
 

 

 

 

PHOENIX HOUSE FOUNDATION ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 

The Reminiscences of 

Sara Ann Fagin  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Columbia Center for Oral History 

Columbia University 

2014



 

 

 

PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Sara Ann Fagin 

conducted by Cameron Vanderscoff on November 12, 2014. 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.



 

 Session #1 

Interviewee: Sara Ann Fagin Location: New York, NY 

Interviewer: Cameron Vanderscoff Date: November 12th, 2014 

 

 

Q: OK. Well, today is Wednesday, November 12th, 2014 and this is Cameron Vanderscoff here 

for the Phoenix House Oral History Project with Sara Ann Fagin to talk about her sixteen years 

at Phoenix House. For this project, we’ve been beginning with a little bit of biographical 

background for everyone, just so we have a sense where people have been coming to Phoenix 

House from. So would you mind starting us off just by stating your name again for the record, 

where you were born, a little bit about your childhood? 

 

 

Fagin: Sara Ann Fagin, born Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, August 1938. I lived in Oklahoma until 

I went to college. At seventeen, I went to Vassar [College] in Poughkeepsie, New York. 

 

 

[Mitchell Rosenthal, founder of Phoenix House, enters; interview is held in the same Phoenix 

House building as his office on West 74th Street in New York City] 

 

 

Rosenthal: I heard you giving a history lesson. 
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Fagin: I’m doing very well. I have to repeat everything. Have you guys met? Mitch [Mitchell S.] 

Rosenthal. 

 

 

Q: Hi. Pleasure to meet you. Cameron Vanderscoff. 

 

 

Rosenthal: Hi. 

 

 

Fagin: We just got started this second. I almost didn’t make it up there. [interruption; brief 

conversation with Rosenthal ensues, and record resumes shortly] Founder, leader, et cetera. 

 

 

Q: Right, pleasure to meet him. So, you were saying. Childhood in Oklahoma City. 

 

 

Fagin: So, Oklahoma. At seventeen—my mother had decided when I was fourteen that I would 

not go like my brothers to the University of Oklahoma, but that I would go east. So, we applied 

to several eastern colleges. I did get in all of them. Geographic distribution. And I picked Vassar 

as opposed to Wellesley [College] or Radcliffe [College]. Those were my choices. Because I 

didn’t want to be near Boston. I wanted to be near New York. 
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I had a very great experience at Vassar. I was a history major, American political history. It does 

me well in Jeopardy!  

 

So then after I graduated college, I went to Columbia [University] briefly, in history, but then 

after the first semester, which was fine, I said, “Why am I doing this? I definitely do not want to 

teach. So why am I getting a master’s? I don’t need it.” So that was the end of that and then I 

went to work. 

 

My first job was for something called the Near East College Association which was the 

American University of Beirut and Robert College in Istanbul, et cetera, and that’s where I 

started fundraising. I left there after three years and I went to work for the next sixteen for a 

place called the American Council on Germany. The chair was the Honorable John J. McCloy, 

who had been the chairman of the Chase Manhattan Bank, the Rockefeller Foundation, the high 

commissioner in Germany, the [assistant] secretary of war, and a lot of other things. So I worked 

as his assistant in his non-profit activities. And then when he died, I worked for his [successors]. 

And then in—that was 1979 to 1995 [that I worked at Phoenix House]. [In 1995] I had a reason 

to move to Minnesota. My life partner was there. And I got a very good job for one of the 

country’s top private drug abuse places, which is called Hazelden Betty Ford in Minneapolis and 

in Palm Springs. So I stayed there off and on, as a consultant, as a full-time employee, until 

2007. Then I started my consultancy business and I did some consulting at Phoenix House for a 

few years and Mitch helped me get a number of other consultancy jobs. He’s loyal, very loyal, to 

his people. Very loyal. 
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And I got sick two years ago. I got an autoimmune disease which has pretty much affected my 

whole being. Finally, I found a wonderful surgeon at New York Presbyterian Cornell Weill. He 

said, “I think I can help you.” It was a stomach/esophageal problem, not cancer. And he cured 

me. I’m feeling much better. So, my balance is off. That’s why I use the cane. I don’t have 

balance.  

 

So, anyway, that’s my story. I’ve had a very good life. A lot of wonderful jobs. And that’s it. 

 

 

Q: Well, wonderful. Thank you for that framework. So, going to your early years in development 

work, in fundraising work, what sort of work was that relative to what your own family had 

done, your own family’s expectations for you? 

 

 

Fagin: Well, I don’t think they had expectations in that sense except that I would lead a good life 

and find work that pleases me, and if I wanted to get married, I would, and if I didn’t want to get 

married, I wouldn’t. There was never any pressure. 

 

 

Q: What sort of work had they done? Your family? 
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Fagin: My dad was an attorney, and had been the state’s attorney, and my mother was a teacher. 

She taught history and she was a substitute when we were young and then she went to teach 

again when we were in high school. So that was my background. My parents died twenty years 

ago or so. I had two brothers who are lawyers in Oklahoma City. One died a couple months ago 

and the other one is still going strong. So that’s the story. 

 

 

Q: That’s the family. 

 

 

Fagin: That’s the family. And they were very involved—we’re Jewish—in the synagogue and 

both served as presidents of the temple and the synagogue, as did my father and my 

grandparents. My grandparents came on my mother’s side from Poland and on my father’s side 

from Belorussia. My dad came here when he was two. My mother was born here when it was 

Indian Territory—Oklahoma was Indian Territory. That grandfather ran in the Oklahoma run in 

1889 when they shot off a gun and however much land you could get to the assayer’s office by 

sundown was yours. So he and his brothers did very well and they opened stores and coal mines 

in small towns in Oklahoma, but because they were religious Jews, they had to bring people from 

Europe to teach their children Hebrew, et cetera, et cetera. And they moved to Oklahoma City, I 

would say, in about 1920. 

 

And my other grandparents came from Brooklyn. After Russia they went to Brooklyn for about 

seven or eight years but then my grandmother looked around and said, “I’ve got five smart sons. 
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Everyone else here is smart, too. I think we better leave.” So, they went to the train station and 

they had relatives in Texas and Oklahoma and they had this much money with six children and 

so they came to Oklahoma City and my grandmother opened a store and my grandfather was a 

Torah scholar. And he taught the kids and did Torah in Oklahoma City. So, that was my story. 

There was six children on each side of the family of my grandparents, and we all grew up in 

Oklahoma City as a close-knit family. 

 

 

Q: And so given that you’re coming from that close-knit family, then, what do you think the 

impulse was to go east for school? 

 

 

Fagin: My mother suggested it and I thought, “Well, that’s a good idea.” She said, “You know, 

you’re so smart. You should go to a very good place and get the social skills, meet people.” And 

I did. I have a lot of wonderful friends, very famous names, who I met when I was at Vassar. 

And I never regretted that decision, nor did my parents. It was really great. 

 

 

Q: So among, of course, all of these people who you’ve met is Mitchell Rosenthal, who just 

walked into the room a second ago. Is it true that your friendship with him predates your 

involvement with Phoenix House? 

 



  Fagin – Session #1 – 7 

Fagin: Yes. I knew him because his sister, Jane Rosenthal, has been my closest friend since 

1969. So I met Mitch. We used to go watch him play tennis, et cetera, et cetera. Did I know him 

well? No. But then in 1979, he needed a new assistant and I was tired of the American Council 

on Germany, going to Europe six times a year. Believe it or not, by yourself it’s not a thrill after 

a while. So, I interviewed with him and got the job immediately and came to work at Phoenix 

House for the next sixteen years. About six years into that, the development officer and Mitch 

offered me that position because I was doing it with him. He’s a fantastic fundraiser. He really 

knows how to do it. So I learned everything from him and became a fundraiser. 

 

 

Q: So would you mind talking about your first impressions of Phoenix House as a work 

environment when you came here in— 

 

 

Fagin: 1979? Well, first of all, the budget was $8 million, and it rose to $50 million during my 

years, I think. It was Mitch’s place, as now it’s Howard’s [Meitiner], the boss, but it was Mitch’s 

place. And because I was Mitch’s right hand, I got a lot of very good treatment at Phoenix 

House. And because I have an ability to get along with people at all levels, meaning residents to 

presidents, so I was very happy here. I thought it was a great place. 

 

I thought they were doing incredible work even though there is a lot of success and a lot of 

failure because you’re dealing with people that are basically quite unstable. And we used to have 

one to two-year treatment because the correlation at that time was the longer the time in 
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treatment, the greater the success rate. Well, now no one can afford to keep people in treatment 

that long. So I don’t know what the success rate is today, but basically, around the whole country 

from top-level places like Betty Ford to Phoenix House, it’s about 25% no matter what people 

tell you, after five years. There’s a lot of recidivism, because why not? You’ve got all those 

endorphins in the brain and they all want drugs. You know, when we say in Phoenix House, you 

get in trouble through people, places, and things. Don’t hang out with the same people, don’t go 

to the same places, and don’t do the same things. Well, that’s very hard not to do. 

 

So I was very overweight in those days, so I understood addiction when I first came here. But I 

liked it here. I loved it here. I loved the people. I just had breakfast yesterday with a resident, 

Julia Floyd-Ventura, who’s the head of our veterans’ programs out on Long Island, because she 

was marching with her veterans in the parades so she came in early and we had breakfast. She 

was what we called a stipend in those days. That means a person who was in treatment, but came 

out every day. They were assistants and worked in offices and in various jobs. So I’ve known her 

since 1990. And now she’s a V.P. [vice president]—I think she’s a V.P.—I know she’s an 

executive director of the veterans’ programs, and that’s in Long Island. 

 

 

Q: So you said that when you came here, you felt that you could relate to some of the residents 

around this issue. Would you mind saying a little bit more about that, your relationship with the 

residents? 
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Fagin: Well, it was always very good because I gave them respect. I understood they were 

fighting and doing the best they could in very difficult circumstances. When your brain is 

sending down, “Give me that,” it’s very hard to constantly say, “No, I won’t give you that,” 

whether it’s food, cigarettes, alcohol, or drugs. They all operate the same thing in the brain, the 

pleasure centers of the brain, because those are the things that have brought you pleasure in your 

life. So, of course, those are the things that you want to continue to do. So I think it’s as simple 

as that. I could always equate myself with the residents because I understood the difficulty of 

giving up something that brings you enormous pleasure, as I gave up food. 

 

 

Q: During your time at Phoenix House, or later— 

 

 

Fagin: No, by the time I left Phoenix House, I had lost 90% of the weight.  

 

 

Q: And do you think this context had anything to influence you personally in any way? 

 

 

Fagin: No. Not in any way. It just helped me understand, “Oh, you’re addicted, too.” That’s all. I 

didn’t really realize food addiction until I came to work here. I didn’t get it. And most people 

who give up one addiction pick up another one. That’s why so many people are smokers. So 
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many people are gamblers. Compulsive shopping. Those are all addictive things that bring you 

pleasure in the brain. 

 

 

Q: So, moving into your duties, into your obligations in your early time at Phoenix House, would 

you mind elaborating on what a typical day was for you, what the nature of your responsibilities 

were in that first position? 

 

 

Fagin: I sat outside Mitch’s office and I did everything he needed done. Made his appointments, 

worked on his date books, got his plane tickets. But we had a bullpen. His office was here, my 

office was outside, and then there was a bullpen with four or five other people who had various 

jobs in the office of the president, including P.R. [public relations]. I don’t know who will be 

interviewing who, but I’m sure they’re interviewing Kevin McEneaney who was very crucial, 

who’s no longer associated for a number of years with Phoenix House. But I’m still friendly with 

him. And he was a former addict, as he’ll tell you, when whoever is doing his story. And he’s 

very smart and tough. He’s all of those things.  

 

 

Q: You mentioned he put out a message about this current project? 
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Fagin: Yes. Saying, “I’m going to do it because I’m going to make sure the absolute truth is 

told.” “Well, you think anybody’s going to sit here and tell lies? Everybody’s truth is slightly 

different.” 

 

So, basically, I did everything for Mitch. I was his executive assistant, managed the other people 

who worked for him, and every letter that went in to him, I had to proof it, send it back, say, 

“Change this, fix that,” because I understood what he wanted and what he needed. [commenting 

on sound in background] It’s just the old radiator system, clanking away. Some things never 

change.   

 

Basically, that’s what I did. Then in 1987 or so, the current director of development, my friend, 

left and Mitch offered me the position since he knew that I could do it, and I did it. And I stayed 

in it until I got a call, executive search, to go to work for Hazelden because people there knew 

that I had a significant other in Minneapolis and might want to move there, even though my 

office was fifty miles from my house. So I had to drive 100 miles round-trip in that weather 

every day. But I did it. I couldn’t do it now, but I was a lot younger in those days. That was 

twenty years ago and more. Twenty-five. And I was very happy working at Hazelden also. 

 

 

Q: And I’d like to ask you a few questions about that later on in the session. Right now, I’d like 

to inquire a little bit more about that transition from being Mitch’s assistant, his executive 

assistant, into this development role. 
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Fagin: It was very easy. I helped him hire new people. It took him a few to find the right person. 

I knew exactly what I was doing when I got upstairs. Some of the staff there had to go because 

there were the ones that were constantly making all the mistakes. I’ve never hesitated to say to 

people, “You’re on probation for three months. If you can pick up the quality of your work, we 

can go on. If you can’t, then you should prepare to leave.” And most people prepared to leave, 

which is exactly what I wanted them to do. 

 

 

Q: And what was the nature of the issues that you found when you came into that office that you 

felt you had to address? 

 

 

Fagin: Well, basically, people were trying to do the least possible. They weren’t doing the best 

work possible. And I believe in whatever you undertake, do your very best. Do the best possible 

work there possibly could be. And that’s the way I functioned. 

 

 

Q: Now, I’m very curious about the projects you worked on, given that the period of 

employment was quite a boom for Phoenix House in some sense.  

 

 

Fagin: That’s right.  
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Q: You had this expansion that was going on into California, for example. 

 

 

Fagin: Well, first we did the school in Yorktown [New York] and I was very involved. It wasn’t 

an academy then. It was just a treatment center. But Mitch worked very hard with the then-

chancellor of the school system, who he knew, and eventually we got it made into a public high 

school with its own principal—Natalie was her name, I think. At any rate, we had 150 kids there, 

going to high school, and doing the therapeutic piece, also. So that was a great thing. 

And then we bought Lake View Terrace, which was an old hospital in the San Fernando 

Valley, in the town of Lake View Terrace. And I was very involved in that and helping Mitch as 

he was raising money for that, which he successfully did. We also got that made into a school for 

adolescents. With California, it’s a different system. The way they do everything in California is 

by the county. It’s got nothing to do with the state, whereas we have state oversight here [in New 

York]. 

 

 

Q: So, do you mind talking about your involvement in that decision to go into education, to get 

that property up in Yorktown? 
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Fagin: I didn’t have any involvement other than expedition. I expedited things. Mitch decided 

along with his senior staff, and I was an expeditor. I had no decision-making power except in 

fundraising. 

 

 

Q: So then what was the nature of your fundraising, of this expediting process? What exactly did 

that look like? 

 

 

Fagin: Well, that involved finding people in California, wealthy people that our board could 

connect to and that we could get large gifts, which we did. We got one $2 million gift from a 

woman who’s still a friend of mine in L.A. [Los Angeles], from the family foundation. It wasn’t 

really her family, but it was like her family. And just helping Mitch, who was just a great 

fundraiser out there. He built the board. He hired staff. He did everything that had to be done. He 

was the mover and shaker for both Yorktown and Lake View Terrace. And they came fairly 

close together. 

 

 

Q: And for both of those jobs, that was in your capacity as executive assistant, is that correct? 

 

 

Fagin: Beginning as executive assistant, and then as fundraiser. 
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Q: OK. So reflecting back then, what are some of the other key projects that you worked on in 

your capacity in the development office? 

 

 

Fagin: Basically what every development office does: it’s the development cycle. You get a 

name; you research it; you make an ask; you thank; you do more research, you make another ask. 

It’s a development cycle. You go round and round. 

 

 

Q: It’s cultivation of a relationship. 

 

 

Fagin: You cultivate because donors, while they have to like an institution, the people that Mitch 

got were mostly giving because they admired and respected Mitch and thought he would be 

doing the right thing, which he did, always, in my opinion. I think he was a very dynamic person. 

Of course, he had chops, but he also had the background. You know his background. The navy 

and Synanon and all that. So basically, he knew what to do. And he was able to leverage people 

he knew in L.A. [Los Angeles] to come on the board, get other people to come on the board, et 

cetera. It’s still a struggle to raise adequate money in Lake View Terrace because we’re too far 

outside L.A. We’re in L.A. County, but it’s far. 
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Q: So, going further with the Lake View Terrace situation, I know that there was a whole 

initiative to have it named for Nancy [Davis] Reagan and— 

 

 

Fagin: I was very involved in that. 

 

 

Q: So would you mind explaining your perspective on that whole fundraising drive, ’88, ’89, and 

so forth? 

 

 

Fagin: Well, my perspective was, Mitch, through his connections in the White House, met Nancy 

Reagan and they hit it off. And Mitch said to her, “Why don’t we call Lake View Terrace the 

Nancy Reagan Center and we can raise money around it?” She said, “Good idea.” And she got 

her very close friend, [Mervyn Edward] Merv Griffin, to be the head of the fundraising project. 

We went to his house a number of times for meetings and various things. [interruption] And we 

raised money, quite a lot. We had a $10 million goal and about at $5 million, Nancy Reagan’s 

lawyers said to her, “Why are you raising money for Phoenix House? Let’s have a big Nancy 

Reagan Foundation and give away the money ourselves.” And she thought that was a very good 

idea.  

 

Well, Phoenix House did not. So we had pledge cards, et cetera, for all these people and it all 

said to open a Nancy Reagan Center in Lake View Terrace. So I had to gather—it took forever—
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to get all these papers together that were here in New York, Xerox them for copies here, box 

them, send them to the attorney general who then met with Mitch and our lawyer and with Nancy 

Reagan’s lawyer. And about two months later, the decision came down, “No. This money 

belongs to Phoenix House. Nancy Reagan, you cannot have it. It says very clearly it’s for the 

Nancy Reagan Center at Lake View Terrace.” And she said, “Well, I don’t want the Nancy 

Reagan Center.” She said, “Fine. It’ll be for Lake View Terrace.” The attorney general of the 

state of California forbid her to take the money, so she couldn’t. And that was the basic monies 

that funded Lake View Terrace, raised by what was to be the Nancy Reagan Center. So that’s 

what happened with that. It was a long and tedious process. A lot of paperwork, but it all got 

done. 

 

 

Q: Part of the reason I ask about that is because I notice that you were quoted in the August 1989 

Los Angeles Times article about the piece, just offering a small bit of commentary on it. 

 

 

Fagin: I don’t even remember that. Great! I’d better look that up. 

 

 

Q: At the time, you just said basically what you just said: “This is an extremely complicated 

situation under philanthropic law. They’ve all taken tax deductions”—‘they’ being the donors, 

had already taken tax deductions for all this. 
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Fagin: Exactly. They can’t give away money again. Anyway, it was very clear what its purpose 

was: Lake View Terrace School. That was its purpose. So no matter what she said, there was 

nothing that she could do about that. That’s what it was. It was for the school. So that made an 

enormous difference and that was a great battle that Mitch won. And, of course, Nancy Reagan 

didn’t speak to him forever, but then they met in a restaurant maybe three or four years later and 

he went to the table and she was gracious, so there was no more anger. I think she understood 

that her lawyers really were bum. They thought they could do something without recognizing the 

paperwork said something different. And that’s what counts. All those signed pledges for Lake 

View Terraces, which—I was rigid about having signed pledges, knowing that she was a difficult 

woman, and anything could happen at any time, as it did. 

 

 

Q: So these signed pledges, was that your typical policy when it came to development, or was 

that something that you did specifically for this? 

 

 

Fagin: No. You always want a signed pledge for anytime—an oral pledge can even hold. If 

someone says to you in a meeting, “You know, I think I’ll give you $1 million at year end.” You 

go home, back to your office, and you write a letter, copied to your boss, copied to that person, 

“We were so thrilled to hear that you plan to donate $1 million.” If they don’t contradict it, they 

owe you $1 million. And that happened a few times at Hazelden where I got those millions. 

Mitch got the millions over here, mostly. 
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Q: So, we’ve discussed a little bit about Yorktown and we’ve talked about Lake View Terrace. I 

believe there was another expansion in Los Angeles, one in San Diego as well? 

 

 

Fagin: Yes, San Diego came along, too. It was very petite. It was a tiny little place. I think there 

was like sixty beds or something, cabins, way up in the hills. And it was very difficult, also, to 

get any money from San Diego people because it was so far away. But it was a beautiful place. A 

famous architect did the school. I wish I could remember who it was right now, but it was 

someone very, very famous that Mitch got to do it. And San Diego still exists, I think. I didn’t 

hear it didn’t. 

 

 

Q: It does. 

 

 

Fagin: And then came Belle Terre in upstate New York. I’m not sure the chronological sequence. 

Some of them were running on parallel tracks. When I first came here, Phoenix House had 

swallowed some other small programs in the Bronx and other places which did increase our size. 

That was in ’78, ’79, ’80. 
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Q: Right about the time of your arrival, yes. 

 

 

Fagin: Yes. Exactly. 

 

 

Q: So these other development opportunities, these other centers that opened, you mentioned 

some of the convolutions that have happened. With Yorktown, these were these issues with the 

zoning regulations working with the school system and so forth. And then you’ve mentioned this 

Nancy Reagan Center situation. Were those typical sorts of challenges for— 

 

 

Fagin: Well, there was almost always “Not in my backyard” [NIMBY]. We had to deal with 

NIMBY on just about everything because people think, you know, these people are going to be 

running out, stealing their money, and shooting up, and doing everything else. If anybody wants 

to leave one of those facilities, we give them bus fare and take them to the bus stop, say, “Bye.” 

First they have to wait. We ask them to sit on the bench in the hallway with all their stuff 

gathered and let people come and talk to them that you shouldn’t leave. But most people leave 

because they know they’ll be “in the pots.” That means that they’ll have extra K.P. [kitchen 

patrol] and duties, et cetera., et cetera. 

 

But some people came back because they knew they needed to, because they went right outside, 

did people, places, and things wrong, and were deadbeats on the street once again. We took a lot 
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of people from the streets because drug addicts don’t come to treatment willingly. They don’t get 

up one day and say, “Gee, I think I’ll go to treatment.” No. It doesn’t work like that. Most people 

are forced into treatment. It doesn’t matter how rich they are or if they’re laying in the gutter. 

They still don’t want to go to treatment. So it’s very hard to hold them in the first few months 

because of all the reasons you can imagine, but Phoenix House has done a good job of holding 

people. But it’s very, very difficult to work with drug addicts. 

 

 

Q: So coming from a development perspective, when you meet that “Not in my backyard,” that 

NIMBY syndrome sort of a thing, what was your response to it? 

 

 

Fagin: Our response was how many safeguards we have for the residents and the neighborhood, 

that Phoenix House has people on duty in the halls all night long, monitors, the doors, et cetera. 

et cetera. I mean, it wasn’t a prison by a long shot, but nor was it, “Oh, go take a stroll down the 

street.” No. When people got to leave the facility, they usually had an escort which was another 

more senior resident, and they would go out with them to visit their family or something to make 

sure they stayed on the straight and narrow. Sometimes the person we sent with them and them 

both got in trouble, because it’s very difficult to deal with drug addicts. It’s not easy. And 

psychiatrists are basically not qualified to do it. Mitch doesn’t do it as a psychiatrist. He formed 

Phoenix House as a peer-relationship group. It’s peers working with peers to change behavior. 

It’s not psychiatrists. Shrinks are not very successful in working with drug addicts. 
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Q: I’m curious about your perspectives on the therapeutic community, that T.C. approach, and 

your sense. Do you think that changed at all over your time at Phoenix House? 

 

 

Fagin: Oh, enormously. We used to treat people very differently than they do now. If you were in 

trouble, you had to wear torn clothes while you were doing your work detail. You could be on a 

ban from talking to somebody—if you disrespected a female resident, you couldn’t speak to 

females for weeks and weeks on end. And your peers had a responsibility to report you. That was 

part of their duty if you broke the rules because it’s peers confronting peers about their negative 

behavior. That’s the basis of the therapeutic community and that’s how it’s very different from a 

fancy place like Hazelden or Betty Ford Center. While there are groups, there’s counselors doing 

everything. Almost all of our counselors have been people who have been in the program. They 

get it and know what’s involved. 

 

 

Q: And so do you think that that early T.C. model with those sorts of punishments and that sort 

of peer enforcement of a community ethic—you mention that you think that shifted in some way. 

 

 

Fagin: Not the community ethic, just the punishments for when you did the wrong thing because 

that wasn’t considered humane after a while. When I went to Hazelden, they questioned me 

severely on the negative stuff they’d heard about Phoenix House. Of course, I had to tell them 
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they don’t do that stuff anymore. It all changed during my years. They stopped doing all those 

things. 

 

 

Q: And what do you attribute that shift to? 

 

 

Fagin: Well, partly maybe to OASAS [Office of Alcoholism and Substance Abuse Services]. 

The state didn’t want that to happen. And maybe just because a realization on the part of 

counselors that really didn’t help that much, that it was much better to reinforce people positively 

than negative. You know, there are the ten rules. Number one, don’t kill anybody. Number two, 

don’t hit anybody—because in these groups, they used to get violent. People would pick up a 

chair and throw it and stuff like that. And I’m sure they still do. There’s a lot of anger in addicts 

and a lot of very painful background. Most of the girls have been abused, the women in Phoenix 

House, by somebody: father, lover, husband. So there’s a lot of patching up to do of broken 

people here. And there’s a lot of that that goes on very successfully, because I know some of the 

people that went through treatment in the early years and how whole they are now. So good 

treatment helps return treatment to wholeness—because when they come here, they’re not whole. 

They’re all broken up, which is what drugs and alcohol do, and bad families, and abuse, and all 

the terrible things that happen to people. So there’s a lot of patching going on here. And that’s 

true at Hazelden, too, where everybody’s rich and pays $25,000 for a month’s treatment. I mean, 

they’re all broken up too and have terrible parents who’ve done all the wrong things, et cetera.  
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Of course, we do have parent groups here, just as they do everywhere, family groups, because 

the family needs to understand where you were and why and where you want to go. 

So that was the component of family therapy started to exist when I was here and that was very 

good program where whole families would meet without their person, but with a psychologist to 

talk about “Why is your child here and what’s going to happen when he leaves?” So those were 

very successful. That was instituted during my years, the family therapy groups, and that was 

very helpful. 

 

 

Q: So, you mentioned that in your first position here as Mitch’s assistant, you had a decent 

amount of contact with the residents. When you switched to the development office— 

 

 

Fagin: Same thing. 

 

 

Q: It was about the same? 

 

 

Fagin: Because they all worked in the office, helped us. I used to call over to the house, “I need 

people to stuff 1,000 envelopes tomorrow afternoon.” “OK, we’ll send them.” So they send five 

people, gave them car fare, one senior person with them, they came and sat in a conference room 

like this with big boxes and we had them stuff mail. Because we couldn’t afford people to do 



  Fagin – Session #1 – 25 

that, nor could staff take the time to do that. So we used residents to do that in my years. I don’t 

know if they do that anymore. That might not be considered correct even though it was great and 

all those people liked it. They loved to come out and come over here and have a job. We would 

buy them Cokes and a hamburger, et cetera, et cetera, because they were working for eight hours. 

They were stuffing hundreds of envelopes. Thousands, sometimes. 

 

 

Q: Was that the typical task that they would do, or were there other ways in which residents 

assisted? 

 

 

Fagin: There were many ways. They went on errands. They delivered things. They cleaned up 

and swept up when things were a mess. They did a lot of strong, good things. And they didn’t 

mind, but somebody minded. I think it was OASAS that said, “You can’t use them for labor.” So 

we stopped using them for labor. 

 

 

Q: In your time? 

 

 

Fagin: In my time, I believe. Even though we did have sweat equity when we built our new 

buildings like Long Island City, we had sweat equity and we would put it in the budget, because 

what were we doing? We were teaching those people carpentry and how to put in windows. In 
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other words, we had people on staff who would work with these people and teach them skills. So 

that was OK. If they were learning skills, fine. And they did a lot. We had sweat equity in a lot of 

our projects, which we put that in, that we were going to have eight people for ten weeks, five 

days a week, and if we had to pay them, that would be worth $80,000 or something. So that was 

a sweat equity piece that was Phoenix House’s piece, which we did a lot in a lot of residences to 

make them better—and buildings. 

 

 

Q: So, we’ve discussed that there were a lot of major development efforts during your time at 

Phoenix House. I’m curious about the populations that were targeted for these development 

efforts. Because of course— 

 

 

Fagin: All right. The first big thing I worked on was—Phoenix House has always been very big 

in special events, meaning big dinners which we’d charge anywhere $50,000 for an underwriter 

to $1,000 for a ticket. And Mitch would get these people. And the first one was in ’79, and that 

was Peter G. Peterson. And he got us the second one, which was my old boss—who said no to 

Pete Peterson—but by then, I had transitioned here and I went to see him and said, “John J. 

McCloy, we need you.” He said, “OK.” So he was the second one. Then we had board members, 

chairmen of big corporations, Coca-Cola [Company], General Foods [Corporation], et cetera, 

that former honorees and chairs of these dinners that Mitch got for us. And Phoenix House is still 

very big in special events, fashion and otherwise, corporate, and makes a lot of money from 

these events. And Mitch is the mover and shaker in those events.  
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Last week, somebody else honored Mitch. That was something called the Living Legends dinner. 

You could look it up and there were very prestigious people there. I think Mitch would have 

been the least-known name. But it was called Living Legends. You should look it up on the 

Internet and see who else was honored. Mitch was. It was last Wednesday, I think, was the event. 

I’ve forgotten where. 

 

Because Mitch is a living legend. He did this. He built this huge organization—with help, but 

without him, it would never have happened because he had the charm, the charisma, the chops, 

and the background as a shrink to have people believe he knew what he was doing, which he did 

know. So the whole therapeutic community came out of Synanon via Mitch and then—well, 

you’ve read the history. You know Abe Beame, all the stuff that happened and all the people that 

tried to prove bad things about Phoenix House—and they weren’t able to do it. You could still 

try to do it, prove bad things about Phoenix House. All you have to do is read the Internet, a 

restaurant review, and you see there’s two praising and 1,400 people saying, “I didn’t like this.” 

People love to be negative. That’s just part of human nature. If I can knock you, I will. 

 

So I was very involved in the early special events. Even though we had a Director of 

Development, I was still involved in those. And, of course, when I went to Hazelden, I started 

their special events. They had never had one before and they were very successful because they 

had the children in treatment. They had had, of a lot of things, New Yorkers who came and 

helped with those events. So, I don’t know, I’m trying to think back to say what else was 
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involved. Doing good research so that Mitch had what he needed to go and sit down with a very 

wealthy person and say, “We need your help and this is why.” And Mitch was very good at that. 

 

 

Q: And did the development office have anything to do with research, commissioning it or 

conducting it in any way? 

 

 

Fagin: Well, we did all the research on donors. We didn’t do the research for Phoenix House. We 

had a department of research. Dr. George De Leon, for many years during my time, was the 

person who did all our research, our studies, “Five years out of treatment, this is what we found,” 

blah, blah, blah. He did all of that. But he left, I would say, he left a year or so before I did and 

became a consultant. 

 

 

Q: So the development office, it sounds like, worked extensively with private donors, with— 

 

 

Fagin: Foundations and corporations, but the corporations almost always gave to dinners, to buy 

a table. Whereas the foundations never buy tables. We invite them as our guests. That’s not 

useful for them. They’d rather go after a project. 

We had a huge mothers and children’s project funded by the [May and Samuel] Rudin 

Foundation. That was in the ’80s when the daughter, Beth Rudin DeWoody, was on the board 
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and we used to get fifty or more per year to run this program in Long Island City for drug-

addicted mothers to reunite with their children who were in the welfare system so that when they 

came out, their children would at least know who they are. And that was very successful. We 

started a number of those programs. Some succeeded; some did not, as is typical when you start 

programs. 

 

First of all, funding is always a constant problem. If we can’t fund it, we can’t do it. It’s just that 

simple. So it was the development office’s job to raise general operating support, keep on the 

lights, as well as money for special projects. So we would meet with various people around the 

whole Phoenix House system to find out what was going on so that we could raise money 

accurately for their needs. We didn’t give them a wish list. Yes, everybody would like a baseball 

diamond. No. We’re not building baseball diamonds. We’re doing something else. So it was 

always keeping them in line for what they wanted. 

 

During my time, we used to do something great which was called Field Day and that was when 

everybody from all the houses went to Yorktown and we spent a whole day playing sports. And 

there were winners, whether it was a gunny sack race, baseball game, or whatever it was. It was a 

chance for everybody in the Phoenix House system to get together. It was a great day. Buses all 

over the place taking people. It was a huge thing to arrange. Is anybody interviewing Jean [L.] 

Scott? 

 

 

Q: Yes. I believe that interview happened last week. 
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Fagin: I’ve got to speak to her, to Jean, about that. She’s still a good friend and she’s very 

involved for so many years as a clinician. And she had chops because she came from treatment. 

She was a drug addict and everything else. She came through treatment. She got it. Went right on 

to work through the system until she became V.P. and in charge of the residential services. And 

she was a great lady, and still is. 

 

 

Q: So you worked a lot with these private donors. Did the development office have anything to 

do with securing public funds? 

 

 

Fagin: No, nothing. That was all done separately. That was done first through Norwig Debye-

Saxinger which I’m sure will be interviewed, and then through Amy [Singer], who I’m sure will 

be interviewed, too. No, the government funds were completely separate from the private funds. 

We did have something which we started: it was called, in my time, the Phoenix House 

Development Fund. Its purpose was to hold the private monies because New York State said, 

“Well, why am I giving you $5 million? You’ve got $5 million.” So we separated it from the 

Phoenix House money and put it into the development fund and it paid part of Mitch’s salary, 

Kevin’s salary, mine, everybody else’s, and it had a five-member board and it did its own thing. 

And then eventually, New York State said, “No, you can’t have that anymore.” So that was 

dissolved. But we had it for a number of years and it worked very well. 
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Q: So if Phoenix House grew this substantially during your time there, how did the internal 

structure change or grow in terms of the bureaucracy, in terms of the offices, in terms of the 

accountability, all that sort of thing? 

 

 

Fagin: A lot more people. We just kept reconfiguring this building to squeeze them in and then 

we used the warehouse for people that used to be in this building so we changed the usage of 

what we did. We used to have a school on the fifth floor, a day school called One Step—what 

was it called? Step One. The kids used to run like crazy through the building. But it was very 

good when donors came to see us treating people in a day school right here. Donors like to see 

what you’re doing. 

 

We used to take people up to Yorktown. I didn’t have Mitch go with anybody to a tour of 

Yorktown unless I knew they would give at least $10,000 because it took a lot of his time. So, it 

was our job to decide who was doing what and how and get Mitch prepared. We used to write 

briefing memos. And that would say, “Here’s the donor. Here’s their background. Here’s what 

we know about them. And here’s what you need to ask for.” So that was a briefing memo. I used 

to do those before Mitch had every visit so that he had a piece of paper and knew right away 

when he was going down to the meeting what the whole story was, how we met this person, what 

we were asking for, why we were asking for it, and then you could depend on Mitch to do a good 

job. 
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Q: And so how would you determine in advance, then, what was an appropriate sum for Mitch to 

ask for? What was the arithmetic? 

 

 

Fagin: Through what they gave to other organizations and who they gave to. I was writing all the 

time and having sent to my house the annual reports of other organizations so I could see, Oh, 

this guy always gives the 10 to $25,000 level, so let’s ask him for that. Another guy who only 

gave $1,000, you wouldn’t ask him for $10,000. He’d fall on the floor in a dead faint. 

 

Although you did get surprises. There were surprises. Once I asked somebody for a quarter 

million and then I said, “And when you do that”—I asked him for $250,000—“you’ll have 

reached $750,000 in your giving.” And he called me back ten minutes later and he said, “I’m 

going to give $500,000 so I’ll be $1 million.” I said, “Thank you very much.” That rarely 

happens, very rarely. 

 

But people are good and when they have extra money and they like an organization, that’s when 

they give to it. But the number one thing why people give is the people at the head of the 

organization. Do they trust them? And then comes the mission. Tax exemption is like number 

five on the list of ten. That’s not the main reason people give money. They give money because 

they’re good people and think that they can help people. It’s because they want to be helpers in 

life, and that’s what we make them. 



  Fagin – Session #1 – 33 

 

When we see donors, no matter how tough or horrible they are in business with their black hat 

on, when we go and see them as donors they put their white hat on and they’re good guys. So 

that’s what we want to make sure, that we’re approaching people as good guys who want to help. 

Because that’s how I want to be approached and so do you, if we’re going to give a gift, whether 

it’s $10 or whatever. So fundraising is not rocket science. We all do it the exact same classic 

way, all of us. 

 

I don’t know if you’re interviewing Jill Nevins, if anybody is—she’s the current head of 

fundraising—probably not. She’s been here, like, two and a half years. 

 

 

Q: I’m not personally. 

 

 

Fagin: I suggested her and she’s done well here. She’s a smart woman. You’ve got to be to 

handle a relationship with Howard and Mitch. It’s not always easy, but it’s working easier over 

the years and she’s been good at doing that. 

 

As we talk, more and more things occur to me, like what just did, but basically, development 

office’s purpose is to research, ask, and receive, and re-ask private donors which are also 

foundations. And many private donors have their own personal foundation. You’re going to give 

to, I’ll just say Russell [Edward] Brand. Russell Brand’s giving the gift, but it’s going to come 
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from the Russell Brand Charitable Trust or some such thing where he’s put money away to be 

able to give it away. And that has to do with taxes, very often. But it’s private money no matter 

what. It’s not government money. Whether it’s a foundation, private, the Ford Foundation or 

whoever it is, that’s still private money. 

 

 

Q: So I know during your time at Phoenix House there were a lot of different programs that sort 

of targeted different populations in some sense. You had some for youth, which would be the 

academies, and other adolescent programs—in prisons, for example. And then, of course, 

different varying programs for adults. I was wondering if you could say something about some of 

those different programs—how you might raise money for those different populations. 

 

 

Fagin: You can’t raise any money for the prison programs because everybody knows the New 

York state is paying for that. So you don’t raise money for the prison programs, women or men. 

No. We never raised any money for that. 

 

The easiest thing to raise money for was the schools: Lake View Terrace and Yorktown because 

people think there’s hope in young people and that they’re the ones who are going to make the 

difference. So it’s easiest to raise money for the youth programs. Adult programs—when I first 

came here, people used to say, “They got into themselves. Let them get out of it.” It was a much 

harder line because people didn’t understand addiction, which they do much more now. So you 

don’t hear that so much as we used to in my day at Phoenix House. 
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Q: Did that change over your time at Phoenix House or is that a more recent thing from your 

time at Hazelden or since? 

 

 

Fagin: Both. All of it. It’s gradual, through the years. It was a gradual thing. 

 

 

Q: So it’s become easier in a sense, or become more do-able to raise money for adult programs 

relative to when you began. 

 

 

Fagin: Yes, I would say so. Yes. 

 

 

Q: So coming to the end of your time in Phoenix House—you leave in 1995. And this is right 

around the time programs are being opened up in Texas. 

 

 

Fagin: That’s right. I was not at all involved in the Texas programs. Nothing whatsoever, 

because I was out the door at that time. Because I knew I was leaving, three months before I left 
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to give Mitch a chance to get his development act together—so I was not at all involved in 

Texas. 

 

 

Q: And so you mentioned, of course, that there was an executive search conducted by Hazelden 

and that’s how you made that transition. 

 

 

Fagin: Actually, my predecessor recommended me at Hazelden, who knew I had a reason to 

move to Minnesota, not just out of the blue. And he heads another very big program now, that 

guy. His name is Doug Tieman. So, of course, I was interviewed by the search firm, but I had 

already met the president of Hazelden and he’d already decided, “I want you.” And it was more 

pro forma to meet with the search person so they could say they got their fee. 

 

So I think executive search in non-profit is something that happened during my years at Phoenix 

House and lots of people who were fundraisers are now search people because they know the 

people in the field and they know what people need in various organizations and so forth. So 

that’s something that did happen in my years, the evolution of executive searches for all levels of 

people in the non-profit world. 

 

 

Q: And so since you’re switching into Hazelden which, as you said, is a private corporation— 
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Fagin: And it takes no government dollars. 

 

 

Q: So, do you mind talking about that transition, if any, working in this Phoenix House context, 

taking government dollars, not for profit, into Hazelden—the translatability of the skills, the 

work environment? 

 

 

Fagin: The work environment was very different at Hazelden. It was a kind, gentle place. When I 

left Phoenix House, it was still kind of tough. And the people at Hazelden wanted me to assure 

them none of the things that used to go on went on. And I told them, “We didn’t do any of that at 

Phoenix House anymore. Those things are all of the past.” 

 

The transition was very easy because I was doing the exact same thing. I just had a different list 

of donors and of board members to meet with. But the methods I used were exactly the same, 

because fundraising is classic. As I said, everybody does it the same way. Variations on this 

theme: don’t put all your eggs in one basket; don’t just do special events or major gifts or direct 

mail; do everything so that if one thing fails, you have something else. And direct mail 

solicitation does come out of the development office also. And we do a lot of that at Phoenix 

House also. 
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Q: And so when you say “the tough stuff,” you’re referring to the residents and the T.C.? So, 

you’re talking about the treatment as opposed— 

 

 

Fagin: The dynamic of the T.C. 

 

 

Q: Yes, yes, yes. 

 

 

Fagin: Which is not so tough now. But still strong, strong, because I went to a few groups two 

years ago when I was consulting here and they were tough. It was mostly prisoners that I was 

going to see, the prison programs, because that was when Long Island City had been converted 

into a skills network school for people coming out of treatment or out of the prisons, so that was 

adults. And they were learning skills there while they were rehabbing buildings and doing sweat 

equity, they were still learning stuff. 

 

So I don’t know what it’s like, really, but it’s gentler. Because I met yesterday with my friend 

who heads the veterans program in Long Island, Julia Floyd-Ventura, who came to Phoenix 

House as a resident in 1990. And I met her then. She worked in the development office and in 

public relations and helped me. And then she left for five years and was a nursing assistant or 

some such thing, and then she decided she wanted to come back. And she was immediately 

rehired by Phoenix House. First of all, because she was one of the few white women to 
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successfully go through the program and be able to be—we had a lot of black women that were 

capable. We had very few white women. So she was very successful and she still is. But what 

was your question? I lost track. 

 

 

Q: My question was originally comparing Hazelden and Phoenix House, but this idea of this 

toughness in the encounter groups, that sort of thing. 

 

 

Fagin: Yes. There was no encounters in that sense at Hazelden. There were always counselors in 

the room and things were always quieter. I’ll put it that way. People were discouraged from 

yelling, screaming, and doing all that, which was allowed here, to get your feelings out. 

 

 

Q: And so in your work here, was it at all typical for you to be a part of these encounter groups? 

Was that a part of your work life at all? 

 

 

Fagin: No. Only if we took—usually it was only a board member—we took them and allowed 

them to observe. And, of course, we would get the permission of the residents. “This is so-and-so 

who is on the board and most of you know me and blah, blah, blah.” 
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I did have one thing that was fun to do. I taught etiquette in Yorktown. I taught the kids what to 

do if you make a bad noise, how to deal with that. How to order in a restaurant. How to set a 

table. Where this goes. How to read a menu. A lot of people had never, ever even been in a 

restaurant. They were just used to eating hot dogs in the street. So that was a lot of fun: teaching 

people etiquette, good behavior. And a lot of people liked it because they felt more confident. 

And then we would send people out on “dates,” evenings where they could exercise these skills 

that they had received. I don’t know if we do that anymore, but that was a lot of fun, and the kids 

liked it, too. They liked to know what to do. If you make a bad noise sitting in a chair, you don’t 

point at the other guy and say, “He did it.” You say, “Excuse me,” and that’s it. People were so 

shocked that you said that and you admitted it. Everybody does that. “The queen does it.”  

 

 

Q: So you mentioned that relatively few white women graduated from the program relative to 

black women in terms of the constituency— 

 

 

Fagin: Well, there were very few in it compared to black women. There weren’t nearly as many. 

A lot of Hispanics, also. But there weren’t very many Irish women like my friend Julia Floyd. 

There weren’t a lot of those. So they were very happy to get her back and keep promoting her, 

which is what’s happened to her. 
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Q: And so how did Phoenix House go about identifying candidates from among the residents 

who might then become staffers? Was that something you were involved with? 

 

 

Fagin: Well, if they knew you worked in somebody’s office, they asked you, “What did you 

think of that person?” But usually it was their counselors in their residential treatment that knew 

the most about them and what to recommend them for, et cetera., et cetera. 

 

 

Q: And in your case in the development office, what was the makeup of that relative to staffers 

being brought in from outside or compared to being  [unclear] from residents? 

 

 

Fagin: Development is one of the hardest places because you have to be a special kind of person, 

dress a special way. You have to be able to go sit in the board room at JPMorgan Chase [and 

Company] and speak to the chairman. Can’t always do that. Sometimes I would take a resident 

with me to say, “This is so-and-so who’s in our program and she’d like to tell you what she 

learned in the last year about herself and life.” Because the most effective person to speak about 

Phoenix House is a resident. 

 

We used to take people on tours and have them sit down with a carefully-selected group of 

residents who would tell their story: where I was before I came to Phoenix House, how is it here, 
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and what are my dreams for the future. That’s what donors want to hear, whether it is from kids 

or adults. They want to hear their stories just like everywhere.  

 

That’s what we have the Internet for: to tell stories. We didn’t have the Internet then, although it 

was a donor of mine who called me up one day in 1994 and said, “I have this homepage on the 

Internet and I’d like to put Phoenix House on there so that people could make contributions to 

Phoenix House.” So, of course, I cleared it with Mitch and he said, “Go for it.” And that was the 

very beginning, the first time that Phoenix House was ever on the Internet, was through a donor. 

So you never know. This donor never gave more than $100, but he had heart for Phoenix House, 

and that’s what really counts. “What do you think about these people who are struggling to 

reclaim their lives? Can you help them?” That’s what I say. “They need your help. Can you 

help? And at what level can you help?” Soon as I showed people a chart that said, “We’re trying 

to raise for general operating support: $2 million. We need four gifts at $250,000 and we need 

these many at this and this. Where do you see yourself on this?” I would let people point to it 

themselves. “I think I could give a $10,000 gift.” “That would be wonderful.” And the next year, 

we would go back and ask them for twenty-five [thousand]. So it’s always up the donor ladder. 

We’re always trying to get the smaller donor to give more money. Up the donor ladder. 

 

Mitch used to have to be very careful when asking his friends for money, too, because you don’t 

want to alienate people, that because they’re your personal friends, you’re asking them for half a 

million dollars. So you have to be very careful about that. Even though he did ask for and receive 

$1 million from Peter G. Peterson at some point. Not at the beginning, but at some point. So 

that’s what the development office is looking to do. Find people, good people, who want to 
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support this cause. And then figure out, “How can we maximize their giving? How can we get 

them up the donor ladder?” That’s what we want to do. So that’s what we do. 

 

 

Q: Wonderful. Before we close out, I just have a few more questions. 

 

 

Fagin: Go right ahead. 

 

 

Q: Thank you. You mentioned on the phone when we spoke yesterday that you came back to 

Phoenix House as a consultant in the 2008 to 2010 period, which, of course, is after Mitch had 

stepped down as president and CEO.  

 

 

Fagin: Correct. 

 

 

Q: I’m curious about the context that you found here, the professional environment that you 

found here in 2008 relative to the one that you left in 1995. I’m curious if you could reflect about 

returning here after that time away. 
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Fagin: Well, because I had so many friends here, because I was a donor, read the newsletters, I 

knew what was happening at all times at Phoenix House. So it wasn’t like a shock. I knew I 

would enter a different environment. I reported to Howard. Not really, because Mitch was the 

chief fundraiser, but technically. I don’t think there was any love lost between Howard and 

myself over the years because I was seen as a “Mitch person.” So there’s always been who is a 

“Mitch person” and who is a “Howard person.” And that probably still exists, although there’s 

some successful people like Amy [Singer] who manages to negotiate between both of them, and 

so does the director of development, but that’s not always easy, because they view the world 

differently. And Mitch has the paper and Howard has the business sense, although Mitch clearly 

has some good business sense, too. But Howard was the business man. He was on the board for a 

few years before he was elected as the president. And he came from a background of 

turnarounds. And Phoenix House needed turning around when he came on board. It needed a 

new push in different directions. But there’s still a lot of trouble here, I know that. 

Two people called me last year and said, “Did you hear about new problems?” I said, 

“No.” Wanted to get each one’s take on the new problems. But same as the old problems, just 

new names attached. So the atmosphere, I don’t think was that different, to tell you the truth. I 

didn’t find it that different.  

 

 

Q: I came directly here. 
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Fagin: Right. Well, I sat a little office right around the corner from Millie where I sat and did 

whatever I was doing. And helped on the searches, went through all the resumes as they were 

searching for a director of development. And in the end, I recommended a friend of mine who 

got the job—after all of that. But that’s often the way. People want to hire someone they know 

can do the job, and that’s someone you can vouch for. Because we had a couple of unsuccessful 

executive searches in the past for development officers. It’s hard to find good development 

officers and you have to pay them a lot of money. $200,000 is not a big salary for a good 

development officer who is raising 10 million. It’s not. Or 5 million, even. Because you’ve got to 

have somebody to lead the troops into battle and get the private dollars, and that’s who that 

person is, your senior development officer. 

 

 

Q: And so when you were brought back, it was to help in that search? Or were there other tasks 

as well? 

 

 

Fagin: I helped in that search and I helped in some other things, too. Education programs, things 

like that. But primarily, I oversaw the development staff that was still left here and I worked on 

the searches. It wasn’t a full-time job. I would come two or three days a week, six hours a day, 

because I had a lot of consultancies in those days for various other organizations. So I was 

portioning my time out. Because that was sort of in my prime when I really had all the tools, ten 

years ago. And I was much younger. 
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Q: So before we close out, you’ve spoken a lot about your relationship with Mitch Rosenthal. 

Are there any other collaborators from your time at Phoenix House that you think are key in 

terms of what you were able to accomplish there, in terms of development? 

 

 

Fagin: Not really, no. No one stayed long enough to make a difference. In development, the 

average stay is two to three years. Then people move on so they can have a higher-level job and 

more money. This is not a field where people—I was the exception staying so many years at both 

Phoenix House and Hazelden. That’s not usual. 

 

 

Q: And so, what does it mean to you—what do you think the impact has been on you in your 

career that you spent so much time in these two different locations as opposed to this more 

typical career path? 

 

 

Fagin: I say there’s two ways to get that success and get your salary way up there. One is to keep 

changing jobs every three years, and the other is to stay where you are, do a great job, and get 

more money. I chose that path. I was not a seeker of a lot of jobs. When I became a consultant I 

had to do a little marketing then among people I knew, but no, it wasn’t that different. No. I 

don’t think so. 
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Q: Is there anything else that you would like to say about any of these subjects that we have been 

talking about, about Phoenix House now, about your hopes for it going forward, or— 

 

 

Fagin: Obviously, I think that it has a huge role to play because it’s part of the network for 

people who fall through the net. It’s part of the way to recapture these people from the streets or 

from difficult lives and try to set them on a path toward good citizenship and toward health. I 

mean, health is a very big thing, which is why we have physicians on the staff here and so forth. 

Because these people come in, they don’t even know how to brush their teeth. Here’s how you 

brush your teeth. Here’s a toothbrush. They all need dental work. We have these mobile dental 

vans that go around. That started, I think, in my day, too. 

 

I think we had our first on-staff physicians—we always had psychologists—but I think that was 

in the ’90s where that happened. And I think we need more of that because there’s so many 

people out there with nowhere to go, nobody to turn to, nothing to do. And so there’s a huge role 

for Phoenix House and all its subsidiaries into the future, and it should continue to grow and to 

prosper. That’s what I think because the need is there and we need to do what people need to be 

done. That’s the most important thing. 

 

 

Q: And so if that’s the need, then what do you think the current moment is for Phoenix House in 

the future, its prospects, its opportunities? 
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Fagin: To keep cleaning up its act, because everywhere, non-profit has a mess somewhere. And 

keep pushing forward, to expand into areas where it’s needed and to do a great job. Try to return 

more and more people to health and to a good life. Train them, give them skills. Everybody has 

to get their GED, et cetera, who graduates. I mean, that’s a very big thing for people who haven’t 

been to school since the sixth grade. So there’s a lot to do in education, also, because nobody can 

go forward without an education. So Phoenix House is very good about letting people go out and 

get their GEDs or bringing people in to get those degrees, because they’re really important. 

That’s the roots. We have to establish the roots that these people can grow on. So that’s the skills 

building that goes on here, and a lot of it goes on, and a lot more needs to because these people 

are severely deficient in just about everything. 

 

 

Q: Well, thank you so much. 

 

 

Fagin: I enjoyed it. Thank you. 

 

 

Q: Good, I’m glad, I’m glad. It’s mutual. Is there anything else that you’d like to add? 
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Fagin: I don’t think so. I think one way or another, you’ve got it all. Everything I have to say is 

just about there. And my high opinion of Phoenix House: not perfect, but continuing to strive and 

do the right thing by this disadvantaged population. 

 

 

Q: Wonderful. We’ll close on that. 

 

 

Fagin: OK. Great. 

 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


