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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with James Ferguson 

conducted by Lance Thurner on October 16, 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. 



 

 

Q: OK. So this is Lance Thurner, and I am at the River Club in East Manhattan [New York] to 

interview James Ferguson for the Phoenix House Oral History Project. It is October 16th, and a 

rainy October 16th. So James, can you tell me a little about where and when you were born, and a 

little bit about your background growing up?    

 

Ferguson: Yes. Well, I was born in Evanston, Illinois, and my family had lived here a couple of 

generations before me. I went through high school in Evanston. And then went to Hamilton 

College [New York], and into the Army, then back to Hamilton. So that would be from 1946 to 

1949, and then Harvard Business School. I graduated from there in 1951, and worked for Procter 

& Gamble for eleven years, and then moved to New York. I decided I didn’t want to live in 

Cincinnati [Ohio] for the rest of my life, and got a job actually with at an advertising agency for 

about a year. Went from there to General Foods through a friend of mine, and I was with General 

Foods for 30 years.  

 

I came up primarily through the marketing area of General Foods, Jell-O, and Maxwell House 

Coffee, and stuff like that, and became Chief Executive Officer [CEO] in 1973 and was CEO for 

twelve years. General Foods at that point was bought out by Philip Morris. I retired a couple of 

years after that from General Foods.   
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During my career with General Foods I lived primarily in Wilton, Connecticut. And then in New 

York for about ten years after my first wife and I were divorced, and my second wife and I were 

married. She’s from South Carolina, but she was a great New York fan. So we lived here in New 

York and I reverse commuted to our headquarters in White Plains for that period. I’ve got three 

children now all grown, and they have a total of eleven children, and those eleven have eight 

great-grandchildren. 

 

Q: Oh, congratulations. That’s a big family. 

 

Ferguson: [laughs] So it’s gotten to be quite a group. 

 

Q: Yes. So can you explain a little bit—as you were growing up and you went to Hamilton 

College, did you expect to go into business? Was your family in business? 

 

Ferguson: Yes.  

 

Q: Yes? 

 

Ferguson: Yes. Yes, my father and grandfather were both in the business world, both, actually, in 

the advertising, marketing area. 

 

Q: But so then you’re then going into marketing in a certain heyday of marketing, right? I mean 

this is the era of this Mad Men TV show—  
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Ferguson: Yes. Yes, right. 

 

Q: —everyone watches today. 

 

Ferguson: Right. Yes.  

 

Q: Did it seem like you were on some kind of cutting edge of American business at that point? 

 

Ferguson: I don’t think I ever thought about it that way. I thought actually what I was doing was 

reasonably worthwhile. The way we tried to operate was to be as good citizens as we could be, 

and our products were as valuable as we could make them. But I don’t think I had the cutting 

edge feeling. 

 

Q: Yes, OK. I’d like to ask you a little bit about moving eastward. You come from the Midwest, 

and moved first to Hamilton College, then eventually to New York City. I can’t help but think 

about the Great Gatsby as I think about that.  

 

Ferguson: Yes. 

 

Q: What was it like coming east, and did it seem like a different place and a different world? 

 



  Ferguson – Session 1 – 4 
 
 
 
Ferguson: Well, I don’t think it was particularly shocking. My first exposure was at Hamilton. It 

was during the war, and there were only about thirty or so people in my class. So it was a rather 

intimate group. I did, later on, when I was working at Proctor & Gamble, have the feeling that I 

would really like to live on the East Coast; either Washington or New York or where the action 

was. But I didn’t have a feeling of Midwestern boy coming to the big city or anything. 

 

Q: Yes. Well, being from right next to Chicago, I suppose. 

 

Ferguson: Right. Right. No, I had a fair amount of exposure to Chicago in the course of things. 

 

Q: Yes. As you go to Procter & Gamble that was when you were in Cincinnati? 

 

Ferguson: That’s right. 

 

Q: Right. Can you explain a little bit about what Cincinnati was like at that point in time? 

 

Ferguson: Well, it was a very good city to live in, in the sense of, a lot of people were interested 

in the city, and getting things done to make it better, and so forth. And it was about a million 

people. So it was big enough to attract a fair amount of culture of one sort or another. From that 

standpoint, it was good thing. And we had good friends. I just kept seeing that the datelines were 

New York or that area. I kind of wanted to be there. 
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Q: And so, it wasn’t until after you came to New York that you became involved with Phoenix 

House? 

 

Ferguson: That’s right. 

 

Q: Can you tell that story about how you came to know Phoenix House, and Mitch [Mitchell S. 

Rosenthal], and— 

 

Ferguson: Well, I am afraid I’m going to be a bit of disappointment to you in terms of the depths 

of my recollection of that whole episode actually. The best I can remember, I became aware of 

Phoenix House because Mitch Rosenthal made a blind call. He came to see me. He may 

remember differently and he’s probably right, but this is my recollection of it. He asked me to be 

on the board. I was involved with some other not for profit things at the time. But this seemed 

like an interesting one. I can’t remember right now, but I think that’s what I— 

 

Q: What you must have thought? 

 

Ferguson: —must have felt, yes. And so I did. He explained of course what the place was like 

and what his own philosophy was. He did a good job of orienting me, I think as to what the 

whole thing was all about.  

 

Q: And you were involved with other non-profits? 

 



  Ferguson – Session 1 – 6 
 
 
 
Ferguson: Yes.  

 

Q: So what I’d like to try to get at here is the sense of your coming to New York City and 

becoming really civically involved in the city, and what was the motivation to do that? 

 

Ferguson: Well, I think partly, it was just a conscience thing. If you had the job I did, what it 

entailed, or the inference was at least, that you did represent the company in various other 

activities. I didn’t have any difficulty with that, although my predecessor I felt got a little too far 

into that, and was not paying as much attention to home base as I would have liked him to. So I 

was probably more oriented in that direction, and didn’t get into the extracurriculars to the extent 

that he was, but I was in them. I was, at a point, Chairman—these things kind of came with the 

territory—but I was Chairman of the Grocery Manufacturers, which is their lobby. I was 

Chairman of the Conference Board for a while so I kind of went around the chairs and did those 

things. Also, I was Chairman of the New York Botanical Garden. 

 

Q: Was this sort of civic engagement part of the family tradition? Were you raised to do this? 

 

Ferguson: No, I don’t think so. When I was at business school, there was a course we took on 

public relationships and responsibilities, and that probably put a little bit of impetus into the 

thing. But no, my family was not particularly involved civically. 

 

Q: And can you describe a little bit about what—so this is the 1970s that you’re coming to New 

York; is this correct? 
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Ferguson: Yes.  

 

Q: And can you describe about what New York was like then? 

 

Ferguson: What New York was like?  

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Ferguson: Well, I didn’t live in New York at that point. I didn’t live in New York until the ‘80s, 

but I would get in New York two or three times a month probably from White Plains for various 

business purposes. New York was just a place where people met, and I didn’t have any great 

sense of poverty or anything of that sort in the place. I think I realize now that what I saw of New 

York in those days was really quite superficial. 

 

Q: Yes, but at the same time you’re becoming a member of the board of an institution that is very 

much dedicated to looking in the darkest corners of New York, and trying to figure out how to 

help people. And of course, this is a period of, you know, it’s the worst moment of New York 

history in a way—that’s how the 1970s is often thought of. Did you have a sense of that there 

was something you could be bringing to New York by becoming part of this board? 

 

Ferguson: By being able to bring something to the party? 
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Q: Or did; yes, I mean did New York seem like a place that needed saving? Did it seem like a 

place that— 

 

Ferguson: No.  

 

Q: No? 

 

Ferguson: No. Again, I think I would say my preoccupation was my job, and not around me. 

 

Q: Yes. So when you became a board member, who else was on the board at that time? 

 

Ferguson: [laughs] Damn if I remember. 

 

Q: OK. 

 

Ferguson: I think David Mahoney was the chairman, if I’m not mistaken. But I should 

remember. But I’ve tried to remember, and I don’t.  

 

Q: Were you very active on the board when you joined?  

 

Ferguson: Was I? 

 

Q: Yes. 
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Ferguson: I don’t think so, no. 

 

Q: No? 

 

Ferguson: To my recollection, again, as vague as it might sound, I went to meetings and came to 

participate, but I wasn’t a lead dog at any point. 

 

Q: But then, why do you think Mitch wanted you to come on board, and what did Mitch tell you 

about Phoenix House that made you interested enough to join? 

 

Ferguson: Well, he’s a pretty good salesman for one thing. This was at a time when there was a 

lot of furor about drugs, and about marijuana, and so forth. I remembered Mitch being quite 

emphatic about his feelings. I haven’t seen much of him in a long time and it would be 

interesting to close that loop because he was very set against people getting into marijuana for 

reasons of them going on to other things.  

 

In the light of current events, I don’t know how he has dealt with that. But anyway, it was at a 

time of considerable furor, I would say about that subject. I think my primary appeal to him was 

probably representing the business establishment.  

 

Q: How did he put it though to you? Do you remember how he tried to sell it? 
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Ferguson: I think what he made me believe is that it was an organization that had a great idea 

and that it was worth supporting. 

 

Q: What convinced you about the idea of Phoenix House that you wanted to become a member 

of the board? What is that idea that you found inspiring? 

 

Ferguson: Again, I may be remembering more than I thought at the time, but my recollection is 

that the technique of taking people and in effect having them live at Phoenix House and go 

through the corporate hurdles that they went through was impressive. They seemed to be 

graduating people that stayed clean. So I think it sounded like an effective operation. 

 

Q: Had there been issues of addiction in your family or anything like that that kind of— 

 

Ferguson: No. No.  

 

Q: So you didn’t have some personal reason of why you wanted to become involved in this? 

 

Ferguson: Not in that respect, no.  

 

Q: So once you joined the board of Phoenix House, were you involved in the fundraising or what 

was your role? 

 

Ferguson: [laughs] Damn if I know. I’m sorry, but I just can’t remember— 
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Q: OK. 

 

Ferguson: —what, particularly, I did. It could be that Mitch asked me to introduce him to some 

people.  

 

Q: But you also eventually rose to be chairman of the board if the records are right?  

 

Ferguson: Yes, they’re right. I was a sort of a pinch hitter, I think. David Mahoney rather 

abruptly resigned, and I did talk to Mitch not too long ago and he reminded me of this that he 

was a little bit hard up for somebody to fill David’s slot, and I agreed to do it. 

 

Q: And why did David Mahoney leave? What happened there? 

 

Ferguson: What Mitch said was that he gave David some advice on how to handle his son, that 

David didn’t like. I would say there might have been more to it than that, but that’s what he said. 

David was a rather impulsive fellow, so it could have happened, but that sounds a little shallow. 

 

Q: Right. Right. And so you were present at Phoenix House as it’s acquiring Yorktown Heights, 

is that right?  

 

Ferguson: Yes. Yes, if I remember when at one event that would probably be it. It was the first 

time that they tried to expand out of the city, I think at least in this area. They had something 
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going in California with Nancy Reagan. But this was the first time we tried to get outside the 

city, and I think the good folks of Yorktown Heights were not entirely pleased at having that 

group show up there. Actually they came down and picketed General Foods at one point 

[laughs]. But— 

 

Q: They did? They picketed General Foods? 

 

Ferguson: Yes, they picketed General Foods, yes. It was— 

 

Q: Because they knew you were the chairman of the board at the time? 

 

Ferguson: Yes. Yes, and Mitch persevered as Mitch does. They moved in and my recollection is 

that it worked really quite well, and was sort of the model for future expansions.  

 

Q: And Mitch is often, as I go through the old board meeting minutes, pronounced a very 

forthright plan of expanding Phoenix House. At one time I found him saying to the board, “If 

you’re standing still, you’re actually retrenching,” you know—that you have to expand. Did you 

similarly feel that that was the right direction for Phoenix House to be going? 

 

Ferguson: Yes. I can’t say that I spent a whole lot of profound thinking on the subject, but it 

struck me as being a right thing to do. 

 

Q: And why is that? 
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Ferguson: Well, it just was a need. It seemed like a reasonably valid concept as to how to deal 

with the need.  

 

Q: Were there dissenters on the board or elsewhere in the institution? 

 

Ferguson: I don’t remember that. 

 

Q: —to California, to Texas or anything?  

 

Ferguson: No.  

 

Q: So everyone was— 

 

Ferguson: I think so. I have, I’m afraid, just very little recollection of much of the board activity. 

I’m not sure. As I say, I was only involved as Chairman for a brief period, but even then I would 

have thought I would have remembered some episodes and so forth, but I don’t. 

 

Q: And what years were you chairman? 

 

Ferguson: ’83 and ’84, something like that. 
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Q: Eighty three and ’84. So during that period of time, not only as Phoenix House is expanding 

but is trying to evaluate their method of the therapeutic community and determine to what extent 

it could be codified or reproduced elsewhere. And so this is when George De Leon was 

beginning his studies on the effectiveness of the therapeutic community and many other people 

within the institution were looking to do that. Did that come through at all to the board? 

 

Ferguson: Not to me. 

 

Q: No? 

 

Ferguson: [laughs] I’ve been concerned about this discussion just because I’m sounding so 

goddamn dumb in remembering some of this stuff, but that’s the way it is. 

 

Q: Yes. So another matter during the same time period, which eventually came to a head at the 

end of the 1980s, were various staffing difficulties having to do with Ron Coster. 

 

Ferguson: Yes, that was the guy that had been with him for a long time. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Ferguson: Yes, I would say he’s the only other one I remember on most of that. Now that you’ve 

mentioned it, I guess I do remember there was a difficulty there. 
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Q: Yes, do you remember Ron?  

 

Ferguson: Just I remember, but not much about him. In any conversation or to do with him, he 

and Mitch were on the same page. So it was kind of later on, I think, that they ran into trouble, if 

indeed they did. I guess they did.  

 

Q: Well, it was more that Ron, there was trouble—not between Ron and Mitch, but between Ron 

and the rest of the staff, other staff. 

 

Ferguson: Oh, really? 

 

Q: Yes.  

 

Ferguson: Oh, really? 

 

Q: Yes, and other executive staff. Eventually, this came to the board this issue and in 1989 and— 

 

Ferguson: I think I was gone by then. 

 

Q: You were gone by that time? 

 

Ferguson: I think so, because we actually moved out of New York in 1989. So yes, I was pretty 

well gone. 
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Q: Yes, and you resigned from the board when you left the city? 

 

Ferguson: I think before that. 

 

Q: Do you remember a man named Frank Natale? 

 

Ferguson: Frank Natale. Frank Natale. That just sounds vaguely, vaguely familiar. 

 

Q: OK. He was the Clinical Director during the 1970s. 

 

Ferguson: No, I don’t. I don’t think so. 

 

Q: OK. Can you describe a little bit your relationship with Mitch? 

 

Ferguson: With Mitch? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Ferguson: Cordial. I had a lot of respect for his initiative, and his enthusiasm, and his dedication, 

one might even say his messianic attitude about the whole thing. We always, to my recollection, 

we never had a particular disagreement. My recollection is of him sort of being a one-man band, 
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in least in terms of his relationships with me and with probably the board. There was no question 

who ran the joint. 

 

Q: Yes, and can you describe, then, a little bit about what the role of the board was at Phoenix 

House and how it works?  

 

Ferguson: Well, I can’t, which makes me think that it probably was basically a forum for Mitch 

to air his point of view, and get input. But I think it was more confirmation of what he wanted to 

do anyway. 

 

Q: Yes, but a normal board meeting would be held at—usually not even at Phoenix House; is 

that right? They were held at the offices of various board members? 

 

Ferguson: I don’t remember that. 

 

Q: OK. And sometimes, they’d meet at the law offices of – 

 

Ferguson: Oh, yes. Jerry, what’s his name? Yes. 

 

Q: Yes. And so Larry Lederman was at Wachtell [Wachtell, Lipton, Rosen and Katz, LLP] at 

this point in time and— 

 

Ferguson: Wachtell, yes. OK. 
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Q: —and later at Milbank. And so the board meetings would oftentimes not be held at Phoenix 

House, but in some location that some board member offered up. When you went to these board 

meetings, were there lots of matters on the agenda that needed addressing, or was just something 

where everyone agreed? 

 

Ferguson: Well, I don’t remember that there were a whole lot of issues to discuss. There might 

have been. You mentioned [Herbert] Herb Wachtell, now that you’ve mentioned it, he was a 

very prominent member of the board, I thought. I mean, he was very close to Mitch. But I don’t 

remember that there was much dissention in the board, if any. So it probably, I don’t know if 

you’d call it a rubber stamp, but I think it was basically something that gave him an endorsement 

of what he was doing anyway.  

 

Q: So the board didn’t actually have much power to exercise? 

 

Ferguson: Power or desire, I don’t know which. I hate to run them down because I was not—but 

that’s my recollection or lack of it. 

 

Q: Yes. So also on the board at this point in time was Gerry Taylor, just to jog your memory a 

little bit, and Larry Lederman. 

 

Ferguson: Yes, Larry Lederman I remember.  
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Q: And of course, Nancy Hoving. 

 

Ferguson: Who—I should remember her, but I don’t remember her.  

 

Q: Well, [pauses] do you remember ever going down to one of the Phoenix House residences 

and visiting? 

 

Ferguson: Almost. 

 

Q: Almost?  

 

Ferguson: Yes.  

 

Q: Almost remember or almost— 

 

Ferguson: Almost remember. I have a vague recollection of it. In the course of it, it seems to me 

Mitch had a couple of galas or whatever, and he presented in Phoenix House students at them 

and they were quite effective, I thought, as I recall. Maybe, if we sit and talk long enough I’ll get 

dredged up some of this stuff.  

 

Q: Yes. Yes, well, that’s what I’m hoping for. 

 

Ferguson: [laughs] 
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Q: That’s what I’m hoping for, some things to stir the memory.  

 

Ferguson: [pauses] I should mention one thing that is probably not relevant, but one day Mitch 

asked me to interview a young lady to be, I think Development Director or something like that, 

which I did and she is now my wife. So that’s how we met. 

 

Q: [laughs] And so she became developmental—she did?  

 

Ferguson: She did not.  

 

Q: She did not. 

 

Ferguson: She did not get the job. 

 

Q: [laughs] I mean, that’s in some ways that’s irrelevant, but in other ways it’s great, because it’s 

sort of amazing when I look at the board, how much personal relationships were often involved. I 

mean do you remember that with other board members as well?  

 

Ferguson: On other boards? 

 

Q: No, within the board, with the other members? 
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Ferguson: Oh, no, I don’t. Larry Lederman I remember for some reason or another as a notable 

person, and Herb Wachtell was sort of the gray eminence, but who is Nancy Hoving? Yes, I 

should have remembered her, but I don’t. 

 

Q: OK. 

 

Ferguson: I mean I knew who she was, yes. 

 

Q: Yes. And so if Mitch asked you to interview for the position of Director of Development or 

whatever the position was, was this a one-time deal, or did you often help in this way by 

interviewing? 

 

Ferguson: I think it was a one-time deal. I don’t remember anybody else otherwise. 

 

Q: OK. [pauses] Were Phoenix House staff ever present at the board meetings? Do you 

remember a man named Kevin McEneaney?  

 

Ferguson: I remember that name, yes. What did he do? 

 

Q: He, well, was in various positions, but originally, he was in PR [public relations] at Phoenix 

House, and then went on to become Clinical Director, and eventually Vice-President, after you 

left. 
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Ferguson: Well, I remember there was such a fellow, and prominent in the activity area, 

apparently activity. [pauses] From the stuff I got off of Google or somewhere, Phoenix House 

has changed a lot. I’m confident ninety percent attribute it to Mitch. I think it probably was his 

inspiration and his initiative, and so forth, that really got it where it is, but it’s all over the place 

now. 

 

Q: Yes, how else do you think it’s changed? 

 

Ferguson: Well, the thing I remember in the stuff I read was just the number of these—I don’t 

know what you call them—schools around— 

  

Q: Yes, the academies? 

 

Ferguson: —has multiplied quite a bit. And certainly, the number of people in the organization 

with titles has changed quite a bit. So it’s a bigger outfit. 

 

Q: It’s a bigger outfit. So it seems back in the 70s, that as a board member your connection with 

the rest of the Phoenix House was almost only through Mitch, is that correct? 

 

Ferguson: Yes.  

 

Q: Did other staff members come in and give a report, the financial—? 
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Ferguson: Probably, yes. I’m sure so, yes.  

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Ferguson: [pauses] Who was my successor, do you know? 

 

Q: As Chairman?  

 

Ferguson: Yes. 

 

Q: [pauses] I do know it somewhere in my head, but I’m trying to dig it up. 

 

Ferguson: I think he was a New York business man. I wish I remember, but I don’t. I can’t 

pinpoint it more than that.  

 

Q: I don’t remember right now. [pauses] Well, was there a story you were trying to remember 

about that, or is there something about the man that you were recalling? 

 

Ferguson: No. No, I think that I might have had the impression that Mitch was trying to get more 

participation, more involvement with more or less the local business people rather than 

necessarily corporate overseers. That’s just the recollection. 

 

Q: Yes. [pauses] Well, is there anything else you remember from those years? 
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Ferguson: [laughs] Other than that, Mrs. Lincoln? I don’t think so. I confess not to have thought 

a lot about Phoenix House since those days, although I certainly think well of it. And I think 

Mitch had a daughter maybe down at the College of Charleston. Anyway, he came down there 

one point and we had a bit of a reunion. He may remember things that I was involved in that I 

don’t but or and or the board minutes might say something, I don’t know. [pauses] I hope this 

wasn’t too much of a dry hole. 

 

Q: Well, there’s some interesting parts in there. I’m always fascinated on how the board worked, 

and the relationship of the board of directors to the rest of the institution, you know? 

 

Ferguson: Sure. Sure. 

 

Q: And that’s what I’ve been wanting to get at. 

 

Ferguson: Well, I should probably be able to recollect for you more than I do— 

as I say, my dominating recollection of the whole thing was that Mitch was the leader, and it 

isn’t as if he tried hard to exclude other people. It was just that he had the vision, and I think that, 

my recollection, anyway, would be that the people who were on the board were essentially 

supportive of that vision.  

 

Q: Yes. So I’ve spoken with a number of board members now, and each of them mentions 

something to this effect, that Mitch had a vision that was inspiring, and inspired everyone, and 
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everyone felt like, “Yes, Mitch has got the idea, let’s help him, and we’ll give him what he needs 

to follow this vision.” Can you put in your own words what that vision was? 

 

Ferguson: [laughs] That’s a good question. I think it was a belief in a way of dealing with the 

whole drug therapy issue that was, I guess a little different than most others, but had had some 

success and looked like it could continue to have success. So how’s that? 

 

Q: OK. And after you left Phoenix House and went to Charleston [South Carolina], did you 

become involved in anything similar there? 

 

Ferguson: In Charleston? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Ferguson: Well, yes, I became—I was Chairman of the Board of an aquarium. We built an 

aquarium. This was from scratch. So it was about a ten-year event; beginning it, organized, and 

built, and so forth. That was, I guess, my major involvement in the community. After we moved 

down there I still was on a number of company boards, and that, over time, diminished. But I 

was still active, to some degree, in the business world. Probably for the first ten years I was 

down there, something like that. And currently, I’m doing a lot of reading [laughs]. I’m not much 

involved in much of the community— 

 

Q: What about— 
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Ferguson: —activity. 

 

Q: —anything else related to addiction services, addiction therapy programs; were you involved 

in anything like that? 

 

Ferguson: No.  

 

Q: No.  

 

Ferguson: I didn’t go out to seek it. I probably should have. As a matter of fact, that could be 

said about other community activities here. We weren’t really anxious to get involved. 

 

Q: Yes. Well, I think, if you have anything more to add, we can put that on. 

 

Ferguson: I don’t. I don’t think so.  

 

Q: OK. Well. 

 

Ferguson: Again, I’m a little bothered at my own lack of recollection, but so be it. 

 

Q: Well, that’s the way memory is. Well, thank you so much for your time, Mr. Ferguson. 

And— 
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Ferguson: Indeed.  

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 


