
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PHOENIX HOUSE FOUNDATION ORAL HISTORY PROJECT 
 

The Reminiscences of 
 

Kevin E. McEneaney 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Columbia Center for Oral History 
 

Columbia University 
 

2014 



 
 
 
 

PREFACE 
 
 
 

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

McEneaney conducted by Lance Thurner on October 1, 8, and December 10, 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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Audio	  Transcription	  Center	   Session	  #1	  	  
	  
Interviewee:	   Kevin	  McEneaney	   Location:	  New	  York,	  NY	  	  
	  
Interviewer:	  Lance	  Thurner	   Date:	  October	  1,	  2014	  	  
	  
	  
	  
Q: This is Lance Thurner, and I’m sitting on 76th Street in Manhattan to interview Kevin 

McEneaney as part of the Phoenix House Oral History Project, and it is October 1st of 2014. Kevin, 

I’d like to begin this interview with just a little bit about where and when you were born, and a little 

bit about your family life and your background. 

 
 
McEneaney: I was born in Elmont, New York. It’s a small town not far from the Belmont 

racetrack, Elmont, Floral Park. I grew up in a family of seven brothers and sisters, and my 

mother and father. My father was an engineer, my mom was a housewife, mother. We all went 

through school in the town there. I have three brothers and three sisters. I’m in the middle of the 

whole clan. My younger brother died in 9/11 [September 11, 2001] in one of the towers [World 

Trade Center]. There’s really just six of us and we’re very, very tight and very close. We’ve 

always been that way, for my whole life. 

We grew up in a little home, all nine of us, and we had a relative, who was a cousin, who 

lived with us. He was the same age as my younger brother. So there was quite a big family in a 

small residential household, but it was loving, and caring, and had its problems of everything 

from people who drank too much to not doing well in school, or doing well in school, or 

whatever. 

When I was about 15, the Vietnam War was pretty much beginning to start. There were 
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lots of issues. My older brother eventually went to Vietnam, and my next oldest brother went to 

Germany. Before that, it was 1965—there were lots of drugs around, marijuana. There were lots 

of hippie kinds of activity and movement. Even though I was an athlete, a star athlete—I was a 

state champion gymnast and my brothers were also great athletes—I still was involved in taking 

different types of drugs. All of sudden heroin hit our town. Years later I would come to 

understand the dynamics of how drugs move around the world, but back then basically there 

were lots of drugs that were highly psychoactive; marijuana, hashish, and all those kinds of 

things. Lots of kids who got very involved in those kind of psychoactive drugs, 

methamphetamines and things like that, tended to very quickly go to heroin. It was almost an 

automatic ride. I took my first shot of heroin with a friend of mine. I was 16 in the schoolyard, 

and I was off to the races. Even though I worked—I worked at Adelphi University for a large 

food service company after school, it gave me a lot of money to continue my habit. Eventually I 

was arrested on Lincoln’s birthday, in February of 1968. 

 
 
Q: Before we continue from there, can you say a little bit about as you were growing up, as you 

 
were a teen, what were your expectations about your future at that point in time? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: I was, again, a gymnast. I was a state champion. I was 13—from 13 to 15. We had 

a horrific issue in my high school. Though we had the best winningest team in any sport in the 

high school at that time, they shut us down. We used to have to practice after the basketball team 

at 7:00 at night, from 7:00 to 10:00. All these guys hung out afterwards. Though we were quite 

proficient in their skillset in terms of gymnastics, and we were significantly recognized around 

the state as a big powerhouse, the school was not happy that these kind of street guys and other 
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people who used to do this stuff—we used to do this in backyards. We’d make our own high 

 
bars, and fly off trees, so we’d do all kinds of stuff. 

 
This group was now having the best sports record of the school. My brother was a star 

football player, lacrosse player, so it wasn’t as if I wasn’t known as a family of athletes, and so 

on. What happened was, they shut it down. They said, “No, we don’t want this sport any more.” 

That put a lot of guys out on the street. Some of them died from heroin, and others who went on 

to a life of difficulty, and so on. 

I all of a sudden began to occupy time. I was then bitter about the school. I wasn’t going 

to go and be a football player, or a baseball player, though I was perfectly capable of being one 

of the best. I don’t say that with any kind of—I know what my capabilities were, and my peers 

knew what my capabilities were. It was just, I had chosen this particular thing because I liked it. 

I was industrious. I had my own paper route for years. I went to work at Adelphi 

University in the food service at night after school. I collected a whole bunch of guys who 

worked with me, and became the shop steward. Negotiated some salary stuff with the company 

which is still in existence today, ARA [ARA Food Corporation], which manages the various 

stadium food service stuff. 

I still had a lot of issues. I was quiet, shy, didn’t have a lot of girlfriends or anything. 
 
Kind of a lonely-ish kind of guy, although I hung out a lot. It doesn’t mean you can’t be lonely. 

 
Alcohol and drugs became a kind of—this is the thing to do. 

 
 
 
Q: Was it at all connected to youth culture, to counterculture, to rock and roll, or anything like 

 
that for you? 
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McEneaney: Yes. Into music, and everything else, but it was not—that came later. When I was 

in Phoenix House that became very popular, to be high and listening to certain music, and so on. 

Yes, there was a tinge of that, but that really wasn’t—we were street guys who were hanging out 

close to the city, but not in the city. We were in neighborhoods, and we had backyards, and 

pools, and stuff like that, but we were smart enough, fast enough. Once, in the town, this stuff 

started to go around, some of us got more caught up in it than others. 

I had my first arrest with about five or six friends in a car. That was essentially a set-up. 

They knew that we were driving this car, and they pulled us over, and they knew we were into 

drugs. The statement was that the officer had seen from his patrol car something fly out the 

window, which turned out to be a bag of marijuana, supposedly. No one in the car at that time 

smoked marijuana anymore. They were all into so many other things. Everybody was looking at 

each other like, “What is he talking about?” Then we eventually knew it was just all bogus. 

My father got a lawyer and I was separated out from the group. I was at that time 17. 
 
Some guys were older, but basically my father knew enough and he was savvy enough and smart 

enough that he knew it’d be better to get me out of the mix. Unfortunately, what being out of the 

mix meant was that I would eventually have to plead guilty as a way of getting out from under 

that tension. That was my first experience with Ron Williams. I met Ronny in February of  

1968. 

As part of the process of getting out of the county jail, I was instructed to go to this center 

that Ronny was now originally assigned to as a re-entry ex-addict guy. In the tape he talks about 

having worked in that storefront. That’s when I first met Ronny, and also got a feel for other  

drug addicts. I was in jail, but now I’m out in the street, I’m in Jamaica, New York, I’m sitting 

with a bunch of really serious drug addicts. Though I was one myself to some extent, I was now 
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clean. I’d been in jail. I was now clean. 

 
Anyway, Ronny impressed me. There was something about the philosophy, and the fact 

that he had written it was even more impressive. The woman that worked there was a woman 

named, Bea, Bea Meyers [phonetic], I believe. She was sort of in charge and Ronny was her 

assistant. My parents consulted Ronny, and that was one of the more enlightened things that they 

did in this whole process, besides the lawyer. Ronny had coached them that eventually I needed 

to do something, but I had the case, and so on. I was not graduated from high school. I was in 

jail during high school. 

 
 
Q: Were you in jail for a while? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: I was in there for about seven days. Back then, if you were deemed a heroin 

addict—which I wasn’t—they wanted to watch you and test you and then they could civilly 

commit you, and that’s where Hart Island moved forward. That’s how that became possible. 

What they would do is they would analyze you, observe you under arrest and had the right to do 

that, and then if they deemed you an addict they could sentence you to treatment. It wasn’t really 

treatment; it was a sentence, another form of jail. I wasn’t categorized that way. I was kind of 

out. I went back to school, and back to my old ways, and so on. 

One night after going to see Ronny and the group in Jamaica, which was about 45 

minutes away by bus, from Nassau into Jamaica, and making my rounds of South Jamaica, and 

so on. I had stashed something when I left that afternoon. On the way back—I wasn’t really 

committed, obviously—I went to pick it up, and when I went to pick it up somebody had seen 

me stash it, and I was arrested. Now I’m on bail, busted again, and now I’m back in front of the 
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judge. There I stayed another month or so, in jail. Ronny really coached my parents to keep me 

there. I wasn’t going anywhere anyway. I’d been arrested on bail, so I was now a bail risk. My 

parents were just blown away. My mother would cry every time, and rightly so. I was such a 

disappointment for them. 

I turned 18 in jail, and I watched the local high school, East Meadow High School, have 

their high school graduation from a jail cell. Contemplated, “Gee, what am I going to do with  

my life?” I was on a particular track. I thought I would manipulate my way through everything, 

and get to where I wanted to go which was—my whole family was programmed to go to college, 

and go into something. My father was an engineer; my mother was educated. Now I’m sitting in 

a jail cell. 

Eventually the lawyer gets the process going, which, I then have to admit to the earlier 

crime, which allows for my colleagues to go free, but it also allows me to get out from under 

what was now multiple arrests. These were small arrests. At this time it would be nothing. 

These were possessions of hypodermic—these were not—we’re talking 1968, and I’m 17 years 

old. To the guys that we were dealing with, it was such a novelty or strangeness. Like, “What 

are you doing?” I get committed to five years’ probation, and to go to Phoenix House. Even 

though I was in Nassau County, they somehow adjudicated that I would go in, I would be a 

volunteer, but I would have to see my probation officer in Nassau County every so often. It 

turned out to be never, which is even stranger. I don’t recall ever seeing him. I do remember 

actually drafting my own letter to him about how I was doing, because back in those days you 

did administrative functions. Someone would come to you and say, “Hey, your letter is due. 

Here, let’s put it together and send it off to the probation officer.” 
 

I come out, I used heroin for the last time in June of 1968. Then I guess it was July 3rd, 
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my mom takes me into Manhattan, and I go in to Morris Bernstein on the floor that Ronny and 

the guys were originally on. That was really a tough day. Tough, tough day. My mom had to go 

to Columbus Hospital to get my birth certificate, which was down a couple streets away. We get 

to this hospital where there are hundreds of addicts, all detoxing. There’s a long line of guys in 

the street, mostly old drug addicts waiting to get into the hospital to be cleaned-up and then do 

whatever they do. 

I was already given admission and everything. They knew I was coming, but it was still 

sad for me to see my mom in that sort of situation. It was like, Jesus. I’d really let people down. 

I was admitted to Bernstein on July 3, 1968, and joined the club. I was there. In my own mind 

an option wasn’t to leave, though I could leave any time I wanted. You could just walk out the 

door. It wasn’t as if anybody was keeping me there. I was given a sentence, and I understood 

what the judge said to me. It wasn’t until sometime later that I realized, I have my own life. It 

wasn’t about what the judge said, or anything else. At that time, I was hanging in. Because of 

the impressions that I had left with my family, it was so imprinted on me that I said, “I’ve really 

got to do something.” 

 
 
Q: Can you describe just a little bit of what the Bernstein wing looked like at this time? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: Yes. It was a very, very clean wing. In one of the newsletters that I had, I had 

actually a schematic of it, because when I was editor of the newsletter, if you’ve seen a copy—I 

sent the photos of it. We did a schematic of the floor. It was a hospital ward with about five 

rooms, and then a stairway up to a carpentry shop, which I worked in. In the carpentry shop. The 

floors were pristine, it was well-maintained, and it had two bunkrooms, and then a big living 
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room space, a nursing station, the director’s office, a group counseling room, and there was a 

classroom. They had basically converted a ward of the hospital into this set-up. We lived in 

bunks, so there were about 50 of us. I have a picture of all the guys and myself back then. 

It’s funny about that, because I published something on this Facebook page that I was 

telling you about. A guy that was there, Vinnie Modica [phonetic] wrote in, “I have the 

newsletter myself.” Another guy with the same newsletter almost 50 years later. He was the 

photographer at the time. It just blew me away. He said, “I have my copy, too.” The other side 

of that was, when you think about it, there were people there who were coming who were ex- 

addicts. I had met Ronny, and Ronny had got me in, but he wasn’t around anymore. He was 

doing whatever he did, and I was now in this treatment facility. There were staff there. There 

was only about four staff and a nurse. I lived there for four months or so. There was no other 

Phoenix Houses. Eighty-fifth Street was full. Coney Island had just opened up, so I lived there. 

 
 
Q: Did you consult with your parents, or any of your siblings about this decision, or this turn in 

 
your life? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: No. I really didn’t have any choice. My father was very insistent. Ronny had been 

very good about the intervention. This was the thing for me. It could have been, in hindsight, 

years later I might have been treated differently, but at the time I was a wild, crazy guy who had 

been in jail twice, 18, didn’t fulfill any of the promises that my family had for what I wanted to 

do in my life. The notion that somehow I had an opportunity to do something different was not 

there. Also, my brothers were—one was in ‘Nam [Vietnam], and one was in Germany, so... 

Their being in ‘Nam and in Germany, I was not eligible to be drafted, which was another thing 
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hanging over me. There was a lottery to be drafted. Not that that affected my activities or not, 

but it certainly was there. I was 18, but they couldn’t do anything with me because at the time 

my brother would have had to come home, my other brother would have had to go to Vietnam, or 

I would have had to go to Vietnam. One of us would have had to be somewhere, so it was not 

really in the cards for them to draft me. Plus, I was a kind of crazy person. 

There wasn’t really that much of option. Do not pass Go, this is it. They were very 

supportive, though I couldn’t see them. I didn’t get to see them for months and months and 

months, which was part of the overall process of isolation. There wasn’t going to be an option. I 

was ready to. I’d been in jail for a couple of months, and it was not something I wanted to see 

myself doing again. And I was given the fear of God by the judge, as much as a 17, 18 year-old 

can comprehend. I thought, “Well,I did something bad, and I got a break. I’m not in jail. I’m in 

some other place,” so it was strange. 

There were about 40 other guys there, roughly. It had a very significant structure of order 

and behavior. I remember I worked my way very quickly through some things. When you have 

certain skillsets in a community like that—even though it’s always said, “Well, try to give the 

person an opportunity to live within their gift, or talent”—you tend to be used in some tangential 

way with your talent. I didn’t have any particular talent, but I was smart, bright, whatever. My 

first job was making frames, and I made frames of all the pictures of the leadership. That’s why I 

know exactly who was around, and who was on the structure of the organization, because I was 

in the carpentry shop. They would send photos and I would make the frames. 

Got to know the hospital and all the docs [doctors]. I was young, straight, doing work, 

going down to the carpentry shop in the general hospital and getting materials, chatting with 

people, wandering around. Once you became a trusted guy—I’d been living there for months— 
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you get to know everybody. I eventually formed relationships with all the docs, who were some 

 
very special guys in the world of addiction years later. 

 
 
 
Q: What about the residents? The other residents? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: The other residents were a conglomerate of people from the street. Latino guys, 

black guys from the streets, and white guys mostly from New York City. I was about the only 

guy from some other place. I was one of the youngest. I was 18, just turned 18, so I was kind of 

an anomaly, as most guys were much older. We would go out and take guys from the other 

wards, and the other wards were very strange. This is a six or seven-story hospital, as I recall. 

We only had one little wing of the fifth floor. Everyone else was loaded on either methadone or 

barbiturates. I mean, zonked. You would walk through hallways with just people out cold— 

guys. I used to joke, “When are they going to wake up?” It was almost like that movie, Coma. 

I’m not talking about a few, I’m talking about hundreds every floor, and they would be there for 

a certain amount of weeks and then they would get cleaned up, and they would get a welfare 

check, and then they would go back out. That was what the whole hospital was all about. I got 

to learn a lot about methadone, because I was there, I was straight, and there was docs and 

people. I knew people who were coming onto our floor after they were detoxed. They would 

then join our floor if they wanted to, or they went out into the street again. 

Then I quickly became sort of a semi-leadership over the community. I wrote the 

newsletter with a guy named John McCabe. Eventually John went on to open the Ley 

Community in Oxford, England—TC [therapeutic community]—and was one of the first people 

to go to London. Later on I was slated to go to London, but I was really too young for that. I was 
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like, 19—I was only 20. I remember the critical moment in my time, and I’ve told this story 

many times. Ronny and I were talking about this guy no more than a couple of months ago, at 

dinner. There was a morning meeting and other groups. There was kind of a novelty about it. I 

didn’t know what the hell it was all about, but I came to understand that I should be here. They 

would confront me and tell me, “You’re not better than us because you came from here,” and so 

on. I started to identify with the feelings, and the people that were around me. Though they 

were from diverse backgrounds, and different backgrounds, and many times much poorer than I, 

and many times had wildly different experiences in life. I did understand that, hey, I was 

insightful enough to say, “Wow. I’m not that different.” Once you start to let yourself open to 

that, then the notion of being able to understand and empathize with somebody becomes more 

possible. 

Anyway, there was a guy named Jerry Lemon, and he came from one of the naval 

projects that Mitch was involved with. Jerry was the director, and a famous saxophonist, Ernie 

Wilkins, who was the arranger for Sarah Vaughn, was one of the deputy directors. The other 

guy was a guy named Danny Picciano [phonetic], who was a trumpeter in a big band. We had 

band days, and there was all kinds of activities in this strange, little hospital. It was kind of a 

One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest kind of strangeness. We weren’t like the other wards, and 

other nurses and personnel used to like to come up and hang out. 

I was assigned with this man who must have been in his mid-50s, a guy named Garnett 

[phonetic], and Garnett was a scat singer in the street. He would sing in morning meeting, every 

kind of, diddly-doo-bop-bop. He would do every jazz song whatever. That was his contribution 

to morning meeting. He was an old-line drug addict, charcoalist, who worked in New Orleans, 

Atlantic City, doing faces for drugs and money, and everything else. Interesting guy. I was 18, 
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white, from Long Island. Jerry says, “You two guys are going to come together and you’re going 

to paint a big bull on the side of this wall of this hospital.” “How big?” He said, “A big bull.” 

The wall was huge. From the carpentry, and everything else, he knew that I had studied 

mechanical drawing in high school. He says, “You’re going to put it on the wall, and Garnett’s 

going to paint it.” Now Garnett and I are linked for several weeks. I have to take this bull,  

which was in a magazine. I think it was a bull from Wall Street, or something. 

 
 
Q: The Wall Street bull? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: I don't know what it was. It was a big bull, and I drafted it out, and plotted it. Then 

I plotted it on the wall. Garnett then took the colorations, and each box, he started to paint, and 

eventually we had a bull. Jerry named it, “OK, this is the bullshitting room,” and it was going to 

be where all the encounters and the confrontation groups were going to be done. It became the 

place for all the...I was kind of proud of myself that I’d been part of that whole process, but in 

the process I learned a lot about Garnett. About his life, where he was, what’s happened to him, 

and why he liked music—lots of things. This is where I probably made my firm commitment. I 

basically said to myself, “Wow, I am not going to be here, 50 years old, painting a bull on a side 

of a hospital wall. That’s just not going to be my life. Just not.” From that moment on, I was 

never looking back. 

I saw Garnett. That’s what Ronny and I were talking about. I saw Garnett about three 

times in the history of the Phoenix House. Where he went out, came back, went out, came back. 

Then I lost track of him, and he probably subsequently died. He just never really was able to 

make a difference, and probably because of all the years. 
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Q: What was the structure like there in the ward, and how was it organized? Was it like a 

 
therapeutic community? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: Yes, it was a therapeutic community. It was all different job functions, and 

activities, and so on. I was always too young to become the leader of the community. I was 

always a very valuable member, but how could they have an 18-year-old guy in charge of all 

these other people? It’s not in the cards. Not that I even knew, or it bothered me, because I was 

given enough recognition to not be overly concerned about, why aren’t I the manager? Why 

haven’t I obtained, within this hierarchical structure, a different—? They were very smart about 

making sure that I felt pretty good about where I was, whatever else was happening. 

There was a hierarchical structure. Again, we were waiting to leave. Some guys are 

going to go to Hart Island if there was a bed. Some guys were going to 85th Street, other people 

are going to go someplace else. I stayed there a lot longer than most people, but I always knew I 

was going. I didn’t know where, but I knew I was going. But I had established relationships that 

years later I would re-establish. The structure did exist, and I worked my way through the 

structure. Then, as you worked your way through the structure, depending on how senior you 

were, and how long you’d been there, then you were moved if a bed opened up in the various 

facilities. As I said, at that time it was pretty locked-down, meaning that there was no real beds. 

One of the early key people in Phoenix House was Dick Davison, who unfortunately...I 

would hope maybe Liz Harris got an interview with him. Dick was the guy who did the real 

estate. There were a lot of people who were involved in making this happen. Dick and I became 

close friends for 35 years. He was a famous lithographer and real estate guy and he and I worked 
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together on most buildings. I located many buildings. I went to every community. You go 

through the newspapers and everything, I was the face. When people were filming things, I was 

the guy. The Yorktown thing, there was 200 articles in one year. Everyone had me sort of in the 

trenches. There was a need to open new buildings to put people in. Eventually I got my day 

transfer. A guy named Juan and I were sent on N train, whatever train was close to 14th Street in 

Coney Island, we were sent by train. We had our little bags, too, and entered the other Phoenix 

House in the fall of 1968. 

Even though I had four seven, eight months in treatment already, whatever it was— 

September, October, November—four months, or whatever—six months. I was started anew. I 

was a brand new person again. It was a strange anomaly that they fixed later. 

 
 
Q: Was it advantageous to you? To be able to... 

 
 
 
McEneaney: No. It would have been advantageous to me to have the same status I had in the 

other place. Now I was back cleaning toilets and doing kitchen work, and stuff like that, but it’s 

all right. I knew the game. It was my first meeting with another person I’m sure you’ve talked 

to, Jean Scott. She and I met in the fall of 1968, and she was a clerical, administrative person 

who did my paperwork for the transfer when I joined that particular community, which had about 

105 people, 100 people in it, and joined at the bottom. I was brand new, even though I’d been 

around for a long time, I kind of knew the whole adage was, “If you’re really a stepper you’ll  

just move right through this, and you won’t be hung up with this service crew, or kitchen. You’ll 

just make everybody feel that they’ve got to move you around, because you’re capable.” That’s 

what happened. In a relatively short period of time I was running some things. That was my 
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early entree to Coney Island. I met a lot of critical people in my life then. Jean. Carlos Pagan 

was the house manager, so Carlos and I got to know each other. There was any number of other 

people over the years. It was a rather successful house, or place. Many of the people that lived 

there went on to have very good, sober, wonderful lives. 

 
 
Q: Can you describe a little bit your experience with the encounter groups, your experience of 

changing mentally the direction of your life, and what you thought you were going to do after 

you were done. 

 
 
McEneaney: The encounter group process was very, very difficult. It was very, very tough, even 

for an articulate, fast, smart guy like myself. I was continuously challenged by older and more 

street-adept guys and women about my attitude, my life. The intellectual or academic 

knowledge was seen as kind of bad. You’ve really got to give it up from the gut. You can’t be 

squirming away from all this by rationalizing. Yes, I had a tough, tough time with it. 

I was also very, very savvy and I had a great deal of introspection, even when I was a 

young boy. I knew myself well. Even if I was sober for all that time, I still was in touch with my 

feelings, and who I was, and I was keenly observant. The concept that if you know who you are 

you can see it in other people was a skill that I had uniquely acquired. Not from group, but from 

just life, and growing up in a family, and watching seven other people, and everything else. I  

was group-minded. My skillset in encounters started to become very, very savvy. When people 

were—we’re in a group, because you had to divide the family up into groups. We had ten 

groups, or eight groups. Sometimes people didn’t want to be around with me, because I would 

cut through certain things and identify certain behaviors that led to certain feelings. 
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In that process of learning about self, and not having—this wasn’t practitioner-run, this 

was the sort of thing that happened from inside you, out. Even though you came to the group, 

you took away and you processed by yourself. You began to get a certain kind of confidence, a 

certain kind of other things. I was also a pretty good outside man. I was quickly given the 

department to acquire things. Go out to stores, companies, and before you know it I had lots of 

stuff. I was bartering with every other facility, and program, and place. You want paint? I got 

more paint than we know what to do with. I’ll ship you the paint, but you send me over 

whatever clothes you have from whatever department store. I was really pretty good as the 

outside front man. I was white, I was young. An ex-addict willing to tell my story. I had 

insight. I began to say, “Hey, wow. I’ve got a gift for this stuff.” I processed through very 

quickly. I was still very young, 19. Was out in the community a lot. Was part of the Coney 

Island Chamber of Commerce, the rides. I had tickets for the rides for everybody in the house. 

Every Sunday, go on the rides, here’s the free tickets. Movie theaters—50 people go to the 

movies every Sunday. “You want to go to the movies?” I was out there, I was on the Coney 

Island Hospital advisory board, at 19. I was a mover and shaker, and I was out. To me it was 

like, OK. I had a vision—going to your question about, what I was thinking about. I can do this 

kind of stuff. 

Eventually I ended up with three education programs. Sheepshead Bay High School, 

James Madison High School, and Port Richmond High School. I ran groups for teenagers in 

those three high schools from the time I was 19 to 20. I had a community relations function, but 

I also had these group functions where I was driven to the schools and I had these cadres of kids 

that were in high school, and they would come through group therapy sessions at night, and then 

on Saturdays I would have these big meetings with them, and they would come to the facility— 
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anti-drug kind of stuff. We’d have meditation sessions and other kinds of stuff. There are people 

 
who, today, are still in my life who were 15, 16 in those schools. 

 
 
 
Q: It seems like maybe this was a point where you began really thinking about the method, the 

 
process, and what it could be, what it should be, what you could bring to these—? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: I wasn’t that sophisticated. I was basically, knowing that I had a gift of—people 

listen to me. I could run a group. Not only could I run a group in the high school, but if I said, 

“I’m going to have a Saturday session,” 25, 30 kids would show up. People were saying, “Wow. 

What’s this guy got?” It was just something that I was committed to, and I believed in it. I 

believed in what I was trying to accomplish. 

I was then quickly recruited to do this Massachusetts project. Somewhere earlier on in 

that year I was asked to go to Boston for a couple weeks to start an adolescent—well, to  

evaluate. I went up and I met with a guy named Bill Monahan [phonetic] who was a Southie. 

This was going to be in Southie. Bill and I met, and I was probably 20. I met Ray Flynn, who 

eventually became the mayor of Boston. He was a community organizer in Southie, in a place 

called the South Boston Action Center. I was assigned to go and evaluate, so I went around and I 

assessed all these community groups and I wrote a big report, “What’s the feasibility of actually 

doing this in this location?”, with the help of Tufts University Medical Center. I sent the report  

to them, and basically analyzed the community and they said, “You know what, Mitch [Mitchell 

S. Rosenthal], and Frank [Natale], and everyone else, we can do this.” I was given the 
 
assignment to move there. 

 
Now, I’m really shrinking what was a two-year plus process at Coney Island. I went 
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there in November of ’68 after being in, in July at Bernstein. Now, somewhere in January ’71, I 

 
was being slated to do this thing. 

 
 
 
Q: Did you become a City employee then? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: No. That’s a very interesting thing. As part of the agreement I was an employee of 

Phoenix House Foundation, that is the reason why this letter was on Frank's personal stationary. 

There was a dilemma at that time of putting people on as City employees. Tony [Alfred Endre] 

was a City employee who eventually went to the ASA [Addiction Services Agency]. No, I was 

not. I did not become a City employee, not then. Then I was a [Phoenix House] Foundation 

employee. Actually, I was an employee of Tufts University Medical Center under an umbrella of 

Phoenix House. That was my really first job. I went, as I said, got off a plane went to the—I 

remember the Bradford Hotel on Tremont Street. I lived there. The next day, we pulled into 

Tremont Medical Center with my coach, who was Bill Monahan. He was a very smart lawyer, 

well-known in Boston, and well-known in Southie, as a guy who came out of Southie. So, I had 

this cred that I was with one of the guys who made his way out of Southie. 

Tufts University had a catchment area of South Boston. They had drug addicts and drug 

problems in Cardinal Cushing High School, Southie High [South Boston High School], and other 

places. My job was going to go now, after I had assessed everything, which was including the 

high schools was to open a place. Get some kids in there and start doing what we do. 

 
 
Q: Did you feel competent to be able to even just do this assessment? Did you feel like you 

 
knew what you were doing? 
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McEneaney: All of that evolved out of that experience in Coney Island. By being out in the 

community, being recognized by adults, being accepted by the chief of Coney Island Hospital as 

an advisor. To sit on a Chamber of Commerce with all these business guys about their summer 

activities. I ran for them a bottle and can program where every kid in the neighborhood got 

money from me if they picked up cans on the beach. I got Coke [Coca-Cola], the distributor in 

Brooklyn, to pay me for the cans. We didn’t make anything, but it was a wash. Hundreds of kids 

went out and cleaned the beach, brought in all the empty cans, we shipped them to Coke, gave  

the kids a little bit of money. The merchants, the rides, all the guys that existed off of the Coney 

Island beach were like, “Wow. This is dynamite.” I was a guy who part of the whole organized 

system. 

Yes, I had a lot of confidence. I had not gone to school and everything else since high 

school. I felt very potent. Then all of a sudden they gave me half of a boxer’s gym on South 

Broadway, in South Boston. The boxer’s gym was renowned. Jersey Joe Walcott and all these 

guys were in the ring, on pictures everywhere…but they were on hard times. Bill negotiated the 

half of the place to be ours. Before you know it, there were kids from Cardinal Cushing High 

School, kids from Southie coming after school. Bill was over the top. Because he had 

recognized the alcoholism and the drugs, and everything else that was going on in Southie, it was 

just beyond anything you could imagine. It’s systemic alcoholism. Kids would just then—now 

they’re involved in drugs. It wasn’t as if they were all drinking, but it was just—that’s what was 

happening. 

I made a lot of friends with those guys, and over the months it became a very positive, 
 
reassuring experience. I was capable of doing some serious stuff. Then it closed. As Frank said, 
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Massachusetts, they didn’t want to give money to Tufts Tremont. Tufts didn’t want to pay for it 

themselves, and whatever the dynamics were, I was now back. They were trying to find a home 

for me in July, or whatever it was. 

I was back now, having had a positive experience—and it was no fault of my own, why 

they didn’t fund the next stage—it was, what do you do with this guy? I was called in, and I was 

assigned to Frank, but worked for Mitch. I was in the public relations world, and that was, I 

guess, August, whatever it was—of ’71, and I was a City employee then. I went through all of 

that process, which, eventually, within a number of months I became a Foundation employee. I 

was there when the separation was. I remember Tony—I was so devastated that Tony would 

leave. I was always questioning, did I make the right decision? Maybe I should have gone with 

someone else. That goes back to, though I wasn’t there in the actual first days, I knew a lot of 

the folks, and I knew what the whole process was all about, and what was going on. 

 
 
Q: I’d like you to explain that. 

 
 
 
McEneaney: We worked for the City. Efrén [Ramirez] was the guy who was running everything. 

Larry Allen Bear was the commissioner, and there was another guy named Marty Kotler who  

was a commissioner for prevention, I believe, and then there was Mitch. Mitch had an office, but 

that was the structure everybody understood that when you went to sign up for the City, and so 

on. You sat across from people who were City employees, if you will. Things that you did, we 

were in a unique role because we were public relations, it was actually public information, and 

we were doing magazines, and we had our own photography shop. 

Eventually, very quickly, there became issues around separation. Up until that time I was 
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with a department, and I was its deputy. There was a guy hired, and I think he worked for the 

Foundation at the time, named Allen Ebert [phonetic]. Very critical guy in Phoenix House’s 

history. Allen was a showman, was the agent to Bette Davis, [Rod] Steiger, [unclear], Geoffrey 

Cambridge [phonetic]. He was a talented Hollywood type. He was a PR guy, and I worked for 

him. We had our photographers, and we had our own darkrooms, and graphic artists. We did all 

our own internal stuff. Then one day in December of ’71, Allen called in everybody, and he said, 

“Everybody is laid off except for Kevin.” By default I became in charge. There was enough 

confidence by someone who was there, I guess it was Mitch, who said, “Listen, you’ve got to let 

everybody go,” but that Allen would stay on as a consultant to do this one opening event for 

Phoenix House, “The Fabulous Forties.” We were doing the Happenings before that. 

 
 
Q: This lay-off. If the records are correct and the board meeting minutes, this was the day before 

 
Christmas of 1971. 

 
 
 
McEneaney: Yes. This was the famous massacre, if you will. 

 
 
 
Q: Can you just explain a little bit of, why was that happening? How did Phoenix House come 

 
to this point where it had to do this? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: I think what happened was, there was a fledging Foundation, and then there was a 

separation of City and Foundation. It was a foundation, and then there was the City. There were 

some grievances. Lots of the Foundation activity was pushed off onto the expenses of the City. I 

don’t know. I was 21. I don’t know where all the lines were drawn. I do know I was there when 
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people were coming and taking desks away, and all these other things, and saying, “This is 

owned by someone else.” Whatever happened, that line of people that were involved in that 

purge, many of them may have been strapped to the Foundation. Even though we were doing 

these raffles, and dragging the residents around the country trying to dig up dollars to pay for 

people in the Foundation, because that’s really what it was all about. It was not a very good 

thing to do—send the residents out to scrounge around dollars so you could pay for an 

infrastructure. It was separate from the City. 

Nevertheless, Efraim was in charge and whoever else. This had been going on for years, 

so it was not like it was brand new that the buildings were owned by the Foundation. We all 

knew that. The City never came and said, “We’re going to fix the plumbing.” We fixed the 

plumbing. We went out to the hardware store and said, “Please, give us a pipe. We need a 

fitting, because the toilets won’t work.” It wasn’t like that. The property was owned by the 

Nardas Foundation, and that was the genius of Dick Davison. A lot of people were involved. 

The massacre happened. I only know my part of it, which was that, we had magazine 

writers, photographers, staff, Allen, a woman named Nancy Seltzer who is a very famous PR 

lady in New York City now. Nancy—any number of other people. A guy named Barski 

[phonetic], who did the Reach Out magazine, a kind of glossy magazine. Allen said, “Listen. 

Sorry, guys. We’re done.” Some of them stayed on by sheer commitment to the organization. 

Meaning, they kept doing things, Newspaper, letters, whatever it was. Allen moved into a 

consulting status. The Happenings were over. We finished up that one in ’71. The raffles would 

come back again years later. Allen said, and had this vision of, “Can we get society interested in 

this ragtag?” He was the guy who was the architect of that. He was able to cobble together 

through the commitment of any number of people, particularly a woman named Nancy [“Slim”] 
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Keith, who was married to the famous, at one point, Howard Hawks, a director. 

 
I was 21, I’m in meetings. In January, February, Kitty Hawks and Allen, Lady Keith, 

Donald Brooks, and all kinds of other people who had come together in this committee that Allen 

had cobbled together to have this event in June, a societal event. I was the only paid guy. There 

were other people—Frank was there—but I was pretty much the guy who was paid to be part of 

the process. Somewhere in that time the conversion happened, and I was no longer a City 

employee, which was a scary moment. That was 1972. That was almost five years after the 

things started, so the notion of ‘founder’ then was totally bogus. Five years had gone by where 

Efrén had been involved as in charge. Many of the ex-addicts related to him, particularly the 

Hispanic ones, because it was a kind of Hispanic-oriented, original construct with Julio 

[Martinez], and Carlos [Pagan], and those guys. 

 
 
Q: Can you explain this a little bit more, about the origin of Phoenix House, and what happens 

with the five original founders of it throughout these years as Phoenix House becomes Phoenix 

House Foundation. 

 
 
McEneaney: Bigger, and bigger? 

 
 
 
Q: Yes. As it separates from the City. 

 
 
 
McEneaney: When it separates from the City, those guys were involved at various times, but the 

 
City begins to expand and is asked to expand its drug-free treatment services. 
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Q: Under Efraim? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: Yes. You had other entities saying, “Me too, me too.” Odyssey House. Carlos and 

Julio I think about, “Oh, we want a Hispanic program, Project Return.” There’s a group out in 

Queens which I was not part of because I was in the center, but there was a place called 

Samaritan Halfway. They didn’t exist as a treatment. They only housed people who were 

coming into Phoenix House. All of a sudden they said, “We want our own treatment center.” 

Now all of a sudden, instead of having all these beds that were run by the City, the City starts to 

disperse and these other places start popping up with different types of funding, different types of 

boards. Horizon House, Samaritan Halfway Society, Project Return, Odyssey [House], 

Encounter House. Daytop [Village]. There were a lot of them. 

Then there was the ever-presence at that time of the [Vincent] Dole and [Marie] 

Nyswander concept of moving from methadone detox to maintenance, which was a whole new 

treatment approach that the City then was going to embrace. How do you deal with drug-free 

guys versus another school of researchers saying, “No, these will be addicts for the rest of their 

life. They need to be like diabetics and put on medicine.” You had that. That was all part of 

my—as a PR guy I was involved in all those machinations. I was really giving them a highlight 

of the entree to the Foundation, having social cachet to raise money on the systemic issues of the 

organization. These were facilities, and had to be run, but now they were run using a 

combination of the welfare dollars, and other things that were now coming into the facilities, and 

not City money. It was a teasing-out of the expense side, and where the funds were coming 

from, and so on. Then obviously, the Foundation. 
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Q: I’d like to just take a minute and talk about Efraim a little bit, because not many people I’ve 

interviewed bring him up, or even mention knowing him. I’d like you, if you could, to describe 

him a little bit, and his role in Phoenix House, in its origins, and why his role, we don’t really 

hear about it. 

 
 
McEneaney: I didn’t know Efraim until years later. I met him first at Bernstein when he came 

there as the doc. He was reverentially treated, in terms of the people. I worked for him as a City 

employee. The elaborate system that was designed, and that’s very odd because a person like 

Nancy Hoving, or Tony, Carlos, all these people know of Efrén. Why they wouldn’t say they 

know of him, I don’t know. Nancy responded to something on Facebook the other day about her 

thoughts about Efrén Ramirez and how much she knew of him. 

 
 
Q: No, that’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying that he’s not usually part of the typical narrative. 

 
 
 
McEneaney: Yes, because he was purged. He was purged. As of 1972, he was purged from the 

history. We created a mythology. We said, “You can’t have 20 guys to start something.” We 

said, “There were five ex-addicts.” We basically went off of the photograph of the five guys: 

Ronny, Julio, Carlos, and so on. But there were a lot of guys there. They just happened to be the 

first little wave in the photograph. It wasn’t until years later that Mitch convinced himself that  

he was the founder. 

Now, we’d counsel against that, PR-wise, and we always put the ex-addicts in there. 
 
Thankfully to this day it still does, but that noise that allowed him for whatever his reasons are, 

 
and you could ask him, to feel relevant in the social world, that somehow he brought all these ex- 
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addicts out of the depths of their addiction by his founding something. It is grossly, grossly 

mischaracterized. He was certainly there and certainly provided leadership, but it was a self-help 

movement from the moment those guys left that hospital, until the time they went to that 

building. Every single person who went into a Phoenix House afterwards was told, “This is a 

self-help process. Nobody was coming here to take care of you. You were going to change your 

own life.” 

The organizational ethos in 1967, ’70, ’71, ’72, ’75, it was always there. The notion that 

somebody showed up one day and invented this thing, and founded it, was antithetical to what 

we all knew was the truth. Why, I don’t know, but it exists to this day. I saw the other day, an 

interview where it said on the bottom, “Founder.” I don’t understand it, but I do recognize, 

having lived it at that time, who those guys were. The Directors at the time Ernie Wilkins, Danny 

Piccianos, Jerry Lemon, and Dwight Malone. I’m naming guys who ran places, the Tony Endres, 

they all worked for Efrén. 

 
 
Q: Can you explain a little bit then, why this is a methodology or a process which had at this 

 
point no scientific...? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: None. 

 
 
 
Q: Background... 

 
 
 
McEneaney: “Each one, teach one,” and it was replicated by a basic process of amoeba. When 

 
Jean and I were together—Jean Scott, who I mentioned earlier—in the first days, within about a 
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year, Jean left, and she went to open Far Rockaway. Another group of guys went to open Phelan 

Place. These are all facilities in the original history of Phoenix House, but you took a core group 

of people and you placed them someplace else, and in a sense from an organizational structure 

sample you built around them, but you needed the first yeast to get it started again. It was not a 

process that, somehow someone said, “Oh wow, this is how you do this.” It was kind of organic. 

Not, “Oh, you’ve got to have this, otherwise you won’t have the best tomatoes.” You’ve got to 

go over and seed it with the most positive individuals. 

The funny part about that in the first go-round of the expansion of programs, and I was 

there, and I was a valuable tool. I knew I was a valuable piece of material, because of my 

acquisitions. I had got something from Sealy Posturepedic. I got more beds than were possible 

in the facility-brand new beds. I had the chairman of Sealy Posturepedic come from  

Connecticut, measure our bunks, and design actual beds, and then ship them. There were so 

many shipped—there were 200 shipped—and we only had 100 beds, 105 beds. There were lines 

of beds everywhere. I impressed them on the phone. I knew I was a valuable commodity. I’m 

going to try to get to this other point. When they asked to split the house, usually you would take 

the top, the most positive people, and leave them to the new one. Not Dwight Malone. He was 

an interesting character, a Navy guy. Very fine man and clinician. He took the next, 20 and 

under, and he moved them to the first new place. He repeated it the next time they asked him. It 

wasn’t always the best, so to speak, but there was always this notion that somehow you had to 

seed the community with someone new. 

Yes, when I began, because I had a seven, eight-year hiatus. I left the facility. I was not 

really involved in running programs, and didn’t think I wanted to run programs, but I had begun 

in ’72 this public education process. It was in reaction to Mitch’s insistence on being the star. 
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There’s no other way to put it. It was like, “When are you going to get me more and more press? 

I’ve got to be in the New York Times.” If there were someone in the New York Times that was 

about a drug thing that wasn’t him, all hell would break loose. It was a massive problem. We 

couldn’t satisfy it. The need was so bizarre and deep. What I decided to do, and what eventually 

became very much of an operating mode, and a very good one, was to become experts in drug 

education and information. We would sell our expertise, and not him. 

All of a sudden now we were attracting media, as long as we didn’t keep pushing him. If 

you wanted to do a story on heroin, or you were Rolling Stone and you wanted to do a cover 

story on heroin and methadone, you would come to us and we would make it happen for you. I 

met Annie Leibovitz in 1972, taking her in a car through Harlem showing her drug dens, so she 

could photograph from inside of a van, because she was too afraid to stop. Somehow Rolling 

Stone looked at us in a really different way. Yes, we got Mitch to get a quote in there, and some 

of that. The modus operandi wasn’t, “We’ve got to do this so that the Foundation was out front.” 

That was an early ’72, ’73 doing that. 

 
 
Q: I want to make sure I get this straight. Are you saying that there was a problem in which 

 
Mitch was outshining the organization? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: No, he wasn’t. He was just demanding more and more press. His role at that time, 

now he was the president, and it became clear that this was going to be—we tried to figure out 

how to fundraise, and what was the PR doing, and how would you promote the organization, and 

what types of activities there were. Early on, the public information was all about getting a face, 

and obviously he began to see himself as the face. It was equally clear from a PR standpoint that 
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people didn’t want to hear about somebody, promoting someone over and over again. It was, 

“Whatever happened to my newspaper guy?” You really had to start saying, “What are we really 

selling here? What are we trying to do here?” That’s when we began to create the organizational 

historical references: ex-addicts would come together, self-help. We were getting out in front of 

something that we didn’t even have codified. We were basically saying, “There is a method. We 

don’t know how we really do it, but there is a method, and these people are part of this process.” 

 
 
Q: You called the method a therapeutic community. 

 
 
 
McEneaney: Therapeutic community. It was at the focal point of the methadone, drug-free 

situation. They were saying, “This is too Draconian.” We were saying, “These guys are still 

addicts. No one ever changes there.” There were undeniable points on both sides. They 

probably had less arrests, and things like that. We had a lot of them drop out, but the people who 

stayed seemed to really do well. Why they stayed, we didn’t know. George [De Leon] was 

trying to work on that. The kind of systemic issues were not there. The Foundation had to take 

on a new flavor. It couldn’t just be this place. It wanted to raise money. At that time, the drug 

addict—who cares about a drug addict? We had a glitzy party, but who really cares about drug 

addicts? They’re the scourge of New York City, they’re running around and doing all kinds of 

things. The Panic in Needle Park, we helped make the movie with those guys. We were right 

down the street from Needle Park. The Phoenix House guys were extras, the Phoenix House 

guys were coaches to people on what the street life was like. You had to have a different face for 

the Foundation than just simply, this is the place that took care of drug addicts at the time, 

because they weren’t necessarily a well thought of, charitable venture. 
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Q: This is the year that the Rockefeller drug laws come out. 

 
 
 
McEneaney: The drug laws came out, but NACC existed before that, the Narcotic Addiction 

Control Commission, which was this Article 28 that I was telling you before. You could be 

committed to treatment legally, under the existing law, so you could be given 18 months of 

treatment as an offense, because you turned out to be an addict. Eventually it was overturned, 

but that filled up lots of pseudo-prisons in New York State. Then the Rockefeller laws did much 

more afterward. 

 
 
Q: At this moment, as the PR guy at Phoenix House and you’re developing this educational 

 
program, was changing the image of addiction a large part of your effort at this moment? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: It wasn’t the image of addiction. We didn’t really challenge that. We were trying to 

challenge the notion that people wouldn’t have to be always addicted, and certainly I was one of 

the most representative examples of it. Certainly, leadership used me to the fullest extent, and I 

was a very, young handsome, articulate guy who would say on a dime, “Yes, I was a heroin 

addict at 15.” I quickly began to realize, though, that people didn’t recognize me for who I was 

as a person, and the programs I had designed, and everything else. They always were seeing me 

through the prism of ex-addict. Not qualifications, deeds, accomplishments. Always ex-addict. 

Ex-addict. “He’s our ex-addict.” There were all these drawbacks, but yes, we were trying to 

make sure that, yes, people understood that, you know what? You can come back. There wasn’t 

a one-way street, that people did come back. Not as frequently as we tried to portray, because 
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we were up against lots of other issues. 

 
Then there were growing drug problems, and there was a growing need by an emerging 

 
media for information. “What’s this all about? How does heroin work? What’s marijuana? 

What are these cocktails that people are doing? Cocaine, and all these other things?” All of a 

sudden there was an information vacuum. We realized, at the onset of that, you know what? We 

can ride this wave. We can get third party credibility through this without having to struggle 

through the ex-addicts, and da da da... We can be representative of a community group that’s 

really out there, fighting with everything we can, helping people that we can help, changing 

attitudes, teaching young people, giving out information, being part of things. I sent you guys a 

letter from Scholastic Magazine. That was one of the first thing projects that we did. They 

wanted to do a full issue—hundreds of thousands of magazines. I don’t know if you grew up 

with Scholastic, but it was in every school, it was handed out. They came out with a drug issue, 

and they asked, “Hey. We said we’re in!” 1972. “We’re going to design with you guys a drug 

issue that went into every school.” Of course it had our names on the bottom, and information, 

and you can write us for information, and so on. We had to get up to speed. We couldn’t just get 

a bunch of letters from people saying, “Please, will you send me information on marijuana?” and 

then say, “Oh, well we don’t have any.” 

It changed the direction. It also changed my mindset that, you know what? This was just 

something I wanted to do. I was uniquely capable in terms of being articulate. I had some skills. 

I had accomplished some things. I said, “What better than to marry what I like doing and 

something I’m passionately interested in?” It fit really where I was, but then I also knew at that 

point that I needed to go to college, and I couldn’t. I couldn’t. I was now already almost 22, 23 

and I had not been formally educated. I was coached not to. 
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Q: Not to go to college? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: I didn’t really need it. Granted, Frank was there. An artist who was in charge of— 

sort of a big place. Then Mitch, although he was a doctor, he was impressing on, “Well, you 

don’t really need to spend your nights there. If you’re going to open a facility over here, you’ve 

got to spend—running around with the community in—wherever. It was 73rd Street where we 

would eventually open the Riverside Plaza Hotel. Trying to address the question of how my life 

and direction married into the institution, it was really at that point. Early on I made a 

commitment to change my life. Now later on I began to see, I can make a career of this. I’m 

really interested in this. It suits me. I had the innate skills of being able to be good on my feet, 

and talk. I had been to NYU School of Continuing Education in public relations management. I 

had a seven-month or eight-month certificate in ’72 with that. I had this little piece of paper. 

And I thought, “This is something I can do.” I was interacting with some very important people, 

PR people—Donald Brooks, Lady Keith, everybody else. Everybody recognized my skillset. It 

was always recognizing that I could help, and certainly it excited me as a young man to be able 

to have that level of responsibility. That’s probably the cornerstone of why I stayed. Most 

people would have left. 

 
 
Q: What about the idea of the therapeutic community? A lot of people I’ve talked to, especially 

those who have been ex-addicts, have an incredible commitment to this idea of the therapeutic 

community as being the right method. Did you feel that you were a partisan in the great debate 

about how drug treatment should be handled, or was it simply that Phoenix House was where 
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you were, and you were good at what you were doing? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: No. Simultaneously, that was something I did every day. Secretly, in my own life,  

I intuitively understood—you recall I said that I was rather introspective as a young man; I didn’t 

change as a young adult—I always believed that the individual changed their own life. I knew it 

inside me, that I did it. I had the confidence that I had changed my life. I knew I did it within  

the confines of a community, and with the people who were all involved. But I knew I 

empowered myself. I was torn between the concept of self-empowerment, and then this thing 

called the therapeutic community. I struggled with what was more important, even back then. I 

remember my first speech, which, if I grabbed George and I held him against the wall here and 

said, “A lot of what you wrote about I talked about early on in our discussions together,” was 

about, what’s therapeutic in a therapeutic community? That was the first speech I ever made,  

and it was really delineating what was actually therapeutic. Not what we did, but what was 

actually therapeutic. George later codified those in the book and everything else. I think he 

deserves much credit for sticking with that, and doing it the way he did, but I was always in that 

process. I was challenged every day by a completely different thing. 

I had this education thing going, I designed an education program called The Decision- 

Making Process, which is a three-part process, which evolved out of my own sense of self; 

decision-making, which meant values. What went into a decision? Your values as a human 

being, the information that you knew, and the motivation you had to do whatever it is that you 

were doing. You had these three things, and that created a decision. It became a “decision tree.” 

We designed programs around that for schools, and that was the first thing I started to do as an 

extension to my PR job. Now we had this school venture, where we were being purchased— 
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services, consultant services. We were traveling around doing various boarding schools, and 

public schools, and so on. I was contracted by New York City Board of Education to help them 

design a special school at the Westinghouse Trade School in downtown Brooklyn. That was in 

’71. I was a consultant now to the City Board of Education. Now remember, I worked in these 

high schools before, so I was known around education as this guy who uniquely had a 

perspective on kids, and other things. 

I designed The Decision-Making Process, and we got involved at that time with Know 

Your Body, which is a famous prevention program for tobacco. A guy named Gil Botvin at 

Cornell. He incorporated a lot of our stuff into his stuff. Particularly around the values and 

clarification issues. What happened was, we ended up getting kids who needed help. You’d go 

out, and you’d do these educational things. One of them required that parents of the kids that 

you were teaching had to also come to the nightly session. It was all part of a package. You 

want to buy us, you have to buy this. You have to have the parents, you have to have the 

teachers, and the kids. All of a sudden a parent comes up to you at the end, “My older boy’s 

smoking dope. He’s been running around and he’s shooting dope.” Now all of a sudden we’re 

getting, well, we got people in need now. It’s not just education. Education was stimulating 

people who needed help. What I was realizing was that, they really didn’t want to do what 18- 

year-old Kevin McEneaney had to do, because they don’t want to send their kid into some God- 

awful place—what they perceived to be a bad place. That’s where I said, “We’ve got to design a 

new program.” That’s when I designed the IMPACT program. I guess it was around late 

seventies, I can’t remember. 

 
 
Q: Let’s talk about that in one second. First, I just want to ask you, in these early years when you 
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were becoming an employee of the Foundation, and you have your idea about what the TC could 

be, and what therapy is all about, and what’s therapeutic about the TC. Do you feel that your 

ideas about it were shared amongst everyone in Phoenix House at this point in time, and were 

your ideas the same as Mitch’s? 

 
 
Q: I don’t really know Mitch’s ideas. He never really had—many of the things that Mitch put his 

name on were written by other people. You had to be there to see that. De Leon was struggling 

with the elementary structure of the organization, or the community, if you will. I’m sure Mitch 

had his ideas about it. I’m not sure that he was there to imprint it. The programs were sort of  

run by, again, the each one teach one kind of thing. There was no quality management. There 

was no systematization of it. It was that, these were doing it well over here. There seem to be 

people doing better over there. They were there, and they were positive, and there was not a lot 

of drug use going on, or dirty urine, or all these other things that people monitored things for. 

Was it something that you could—? No, and I wasn’t thinking about that either. I was 

thinking about, “Wow, this thing really worked for me and it’s worked for a lot of other people, 

no matter who they were.” Remember I came in from a particular orientation of the family life. 

I met and became friends with so many diverse human beings. I recognized, wow, from a human 

standpoint—Natale used to talk about humanity, and “This was more than just drug addicts; this 

was a way of life for people to change” —he was very highfalutin about all of that. I kind of got 

it. He had actually a poster that we made in the graphic shop: Human Revolution. Those kinds 

of things were always floating around, and there were artists who were doing things. “Black is 

beautiful.” We had the first poster of “Black is beautiful.” A multicolored poster of human 

beings. It was one of the first graphics—we used to sell them. People used to write in and then 
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we would print them and sell them from our graphics department. There was a sense that, yes. 

This was a human movement. Then you have the Happenings, where you had thousands of 

people come into Hart Island and you would say, they’re all drug-free. You had Woodstock, sort 

of the Rolling Stone thing, and then you had our drug-free Hart Island, 10,000 people. It was a 

testimony that you could have a different life, and a different way of thinking about stuff. 

But there was no one thinking about the method. It was more like, all of the good  

feelings around the fact that, hey, people were getting better and changing, and so on and so 

forth. How to do it, why you did it, what was the process by which—? There was still—when  

we moved to California, I don’t know if that was ’85, or ’87, or whenever it was, we still sent a—

I remember the guys. I went to Boston. I was one of the first guys. I was by myself in a hotel 

room. The next day I had to figure out how to get a dynamic going. Those guys, William Smith, 

and these guys, Howie Stein—these guys went in a beachhead California. Even then we just 

thought that the only way to do it is the amoeba. Split it, move people out there, and that culture 

will somehow sort of develop. Though I was part of it, I was much more part of the management 

of the Foundation, because I was the PR guy, and I was public information director, and now I 

had active programs: education, prevention. I was actually treating teenagers and their families. 

I was kind of off in an ambulatory program that I had designed. 

 
 
Q: Did you have a lot of relations with the board at this time? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: Yes, because a lot of the board members had become board members because their 

kids were treated in IMPACT, or in some other way. Yes, I knew Nancy from the parties. There 

were always board members involved in the committees and the big parties. We had three big 
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events of those years that I was involved in. Well, I was involved in every event throughout the 

38 years. The Fabulous Forties at Phoenix House, which is the Allen Ebert creation, which had 

Bette Davis, and Benny Goodman, and Lena Horne and so on and so forth. Then the next year 

we had the Golden Olden Days of Burlesque. Tommy Tune and Michael Bennett, an eventual 

famous playwright and actor, were the guys who produced it. We met with them for six months 

before we put it on. Then the third year was Your Senior Prom, a Second Chance. That was 

done from the National Lampoon. The National Lampoon publisher, Jerry Taylor, eventually 

came on the board. Yes, I was very involved in a way with all of those people. Some of them 

were on different boards. That was another machination of—strange— 

 
 
Q: They were on the development corporation board, right? Some of them, eventually, when that 

 
gets created. 

 
 
 
McEneaney: Then some were on a thing called the new member’s board. 

 
 
 
Q: Right, new member’s board. Can you explain that a little bit? I’ve figured out a little bit of 

this by looking at the board books, but it’s not really written down anywhere, the relationship of 

the new member’s board to the rest. 

 
 
McEneaney: The members ran the organization. There were five people. I was added, and then 

 
taken off in 2006. I should have seen it as a time that they were going to get rid of me. 

 
 
 
Q: In the beginning, who was on the member’s board? 
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McEneaney: Nancy, Mitch, Dick, and I believe a guy named Larry Lederman, I’m not sure. 

 
 
 
Q: Yes, he was. 

 
 
 
McEneaney: He might not have been in, in the beginning. 

 
 
 
Q: Maybe not the very first years, but by the mid-70s he was on the member’s board. 

 
 
 
McEneaney: Yes, and I was on the member’s board, eventually. The way it operated was, 

eventually the Foundation board wanted to bring on someone, or even the development board 

wanted to bring on somebody. That was OK. They would vet the person, but we would quickly 

meet and we would approve them without anyone else knowing. The corporation, the overall 

foundation had just a group of members that were in charge. Then there were other board 

members, but they were not technically in charge. They could be fired. 

 
 
Q: What was the role of the larger board then? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: It was the same role, but if there was ever a reason to disrupt the leadership, or 

whatever else, they wouldn’t be around. They’d disband that corporation. I have the dissolution 

of that process. 

 
 
Q: In the 2000s? Yes. 
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McEneaney: Yes. I was part of it and I was asked to—as I said, I should have recognized then 

 
that it was all... 

 
 
 
Q: We’ll get there. 

 
 
 
McEneaney: Anyway. But back then, no one knew that. Knowing it was most secretive thing in 

 
the whole institution. 

 
 
 
Q: Did the members meet often? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: Only when necessary, but it was a couple times a year, or by phone. The lawyers 

generally kept it up to speed. As the organization got—remember, then it was just the 

development board and the Foundation. It was really pretty small. There were a couple different 

corporations in each one. There was an Oxford corporation, which we had created for the 

Federal Bureau of Prisons. We named it Oxford because of the Oxford Group movement, self- 

help movement, in England. There were always antecedents of self-help. Everywhere. As long 

as I was involved. I picked Oxford as the name. I picked Cadmus, which is the brother of 

Phoenix—we had the Egyptian mythology, and we had a program named Cadmus, which was  

the brother of Phoenix in Greek mythology—always self-help. I always forced the issue,  

because there wasn’t anybody creating programs. This is, again, part of this fallacy that I guess 

helped in social situations that someone would be able to say, “I’m the guy, the founder who 

created this concept and led these addicts out of, again, deprivation and everything else.” Just 
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not true. 

 
There were lots of corporations under the foundation, and the development fund. The 

development fund was mainly designed and started to keep out of the grips of New York State. 

Remember, we’d come out of the City. The City’s saying, “That’s our desk. That guy works for 

us. Either you become us, or you stay with them.” These were life decisions that lots of ex- 

addicts, and people like Tony, and other people had to make, and other people who were just 

regular employees. As years went on it was always, sort of, “Listen, we don’t want to be in that 

situation again. We want to make sure we have a—hands-off.” That this, the board, over here is 

raising the money, and storing the money, and keeping the money, and not this group because, 

given the way laws are structured, they can call back money from us. We don’t want them to call 

back money. There was this desire in the beginning, and that’s where the formulation of that 

structure was. Then, no one knew about the membership. 

 
 
Q: Right. How did you become a member? 

 
 
 
McEneaney: Because I had just become so valuable over time. There was just no way. I knew it 

existed over time, and it was like, how do you keep a guy that’s running, basically creating and 

running the place…? I don’t want to seem—I know what I did. Anybody that’s ever been 

around will tell you, don’t need to have you ask, but I know what happened over those next years 

as more and more people became part of the Foundation through works that I was doing with 

social settings, and other kinds of things. 

It became a natural that, hey, he’s going to be around and he should be involved. Then 
 
there was a period of, by ’79, ’80 I was beginning to run the New York stuff. The work of the 
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IMPACT, and the fact that it was successful, and it attracted all kinds of moneyed people, and 

bringing us into circles of Choate, Groton, and these other kinds of families that we were 

counseling and talking to, and holding evening meetings with. Remember, the whole education 

program was that you had to have families. We would go up on family day to go out and we’d 

say, “The ninth graders are going to be in this program. These guys are going to live on 

campus.” All of a sudden we were embraced by Groton and we became third party credibility. 

 
 
Q: I think we’re just about done for today, but I want to ask—I really want to make sure we 

understand, and we have it recorded here, the role of the members of these beginning years. 

Were the members—? 

 
 
McEneaney: I can’t really tell you what they were. The person to ask about that is Nancy, 

 
because Nancy was the president, the original president, Nancy Hoving. 

 
 
 
Q: Oh, yes. 

 
 
 
McEneaney: The person to ask is Nancy, because Dick is dead. I only became later on a 

member. I don’t think Larry is the person, because I don’t think he was a member early on. It 

wasn’t the development fund. The development fund was a different set of people. You really 

have to ask Nancy at that time, and a guy from Arthur Andersen [LLP], and that’s how Ron 

Coster got to us. Cabot. Don Kabat. He’s in Florida. He’s still around, sends me a Christmas 

card all the time. Sweet, sweet, great guy. He was a member. 

I’d love to tell you that I was in a meeting in 1973 with the members—I wasn’t. I was 
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too young. Eventually I did become a member. I don’t know exactly what date it was, but it 

 
wasn’t that big to me. 

 
 
 
Q: It wasn’t getting let into the secret back room. 

 
 
 
McEneaney: It didn’t really matter to me. I was de facto running the place by the time I was 25, 

 
27. I don’t mean that Mitch wasn’t there. He was there, but he was out having lunches, and 

dinners and raising a little bit of money, because we never really raised a lot of money over the 

years. Most of the issues were real estate gains that we had done. It was after 1980, even though 

we had Ron Coster, I used to work for Mitch and then I was asked to work for Ron and take over. 

We can talk about that at another point. 

 
 
Q: For next week, yes. 

 
 
 
McEneaney: I hope that was helpful. 

 
 
 
Q: Yes. Very helpful, Kevin. Thank you so much. 

 
 
[END	  OF	  SESSION]	  


