me the image that there was much more integration of the population. 

 

Deitch: Yes, and there was more integration of the population in Fort Worth than there was in 

Lexington. The bands were all mixed, and the audience of the band would get mixed for these 

big events. 

 

Q: At Fort Worth, were you still thinking in these kinds of therapeutic terms, like Freudian? 

Were you getting kind of an analysis for— 

 

Deitch: I was trying some of that. I ended up editing a journal and trying to do interesting things 

as a prison journal. I ended up, you know, promoting poetry and events. I wish I had copies of 

those journals, because it was an effort to bring modern thought [laughs]. I published the whole 

thing on my own. I did all the work, all the— 

 

Q: Typing and mimeographing? 

 

Deitch: Yes. [laughs] 

 

Q: Rolling it through. 

 

Deitch: Trying to get those sheets done right; publishing and then ink blotting the covers, you 

know, and running design. Anyway, so I tried to stay creative under those circumstances. 
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Q: And they allowed you to? 

 

Deitch: At Fort Worth—yes, truly. 

 

Q: I’m thinking about current prisons, and there is not necessarily that kind of ability for 

residents, inmates to take— 

 

Deitch: You probably are unaware that one of the leading journals that comes out of prisons has 

been coming out of Angola for years. There is a great journal that comes out of the California 

system, mostly at— 

 

Q: Angola is not the most progressive. 

 

Deitch: Pardon? 

 

Q: Angola does not have the reputation of being— 

 

Deitch: Tremendous journal—great, great writing, great muckraking. I had poetry published in 

the Fort Worth-Dallas newspaper. This is when I finally say, “I cannot control my vulnerability 

to my mother,” meaning she can get me, hook me, anytime she shows. So now, she decides to 

visit me at Fort Worth, and I have to tell them, “No, I’m not going to see her. She’s bringing me 

something. I don’t want it.” That’s it. So, she got turned away. I refused. That was my final, real 

break. I knew that the only way I could make it is not get sucked into her orbit. 
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Q: About how old are you at this time?  That’s kind of a— 

 

Deitch: I don’t know. 

 

Q: —tough move to make. 

 

Deitch: No. It wasn’t. I was obviously ready to make it and did, but I knew it—I knew that I 

could not take the [sound effect of sucking noise or whip], you know. OK, so that’s enough, 

already. 

 

Q: OK, so you get out of Fort Worth and— 

 

Deitch: What do I do after that? 

 

Q: I guess we can jump to immediately pre-Synanon, if you would like— 

 

Deitch: OK, well that’s New York as well, and I’m strung out in New York and occasionally still 

pitching my father to try to give me help from time to time, but by that, I mean, “Send me 

money, I’m in an emergency,” you know, “Send me $50.” But, they read the Life Magazine 

article about Synanon and tell me about it. So, I go to the library to look up Life and look at this 

place. It’s a pretty grim time. It’s like tough times. My name is ringing. I don’t want to get 

arrested for sales. I’m living with a woman who’s also a user and a hooker and we were crime 
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partners as well as mates but the process is getting scarier and scarier and scarier; fires in the 

apartment, you know, that could have killed us easily, panics over the availability of drugs, 

thoughts, even, about armed robbery of drugstores, which were really nutty. You know, the 

thought of the use of a gun—I had panic reactions to anybody with guns for all of my life. I 

decide I’m going to go for it. I leave her the name of the connection in Brooklyn so that she 

could get good dope and I cut out. I fly to Los Angeles and make my way to Synanon. 

 

Q: You arrive at their— 

 

Deitch: Their front door at the Armory in Santa Monica. 

 

Q: Do they just take you in or is there a— 

 

Deitch: They did the usual—the usual. 

 

Q: Because it’s a really young organization when you get there, right? 

 

Deitch: It’s very young.  

 

Q: I’m surprised to hear— 

 

Deitch: They had just moved into the armory, and it’s just getting structured in the armory. I 

think I’m number thirty-two or forty-two or something on the pop sheet. I kick cold turkey, as 
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was the ritual in their living room. They’re doing the ritual of Hank [phonetic] coming out and 

sitting down with me; you know, bringing me a pail to throw up in and different men and women 

coming by and offering to rub my legs and chatting. You know, wild. But, it was certainly the 

classic dissonance-pushing interview. It becomes much worse later, but it is a classic outgrowth 

of [Charles E.] Dederich’s personality, both in terms of tone, gesture—which is imitative 

behavior of the leader— 

 

Q: Sorry. Were you interviewed by Dederich himself or by— 

 

Deitch: No—by Jack Hurst. I’ll tell you more about Jack Hurst, but—and a few others. But, the 

interview wasn’t as bad as they became. I think the more demand began to occur the harder they 

made it. There is a great classic tape—maybe even video—of Dederich and his bravado, bah, 

bah, bah, hoarse, loud voice talking about, “I don’t ever pick up an addict. If they want to get in 

here, they’ve got to crawl. No mother-loving here.” That’s a classic predictor of his behavior, 

and it’s a classic predictor of how he compensates for things that are painful or emotionally 

vulnerable. But, you can read that in the paper I did about them. But, it’s manifest in many things 

that begin to transpire in that organization. 

 

Q: From the sound of it, when you first arrived there—that sounds like kind of nice caretaking 

and very humane— 

 

Deitch: Well, symbolic but the demands and the challenge and the confrontation within the, 

quote, “Synanons,” which ultimately become known as “games,” was present right from the 
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giddy-up. Novel things are also occurring in that institution at the time. I helped create a theater. 

We called it Studio One. So, that was possible. The role for women was very intriguing; the first 

time you would see women in men’s jobs without any profiling. There were still middle class 

attitudes, so women could rise to leadership but it mostly was who you were fucking. This is the 

day of fucking up or fucking down, but sex was a big part of Synanon, right from its inception, 

as sex was in all of the recovery movements. So, here’s a story. I don’t know if I’ve written this, 

but I’ll tell it to you. If you think about the club, which was in Venice Beach—this was the drop-

in center. On the outside of the door, it said, “TLC”—tender loving care. On the inside of the 

door, it had “DVO.” Now, what is that? It’s not even a term ethnographers, sociologists, 

feminists know about. 

 

Q: Not that I can think of. 

 

Deitch: It was the term used for the pre-dated of the G-spot. It was referred to as deep vaginal 

orgasm—DVO. So, just to give you an idea of what’s at work here, all right—so, sex among—

you know the humorous but real point of satire—the thirteenth step? In the recovery world, the 

thirteenth step—it’s a twelve-step world, right—the thirteenth step usually means seduction of 

the newcomer. Very often, it’s male to female because, at this point, there are far more males 

using than females. So, that was happening. Now, sometimes it was female fucking down, so that 

would elevate an attractive guy up faster than normal. So, that was a tool, and the way it was 

applied at Synanon is if you got into a relationship, you could call it middle-class, and you could 

get laid, OK, but you had to behave correctly in order to get laid, meaning you couldn’t get in 

trouble. You had to have a relationship—middle-class. It was not sleep wherever—middle-
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class—and this had to be a classic, you see each other and you don’t cause each other problems 

and you don’t misbehave. Then, you finally earn the privilege of going to the TV room for two 

hours. The higher up your elevation, the longer the time in the TV room. [laughs] Mind you—

this was prevalent in all TCs [therapeutic communities] in the beginning, and if you look at just 

the sexual histories of TCs, it’s loaded with this. No matter what, quote, “Monsignor” or “priest” 

is involved, it’s kept away from them. 

 

Q: I’m always surprised. You know, when I learned that Phoenix House—the one on 85th 

Street—allowed women in so early, I was shocked because, in my generation, generally these are 

much more sex-segregated—in terms of any kind of treatment programs are more often 

segregated now than apparently they were. 

 

Deitch: That’s right. 

 

Q: So, I’m stunned. 

 

Deitch: No, no. This is the history. It was certainly true at Daytop. We included a TV room. You 

know, there was the notion that people need to get laid and you could manipulate dependence 

and get conforming behavior, which meant that they were acquiring prosocial skills, at least on 

most levels. But, it was reflective, in spite of the advances on the general world, except what 

Synanon proved, was you could have women who were painters, carpenters, truck drivers. It had 

no bias that way; however, there was the utilization of skill, so the administrative roles were 

generally filled with women and the leadership roles were generally filled with men. For 
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example, I’d become a member of the, quote, “Young Lions,” which was a group of six of us, 

selected by Dederich personally to be groomed by him personally, live in the house with him, 

attend groups with him, and are generally more intellectual. The entire selection was around 

verbal capacities, intellectual capacities, artistic capacities, so it was a beat culture that was 

selective and interesting. Within that group, you would get people that end up writing great 

plays, writing great music. I create, along with a guy by the name of [William] Zev Putterman, 

something called Studio One. Zev Putterman is a New York addict who comes to Synanon early 

as a result of Jake [phonetic]—I can’t remember Jake’s name. 

 

Q: Then, he’s also the connection to George De Leon. 

 

Deitch: Jake or Zev Putterman? 

 

Q: Putterman. 

 

Deitch: Yes. 

 

Q: Bringing that other element—back to New York. 

 

Deitch: Zev tells George a lot about Synanon. I never knew that George visited Synanon. He said 

he did, but I don’t know. 
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Q: Now, the selection process for this—to watch where the skill was—you know, to pick these 

Young Lions—did that happen through the game? Where was it demonstrated? 

 

Deitch: I don’t think there was one predominant. There were things called Synanons also which 

were seminars, and the seminar became a critical ingredient in this approach and it’s being 

neglected, so size matters because, with too much size, you are primarily administering and 

you’re no longer maintaining the activities that were part of, at least, at the theoretical level. 

Now, you could say that I have devised theory as a result of this, but certainly, if you look at my 

work and my constellation of how do you describe the theoreticals at work in a therapeutic 

community, there are five distinct categories that I’ve talked about—the intellectual, the 

emotional psychological, the vocational, the education—or I already mentioned education to 

you, didn’t I? 

 

Q: You said ‘intellectual.’ It isn’t necessarily— 

 

Deitch: Yes. No, no, but the challenge to exercise verbal skills, to be able to socially engage. 

You’ve got guys who didn’t finish fourth grade, who have been in the penitentiary most of their 

lives being able to talk about astrophysics, not because they went to school, because they sat in 

an environment where those concepts were being discussed and they were being challenged to 

participate in those discussions. In this regard, it’s a contribution that has gone unnoted—one, 

undeservedly being neglected. It’s atrophied or being lost and is no longer as present as it needs 

to be when you think about, from a rehabilitative perspective, this is a very important category of 

work. The emotional psychological category has now been almost totally neglected, and it’s 
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drifted towards this, quote—the last time I was asked by Mitch [Rosenthal] to come help out 

when he was going through this crisis of transition, I, for the second time, left the university and 

I became Emeritus and left and came back here. It’s a long and painful story—twice, a long and 

painful story—and this goes to show you the narcissistic reflection, “Oh, yes, I can really do it” 

that goes on in our lives.” [laughs] We just deny reality and think that we’re going to be able to 

do it all. In any case, I tried very hard. So, the organization had, at that point, a wonderful 

woman who they should not have lost by the name of Liliane Drago. Liliane was responsible for 

the Training and Education Division with Phoenix House. She is a woman you should talk with. 

I don’t know if she’s on the list. 

 

Q: I don’t know either, but— 

 

Deitch: Yes. Well, she certainly became persona non grata to Howard Meitiner, the current CEO.  

 

Q: I don’t actually know. 

 

Deitch:  I’m having trouble with memory today. [laughs] 

 

Q: Really? I don’t know. We’ve gone back to, like, 1950. You’re doing pretty well. [laughs] 

 

Deitch: Anyway, I would make contact with Liliane. She has a lot to say, a lot to offer, and 

insights galore. She co-authored the chapter that you will find in Addiction Medicine, Volume II 
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of research and practice, I think it’s called; Knowlee, K-N-O-W-L-E-E, I think—the editor. He’s 

the chairman of psychiatry at either Virginia or West Virginia or somewhere. 

 

Q: You got to her because you were talking about the inattention now to emotional and 

psychological— 

 

Deitch: Correct, and the inability to produce change to, at least, let’s attend to things that were 

theoretically useful and maybe apparent in earlier work. So, why am I telling you about that? 

How did I get lost and drift to Liliane Drago for a minute? Oh, so I come back and Liliane is 

organizing once yearly training events, trying to bring what’s new to the field into the thought 

process of Phoenix. I decide I wanted to do an introduction to the new event that, quote, “Chief 

Clinical Officer” I’m entitled to exercise a prerogative. So, I do a seminar with them, in a classic 

seminar tradition with this large group from all of the Phoenix Houses around the country. So, 

there are representations from each of the facilities present, mostly leadership. I ask the group, 

“Do you understand the term ‘iatrogenic’? 

 

Q: What? 

 

Deitch: Iatrogenic. Even Mitch, I think, for a minute was stymied. So, I explained to them, 

iatrogenic—iatro, the physician in the Greek; genic, origin. Iatrogenic means harm caused by the 

treater. So, I then spell out the word linearly, though—not horizontally—i-a-tro-ge-nic. I asked 

them, in all honesty now, give yourself the freedom and let’s take each one of these letters and 

identify a practice currently occurring in our environment that is, in fact, harmful. I get that list 
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built. So, many of the confrontational practices needed to be changed, and it was stuck in a rigid 

mindset long beyond many other organizations because it was such a force. Most of New York 

was stuck in that rigid mindset longer than other organizations around the country who either had 

to alter their practice as a result of the environment saying, “This is totally not acceptable in our 

culture,” California being one of the leaders there. Phoenix Houses were anomalies up until the 

adolescent unit that I helped them build early on. But, those are stories I can give you in 

sequential order. All right. Where do we want to go now? 

 

Q: I know. Well, one option is, you know, [break in audio] so the way we got to your most recent 

seminar here was through—you were talking about the five— 

 

Deitch: Categories. 

 

Q: —categories, and we had gotten up to emotional and psychological. 

 

Deitch: OK, well, did I give them all to you? 

 

Q: No, we had only gotten intellectual, emotional psychological, and vocational. 

 

Deitch: OK. So, intellectual, ethical considerations, emotional psychological, behavioral, and the 

vocational, attitudinal, and finally, medical. Now, that’s a summary I have devised and became 

training material that I use internationally and elsewhere, trying to help people organize their 

thoughts about this and being able to help them understand that, in each of these categories, you 
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have different theory at work. Now, you can often have these categories overlap, but that’s like 

sliding glass doors. All right? So, you can working on one and influence the other and vice versa 

in classic ways of trying to make that clear to folks. So, that— 

 

Q: Which ones do you think are falling most by the wayside in kind— 

 

Deitch: Emotional psychological. 

 

Q: That’s— 

 

Deitch: Very much at risk because within the emotional psychological, let me give you an 

example. People only do what they call “peer groups” now, which are static—not even static. 

That’s a case load group. But, the other groups that they’re doing are all these encounter, 

confrontational exercises. They’re not doing any deep exploration, going further and deeper. 

That’s being lost totally. An example of going deeper and further was the, quote, “Marathon,” 

which I pioneered here. There’s an early article written by myself and Dan [Daniel Harold] 

Casriel on Marathon therapy that appeared in Innovative Psychotherapy—I have it in a 

[curriculum] vitae I can send you. But, Synanon also was pioneering an extended group in 

California. Now, serendipitously, I’m doing it in New York while they’re exploring it in 

California. There was no crossover at this point. 

 

Q: Can you describe a little what Marathon would be? 
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Deitch: Yes. Structurally, it’s protracted, so you begin with a classic structure. It’s twenty-four 

hours nonstop, food brought in but nonstop, then a break of six hours, either for quiet 

reflection—meditation—or sleep, another return of the group after that six hours for another four 

to five to eight hours of feedback. There are ways to ensure that the feedback is incorporated so 

that the person doesn’t lose it. Now, these are innovations I created over time. They weren’t 

present in the beginning. We didn’t know enough to have them present. From the perspective of 

safety, one of the most ancient psychological traditions emanates from the Buddhists. The 

process essentially is that—it’s called ego reduction. The monk sits in front of peers, and they all 

tell him what could be improved. The safety is that all he has to do is raise his hand and it’s 

stopped. So, I began to incorporate that as a way of—if I’m losing center, I can no longer listen, 

I’m in control until I’m centered again and can now take in more. So, that’s a useful practice in 

this. But, the second element that is worth attending to, is having someone sit next to the 

recipient of feedback in case there are prescriptions. If there is a prescription as part of the 

feedback, I think you really need to attend to doing an autobiography. I think you really need to 

start writing letters of this grief and pain to your mother or father or work it through some more. 

These specifics you have a colleague sitting next to you and writing them down so that, no 

matter what level of exhaustion, you’ve had the experience. It’s usually peak—usually big 

breakthroughs. I mean, you get people dealing with stuff that is deep, historical, powerful stuff 

and having connecting experiences that are very deep as well. Sometimes, it was 

misappropriately used for that purpose, to get a group bonded to each other. Our early work and 

the way I continued to develop this was it was not meant as a bonding experience. That was a by-

product. It was meant for deep work. 
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Q: Generally aimed at one person or was— 

 

Deitch: The entire group. 

 

Q: Each person was expected to get deep work. 

 

Deitch: That’s right, and did. Now, sleep deprivation—certain deliberate stimuli have often been 

used: music, symbols, mirrors, music, literature, that might trigger thoughts about an experience 

are used. Now, this may also lead to another form of deep, emotional psychological work. That is 

a topic group, which might go six to eight hours, ten hours, and ideally that group has a leader 

who is informed in the subject matter, knows the research, knows the symptoms, knows what to 

look for, can also educate, not just share in facilitating the experience that needs work and, if you 

think about North America—maybe the world but certainly North America—sexual 

victimization is a big piece of work, far more common than people wish to acknowledge and 

needs attention, and it’s not being given. The gender about this is beside the point, but generally 

it’s better to be done gender-specific. 

 

Q: So, you think that would be a good topic for a topic group; that it would be a good 

intervention, or do you think— 

 

Deitch: Yes, you have a number of people—let’s say, you were sexually victimized. You need an 

opportunity to explore that in depth, but not just the feelings. Also, what can you learn about this 
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experience? What symptoms can you be alerted to? What remedies have people used to address 

those symptoms, etc.? So, it’s both educational and the processing of it. 

 

Q: I would like to talk more about that at some point, because I actually teach at Rikers Island— 

 

Deitch: Do you? 

 

Q: —and I teach women, and you know the rates of sexual victimization. Whenever I teach a 

like, a sociology and sex class, I’m totally out of my league, and this is interesting. 

 

Deitch: Yes. So, let me give you a name—Lisa Najavits, N-A-J-A-V-I-T-S. She’s at Harvard, 

and she has a curriculum called “Seeking Safety.” It’s all there for you to use. It’s structured, and 

it begins with helping first find safety. All right? 

 

Q: Thank you. 

 

Deitch: Promoting safety—we’ve used it with men. An anecdote I wanted to tell you is we tried 

to introduce “Seeking Safety” in the prisons in California to men. What we had to do was seek 

permission from Lisa to change the name of the process for men to, quote, “Seeking Strength.” 

Same process—same process, but the difference in women’s prisons compared to men’s is 

dramatic. Women’s prisons—it’s all families. Men’s prisons—it’s all gangs. So, you could walk 

through a yard in a women’s prison and it’s like, “This is not a prison,” you know. It is a prison, 



   Deitch – Session 1 –  
 

40 

but I mean they are so dramatically different, so the notion that guys needed the word “Seeking 

Strength,” you know— 

 

Q: No—I mean—I think that switch would make sense outside of the incarcerated world, too, 

right?  

 

Deitch: Well, I guess so, although there are— 

 

Q: I think women are more willing to talk about needing safety. 

 

Deitch: Yes. Anyway, so she’d be good for you to reach. 

 

Q: That would be great. Thank you. So, let’s go back to Synanon, I guess. 

 

Deitch: Oh, God. OK. 

 

Q: Well, because we need to get you out of Synanon. 

 

Deitch: Yes, we really do. [laughs] 

 

Q: [laughs] I’m sorry. I don’t mean to drag it out— 

 

Deitch: No, no, no. 
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Q: —but this is—you know, the connections between Synanon and Phoenix House are so—there 

are so many different points and connections. 

 

Deitch: All right. So, let me get you out of Synanon. I don’t know how long I’m in Synanon. I 

think a year or so or more, but I’m asked to be part of a cadre of six that makes the first foray out 

and goes to Westport, Connecticut. 

 

Q: So, all of you go to Westport? 

 

Deitch: The six of us. 

 

Q: Why Westport? 

 

Deitch: Well, one, there was a helper there—a psychiatrist who heard about it who knew—Jake 

Ross. Ask George if he remembers Jake, who was the guy that talked Zev into going into 

Synanon. Jake was one of the early success stories of Synanon and in a different way. He went 

through it in a much more abbreviated fashion, went into second stage, succeeded at that, went 

into third stage in New York and succeeded. So, Jake was one of the people responsible for 

finding a couple of sponsors, and Westport had a couple of these people, including a lawyer who 

goes to work and tries to help Synanon. I forget the street we’re on, but we’re in a classic 

Westport estate; twelve bedrooms, maybe, or eight bedrooms, corridors, foyers, a porch out 

front, a long—you know, a septic system that kept being unused to the amount of activity. 
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Westport becomes a foray of recruitment of addicts from New York, particularly from the 

Bronx—the Italian sectors of the Bronx. OK. Jack Hurst comes down with very severe liver 

disease. He has got to be horizontal and out of the line of action for some time. I take over, long 

before normally this would have occurred, and maybe it saved my life, because I got out of the 

organization at its core and away from Dederich and some of the dissonance-provoking 

dependence behaviors that I might have been subject to had I stayed. So, I’m now in leadership, 

sort of prematurely, abruptly, and I’m taking in a lot of candidates and $500 from their parents 

and sending mostly these New York Bronx kids off to California, to Santa Monica. 

 

Q: Oh, so Westport is like a stop— 

 

Deitch: Yes, becomes an intake center, and we’re doing this in different ways. We’re driving 

them across by getting cars; you know, not rentals—car takes. You know, they need to get a 

Rolls Royce from here to Santa Monica. We’re doing that. Then, we finally get to using a 

propeller-driven plane, which means we stop in Chicago and then stop somewhere else. [laughs] 

I have this great story. I’m leading all of this stuff. So, one night, I’ve got a group of people 

boarding the plane, and the propeller falls off on one side of the plane. [laughs hysterically] So, 

this group says, “Oh, bullshit!” I’m now disparaging, you know. “What? Are you crazy, dope 

fiend, thinking about stuff? You’re crazy. This is safe as hell. Get your ass on the plane!” 

[laughs] This one woman says, “Bullshit! I’m not getting on that plane.” But, I’m flying with 

them— 

 

Q: You’re willing to get on this plane? 



   Deitch – Session 1 –  
 

43 

 

Deitch: No, she didn’t. 

 

Q: No—but you were going to get on this plane? 

 

Deitch: Yes, and I did. [laughs] Oh, but the stories—the stories. 

 

Q: So, about how many people did you send to Synanon, do you think? 

 

Deitch: Oh, I have no idea. 

 

Q: Was there a high demand from New York? 

 

Deitch: Yes, I mean, you know, this is part of—the word got back to the street. A few New 

Yorkers from the Bronx and elsewhere went there. Zev was there, this guy, Jake, and then a 

couple of newspaper-sellers right from the West Village—a guy that I ran the street with in New 

York and was using dope with and stealing with who owned two newsstands—he and his 

brother. They end up coming as well. 

 

Q: Why did Synanon want to expand? I mean, it seems like, to keep that level of control that he 

was ultimately able to exercise, you would have to keep a smaller— 
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Deitch: No. I think it’s quite the opposite. I think you expand to give reinforcements to more 

people. What am I going to do with you now? You know, you’re now the facility maintenance 

person. Where do I go next to reward you? Remember, this hierarchical system has a lot of 

seductive elements around power. So, in terms for certain compliant behavior and good 

performance, you are gaining rank. The more rank you gain, the more authority you have and the 

more privilege you have. How do you keep feeding that? Now, at the same time, you are able to 

continue to demand and elicit dependence because now you like this role and privilege and 

everything else, and I break you. You know, you’re now without it, and you don’t leave because 

you’re vulnerably dependent at that point because you’ve gotten so much of this. You stick 

around, and now they’ve really got you. Now, they really have you. Who is a better author to 

give you to read about this? There is a book called, Coercive Persuasion. He’s a scholar out of 

the east coast at Harvard or Brandeis, but— 

 

Q: I’ll look it up, and I’ll double-check that I have the right one. So, you’re talking about—so, 

there are seven Young Lions for instance. I also heard about wizards? 

 

Deitch: That’s a phenomenon that gets developed later. Daytop develops the wizard notion, 

which was a way of trying to give another position to somebody who would take responsibility 

for composing all of the groups. We tried to give that flavor and a sense of mysticism 

deliberately, and that term got used in Mitch’s operation. 

 

Q: Well, actually, also at Synanon, because Kandy Latson, [Oscar] Comano, Whitey the Priest— 
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Deitch: Oscar Comano. 

 

Q: I’m sorry. Whitey the Priest—how Kandy— 

 

Deitch: Oh—Whitey the Priest.  That’s John— 

 

Q: Maher. 

 

Deitch: —Maher. 

 

Q: Right. So, they were all wizards at Synanon. 

 

Deitch: OK, well then the term emerges in Daytop, too, and it may be that it was captured from 

Synanon. I don’t know. 

 

Q: Interesting. 

 

Deitch: Yes. I thought we sort of devised that as a device. 

 

Q: I mean, the many ways of influence—it’s difficult to track down. 

 

Deitch: Oh, yes, yes. From that perspective, much of what occurred was magical—not just the 

term. [laughs] 
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Q: Right. I mean, it sounds mythical. We’re talking about lions and wizards and—but the way 

you describe it, it makes much more sense, is these different positions of— 

 

Deitch: There are many that begin to occur. So, the hierarchy is you begin at the bottom—that 

was religious—and sometimes applied rigidly by people who weren’t very creative or 

imaginative. So, if you were indoctrinated that this is the answer, you have to do it like theatre. 

Then, you would say, “Everyone begins in the kitchen washing and scrubbing or sweeping the 

floor and then moving to washing and scrubbing,” etc., etc., etc. But, environment is the best 

way to use this creatively and appropriate to the circumstance. So, you think, what is the purpose 

of the first job? Is it just to be at the bottom of the pile or can it serve another purpose? So, you 

start to think about, well, what purposes need to be served in a person’s initial experience? Well, 

certainly, you want that person to become better acquainted with the physical environment. You 

want that person to be able to interact with many people. Now, how can we give them the base 

job but permit those by-products to be acquired? So, it may be sweeping the floor in the main 

room and in the living room and seeing people, or it could be you iron clothes, and you do that in 

the living room. But, that’s your bottom of the—it’s your first job. But, you’re in the living 

room. Well, now, what’s the value of that? You’re seeing everybody and everybody is seeing 

you, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah. OK. Sometimes, this stuff gets applied rigidly, doctrinaire, 

as if it’s theatre. If you do it right, it will be relevant to your unique circumstances and through 

the culture you’re working in. That gets overlooked all the time. 

 

Q: It’s too often just a symbolic, bottom entry point without thought as to the by-product. 
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Deitch: Yes, and it’s amazingly—there’s no rationale. Is this appropriate for a woman? Is this 

appropriate for a guy? How about if this guy’s gay? There is none of that going on. It’s like—

lost. That, sadly, is not good news. OK. 

 

Q: OK. How did it save your life by being moved to Westport versus— 

 

Deitch: Well, that’s how, I think. I suddenly had an opportunity to grow fast and come in in a 

leadership role, out of the inner sanctum of California, and I have funny stories about that that 

could go on all night or all day. 

 

Q: Which I’m resisting, but, OK. 

 

Deitch: So, the stories are—anyway—but I was behaving slightly fascistically in that leadership 

role, but I was also, as a leader, able to incorporate things like getting Yale-league professors to 

give seminars. [laughs] So, I was able to have that. Now, had Jack Hurst continued in leadership, 

that would have never occurred. Jack was a motorcycle, heavy, yuh, yuh, yuh. OK, so I was able 

to introduce those sorts of things. During this time, there still exists the framework of three 

stages; live in, work in, everything in, work out, live in, and finally, live out, work out, but come 

back occasionally for reinforcements. Now, where does the length of time begin to occur as a 

treatment prescription? Interesting. I mentioned to you Jake Ross. He was in there and out of 

there quickly and didn’t relapse. But, relapse is reality, and if you’re saying we have the cure and 

we are the miracle on the beach and it looks good while you’re here but it doesn’t look so good 
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with all these relapses occurring, clearly you need more time to get it, because we’ve got the 

answer. “You just ain’t getting it.” We’ll never look at what we’re doing in getting it. We’ll look 

at you aren’t getting it. So, there is drift now, because longer and longer duration becomes the 

model of Stage One. All right. Now, I have some people who have successfully completed Stage 

One, have gone through Stage Two and are now Stage Three ready. The empire sends out a 

directive. There is no longer Stage Two or Three. The empire says, “This is an alternative 

community and our people do well while they live here and thrive, and the society is corrupting 

and leading to their failure.” OK. Now, whether I would have done this had I been in Santa 

Monica or not, subject to the overwhelming pressures, or I was able to say, No, I’m not doing 

that. I’m not going to take away the support for these people in second and third stage, so I’m 

going to continue doing groups with them.” That got back to California. The next thing that 

happens is I’m told to come back. Now, at the same time, I’m also the head of the foundation for 

Connecticut—the east coast foundation that is being built and all the sponsors, who are donating 

money, and support, and food, and supplies, and I’m pretty successful at that. Back to California. 

They take me back to the new operation, which was at the sea wall in San Francisco. So, they’re 

expanding and they expand in two directions—San Diego and San Francisco. There are already 

the seeds of expansion in Santa Monica and successful expansion—I mean, dramatic expansion. 

What is now a major hotel on the beach in Santa Monica is one of the earlier post-San Francisco 

expansions—an unbelievably great facility in Tomales Bay, California. So, there is absolute 

genius at work about environments to be in control of the population but always peer-driven—I 

mean—confrontive. The wire is created. This is all back in California. The wire is in 

everybody’s room, in every facility in the Synanon empire. You could tune in to an encounter 

occurring in the living room, OK? So, everyone is aware of everything else that’s going on 
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everywhere. Talk about mind bending, mind control, [laughs] but, you know, suddenly it’s 

novel, and you’re winning on all scores, you know. [laughs] 

 

Q: Could you tune into other rooms, too? 

 

Deitch: Yes, yes. No, no—you could—from the dorm, if you were at center control, you could 

pick up on any group going on anywhere. At Tomales Bay, they built an amphitheater as a way 

of helping people learn about good gamesmanship, confrontational devices. People are doing 

diagrams, although that’s a sophistication I tried to add later. [laughs] But, anyway, so it’s mind 

control. You are in control of everybody’s behavior, no matter where, and suddenly, there’s a 

summons from Dederich, you know, or somebody else. Anyway, I get brought back to San 

Francisco and broken down from rank. I’m no longer a director. I’m a laborer. But, they like my 

verbal skills, so the labor part is go out and hustle stuff—food, merchandise. I’m with another 

guy who’s a New York Jewish hustler, who could rap—sell anybody anything. We’re out, and 

our mission is, a) find a Cadillac for Dederich; b) get large, industrial supplies of building 

materials, and I’m talking about electronics and concrete and mosaics. So, that’s my job, but I’m 

sleeping in a 20-man dorm, OK? [laughs] All right. I tried to talk to Dederich one evening about 

a book I had been reading, and had he read it? This is a classic story. He turns and says to me, “I 

don’t read books. I write ‘em.” [laughs] Aha, OK. Am I going to get the message here? Am I 

going to get the message? All right. 

 

Q: Was he really not a reader after some point? 
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Deitch: He was narcissistically—it was my way or the highway for real with him. He didn’t need 

to lose any sense of control for any issue. We invited him to New York to address the New York 

Academy of Medicine. [laughs] Dan Casriel set the meeting up, so that means it may have been 

the New York Academy of Psychiatrists. OK? Now, remember, at this time, there is innovative 

psychotherapy occurring. Albert Ellis is practicing in New York. So, there is a real interest in 

what we’re doing as the wave of the future. Dederich comes and he stands up in front of this 

group, puts his foot on the table and takes a jug of water—this was like a Zen lesson—picks up 

the jug and [laughs] drinks out of the jug. When someone says, “What about evaluating 

outcomes?” “I don’t believe I need to do that. Bullshit! We won’t take anybody’s money if it 

means we should evaluate what we do. We have the answer. We don’t need to evaluate what we 

do.” You’ve got these academics who—“What the fuck have we got here in front of us,” you 

know. This guy has got his foot up on the table. He’s drinking water out of a jug, but he’s 

behaving like a Zen mystic. [laughs] Shock and awe or some drama to it, but it was— 

 

Q: Do you think anyone was taken by him in that audience? 

 

Deitch: I think poor Casriel was, like, “Wow! What have I done? I’ve embarrassed myself in 

front of all my peers.” 

 

Q: But, it seems like an important moment, though. 

 

Deitch: He had a board meeting with the Westport Board, and which Henry Jarecki—another 

wonderful story—a psychiatrist in New Haven and Westport, who I become very close to—
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they’re in a board meeting, and Henry challenges something that he says. He says, “No, you 

don’t challenge what I’ve got to say. Who the fuck are you?” Henry said, “OK. I’m out of here,” 

and just left. You know, it was like who he was. These were all signals. Anyway, I’m in San 

Francisco. I had a romance develop while in Westport, and I end up asking this woman to join 

me and live in Synanon with me, and she joins me in California. We get married there. I have 

Dederich sign the certificate. But, classic, classic Synanon—it’s a device that everyone knows 

about in social change world—separate the couple. You don’t want dependence on each other. 

You want dependence on the organization. Separate the couple. So, we have a week or two 

together, and then she is sent down to Santa Monica. I’m kept in San Francisco. She’s now a 

Brandeis graduate talking about political, social politics and is trying to fit in. It’s a great 

adventure for her; you know, this young Brandeis-trained woman, intellectually-gifted but 

adventurous, like many of the Brandeis people were at that time. So, I’m now sent back to 

Westport. 

 

Q: At what position? 

 

Deitch: I think I’m sent back as director of the foundation, not the facility. I think, yes, they 

required—they have sent Ted Dibble in my absence—a man by the name of Ted Dibble, whose 

wife was a major player in the Phoenix New York operation for many years. Her name is Rae 

Dibble. She may be dead by now. That is all by itself a powerful story of the mentality about 

homosexuality that existed in the organization. There was no such thing. This was a personality 

disorder, part of conduct disorder, character disorder. Rae Dibble arrives with another woman 

who she’s in a significant, long-term relationship with, and that other woman was a fabulous 
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singer but quite heavy. A priest from the Lower East Side of New York, around the Village area, 

around 8th Street, got the bus money together for this couple and sent them to Synanon. Little did 

he know what was going to happen to them. So, the first thing that happened to them—they were 

humiliated. The second thing that happened to them was, “No, you wear dresses.” Listen—this 

was pretty primitive. This is 1964—no—’63—pretty primitive, and, “You have a pathology that 

has to get addressed.” I mean, it was horrible but only one more example of the stuff at work 

about his mindset and then the culture’s mindset. I, in the meantime, get sent back to Westport. 

All right. Now, I’m no longer running the facility, but I’m now running the— 

 

Q: Foundation? 

 

Deitch: —the foundation for the New York/Westport operation. It’s not really in New York at all 

yet. I call this woman that I’m married to, and I say, “Listen, I don’t know what this means to 

you, but it’s not acceptable to me.” I said, “Are you willing to come back?” She said, “Yes, I’m 

coming back.” Within an hour of that conversation, one of Dederich’s at that time leading 

deputies, Bill [phonetic]—this is not good. 

 

Q: This is a lot of years. This is— 

 

Deitch: OK, anyway, Bill Crawford calls me on the phone, and he says, “You’re out of here. The 

old man isn’t tolerating this. You can’t have your wife come back there,” et cetera, et cetera, et 

cetera. I said, “Bill, do you really want to behave this way? Do you want all of the leadership that 

wants some autonomy to be forced out?” “Yes.” So now, I have a speaking engagement in 
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Hartford the next morning. I have to take poor Ted Dibble, who’s shook up like this, and say to 

him, “You’ve got to kick me out.” 

 

Q: Why would he have to kick you out? Why can’t you— 

 

Deitch: He’s the director, so I’m giving him what he has to do. You have to give me my two 

dollars, I think it is, and drive me to the bus station in town. However, I have to go give a radio 

talk with the Probation Department of Connecticut in Hartford tomorrow morning, and I’ll carry 

that mission out, and I did. Literally, went to Hartford, on the radio, gave a talk about the value 

of Synanon, blah, blah, blah, went back. I said, “OK. Here’s my small suitcase.” You know, 

what do I have—a pair of pants—two pairs of pants and socks, you know, and a couple of shirts? 

“Now, Ted, give me $2 and now drive me—,” and he’s like—. He drives me into Westport. Off I 

am, and that was the end of me and Synanon. 

 

Q: What were you thinking at that moment? Did you know what you were going to do next? Was 

this a cause for anxiety? 

 

Deitch: I didn’t know. I didn’t know, but Susie [phonetic] was coming, and I figured we’d do 

something. Now, what do I do with her family, which is in Westport? So, I call them and say, 

“Can I come and see you?” They said, “Why haven’t you come sooner?” I said, “Well, to be 

perfectly frank with you, you weren’t at all interested in coming to the wedding. I thought I was 

like persona non grata.” They both said no. They were very accepting. Then, Susie arrived, and 

we stayed with them for four or five days and found a pad somewhere in Westport or nearby. I 
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go back to school [laughs] and live with her, and I’m doing group therapy with Henry Jarecki in 

New Haven and with Dan Casriel in New York City. They, Synanon, in the meantime, write a 

letter to all of the foundation in Connecticut and to Dan Casriel, accusing me of being a killer 

of—it’s like they want to murder me because I had left. To go to work with Dan—[interruption] 

[phone rings] this is the guy that runs similar to ONDCP [Office of National Drug Control 

Policy] here. There is an ONDCP equivalent in the United Nations [UN], and he runs all of the 

harm reduction activities for the UN. I recruited him from Bulgaria fifteen years ago to come 

work for me in my department and in my center. When I left running the center, as I came to 

New York, etc., he took over. I groomed him, but he got recruited by the UN last January or 

February. 

 

Q: There are so many different ideas in different countries about harm reduction and what it 

means that I’m surprised that the UN has a harm reduction arm. 

 

Deitch: Well, our activities, and my activities, have certainly not been anti-harm reduction. 

 

Q: No. 

 

Deitch: I mean, my center is the center for—it’s criminality and addiction research, training, 

education, application—you know, all that stuff.  
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Q: I’m always surprised when there’s like an international version of any of these things because 

there’s so much variation by country in terms of where they’re at in criminalization and 

treatments and— 

 

Deitch: Well, yes, that’s absolutely true. That’s absolutely true, yes. 

 

Q: OK. So, you’re now going back to school. 

 

Deitch: [laughs] Yes, and I’m doing groups in New York and New Haven, and that’s my income. 

Then, the group at the Second Judicial District of Brooklyn—the Supreme Court Head of 

Probation come to me, through Casriel, and ask me would I run this project that they’re having 

immense problems with called Daytop, which was an acronym for Drug Addiction Treated On 

Probation, or Drug Addicts Treated on Probation. That acronym gets changed when I grow the 

organization and include women and non-probation, non-convicted felon probationers. The 

acronym gets changed to Drug Addiction Yields To Persuasion. 

 

Q: I didn’t know Daytop was an acronym. It sounds like it’s a good acronym in that way. 

 

Deitch: Yes. That was the original acronym and then the building acronym later. 

 

Q: So, it came out of a movement from the court system. 
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Deitch: Who had sent a researcher and the head of probation—Joe [Joseph] Shelly—and a 

researcher by the name of Alex [Alexander] Bassin, who visited Synanon and were very 

enamored of it, and they wanted to do such a thing with convicted felons. So, the option is 

you’ve got ten years in the penitentiary or go to this facility, remain in good standing, and you 

gain freedom. The facility was in Staten Island in a residential community with people rioting 

outside of our environment with signs and yelling and rock-throwing. I mean, it was classic. 

Fortunately, there is a guy who’s the head of Staten Island Mental Health by the name of Dan 

Silverstein [phonetic]. Do you know about Dan? So, Dan becomes an ally and tries to assuage 

the tensions in the community as the head of Staten Island Mental Health. We expand and move 

out of that little neighborhood into Princess Bay, which is a former monastic unit or nunnery, but 

it’s got lots of beds, sitting out on the bay, and it’s empty. We’re able to hustle it. A priest that I 

had become somewhat friendly with in the Bronx behind the kids from that area—Pelham Bay—

became a fan of Synanon, and me, in terms of bringing kids to me in Westport and stuff like that. 

I asked him will he serve, and then he becomes president of the board and is listed as co-founder 

with me at Daytop. 

 

Q: His name is O’Brien? 

 

Deitch: Yes—William O’Brien. I don’t know what shape he’s in right now, but I know they had 

to walk him out of the doors of Daytop when it got into such financial difficulties and they 

discovered all of these weird bookkeeping tactics. Anyway, we swing right now into Phoenix. 

I’ll tell you why. Dan Silverstein asked me to put in a word with Efrén Ramirez. Now, Efrén 

Ramirez—do you know this story? I don’t have to tell you. 
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Q: Yes, we do have it. 

 

Deitch: OK. So, Lindsay, through Nancy Hoving, grabbed him from Puerto Rico, brought him 

here, and he had developed in Puerto Rico—do you know the story of what he had developed in 

Puerto Rico at Rio Piedras Hospital—inpatient, psychiatric hospital where the residents, after 

going through a milking induction, meaning, “Come every day with your lunch, sit around all 

day and talk,” but organizing the community. He was brilliant that way. Then, you finally go in 

if you survive this milking induction, meaning only the most motivated ultimately get there and 

maybe the least addicted of those most motivated. If you think about the process, it was lengthy 

at that time. I went to visit it. So, he comes to New York. 

 

Q: Did you have to be clean by the end of that milking process? Did you have to be— 

 

Deitch: No, no, you could have still had some dope in your system. If you endured that, you were 

admitted then into an inpatient unit with a lot of group therapy, etc.; not so much confrontive 

[sic] but very existentially-oriented: “It’s your problem. What are you going to do about it?” 

When he arrives in New York, he seeks me out as a compatriot. I, at least, have an example in 

life, live, going on in New York City that he needs to use. We become close friends. He makes 

me his deputy director for rehabilitation for the City of New York while I’m running Daytop. 

I’m helping him in the recruitment of clean addicts to be trained to help run engagement groups 

in the community. So, I have a very strong relationship with him, and I’m making Daytop 

available to him to let him do—you know, like, “This is open to you.” Silverstein comes to me 
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and says, “Listen, one of my former residents went off to the Navy and he’s been exposed to the 

model that’s similar to yours in Oakland, California. His name is Mitch Rosenthal. Would you 

see if you can’t arrange a positively-oriented interview with him and Ramirez, since you’re so 

close to Ramirez? That’s the story of Mitch, and I then talk Ramirez into giving Mitch a listen-

to—a real push to get him. I drive Mitch when he arrives back in New York to Staten Island, 

where he is picking up his clothes from a woman he is now separated with. I think, at the 

moment, he was getting divorced from her. So, I’m early on into this stuff, and so I get him 

involved in position with Ramirez. Ramirez has, working with him, a guy by the name of Victor 

Biando, who’s dead, unfortunately. He would have been fun to interview. You can still interview 

Ramirez. Yes, he’s in San Juan. 

 

Q: He comes to New York once in a while? 

 

Deitch: Occasionally, yes. OK, so he is the man responsible for the term ‘therapeutic 

communities.’ Daytop was referred to as a “humanizing community.” That was our label, but he 

talked me into changing it to use ‘therapeutic community;’ that it would be more palatable with 

mental health. I never really bought into that, and I’ve always regretted that they lost 

‘humanizing community.’ It may have kept them safer. 

 

Q: What’s interesting about that is you describe his as such an existential process. You know, it 

sounds very humanistic, actually. 

 

Deitch: Yes, well— 
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Q: But an interesting strategy. 

 

Deitch: No, no, I think, from an organizational perspective, he had brilliance attached to what he 

did. Mitch goes to work with him as a deputy, along with two other great deputies—a guy by the 

name of Marty Kotler [phonetic], who is now dead, and Larry—Blank—who was the head of 

administrative legal issues and Mitch. 

 

Q: Larry Bear [phonetic]. 

 

Deitch: Larry Bear—that’s right. They become the deputies, and Marty Kotler becomes a great 

friend of mine and comes to groups that I do in private practice on an on-going basis just because 

he’s curious and wants to participate in all of those things. OK. 

 

Q: So, all three of you were deputies at this time? 

 

Deitch: I’m not. I’m the deputy for rehabilitation, but I’m not working for the City of New York. 

He gives me that title, and I get the status of being able to go around the city once a month or 

something at night to attend to city issues. [laughs]  

 

Q: I see. So, you’re not actually working for the city. You’re still—this is Daytop— 

 

Deitch: I’m doing Daytop. 
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Q: Got it. 

 

Deitch: What I’m doing, though, for him is I’m now convening all of the groups with other 

practitioners, orienting them to what we do. That included Judy [Judianne] Densen-Gerber, a 

rabbi from Long Island. That may have been Richard Pruss’ earliest life—I don’t know—as a 

rabbi. But, he was a part of that group, and so I would have them all come up to Daytop Swan 

Lake and do extended groups with them, and Ramirez would come, et cetera. Then, there’s a 

film of Ramirez and I doing a Marathon therapy at Daytop that was done by CBS or NBC. It’s a 

fabulous documentary on a Marathon, and you should be able to access it somewhere in the 

archives of one of those groups. This is a tremendous story. There are three film crews because 

it’s going twenty-four hours nonstop. The film crews are breaking apart; I mean, having 

breakdowns, trying to film the raw emotionality of this stuff. They are coming apart, shift after 

shift. I’ve got guys crying, [laughs] and they’re trying to be photographers. They’re taping the 

narration. You’ve got it live, but they wanted it typed out. So, you had these women that they 

hired to type this whole film out and— 

 

Q: In real time? 

 

Deitch: What do you mean? 

 

Q: Like they’re doing it while they’re talking? 
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Deitch: No, no, no, no, no, after, but they’re listening to this. In the beginning, they’re saying, 

“Oh, drats! I made a mistake.” Then, it becomes, “Oh, shit!” Then, it becomes, “Oh, fuck!” 

[laughs] Just listening to this language, they ultimately are adopting it without any consciousness 

of it. But, yes, film crews came apart, unglued—unglued! 

 

Q: I would love to see that. 

 

Deitch: Yes, you’ve got to get it. You’ve got to get it. 

 

Q: So, you introduced this group together. I mean, you— 

 

Deitch: Yes, and I’m helping groom them and that sort of thing. Then, Victor gets working with 

Mitch. I have a journal. I forget what it was called—Daytop journal. But, on the front of it, 

there’s a dentist I’m trying to treat, and he keeps relapsing. I, ultimately, had to get him on 

Methadone because he was going to lose his career. But, he is an artist, and he sculpts a fabulous 

phoenix out of metals, and it’s placed in the front of the Daytop yard. The next thing I know, 

Mitch and Victor have come up with Phoenix as the name for the enterprise that Mitch begins 

with Victor’s help. OK. Now, I have a solid organization, and I don’t want to disrupt it, but a guy 

is leaving Synanon by the name of Frank Natale. He’s the guy that you can find in Amsterdam, 

but ultimately goes off with the orange guy. What’s the orange guru that was running around? 

 

Q: Osho. 
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Deitch: Osho? 

 

Q: Yes, Rajneesh. So, he was Rajneesh then, and now he’s Osho, I think. 

 

Deitch: OK, well, whatever. Frank Natale ends up going with that organization and him and 

being one of these gurus. I can’t afford Frank’s level of competence, but I viewed him as 

brilliant, as an artist and as an organized person. So, I refer Frank to Mitch, and Frank Natale 

becomes Mitch’s—maybe, to some of Mitch’s regret later—I had to intervene with this in the 

early ’70s, because Frank has a lot of Synanon, hierarchical and being a creative guy but he’s 

also—I did a site visit to Phoenix in the early ’70s. I was scared to death because everywhere I 

turned, there were pictures of Mitch—everywhere I turned. It’s like a cult of adulation. I’ve just 

finished delivering a paper on what happened with Synanon, right? Now, I’m visiting Phoenix 

House and holy shit! This is not good, Mitch. I tell him, “You’ve got to reduce this prevalence. 

You can’t make it a cult of Mitch, because it is, and he’s got these glamorous photographs. Mitch 

is beautifully photogenic, so he then asked me to come and spend four or five days, and that’s 

when I do all this stuff. I visit with Frank in the 73rd Street big building that was one of 

Phoenix’s early acquisitions and very profitable sales, but if they had only kept it, it would be 

worth a lot, lot more than that now. So, Frank has an office in that building on 73rd Street. I go in 

the office and he’s got this luxurious layout. It’s classic Synanon—status and privilege to the 

elite. In his office, he now has, in the office but over to the side, a bed—a bed. In his magazine 

rack are all these sex-oriented magazines. So, in the classic Synanon tradition, they’re fucking 

down and up and sideways. [laughs] But, it was part of the culture. But, here’s a guy in 

leadership. I said, “Holy shit! Whoa!” [laughs] Yes. 
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Q: It’s a mixed bag importing directly from Synanon. 

 

Deitch: Yes, that was a risk, but Mitch did it. He also imported Kandy Latson. 

 

Q: That sounds like there were some challenges there, too. 

 

Deitch: Let me tell you—Kandy Latson is the guy responsible for a Brooklyn cop castrating 

himself in Synanon. 

 

Q: In Synanon? 

 

Deitch: Yes. 

 

Q: How? 

 

Deitch: Because he had a compromised, homophobic experience. He was gay and Kandy kept 

working this angle about—you know—did your mother ever give you enemas and did you like it 

in your ass and did you nah nah nah nah nah nah. This guy got totally—decompensated and tried 

to cut his dick off. So, I mean, that was some of the potential hazards with this reckless 

humiliation as a part of the get you engaged. There have been such distortions that have occurred 

as these iterations of these communities. It’s frightening. There’s a guy doing a piece about some 



   Deitch – Session 1 –  
 

64 

of these distortions for—what’s the blogger—the woman who blogs in New York City—the 

famous— 

 

Q: The Huffington Post? 

 

Deitch: Huffington Post. He’s put together a very big piece—a journalistic piece. I don’t know. 

He’s already at 30,000 words, you know. [laughs] You’re never going to survive this. But, he has 

tried to look at the iterations around the world and some of the distortions and convulsive 

behaviors of these groups. 

 

Q: I mean, in some ways, I’m surprised that you describe the current iteration of group therapy 

using the word ‘encounter,’ right? You said that now we rely a lot on encounter groups, whereas 

I associate encounter groups specifically with this kind of confrontation that is largely hidden 

from now. A lot of groups are very confrontation— 

 

Deitch: Oriented. 

 

Q: Or I would say avoidant. 

 

Deitch: Avoidant—yes, I think so. I hope Phoenix has got the message. I sure worked hard for 

three years trying to give it to them. I don’t know if they have, but they may have abandoned it in 

its entirety. That would be safer. 
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Q: My sense, at least, outside of Phoenix House in terms of group therapy in general, the move 

seems to be nonconfrontational. 

 

Deitch: Yes, I think that’s generally a healthy thing. Albert Ellis was also one of these 

confrontational guys, which is why he liked our practice early on. We had a number of people 

attribute a great, future world to us. At Daytop, we had visitors like [Ovart] Hobart Mowrer. 

What’s his name—there’s a term—what the hell was it—anyway, from Harvard? He also 

attributed great magic to us because, I think, it was different enough that people viewed it as 

colorful and refreshing; that if someone behaved like a lunatic, to identify that. “You’re behaving 

like a lunatic.” You know, those sorts of things, yes. 

 

Q: But, it does raise questions, especially when you give examples of self-castration of, you 

know, the responsibility of the group and the composition of the group. 

 

Deitch: Even that practice, even when we were doing Marathons, Casriel and I were doing 

Marathons with a highly humanistic intention. There were times, without the protection of an 

environment, that you are at risk that someone might dig in so deep and then be left abandoned 

out there with what they dug into. The value of it occurring in a protected environment is we can 

attend to you. 

 

Q: I realize that we are now out of time. 

 

[END OF SESSION]  
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Q: This is Caitlin Bertin-Mahieux. I’m here with Dr. David Deitch at his home in La Jolla, 

California on March 23rd, 2015, at approximately 10:00 a.m.  David, your first session was back 

in October, but I know you recently reviewed the transcript for us. At the end of that session with 

Kristin [Murphy], you had covered how you were kicked out of Synanon, and then returned to 

Connecticut. You were living, I think, with Susie’s [Koskoff] parents and going back to school. 

Doing group therapy sessions with new drug using patients in both New York City and New 

Haven, still. You also talked about the founding of Daytop [Village] and your role in that, how 

the Department of Probation approached you to come and help revitalize their program. You 

even touched a bit on Efrén Ramirez and Mitch Rosenthal. Maybe we can start there, and tell me 

the story about how you met Dr. Ramirez? 

 

Deitch:  How I met Dr. Ramirez. That’s another—[sighs]. There was a guy by the name of Victor 

Biando, who lived in Brooklyn and was a drug user, and went to a facility for treatment in Rio 

Piedras, Puerto Rico. That facility was run and operated by Dr. Efrén Ramirez. Victor returned to 

Brooklyn, and if I’m not mistaken, the way this works is a woman who was on Phoenix board, 

Nancy Hoving— 

Time: 10:00 a.m. Session #2 (audio) 

Interviewee: David A. Deitch Location: La Jolla, CA 

Interviewer: Caitlin Bertin-Mahieux Date: March 23, 2015 
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Q: Yes, I’ve interviewed Nancy. 

 

Deitch: You did. All right. She’s the one that identified Efrén Ramirez, and her relationship with 

[John V.] Lindsay made that referral, or recommendation, a go. I think what happened is, as a 

result of her recommending him to John Lindsay, when Efrén got to New York, he made contact 

with Victor, and they both came out to Staten Island to visit with me. As a result of that, I 

became an ally of Efrén, because we had a community treatment center he could tell people to 

look at that was reflective of what he was trying to create. He then hired me, not away from my 

job, but with an honorary title of Deputy Commissioner for Rehabilitation, or something. 

 

Q: Through the city or not? 

 

Deitch: No, no, it was honorary. Once a month, I got to drive around in a limo at night and those 

sort of things. Okay, that’s how I meet Efrén! 

 

Q: And you knew Victor from before or, no, you met them together? 
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Deitch: Victor was a new acquaintance. But we grew quite close. 

 

Q: And they sought you ought because you were running Daytop?   

 

Deitch: Correct. I had also gone to Puerto Rico to look at Rio Piedras. Wanted to see what the 

operation was like. It was very different than what we were doing.  

 

Q: How so? 

 

Deitch: They had a structure that was interesting from the perspective, if you will, of “creaming” 

the population you treat. By creaming, I mean doing it in such a way as you got the most 

motivated into treatment, but only the most motivated. Their arrangement was that people 

applied, and they formed a group while they were still addicted, and in the general (as opposed to 

TC [therapeutic community]) community. They would come and sit in groups, in these 

outpatient locations, sometimes for weeks at a time, bringing their own lunch. Now, can you 

imagine a heroin user bringing his own, or her own lunch? But it was a tactic that I used, or I 

recommended using, to an organization in Europe when they were first beginning their drug 

treatment activity. That activity is formally referred to as ‘induction.’ When you think about that 

and stage change theory—are you acquainted with stage change theory? When you think about 
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that, people approach treatment with many different motivations, but much of that is temporary. 

This one was moving folks from pre-contemplation, to contemplation, to action, and then 

admitting them. Smart tactic! 

 

Q: So they had a pretty high success rate, I would imagine, if they took the—   

 

Deitch: It looked pretty good.  

 

Q: After this creaming process.  

 

Deitch: It did look pretty good, because the members that finally survived induction indeed 

stayed longer when they got into the residential component than is normal in most therapeutic 

communities, which are forced to admit, and admit with demand, pushing the doors. Now, the 

process I was using was an interview process. So yes, there was still some testing going on. A 

person would come. They’d be asked to sit on a chair that was called the prospect chair. They’d 

spend sometimes two or three hours there. Then they would have a stressful interview, with lots 

of dissonance as a part of that interview. So therein was another form of testing. But the stressful 

interview was never conducted deliberately to lose the person. It is an art form. You raise the 

level of dissonance and encourage them taking the next step, and then it’s calmer, and then you 
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raise the level of dissonance again. But that’s a luxury, to have an admission process like that. 

It’s all been sacrificed in the face of demand and need. 

 

Q: We’ve seen that, too. Okay, this is how you learn about Puerto Rico and Dr. Ramirez. Then, 

how did you come to know Mitch?   

 

Deitch: I didn’t know Mitch at all. In Staten Island, there was a psychiatrist by the name of 

[Richard] Dick Silberstein. You know this name?  

 

Q: Yes, I do. Wasn’t Mitch one of his residents?   

 

Deitch: Correct. Mitch did a residency there, or at least a year or so of residency there, in child 

and adolescent psychiatry.  

 

Q: Before going to California?   
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Deitch: Correct, before the Navy experience. Silberstein, at that point, has been acting as an ally 

of Daytop and negotiating with a very hostile community to—we would leave one neighborhood 

and go to another location, and he helped create a community problem-solving group to address 

this.  

 

Q: Because you had that whole NIMBY, Not in My Back Yard issue—  

 

Deitch: Correct, but it was quite severe, with rock-throwing and shaking the station wagons that 

residents were transported in! Leaving—I forget the address, but it was directly in the residential 

community—and going over this bay, to Princess Bay, was a plus. First, we needed larger space, 

and secondly, it was removed from the heart of the community, and so we were able to achieve 

some peace there. As a result of all that, and Silberstein’s knowledge of my relationship with 

Ramirez and things like that, he came to me and said, “Listen, I have a resident. He’s in the Navy 

and coming back. Could you arrange a meeting with him and Ramirez? Because he’d like very 

much to get involved, and he’s had these experiences with Synanon in Oakland.” Oak Knoll 

Naval Hospital, Mitch was at. Anyway. So I did that.  

 

Q: Before meeting Mitch, you arranged their—   
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Deitch: No, no, I met Mitch. I remember driving with Mitch to Staten Island one night while he 

was going to reclaim clothes from a woman he had left, or a wife he had—  

 

Q: His first wife.    

 

Deitch: I went with him to fetch his things, and we became friends at that point. I did introduce 

him to Ramirez, and the rest is his history.   

 

Q: What was your first impression of Mitch? What did you think of him back then in the late 

sixties?   

 

Deitch: I thought he was a bright guy, a charming guy, and I was anxious to befriend him. At that 

point, I was running all kinds of groups with and for Ramirez. I organized meetings of Mitch and 

Judi [Judianne] Densen-Gerber and others up at Swan Lake, which was a Daytop facility. We 

would have retreats up there, long eight-hour groups up there, or more. I was busy trying to 

spread the word. For example, Mitch is beginning and getting a residence started, and I’m trying 

to help him, and I referred a few people to him for him to hire, including Frank Natale, who had 

left Synanon, whom I viewed as a very inner-directed guy. He had an inner life. It wasn’t just a 

devotion to the treatment community, he was an artist. Anyway, I viewed him as bright, quite 
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capable, and capable of also an inner life, not just the organizational life. I could not hire him. It 

would have been too dislocating to our structure. So I called Mitch and said, “Listen, here’s 

Frank Natale,” and blah, blah, blah. Then Mitch hired him. 

 

In the meantime, Victor was working with Mitch as well, and Victor! In the front yard of Daytop 

at Princess Bay was a very large sculpture of the phoenix rising. That had been done by a dentist. 

I wish I could remember his name. But he was a client. We kept trying to help him, but he kept 

failing. I ultimately referred him then to a methadone clinic. I didn’t want him to lose his license. 

“If we can’t help you, maybe this can.” I did that a couple of times, with a musician who kept 

failing, by the name of Red Sheps [phonetic], a trumpet player. That dentist was a very talented 

guy, and in appreciation for all of the time we spent with him, including even when he was on 

methadone, having him spend weekends with us and try to work at other personal issues, he 

created that phoenix. It was a huge sculpture. I have no idea where it is. It’s an intrigue to find 

out. The one guy who might know where it is is Charlie Devlin [phonetic]. In any case, Victor 

saw that phoenix, and Ronnie [Ronald] Williams comes up with the phoenix philosophy, and 

then the next thing I see is a picture of a phoenix on a newsletter they created.   

 

Q: Yes, I’ve seen that.   

 

Deitch: I said, “God dammit!” [laughter]   
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Q: Stole our idea.   

 

Deitch: Well, no, the name was not ours, but that they got the—  

 

Q: The symbol.   

 

Deitch: Yes. It was sitting in the front. It was an expansive lawn going down toward the sea 

front. Right there in the middle, I really do—anyway, so that’s how it begins.  

 

Q: Then Mitch is working for ASA [Addiction Services Agency] and—   

 

Deitch: Mitch is the deputy commissioner. There are three deputy commissioners, one of whose 

names I can’t remember. Marty Kotler, Mitch, and somebody. 

 

Q: Did you have any perspective on Mitch’s relationship with Ramirez? Did it seem to work out 

well?   
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Deitch: I thought it was. But there is a part in the story I don’t know. I got pretty preoccupied 

with the expansion of Daytop, and then my own conflicts. I’ve never known what really 

happened in their relationship, but I think tension ensued once Mitch was advocating or working 

with what became Phoenix at Hart Island. But that’s all I know.   

 

Q: When you were referring people, like Frank, to Mitch, and kind of helping him set up early 

Phoenix House, did you as Daytop feel like you two were in competition at all?   

 

Deitch: No. I helped him and others; I helped Judi Densen-Gerber move her whole facility, the 

whole group from the hospital, to Swan Lake—Daytop Staten Island.  

 

Q: In the Catskills, right, Swan Lake?   

 

Deitch: No, no, to Staten Island. I took the entire community on a retreat to the facility at Swan 

Lake as a way of letting the facility be operated and letting Judi’s group have an experience of 

operating a therapeutic community in our setting. No, no, my attitude was, let’s collaborate. I 

was bringing everybody together as a collaborative device.  
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Q: Even the fact that, at the beginning, Phoenix House was kind of part of the city—it was part 

of the city—but that didn’t matter. There was enough demand to go around? Everybody— 

 

Deitch: Listen, people are in need; let’s promote this wherever we can.   

 

Q: You just mentioned about how you were preoccupied with the expansion. Daytop grew 

enormously in those early years, didn’t it? Did that expansion change the character of the 

organization? 

 

Deitch: Oh, I think it did. I think it did. There was Staten Island, Swan Lake, then Fourteenth 

Street. No, I think it did. Mind you, I was also very social-minded, so I was concerned with 

devising tactics that also promoted community safety, or better communities. My attitude was 

that, yes, addiction is a personal responsibility issue, but it’s also a disease in the social fabric, 

and we need to attend to issues in the community. I devised a whole set of procedures to do just 

that.   

 

Q: Was that well-received at Daytop, those efforts?   
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Deitch: They were well-received. They ultimately created some political flack, because we were 

organizing block-by-block clubs, and we did that in the hub of where we would put in an 

induction center. Now, instead of coming out to Staten Island for an admission experience, you 

would go to one of these admission hubs for the induction experience. I had organized it in such 

a way as working in that hub were senior people within the treatment experience themselves.    

 

Q: Leaders who were ex-addicts?   

 

Deitch: Correct, these were all ex-addicts. Well, not quite all. There was a mix occurring. That 

was one of the things I did early on out of necessity. When I took over Daytop in terms of trying 

to shape it, I had a problem. They were all loonies, as far as I was concerned, and I needed some 

kind of help, and I chose to invite spouses and girlfriends of the people who were living in the 

facility, which was all male at that time, and I—   

 

Q: As a stabilizing force?   

 

Deitch: Yes. They were at least not users. They were advocates for the success of their mates, 

either husbands or boyfriends. I began to utilize them as a workforce on a regular basis within 
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the community. I then utilized them even further as members of the community. They became 

members of the community. The problem of addiction had little to do with that. 

 

Q: Did they participate in groups and things like that?   

 

Deitch: Yes, I had them participate in everything. They became an early part of the treatment 

community. You might even think of it as a stabilizing force.   

 

Q: You weren’t worried about enabling behavior from partners?   

 

Deitch: No. When that occurred, that would get confronted.  

 

Q: There you go.   

 

Deitch: Parents were another story.   
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Q: Partners and parents, two different—   

 

Deitch: Very different. The significant others were able to become acculturated, and then became 

advocates for that ‘acculture.’ The parents needed to be educated and were considered a problem. 

That was not only true in our environment; that was true in mental health all together, what to do 

with the parents, the families. So we created a family association as a way of relating to them. 

Then we had a family association, and the family created their own organization, and we would 

do educational experiences with them, and then there would be visiting, and that became part of 

a weekly ritual. It engaged the family as a separate group first, with education in mind, and then 

advocacy. Mitch followed that model. 

 

Q: It sounds like Daytop was going really well. You’re expanding, you have these great 

programs. Isn’t there kind of a mass exodus of people at the end of the sixties, you among them?   

 

Deitch: Yes. There’s a “religious” war, so to speak. I got tagged as being a militant leftist.   

 

Q: For the social aspect that you’re promoting?   
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Deitch: Yes, some of that. There were a number of experiences. We intervened in Brooklyn, 

where there was a park, and had a high youth homicide rate. We did an intervention there, which 

was again social organizing. We were doing these block-by-block club developments. In two 

blocks on the Lower— 

 

Q: Lower East Side, maybe?   

 

Deitch: Lower East Side. What is the area? Was a very high-density Latino neighborhood. 

Eldridge Street. We learned a lot doing the block organizing there. What we would do is then 

invite them into the induction center and hold groups with them. We had everybody doing 

groups. The idea for every staff member was, it’s not just here where we need to work; it’s 

everywhere. So you take the responsibility of organizing a group in the building you live in, or 

the neighborhood you live in, or the association you’re a part of. We had “encounter” groups 

occurring all over the place, in buildings, theater clubs. That was mission. It had nothing to do 

with addiction. It was, “Let’s bring it out.” 

 

Q: Maybe also a product of the times a little bit.   
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Deitch: Yes, that is true. A community—I can grab it later. But one of the things that came up is 

rats, and the fact that their garbage wasn’t being picked up regularly. You know this story?   

 

Q: I think the story continues to this day.    

 

Deitch: It turned out we organized a very large strategy, which ultimately backfired, but it did get 

to the root of the problem. What was happening is the garbage trucks would be racing through, 

because they were late trying to get—they were running numbers. The garbage guys themselves 

were acting as mailmen for a numbers racket. They would get numbers, but then they had to get 

them to the numbers bank in time for the roll. It turned out that, very frequently, they were 

running late, and so they would just zoom through this neighborhood, and we were able to prove 

it by blocking them after they had exited. That got me into a lot of trouble, and that was a lot of 

tension.   

 

Q: Trouble with the board or with—   

 

Deitch: With the city and the board. City to the board. Then, we organized a ritual called 

Gaudenzia. That was the name of a race that occurred in Italy every year, with the story that the 

horse that went down but got back up and won the race was Gaudenzia. So we made that a ritual 
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every year. It was like a party, Gaudenzia time. It would be a costume party, and it was meant 

that you wore a costume that sort of blew your image, meaning that you deliberately, and at high 

risk, exposed the image of you that you’re trying to get rid of. So people were meant to look silly 

and to blow their image, their “front,” as we would say. Is that language understandable?  

 

Q: Completely, yes.   

 

Deitch: That was part of this annual ritual, which was dance and fun and costumes, with those 

intentions. During Gaudenzia at Swan Lake, one guy had a shirt he made out of the American 

flag, and this was at a time when flag-burning—in protest of Vietnam—was considered the most 

vulgar, ruthless, leftist act possible. I had organized some guerilla theater. I had made it no secret 

that I was against the Vietnam War. I had gone to protest in Washington, took those members 

who were interested in going. I wasn’t force-feeding it. We engaged with members of the Honor 

Guard in Harlem who were, in large measure, many Black Panthers. We did a strategy with them 

where we agreed that we would take folks that they felt needed treatment and they wanted off the 

street for treatment. In return, they would take photographs of dealers, and we would all 

participate in posting those dealers’ photographs as enemy of the people. So some of those 

seminars occurred about social justice. All of that together with [Monsignor William B.] 

O’Brien, the chairman of the board at that point— 
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Q: Monsignor O’Brien. 

 

Deitch: Yes, who was a staunch Republican. He’s dead now. But this is a Daytop story, not a 

Phoenix story.  

 

Q: But it’s your story.   

 

Deitch: Yes, it is my story.  

 

Q: So because of all that, you left?   

 

Deitch: Yes. A cadre of us left. That cadre became known as Concepts West. We continued 

living as a commune. We first went to Sausalito as a commune, did consulting work around the 

country. Then a person I knew well and who was an advocate of Daytop—and in fact, I sent 

three of the Daytop people to help him open a community in Chicago. His name was [Jerome H.] 

Jerry Jaffe. 
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Q: Yes, Jerome Jaffe. That’s the first drug czar, right?  

 

Deitch: That’s right. Quite an important figure. Luminary. Luminary. Incidentally, Jerry took—I 

wrote about this in what article? Jerry actually took a second mortgage on his home to help open 

the TC in Chicago. 

 

Q: That’s commitment. That’s commitment right there.   

 

Deitch: Yes, quite a guy. I can’t be laudatory enough. I mean that. Just a giant.  

 

Q: And he gets you to come to Chicago then, right?   

 

Deitch: He then says, “We want you and your whole crew.” There were, I think, eight of us still 

living as a commune together. We all worked for Jerry. All the men did, and one of the women. 

The other women devoted their time to community work.   

 

Q: What type of work were you doing in Chicago?   
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Deitch: I became the director of training and education for the state of Illinois as an assistant 

professor in the department of psychiatry at Chicago. Was my second academic appointment.  

 

Q: It’s still before your graduate work, right?   

 

Deitch: Yes.  

 

Q: Wow. That’s impressive.   

 

Deitch: I had an honorary clinical assistant professorship role at Temple [University], was my 

first. That was because of community work I did in Philadelphia. It was street organizing, 

helping Temple build their first community mental health center. We did that on my free time, 

which was like midnight to 8:00 a.m. some weekends. [laughter] 

 

Q: I’ve read a little bit about the Illinois drug abuse program that you worked for in Chicago with 

Jerome Jaffe, and it seems like you brought principles of the TC with you, but also really it was 

more than that. It was kind of a multi-purpose system that you were doing there. Is that right?   
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Deitch: Yes. In fact, there was a hospital, Tinley Park, which is a suburb of Chicago where we 

developed a multi-model environment, which had a medical detox unit from which people 

ritualistically were absorbed into the twenty-four-hour-a-day treatment community, therapeutic 

community, and we also had people on methadone who we absorbed into the treatment 

community and we were training to go work in the community. We were trying then to offer 

methadone folks an opportunity to get, quote, “multi-faceted treatment,” but we weren’t insisting 

that they not use methadone. Now, one of the errors that I think we discovered was that we, 

without realizing it, were unintentionally fostering methadone as bad. By that, I mean there were 

those people who were without drugs and didn’t have to drink anything, and they were making it. 

Many of the people on methadone wanted to then detox from methadone after getting 

acculturated to the community.  

 

A sad thing about methadone as a treatment modality is the relapse rate for anyone trying to get 

off is staggeringly high. Staggeringly high, because—well, for many reasons, but a principal 

reason is you’re now getting pure narcotics on an ongoing basis, so the pathophysiology that’s 

occurring in this network is made even worse. So once off of it, the episode lasts much longer 

than just withdrawing from heroin. Days, weeks, sometimes, longer of low level discomfort and 

craving, just in the face of the discomfort. If you’re going to be on methadone, you need to think 

about staying on it. Unless you have a way of supporting getting off, the success rates aren’t 

great.  
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Q: Staying on it indefinitely?   

 

Deitch: Yes. That’s what I think you see happening. I think medicine is running into the same 

problem with buprenorphine. It can save people from crime and maybe needle-related disease, 

but I think what people are finding, whether they want to talk about it or not, is you can get them 

down to four milligrams, or two milligrams, but—  

 

Q: But that’s it.   

 

Deitch: Well, it’s looking that way. It’s still a very good device to use if somebody is in bad 

trouble with heroin.  

 

Q: So it created this kind of two-tiered system in Chicago?   

 

Deitch: No. We had a place called Safari House, which was methadone and TC. That was just 

one small blip that I noticed and then made comments about. Unintentionally, it may have 
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modeled, or pushed people, or motivated people, or atmospherically suggested the best way is 

drug-free. No, those communities went on to spawn just as Daytop did, spawning many leaders. 

 

Q: That’s good. That’s the goal, right?   

 

Deitch: Well, it was, but that’s a limited goal. I think it works as a device for both remaining 

drug-free while you go through the struggles of adjustment to normal life. Being a, quote, 

“change agent” gives you a social identity that is positive and meaningful. This transition is 

made easier. This is something that’s never been talked about adequately, and it’s not my role to 

talk about that here. 

 

Q: I’m curious, do you think that that transition also helps with the ex-addict-now-leader’s own 

recovery?   

 

Deitch: Oh, absolutely. Hasn’t been talked about enough, but it absolutely did. The other thing 

that transpired is you were paying attention to the success, because the success was growing 

around you. You weren’t paying attention to all of those people who were leaving.   
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Q: Positive reinforcement.   

 

Deitch: But it gave everybody a distorted sense of what’s going on.  

 

Q: True. Let’s take a minute to talk about methadone. From your story with the phoenix at 

Daytop and the dentist to what was happening in Chicago. When you went to Synanon, you 

achieved a drug-free recovery.    

 

Deitch: Supposedly. [laughter]  

 

Q: That’s what they say. How did your views on methadone change over time? How did that 

evolution occur?   

 

Deitch: First, it occurred whether I liked it or not, because initially, my religion was the only 

religion. My religion was the right religion, and now this thing. So I was condemning of 

methadone at first. I used the metaphors, which are as right-wing as possible, “That’s like giving 

a child molester children to play with.” That nonsense. Then I had serious discussions with 

Vincent Dole, and there were no questions people I knew and cared about—that dentist, Red 
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Sheps, that trumpet player—that really wanted success, or to make it, but kept failing. What do 

you do with somebody who just keeps failing? Well, better than that, that they get methadone 

and don’t end up in prison, or don’t end up losing their career as a great jazz musician, or their 

license as a dentist, let’s let them do that. My initial disposition changed in the face of reality and 

failures. That changed even before I got to Chicago and tried to help them organize the 

development of all their treatment communities.   

 

Q: That’s something that comes up again and again, treatment versus harm reduction. Even in 

the recent Huffington Post long article in which you’re quoted, I think their whole point was that 

heroin is different from other drugs, like alcohol, and that therefore, Phoenix House’s maxim that 

“a drug is a drug, an addict is an addict,” that kind of that philosophy in general doesn’t really 

hold up in that heroin is on a whole new dangerous level.    

 

Deitch: When I was asked to come back and help Mitch this last time, I also recognized what 

needed to be updated. Mitch was busy trying to survive, amidst lots of internal and external 

issues. If you look at the documents I created as game plan, you’ll see within that there’s a wide 

variety of need to think and to differentiate, and you need to do that with strong reliance on 

useful and research-driven assessment tools, and that we needed to enhance treatment with other 

evidence-based practices, and stop some of this rigid, unbelievable—Phoenix had drifted into 

purity of one way of thinking about it. Not only was it out of date, it was incorrect. That 

evolution for me occurs because, a) I get out of New York, which was the bed of rigidity, 
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because of reinforcement. All of those communities—Daytop, Phoenix, Gaudenzia in 

Philadelphia, which I helped start— 

 

Q: Odyssey [House], Samaritan.   

 

Deitch: Odyssey. Yes. Samaritan. They’re all reinforcing each other at a moment, although I 

think Richard Pruss, in Samaritan, needs to be credited as the first of the New York therapeutic 

communities to try to adopt some other evidence-based approaches, including motivational 

enhancement relevant to stage change theory. He’s the first to implement that by facility-wide 

training experiences, to his credit. That occurs in the late nineties. He’s ahead of them all in that 

regard. What am I trying to say here? There was a very rigid mindset about what had to happen 

first and how long people needed to be—and then I started being data-driven. As an example, I 

look at the data about the loss rate. The admissions that are constantly being pressured to get 

more admissions, but why? We want the beds filled. Okay, sure. That’s a reimbursement 

scheme. But how come you need so many admissions in order to keep the beds full? It’s the 

usual story. You’re losing most of the people in the first thirty days, da, da, da, da, da.  

 

Well, how come in the program—this one unit, which is short-term, it’s only four to six 

months—the retention rate is better than the program where you keep hammering them, “You’re 

going to be here a couple of years,” and “You are at the bottom,” and da, da, da, da, da? I said, 
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“What if it’s got something to do with seeing the light at the end of the tunnel?” That maybe you 

can get better retention if you’d just let the person see that this isn’t forever. I’m not down on the 

ground here, having to be submissive forever. Then there was an effort to initiate that, shorter-

term therapies. The idea that maybe some folks don’t need it all, i.e., how much social capital an 

individual has. That includes education, familial resources, some socialization at work with job 

history. Those factors need to be taken into consideration. This is not somebody who has lost 

everything, or else never had anything, which is the mindset here.  

 

Now, to Mitch’s credit, though, what is not well understood is that many of the TCs in New 

York had a biased population of white. Mitch was the only population that had a significant—the 

great majority of folks coming to Phoenix were black and brown, and that great majority really 

was arriving at a time without many social, cultural, educational, vocational resources, and had 

lived a career of drug-taking and crime. Incidentally, just as an aside, it really turns out that 

crime comes first for most drug users, contrary to the myth.   

 

Q: That is a really interesting point you make, because we’ve talked to Dr. [George] De Leon 

and reviewed all those outcome studies of Phoenix House, and it seems to be that the bottom line 

is that time in program is what makes somebody a success or not. But you’re saying not 

everybody needs years.   
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Deitch: I am saying that, and I’m saying if you look at even George’s data, which, remember, is, 

at the level of science, still yet to be considered gold standard—and George and I have our 

arguments about this. But even looking at George’s data, without whether you use control groups 

or not, and random assignment, separate from that, you’ll see that even the drop-outs, the non-

completers, also do well.   

 

Q: That’s a good point.   

 

Deitch: And it’s an interesting caveat. But still, it’s time in program, it’s still T.I.P., that they 

didn’t complete the experience, i.e., graduation. Incidentally, graduations could take forever as 

things went on. I’ll tell you that story separately, about how this two-year format came into life.  

Here’s the origin, the ideology of this. Synanon—which becomes, in some way, a granddaddy—

has people live in, work in, and has created an idea—not stage change theory, but has structured 

it in phases.  

 

Q: Until they decide that there’s only a phase one, right, at the end?   

 

Deitch: Let’s look at how it got there. There were three phases: live in/work in, live in/work out, 

live out/work out, and, not yet totally structured, some kind of alumni affiliation. You’ve got 
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[Charles E.] Dederich at work using phases, corporate, and his AA [Alcoholics Anonymous] 

history of alumni, meaning that’s how Synanon gets started, in that model, an AA model, with 

his unique variations. So no one was living in six months, nine months, a year. People were in 

and out, some three months, six months, nine months. Very few nine months. Mostly three 

months, six months, and then you go into second stage. [pause] You’ve got to stop me, because I 

can go on forever, and I don’t have forever either. But just to finish this story, people relapse. 

 

Q: Surprise.   

 

Deitch: Then we make it longer. They’re not getting it. So it goes from three-month and six-

month averages to six-month and nine-month averages, and people are relapsing. So then it goes 

to nine-month and twelve-month, and people are relapsing. On the other hand, some of them 

make it. A guy by the name of Jake Ross, who I couldn’t remember his last name in the first 

interview, is such an example. He’s there around four-and-a-half months, goes back to New 

York, and continues to be an advocate, an alum, living in New York and making it. He 

ultimately goes to work for another person. That’s another story. But he doesn’t work in the, 

quote, “recovery world.” He’s doing life as norm. Essentially, by the time I’m running Westport, 

that trend is now moving close to two years in, and then I’m supporting a group moving into 

third stage in Westport, Connecticut, and I get the word, “No more.”  
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Q: It’s crazy.   

 

Deitch: I say, I got it. That’s corporate talk. Well, I have a group who are in third stage, and I’m 

going to continue to support them. The notion is, “Oh, no you’re not,” and so I get called back to 

California. That’s another story, my story, but another story. [laughter] It’s an interesting story, 

but quite separate. My point here is, by rote, the system adopts this two-year model. Really it 

was going to be a year, and then it’s a little longer, and then finally a year plus. So you’re getting 

it up to two years, and sometimes more. Why? Well, that way, we restructure the whole 

personality. It takes time and rehearsal, and all those things are true.  

 

The presumption is that you began your drug use as a very young person, and you then lost the 

social capital you could have achieved had you never gone on to drugs, and you become 

habituated not just to the drugs, but to the lifestyle surrounding drugs, which incapacitates your 

pro-social strengths. Which is true. The early the onset of either crime or drugs, the bigger the 

problem, because you no longer are developmentally growing in normal ways. You are 

developmentally growing in the anti-social culture. You’re learning the language and the 

routines and the mechanisms and the games and the schemes and the colors. You’re losing the 

spelling, the arithmetic, the pro-social skills, the facing hardship and disappointment, and 

rebounding and learning from those things. You’re losing all of that. So that corrodes, while the 

anti-social builds.  
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That is not the mindset of everybody, and it isn’t necessarily the life path of most of the addicts 

coming in. There’s a whole population that you can address and work with. It just is, you work 

with them in a different way. It doesn’t have to be they lose their mobility or their relationships 

for two years while they develop this cultural awareness that still can deteriorate.    

 

Q: There you go. Not everybody comes from the same context.    

 

Deitch: So, the outcome: create a short-term model, get better retention. And we proved it. Now, 

I don’t think they’re still doing that experiment, but I proved it while I was there, that the short-

term consciousness gave better retention to the critical period, and if, quote, “the magic” is no 

less than ninety days, being able to achieve that. It is true that there are many arguments of the 

no less than ninety days that I think are going to haunt us within the Obamacare model, because 

it’s cost management. I think this will be the trouble that Phoenix will face. It will remain a 

criminal justice affiliate, simply because referrals from criminal justice mean longer stays. The 

referrals from Medicaid, general Medicaid, are not going to find third-party administrators that 

are going to allocate six months’ treatment. They’re going to say least invasive, and then if more 

invasive, as short as possible. We’ll find that out, but I think there is trouble ahead, even though 

the model deserves to be around six months to stabilize a person. The question is, do you really 

need to totally re-acculturate them? 

 



   Deitch – Session 2 –  
 

32 

Q: Some, maybe.   

 

Deitch: Yes. Oh, no, no question. No question. It will be, “What’s the profile?” Then, if it is the 

criminal profile, what tactics are you using to address what those problems are? Do you really 

address criminal thinking? Do you really address anger as an impulse problem and as a 

management problem? Do you really then address those things? Do you really then address 

trauma? Because those are features of the chronic de-culturated, or socialized in the crime and 

drug problem. The socio-cultural pathology needs to then be better assessed and have more 

specific treatments, not just an atmosphere. And, if you really want polemics, if you want an 

atmosphere, then you’ve got to think that size matters. Because the bigger these operations are, 

the more you have staff running around doing administrative management than you are doing the 

therapies that count. Yorktown was such an example.  

 

Q: Of being too big?   

 

Deitch: Much too big. Much too big for the problems that they were engaged with. Secondly, 

Yorktown had, as a major problem, marijuana offenders who were then being talked to as if they 

had addiction problems, when they had socio-cultural drug-taking issues, and were being made 

criminal by episodes at Rikers Island. 
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Q: Let’s talk about that. After Chicago, you go to University of California in San Diego [UCSD] 

under Dr. Arnold Mandell, right? You work with him.   

 

Deitch: Arnold Mandell and Lew [Lewis] Judd.   

 

Q: Yes, two pioneers, it sounds like.   

 

Deitch: Mandell—  

 

Q: Established the department, I think, right?   

 

Deitch: He established the department, but he’s a brilliant, brilliant neuropharmacologist. He is 

so deep into the brain, and then added to it the physics of brain. He left California and became a 

professor of advanced mathematics.   

 

Q: Smart guy.   
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Deitch: Brilliant.  

 

Q: And Dr. Judd as well. He also sounds like a brilliant man.   

 

Deitch: He was a brilliant leader, yes.   

 

Q: Changed the way people understood—   

 

Deitch: Depression.   

 

Q: A huge contribution. So you go to San Diego. You work there for a while. But then Mitch 

calls you in the early eighties? How do you come back—   

 

Deitch: First, let’s stay with Mitch for a while on Phoenix. I, while living in the Bay Area, help 

create a men’s group in the Bay Area. This is while I’m in Berkeley and I’m working at UCSF 

[University of California, San Francisco]. In that men’s group is a guy I did work with when he 

was the Alameda County drug coordinator. He asked me to testify in a couple of cases. He then 
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gets another job opportunity in Orange County, and he’s in my men’s group. So he comes to me 

and says, “Listen, we really need to develop treatment here in Orange County.” I said, “I got the 

right person for you.” He had the availability of an adult treatment contract. I refer him to Mitch. 

That referral results in Phoenix House Orange County. There’s one favor. Now I’m 

communicating with Mitch. I’m at UCSF. I’m the chief of substance abuse services for the 

department of psychiatry there.  

 

Q: Working on methadone—no? Not there?   

 

Deitch: There was, but I’m not just doing methadone. I’m running a large methadone clinic, a 

drug-free clinic, the whole—  

 

Q: The whole spectrum.   

 

Deitch: Yes. The next thing that happens is there’s an RFP [request for proposal] for an 

adolescent unit. In the meantime, Mitch has had me come back and do some consults for them 

and things. I literally write the grant for Phoenix for the adolescent unit.  
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Q: Which will become Yorktown, yes? Or no? 

 

Deitch: No, no, this is Orange County adolescent unit. It gets funded. Now it gets funded; who is 

going to run it? Not me. I send a woman I’ve hired to run a clinic. Her name is Fran Arazi 

[phonetic]. I say, “You want to move south?” Blah, blah, blah. Okay, I think maybe this is really 

going to work to everyone’s advantage, because she was good. She was an unbelievably 

competent person at any kind of task. Her difficulty was she was married to a lunatic Israeli. 

[laughter] But in any case, she does take the referral, and they hire her. Now what happens? Then 

Mitch asks me to come back, and I do a retreat for them, and I address some problems they had 

in their leadership structure. This is while Mitch has the unfortunate mistake of having this 

lunatic with him, Ron Coster. 

 

Q: Tell me more about that. We know a lot of it, but tell me your thoughts on it.  

 

Deitch: He was a brilliant—that doesn’t mean humane or socially skilled—administrator. Look, 

here’s what I would say, over and over again. Mitch is the charm and the art and the humanity 

behind Phoenix, but he didn’t like day-to-day operations. He only liked day-to-day interactions 

that were gratifying. Hard administrative work is not gratifying. Coster does it. Coster suddenly 

is taking many headaches away from Mitch. Mitch begins to tolerate his totally adversarial 

attitudes and outbursts, like a kid. He’d have mouth-watering, gurgling episodes of rage and 
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humiliate people around him, his secretary, the people that worked for him. He was a madman, 

and would literally salivate and have these episodes. [laughter] Mitch tolerated this for some 

time, but it finally had to come to an end. 

 

Anyway, I go back, and there’s him and Ron, and they want me to help them. There’s these 

figures that are a source of problems. That was one. Then there was a consult that I did, in which 

I identified a big problem within Phoenix, which was, a) pictures of Mitch all over the goddamn 

place, on every floor. Big, romantic idol pictures. So I said to him— 

 

Q: Did it remind you of Synanon with the— 

 

Deitch: Yes. I said, “Are you trying to create a cult here? What’s going on, Mitch? Get rid of 

this.”  

 

Q: Was he responsive to that? 

 

Deitch: Yes. [laughs] Jesus. 
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Q: Because it seems like you came to Phoenix House in 1981, and it was after that article 

appeared that you wrote about Synanon being kind of a cautionary tale. So you proved your 

point. 

 

Deitch: Then the problems with John P., a temporary director, but that was after I’d already 

contributed to the help in Orange County. I leave New York during that episode that I’m 

working—oh, I’m at UCSF, and they have one crisis. I don’t remember, but I begin to consult 

every month or so, going there. The idea is to have me come back. I leave the university and go 

back. 

 

Q: As the chief clinical officer? 

 

Deitch: Correct. I tried, hard as I can, but I ultimately know I got to get out of there. I can’t 

continue to serve Mitch and be in the environment with this toxic, toxic character. Then they say, 

“Okay, why don’t you go back and run California?” I decided I’d stay around in California, and I 

go to Orange County, and I sort of sit there as the person running Orange County. I forget how 

long I do that. Then we acquire Tuumest in Venice Beach, and that becomes a Phoenix property. 

I’m running to Venice Beach in the middle of the week, sleeping on the floor in the office on the 

third floor, and doing that to help make sure this thing transitions at least adequately, and then 

running back to Orange County. Then I get into some kind of episode with Ron Coster, and it 
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suddenly occurs to me, you mother—[whispers]. I’m sleeping on a floor while you’re spending 

millions of personal indulgences. So it’s this big fight.  

 

Q: Is this fight in person or over— 

 

Deitch: Yes. Mitch is ducking. [laughter] Boy, oh, boy. Because here are two loyal, important 

friends of his. But Ron Coster was out of control by that time, and I said to Mitch, “I’m out of 

here.” Luckily, I didn’t have to eat my liver any further. I had options, so I said, “I’m out of 

here.” 

 

Q: You left and still were able to maintain a friendship with Mitch? 

 

Deitch: Oh, yes, no question. Our relationship is solid. I love Mitch, and it’s a lifetime 

relationship. I witnessed him going through this a few times. It’s a vulnerability. Mitch could run 

the unit—I mean the entire enterprise—but he kept having administrators become COOs, and 

then they would usurp more and more power from his vision and his success with people skills, 

and then they’d run away with it. 
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Q: We’ll get to Howard Meitiner and the 2000s soon, but before we do, Phoenix House in the 

eighties, when you were there, both in New York and California, how had it changed since you 

had left New York back at the end of the sixties? I guess you kept in touch with Mitch, so you 

knew how much it was growing and how it was evolving. 

 

Deitch: Yes, and I also had reservations. Even with Yorktown, I was an enthusiast, but I did have 

reservations about how big it could get and still be therapeutic.  

 

Q: Then you went back to UCSD after— 

 

Deitch: No. 

 

Q: You did the global consulting? 

 

Deitch: I was doing a lot of that all over the world.  
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Q: I’m curious about those trainings and setting up TCs all over the world. In all these different 

contexts, what was the essential, distilled message that you were presenting about what a 

therapeutic community was, or how a successful drug treatment would operate? 

 

Deitch: Mitch will tell you a famous line of mine, which is, any time you have the power of a 

therapeutic community, you need to be seriously on the alert for the closet fascist, because they 

will emerge. If they emerge and have power, you have a unit that’s going sour quickly.  

 

Q: The model can be easily corrupted, I guess. Is that— 

 

Deitch: Yes. There are models. Positive identification is, I identify with you because of the traits 

that are humane, and I want to duplicate those. That’s positive identification. Then there’s 

something called power identification, and it’s not that I want to be like you, but I want the 

power you’ve got. It’s part of the human species. It’s present for a lot of reasons in terms of the 

species’ survival. No question about it. It’s also been part of the species’ regret, the threat to 

survival. There are people who love power and like using it. Therein is a constant threat in this 

business, because you are giving people power over other people by rank and hierarchy, and 

you’re then trying to reward the hierarchy, usually by further promotion or broadening the 

power.  If you’ve got a fascist in there, you’re really going to see people be mistreated, and 
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experiences that have little to do with humaneness and compassion, but much more to do with 

politics and acquisition of whatever rewards there are.  

 

Q: That’s a scary thought. 

 

Deitch: But it’s true. I think it gets played out too often—okay. So you’re asking me what? 

Because I can get lost in a minute here. 

 

Q: The second time you’re brought back to Phoenix House. I think that was 2007, relatively 

recently. 

 

Deitch: Yes. You probably know better than I.  

 

Q: But your perspective is more interesting than mine, I think. Tell me the story of how Mitch 

lures you back to New York, then. What’s going on at Phoenix House at that time, and how do 

you— 
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Deitch: I go back to give Mitch a spiritual hand of friendship during a difficult moment. They’re 

looking for a new leader. He’s having big-time problems with Kevin. It’s hurting him. He set 

himself up to be transitioned out of CEO.  The board is troubled because he’s not approving of 

any candidate they find, and I can understand that. I love him, and I always will, but let me tell 

you, Mitch is a dust-finder. Very hard to please Mitch, operationally. In many ways, Mitch does 

something that is not healthy, and that is he makes people leader-dependent, because nothing is 

good enough when he arrives. He’s got to find something that doesn’t meet his fastidious style. 

Once, for a Christmas gift, I gave Mitch a Dustbuster. I said, “This is the most appropriate gift I 

could find for you.” [laughter] 

 

Q: So you tease him about it? It’s good. 

 

Deitch: Yes. Because if you’re hosting a meeting, let’s say you invited me to come into this 

room and we were set up like this, Mitch would—and he’d rearrange the chairs and put the 

Kleenex in some other position. People get to the point where, “Okay, you tell me what to do, 

because if I do it, you’re going to change it anyway.” That’s a character issue, but it’s 

understandable that Mitch would have problems finding somebody to be him. I don’t think it was 

clearly spelled out, either, at that time. I don’t think the board had made very clear, “Mitch, 

you’re the founder and the magic of this organization, and without you, it’s going to lose 

something that is the soul of it.” So what the board needed to do while that was going on is, 

“Mitch, you have a place on the board forever, and you have a position forever. We’ll get 

someone in here to be the COO, or the CEO, but you will be here forever.”  



   Deitch – Session 2 –  
 

44 

 

Had that occurred first, then there may have been some candidates, far better suited than Howard 

Meitiner, that Mitch would have approved of. At least that’s an interpretation. Meitiner was a 

fast learner, but never, ever had his heart in it the way Mitch did, which then includes, when your 

heart is in it, you care about the people you employ. Because your heart is in it, not just your 

pocketbook is in it. Meitiner cared nothing about the people they employed. The services that I 

tried to perform on this last trip were meant to bring Phoenix forward and into a national respect 

at a time when therapeutic community was in serious question as a modality, at a time when 

some of the practices were considered counterproductive, if not outwardly dysfunctional and 

destructive. Rightfully so, many of these practices, as they were being practiced. You would 

have thought you were back in the days of the barbarians if you walked in on some of those 

groups. It was like ruthless name-calling, yelling and screaming without rationale, without 

finesse, without appropriateness. It was not good.  

 

So one of the things I did is I created—to bring it up, I created a National Scientific Advisory 

Board. I created, on that National Scientific Advisory Board, a who’s-who in the world of 

treatment and research. That board met monthly. It was a phone call with board members, but 

each one had the primary each month. I would have leadership from the entire Phoenix network 

call in to that console, and for the next two hours, they were free to—not only the person that I 

was calling on to talk about their research or what they were doing, blah, blah, blah, blah, but to 

answer questions from the leaders across the country. 
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Q: So these are regional directors? 

 

Deitch: Yes. More often, their staffs. Regional directors were already too busy and too important 

to pay attention to research or science. They’re regional directors. Power breeds it. It breeds it. 

But there were some very good regional directors. I know now they’re going to get a good 

clinical director in New York—they recruited smart, because they were going to lose this guy to 

their enterprise anyway if they didn’t do something—from New England that has agreed to go 

back to New York and become the clinical director for New York region. Really smart man. 

Good guy.  

 

Q: This is not Andrew Kolodny we’re talking about, is it? 

 

Deitch: No. Neil. Neil. God dammit. 

 

Q: It’s okay. We’ll find it. We’ll find it later. 

 

Deitch: I have one of those lapses. It’s terrible. I must be getting older. 
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Q: No. That can’t be it. 

 

Deitch: Not true, right? 

 

Q: Not true. 

 

Deitch: That’s what I say. Neil Gaer. G-A-E-R. They almost lost him. I’m glad somebody got 

smart there.  

 

Q: So you’re there. In your mind, when you go back to New York, is it supposed to be 

temporary, or originally was it going to be more of a long-term— 

 

Deitch: No, no. I went back to give Mitch a hand. I thought I was going to be there for, at most, a 

month.  

 

Q: Oh, really? 
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Deitch: Yes. It was during that period that board members approached me, and Mitch as well, 

and would I stay on? They had somebody selected to sort of come in as the CEO, but would I 

hang on? I said, “Let me think about it.” It was winter in New York. [laughter] Then I talked 

with Carol. I talked to the university, and they were willing to give me another sabbatical. So I 

stayed, as if I were on a sabbatical, and Phoenix paid my salary to the university. Then they 

became more serious that they wanted me to stick around, and I don’t know why I did it. I’m not 

sure what my motivations were. 

 

Q: To stay longer? 

 

Deitch: Yes. It felt good to be wanted. It always does. 

 

Q: Needed, almost. 

 

Deitch: Yes. It felt like maybe I really could contribute something here. 

 

Q: Mitch was thrilled you were there. 
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Deitch: I think so. Not totally. Mitch felt himself being pushed particularly by Howard. Howard 

was patently manipulative about Mitch, patently. He was always trying to form an alliance about, 

“Look at what he did there.” Those sort of overt behaviors—this is before the board must have 

given him reality, because he was trying hard to negate Mitch, to politicize anything Mitch did as 

egotistic—whatever. So it became an uncomfortable atmosphere that way as well, and I was 

trying to do the gig, and Mitch was anxious about what’s going on, and I didn’t want to get 

caught in a triangle there. My affection and commitment was to Mitch, but I didn’t want to get 

hung up on being his inside man, giving him daily feedback. I viewed Howard as a fast learner, 

and that sometimes he was moving faster than he should with things he didn’t know. He then 

forms a similar relationship that Mitch would have done to the chief operating officer, or makes 

the manager of human resources—Howard makes this guy his— 

 

Q: Protégé? 

 

Deitch: Well, they behaved that way. It’s the two of them against the world. They’re 

communicating by iPhone during meetings. No one has ever bothered, incidentally, to look at 

how much money that guy wasted, and they all wasted, with moving him around the country. 

 

Q: Who is this? 
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Deitch: Clyde Rush. Howard wanted to make him regional director of New York, and then he 

was going to groom another woman as the regional director of New York, and then he was going 

to go to Texas and straighten that out as the regional director of Texas, plus keep his job as head 

of human resources. He would spend lavishly on these transitions, but to what end? Anyway, the 

two of them were quite a ticket. 

 

Q: Did you have to work closely with Howard on a daily basis? 

 

Deitch: I did, as a way of trying to bring him into life. He used that—he capitalized on my name 

and my rep something terribly. But I should have known. The first incident that I should have 

recognized that this guy is not going to listen to wisdom or experience or knowledge, he’s going 

to play to his needs no matter what, was—classic. [laughter] Classic. The Oprah Show. As you 

know, Oprah has her own network, and she has producers working for her. There was a 

producer, an Asian woman, who had discovered a whole family on heroin in Ohio. Mother, 

father, and three children, all using heroin as a family that uses together, stays together. She was 

making this a network story. Part of making it a network story was then to find treatment for 

these folks. Word got back she was considering Phoenix House, and Caron in Pennsylvania, and 

blah, blah, blah, whatever agency. All these people were going to make themselves available.  

 



   Deitch – Session 2 –  
 

50 

Howard gets in on this, and he says, “Oh, God, we’ve got to get them all here. We’ll show 

them.” The next thing I know, this agent gives the father my personal phone number. Oh, first, I 

go down to get the mother, because he’s going to go to a detox unit somewhere in one state, and 

she’s coming to us. Howard considered that a big success. I went down to personally escort her 

back to New York. Oh, and Caron in Pennsylvania gets one of the sons, and they send a 

limousine to get him. [laughter] So there’s this competition for the clients of an Oprah story. It’s 

the worst you could imagine.  

 

And the producer plays a highly duplicitous role. Highly duplicitous. For example, I get a call on 

my personal phone number. My personal phone! I get a phone call from the father, who says, 

“I’m ready to come to New York.” “Who are you and what is this? What do you mean?” So he’s 

going to come to New York because he wants to get into treatment in New York, too, and he 

wants more than what they can give him there. I said, “Have you completed the program there? 

And if so, let me talk with one of the people there. Have them call me. We ought to do this 

professionally. I’d like to get an idea of what they think about all of this.” In the meantime, the 

producer is arming this guy with supplies. Not drugs, but phones and things like that. “How are 

you going to get from wherever this was, Alabama or Georgia or wherever—how are you getting 

to New York?” “I have money.”  

 

I say, “Okay, Howard, your most passionate dream seems to be emerging, rather dysfunction 

ally, but emerging. The father will soon be here.” Now, the mother comes and has a baby. 
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There’s a mothers and children program in Long Island. Okay, we can do that. We’re going to 

have to get her set up with social services. We can do that. Mother is reluctant. We’re already 

having some problems with mother. Now Howard is conspiratorially—I’m in California. This 

guy is arriving in New York. Instead of having the client make it to the facility as part of an 

admission ritual, if nothing else—you want it, so then you show up here—Howard arranges for 

him to be picked up, personally, at the train station at 4:00 in the morning, sending the guy who 

heads the detox unit there to get him.  

 

I hear this, and I say, “Howard, what are you doing? What are you doing? You’re throwing all 

the treatment protocols to the wind.” So I get into a yelling match with him in California while 

we’re doing some other business. I’m thoroughly disgusted by that time. This saga gets worse 

and worse and worse. He comes in. Before he even gets to New York City, he comes in, sneaks 

into the facility, has sex with his wife, and stashes a phone for her on the property, that she and 

he can then make illegal phone calls. He stashes another phone somewhere. There’s a lot of 

pathology in this family. In the meantime, Howard is immensely pleased about this, and now he 

wants to arrange special arrangements for everybody. He wants to also get the younger son, who 

was at Coran, to come, and they send vans, and then send another chauffeur to get the kid, who 

changes his mind. 

 

I find that Howard has end-run every clinical protocol imaginable to pull off what for him will be 

a fashion moment. It turns into a fiasco and a half. This Asian producer then produces something 
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about him, where the woman, the wife and mother of the child, is condemned on public 

television as the one that’s the biggest problem. So she sees herself on public television being 

referred to as [mumbles] while he is this glamorous father going to make the—so, as predicted, 

he sneaks off, she ultimately splits and leaves the baby behind. The story goes on. I think the last 

I heard—but this is a true story, and what is amazing is how the producer played a role in this 

tragedy because of the novelty of the story. 

 

Q: So Howard finally let it go?  

 

Deitch: Well, they all left. There was nothing he could do. The remedies were—that’s when I 

knew I was leaving. [laughter] 

 

Q: So you did leave? 

 

Deitch: I did leave. I came back here. Only to see the center I had started twenty-five years ago 

be crippled in my absence, and then the guy I personally recruited to run the center while I was 

away gets recruited to the United Nations in Vienna to be their ONDCP [Office of National Drug 

Control Policy] equivalent of deputy would be here. 
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Q: That must have been very frustrating and disappointing to come back to. Understatement. 

 

Deitch: Well, yes, and like ninety percent of the staff was gone, and the place was in trouble. 

Then I, trying to keep it alive, agreed to a workload that has really left me staggeringly 

exhausted, in the face of I’ve had three surgeries in the last year, so I think I’m weakened by 

those surgeries, and then this workload of running all over the state to do these cross trainings. 

That’s over. 

 

Q: Yikes. When you left in—I think it was 2010—what did you think was the outlook for 

Phoenix House at that time? You left. You obviously didn’t have much confidence in Howard 

or— 

 

Deitch: Correct. I thought I had done a good turn by recruiting the woman to replace me. That 

was a very major error on my part. 

 

Q: Deni [Carise], is that? 
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Deitch: Yes. I think Mitch understood it as well as an error on my part. She was not a clinician, 

and very threatened, and behaved that way. She discontinued the National Scientific Advisory 

Board, which was a plus-plus for Phoenix to have that National Scientific Advisory Board, 

because you could go into a meeting anywhere and show them, “Here’s our scientific advisory 

board,” and they all would uh-huh, because it was a who’s who. Someone ought to resuscitate 

that. Both had had wisdom to offer, as well as cachet, to be petty about it. It was a major mistake 

on my part, and cost me a serious friendship with—another person. 

 

Q: You don’t have to say. Say whatever you’re comfortable with. 

 

Deitch: I can always edit this, right? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Deitch: So if I worry about it.  

 

Q: You know what’s happened recently, I’m assuming, at Phoenix House a little bit, that Howard 

is now gone. 
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Deitch: Yes, and I understand why, and that doesn’t surprise me. Even to Mitch’s grief, I would 

never withhold anything from the board. When I stopped admissions to Yorktown, I had Mitch 

and Howard down my throat about money, but— 

 

Q: Filling beds. 

 

Deitch: We could have had a killing up there if I hadn’t stopped it when I stopped it. It was very 

serious.  

 

Q: But you wanted to preserve the integrity of the program. Is that why you stopped it? 

 

Deitch: I stopped it because the admissions were coming from Rikers Island, and they were 

bringing in not only gangs that the facility couldn’t tolerate, but they were bringing in people 

who had been through Rikers at a time when the security was organizing inmates around gangs 

and acquiring goods and services to the benefit of the correctional officers. I couldn’t figure it 

out, and finally the light went on. “Ah, this is what the problem has been.” Because they were 

arriving at Yorktown already “mobbed out,” “gang affiliated,” and with aggressive tactics. They 

were hanging a guy out the window by his heels. They were banging heads in the hallways. They 
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broke into one of the director’s offices and smeared it. The place was out of control. I woke up 

one morning and I said, “Not on my watch.” [laughter] Now, I shared that with the board. Mitch 

got upset. Howard was infuriated. “Listen, you need to know, this is not a picnic. We have 

serious problems.”  

 

Q: Now they know again. 

 

Deitch: So it doesn’t surprise me that Howard kept secret from the board these troublesome 

findings. I could have predicted it, and did often to the lawyer, that we were at danger here, that 

people were more interested in billing than they were ethics. I know that Yorktown has been 

sold. That’s probably a good thing, both because they’ll get some money back in their coffers, 

and secondly, that’s not where kids need to be treated anyway, in a big institution like that. 

Because if you want someone to become more pathological, put them into an environment of 

pathology. You could not have a kid who wasn’t severely criminalized go up there without 

becoming more so. A lot of those kids didn’t need to be there anyway, so they were both 

resentful, appropriately resentful, and troubled. This was social disorder, not drug disorder. What 

else is new? 

 

Q: It seems like there was this drift away from the TC, that Howard didn’t really understand the 

spirit or the essence of Phoenix House and what it was about. As you said, his heart was never 
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really there. It feels like maybe there’s a shift back to basics, back towards the TC, back towards 

underlining the importance of what it’s all about. 

 

Deitch: Re-socializing and healing.  

 

Q: Healing. Community. 

 

Deitch: If they actually can heal in the face of the mandate to fill the beds at rates and turnovers 

that remain, I think, a serious problem. You can try to get the spirit back, but you can’t get the 

spirit back if the drive is still the bed-filling activity. Places need to stabilize, reintegrate, 

revitalize, and they need time to do that.  

 

Q: A lot of people have talked to us about that Phoenix House started out as this therapeutic 

community. Maybe it’s a little idealized in its early version, but it really became this business, 

and that something was lost in that change. 

 

Deitch: I think you’ll have people from any organizational experience make comments like that.  
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Q: Yes. “In my day, it was the right way.” 

 

Deitch: Yes. It’s a phenomenon also of growth, that yes, we cannot be the same intimate family. 

We’re not, and that’s reality. But the question is, does the reality have to become so diluted? 

How do you maintain some sense of the spirit? Pretty difficult task when you’re driving out the 

culture carriers as a way of saving money or exercising power. If you went to Caron in 

Pennsylvania, the C-A-R-O-N organization, one of the things they did that was admirable, for a 

while at least, is they maintained loyalty and supportive considerations for their cadres, their core 

groups. They kept them in the mix. They were smart enough to keep the culture carriers and to 

reward them adequately for longevity.  

 

What happened in the Phoenix organization, it was the only way you could gain more salary, was 

to go further up the ranks until you finally were in a position you weren’t really competent to 

carry out. Then you were evaluated as not capable, and leave, or give you the option to step 

down. But when you give a person an option to step down, very difficult for their ego to accept 

that. Same thing goes on in medicine.  

 

Q: Absolutely. I love that ‘culture carriers’ that you talk about. It seems that people we’ve talked 

to have also said some of the culture carriers were lost as Phoenix House became more 

professionalized. 
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Deitch: That you’ll hear a lot of.  

 

Q: We have heard that a lot. 

 

Deitch: I don’t know that I could accept that as a valid criticism. I would accept it as an 

organizational development problem, but not as an indictment against professionalizing the 

workforce. The workforce has been in desperate need of education and professionalizing for 

some time. The problem that you run into when you don’t do that is you maintain a diluted 

standard for everybody. Phoenix had that at one point. People who still had many pathologies, 

but they were drug-free and loyal to the organization, and some of those pathologies were 

overlooked, until they would appear in such a grotesque way that they did damage.  

 

Now, I don’t think I’ve ever resolved the problem entirely between zeal and education. I know 

the value of the role as change agent, but that doesn’t mean the change agent doesn’t need to 

upgrade skills and broaden conceptualizations. I think it’s really a mistake to view the problem in 

uni-formats. The problem is much more complex than the early zealots, including me, were able 

to appreciate. We thought we could fix anybody, and that everything was amenable to the, quote, 

“tools.” The toolkit became increasingly limited as many of the art form approaches were 

curtailed because of time or size. So there’s the other contextual reference: use it or you lose it. 
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That many of the healing ingredients were being clipped away slowly, because no one had time 

to carry them out. 

 

Q: You mean the social-artistic aspects, like the theater, and involvement in the community, and 

talent shows, and all these things that were a part of the— 

 

Deitch: And deeper therapies. The marathons were curtailed, and then gone. So the working 

through of some emotionally-driven issues about grief and trauma, there’s no place to express 

those anymore that’s safe. You can’t do work that requires safety in the course of an hour and a 

half with a group that changes every five minutes.  

 

Q: Some of the other things that people have lamented that fell by the wayside were kind of the 

harsher tactics from the beginning. 

 

Deitch: There’s an example of what I mean. “I survived it, so that’s the way people ought to be 

treated.” That’s like saying, “I got beat up as a kid, and so I’m going to beat up my kid.” Believe 

me— 
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Q: So you think that’s good riddance? 

 

Deitch: And how! Garbage gone! Garbage gone! Some of those tactics were unbelievably brutal, 

inhumane, and without due consideration. In the training around these approaches, I remember I 

became more and more conscious of it as I tried to train people about using some of these 

approaches. That if you’re going to have a general meeting, what are the things you need to do? 

Okay, you’re going to have a general meeting for what reason? So that the community can 

reinforce, go, stay right, do right, by eating this person’s liver, who didn’t, or who deviated for a 

minute. Sounds pretty religious, doesn’t it? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Deitch: In ancient Buddhism, there’s a practice called—essentially, it’s an ego-reduction 

practice. I introduced it into therapies, and essentially it was, if you raise your hand, the process 

has to stop. If you raise your hand, it means, “I’m losing it.” I’m losing being centered so that I 

can’t hear.  

 

Q: Like saying uncle. 
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Deitch: I’m saying stop. Give me time to see if I can get centered again, and if I can’t, enough 

already. I recognize I’m teaching that to people, but I’m still giving them rationales and methods 

for what is a fairly brutal set of exchanges. I’ve rationalized it, relevant to the community’s need 

to reinforce its value system by condemning the sinner, blah, blah, blah. But what are you doing 

about the sinner? So then I’m creating a rationale about how you prep this, how you carefully 

think it through. Do we really need to do this primitive ritual? If so, what can we do to help the 

person who’s going to be subject to it? How do we alert them, give them the opportunity to 

understand what might occur and why, and how could they handle it better, and do they realize 

that they do have safety yet? That’s us that will provide it to you. You have to pay your price of 

sin. On the other hand, we don’t really need to take your head off. In the beginning, it was take 

their head off. 

 

Q: Yes. It sounded pretty scary.  

 

Deitch: And the notion, “That worked for me,” well, what you have is you are able to endure a 

lot of bullshit. That’s all we know. Not that this works. It was that you were able to endure it.  

And you want to know why so many people leave so quickly?  

 

Q: That would do it. 
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Deitch: I remember kids being taken from induction to Yorktown, and then being in the 

induction unit in Yorktown, and then, in a ritual, absorbed into population, and they didn’t know 

what they were getting into. These kids would turn absolutely pale in this moment of exchange. 

No one had adequately prepared them. It was still viewed as an unsafe environment, the rest of 

this—very disturbing.  

 

Q: Yikes. Any final thoughts on Phoenix House, or therapeutic communities, or the future of 

either? 

 

Deitch: I think they’re very endangered. It will take some time, but they are endangered now. It 

will take some time for all of North America, U.S. North America, to wake up to the fact that 

some people do need more time to heal. Some people do arrive more damaged than just the drug-

taking, and it will only lead to more drug-taking if we can’t approach healing some of the 

damage. It’s going to take a while for that reality to make itself regrettably felt. Some insurance 

companies are wise enough to use medications, even though they’re costly, that might prevent 

death or re-addiction. That’s not healing; it’s preventing in hopes that something happens, but 

it’s just, something happens.  

 

No, I’m not encouraged. I see technologies—if applied with fidelity—and the ability to manage 

the recovery in social organizations—which have sensitivity, but don’t have the same cost 
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attached as inpatient units, hospital units—Mitch did amazing things for a long time. There were 

plenty of people healed through the experience, even if they didn’t graduate from Phoenix or any 

of those T.C.ss, and there were so many more that just drifted through and out. It’s a big statistic. 

I don’t think we have a handle on handling this problem at all right now. I think if somebody 

could afford ninety days, and then move into a supportive community, it doesn’t necessarily have 

to be residential.  

There’s an author in the field you might want to look at. His name is Bill White, William White. 

If you look at some of the work he’s created around, quote, “recovery management systems”—

but even those recovery management systems can’t deal with the social neglect and the outcomes 

of abuse and neglect that much of the population in Phoenix House has experienced. You’re 

dealing with large numbers of causalities from underprivileged, under-opportunity’d, under-

resourced, under-parented, distracted parenting.  

 

Q: Challenges ahead. 

 

Deitch: Yes, yes. I only wish Mitch luck in trying to find the right mix there. I love him a lot.  

 

Q: That sounds like a good note to end on. Thank you, David, for your time.  
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[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 


