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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Howard Friend 

conducted by Lance Thurner on November 5, 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 it is November 5th, 2014, and I am in Mission Viejo, 

California, to interview Howard here for the Phoenix House Oral History Project. So, Howard, 

can you tell me—this is a life history interview, and what we really want to understand is not 

only your experience with Phoenix House, but how you got to Phoenix House and how you 

interpret its history. So can we start with a little bit about where and when you were born, and a 

little bit about your childhood? 

 

Friend: Well, I was born on the Lower East Side in Manhattan, as a matter of fact, Bellevue 

Hospital. Was raised on the Lower East Side until I was about seven, and then we moved to 

Brooklyn. My father was a very brutal man. The only thing he knew was how to use his hands, 

and discipline and beat and stuff like that. By the time I was fourteen I was just about on my 

own, running the streets and doing whatever I wanted to do. I got involved early on with, you 

know, the wrong crowd. I started drinking wine and smoking pot early. Started shooting dope. 

You know, I ran the streets. For a while, before I came into the Phoenix House, I was homeless. 

It was in the middle of winter. I had this very thin jacket on, and I was freezing, and I was 

sleeping in basements, you know, in the winter. One morning I came out of a basement and saw 

this guy that I knew, and he looked great, and I said, "Well, where you been?" He said, "I was in 

this program." I said, "What’s the name of it?" And he told me the name, and I called them the 

next day. 
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Q: So you were already looking for a— 

 

Friend: No, I wasn't, but I wanted to get off the streets in the winter. I was looking for some 

place to warm up, and I really didn't have any concept of what treatment was, or what I was 

getting into. But even in the beginning, I had to go to a Phoenix Center. A Phoenix Center was 

like a little Phoenix House, but it was a storefront, and it was from nine to five. I went there for a 

couple of months, and I was still homeless, so instead of coming all the way back to my 

neighborhood to be homeless, I stayed down in Coney Island. Then the day that I came into the 

house, Douglas Scott, Jean's [Scott] husband, was running the center, and he walked me down 

the block. I'll never forget. He looked at me and he said, "Do you know how to paint?" And I 

said, "No, why?" He said, "Well, we're painting the house." So my first introduction into it was 

“I'm going to be a painter now,” you know. But people would tell me, the first couple of nights 

that I was sleeping in a bed, that I had a smile on my face because I was in a bed. 

 

Q: How long were you homeless? 

 

Friend: Probably about a year and a half or something like that. My father threw me out. He 

didn't want anything to do with me, and that was OK with me, you know, with all the beatings. 

Enough was enough. Then, you know, he was a very brutal man, and he terrorized myself and 

my sister and my mother. It was a hard pill to swallow. When I was in treatment and I started to 

learn about what it was about, it was really a hard pill for me to swallow. Well, in the beginning 

of treatment I was scared to death. I didn't know what was going on. I saw people yelling at each 
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other, and they'd give what they called haircuts. They were giving haircuts, and I'm saying, 

“What am I doing here? This place is crazier than out in the street.” But I had people to come to 

me and talk to me and tell me what it was about. Jean talked to me and Douglas talked to me and 

Herman Williams, who was the director, talked to me a lot.  

 

And the residents, it was all about—in my time, a lot of people are under the misconception that 

the only way an addict can make it is if they're treated by a doctor. It's not true at all. There were 

no doctors when I was in treatment. It was Addict A helps Addict B helps Addict C, and you had 

each other's back and you wanted to learn. You wanted to be clean. In those days, I think more 

so then than now, the people that were going into treatment wanted treatment. I mean, in Coney 

Island, it was a very close-knit house. It became one big family. If somebody did something 

wrong, you 'd hear about it. Not only would you hear about it from the staff, but you would hear 

about it from the residents, because they would have groups and they would call you on yourself, 

and you would be held responsible for your actions. So it was all about self-help. If I wanted 

help, I needed to go get it. It's not going to come to me. There's no magic pill or magic wand 

that's going to say, “OK, you're clean now. You're free to go.”  

 

Oh, we had a lot of fun, but it was a lot of hard work when it came to dealing with yourself. First 

of all, I'd never dealt with myself. I never looked at anything that was wrong with me or what I 

was doing or why I was doing something, why I acted out, why I got arrested. I never put it 

together until I was in treatment, and somehow I started to look into myself. That was the hardest 

part of it, because I had to do this self-examination of who I was, why did I do this and why did I 

do that? Was it all my father that brought out all of this anger, or maybe my mother could have 
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stood up for us a little more? I mean, my father and I, we got into some fisticuffs. He was beating 

my sister one day, and I, you know, lost it and started hitting him, and we were fighting. What 

happens is that, as you get older and you don't know any better, you start to think, well, maybe 

that's the way it's supposed to be. Maybe that's the way a father is with his kids.  

 

But, in treatment, I learned that that's not how it works. You have to show some compassion, you 

have to show love, you have to show that you care, and that happened to me in treatment with 

people like Jean. Jean was a mentor. She was a teacher, a mentor, a role model. She taught me a 

lot. We worked in Phelan Place together in the Bronx. It's since closed. But I used to have this 

'63 little Volkswagen.  We both lived in Brooklyn, and I would pick her up, and her and I would 

be in this little Volkswagen. I wasn't too good with a stick shift, and we'd go up a hill, and all of 

a sudden my car would be going backwards, and I’d hit another car. It would happen all the time.  

 

But she taught me how to be a clinician, how to work for people, how to know when to push a 

button, how to know when to talk to people, how to analyze the situation that they're in and give 

positive feedback. It was sort of like, if I'm the staff member I could tell you things, but you have 

to make a choice. Am I going to do it this way or am I going to do it the other way? Everybody 

has a choice in what they do. I can give you the options, but I can't do the chore for you. 

 

But it was a very long journey from the beginning. I remember when we were in Coney Island, 

and we lived on West 29th Street. They were tearing down all of the buildings on that block, and 

we were the last building standing. We had all of these residents, and we were moving around 

the corner to this building that was like, it was in terrible shape. So we moved into one side of 
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the building, and we would take toilets from the other side, or bathtubs from the other side, and 

fill it in. There were people still living in there, the old side, and we had to get rid of them. But it 

was in that move, there was no more plumbing, and there were like tractors waiting to tear down 

the building. And they would say, "All males to the basement." That meant that the toilets 

backed up, and we had to go clean it. So we cleaned it. I think there was a bar down the block 

that used to let us go in and wash up.  

 

That brought us really together, because it was something—we all had to move, we have to move 

all the furniture that we had, we had to do all of this stuff, but we did it. People didn't want us 

even there, and that wasn't the best neighborhood in the world then either. We had night 

managers standing by, if people were yelling at us and stuff. But after a while they saw that we 

were good people, and we were an asset to the community, and they started coming around and 

doing some stuff.  

 

My journey into Phoenix House, I was in treatment for I'd say almost two years, and I was an 

elder, and my first job in Phoenix House was, I worked in the Phoenix Center at Prospect Place. 

So I had to move from Coney Island to Prospect Place. The director then was a guy named Gary 

McCormick [phonetic], who was another old timer who taught me a lot. So I was working in the 

Phoenix Center. When I first started at the Phoenix Center and when I was going to the Phoenix 

Center, there was like seventy people, sixty people. When I started working at the Phoenix 

Center the numbers started to dwindle, so one day this guy John Peterson, who was like a 

program director, came around and said to me, "Well, what do you think we should do with the 

Phoenix Centers?" I said, "To be honest here I think we should close them, because—" And the 
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next day they closed. I said, "Now what?" So he called me, said, "OK, go to Prospect Place. 

You're going to be working at Prospect Place." So I worked there. One of the guys there was 

Douglas. I mean, we go back a very long time, Douglas and I. He was very instrumental in things 

that went on in my life. So I worked in Prospect Place for a while, and then after Prospect Place 

Douglas and I went to Boerum Street, and we took that program over. Then it was just—I sort of 

worked in just about all of the treatment modalities then. 

 

Q: But, Howard, it seems that you're saying that you entered Phoenix House mostly to look for a 

warm place to sleep in the winter. Was there a moment where the idea of the therapeutic 

community really resonated with you, when you decided, “Well, you know, this is something 

that I do want to be a part of”? 

 

Friend: Yes. I used to see people laughing and having fun, especially the staff. I'd say, “Well, 

they seem happy. They're here, and they struggle every day, but they seem happy in what they're 

doing, so there must be something to this.” So I would speak to them, and they would give me 

information. I said to myself, “Well, if he can be happy and he comes from where he comes 

from, then I can be happy.” That's when I decided, well, let me start to work. It took a while. It 

took about six or seven months, but finally it happened. Because I was just looking for that warm 

place to stay, but then the summer came, you know. I had to make a decision. I can go back out 

in the street and continue to mess around and get shot or go to prison for the rest of my life or, 

you know, wind up dead, or do the right thing.  
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See, one of the things that I did is that I met a girl. It was always my belief that in order to make 

it you had to have a little house and a white picket fence and this and that. So I met her in April, 

we got married in June. The next June she had a baby, and about six months later the marriage 

was over. And people told me, "Don't do it. Don't do it. Don't do it." 

 

Q: Did you meet her at Phoenix House? 

 

Friend: We used to have these people come in, like young—we used to call them Young Friends 

of Phoenix. It was different women that would come in, but they were looking for boyfriends. 

Some of them wanted to help, but—that's how I met her. The problem was, today, I have this 

daughter that—we're estranged, but she's—that's another story for another chapter. But when I 

came out here—I came out here in '82—I needed a change. I was living with a woman, we broke 

up, and I was really stagnated in New York.  

 

Q: You mean like personally or in your job at Phoenix House? 

 

Friend: Personally. There was a guy, Ron Coster, he used to be the vice president. He asked me, 

"You want to go to California and open up an adolescent program?" I said, "Well, I don't know." 

So they sent me out here with a guy, David [A.] Deitch. First, we went to Chicago for a 

Therapeutic Communities of America conference, and then we came to California. So the guys 

here took me around and showed me all the places where everybody hangs out, took me to 

Huntington Beach and on the boardwalk. Jeez, you can't stop turning around. So I said, "Yes, I'm 

going to come." So I went back to New York, told Ron, “Yes, let's do it.” They sent me out here. 
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Q: So before this happens, when you're still in New York, after you go through treatment you 

become a city employee, is that correct? 

 

Friend: I worked for Phoenix House. 

 

Q: You work for the Foundation. All right. So when the Phoenix House split from the city, that 

didn’t really—yes.  

 

Friend: I think, if I recall, it probably was in 1971 or '72 that we split from the city.  Mitch 

[Mitchell S. Rosenthal] took it as a private organization. It's either '71 or '72. I'm pretty sure it 

was '72. 

 

Q: It took a while. It was both those years. 

 

Friend: Right. Right. I remember some things, like when I was in treatment, it was always about 

keeping the funding. I remember one time we had to do this letter campaign, so I was in charge 

of sending out all of these mailings so they wouldn't cut funding. And they didn't, you know, so 

we were saved by that. Then we had the City of the Forgotten, when I think it was [Abraham D.] 

Beame, Abe Beame, wanted to cut funding, so we set up shop up in Albany [New York], in the 

Mayor's mansion. The place up in Albany was bad. It was snowy and muddy. They had this one 

tent for a cook, and Julio Martinez, they were calling him the Mayor of the City of the Forgotten. 

Then I was in Gracie Mansion, camping out in front of Beame's place. It worked, they didn't cut 
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the funding, but I spent a lot of cold nights and cold days there. But again, it was like all of these 

people coming together for a cause, you know, other than getting high. When I look back, I say 

“Wow, it's really amazing, some of the things that we've accomplished.”  

 

In those days, adolescent kids lived with the adults. There were not many of them, there were 

just a couple. Then they started having these adolescent programs, which was a different breed 

for us, because we were, you know, adults, and we had to treat adolescents a little differently. 

But today I guess there's several adolescent programs throughout the country now. But I don't 

think any of them are therapeutic communities anymore. They're so molded, depending on the 

insurance. Some people insure for a week, for ten days, for twenty days, so you have them do 

programming for individuals. 

 

Q: Yes. So when Phoenix House split from the city in '72, from your perspective, did it change 

the model of therapy at all? Did it have any effect kind of on the day-to-day level of how 

Phoenix House worked? 

 

Friend: No. No. I think it was two separate things. It was Mitch working on the separation, and 

the clinical people kept doing what they were doing. I don't see and I don't recall any difference. 

The model itself stayed the same for many years, up until, I don't know, maybe four or five years 

ago when it started to change because we were trying to get the private dollars for insurance. 

There was a point there where—in California anyway—the adolescents, when you get them from 

the county or the state, they have different levels of treatment. They have like a level six, level 

seven, level eight. Level twelve and thirteen and fourteen, they’re considered the worst, and they 
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were sending us the worst and telling us that, “Oh, no, they're a level six.” But you could see it, 

you know. So there was a lot of staff training. You have to get into it.  

 

Still, it was very difficult with some of these kids. When I was a director, every ten minutes 

you'd be home and you'd get a call, “So-and-so was doing this, so-and-so was doing that, so-and-

so was doing that.” Then if you had a kid that was really disruptive, from social services, they'd 

say, “OK, well, they're going to come and get him, but it will be in seven days.” Seven days? A 

kid could destroy the building in seven days. So you had to deal with all that stuff. But like I said 

earlier, the model, the therapeutic community to self-help model, I don't think it exists today. 

 

Q: We'll come around to that. I'm very interested in that part of the story, but I kind of want to 

follow chronologically and go back to the late '70s and to the 1980s. So, expanding out to 

California was one of the first areas— 

 

Friend: Right. 

 

Q: —of expansion of Phoenix House. During these years, Phoenix House is trying to figure out 

how to make what they do a replicable model and export it to other areas of the country and 

stuff. I'm wondering a little bit about when you came here to establish the California ones—did 

you have to change what you were doing? 

 

Friend: Yes. Not so much in the model. Well, you had to change things because the county was 

funding us, and the county would say, "Oh, we want it this way." In the beginning we were doing 
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it our way, and they would come in and do their orders, and everything would be OK. The 

difference here, as opposed to New York, is kids had to go to school. They were in school, I 

don't know, from eight to two, so after two o'clock, then, you would have to do your 

programming. So we tried to keep the model the same, but we had to include family therapy, 

individual therapy, which in New York we didn't do, at least when I was in New York we didn't 

do it. But when we came out here— 

 

Q: Was that something the county requested? 

 

Friend: I guess they did, but for us it was important to have the parents involved, because it 

would have been—in case they wanted to cut funding or they wanted to do this or that, we would 

have a strong parent base to do it. We had a very, very strong adolescent parent base, very 

strong. As a matter of fact, Newport Beach [California], every year they do these boat parades, 

and they give out awards, and one of the parents lent us his boat. As a matter of fact, the kid's 

name was Lance. He was about twelve years old, and him and two other kids did this pirate. It 

was about twelve feet high. It had a parrot on his shoulder and a sword. And they would pull a 

string, the parrot would turn around, and the sword would come up. We won first prize. This was 

all of these boats, and these kids pulled it off. But the parents were really a vital part of what we 

did. 

 

Q: Was it outpatient or were they— 

 

Friend: It was inpatient. 
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Q: It was inpatient, yes. They left to go to school. 

 

Friend: No, they stayed. We had school on site. 

 

Q: Oh, you had school on site?   

 

Friend: Right. Yes, it was on site. The teachers were very cooperative. When we had staff 

meetings, they were in on the staff meetings. We both knew what was going on. If there was a 

problem with a kid in school, they'd tell us. If we had a problem with a kid and we wanted to 

keep him out of school for a day, they would know. So we worked very well as a team. I guess, 

for me, watching us grow, I mean, I was there when we just had a couple of houses, and now 

we're all over the country. So we must have been doing something right. I don't think you'll ever 

see the day that will replicate when I came into treatment and how self-help was ingrained into it, 

that you have to do it for yourself. You can't do it for anybody else, you have to do it for 

yourself. You're number one. That was always the goal, that you're number one. 

 

Q: And you're saying, so, when you, for instance, came to California in the early '80s, that that 

was still the model and that was still how you approached these adolescents? 

 

Friend: Right. Right. Well, with the adolescents, I mean, it was the same approach basically, but 

we included other things for them, especially when they would go out on outings and we wanted 

them to have fun. We wanted to show them that you could do it without being high on drugs, and 
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so we would do a lot of different things with them and have a lot of fun. There were several 

houses, and we would do like an Olympics in Orange County. That was fun, everybody 

competing against each other and hanging out with each other. You look and you see all these 

kids—you know, sometimes you can't tell a kid anything, because they think that they're going to 

live forever and nothing can happen to them. But some of them, there's kids that I hear from once 

in a while, that they're doing great. They're living all over the country, and they're doing great. 

Through the years, and I did it for forty-three years, and I've seen thousands of people go through 

treatment. A lot of them made it, and some of them didn't. The kids that made it or the adults that 

made it only made it because they wanted to change. The people that didn't were there just for 

the ride. We would tell them, “You can't give this program ninety-nine percent, because that one 

percent will get you. It might not be today or tomorrow, but about five years from now or ten 

years from now, that one percent will catch up to you.” That's what happens with a lot of these 

kids or guys or adults. They think they got it mastered, and then one day something tragic 

happens to them, and the next thing you know, they're back getting high. 

 

Q: Can you talk a little bit about running the programs here in California and how it affected the 

way of doing things, being so far from New York, being so far from the center of action 

politically and organizationally, about how that affected things here in California? 

 

Friend: Well, I know it was very difficult dealing with New York, them being so far away, 

overhead problems and all that stuff, but I really wasn't involved in all that kind of stuff. I was 

glad I wasn't. It was between whoever was running California and the people in New York. 

Sometimes I didn't think it was a very good mix, because they wanted to control everything that 
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happened from New York here, and it just wasn't possible. How could you control something 

three thousand miles away? It's not like you're working for IBM, and you tell them, OK, but this 

is a whole other ball game. So it was challenging, to say the least. Sometimes I'd see people 

pulling their hair out about New York. It's very difficult—and we tried, a lot of times, to like pull 

away, and they wouldn't have it. So that's the nature of the beast.  

 

Q: Did Mitch and Ron Coster come here often? 

 

Friend: Yes, a couple of times a year. A couple of times a year Mitch would come out, visit the 

houses, and Ron would come out and visit the houses. Yes, they'd come out a couple of times a 

year. Mostly they would come to do fundraising. Mitch was a great schmoozer, and when he was 

here, you knew that he was here to see somebody, and hopefully—and he did, he was an 

unbelievable schmoozer [laughs].  

 

Q: But it remained very tied to the county, right? 

 

Friend: Yes. 

 

Q: Yes. How did that relationship change over the years? 

 

Friend: The county started to say that they wanted to shorten treatment, so we went from a year, 

then it was six months, and then they wanted it shorter, so we went shorter. As we went shorter 

they started to cut out the beds, because their thing was you don't need all these—and I'm not 
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sure how many beds they have now from the county. It's very few. It was all about financial 

stuff, and they said they don't have the money. Tragically, in a county this big, there's very little 

treatment of adolescents, limited treatment. There's a couple of beds at the most, and that's tragic 

in a county this big where they don't have in-house junction. 

 

Q: Yes. Well, in the TC [therapeutic communities] model, the TC idea, how did you try to adapt 

it to these shorter and shorter stays? 

 

Friend: Well, it became more difficult all the time. Before I retired I was running the Orange 

County adolescent program. It was sort of like, we would get a kid and he would have insurance, 

and then you would call the insurance company and you would say, "OK, we got little Johnny 

here. How long are you approving his treatment for?" They would say, "OK, we'll give you 

fourteen days." So giving him fourteen days, we would have to get together and do a quick 

treatment plan for fourteen days. Now, in the model itself, before this, you had school in the 

morning until two o'clock, and then the rest of the time would be treatment stuff. But if you give 

a kid fourteen days, do you put him in school, and he misses all of his treatment? So we have to 

get creative and find ways to have an individual treatment plan where the kid didn't go to school, 

and he got his treatment. Then you would call them, the insurance company, and you'd say, "OK, 

how much more time?" and they would say “OK.” We would say, "But look, we need another 

week," and they might approve it and they might not approve it. So it was all based on the time 

that the insurance companies would give us to treat somebody.  
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Q: Sure. But so when you're coming here in the early '80s, the TC idea is still that treatment takes 

eighteen months, maybe two years. So with the adolescent programs, in the beginning, in, say, 

1983, '84, what was the adolescent program like then? 

 

Friend: It was about a year. It was probably about a year and then there was outpatient, where 

they would come back once a week for a group and talk about their week and what they were 

doing. But then like I said, slowly, gradually, the county started to push for shorter time, and we 

tried to fight it, but they're a funding source and you cut out the county, you're really cutting your 

nose off, you know what I mean? They're funding you, so we try to work with them. I don't 

know how many beds they have now, but back then we had forty kids. Most of them were either 

county kids or private pays. It's a different, a whole different population now. When I came out 

here in '82, all you had was blonde-haired, blue-eyed surfer kids. Today it's not like that. Today 

you have all sorts of different kids than that, but in those days— 

 

Q: But so the surfers there are mostly doing cocaine? 

 

Friend: In those days, no, I don't think so. A lot of garbage heads, pills, and smoking pot, a 

couple of heroin users, but not many. It was just a different body—and it had a lot of rich kids, 

kids that thought they had everything coming to them. But they were in for a rude awakening. 

We would have these parent meetings and talk to the parents about, "Don't do it that way, you're 

enabling them." But they’d say,"But why?" You know. "You'll see. If you keep doing it, you'll 

see what happens," and sure enough something would happen, and then they'd come, "Oh, you 

were right.  Now what do we do to change it?" But today you get all these kids from social 
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services that don't have any parents, so it makes them much more difficult because if they're 

there, we don't know how long they're going to be there, and if they say, "OK, we're going to 

give you six months with this kid," at the end of the six months if the kid is ready or not, they're 

going to move him to a different facility regardless. It's just a matter of social services filling 

their beds and keeping the kids in treatment. So the kid really doesn't have a foundation, that he 

can say, "OK, this is where I belong.” 

 

Q: So then given in '82, '83, the population of these surfer children, teens, did the crack epidemic 

not really make much of a difference here? 

 

Friend: No. In New York it was a big thing. Out here with the kids it wasn't. No, like I said, they 

were a lot of garbage heads, pot heads, you know, kids getting into trouble in school, stuff like 

that. But I didn't see any crack out here yet. It didn't hit out here. I know in New York it was bad. 

Not out here though, not with the kids. 

 

Q: One thing then that's kind of surprising about all this is that the class background of these 

adolescents is so different than your own. Was that manageable? Was that strange? Was it 

difficult to deal with? 

 

Friend: What do you mean? 

 



  Friend – Session 1 – 20 
 

Q: Well, I mean, these kids that you're dealing with here, these surfer kids, they're mostly 

coming from families of very middle class or upper middle class—but your upbringing was 

quite— 

 

Friend: For me it wasn't a big thing. I've learned over the years how to deal with different people 

all the time. Even in New York, you were dealing with—sometimes you had people with money, 

sometimes you didn't. You had family, sometimes you didn't. Out here it was basically the same. 

Even in the beginning days there were some kids that didn't want to go home or their parents 

didn't want them to come home. I guess the only thing that really changed was the logistics, as 

far as treating people. Out here it was bright and sunny, and in New York it wasn't so sunny. 

Originally the kids, to me anyway, were a lot less problematic. I mean, you had your problems 

where a kid's going into the closet and wouldn't come out of a closet for hours, and you'd have to 

talk him out of a closet. But in those days you didn't—actually, you had kids cutting themselves, 

we had that then, too. The kids, in those days, seemed to—they got away with murder at home. 

They really did. They were beach kids, and the parents thought nothing was going to happen 

with them, you know. They lived by the beach, they had the ocean at their feet, which was far 

from the truth.  

 

Treating kids, you have to know the kid. You can't just walk in and say, "OK, you do this, and 

you do that." You have to know the kid. That's why I think part of the problem today is that you 

don't have the time to really get to know a kid to really treat him with some of his problems. 

When kids live in the program for a year or so, you have the opportunity to get into several areas 

of their life, because they live there for a year. When you have a kid that's here for fourteen days 
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or twenty-one days or a month, you don't have the opportunity to deal with all his problems. You 

might deal with one of them, but then what about the rest of them? So when you're inpatient and 

you have the time to deal with people, you can do it. Even, sometimes with outpatients. You 

have to be really careful with an outpatient kid because, if you're dealing with a problem, and 

then the group is over, what does the kid do with all those feelings that he has now? Well, he 

goes back outside, and then what? “Well, I know what I'm going to do now. I'm going to go get 

high.” So you've got to be real careful on how you treat kids, not only kids, but adults, too. You 

have to sometimes wear kid gloves and not put them on the spot, or they're going to go out and 

do something crazy. 

 

Q: Just real quick, were you involved in adolescent work in New York before you came to 

California? 

 

Friend: We had a program called Step One, which was an outpatient adolescent program that I 

worked at for a while. These were street kids, way different than out here. Sorry, they were street 

kids. But it was an outpatient program. They were there from nine to five. They went to school, 

and they did groups and stuff like that, and then they went home. Once a week we'd have a 

parent group. But it was different because these kids were little gangbangers, so you could have 

them from nine to five, but after five o'clock, who knew what was going to happen? Who knew 

who was coming back the next day? But it seemed to work. We got most of the kids back. I 

remember one time to have this tough love program at [unclear] State Prison. So we arranged a 

trip and we went out there.  
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I had this one kid that—he was a real street kid—and when they want to show you how it is in 

prison, they took his shoes. He wouldn't give them up, and he was ready to fight. I mean, here's 

all these big gorillas in prison, and this kid was short and stocky. He wasn't giving his shoes up, 

and the guards had to come to break it up, because he was like, “No, you ain't taking my shoes." 

So they didn't take them. But that's the kind of kids that we dealt with. We had a good staff then, 

too. The staff has to understand the kid and have patience, because it's not going to happen in a 

day or two. But you have to have the patience and the understanding, and you have to show these 

kids that you care about them.  

 

I think if you show a kid that you care about him, and he buys into it, that's three-quarters of the 

job is done, because the kid believes in you, he sees you, he'll talk to you. If he don't believe it, if 

he don't have that hook, you got to hook him with something, and if you can't do it, somebody 

has to do it. If nobody does it, the kid is fighting a losing battle because he doesn't have anybody 

and he's just there. Other kids will say, "Oh, Howard, can I speak to you?" or "Let's do 

something." It's really just a matter of showing people you care. That's what Jean taught me. You 

got to just be patient and show people that you're there for them, like she was for me. So it's sort 

of like handed down. That's what I told my staff when I became a director. “Just be patient, show 

people who you are, talk to them. If a kid says that he wants to see you, don't leave the building 

to go home without seeing the kid, even if it's for a minute. Or tell him, ‘Look, I got to go, and 

we'll get together first thing in the morning.’” First thing in the morning you got to speak to him.  
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But you got to keep your word. You got to be honest. You can't say something to these kids and 

lie to them, because once you lie to them, you lost them. It's really about just being honest, 

caring, and you might never say a word to a kid as long as you show him that you care about 

him. You're there for them if they need to talk to you or if they need to get something off their 

chest or say something. You're there. I used to have kids—and I was the director, I wasn't 

directly overseeing a clan or something—but they would always come to me. "Come on, let's go 

talk. Let's go talk." I would talk to them. There were other times that I couldn't because I was 

busy, and I said, "Look, I'll get back to you after I do this conference call." I would make sure 

that I called the kid in and said, "Look, I got to do this, I got to do that, and I'll get back to you in 

the morning," I don't worry about it. I'd get back to them, and they would trust me. Building trust 

with these kids—because they don't trust anybody. If they're from the street, they don’t trust 

anybody. That's why they're in the position that they're in. Once you show them that they can 

trust you, so far you've done a good job. 

 

Q: So when you came to California at first, what was your position? 

 

Friend: I was the director of the adolescent program. 

 

Q: You were already director, OK. So did the staff come with you from New York? 

 

Friend: They were all from out here, except one guy, this guy Willie [phonetic]. He lives up in 

Sacramento now. I knew him—we lived together in New York, and he was out here. 
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Q: What's his last name? 

 

Friend: Willie Douglas [phonetic]. He was the only one I knew, and the rest of the guys and 

women were from out here. But they were a great group of people. We had a great staff. 

 

Q: Did they ever go through Phoenix House or how did they—? 

 

Friend: No. 

 

Q: How did they get their training? 

 

Friend: Well, some of them went to different programs, and others got training on the job at 

Phoenix House. Out here, let's see. Synanon started it all. Out here they schooled some other 

programs. Like Walden House popped up and Delancey Street popped up. It was Delancey 

Street. The woman is from Delancey Street. So there were a couple of programs from the 

beginning, but Synanon started it all. All the programs modeled after Synanon. It was all self-

help. Unfortunately, Synanon became like a little cult. 

 

Q: Right. And did that affect— 

 

Friend: No. 

 

Q: No. That didn't really have any consequences for you or anyone? 
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Friend: No. No. It didn't do anything for us. I mean, they did some crazy—they put a snake in 

some guy's mailbox. They had armed guards walking around the place. They said, “Everybody's 

going to stop smoking.” Well, a lot of people left. In those days they had these relationships, and 

people were marrying and stuff like that. And [Charles E.] Chuck Dederich, who was the 

founder, one day said, "OK, everybody is going to change spouses," and everybody changed 

spouses. Some people left because of it. There was another thing where they had all of these kids 

that were there, and they were called the Synanon Kids. They were all—there's a woman up in 

Venice [California], Lena [Lindsey-Stern], who was just about one of the first women in the 

therapeutic community in Synanon. She was watching all these kids. And they told the clients, 

“You can't see your kids no more.” Half of the population left, took their kids and left. They just 

became like this crazy cult. 

 

But it didn't affect us. We had people come to Synanon, but the reason why they left is because 

of all this stuff that was going on there. Matter of fact, I worked with a guy, Bruce [phonetic], 

who just moved up to Sacramento. He worked for me in Venice. He was in Synanon for ten 

years. Lena was in Synanon I can't tell you how long. She's eighty-something now, but I can't tell 

you how long she was in Synanon. She left Synanon when her kids turned eighteen, and one of 

her kids is a big choreographer in Paris. Her daughter lives in [Las] Vegas. Everybody calls her 

Mama Lena. She's just one of these women that everybody loves. She just retired, but she got 

around better than I did. I mean, she was quick, up the stairs and down the stairs.  
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Q: Was it problematic, then, having staff from all these different locations? Was there a need to 

kind of standardize what was going on in your— 

 

Friend: Oh, yes. Several years ago, they did what they call clinical excellence, and they would 

have participants from all of the programs come to New York for a week and go over treatment 

stuff, so we would be on the same page. But, you know, unfortunately it would be sometimes if 

you're in California, there's different regulations, as opposed to say Texas, that has their own set 

of rules and regulations, as opposed to Florida, has their own. So every state or every city or 

every county has to adjust to where your funding lies. Sometimes the funding dictates what you 

need to do, and that's unfortunate, because you want to do a program that will impact a kid, and 

the funding is saying, "Well, we'll give you fourteen days." You know, a lot of people don't 

realize that addiction is a sickness. It's not something—it's like cancer. You could cut it out or 

you could do chemo [chemotherapy] on it, but the chance is, it might come back. It’s the same 

thing with addiction. You can be clean, but there's always a chance that it will pop up one day, 

and you're back at it.  

 

So it's really a sickness, and people need to treat it like that and understand that these people that 

are doing it are doing it for a reason. They're not just doing it because they're happy. Addicts that 

I know weren't happy people, you know what I mean? Most of them were down and out and 

were in the streets for a long time. I know when I was growing up in the streets, I don't recall 

anybody ever saying, "I'm going home." No, we would hang out in the park, and we'd be there 

until four or five in the morning, and then some guys would just sleep in the park. Some guys 

might go home or something like that, but everybody was always out in the streets, except in the 
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winter. We used to call it “throwing a brick,” you do something crazy to go to Rikers Island for 

the winter. At least it was warm, you know. 

 

But it was a really remarkable journey for me. I'm really lucky that I'm still living. I mean, I did 

some crazy stuff. I'll never forget. My sister used to live in Staten Island, and I was out here for 

business one time. I stayed with her, and we were up one night and she says to me, "You know, 

it's amazing that you're here. You should be dead by now, with some of the stuff you did to 

people." So I was pretty lucky. Then when I came out here I met my wife, and we've been 

married almost thirty years now. I told you my son just got married, and that was a hard pill to 

swallow. He's twenty-seven. I said, "Where did the years go?" It's like time flies by. Here I am, 

forty-something years later. It's like one day I went to sleep, and I woke up, and I'm going to be 

seventy. 

 

Q: I'm wondering a little bit about—did you ever have much connection with either TCs of 

America or the World TC Conference? 

 

Friend: Yes. As I said before, when I first came out here, David Deitch took me to the TC 

convention in Chicago. I went to the one in New York. The one in New York, that was the first 

one. It was like a big party, and the same thing with Chicago. But you got to see people from all 

around the United States or all around the world, you know, talk to them about their model and 

what they did. There's a Phoenix House in London that was started by one of our guys, Denny 

Yuson [-Sanchez] started it. I'm not sure if he's still there or not, but last I heard the program was 

still there. Then we had this guy, [Vincent] Vinnie Marino, who I knew from the streets and ran 
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with in the streets, who now runs a program in Hawaii called Habilitat that he opened, I don't 

know, thirty-something years ago. He's been doing—I mean, he started this program in Hawaii. 

How bad could it be in Hawaii, right? But when I knew Vinnie and he ran the streets, he was a 

real dope fiend, one of these guys that you knew he was a dope fiend just by looking at him. But 

he turned it around, and we sent him to Hawaii, because we were trying—Phoenix House wanted 

to open a program, but then we said no, and he said, "Well, I'm going to do this anyway." Him 

and this other guy started it, and they've been going strong ever since. 

 

Q: When was the first world conference, the one in New York you were in? 

 

Friend: Oh, man. I'm not sure of the year. [1979] I can tell you the one in Chicago, because I 

came out here in '82, so the one in Chicago was probably early '82 or '81. No, it was probably '82 

[1983]. So the one in New York might have been '79, something like that. I'm not sure of the 

dates. 

 

Q: Sure, but that's roughly it. So this world conference, when you go to these and there's people 

from all around the world, do they all see Synanon as the birthplace of it? Are these all in some 

ways the children of Synanon? 

 

Friend: Well, I don't know about overseas. Well, Denny Yuson [-Sanchez] started it in England, 

and I'm sure he based his concept on it.  Phoenix House is modeled after Synanon. So I'm sure a 

lot of them were modeled after it. Because we had sent people—like David Deitch, who goes all 
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over the world teaching stuff like that—teaches the model. So I'm sure that a lot of the programs 

were. But some people felt—they forgot their country. They had this legal issue of dope. 

 

Q: Oh, in the Netherlands. 

 

Friend: Right, it's legal, you know. You can imagine what goes on in the Netherlands. But what 

they don't tell you about: it's legal up to a point. Then you say, "I want more," and you got to go 

get more, so you do it the illegal way. But the model—see, the thing is, I don't know, today. I 

know in California the model has changed drastically, and I'm not really sure about New York 

anymore, but I'm definitely not sure about programs all over. My understanding is that the TC as 

we knew it is something of the past. 

 

Q: Right. Well, so, did you continue to go to these national and world conferences of the TC? 

 

Friend: No, I just went to a couple of them. 

 

Q: You just went to a couple. Because I am very interested in how Phoenix Houses work, you 

know, compared to Odyssey House, American House, and Walden or whatever, all these other 

ones, including what's going on overseas, and whether or not, you know, you tried to learn from 

these other organizations, as you're operating here in California. 

 

Friend: Well, Daytop [Village], as a matter of fact, Monsignor [William] O'Brien, who started it, 

just died. They were the same model. Odyssey House was basically the same model. All of the 
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TCs in New York were just about identical. In the beginning I'm not sure what they did out of 

state, because I know there wasn't that many programs, so I'm not sure. I know Walden House 

was from Synanon, and I'm not sure of other programs. I'm not sure of other programs that were 

outside of the realm of New York or California that had that kind of a model.  

 

Q: So you were here in California as, even within California, Phoenix House is expanding. Can 

you explain a little bit about that process and your involvement in it? 

 

Friend: I came out here, and I opened the adolescent program. So the first program was the 

Orange County adult program, where [Howard] Howie Stein and William [H.] Smith opened it 

up. Then I came out. They started it in 1979. Then the county is throwing up an adolescent 

program, and that's when I came out. After that, we opened up the San Diego program, and first 

we were in Escondido, then we were in Descanso. I opened the program there. Then we opened 

up Venice, which was an adult program. Then the thing with Lakeview Terrace, it was going to 

be the Nancy Reagan Phoenix House, but at the last minute she backed out and took all her 

money and left us holding the bag, so we couldn't go in there. But the building remained vacant 

for several years, and once, I guess, Mitch saw it, he said, "Let's get it." So we went and got it.  

 

So when we first opened that program, we had to go to court and stuff like that, and they treated 

us like we were robbers. As a matter of fact, one of the women I think said, "Look, we have 

enough garbage in the neighborhood now. We don't need any more." And there was [unclear] 

talking, and it made her feel like, "Huh?" But it's a huge facility. Originally it was going to be for 
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three hundred beds, but they would only give us a hundred and fifty, so we had all these kids 

running around in this big house. I don't know if you ever saw Yorktown. 

 

Q: No. 

 

Friend: That's a very big house, too. The bigger the house you have, the more uncontrollable it 

can be. But they made it work. So there's three adolescent programs out here: San Diego, Orange 

County, and Lakeview Terrace. As a matter of fact, the program in Orange County is probably 

the only program in the state that has adults living on the same property with adolescents. I guess 

we've been here so long, they just grandfathered us in. They won't allow it anymore, because 

they're worried about the influence the adults would have on the adolescents. But they wouldn't 

say, “Well, you know, maybe having the adults there to teach these kids something would help?” 

But they don't look at it like that. They look at it as a sin to have it together, because what 

happens if they act out sexually? And they have a point, but it's people, you know, people look at 

dope fiends even stranger than they look at somebody, say, with cancer. They just shake their 

head and say, "Why are they here? What are they doing? They're useless. They don't belong with 

us." But they don't know that. 

 

It's funny, one of the referendums on the election was whether or not to test doctors to see if 

they're using. They test pilots, they test police, you know, they test all these people, but they 

don't test doctors. Imagine how many doctors could be drunk or coming off a high or something 

like that, and they're operating on you. That would be kind of scary. So I'm not sure if it won, but 
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it should, that they test these guys, because I don't want to come in in the morning and say, "OK, 

operate on my right knee," and I get up and they operated on my left knee.  

 

Q: So you were really involved, then, in the opening of the San Diego one the most, is that right? 

 

Friend: Yes. 

 

Q: So can you explain a little bit about how that program opened, like why San Diego, and how 

did it end up being there, who funded it, and how did it operate, how was it different? 

 

Friend: Well, the county funded it. They approached us about coming down there to open up a 

program. We were originally—we found a site in Escondido, which wasn't very—I know, it's 

about maybe fifty or sixty miles from here. It was up on a mountain. But we had a water 

problem. We were getting kids in the program, but because of the water problem we couldn't 

take them in to live. So we wound up sending kids to Yorktown in New York. That went on for 

about a year, and every time we thought we had the water problem solved, something else would 

come up. There were times when the kids would actually be boarding the plane to come back 

that we had to pull them off the plane and tell them they couldn't, they had to wait. 

 

Q: I mean, it was just a plumbing issue? 

 

Friend: No. Out there they have wells, and the wells would dry up, and you'd have to find 

another well, so they didn't have the wells. So we searched and we searched, and then they found 



  Friend – Session 1 – 33 
 

this other property in Descanso, which from my house—and I lived in Corona del Mar, not far 

from where you stayed. It was 120 miles from my house to Descanso. So we found this place. It 

was sort of like an old campground for outlaws. I mean, you could look at the buildings, and you 

could see right through the buildings. We had a lot of work to do. So we moved in there. 

Originally we had about six or ten kids, and then we would call New York and say, "OK, we're 

ready for five more," and then five more. The problem with sending these kids to New York is 

they started to act like New Yorkers when they came back. But then we got it all together, and 

the county funded it.  

 

One of the biggest problems, because it was so far out, was getting good staff, because we could 

have a staff member or you had somebody you wanted to hire, and they lived in, say, La Jolla, so 

it would make it an hour and a half drive. They'd get in their car in the middle of the—they'd say, 

"I'm not doing this," and they'd turn around and go home and call and say, "Look, I can't do this. 

It's just too far." So I was always struggling to find good staff, always. You always worked them 

short, and paid overtime. “Why are you paying overtime?” “Why? Why don't you drive out here 

and see why.” I'm sure even today it's kind of difficult for them to find staff. Being so far out, I'm 

sure people that they hire, either they move closer there or they don't live that far, because you're 

not going to get anybody from what they call north county, Escondido or the military area up 

here. You're not going to get people to drive two hours back and forth, not for the money that we 

pay, a non-profit, you know.  

 

So you got to do what you got, and sometimes it's very difficult. Sometimes you pull your hair 

out saying, “Well, I ain't doing this,” you know. You tell staff, "Look, you can't get too close to 
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these kids, because something will happen," and staff winds up getting very close to them and 

something always happens, and you've got to fire the staff member. It's sort of never-ending 

problems. Working in this business is not always as glamorous as people think it would be. “Oh, 

yes, yes, helping people.” It's not always like that. A lot of times it's dealing with a lot of grief 

and people acting out and running around having sex. You got to deal with all of this stuff, and 

then you have to report it to probation. If you have a major incident, licensing will come in, 

probation comes in, the county comes in, all these organizations come in, and do an 

investigation. 

 

Q: Is there like a particular incident you're thinking of that was a particular disaster? 

 

Friend: No, there were several of them. There were several of them. I couldn't pinpoint just one, 

but I know there were several incidents that happened. It happened in Orange County. It 

happened in Escondido. Kids act out. It's hard to keep kids down when they're ready to act out. 

But, see, the difference is, I could walk into a facility and know right away if there's something 

going on or not. There's a feeling in the house. When I walk into a facility, and when you go to 

the front desk and you feel all this energy going on, usually it's a sign that something good is 

going on. But then you come in sometimes and you go to the front desk, and you see how people 

are looking, and you say, "Uh-oh, something is going on here." I would call the director and say, 

"Hey, what's going on?" “Well, we had this or we had that,” you know. Because, see, you never 

know what you're walking into. You never know. Every day is very different here. Like I said, 

it's not like walking into a computer company and saying, "I'm frozen," to try to get out of it 

today. It's not like that. Every day is different, every kid is different. Every kid has different 
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needs, wants, and hopefully you can provide them with the tools they need to survive when they 

get out there. It's not an easy task. It's a very difficult task. 

 

Q: When you came out here, you came with David Deitch, right? 

 

Friend: No, I came out myself. Actually there was another guy, [Howard] Howie Stein, who was 

overseeing it, and I know Howie from New York. He's one of the reasons why I came. Now 

William Smith is another reason why I came. I'm saying I knew them both. But Howie, after 

about two months, he left Phoenix House, and he went someplace in Wisconsin. He's out there. 

Then David came a little later on, and I've known David for forty years. 

 

Q: But so he was already on the faculty at the University of California? 

 

Friend: Back then, I don't think so. I don't think he was back then. I couldn't give you a date 

when he was there. 

 

Q: Well, what I'm trying to get at and what I'm interested in is whether or not, as he goes on the 

faculty there, he puts more and more effort into studying the TC model and stuff. Did he actively 

study the houses in California in any kind of systematic and academic way? 

 

Friend: I would say he did, especially when he was out here. I mean, he worked out here. So the 

only program we had then was Orange County, and his office was there. So he could see 

everything that was going on. When we expanded, he was the one who found Descanso, so he 
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would be there and talk about what's going on and how we're going to do this and how we're 

going to do that. He was instrumental in a lot of things out there; he started a lot of things. He's 

an excellent talker. He knows what TC involves, because he was in Synanon. He knows the 

model inside and out, and he would do teachings. He would have all of the facilities come and 

teach and go through the history of not only the TC but why the TC did things the way they did.  

 

For instance, today you have one hundred staff members working in the house. When I was in 

treatment, there was five or six. So we broke it up into what we called clans. So I was 

responsible for, say, twenty people. You would be responsible for another twenty, in that way. 

Today they don't call them clans, but they're broken up into the different groups. You were 

responsible for those people. You'd have to do individual therapy, make sure they get their 

family therapy and do all their charting. Back when I was in treatment, there wasn't a whole lot 

of charting you had to do. There really wasn't anything there. The first major charting was the 

intake, and Jean did my intake. But then, as you go now and you pick up somebody's chart, it's 

that thick [gesturing], because of all the notes you have to make. It's more like a hospital now.  

 

Q: So four inches thick or something. 

 

Friend: Yes. Yes. I mean, it was like a hospital. When hospital nurses have to come around every 

couple of hours and do their rounds and write it in, that's how it is now. Every eight hours or so 

you have to come in, and you have to do your charting, and a lot of times the staff get in trouble 

because they don't do their charting. The thing today, as opposed to when I was in treatment, is 
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that when I was in treatment, just about all of the staff were former clients. Today there aren't 

any left.  

 

Q: Right. So when you're operating the program here, are you trying to get all former clients, or 

were you…? 

 

Friend: No. Because the way it works out here, depending on your degree and depending on the 

level of kid—I said before about levels five, six—you get points for certain degrees, from 

accounting. So if you have, say, a master’s degree— 

 

Q: Sure, in social work or something. 

 

Friend: Right. So you would get X amount of points. If I'm just an ex-addict and I don't have any 

paper, you get, say, two, where you, with your degree, would get five. So the more points you 

have working for you, the more money you stand to make.  

 

Q: Right. And so then, the more difficult adolescents you're legally allowed to deal with. 

 

Friend: Right.  

 

Q: So as you were a director, you began hiring more and more people who are educated in the 

university system? 
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Friend: Right. 

 

Q: Was that a major influence in changing the therapeutic model? 

 

Friend: I think it had a big part to play in it. Like I said, again, the insurance companies dictating 

how long a kid could stay in treatment, having to hire people that don't have a clue what a 

therapeutic community is, and some of them have their own agendas. So when they have their 

own agendas that makes it even worse, because they want to do it their way, and you tell them 

"You can't do it that way. You have to do it this way." So you got to go back and forth with them 

until you say, "Look, this is the way it's going to be." But there are other people that would pay 

for that, are dying to learn the model, and really want to do it. So your screening has to be really 

good. You can't just say, “OK, I'm hiring you.” 

 

Q: Right, but unless I'm horribly mistaken, not very many universities teach the therapeutic 

community model. 

 

Friend: Right. Right. 

 

Q: When you're getting these medical staff or these staff who are going to social work school or 

something like that, was it difficult working with them because of this? Were they resistant to the 

idea of the therapeutic community? Did it resonate with their education? 
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Friend: Well, you had some people that didn't believe in it at all, and they thought, because they 

did have paper, that the only way to do it was their way. Like I say, you have to go back and 

forth and say no. For instance, one of the big things you had is that of a family therapist who did 

therapy with a kid and something came out, and you would say, "Well, what happened in your 

therapy session?" they'd say, "Well, I can't tell you because it's confidential." I'm saying, "That's 

not true. You work here, and I'm the director, and I need to know this stuff." They would be very 

hesitant to give it up. I would say, "Look, you can either give it up and tell me, because we can't 

tolerate not knowing, because the staff have to know what's going on so they can deal with the 

kid." They were like, “Well, you know…” And I would tell them, "Look, this is the deal. Either 

you give it up or find another job. It's not going to be that way. You have to share information." 

A lot of them didn't want to share it. They thought that they were committing a cardinal sin, but 

they weren't. We made sure of it. 

 

Q: But so then did you have a difficult time being a superior in the organization, a supervisor in 

the organization, over these people who have higher education than you? Did they recognize 

your legitimacy, your authority? 

 

Friend: Oh, yes. Yes. They knew. Listen, because somebody has a piece of paper to me it doesn't 

mean anything. You could have all the paper in the world and still can't talk to a kid, or you 

could have no paper and be a great talker. I've never been intimidated by anybody that has paper 

or it never bothered me that he had paper. If you're coming to work here, this is the way it's done. 

If we need to make changes in something, we will, but it will be on a whole scale thing. I'm not 

going to say, “OK, well, we're going to do this here, and in San Diego they're going to do this.” 
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Q: But so your staff was never like, “Oh, Howard, he's an old ex-addict,” whatever? 

 

Friend: No. Not to my face anyway.  

 

Q: Now, you know, when I interview people in New York, several of them have been—how to 

put it—having doubts that expanding Phoenix House was a good move, that it's cost the 

organization too much, it cost the model too much, and in particular that many of the outposts, 

including California, never really functioned all that well anyway. What do you think about that 

interpretation? 

 

Friend: Well, for me, I think that we got way too big, and because we got so big the model 

suffered. Because you couldn't do the things that you could do, because every state has its own 

set of regulations. I think the hunt for new business affected the old business, because the model 

was changing, and now here comes all these other models. Which ones do you use? You know 

what I mean? Sometimes bigger is not always better. When you get so big, it loses some of the 

soul. You know what I mean? The self-help concept now, people, when I say it's self-help, they 

say, "What are you talking about? How can it be self-help? Don't you need a doctor?" You don't 

need a doctor. The proof is in the pudding.  

 

You take a look at somebody like Jean, who comes across as very rigid, a no-nonsense kind of a 

woman, and she is. But her heart is as big as it could be. I mean, she is a superstar. When people 

look at her, they're afraid of her. People are afraid of Jean, because Jean will tell you like it is in 
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a second. She won't hold back for a second. She's the type of person that you, “What, you said 

what?” “Well, this is how it is.” And she don't care who it is. She don't care if it's Mitch or Kevin 

[McEneaney] or, you know, anybody. She's a straight shooter. If more people in the organization 

were like that, we'd still be in a good space. She didn't like them changing the model. She's one 

of the hardcore, old-fashioned TC people. 

 

Q: So I'm wondering then, what was it that was the impetus for expanding? You said that San 

Diego County came up and asked Phoenix House to expand there.  

 

Friend: Right. 

 

Q: What about the other ones? Why expand at all, even in California? 

 

Friend: I think Phoenix House in New York was considered the best program. When this whole 

TC movement started, people were looking, “How do we start this?” And Phoenix House—

because we were the best, they came to us and asked, "Would you come out and start with us?" 

That's how it started. I'm not even sure how many places they're in now. I know they're in 

Florida, they're in New England, they're in Texas, California, you know, in the Midwest 

someplace. They got so many programs. I'm sure that we've taken over some programs, and I'm 

sure those programs that we've taken over have stayed with their model rather than switched to 

our model in mid-stream. I've said, sometimes bigger is not always better, and sometimes it 

depends on how you do it. If you're going to send your staff from your main facility out to do it, 
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that means you're depleting the work force where you started, so you've got to—you bring in 

other people that don't have the experience, and it starts to water down.  

 

Like these prison programs. We opened up all of these prison programs, which was a good thing. 

But we had to take people from the facilities to start it, even though it was in the middle of the 

state, in a place like Modesto, like we're the armpit of California up there. But that's where all the 

prisons are. So they literally had to hire people, farmers, people on a John Deere tractor, they'd 

say, "Want a job? OK, come on." And they would get the job, and it would be like, “I don't know 

what to do,” but in the prison program, if you're working in the prison, it's their house. So no 

matter what you say, they're going to do it their way anyway. So we had a lot of those programs, 

and then we lost them because of budget cuts. I think we had seven, and we lost five. That was 

half of California's overhead we lost with that, so we had to make cuts, and because of the cuts 

we lost some great people. I mean, people that were top notch, which is unfortunate, because we 

could have used them in other facilities. But they cut them loose, and then once they got cut or 

they knew they were being cut loose, they made their own movement and decided, “Well, I'm 

going to go work for Walden House,” because Walden House had programs.  

 

As a matter of fact, in Corcoran [California] they built a whole separate yard for TC stuff, and 

then because of funding and stuff they took it back. They had like—I'm not sure how many. 

They had a couple of hundred guys living away from the regular population, all living in this TC 

area. Then when they cut the funding, they put them all back in the general pop, and then after 

the general—like, say, at three o'clock they would go for an hour. But once you're back in the 

general pop, you don't have a chance, you know. So that was pretty difficult. That was a new line 
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of business for us, working in the prisons, because we had never worked—Jean used to do some 

stuff in the women's prison, going in for seminars, and I did some seminars, but never on a daily 

basis. It was different. When you walked in you had to go through the gates and the sally port. 

You'd hear one gate close and then hear the other close, and you'd say, “Oh, here we go again, 

back just where I started.” But yes, TC was no longer. 

 

Q: Yes, so we've talked about several things that affected the model. One, we've talked about the 

insurance. We've talked about the different staff that came to work, as the staff needed to be 

more and more degreed. What else affected the model? What else changed it? 

 

Friend: The big thing to me was the length of time in treatment. The longer a person stays in 

treatment, the better chance he has to succeed. I'm not just talking about living in a facility. I 

mean, you could live in a facility, but once you leave there, you have to have some contact with 

groups or AA meetings or something. You have to continue that in order to stay in the right 

track. So when people say, “Yes, the longer the person stays in treatment,” they’re not 

necessarily saying, “The longer the person stays in inpatient treatment.” But I think that inpatient 

treatment is more successful than outpatient treatment. You have more time to work on things. 

You have more time to talk things over with people. You have more time to reflect on what are 

you doing, why are you doing it, where do you want to be. When I started working at Phoenix 

House, I didn't have one skill. I couldn’t bang a hammer into a nail. I was clueless. What was I 

going to do? Then it was like, they asked me, they said, "Do you want a job?" I said sure. So I 

went to work there, and it's forty-three years after, I retired.  
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One night we had this big fundraising event, and I wasn't ready for it, but they honored me—

being honored, I don't know if it was an honor—for being with Phoenix House for forty years. 

So I don't know if that's an honor, or they just gave it to me for being around so long. You know, 

take it how you want to. 

 

Q: That was just a couple of years ago. So I'm thinking about these waning years, you know, as 

you're getting ready to retire, the last ten years or something, did you see the TC model 

crumbling right in front of you? And how did you try to keep it together? If you were a director, 

why couldn't you keep it together? 

 

Friend: I kept it together the best I could. But it was sort of like fighting a losing battle. If you're 

the only one left standing, and the rest of the people aren't invested in the TC, not only do you 

have to combat the county and ask for more beds, ask for more money.  But then you have to 

deal with all of the staff, you have to deal with administration, because administration will 

always go where the money goes, unfortunately. Unfortunately, I think, for the most part, we've 

become a business, instead of focusing more on treatment. I hate to say that, but the way I look at 

it is, how do you treat kids that only have seven days or fourteen days? What do you give them? 

I might be all wrong, but that's OK. But I think that you do it the best you could.  For the most 

part, you give it your best shot and you try to keep it together, but all the funding—and I saw the 

writing—it got very hard for me at the end. The last year or two, working in Orange County 

Adolescents, I saw these kids that were coming in that were at least level fourteen. Staff, they 
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were so quick to jump the gun on these kids and not give them the chance on how to fight with 

them. 

 

As a matter of fact, there was one girl in particular who refused to get up in the morning and 

always had a little safety blanket with her. She was fourteen or fifteen. Always had a little safety 

blanket, and the staff was trying to take it away from her. And I said, "Look, just leave her be. 

Let her work through it." So she really attached to me, so every morning she was—I said, "Look, 

let's make a deal. When I come in in the morning, if you're out of bed, you and I will spend some 

time together." So every morning she would get up and then I saw her. Had to figure out how to 

work with her little blanket. So I said, "Look, why don't we try this? Why don't you put the 

blanket in my office and go to bed. And if you want it in the morning, you go get it." She said 

OK. So it was baby steps, but eventually she gave up the blanket. So one of the staff passed 

away, and they had this memorial service for her, and she was there. She came running up to me, 

and she was doing great. She had made it. She was going to school. She was living on her own 

with a roommate. She was doing great. When I saw her and I knew she was doing great, I felt 

real good about it, because I thought, well, maybe I have a little bitty part in her recovery, and 

she's doing good. So any time you see that in somebody, you feel good about it.  

 

Q: Are there any other memories you'd like to add to this recording? 

 

Friend: Any other memories? 

 

Q: Yes. 



  Friend – Session 1 – 46 
 

 

Friend: I mean, there's a whole lot. Because I worked here, I met—I danced with Bette Midler, 

years ago in New York, when the movie The Rose came out, about Janis Joplin, and she played 

Janis. Right after the initial showing was a benefit for us, Phoenix House, at Roseland 

[Ballroom]. We had this big thing, and so we danced together. That was fun. Having breakfast 

with—"Tears in Heaven." "Tears in Heaven." What's his name? He's a great guitarist. Oh. Eric 

Clapton! I had breakfast with Eric Clapton. He actually lived right behind the house in Venice. I 

was overseeing Venice. So we had a big fundraiser, we spent the night together, and then the 

next morning he came to have breakfast with me. Also I met Cindy Crawford, and years ago 

Bette Davis and Walter Cronkite, Frank Gifford. I met all these actors and actresses. Some of 

them sent their kids to treatment. But it was fun meeting all of the people. One of the fundraisers, 

the theme was the Roaring Twenties, and they had all of these gals doing Charleston and stuff 

like that. The memories, they were fun.  

 

Then there were some sad memories, too. You know, things happen. People pass away. I had a 

kid one day that, I was running the house meeting, and I noticed that there was this one kid 

missing. So I sent my staff on a search, and they found the kid in his room, and he had cut his 

wrists and he was just sitting there. Oh, man, we got it just in time, you know, the ambulance 

came and took him. But that was a sad thing, and the kids got scared, and you had to deal with 

them. Dealing with kids that are afraid is a whole lot different than dealing with them when they 

think they're tough. When they're afraid their vulnerability comes out. The kids today, they're 

different than they were thirty years ago. More broken homes, more single parents, kids are on 

their own, getting into trouble, don't realize that—what are they going to do with their lives if 
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they keep getting into trouble? A lot of kids throw away their lives early on, and there's no hope 

for them. Some kids want to do something, and they do it.  

 

But you could never tell. We could be in a room with fifty people, and you look around and say, 

"Well, I think he's going to do good," or "He's going to do good, he's going to do good." Come to 

find out all of those kids that you think look good, they're bad, and the kid that you think is a 

little idiot is the kid that does good. So you never know. It's the business of guessing sometimes. 

Because you can give and give and give, and the choice for them is, well, I'm going to do this or 

I'm not. Forget it, I'm not going to do it. One time, we were in Orange County, and they had 

this—they called him the—what did they call the kid? The Huntington Beach Bank Robber or 

something. He was a kid that I had in the adolescent program. I saw his picture. I said, "Oh, 

man." He’s out there robbing banks. He's probably still in prison. That's the sad thing about it. 

You see kids or you hear about somebody dying of an overdose. You hear that kind of stuff, and 

you feel bad, because you put into something, and the kid OD'd [overdosed] or something like 

that.  

 

There's so many memories. The good memories are hanging out with the staff. I was at Jean's 

wedding. Jean and Douglas, me and Douglas hung out all the time. I got a picture on my wall of 

all of us—not all of us, but the staff at Prospect Place, where we worked. In those days, there 

were some really good people that wanted to do it. The self-help concept was, “Yes, I want to 

do—I got to do this,” and I think people were a little bit more serious about their lives, because a 

lot of these guys were older. They weren't, you know, adolescents, but most of them were in their 

thirties and forties and knew that this was their last opportunity, either that or die or go to jail or 
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something. We struggled a lot with getting it together. We struggled, finding out who we were 

and what we were doing.  

 

I know, for me, struggling with issues that I had about my father was really—it was mind 

boggling when I look back at it now and all the things that I had to deal with. But it was people 

like Jean and Douglas and Herman Williams that helped me work through it. Of course, I'm 

better for it now. When I look back, and I've known Jean for all of these years, and we talk a 

couple times a year, looking back and knowing her, when she brought me that ice cream, that ice 

cream cone was sort of like, “Huh?” There's people doing something for nothing. She doesn't 

want anything from me. She just gave me the ice cream cone. I'll never forget that, never. To me 

that was the most important day of my life, because it showed me that somebody really cared 

about me, and she was the first. I'll never be able to say enough about her. She's just a 

remarkable woman.  

 

Q: Well, have we forgotten anything?  

 

Friend: I don't know yet.  

 

Q: OK. Well, thank you so much, Howard.  

 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


