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PREFACE 

 

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

conducted by Kristin Murphy on July 24, 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. 
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Q: I wanted to start by asking your early experiences of what brought you to Phoenix House?  

 

Josepher: What brought me to Phoenix House? Well, I was in need of treatment. I was in need of 

help. But my route to Phoenix House was very different than most people, in that I was in 

another program for about six months, a program called Odyssey House. Both Odyssey House 

and Phoenix House started around the same time, early 1967; ’66, ’67. And I was mandated by 

the courts into treatment at Odyssey House, and I was not really a motivated person. I would 

just—was following the law, because I didn’t want to go to prison, and thought that I would get 

into Odyssey House and stay there for a few weeks, and then, as we would say, “Get in the 

wind,” and go back to manipulating the system, as I had been for seven years of my addiction. 

 

But I somehow bought into the process of the therapeutic community, and felt while I was in 

Odyssey House that for the first time in the seven years that I was addicted, I started to get a 

sense that I had a future, that this therapeutic community concept and process was something that 

was good for me, and good for others, and I bought into it. That means you buy into the concept 

of being part of a commune where everybody had responsibilities for the maintenance and 

upkeep of the facility, and that what was good for the facility was the most important need, or 

highest value. In other words, seeing that the facility was running well, and everybody was doing 
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their part, and sustaining this commune was what was most important. And your individual 

needs and feelings were important, but to a lesser degree than what was good for the community. 

But what was also both very radical for me and really important were the encounter groups, 

whereby you could sit in a group and everybody in that room was equal. No one had the vested 

authority that came with their title. 

 

When you were in an encounter group, everybody was equal. And so, as long as I stayed in my 

seat and I didn’t make threats, I could say whatever I wanted. And being that I had a lot of anger 

in me, it helped me to get it out. And so, I had full expression, and took advantage of it. But that 

also gave everybody else in the room the opportunity to have full expression back to me, as long 

as we stayed in our seat, and didn’t make threats. And I thought that this was revolutionary and 

wonderful, you know, that kind of equality. And so, I surprised myself. I stayed with it. And 

after six months in Odyssey House, the psychiatrist and cofounder, Judianne Densen-Gerber, 

fired the director, who was the recovering person, a guy whose name at that time was Tony 

Enriquez [phonetic]. And when they fired Tony and the next recovering person under Tony also 

decided, well, he’s going to leave, and the next person under him said he was going to leave, too, 

well, I decided I didn’t want to be there without these people. These are the people I had a 

connection with. 

 

So, what actually happened, the whole facility got up and split. In the history of Odyssey House, 

it became known as “The Big Split.” Judianne Densen-Gerber was crushed, but she recovered 

quickly, and started all over again, bringing in people from the courts, or from wherever, from 

Odyssey House. But the group that split, the group that I was a part of, we tried to stay together, 
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which we did. We slept on floors, we slept in borrowed spaces. We tried it, we kept it together, 

and then a church, the East Harlem Protestant Parish Church made their retreat—upstate New 

York—available to us. So, twenty of us went to upstate New York, kept this therapeutic 

community concept alive for about three months, when people realized we couldn’t keep going 

like this, because we weren’t bringing in new people; we were outside of the city and we were 

existing on the largesse of a couple of the board members, who also left Odyssey House when 

we left. 

 

And so, a negotiation with Phoenix House began, and all of us, all twenty of us, went into 

Phoenix House. I didn’t go directly into Phoenix House, I had been in Odyssey House for a half 

a year. I never had a day off. I hadn’t visited my girlfriend, I wanted to get laid, we used to call 

it, we had a very “tight collar.” And so when their bus was driving us from upstate New York to 

Phoenix House, when I got into the city, I jumped off the bus, went to see my girlfriend, and it 

didn’t take me long to realize I made a mistake. And the next day, I went to Phoenix House to 

ask them to take me in, and they said, “OK, but you can’t come right in.” You had to go through 

what was called the “induction process” at that time, which meant I had to go to a halfway 

facility, a day care center, which was called Samaritan, and ultimately became Samaritan 

Village. But I was going there during the day for a week or so, and then they took me into 

Phoenix House. 

 

Q: And what year was this? 

 

Josepher: Nineteen sixty-seven. 
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Q: Oh, so it’s at the very beginning. 

 

Josepher: It was at the very beginning. At that time, Phoenix House consisted of two floors, at 

205 West 85th Street. I believe when I got there, just about the same time the first woman, I 

believe her name was Dorothy Armstrong [phonetic]—you remember things like this—and so, I 

think the influx of the Odyssey House people meant that we had to take over another floor of the 

building. See, it’s a five-story building, so now we had three floors. And of course, ultimately, 

we took over the whole building. But my entrance to Phoenix House was fairly seamless, once I 

was in, because it was the same concept of everybody having their responsibilities to see that the 

community was nourished and housed and clean, the same concept in the groups, the encounter 

groups. And so, it was a fairly easy transition for me to go from the Odyssey program into the 

Phoenix House program. 

 

And I got there, the narrative that, in terms of the Phoenix House origins, were that six detoxified 

addicts started Phoenix House, and created this program, created a philosophy and brought in a 

director from Daytop, a guy by the name of Pete Falcone. And then, not too long after I was 

there, some changes started to happen whereby the Phoenix House in the city became part of a 

larger Phoenix House that now had a facility on Hart Island. And after I was in Phoenix House 

for a few months, a shift happened with the director of the Phoenix House—Pete Falcone was 

moved to Hart Island. Tony Enriquez, who was the director at Odyssey House, also became a 

director at Hart Island. And I was selected to go to Hart Island with Pete Falcone as his house 

manager, or coordinator. 
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So, it was a senior role, but I was still a resident. And so, I went to Hart Island, which was kind 

of different, because I was used to being in a city facility, which were basically tenements. 

Odyssey House, the beginnings there were the same as Phoenix House beginnings, and we were 

refurbishing the tenements and making it into our home. Hart Island had an institutional setting 

and bars on the windows, and it was all male, whereas the Phoenix House in the city was male 

and female. But we ran the program the same way, and I don’t know how long I was there, I 

must have been there five or six months when Phoenix House then opened up a re-entry facility 

at 204 West 84th Street, or something like that. It was right around the corner from 205 West 85th 

Street. 

 

Q: But you, at this point, were not mandated? 

 

Josepher: I was still under a mandate. 

 

Q: Oh, you were? OK. 

 

Josepher: After we left Odyssey House, I contacted my probation officer and told him what 

happened. And he said, “Well, you’re still in the treatment program, so that’s fine.” So, my 

probation shifted from Odyssey House to Phoenix House. So, that’s how I got there. 

 

Q: Describe how things were working when you first got to 85th Street. 
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Josepher: Well, 85th Street was a tenement building between Amsterdam and Broadway. For me, 

I was very familiar with that neighborhood, because that’s where I bought drugs. And I saw my 

old drug friends, and my dealer periodically, but thought that was a good thing, because it was 

making me stronger that I was being rehabilitated right where I had bought and used drugs. 

When you got to 205 West 85th Street that first time, I remember, you had to walk up a stoop a 

few steps, and there were two offices in the front of the building; one to the left of the stoop, one 

to the right of the stoop. The right of the stoop, it was an office, it was called a COC, a 

Community Orientation Center. And that’s where if people wanted to get information about what 

was going on in this building, or they wanted help for themselves—that’s where you got 

information. The other office was just an office where some of the expediters or the coordinators 

would sit, and they would run the house from those offices. The beds were all bunk beds, we 

were all doubled up. There could have been four to six of us in a room, dormitory style, and we 

all shared a bathroom on the floor. 

 

You know, many years later, when I see the kind of drug facilities that we open up now, they 

were all very industrial and modern and clean and spacious, and you’ve got professionals doing 

the cooking, very different than the kind of therapeutic community that we had in the early days. 

And I honestly think that we were better off in the early days than these modern facilities that 

they have now, because you built that facility. You know, the early therapeutic communities. We 

put our sweat and blood into it. And so, our investment was so much deeper. And what you 

learned about programs is that—what you get out of it is really determined by what you put into 

it. And if you believed in the concept, or even if you didn’t believe in it, but you acted as if you 

believed in it, if you lived it, it worked for you. 
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So, the house became my house. My program. My brothers and sisters. And my behavior and my 

actions, in a sense, had to put all of those things, the program, the facility and even other people, 

to some extent, ahead of myself. And so, you’re starting to learn to take your own ego and put it 

in the background a little bit, and put something else ahead of it. So, in looking back at that, 

years later, it was like the facility was our higher power. Like when you attend AA [Alcoholics 

Anonymous] or NA [Narcotics Anonymous] meetings, they talk about “higher power,” you 

know, they say, “Let go, let God. Turn it over!” Well, we didn’t have that kind of God 

relationship, or spiritual relationship, but you had to sort of turn over your own ego, your own 

needs or draws, or what you thought you needed to what you thought was best for all, was best 

for the facility. So, in a sense, that was a spiritual experience, because it’s a higher power. Maybe 

I’m not explaining this too good, but— 

 

Q: No, when you went from 85th Street to Hart Island, you know, the facility then was very 

different, at least the physical. So, did you find your experience of the program to be different, 

with the— 

 

Josepher: On Hart Island? 

 

Q: Yes, with the more institutional version? 

 

Josepher: Well, what was happening was that we were sent out to Hart Island to convert that 

facility, so that it was very much like the Phoenix House in the city. It was run differently before 
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I got there. Some of the things that I envied, they gave them passes to go home after they were 

there for three weeks, four weeks. They got drinking privileges while they were in treatment. 

We, at Phoenix House, did not get our drinking privileges until we were in the re-entry phase. 

You look a little surprised. You don’t know about this? 

 

Q: No, I don’t know about the drinking privileges. 

 

Josepher: Well, in the early days of Phoenix House, Odyssey House, Daytop, the ultimate goal or 

outcome was to return to society as a responsible member. It’s not what it is today, to return to 

society as a sober member. While we were still in the program, in the re-entry phase of the 

program, we got drinking privileges. So, in a sense, it was a harm reduction model, not an 

abstinent-based model. And for many people, like myself, the idea that I had to be sober while I 

was in the facility, but there was going to be a day when I didn’t have to be sober, I was really 

fine with that. You know, it was a very different world than it is today, in terms of how we 

understand addiction and how we go about treating it. Everything that was going on in the 

therapeutic community, Phoenix, Odyssey, Daytop, it was all very experimental. We took the 

Synanon model and changed it, because Synanon didn’t have a beginning, middle, and end. You 

went into Synanon, and you stayed there. It was a lifestyle program. 

 

But the therapeutic communities were a treatment process. And as you got to the end of the 

process, as you were re-entering society, it was OK to drink alcohol. It was not OK to use other 

drugs. And what was so wonderful about that is that you were still in treatment. So, if you 

exhibited problems with your alcohol, we could address it in treatment. I know some people had 
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problems, but I didn’t. And many of us didn’t. And we became social drinkers. And the thinking 

was, more or less, to stay away, to abstain from what we called your “drug of choice,” my drug 

of choice was heroin. So, that was anathema. 

 

Q: Why do you think this model changed so much? 

 

Josepher: Well, I have my theories, but I don’t really know. My theory is that, one, they probably 

saw a lot of relapses, whoever the powers that be; two, what started to happen in the late ’70s 

here in the city was a tremendous expansion of Alcoholics Anonymous, Narcotics Anonymous. 

And so these became, in a sense, for people coming out of therapeutic community, post-graduate 

support groups. And if you were going to be part of the AA model, it’s an abstinent-based model. 

I don’t think that that was a community decision, because Phoenix House started to change. And 

instead of it being a therapeutic community, it became more of a medical model; a top-down 

approach. And so, decisions were made, yes, based upon what the hierarchy, Mitch Rosenthal, 

thought was best. And it was not the same concept that I was experiencing when I was in 

Phoenix House. Rules, regulations would be adapted, would be changed, but it would be ironed 

out in those groups. And in those groups, everybody was equal. I spent many, many hours in 

those groups with Mitch Rosenthal. And the give and take was as rigorous and challenging—

[laughs] but we were all in it together. And I think that changed. You didn’t feel like you were 

all in it together, you were in a program somebody else was running. 

 

Q: When did you start noticing that shift? 
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Josepher: Well, I started to notice it when my brother went into Phoenix House. And he was 

telling me, you know, I heard some of the rules and regulations, and it sounded different. I mean, 

there were times after Phoenix House—I never went back to heroin. But I wanted to see what it 

was like, what was going on in these AA meetings, and so I attended meetings. I was very 

impressed with them. I was really impressed with the growth, because I think I went to my first 

AA or NA meeting in 1978 in Lenox Hill Hospital. And this small meeting, with about ten, 

twelve people, within a couple of months there were sixty or seventy people. And then they 

couldn’t do one meeting, they needed two meetings. And it was just amazing, seeing all of this 

explosive growth. 

 

So, over those years, after I left Phoenix House, I would have periods of sobriety, long periods of 

sobriety. And then I would start to drink again. But it never was really a problem for me; you 

know, I know I went sober for a long time when I was informed that I had hepatitis. So I stopped 

drinking just for health reasons. But I don’t really know why it changed. I think that the top-

down approach changed because Mitchell wanted it to be that way. I can’t think of any other 

reason. 

 

Q: So, what— 

 

Josepher: And to tell you the truth, in my opinion, I don’t think it made the program any better. I 

think if Mitchell didn’t do what he did, it would never have grown the way that it grew, because 

he gave it structure and vision and legitimacy, and connections to both government and wealthy 

sources. And so, I mean, what he did was phenomenal! He turned this little therapeutic 
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community into an institution. And that’s not a good thing. Well, because institution’s a part of 

the system. Institutions become more preoccupied and concerned with their own longevity than 

they do with the mission. Of course, if you don’t have longevity, you’re not going to be able to 

perform your mission. 

 

Q: Could you have imagined it going in another direction? 

 

Josepher: It could have gone in another direction, but it would have needed to stay small, which 

is why I’ve kept my operation, which I founded more than twenty some-odd years ago, small. 

Because when it becomes large, you become a bureaucracy, and you lose vitality. I mean, the 

way Phoenix House grew was phenomenal. I mean, we were growing as a community very 

quickly; we opened up so many Phoenix Houses. Even when I was there, we opened up 84th 

Street, we opened up 88th Street, we opened in Far Rockaway, we opened up in Coney Island. 

We opened up in Prospect Place. What was also important at that time was that people like me, 

mandated clients, were in the minority. The majority of people who were there were there 

because they wanted to be there. So, that shifted, whereby the intake of people became more 

reliant upon taking people through the criminal justice system. And now, you had more people 

who were forced to be there than people who elected to be there, and that changed the culture 

also. 

 

Q: You mentioned that there were seven years before you got to Phoenix House, with addiction. 

Did you try other programs? Had you been through detox before? 
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Josepher: I detoxed many times. Many times. I think I was in what we called at that time 

Manhattan General [Hospital], which became Morris Bernstein [Institute] and now Beth Israel 

[Medical Center], I must have been there fifteen, seventeen times over seven years of addiction. 

So, I certainly attempted to kick the habit. I was in Metropolitan Hospital two or three times. I 

was in another hospital in Madison, Wisconsin, where I ended up getting very sick, withdrawing, 

I had to be hospitalized. But that was drug treatment. You have to understand, we did not have 

drug treatment in this country until the therapeutic communities hit the scene. I was in an out-

patient program at Flower Fifth Avenue [Hospital], now it’s part of Mount Sinai [Hospital]. It 

was counseling, experimental. We’re taking some medication, which was the medication they 

were giving me was called Darvon. It really was bullshit, but then, we were experimenting, you 

know? But there was no formalized residential treatment centers in this country. The only 

treatment centers where there was a residential were two hospitals that were attached to federal 

prisons; one in Lexington, Kentucky—I’m surprised you don’t know this—and the other was in 

Fort Worth, Texas. So, if you came from east of the Mississippi and you were either sent there 

by the courts, or you voluntarily went into the treatment facility that we called “KY,” Kentucky. 

 

Q: Yes, I actually do know this. 

 

Josepher: So, I was there. 

 

Q: Oh! 
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Josepher: And it was basically, you sat around all day and bullshitted with people. They were 

doing a lot of experimentation with drugs at that hospital. That’s where they did the very early 

methadone experimentation, and buprenorphine, Suboxone. They did that, experimentations, in 

the ’60s and ’50s at the prison hospitals in Lexington, Kentucky and Fort Worth, Texas. And 

then you saw a psychiatrist once a week, and that was your treatment. So, basically, you just sat 

around most of the time in a psych ward. But I had signed myself in, even though I was still, you 

know, I think I was still on probation at that time, but I signed myself in. And so, I connected 

with some guy inside who told me he was leaving, and he had a shitload of dope in the locker at 

the Greyhound station. And I said, “You’re leaving? I’m leaving!” And I left. 

 

Q: How long did you stay there? 

 

Josepher: Not long. A couple of weeks. But there wasn’t treatment until those therapeutic 

communities, Daytop, Odyssey, Phoenix, Gaudenzia in Philadelphia, Gateway in Chicago. Until 

those Synanon-type programs showed efficacy. And once they showed efficacy, money started to 

roll in. And when the money rolled in, in rolled the Ph.D.s and the M.D.s. And whereas we, the 

people from the community, the addicts, created the treatment, I think it was President Nixon 

who was looking at a heroin epidemic in 1971, and decided he was going to make resources 

available that we had that kind of—we had an explosion, and now drug treatment became an 

accepted and valid process in this country. But in the early years, when I was using drugs in the 

’60s, there wasn’t really any treatment. There were detoxes. I mean, I could be wrong, but— 

 

Q: No, it sounds like you’ve tried all of the options that were available. 
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Josepher: At that time. Yes. I even got my family doctor to put me on a regimen of dope. It was a 

pharmaceutical, but I was able to crush it up and inject it, as people have been doing now many 

years with Vicodin and Percocets, and whatnot. It stabilized me for a while—I got a job, I was 

working. And I worked through most of the years of my addiction. I did work in contracting, I 

was a New York City cab driver. But after about six years of addiction, as I said, I was on 

probation, I was facing prison time, and a judge told me either get into a program, or—and there 

was only one program. Daytop started before Phoenix and Odyssey. He said, “Get into Daytop.” 

And I tried to get into Daytop, and they asked me to go to this community center out in the street, 

attend meetings every day and help clean it and whatnot. 

 

But I continued to use. They wanted to see me cut down. And I told them, “I can’t stop using, 

I’m not able to really cut down. Take me in. Get me off the street.” And they wouldn’t do it. So, 

they wrote my parole officer and judge, and they told them that I was incorrigible, and 

unamenable to treatment. And when I found out about that, I absconded. I hustled up some 

money and I went to London, England, which, at that time, had what they called “The British 

System,” whereby they, a physician, could prescribe heroin and cocaine for you on a 

maintenance dosage. I remember seeing the doctor and he says, finally says to me, “Well, what 

do you use? Heroin and cocaine?” Now, when I was using drugs, cocaine was considered a rich 

man’s drug. We were junkies. I was a junkie. But he says, “What do you use, heroin and 

cocaine?” I said, “Yes!” [laughs] 

 

Q: Oh. 
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Josepher: He says, “How much?” I said, “Well, two hundred dollars a day.” This is 1966! I said, 

“Two hundred dollars.” Well, he says, “Well, how much is that?” I don’t know! He says, “How 

many grams?” I don’t know grams, I know bags, you know? I know three-dollar bags, five-dollar 

bags, ten-dollar bags, half loads, loads! [laughs] So he prescribes fifty-six grams of heroin a 

week, which is about eight a day, and forty-nine grams of cocaine, which is about seven a day. 

So I got to the pharmacy, I fill a prescription. Now I’ve got all these bottles. Bottles of heroin, 

bottles of cocaine. I got sterile needles, I got sterile water. I’m in junkie heaven! And I began to 

bang away. It’s what we called it, “banging away,” banging away. And after a while, I had so 

much heroin in me, I couldn’t even feel it. I didn’t feel like I was getting a rush, even, or a high. 

And I said, “Well, why don’t I start using some of that cocaine, mix it together?” 

 

Q: And had you used cocaine before at all? 

 

Josepher: No. 

 

Q: No. 

 

Josepher: Once. So I began, it’s called speedball. I began speedballing. I began using my week’s 

supply in a day and a half, two days. I would go back to the doctor, say, “I lost my drugs.” “Oh, 

somebody robbed me.” “I don’t know what happened!” I would make excuses, keep getting 

more, and I dropped a lot of weight. I was maybe a little bit thinner than I am now, to begin with. 

I was about 170 pounds as a junkie, six foot, almost six-two. I went down to 120 pounds, and the 
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doctor looked at me at some point and said, “I’m cutting you off.” Of course, he knew what I 

was doing, and he was scared. So, I found another doctor, and he said, “I’ll prescribe the heroin 

for you, but I won’t give you cocaine.” So, I accepted that and took his prescription, but I would 

forge “cocaine” onto the prescription. 

 

And after a little while of that, the pharmacy saw what I was doing, and they called the police. I 

knew what was happening. I knew it. And I knew, I didn’t run away. I just sat there and I waited 

for the police. I knew it. And I guess, in some way, I knew I had to be stopped. And so, they 

arrested me, they brought me into Merrill [phonetic] borough court, it’s like being in Old Bailey, 

you know it was an incredible courtroom, and the judge was up there with this big wig, and I 

think he sentenced me to ninety days and deportation. And I had a very interesting experience in 

prison, in London. I was in Brixton Prison [HM Prison Brixton], and it was very primitive, in 

that it didn’t have plumbing in the cells. And so, you had a little pot to wash yourself with, a 

pitcher, and an even smaller pot to shit and piss in. And in the morning, you’d get up, you’d take 

your shit and piss and you’d dump it and wash it out, and you’d take your pitcher and get a 

pitcher of water and bring it back to your cell and wash yourself with that. They had to march 

you to showers once a week. They had a system there that if—they put either one person in a cell 

or three people in a cell. They never put two people in a cell, because they felt two people could 

collude. That’s the KGB [Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti], also operated three-people 

cells, I found out later. 

 

But I was in a cell by myself, and I started to put on some weight. It was a different kind of 

prison than being in New York City jails. The facility itself was primitive, but the guards were 
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civil. And they were not, like, sick fucks like you had here in the city, who were just looking for 

some reason to beat you up. Over there, they just wanted to do their job, they didn’t want any 

trouble. They treated you respectfully if you didn’t make a problem. And so, they ultimately 

deported me after three months. And so now, it’s early 1967, maybe March, and I’m on the 

plane, and I’m saying, “I’m an absconder, and I know they’re going to pick me up at the airport.” 

And if they don’t, I also knew I was going to get back into it. And so, I made a deal with myself, 

if they don’t pick me up at the airport, I’m going to turn myself in. And I came back home, came 

back, you know, my girlfriend, and I did turn myself in. And the probation officer kind of—he 

didn’t know what happened to me. They didn’t know I absconded. But I told him what I did. 

 

And he said, “Well, the fact that you turned yourself in is—I’m going to give you another 

chance.” And he said, “We just heard about another program called Odyssey House that’s just 

opening up, it’s first starting, and see if you can get yourself in.” And I did. And as I told you, it 

sort of worked for me. It gave me hope. It gave me hope that I, too, could turn my life around. 

That I could be like Tony Enriquez, my role model, and I bought into it. But I also think that I 

had the junkie’s dream. I had legal heroin. I had legal cocaine. I had legal drugs. And I still 

fucked it up! [laughs] So, you know, the thing that you tell yourself when you’re a junkie, if I 

just didn’t have to steal, if I didn’t have to do this—you know, I could be normal. I could 

function. I knew that was bullshit. So I think that helped me to change. 

 

Q: You had tried all of the options. 
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Josepher: I had. There weren’t that many options open at that time, but the ones that were there, I 

tried. I tried. Actually, in 1966, the first experiments with methadone as a maintenance drug, it 

was happening in New York [cellphone ringing] by Dr. Vincent Dole and Dr. Marie 

Nyswander—[interruption] So, in 1966, I visited Nyswander Dole, I think it was Rockefeller 

University over there on the East Side of Manhattan. I had been addicted to heroin for five years. 

I would shoot up, if I had the dope, I’d shoot up fifteen to twenty times a day. That’s not unusual, 

not at all. Some, not me, they’d shoot up even if they didn’t have dope. Water shots. 

 

Q: And what does that— 

 

Josepher: Placebo. Mind fucks. I saw a lot of people do that. So, when they interviewed me to go 

on the methadone program, I didn’t meet their criteria. Their criteria was ten years of heroin 

addiction, and a minimum of ten arrests. See, what they were doing is, they were cherry picking, 

taking the most desperate addicts and putting them on methadone, as opposed to not-so-

desperate. We’re talking about the very, very beginning of methadone, 1966. So they rejected 

me. Hindsight, you know, I got lucky, though I had two more years of active addiction. 

 

Q: And what would be the advantage for them to cherry pick the even most addicted? 

 

Josepher: Because they would be most likely to adhere, or be compliant, with the program, 

because they were the most desperate. That’s my understanding. It’s not like somebody told me 

that. 
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Q: Yes. 

 

Josepher: That’s my understanding. Because, I mean, five years of addiction, and I was arrested 

five times, I mean, that’s pretty desperate. So, I don’t know. I can’t figure out any other reason 

why they turned me down. But they had those kind of criteria. 

 

Q: And why do you think you were lucky to be turned down in the end? 

 

Josepher: Well, because ultimately, the way I found my way out of addiction, not only was a 

transformative event, I learned certain skills. And out of that, a career, which I would not have 

had. I doubt it, if I would have had that, if I had gone on methadone. 

 

Q: So, how long did you end up staying with the Phoenix House organization? You went from 

85th and then to Hart Island? 

 

Josepher: And then I was moved into the re-entry facility. The first re-entry, the first group that 

went into re-entry at 84th Street—or, maybe they didn’t even have 84th Street yet—it was called 

the “first wave.” That was Ron [Williams], Carlos [Pagan], the founders. The very early—the 

people who were there at really the very beginning became the first re-entry wave. I was part of 

the second re-entry wave. So, I went in about four or five months. I went into re-entry about four 

months after the other guys. What was your question? 
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Q: I was asking how long, you know, you were in most of the places in Phoenix House. So, take 

me through, you went from 85th, then to Hart Island? 

 

Josepher: Yes. 

 

Q: And then to the re-entry? 

 

Josepher: To 84th Street, yes. 

 

Q: And so, how long is this time period? And when did you finally leave Phoenix House? 

 

Josepher: Well, like I said, I was in Odyssey House for about seven months, from June of 1967 

to, I think, November or December of ’67, and then I went into Phoenix House. I stayed in 

Phoenix House in the facilities, I think it was another year, or fourteen months. 

 

Q: Yes? 

 

Josepher: No, it was another year. And I’m trying to think of what my jobs were back at that 

time, but I think when I was living at 84th Street, I was probably—I was working for Phoenix 

House, my salary was $4,550 a year. But the fact that I had a job, I had an income, helped me to 

feel like I was a normal person. And that was an alien feeling for me, because as an addict, or 

whatever I was doing, I felt like an outsider, a non-belonger, a freak. And so, just riding the 

subway to and from work, you know, just like everybody else, it was extraordinary. Such an 
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ordinary experience was extraordinary. And I had this on and off relationship, my girlfriend, she 

ended up—I mean, she was a college graduate, and she ended up working for Phoenix House. 

And one day, when I went to our apartment, or what had been our apartment, I saw my director 

at Phoenix House trying to hide, because he knew I was coming. This was a guy named 

Kandy Latson. Candy was one of the— 

 

Q: California— 

 

Josepher: —one of the heavy hitters that Mitch brought in. He was about six foot five, black guy. 

And I catch him at my girlfriend’s place, and I went into his office the next day, and I told him if 

I ever saw him there again, I was going to bust his head open with a pipe! [laughs] And I walked 

out, and I said, “I’d better get the fuck out of here.” I didn’t just leave, I got a job in a men’s 

haberdashery, actually through one of the board members at that time, became a big movie 

producer, the name slips my mind. But it was his haberdashery. A guy that sold, at that time, it 

was, like, new Savile Row suits,       the English cut, colors, you know. Men’s fashion was really 

exploding in the late ’60s. So, I got a job, and I got an apartment. I am the first person to ever 

leave Phoenix House with a job in the private sector, and his own apartment. Guys like Julio 

[Martinez] and Carlos [Pagan] would use my apartment to take their girlfriends, so they got 

someplace so they could get laid! [laughter] 

 

Q: Because they were all still in the system, right? 
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Josepher: Yes, they were still at 84th Street. I mean, I had to get out. I mean, he didn’t do 

anything to me, Kandy. He just kind of laughed, like. But he didn’t report me or anything like 

that, but I said, “I’ve got to get the fuck out of here.” And so, I got this basement apartment on 

East 88th Street between 1st and 2nd Avenue. I’m working on Madison and 56th. And I’m doing 

OK. Five, six, seven months go by, and some things changed at Phoenix House. This guy, Kandy 

Latson, got fired, or he left. Even though I was doing well with the clothing, something was 

missing. And I felt like I—this seven years of addiction that I had put behind me, and now I’m 

selling clothes—it was like I had this experience, but it really didn’t mean anything. And I was 

not comfortable, I was not OK with that. And I wanted to go back to the therapeutic community, 

because that takes all of those years of madness and gives it some meaning. If I’m working in the 

addiction field. 

 

And so, I went back to Phoenix House, and they hired me to run a day care center, or an 

induction center, where people would come in, we’d give them groups, you know, they’d get a 

taste of the therapeutic community lifestyle. They’d go home at night, but that was where—then 

if we’d have an opening in the facility, you would draw from the day care center. And so, that 

was my first job on coming back. And then, they changed the re-entry facility from 84th Street to 

Prospect Place in Brooklyn, and they gave the director’s job to Tony Enriquez. I smile, because 

it turned out later that Enriquez was an alias, and his real name was [Alfred] Tony Endre. And 

Tony tapped me to be his assistant director in the re-entry facility. And so, I’m living in my 

apartment in Manhattan, now I’m driving a motorcycle, and I’m going to Brooklyn every day. 

And I don’t know, I think after a half a year, or a year of that, Tony moved on to another job, and 

they converted that re-entry facility into a treatment facility, and I became the director. 
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So now, people like myself were taking over as directors of the Phoenix House facilities, and the 

Synanon guys that Mitch had brought in were now being moved out. They were the directors of 

the facilities. But now, the Phoenix birds were taking over. This was always our plan. This was 

ours. Synanon was theirs, but Phoenix House was ours. Casa nostra. So, I became a director at 

Prospect Place, Carlos was a director at Mermaid Avenue. Ron was the director at Boerum Place. 

[laughs] I don’t remember all the others. 

 

Q: And the Synanon guys had left? 

 

Josepher: They either left or became more administrative, or support services. Yes, like that. 

There was always a little bit of antagonism between the Phoenix birds and the Synanon people. 

They were arrogant. 

 

Q: Did they arrive before or after you were at 85th? Were they already there when you got there? 

 

Josepher: I think on that a lot, because as I said, when I got to Phoenix House, Pete Falcone was 

the director. And it wasn’t until shortly after that, you started to see Mitch Rosenthal and some of 

these Synanon guys. And then I remember, I remember they sent these Synanon guys, Kandy 

Latson, Sandy Jackson, and Mary Terry [phonetic] out to Hart Island to sort of tighten it up. And 

a lot of the staff out there at Hart Island left, and were replaced with some of the Synanon 

people, people like Pete Falcone, who was a Daytop graduate, and Tony Enriquez who had been 

from Odyssey House. They became directors out there. 
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Q: But that shift was already happening at 85th Street when you got there? Because it sounds like 

that was kind of a disrupted moment, when they first arrived. 

 

Josepher: It wasn’t for me, because I was not established in that facility. I know it was a 

disruptive moment for the guys who were already there; for Ronnie [Williams], for Carlos, Julio, 

Freddie Ramos [phonetic], Ray Rodriguez [phonetic], Bobby Dole [phonetic], Eddie Thompson 

[phonetic], Manny Chevere [phonetic]. But you know, I didn’t know too much about what was 

going on on those levels, anyhow. I was like, you know, I was cleaning toilets. [laughs]  

 

Q: So when you were the director, how long did you stay the director? And then, what was next 

for you? 

 

Josepher: I think I stayed a director of Prospect Place maybe for a year and a half. I don’t 

remember exactly. And then I got promoted. I became a regional director, where I now sat over 

three Phoenix Houses, and the Phoenix induction, which was happening at 325 West 85th Street. 

At that time, they instituted some really innovative trainings for us. A woman by the name of 

Pauline Kaufman [phonetic], a social worker, came to work for us, and we started to get trainings 

in family systems and in primal therapy by a guy named—a psychiatrist named Dan [Daniel 

Harold] Casriel. Dan helped found Daytop. He had a similar story to Mitch, in that he was a 

shrink who visited Synanon, saw their approach, came back, and that’s how Daytop started a few 

years before Phoenix. Two years, maybe. But Dan also had this primal therapy private practice, 
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an institute. I had a huge number of groups and private sessions going on in his institute. And he 

liked to use people who had been in the therapeutic community as his group leaders. 

 

See, here’s an interesting nuance. Up until the ’60s, if you wanted psychiatric—if you wanted 

treatment, the only psychological treatment available to people was Freudian analysis. One to 

one, long-term investment, expensive. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Josepher: When the therapeutic communities started to do these encounter groups, and then we 

started to open them up to the public, it wasn’t just drug addicts now. Squares were coming into 

these groups. And places that we called “growth centers” started to open up around the country. 

These growth centers were where everyday people could come and get some kind of group 

counseling. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Josepher: It’s when therapy for the masses first happened. Groups, one-to-ones. And it wasn’t 

just Freudian trained psychoanalysts who were leading these sessions. So, the idea of therapy the 

way we see it in this country all came about because of those therapeutic communities. 

 

Q: Now, when you say you opened them up to the public, would there actually be groups where 

there would be addicts with non-addicts in the same kind of encounter group? 
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Josepher: Yes. Yes. 

 

Q: And what would happen? What did people talk about if it’s not organized around a single 

issue? Do you know of any— 

 

Josepher: If it’s not organized around drug-taking behavior? 

 

Q: Or—right. Or, eating disorders, or whatever. 

 

Josepher: Right. 

 

Q: You know, now, it’s generally issue-organized. 

 

Josepher: That’s right. 

 

Q: What would a mixed group look like, or do? 

 

Josepher: Well, first of all, it was mixed in the way that the recovering addict—we didn’t use the 

term “recovering,” that didn’t come about until the popularity of AA and NA. We identified 

ourselves as ex-addicts. The ex-addicts were the group leaders and facilitators. The squares, 

whatever their issues were, that’s what was being dealt with. Maybe initially some of them could 

have been parents. 
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Q: Yes? 

 

Josepher: But a lot of the seasoned encounter group players were now doing consulting work in 

these private institutes. One really big private institute that opened up at that time was Esalen, in 

Northern California. Later on, what was the one downtown? I forget, New York Center—there 

were different centers opening up and now providing therapy for people, counseling for people, 

group sessions. And Dan Casriel, when he opened his institute, Dan created a process, a group 

process, that was very much like primal therapy. Primal therapy was created by a psychologist 

named Arthur Janov, and became a best-selling book and became super popular. And the idea of 

these primal therapy groups, or as Dan Casriel called it, “scream therapy,” was to use the 

screaming as a means of access to deeper feelings, and that if you could get these feelings out, 

then you could see what was behind them. 

 

So, there was a great release, which helped you to be open. Now you’re getting feedback from 

the group. And I thought it was—we took it as a training to see if we could use this form of 

therapy in our encounters. And I thought it was viable, and that we could use it. But it 

ultimately—I think they started to discourage it, because, I think they didn’t think we were 

skilled enough to maintain a group and keep within the kind of parameters that were best for 

everybody. But Casriel approached me to go to work for him. And I saw an opportunity to get 

into the private sector. I had the title of clinical director at Casriel Institute. I was a regional 

director at Phoenix House. I was, like, one of the top five or six people, when I left. 
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And so, I left Phoenix House, I think it was 1972. I left once before, as I told you, now I left 

again. [interruption] 

 

Q: So, we were in 1972 when you left Phoenix House. 

 

Josepher: Yes, I left Phoenix House. The relationship with Phoenix House was good. I left under 

good terms, even though I think Mitch played a little bit mind games with me at the end, try to 

throw guilt. [laughs] 

 

Q: He didn’t want you to leave? 

 

Josepher: Maybe not. But he had that way about him. He had to be a little wounded. I mean, 

here’s a guy taking a pretty neat job, you know? He’s stepping up, he’s a good reflection of this 

process, but it was not a big deal. But as I was leaving Phoenix House, I remember that I would 

write Mitchell, that I thought Phoenix House should be more active in the community, that they 

should take a stronger position against some of the drug laws that were being enacted. And I just 

felt like they—that it shifted, that it wasn’t so much the people business. It was a business 

business. You know? It went more and more to that. 

 

Well, the blessing in that was that I was able to do that with my organization. I became involved 

in advocacy very early on. It was OK, it was different because when I got back into this field in 

1988, it was the height of the AIDS epidemic. And there was a lot of activism, ACT UP [AIDS 

Coalition to Unleash Power], the gay men’s health center opened up. And so, when I started, 
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when I got back into this work, it was focused around drug users, injecting drug users, but it had 

to do with HIV and addiction. And as my program began to grow, and people started to find out 

about us, the leaders of ACT UP came to me and asked me to join, because the gays were 

representing, but they didn’t have druggies, you know, representing in the advocacy. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Josepher: And we were now becoming a big part of the epidemic. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Josepher: So, early on, I and my teams, my people, were part of those early advocacies. So what 

we advocated for in those days was for resources, or to inform people about this epidemic, and to 

learn, because in the early years, you didn’t know how this was transmitted. I mean, it was a very 

dark, scary and stigmatized time. 

 

Q: What brought you back into this line of work in ’88? 

 

Josepher: I became a dad. I was fifty years of age. I had left Phoenix House, not quite twenty 

years, eighteen, nineteen years already. It was a number of years whereby I had gone back to 

school, I got my MSW [Master of Social Work]. I continued, in a way, searching, peace of mind, 

being comfortable. I was not comfortable in my own skin. I wasn’t a junkie anymore. And so the 
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search, you know, I went into therapy, I did workshops, I did EST [Erhard Seminars Training], I 

don’t know if you remember. 

 

Q: No. 

 

Josepher: It’s called, what is it called now? The Forum? These weekend workshops? Anyhow, I 

continued to work on myself, work on myself. And then, at some point, I felt like what was 

missing was some kind of spiritual thing. And so, now I started to look into religion. Nothing 

resonated. Not my own religion, not other religions. And so, I thought, I started to read on the 

Eastern Wisdom traditions. And in 1978, I decided to go to India. 

 

Now, by 1970—don’t forget, I left Phoenix House in ’72. Between ’72 and ’78, I graduated 

social work school, I started both a consulting and private practice. When I left the Casriel 

Institute, I had a number of patients who wanted to keep working with me as their therapist, and 

that’s the way I established my private practice, and was the way I worked through social work 

school. My social work teachers were envious, and didn’t like it. Fuck them. You know? And 

then I got my social work degree in 1976, and it was sort of like, well, now I’m licensed. And I 

stopped looking over my shoulder. 

 

Q: Hmm. 

 

Josepher: It’s what it was like for me. And then I started to—the search continued, and then I 

decided I was going to go to India. I read a book by this guru, and I decided—I had a really good 
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life at that time. I had a lot of friends, I had a lot of girlfriends, I had money, I had a private 

practice, I was a consultant for Ron Williams when he opened up Stay’n Out. I was a consultant 

for Julio and Carlos when they founded Project Return. [laughs] I was a social worker, you 

know? I set up their intake process, and gave classes on treatment planning. But I was still 

working on me. And so, in 1978, I decided to go to India, instead of going back to the Caribbean, 

or back to here or there, you know, the islands. I’m going to India. And I became a disciple of 

this guru. He’s known as Osho; back when I knew him, his name was Rajneesh. And he was a 

rather rebellious guru. And being that I’m a rebel, I connected with him. You know, very 

outspoken, always challenging, challenging. But I read something in his book, this is the book. 

 

Q: The Mustard Seed, explanations of the sayings of Jesus from the gospel according to Thomas. 

 

Josepher: That’s right. 

 

Q: Huh. 

 

Josepher: This is not one of the accepted gospels. When the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered, 

they discovered this guy’s gospels. And it was not accepted as one of the twelve apostles, but he 

was there in the early days of Christ, this guy, Saint Thomas. I wish I could—I could find it. I go 

back to here once in a while. What it was that—I probably can’t find it. But what it was that 

touched me so much, well— 
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Q: This isn’t what I was expecting when you said you went to India, is to find something about 

the teachings, interpretations of the teachings of Christ. 

 

Josepher: When a person like me, who was not brought up with that, I was brought up Jewish, 

when you start to maybe understand what Christ was saying, but understand it not through the 

eyes and ears of his apostles, but you start to hear it through the Gnostics, people who didn’t 

become part of the orthodoxy, and Christ’s message is fire. 

 

Q: It’s very radical. 

 

Josepher: It lit me up. And very radical, yes. So, he said something, I can’t find the exact words. 

But he said something in the book, Rajneesh did. I’ll back up. I’ll tell you the story. I had read 

this book by a guy by the name of Baba Ram Dass. Ram Dass was Timothy Leary’s partner at 

Harvard when they were experimenting with acid. 

 

Q: OK. 

 

Josepher: I was doing acid before I did heroin. I was doing acid in 1961. Leary was still at 

Harvard with Richard Alpert. 

 

Q: Yes? 
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Josepher: OK. But the acid for me—I got into heroin, whatever, got lost. But years later, in the 

’70s, I pick up this book by this guy, Ram Dass, who used to be Richard Alpert. And it’s a book 

called Be Here Now. It was both sayings and drawings that this guy wrote after his trip to India, 

and finding a teacher, this Harvard professor. I couldn’t understand a fucking word! [laughter] 

I’m reading this shit, what is it? I don’t get it! Then I do this training called EST, which was very 

popular at that time. And I don’t know how come I ended up picking up this book that I couldn’t 

comprehend, and now I comprehended everything! So something really changed in me. 

Something shifted, that now I understood these Eastern teachings. And so, I run to this buddy of 

mine, Saul, he was a teacher, a mentor, I met him at Phoenix House. He was the person, when 

we were doing these trainings, he was the person that they brought in to teach family systems. 

Family systems is a very, very interesting way of treating dysfunction, let’s say. But instead of 

just treating the dysfunctional person, you treat the whole family that produced the dysfunction. 

And so, my friend was a master at that, and he taught us this at Phoenix House. 

 

Q: And so you would bring family members into the groups? 

 

Josepher: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. 

 

Q: These groups sound special. 

 

Josepher: We were experimental. I’m telling you, we did a lot of experiments in those days! We 

didn’t think we had the whole answer. You know, we were willing to try new things. It’s great. 

Anyhow, I meet this guy, it turned out, I ran into him, this instructor in Fire Island. And I would 
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go to Fire Island, and he would go to Fire Island, and we became buddies. So I read this book, 

now I get it. I run to his house, “Saul, man, you’ve got to read this shit, it’s great!” He said, “You 

think that’s good?” He gives me this book, and he says, “Any page! Any page!” I go like this, 

you know, let’s play fuck around, right? [laughter] I go there, “OK, OK.” I read it, and what I 

read blew my mind. It said, “A man who is good,” and I’m paraphrasing, “because he’s afraid to 

be bad—not really good. But a man who has dared to be bad, but now is good, is really good.” 

So, really, what it is, it’s the prodigal son parable. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Josepher: The one who rejects the father, and goes out, but many years later comes back, and the 

father, now what? This son was obedient. Did everything the father said. This son said, “Fuck 

you,” he goes out, he does whatever the fuck he does, but now he comes back to the fold, and 

he’s uplifted. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Josepher: So that resonated with me, because that’s who I was. I was a criminal. I was a liar. I 

did terrible things. But I wasn’t that anymore. So, the understanding of that is, is that if you learn 

something from a book or from a teacher, you get knowledge, and knowledge is good. But if you 

learn from your experience, you get wisdom. And wisdom is deeper than knowledge. So, I said, 

“I’ve got to check this fucker out.” And I went to India. I’ve got to check him out, you know? 
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[laughs] And I stayed there a couple of months, came back, got my private practice going again, 

got my consulting going again. Went back for another year— 

 

Q: Went back to India for another year? 

 

Josepher: Yes. Not for a year, another three months. Sabbaticals. I’m searching. I’m a serious 

searcher, and I’m exposing myself to some real far-out shit in this Ashram in this commune. And 

letting my private practice and income go down the tank, you know? [laughter] I did it three 

times. The third time, my private prac—I had a group therapy. They kept the groups going. I let 

them use my office. They paid the rent. [laughter] That’s how sophisticated that group became, I 

mean, that they don’t need a leader. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Josepher: That they can be there and support one another, and sustain it. People didn’t drop out. 

So anyhow, I did have a fractious relationship with the guru’s organization. I loved him, but I 

didn’t love the people who worked for him. They didn’t love me either! So, some shit went 

down, you know, I gave up my discipleship. But the guru came to America, and he ended up in 

this God-forsaken place in Oregon, fifty square miles of the most rugged, uninhabitable, 

uncultivable land, high desert. What the fuck are you doing here? And I went to visit him a few 

times, I took another sabbatical. And everything was going good. They were loving me now, you 

know, the— 
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Q: Organization? 

 

Josepher: —the organization. I didn’t give a fuck whether they loved me or not, I was just doing 

what I was supposed to be doing, and it just came to me that this is over. I’m forty-nine years of 

age, the search is over. I’m going to go home and just put down roots and make a life for myself. 

I wasn’t disappointed, there was just no need. I just knew it was over. I loved Rajneesh, but I 

didn’t have to be around him. I didn’t have to be near him, you know? I guess I learned 

something. 

 

You know, in a sense, what you’re searching for, you’re searching for God. You’re searching for 

meaning. And what I found was, if you look at life, you see creation, you see death. You see 

creation, you see death. So to be close to God is to be creative. You know? To do what you can 

do, to take what you found, this world, this life, this planet, and do what you can to make it a 

little bit better, while you’re here. And that’s as high a spiritual value that I think I ever had. It’s 

just, that’s it. I don’t know if there’s any more meaning or anything to life, other than you and 

me, we’re brothers and sisters, we’re one, and, you know, just try to make it a little bit better. 

That’s it. 

 

And so, I connected with a woman who wanted some of the same things I wanted, and we had a 

kid. I was fifty. And I needed more work, because now I’m a dad! [laughter] And Ron Williams, 

my buddy all through the years, said, “Speak to [Dr.] Harry Wexler,” he used to be a researcher 

at Phoenix House. He worked for George De Leon. Harry gets these grants, you know, Harry 

wrote the grant that got Stay’n Out on the map. And he wrote another grant, which, it was almost 
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an off-hand submission in a way, he didn’t expect to get it. But he got this grant, it was the first 

money that the federal government was putting out there through NIDA [National Institute of 

Drug Abuse] to address HIV in injecting drug users. Up until 1987, you know, the gay 

community did this incredible outreach informing one another. But now, they’re becoming aware 

about what’s happening with the addicts. And the first part of money came out in 1987, through 

NIDA, to see if they could create some models that could intervene and help. And I met with 

Harry, and he had this grant for six months, and it was supposed to be a curriculum that would 

teach recently-released parolees, recently-released inmates who were on parole, about HIV 

prevention and care. And Harry had that grant for six months. He didn’t have a program, he 

didn’t have a curriculum, he had some computers and he had a couple of staff. And he asked me 

to get it off the ground; write the curriculum, help with the recruitment, and then teach the 

classes. 

 

So, it started as a one day a week consulting, ultimately became two, became three. Harry said to 

me, “If you get fifty people through this,” because they were already behind now, it was a two 

hundred and fifty thousand dollar a year grant, three years. Half a year is already wasted. He 

says, “If you get fifty people through this process, I’ll kiss your ass in Macy’s window.” Some 

shit like that, something stupid. Without going through everything, after a year, about fourteen 

months, fifteen months, I had a hundred and sixty-three people who had been through the 

process. And then Harry comes and said, “Listen, it’s time for us to do the follow-up study, 

follow-up report, and you got to close down.” Because it was a demonstration project. 

 

Q: Oh, right. 
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Josepher: It wasn’t open funding. And we had a lot of good feedback, we even had a small 

waiting list. There was nobody else doing what we were doing, and we decided to keep it going, 

even though we didn’t have funding for it. And so me and my wife at the time, and this fellow, 

Joe Turner [phonetic], decided we’re going to keep going. We’ll arrive, we’ll keep offering this 

class, and decided to form a not-for-profit corporation. I was telling a friend, seven people came 

to class one, five graduated. Nine came to class, series of [unclear]. I’ll explain to you how we 

designed this model, because I think it was a big part of why it became successful. But then 

sixteen came, and fourteen and twenty-seven. And I’m telling this to a friend, who I’m also 

trying to raise money from, and she says, “Oh, that’s exponential.” I got a dictionary, you know, 

I understood exponential. But I look up exponent, and it’s not just a number to a power. An 

exponent is an advocate, a spokesperson. 

 

Q: Hmm. 

 

Josepher: So, that fit! We were representing out there. We were at these rallies, these 

demonstrations, you know? We’re not getting arrested. See, we could not do civil disobedience, 

because we all had records. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Josepher: Gay people didn’t give a fuck, you know? And having a record became a badge of 

honor! Well, we couldn’t do that. So, we would not be the civil disobedients, but we were there. 
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And so we formed the not-for-profit, we kept doing this ARRIVE program for a year and a half 

before we got funding, which means we worked for nothing for a year and a half. 

 

Q: Wow! 

 

Josepher: Because we knew what we were doing was good, that it was helpful, that it was a 

service. And we heard such horrible stories from people coming in, people coming in from 

prison. You know, how they treated HIV positive inmates was— 

 

Q: What did they do at the time? 

 

Josepher: Well, first of all, there’s supposed to be some confidentiality. But they made HIV 

wards, so everybody knew. And if you were in population, and they knew you had HIV, and they 

had to escort you—some prison guards, I heard stories—prison guards would put on scuba gear 

as a prevention! Because it was not clear what was happening. See, so in the beginning, when I 

went to work for Harry, and it was at NDRI, National Development and Research Institutes, we 

said, “OK, we’re designing this thing now.” One, we understood people coming out of prison, 

they just got their freedom, they don’t want no long-term commitment, they don’t want no 

residential setting. So we said, “OK, we’re going to do a program where a prospective person 

could see the beginning and the middle and the end.” And of course, what you wanted to do was, 

you wanted people to commit to the process. It’s like, again, as I said to you earlier, you’ve got 

to put something in to get something out. And we thought they could commit to a process where 

they could see the beginning and middle and end. And there were no treatment processes like 
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that. When you go into treatment in this country, up until today, you don’t know when you’re 

going to finish treatment. 

 

Q: So this is much more structured from the outset. 

 

Josepher: Yes. 

 

Q: Because I’m not sure what you mean by being able to see the beginning, the middle and the 

end. 

 

Josepher: It’s eight weeks. Twenty-four classes, eight weeks. And you’re allowed three cuts. It’s 

like a four-credit college course, five credit college course. And we related to the people as 

students. And I got all my material from GMAC [Graduate Management Admission Council]. I 

looked at the way they were doing outreach in the gay community, which was extraordinary. But 

one thing that they did was not judge. They didn’t look at one of us and say, “Oh, that’s fucked 

up, what you’re doing. You’ve got to—” They never did that. They said, “You got to learn how 

to be safer.” Not pure, not a hundred percent—just safer. And so, we were going to do that. We 

were going to not judge people; we were going to welcome everybody with respect. And because 

there was this epidemic going on, we said, “You can’t tell people they have to be sober before 

they come into this program. We can’t do that.” And not with any intention. We created one of 

the first harm-reduction programs in this country. And that fucking program is graduating sixty 

people tomorrow, cycle 130. Now, if you hear a little pride— 
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Q: I will. The non-judgment aspect, I’m curious about with these encounter groups, it sounds like 

that could be a moment of serious judgment. 

 

Josepher: Oh, yes. They were. 

 

Q: So there are no encounter group kind of— 

 

Josepher: None. No. 

 

Q: —in your work now? 

 

Josepher: There are groups. Let’s say, so, I’ll give you an example. The ARRIVE program, sixty 

people come into the classroom. Early on, we break them into small teams, and the teams will 

have discussions about the content, the course content that we’re presenting, three times a week. 

Will there be judgment going on in there? Sure. Will we try to steer it away? Will my counselors 

try to steer away from judging? Yes. You know, good, bad, right, wrong—you’re dealing with 

people who have had—almost every one of these people have had anywhere from three 

treatment experiences to thirty treatment experiences, and they’ve failed them all. And so, what 

have we done? They can’t be sober. They can’t do it the way the program wants them to do it, so 

we tell them—no good. Once again, we reinforce failure in that person. We’re not doing them 

any good, we’re not doing society any good. And so, we try to focus on the positive. Counselors 

will come to me, I do supervise, “Well, I mean, he’s showing up, but you can smell the alcohol 

on his breath!” I said, “OK, well, what do you want to focus on? You want to focus on the 
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alcohol on his breath, or you want to focus on the fact that he keeps showing up?” And you 

know—yes? 

 

Q: I guess that the argument against that is, what does that do to the other people in the group, 

that he’s showing up with alcohol on his breath, too? 

 

Josepher: Well, you have to address that. And we address it very early. We tell them, “There are 

some of you here who are working an abstinent recovery plan, and God bless. And there are 

other people here who are still dipping and dabbing, and they’re still using. And we welcome 

them. But we know that you, who are not using drugs or drinking, look at that person over there 

who may be nodding out, and it’s going to kick up shit in your belly. But I’m going to ask you to 

stretch yourself, because that person still needs help. And that’s what we’re here to do. And just 

because he’s nodding out, don’t necessarily think it’s drugs! Maybe he’s going off medication. 

Going on medication. Maybe he worked all night. Try to keep an open mind!” And well, here we 

are, twenty some-odd years later, we’re still doing it the same exact way. See, addicts are more 

sophisticated than we give them credit for! It doesn’t have to be homogenized. The fact is that 

addicts need clear messages. Man, they can deal with the subtleties and sub-context as well as 

anybody! We talk down, we look down on these people. 

 

Q: It makes me think about when you described your first days at 85th Street. You know, the 

power of being able to walk by all of your other temptations. Not being separated from— 

[interruption] So, I guess one of the things I’m wondering is, how the program that you 
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developed, does it relate to what you learned at Phoenix House? Or, how is it different from the 

model that was used there? 

 

Josepher: It certainly relates to what I learned at Phoenix House. What I learned at Phoenix 

House has helped me and helped my work enormously. And it’s not just an understanding of 

addiction, or treatment for it, or clinical practices; it’s also helped me in building an organization, 

in starting small and growing, and what it takes to do that. So, I had invaluable reference points 

for my Phoenix House experience. And it wasn’t just that I was a resident. I became—I worked 

my way up there to—I was one of the top half a dozen people as a regional director. So, that was 

all invaluable. But the intervening years were also—you know, after Phoenix House—were also 

a learning experience. 

 

And what I was doing was very different than what Phoenix House did. The people were the 

same, and the outcome that you’re shooting for is the same. But how you get there is very 

different. Phoenix House, it’s a behavior modification whereby you can help modify behavior 

through the installation of boundaries, lines. You know, how to deal emotionally; meaning that 

you had these encounter groups, we were encouraged and we learned how to hold onto your 

feelings until the right time and the right place. Very important. We called it, “Hold on to your 

mud.” We called that “mud.” 

 

So you hold onto it. And for addicts who, whatever, in post-control, it was through a series of, 

you know, you lay out—in therapeutic community, everything’s laid out crystal clear. What 

you’re supposed to do, when you do it, how you do it, who tells you to do it, and what to do if 
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you don’t like what’s going on—it’s all very clear. And if you can’t follow that, if you act out, 

there’s a series of steps that are taken to help you to not act out anymore. So, the first step, let’s 

say you act out. Somebody will call you in the office and sit down and talk with you about it. If 

you act out again, they’ll call you in the office, and this time maybe they won’t just talk with 

you, they’ll yell at you. We called it a “haircut,” or a “trim.” There’s probably some legitimate 

name, but I— And if it happened again, well, this time, now, you’re going to lose a privilege. 

You’re going to get punished. And all of these steps are there to help you to develop these inner 

controls, to modify your behavior so that you could negotiate your way through this process 

successfully. And hopefully, they become instilled in you. And yes, we had harsher steps, like 

signs and bald heads. You don’t know about these? 

 

Q: There were bald heads at Phoenix House? 

 

Josepher: Oh, yes. Are you kidding? 

 

Q: I didn’t know. 

 

Josepher: We shaved a lot of heads. 

 

Q: As a punishment, or as a— 

 

Josepher: As punishment. That was usually reserved for someone that went out and got high. 

They come back, if they come back, and either you find out or they tell, that’s the punishment. 
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Or, hanging a sign around somebody’s neck, you know, saying, “I don’t know how to respect 

people,” or, “Help me to learn how to do my job,” or, “Help me learn how to be more 

respectful.” These are very drastic measures that, when looked at from the outside, seem horrific, 

but inside, these were common practices and became rites of passage. Because the person who’s 

going to tell you, “You got to wear a sign” or “We’re taking your hair,” he himself had a sign on 

at some point. He himself had his head shaved. 

 

Q: Do you think these were effective? 

 

Josepher: Well, you’re trying to teach somebody something, and it is a heavy hit. And it could be 

very effective, I think. Let’s just say today we’ve learned more effective tools. We have better 

ways of reaching people. We have different forms of treatment. We have cognitive behavioral 

therapy. We have—you know? Different ways of reaching people. And those were fairly 

primitive measures that we took, but we were somewhat primitive in those days. Now, if you 

could say, well, there was something else going on that was more effective, well OK, great. Let’s 

learn, let’s do it. But there wasn’t. There was no drug treatment in this country, until we came 

along with some of these incredible processes and practices, and some of these horrific practices. 

We came along. And we proved it could be done. In the old days, years ago, people believed 

“Once an addict, always an addict.” And we proved different. 

 

Now, you don’t like the methods we use, and a lot of people don’t, they don’t. I explained this to 

a lot of my harm-reduction friends, you know, the progressive people. And I am one of them. 

But I’m also someone who came through that and saw the value and saw the benefit, and saw 
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that it was also done in camaraderie. In our heart and soul, we believed we were doing this for 

the betterment of that individual. You see, if somebody does something really bad or negative, 

hurts somebody, steals something, goes out and gets high, and they come back, what’s going on 

inside that person? Remorse? Guilt? Well, how do you expiate that? You know? You work it off! 

You work it off by washing dishes, or wearing that sign, or walking around for five, four weeks, 

with a bald head. You expiate it. 

 

Q: It seems like some of the benefits you talk about from Phoenix House might be difficult to do 

in a non-residential program. 

 

Josepher: That’s true. You can’t do that. You can’t do some of these things, which they don’t do 

in Phoenix House anymore, anyhow. But you could not do that in an outpatient program, or a 

day care center. See, you have to look at those residential places, especially in those days, they 

belong to us. They were ours. We all agreed to live by these rules. We didn’t have to live by 

them. But like I say, when it became more of a medical model, to some extent, they continued 

with these practices. And I think that it wasn’t that same feeling of ours, of us. This now became 

somebody else’s program, and they were calling the shots. See, I think, in some ways, for what 

Mitch wanted, he had to do that. In my opinion, was that the best thing? No. No, he changed it. 

You know? Top-down, doctor knows best. All the worst paternalistic—which we see now. 

Everything is fucking paternalistic now, you know? People who make laws and policies, they 

know best. Yes, right. 

 

Q: So, it sounds—are there still kind of these more organic models available anywhere? 
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Josepher: What do you mean, “more organic”? [laughs] 

 

Q: These less top-down. 

 

Josepher: Yes. 

 

Q: Like as the original groups, you know, the Odyssey House. 

 

Josepher: Yes, they are. 

 

Q: Splits— 

 

Josepher: They are. And you’ll see them in places like here, or needle exchanges. They’re 

interest is for you to stay healthy and not transmit HIV. They’re not there, necessarily, to get you 

off of drugs. So, many of these harm-reduction programs, whether they be needle exchange or 

not, their focus is engagement. If we can engage you and keep you engaged, then the health 

practices, you know, we give you clean needles, we’ll have access to overdose-prevention, we’ll 

provide you with health information, health services. I do here what I call psycho-education, 

where part of what I love is teaching, working with the clients. And I still do that every series of 

classes. I’m in there teaching two classes of the twenty-four. And what I do is, I teach one called 

“Mastering the Beast Within,” there’s that addiction can be overcome in different ways. Some 
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people overcome it by being abstinent. Other people can overcome it, but moderate or 

responsible use of some substance is OK. Where was I going with that? 

 

Q: Well, I was asking about less top-down models that exist, still. 

 

Josepher: Well, with AIDS, AIDS and the way the response to AIDS happened, brought another 

form of service delivery to the same population that the drug programs were working with. And 

so, an AIDS program might accept a certain amount of drug use. An AIDS program would not 

be drug testing. An AIDS program will focus on strengths, rather than your psychopathy. An 

AIDS program might look at safer drug use, safer sexual practices, a reduction in drug use, a 

reduction in criminal behavior as success; whereas a drug treatment program will not look at a 

reduction as success. It’s an all or nothing approach. And because of that, most of the people in 

this country that need treatment don’t get it. That it’s a barrier, the all or nothing approach is a 

barrier. The demand for abstinence even before you get near a program is a barrier. I didn’t want 

to create barriers. There were enough barriers! 

 

Fifteen years ago, maybe even more, New York State OASAS [Office of Alcoholism and 

Substance Abuse Services] did a survey of active addicts as to their reasons for not going into 

treatment. You know what they did with that survey? They buried it. 

 

Q: Do you know what they found? 
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Josepher: I dug and dug and dug, and I got one guy who knew about it, and you’re right, “I can’t 

let you have it, no.” They don’t want to know! Because it means you’ve got to change things! 

And so that’s part of why I think I’m still doing this, is that I love doing it, I love those classes. I 

love teaching, I love doing supervision. But I also think that we could be helping a lot more 

people if we change drug treatment, if we change the way we did it, if we changed the way—

because what’s happening is that the common understanding now is the only way to overcome 

addiction is by becoming abstinent. Well, I overcame addition. I had as bad an addiction as 

anybody did. I overcame it. And I’m not abstinent. And a lot of us don’t need to be abstinent. It’s 

bullshit! But that thinking has hijacked the field. 

 

Q: Do you think the thinking comes from the growth of AA, or the— 

 

Josepher: Yes. It becomes not just from the growth of AA, but that’s important, and it’s valuable. 

But it’s the AA people themselves. They’re so out there in the field now, they have their “The 

way I got it is the way I think you have to get it.” And they’re so predominant, so prevalent that 

over ninety percent of all treatment programs are abstinent-based programs. And most of them 

are using AA and NA practices, which is wrong! Because nobody should be making money on 

NA and AA. But people take these steps, and they take this plan, and they bring it into their 

thirty thousand, forty thousand dollar a month treatment program, or they bring them into 

Phoenix House. Meetings in Phoenix House. 

 

Q: On the other hand, you went to some of the meetings, and you found them useful, and you 

didn’t walk away with a black and white— 
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Josepher: When I participated in AA and NA, I played by their rules. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Josepher: I was OK with that. But I don’t have the need, I guess, I’m not afraid—I mean, after all 

these years, forty some-odd years, I mean, if I have an operation now, you telling me I’m not 

going to take pain killers? I did that! I had a fucking hernia operation when I was in Odyssey 

House. I refused to take anything. God! Did I really need to do that? I wouldn’t do that today. I 

mean, I was sedated during the operation, it’s afterwards. 

 

Q: Right. Yes. 

 

Josepher: You know, you get it into your head—see, what I see, what’s so really important is the 

message you give somebody when they enter treatment. If you tell them, “You’ll never be OK 

unless you’re totally abstinent for the rest of your life,” that person will always have problems if 

they want to come away from the abstinent model. See, I was not told I had to be abstinent for 

the rest of my life. That was the message they gave me. And I thanked them for that! 

 

Q: When do you think they changed their message? 

 

Josepher: They changed it in the early ’80s. I wasn’t there. One of the people worked here for me 

now works here. He was there in Phoenix House when they changed it, and they didn’t even 
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make it clear to him. He never could tell me why, what was the rationale. Maybe you’ll find that 

out. What was the rationale for changing it? You didn’t even know it was like that, huh? You 

didn’t even know that in the early days we got drinking privileges? 

 

Q: So, I mean, I guess this could be my last question, because I realize I’m taking up a lot of 

your time, but what else should I be—you know, we’re creating a record of the history. We want 

it to be accurate and wide-ranging. What else do you think we’re not asking about, or wouldn’t 

know to ask about in terms of the history of Phoenix House that might be important? You know, 

to the field of rehabilitation in general, or about the institution? I realize there are holes in all of 

our knowledge that we’re not necessarily coming up with the questions all the time. 

 

Josepher: I don’t know. You know, as I said, one of the things that I saw happen in the last 

twenty-five years, and it was because of AIDS, was that the organizations that came into 

existence around HIV—and I’m not talking about AIDS or gay organizations, I’m talking about 

organizations that worked with drug users—that these organizations always felt that our client 

population was also our constituency. That we needed to give this constituency a voice. And that 

meant that you were hearing from the grassroots, from the affected population. Early on in the 

therapeutic community, we were the voice. We were the ones who were going out and talking 

about the Phoenix House process. We were the ones who were representing what this was about. 

 

But what happened with the drug programs is, the only advocacy they ever do—did? Do, was for 

programs. They’d advocate for the programs, not for the people. All those programs stood by 

when the worst drug laws in the history of mankind were enacted. Not only did they not say a 
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word, here’s another area where I really think Mitch fucked up: they helped bring it about. Mitch 

used to talk about—he’d go to the politicians and talk and he’d say, “What we need is a balanced 

approach between enforcement and treatment.” So, what did you see come about? More 

enforcement. More arrests. More people in prison. What about the program? Mitch did OK. He 

grew that into a ninety million dollar a year organization, he did OK. But look what the fuck is 

happening over here. Enforcement got bigger and bigger and bigger. You see, with the AIDS 

organization, every AIDS organization, I think it’s mandatory that you have a Community 

Advisory Group, CAG groups. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Josepher: And you want their input. The funders want to see their input! You think they’ve got a 

Community Advisory Group in a Phoenix House? Fuck, no! That’s what I mean. It’s not about 

community. Well, they all went down the tubes, even the ones that I thought were still doing it, 

they’re not doing it anymore. The only therapeutic communities that seem to be maintaining 

some of that old quality are the ones that are run by recovering addicts. Ron Williams, Carlos, 

Carlos’ place. A few other people. Phoenix House, no way. Samaritan, they’re a housing 

operation. What used to be all these Bronx programs, you know, Promesa, La Bodega de—no, 

that was downtown, you know. BASICS [Bronx Addiction Services Integrated Concepts System, 

Inc.], now it’s Acacia. It’s one big Latino conglomerate. It’s business! 

 

Q: Like, both the enforcement and treatment became pretty big businesses. 
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Josepher: Yes. And the treatment started to rely more and more upon coerced, mandated people. 

I could show you a video. Mitch and I were on Charlie Rose. 

 

Q: Hmm. 

 

Josepher: Maybe a couple of times, and one of them—and this is 1992, I’m talking about 

legalizing marijuana. But at one point, he starts talking about—you know, he’s a very effective 

talker. You know, the good doctor, he has the whole schmear. And he says something about the 

addicts that he—ten, twenty, thirty thousand addicts that he treated, that they would be criminals, 

whether they used drugs or not. See? And so the way I saw him at times, he demonized the very 

people he was treating. I could show it to you. 

 

Q: Can I get it online? 

 

Josepher: Oh, I have no idea. 

 

Q: That’s why I was writing it down. 

 

Josepher: You know, when we moved here, I lost—I didn’t lose shit. The shit is all stacked and 

packed. I’ll try to find some of it. I mean, he, you know, I had this love—I don’t hate him. But I 

think he did a lot of damage, the way he spoke about us, made us look like shit. And his whole 

balanced approach was really, it was, you know, lock them up and throw away the key. He didn’t 

say that. He didn’t say that, he said, “We need a balanced approach.” But what’s happening? 
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What’s happening is, they’re making more and more stringent drug laws, they’re more and more 

punitive. The world looks at addicts—see, such a big difference—when we came out of 

treatment, again, this was a new thing, treatment. We were people who overcame heroin 

addiction. Society looked at us, like, wow! They looked up to us! You come out of a treatment 

program now, you’re damned if you do, and damned if you don’t! You’re damned if you do 

drugs, and you’re damned if you don’t do drugs. You were a druggie? Oh! The whole thing is so 

stigmatized, so negative. And he had a lot to do with it, the way he spoke about people. He could 

have said how fucking beautiful we were! How we helped him build this fucking little stupid 

SRO [single-room occupancy] into, you know, a place ninety percent—who the fuck did it? We 

did it! 

 

Q: Did you see this, the way he spoke about the group, coming? Because you were spending a lot 

of time in encounter groups with him. Did you ever have that sense, that he was making these 

kind of judgments when— 

 

Josepher: No. 

 

Q: —in the groups? 

 

Josepher: No. I do know I wrote him shortly after I left, and I said, “Why aren’t you guys out 

there speaking more for the community and helping it—you know, helping it to be more 

compassionate? Speaking up for the addicts?” He never saw that as what he should be doing, you 



  Josepher – Session 1 – 57 
 

know? They only became people if, you know, they turned their life around. They weren’t 

people before that, it seems to me. I mean, to say that they would be addicts, they would be 

criminals doing criminal things, whether they use it—because I was a criminal. But I can’t 

believe I would have been like that if I didn’t have the madness of addiction. I really believed I 

needed to do this shit. I really believed it. And then, when you get over it, you see, “No, I don’t 

have to do that.” 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Josepher: But that you believed it, that’s crazy! That’s madness, that you believed it. You know, 

everybody creates their own karma. I did, and I’ve cleaned up my karma. I believe you can clean 

your karma up. You know? In all these years, you know? I mean, it doesn’t mean anything in 

any great sense, but I know, I mean, I still look back and I think of some things I did as, oh, 

wow, I wish I didn’t do that, or, you know. 

 

Q: I would love to see that video at some point. 

 

Josepher: What? 

 

Q: I would love to see that video at some point, because it is interesting to think about the 

presentation of the organization to the public, versus the work that it’s doing. 
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Josepher: If you become an institution, and Phoenix House became an institution, you lose the 

grassroots. You lose the touch. You lose the contact. You lose that connection. And that came 

out of Mitchell’s ambition, great ambition. And what he did was extraordinary, and you’ve got to 

give him credit for it, and how! But if that would have stayed a small, little thing, and the vision 

then was, back then, was that there would be lots of small, little things. That was cool! And if 

there was, then maybe, you know, it could be, like, a lot of—this small, little thing, you know? I 

mean, relatively. I don’t know. I don’t know. But the truth is, there was nothing, and then there 

was something. And it was good, and it was sweet. And it was powerful and helpful. And then 

they got bigger and bigger and bigger, and it still helped thousands and thousands of people. It 

most certainly did. Can’t take that away. Where the fuck would that video be? And then you’ve 

got to have a VCR. 

 

Q: I actually do. 

 

Josepher: Where the fuck would that be? 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 


