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PREFACE 

 

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

conducted by Caitlin Deighan on August 19 and 27, 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: This is Caitlin Deighan. I’m here with Ira Mothner, at Phoenix House’s office at West 74th 

Street, and today is Tuesday, August 19th, 2014. So, Ira, thanks for meeting with me today, 

taking the time. Let’s start by—tell me when and where you were born, and a little bit about your 

childhood. 

 

Mothner: Oh, dear. I wasn’t preparing for that. Okay. 

 

Q: Oh, yes. We’re going to go back.  

 

Mothner: I was born in Brooklyn [New York], at Long Island College Hospital, in 1932. My 

mother died when I was three, so I was moved around quite a bit. But my father remarried. I was 

about six. We lived where Park Slope meets Windsor Terrance, around Prospect Park. And I 

grew up there. Until, oh, I guess I was thirteen. At that time, my father’s second marriage broke 

up—no one quite knew what to do with me, and I ended up going off to military school in 

Georgia. Four really unattractive years. They proved useful later on. And then ended up at the 

University of Missouri, their School of Journalism. As most men of my generation, I served in 

the army, in Korea. I came back, spent a year working in the radio in the Midwest. Took my G.I. 
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Bill in Paris, studied there for a year and a half. Came back to the States, and found a job at Look 

Magazine as a researcher and reporter. 

 

Q: So were you always interested in English and communications? 

 

Mothner: Oh, yes.  

 

Q: It was your favorite subject all along? 

 

Mothner: Oh, sure. Writing was what it was all about. The fact the people wrote books, I 

thought, “Oh, wow. I could get to do that!” So I was at Look Magazine as a reporter, junior—I 

mean, assistant editor, senior editor, until the magazine folded. And before that time, I had met 

Dr. [Mitch] Rosenthal in Phoenix House.  

 

Q: Yes. We’ll come back to your meeting Dr. Rosenthal. Your time at Look Magazine, you were 

there for about fifteen years? 

 

Mothner: Fifteen years, yes. 

 

Q: It must have been an exciting period of time. It was— 

 

Mothner: It was a great time— 
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Q: —such a hallmark of popular culture, and— 

 

Mothner: It was a great time for magazine journalism. Those of us at Look were very fortunate. 

We had a license that writers do not have today, Look gave me the opportunity to do two things. 

I was able to write about things that concerned me, social programs. I covered both the War on 

Poverty and the Peace Corps. But I also spent about, oh, three or four weeks a year in Hollywood 

doing personality profiles in the entertainment world, so it was sort of a nifty job. 

 

Q: That sounds really great. 

 

Mothner: It was—but they didn’t pay us terribly well. 

 

Q: That’s always a downside, yes. 

 

Mothner: Yes. But they never questioned how long we spent on a story, or how much we spent. 

One of my favorite memos is one we got from the accounting department saying, “No, no: you 

really cannot charter a plane with more than one engine without checking with New York.” 

Which, I thought that was really pretty great. I remember having a great discussion with our 

managing editor at one point when he said, “You know, Ira, you never told me you were going to 

the Arctic.” This was for a major piece we had done on Canada. And I said, “Oh, I certainly 

did—” I told him I was going to be going to Inuvik [Northwest Territories]. We did that story 

over a period of six months—although we didn’t work on it exclusively. We were able to do 

wonderful things. Then of course the magazine folded. And I had an even better job for about a 
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year: I became John [Vliet] Lindsay’s speechwriter when he was mayor, and then 

subsequently— 

 

Q: Were you involved or interested in politics before— 

 

Mothner: Oh, yes. Also, it was an exciting time politically, as well. I mean, was I interested? Oh, 

yes, sure. I was a volunteer, working for Bobby Kennedy’s senate campaign when he first ran. 

And then as a result, was connected more or less as a consultant at the beginning of the War on 

Poverty. In fact, I had an embarrassing position. I suddenly had to resign as a consultant to them 

because I was assigned to write about it for Look. So— 

 

Q: Conflict of interest. 

 

Mothner: —I had a strange position of having to interview [Robert] Sargent Shriver one day, and 

then write something for him the day before. It was getting confused. There was going to be a 

conflict of interest any moment.  

 

Q: And the end of Look Magazine? I mean, that must have been—that was really the end of an 

era. Did you expect it? Were you—how did that—? 

 

Mothner: Well, no, here: understand something about the magazine world. That magazines, in 

those days, existed on advertising. What you paid for a magazine covered the cost of getting you 

to take a subscription. Magazines like Look, Life, Saturday Evening Post—the big general 
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circulation magazines—were the way you would reach the largest audiences. Clearly, there was 

something then that became better than the magazines, and that was broadcast television. And as 

that came along, it wasn’t as though magazines disappeared. They didn’t. They became smaller, 

more targeted for different audiences. And more costly. I mean, you spend a lot more money for 

a magazine today than you ever did, even in terms of inflation. So that’s what happened to 

magazines. But I wrote, still, as a freelance, I wrote for a lot of magazines. I mean, everywhere 

from Cosmopolitan to Smithsonian, and just about everything in between. I also did a lot of work 

for foundations, for both Rockefeller and Ford. Doing studies, reporting on their projects, and 

writing for their publications.  

 

And consulting to Phoenix House. So during the years—many people who free-lanced, as I did, 

had one place where whatever time wasn’t used by magazines, you would consult to your 

favorite nonprofit. You worked on annual reports. I did annual reports for all sorts of 

organizations, including, at one period of time, for the Association of Junior Leagues.  

 

Q: I mean, I had been curious about—at the end of Look Magazine, when you became a 

freelancer, why you chose that path, perhaps, instead of becoming an editor at a different 

magazine, but it sounds like there were a wealth of freelance opportunities. 

 

Mothner: Well, a number of reasons, part of which is I think that—I moved from the city. I 

mean, correction: I didn’t just go right away from Look Magazine, moving out to Shelter Island, 

where we had a summer house. I went to City Hall as executive assistant to the Mayor for Policy 

and Programs, or something like that. Of course, executive assistant means secretary today, but 
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at City Hall in those days, executive assistant actually was a charter position. There was a 

specific number, and the executive assistant was the ranking one, but only in terms of 

compensation. And you got all these wonderful privileges. A parking space in City Hall Park. 

You were an honorable, and all those lovely things. But the clerk of City Hall, who was the 

senior civil servant there, found it very difficult to understand why I would need a typewriter—

“You have a secretary, you have [laughs] a leather chair, and you have sixteen kinds of 

stationary.” You know. I said, “No, you don’t understand. I’m the speechwriter. That’s what I’m 

supposed to do.” 

 

Q: And so how did you become Mayor Lindsay’s speechwriter? 

 

Mothner: Well, because his press secretary was a man named [Thomas B.] Tom Morgan, and 

Tom Morgan had been an editor and writer at Look. Several other people connected with Lindsay 

I worked with in Washington, and in Bobby Kennedy’s campaign, knew me, knew my work, 

knew what I wrote about. And I wrote about issues of social policy. Said, “This is a guy we 

should bring down here.” I’m trying to think of the man I replaced [Bob Shrum]. He’s now a 

heavyweight Democratic spokesman. He was Teddy Kennedy’s speechwriter. He had replaced 

an even more famous speechwriter [Jeff Greenfield]. Again, you’ll discover something: I’m very 

bad on names.  

 

And so he had lost a speechwriter [Shrum] who went to work for [Edmund] Ed [Sixtus] Muskie, 

who everyone assumed would be the Democratic nominee. Neither one of us won, because 1972 

proved to be one of the most bizarre years for Democratic primaries. But it was great fun. It was 
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wonderful. It was exhausting. Nothing for a married man with two small children. But anyway. 

So, yeah, I did that first. Then at a certain point, I said, “Well, let me try freelancing.” And I was 

living on Shelter Island, but I discovered I really couldn’t do that all the time. I eventually had to 

rent a room in the city. But I had been involved with Phoenix House before. In fact, Mitch and I 

had done a book before that. 

 

Q: Yes. I have a copy of the book. 

 

Mothner: Ah, [unclear], yes indeed.  

 

Q: Yes, indeed. Now tell me the story about how you met Mitch. 

 

Mothner: There are two stories [laughter]. One is how I was aware of therapeutic communities 

and drug abuse treatment, before Mitch Rosenthal was on the scene. 

 

Q: Really? 

 

Mothner: Yes. 

 

Q: How were you—? 

 

Mothner: Well, remember, I covered the War on Poverty, formerly known as OEO [Office of 

Economic Opportunity]. As I once explained in an article that got me some very interesting mail, 
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they could not call it the War on Poverty, because that formed an unfortunate acronym. And so it 

became OEO, and one of OEO’s programs—oh, dear. I’ve just forgotten the name of it. No, no. 

It was the VISTA. I was doing an article about VISTA Volunteers. And there was a VISTA 

Volunteer group working in the city doing community organization in East Harlem. Whether it’s 

a bright idea, or a reasonable thing for people to do or not, is an interesting [laughs] subject, 

which we might go into at some other time. But since I had also encountered VISTA volunteers 

in rural Appalachia—they were not the focus of my article there, which was on another program 

of OEO, for a Look feature called “Johnson’s Other War.”  

 

I don’t know how this VISTA story ever came out. I’m not positive it even ran. But we covered 

it. A photographer and I worked with this group. The young man who led that group was the son 

in law of the governor of Puerto Rico, the very famous governor, [José Luis Alberto] Muñoz 

Marín. Muñoz Marín had another son in law named Efrén Ramirez. Efrén Ramirez was the first 

head of ASA [Addiction Services Agency]. 

 

Q: OCAP [Office of the Coordinator of Addiction Programs] and then— 

 

Mothner: Hmm? 

 

Q: OCAP, right? And then ASA? 

 

Mothner: —the Addiction Service Agency. 
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Q: He was the commissioner? Yes. 

 

Mothner: So, this fellow—who headed the VISTA program in East Harlem—said, “What we 

have to do is to get this group cohesion. We have to get them together in what is called a 

marathon.” Have you heard of that? 

 

Q: Yes, I have. 

 

Mothner: Okay. So I said, “Well, we’re doing a story about you guys. Should we come along?” 

And they said, “Only if you’ll take part.” Well, I had no idea what a marathon was. Now, 

fortunately, my photographer had done a story out at Esalen, in California—and had some idea 

of what the TC [therapeutic community] encounter was like—in those days it was a pretty 

aggressively confrontational means of eliciting revelation. And the marathon was a 24-hour 

encounter. Well, there was no Phoenix House in those days. But there was a TC on Staten Island, 

and they— 

 

Q: Was it Daytop? 

 

Mothner: Daytop, indeed. So off we went to Daytop’s place up in the Catskills. We went up 

there, and spent—we had the twenty-four hour marathon, which proved to be truly exhausting 

and interesting. 

 

Q: I bet. 
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Mothner: I think we were much—I’m not sure whether one of the people in that group 

subsequently was badly affected by the experience, and I remember going back to Washington 

and having dinner with Joe English, the psychiatrist who later headed NIMH [National Institute 

of Mental Health] and was the first CEO of New York City’s Health and Hospital Corporation. 

At that time, he was the head medical man for OEO, and when I told him this story, he said, 

“What were you doing?” I said, “Well, Joe, it was terrific. I walked out of there really feeling 

terrific. I really felt great!” And my wife said, “Gee, for at least three weeks, you were just 

another person. Marvelous.” To which Joe replied wisely, “Ira, that was your ego rewarding you 

for having survived.” So that was my introduction to TCs.  

 

The other part came later. I was putting together some material at Look on substance abuse, when 

I got told by my boss, the editorial director—not the managing editor—to go upstairs and see 

Mike. Now, Mike was Gardner Cowles [Jr.], who owned Look magazine. It’s spelled Cowles, 

it’s pronounced “coals.” And I’m like, oh dear. I’d met Mike. I did know him causally. He also 

had sent me off on another story in the past. He told me that his wife was interested in this 

program up on the Upper West Side, and it’s Dr. Rosenthal, and he thought I should certainly 

include that in my article about the treatment of drug abuse. That’s what brought me up to meet 

Mitch. And we met, and had a long talk. I don’t recall what part he played in the subsequent 

article. But we became friends. And very shortly after that, we came up with the idea that maybe 

he should work on a book for parents. 
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The thought of parents and children and drug abuse at that point was not quite common. Not 

many parents were worrying about their children and drugs then. So, our book was a little bit 

ahead of its time. Nevertheless, we spent a good deal of time together writing the book, working 

on it. I recall most of our meetings took place in restaurants. And there are those who contend 

that the book was originally written in soy sauce. [laughter] 

 

Q: Many Chinese restaurants? 

 

Mothner: Yes. And in fact, there’s a very famous evening in which we were down in Chinatown, 

and I brought with me what were the gut chapters—this was the heart of the book—with me. In 

those days, we weren’t using computers— 

 

Q: Typewriters, yes. 

 

Mothner: Yes, typewriters. And I left the only copies of those chapters on the restaurant table. 

Fortunately, we wander out slowly and don’t leave the neighborhood right away, and somebody 

came and found us. [laughs] Anyway. That was how I got to know Mitch, working on that book. 

  

Q: And so that book was published, I think, in 1972. 

 

Mothner: ’72. 

  

Q: Drugs, Parents, and Children, right? 
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Mothner: Yes.  

  

Q: What was the process of writing and collaborating with Mitch like? 

 

Mothner: Well, you interviewed Mitch. 

  

Q: Yes. 

 

Mothner: And Mitch is almost unique among psychiatrists that I know. Maybe you wouldn’t 

know this, but psychiatrists run fairly thick on Shelter Island. When psychiatrists disappear in 

August—as they do—that’s one of the places where they cluster. And so if you spend a lot of 

time with people who are psychiatrists, almost invariably, you’ll hear them say, “I had a patient 

once who—” And they remember marvelous anecdotes of their patients. Mitch has [unclear] 

extraordinary discretion and absolutely no memory of any patients. He’s terrible that way. He 

has no, no clinical recall.  

  

Q: It’s so funny, because in general, his memory is excellent. 

 

Mothner: Indeed, yes. But case histories do not come forth. So we had to find a way to get 

some—if you have the book, you know what we did. We put together a group of parents—and 

that was not strange, because Phoenix House in those days actually had such groups for parents 

to come to, or people who were not even necessarily involved in drug abuse per se. They would 
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come and sit in on very mild encounter sessions. So what we did was to put together this group 

of parents, the couples who form that center part of the book. Whether that was a useful exercise 

or not in light of today, I don’t know. You read the book recently. Is it an interesting book? 

  

Q: It was a very interesting book to me, because it kind of captured New York drug abuse and 

drug treatment at a very specific time. I mean, it was a story of heroin, primarily. 

 

Mothner: Yes. We thought of drugs as heroin. For example, Mitch would probably deny this if 

asked, but we never thought at Phoenix House of abstinence, the way that it’s perceived today. It 

wasn’t only that we gave our addicts cigarettes to smoke. And we wrote them off, I think, as 

therapeutic supplies. But treatment lasted a long time then, and the TC was organized 

hierarchically. Residents moved up in stages, became elders of the community, which is one of 

the reasons the TC was a very inexpensive way of treating substance abuse. There were very 

small staffs because senior residents played a major role in running our programs. They believed 

at a certain point they were allowed to drink. I don’t know about marijuana. But I do know that 

there was a time when someone thought it may be that Phoenix House staff shouldn’t smoke 

marijuana.  

  

Q: [laughs] That thought actually had to occur to someone, yes? 

 

Mothner: Back then we had regional directors, but we didn’t have regions as they have today. 

The regions were all within the city. But when the regional directors heard about this idea, they 

said, “Oh, no. It won’t make it possible to keep any staff.” [laughs] Now, I don’t know if anyone 
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else recalls this, or will tell you whether they recall it. But several of the people, or at least two of 

the people you have interviewed or will interview, were there at that meeting, which I remember 

well. Mitch was there, Kevin McEneaney, and, I believe, Ron Coster was there. [laughs] After 

that, we took a hard line about marijuana. No, they really shouldn’t do that. 

  

Q: I mean, I find that somewhat surprising, because of the influence of AA [Alcoholics 

Anonymous] and Synanon on the early Phoenix House model.  

 

Mothner: The influence of Synanon was profound. I don’t know if AA influenced us that much. 

But no question that the classic TC had roots in Synanon. The whole thing. The encounter came 

out of the Synanon Game. Many of senior staff were veterans of Synanon. [David] Dave Deitch, 

who was from Daytop, but also was at Phoenix House twice as our clinical director, came from 

there. And what was interesting to watch wasn’t the difference between—it wasn’t AA and 

Synanon; it was TCs and methadone. Because at Look Magazine, Roland Berg, who was our 

medical writer—marvelous, wonderful, great, funny man, who came into journalism via 

medicine, he was a good friend of the couple who were involved in the development of 

methadone, whose name are on the tip of my tongue, and likely to stay there [Vincent Dole and 

Marie Nyswander]. 

  

Q: Rockefeller University and everything? 

 

Mothner: Yes. 
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Q: I want to come back to the methadone issue for sure, but tell me a little bit more about your 

impressions of Phoenix House and those early days, and of Mitch. I mean, even though you had 

exposure to the therapeutic community model, this was a whole new ballgame, right? 

 

Mothner: Yes. Well, was it a whole new ballgame? Yes, they did marathons. I was never in a 

Phoenix House marathon. They were not quite as intense as the others. I found Phoenix House 

charming. The attitude there, remember, was very high energy, very positive. It may have been 

the notion of acting as if, but they did. If they acted as if, they acted well. 

  

Q: The ‘fake it until you make it’ kind of attitude? 

 

Mothner: I’m sorry? 

  

Q: The ‘fake it until you make it’? Is that what you mean? 

 

Mothner: Yes. More or less, yes. Practice the form, you achieve the essence, and all that good 

stuff. Not untrue. It worked. Also remember, you had two things going for them: there was a 

certain homogeneity among the people we treated. They were all quite similar. We didn’t have a 

lot of adolescents. They were not predominantly either black or white, but they were older, and 

they stayed with us for long periods of time. So—and then many became staff. Now, did Phoenix 

House do any of these humiliating things? Yes, they did. And some of those—learning 

experiences, as they were called—were not attractive. And they didn’t admit people and say, 

“Oh, welcome, come join our population.” People didn’t come in to Phoenix House off the 
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street. They would spend some time at a day program first, and we would tell them, “Hey, you 

know, are you really ready to do this?” I don’t know if you heard this from anybody.  

  

Q: No, I haven’t yet. 

 

Mothner: Well, essentially, we were saying, “This is a privilege. We’re letting you in. We don’t 

want you unless you are ready—” And we did this by saying, “We don’t want you unless you’re 

ready to stop being a worthless, scuzzy junky.”  

  

Q: So this is the humiliation you mean— 

 

Mothner: Yes. 

  

Q: — kind of the punishment and earning your place? 

 

Mothner: Yes. You started off in the kitchen. You might ask, “Well, why would people do that?” 

There was something else going on at the time, and that was civil commitment. People could be 

committed to treatment by the courts. Not through the criminal justice process. And the 

Rockefeller Program initially involved large treatment facilities upstate. So when we talk about 

community-based treatment, that goes back to when the state breaks up those big things and 

supported places like Phoenix House, who are treating them in the community. That was the 

political side of it. So the Synanon thing, again—about people with shaved heads. Did we shave? 

I don’t remember seeing a shaved head. 
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Q: I read about the signs. 

 

Mothner: Oh, the signs, we did. Signs were around for some time, and yes. They were around, 

certainly I can recall seeing them post-Hart Island, when we were at— 

  

Q: Riverside Plaza? 

 

Mothner: Riverside Plaza, yes. There were still occasional—you would see a guy walking 

around with a sign. “I Am a Baby,” or something equally ridiculous. Yes. Did it work? Who 

knows.  

  

Q: All right. So those were some of the early times. They have obviously changed since. 

 

Mothner: Yes. But, we had a lot of things going. I don’t know—it wasn’t simply the residential 

part. In addition to the residential program, we were doing family work. Good clinical 

psychologists were working with families. We had a couple, an elderly couple, whose name 

escapes me. I say that, they were elderly by my standards, and I’m eighty-two. So [laughs] 

plainly, they are probably not with us anymore. There were night groups, which were for 

outpatients. We never called it that. They were people who had jobs, who came in for groups at 

night. I forget the name of what our day school was, but we had a day school for— 

  

Q: For adolescents, or for adults? 
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Mothner: No, adolescents. For high school students. And it was a large operation, and we got 

very nice teachers from the Board of Education. It was an alternative school of the City’s, and I 

can’t think of the name of it. 

  

Q: Before [The Phoenix Academy of] Yorktown? 

 

Mothner: Oh, before—way before. I’m talking very early on. So it isn’t as though these things 

came late. There was an aspect of them early on. 

  

Q: And they evolved— 

 

Mothner: Night groups, family groups— 

  

Q: I was wondering, if you don’t mind my asking, Mitch is talking about the appeal of Phoenix 

House, how he’s able to get people to come on the board, and to contribute— 

 

Mothner: Yes! 

  

Q: —because everybody has kind of a connection, or a personal connection in their lives, to 

substance abuse, or to addiction. 

 

Mothner: Yes. Did I have a connection to that? Yes. 
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Q: Yes. 

 

Mothner: A very strong connection. I’m glad you mention, because I hadn’t thought of that. My 

wife—my then wife—taught in East Harlem, at a middle school. We were very active with 

students at that school, and we placed a great many of her students in good private schools. 

Primarily girls. I mean, it was racist, no question. And, I cannot go into which of the famous 

schools it was, but we had a really smart, bright young black girl. And they wanted her, but she’d 

have to go through seventh grade again. And I said, “No, but she’s ready for eighth.” And they 

said, “Well, we have one for eighth grade.” That’s the way it was—and we did place a number of 

girls. But not boys. The problem was the smart boys dropped out. The brighter boys were 

dropping out.  

 

At the time, I was doing a special issue of Look on the cities, and I thought one of the ways of 

doing this story was to feature the different kinds of people who live in cities, and explain that it 

isn’t the fact that there are many people. It’s that they have many different kinds of people all 

together, and what meets the needs of one group does not necessarily serve the needs of another. 

And that is why you have various urban problems. And I used two of the boys who had been in 

my wife’s school and had dropped out. The classic picture of them opened the section. Well, the 

article came out, and—sure as hell, the father of one of those boys was the caretaker of a church, 

a major church here in this city, and the pastor of that church got in touch with me, “Can’t we do 

something for these lads?” It became a small project. We ended up practically adopting those 

two boys. They went off to the ABC [A Better Chance] program at Dartmouth and were taken 
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into a great private school, and one of them lived with us for a while. Now, it turned out they 

were addicts. 

 

Did I know they were addicts? No. Did I discover that? Yes. Did we save them? No. We did not. 

But not long ago, I heard from the brother of one who was telling me this was not a wasted 

effort, because of how it influenced other young people. Because it was drugs. And I did not 

know about drugs. And that was where I started to work on the article, that brought me to Mitch. 

Now I’ve never—you’re the first person who’s ever asked me that. 

  

Q: That’s fascinating. 

 

Mothner: Never thought I’d tell the story of David and John.  

  

Q: Well, I’m so glad you did. That was a really interesting story, about your initial introduction 

to addiction and Phoenix House.  

 

Mothner: Yes. I did not understand about drugs.  

  

Q: Yes. It’s a hard thing to understand, when you first encounter it.  

 

Mothner: Well, it’s not hard anymore. The reality is that mine was a generation that really didn’t 

do drugs. We drank. We smoked. But I don’t know of any of my contemporaries who used 

marijuana. But it may have been a matter of race and class. In Korea—remember we had an 
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integrated army in Korea—and the troops near the front, many of those units were heavily black. 

And so my artillery battery was heavily black, and there was a certain amount of marijuana 

reaching us. It was nothing the officers knew much about and we left it alone.  

  

Q: It wasn’t considered as threatening a drug, maybe, as— 

 

Mothner: No.  

  

Q: —heroin. 

 

Mothner: No. No. But people went to jail for it. I’m trying to think of the actor who went to jail 

for marijuana. 

  

Q: Recently? 

 

Mothner: No, it was a thousand years ago. 

  

Q: So you meet Mitch; you start kind of volunteering at Phoenix House, and collaborating with 

him on this book. 

 

Mothner: Yes. 

  

Q: And then it sounds like you become more and more involved. 
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Mothner: Yes. 

  

Q: But never as an employee, which is— 

 

Mothner: Never an employee. Well, because I was doing other things. I mean, I wrote a number 

of books. 

  

Q: Yes, I saw that too. How to Get Off Drugs is one, right? 

 

Mothner: Well, that was a drug book. But I wrote the University of California’s nutrition book 

and How to Play Double-Bogey Golf. [laughter] Yes.  

  

Q: You were a writer. A talented writer. 

 

Mothner: But I remember when it came out and we gave the first copy to John Lindsay. I was 

then in City Hall, and Mitch was still a deputy commissioner of the ASA.  

  

Q: And what did—early on, as you became more involved in Phoenix House, what was a typical 

day like? What were you doing? I mean, Mitch describes you as this kind of all-purpose editor, 

an archivist, a historian—[laughter] What does that mean, day to day? 
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Mothner: Yes, that’s a very interesting question, because—well, yes. What do I do today? I 

mean, I was just working with Howard [Meitiner], putting together the addenda to the three-year 

plan that I wrote last year, describing what’s changed in the plan, and what are the new 

initiatives of Phoenix House. Over the years, I’ve, more or less, structured the Phoenix House 

narrative. I guess it started with the Three Year Report that Mitch asked me to edit. It wasn’t one 

I wrote. But I did put together a Five Year Report and Ten Year Report, and all the annual 

reports that followed. And then I’ve had a lot had to do with fundraising. There are the letters 

that we send out, even the direct mail we use, I would write a number of those. Well, it’s a 

specialty that really isn’t mine, but I ended up doing it. I was a speechwriter, so obviously, when 

there’s talks, we generally work on Mitch’s remarks. He’s brilliant on Q and A, but without Q 

and A, without a road map, he’s not as good. He knows it. He knows how to work a speech. Of 

course, I also write speeches away from Phoenix House. 

  

Q: For anybody who was giving speeches about Phoenix House, kind of? 

 

Mothner: No, for anybody—for PR agencies and other clients. At Phoenix House, I would also 

prep other speakers, including our residents who speak, or former residents. 

  

Q: When they would tell their story? 

 

Mothner: Yes. Right. Certain of the projects were kind of fun. There’s a book of poetry, which 

you should pick up. 
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Q: By Morty [Sklar], or no? 

 

Mothner: No, not by Morty Sklar. But there’s some of Morty’s stuff in there. It’s by other 

residents, past and present. I put that book together, and did the editing of it, and wrote the 

introductions to the sections. We will try to get you a copy of that today before you go. 

  

Q: That would be great. 

 

Mothner: Some interesting stuff in there. So that’s the kind of thing that I would do at Phoenix 

House.  

  

Q: So speeches and all these printed materials, I guess. 

 

Mothner: Yes. 

  

Q: Everything from annual reports to poetry, right. 

 

Mothner: And as we grew, there was more need for this stuff.  

  

Q: So it sounds like if you have a hand in all of these things, and your audience is the world 

outside of Phoenix House, that you are kind of instrumental in the branding of Phoenix House. 
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Mothner: Yes, but much less today. I mean, I really have cut back, and I think that—to a certain 

extent, I was the voice of Phoenix House until—maybe a year ago or two. But I think, yes. I gave 

it a certain tone, which you probably saw. It’s quasi-pompous. 

  

Q: As one has to be, I guess. 

 

Mothner: Yes. Right. And those who do good works want to be perceived as— 

  

Q: Great leaders. 

 

Mothner: —vaguely ecclesiastical. So, yes. But remember, I would never be here to the 

exclusion of other stuff.  

  

Q: Okay. And all these early efforts towards creating this brand, and this image, was it 

conscious? Were you constructing a party line, or a—? 

 

Mothner: Yes. Now let’s talk about that. 

  

Q: Okay. Let’s talk about that. 

 

Mothner: Phoenix House, the myth. Yes. We spoke brilliantly of these six or seven—I’m never 

quite sure what number we’re using. 
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Q: Six is the number I’ve heard. 

 

Mothner: I think that sounds right to me—who suddenly decided they would go together. That 

didn’t really happen that way.  

  

Q: It is a fantastic story in so many ways. 

 

Mothner: Yes. It doesn’t happen to be totally true. It’s not totally untrue. It has, as our friend 

from Comedy Central says: truthiness.  

  

Q: Truthiness. Yes, indeed. Stephen Colbert. 

 

Mothner: In fact, the people themselves now believe the story.  

  

Q: It becomes the story. 

 

Mothner: It becomes the truth.  

  

Q: Oh, yes. So they’re the example. It’s kind of a useful myth, I guess. 

 

Mothner: Now, was this the only house of Phoenix House? Not really. The 85th Street building 

was one. Maybe it was a few days earlier than the first people on Hart Island, but there was a 

group on Hart Island almost simultaneously. Morty Sklar will tell you that, because that’s where 
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he was. So when you talk to him, you’ll get another slant on who were the original Phoenix 

House residents. But nevertheless, of that group, those guys made it work. It worked for them. 

You’ll talk to Ron Williams, if you haven’t.  

  

Q: We have already, yes.  

 

Mothner: Well, then you know what— 

  

Q: Yes. 

 

Mothner: Does he tell it that way? 

  

Q: Ah— 

 

Mothner: How did he say he came to—? 

  

Q: I didn’t do his interview, but he does kind of upend the traditional myth. I mean, he tells his 

story his way. But this myth of the initial six, or whatever, when you talk about the importance 

of civil commitment, it’s also this Phoenix House narrative of resilience that I think is kind of 

weaved through the history.  

 

Mothner: Yes. 
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Q: So whether it happened exactly like that or not, it was—that was the story given to the world, 

right? 

 

Mothner: Yes. For a number of reasons. One, Mitch was raising money. And they were hustling, 

as it were. They would go and get contributions from local merchants— And they were really in 

my neighborhood, because I lived, at that point, at West End Avenue and 85th Street. 

  

Q: Oh, wow. Just down the street. 

 

Mothner: I mean, literally down the block. Oddly enough, subsequently—before that, actually, I 

had lived almost next door to Mitch, because at 93rd Street and Lex [Lexington Avenue], he was 

then at 93rd Street and Park [Avenue]. But I never knew him at that point. [laughs] 

  

Q: Just keep following each other around, yes? 

 

Mothner: So essentially, did it happen exactly that way? For years, I never quite figured it out. 

  

Q: It’s difficult to discern, yes.  

 

Mothner: Yes. But it was a marvelous story. 

  

Q: It is. 
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Mothner: And together we can overcome what individually we can’t: not untrue. And the TC 

itself: remember, here are guys who come in, and within a period of time, they are gaining 

stature within this community. That’s the reward: feeling good about themselves. And doing 

something that they know how to do. Which is what they have lacked before. In other words, this 

is not the real world, the therapeutic community. This is another world, and I’m going to learn to 

function in this environment, and I’m going to succeed in it. And I’m then going to teach others 

how to succeed in it. It’s an interesting dynamic. Now, are they knowledgeable? Yes and no. 

Remember, they are not educated; they’re trained.  

  

Q: But does it matter, necessarily?  

 

Mothner: It doesn’t. Because the TC format is a very robust format. It can be worked by people 

who are less than perfect. And yes indeed, many of them were less than perfect.  

  

Q: Right. But the model is strong enough. 

 

Mothner: The model has vitality, yes. Otherwise, you know—because it has successes. We like 

to talk about it today as a chronic relapsing condition. Now, Mitch has a lot of trouble with 

predicting relapse. It’s really difficult to try and say, “We want to get rid of stigma, but by the 

way, any day now this guy who has worked for you, and he’s good and strong, he may just revert 

to being a junkie and steal you blind.” Now, that’s a hard thing to go both ways. When you know 

a number of people who have remained in recovery all their lives. I’m not saying that the new 

perception is wrong, but I’m saying it has to allow for— 
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Q: The human condition? 

 

Mothner: Yes. Well, it has to allow for prolonged, or in fact, endless and lasting recovery. The 

guys who were in that first group have lasting recovery. Ronnie Williams is still pretty clean. 

You know? Whoever else we have. Kevin McEneaney’s doing pretty well. He wasn’t in that first 

group. And lots of other. It isn’t true that—I don’t know. Do I really know the answer to these 

things? No. I was saying something to Mitch earlier today. The right answer is whatever we’re 

doing today. And as Mitch has said in remarks I think we put together when he got his honorary 

degree from his old medical school—he was a graduation speaker—half of what you learn in 

medical school will be proven wrong before you finish your career in medicine. Problem is, you 

don’t know which half it’s going to be.  

  

Q: That’s a very good point. All right. So in addition to the branding and the fundraising 

materials, did you also help with kind of branding Phoenix House to the communities— 

 

Mothner: No. 

  

Q: —into which it came? I mean, there was a lot of hostility, I think, every time. 

 

Mothner: Oddly enough, no. The man to talk to about that is Kevin McEneaney. Because I really 

am remembering when we got approval to open up in Yorktown. Remember, strong community 

opposition to that. You say, well, what made you make it a school? 
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Q: Because you couldn’t make it a health facility, right? 

 

Mothner: Yes, exactly. And because New York said—there’s a law that says the City of New 

York, and, I think, several of the other—two of the other cities in the state are allowed to have 

schools outside of themselves. Right. And, fortunately, Mitch had the right connections to make 

that work. In fact, [Frank J.] Macciarola who was then the chancellor of the school system, fell in 

love with the whole idea. Still, we had to go through a series of local, and then a regional, 

hearing—and finally a larger board. And I remember going to those hearings with Mitch and 

Kevin, Kevin who had rallied local supporters. I had written six different pieces of testimony for 

these meetings, and Mitch was the one who was delivering them. And then the last one, after we 

were turned down each time, they actually approved us! And we were absolutely giddy driving 

back to the city. [laughs] 

  

Q: What a victory. 

 

Mothner: It was. 

  

Q: —but you were confident you were right, it sounded like— 

 

Mothner: Yes. 

  

Q: —during that, you were going to win. 
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Mothner: Yes. Well, it was that we could conceivably have opened without winning that 

particular fight, but nevertheless, we did win. We were very fortunate to be able to open, and to 

create what I came to call the academy model of treatment, which we then brought to other 

places. And the academy model became an evidence-based practice—because of the research 

that was done. 

 

Mothner: No, this was the work that was done— 

  

Q: Oh, at Columbia! 

 

Mothner: RAND [Research and Development Corporation] did this research in California, at 

Lakeview Terrace. Now, it was part of a much larger study. It was an outlier. We were 

successful in ways that none of the other places they looked at were. When they went back and 

looked at the same people a significant period of time afterwards, it hadn’t held. So whether if 

you look at all the research about it, it would warrant an evidence-based practice credential, 

which it has, was hard to say. But it’s a nice model. And for some kids, it works well. And that, 

of course, is more or less what you begin to realize, that not everything works for everybody. 

And that was one thing that we all believed early on: that this was the way to treat drug abuse. 

And methadones believed methadone was the way to treat it. And eventually, you begin to 

realize that perhaps there isn’t one way to treat anything. And that it works very well for those 

for whom it works very well. 
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Q: Right. That’s a very good point. Now, were you involved in any of the grant writing? To the 

state, or to the city?  

 

Mothner: No. 

  

Q: No? 

 

Mothner: It’s a different form. I think at times, I would take a piece of it, yes. But not—I’m 

trying to think if early on, I did any writing for the foundations. I would do some, I guess, yes, 

now that you mention it. Now that I’m recalling. I would do a little of it. It wasn’t my major suit 

at all. 

  

Q: Okay. Okay. Just trying to get a clearer picture. 

 

Mothner: Yes, but it was mostly the more public thing. And then again, remember, I’m not here 

all that much. Even though I have been getting two days a week here, and then two days at the 

Graduate Center. So now I’m actually coming in here maybe one day a week. So I’ve never been 

here every day, and there were periods of time, certainly when I had my own magazine, I would 

just come in here— 

  

Q: Whenever. Yes. And what about the fights of methadone, and maybe the other one being the 

legalization of marijuana? Which has received a lot of press for Mitch’s views on these issues. 

Were you part of crafting the— 
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Mothner: Oh, indeed. 

 

Q: I want to hear about that. 

 

Mothner: Well, no, my point to Mitch was let’s not fight legalization, in the sense that there are 

enough people doing that. What we have to realize is, whether it’s legalized, decriminalized, or 

given to people who claim to require it for some medical reason, it has some leg up in popular 

sanction. It’s very hard to justify it on certain grounds, despite some of the stuff the Times 

argues. There’s a section in my nutrition book, actually, which I called “Toxic Pleasures.” So 

I’m saying because we have two toxic pleasures that are legal: alcohol and— 

  

Q: Tobacco.  

 

Mothner: —cigarettes, this hardly argues persuasively for having a third. I mean, so we have to 

recognize that of the three, cigarettes may be the—probably cigarettes kill more. Alcohol is 

responsible for more disorder, and actually is physically the most harmful, because it’s such a 

sloppy drug—you have to take so much of it. And marijuana may be one that ruins more young 

lives. We don’t really know how much. And that was the point I’d try to make. We don’t know 

how much, and that should frighten any parent. So, we’re putting a greater burden on parents, 

when they no longer have the support of law or the community. Well, forget the law: if the 

community isn’t saying, “Hey, no, you shouldn’t do that,” I think it’s much tougher, much harder 

for them. 
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Q: So you encouraged Mitch to “pick your battles,” I guess. 

 

Mothner: Yes.  

  

Q: And then, so methadone seems like more of a battle. 

 

Mothner: Well, in those early days, some people believed methadone had the answer. It’s Shiite 

versus Sunni. It’s, “We have the truth.” And it’s that addicts have this metabolic change and we 

have to give them something to medicate that. 

  

Q: Like insulin, for diabetics. 

 

Mothner: Exactly. You’ve got it. All right. And, when that isn’t good enough, we have to give 

them heroin instead. That’s what the Brits were doing. And in fact, I wrote a passionate memo to 

John Lindsay, when I was at City Hall, when that idea came up in the city. So we had the Health 

Department pushing methadone, and, at the same time, we had ASA pushing drug-free 

treatment. Okay. We were probably as non-Catholic in our point of view as they were. We said, 

“Well, this is the way to go.” And now that divide is gone. It’s, what works best for whom?  

  

Q: It seems like—I haven’t talked to Mitch yet about this, but it seems more to me that he’s 

not—or at least wasn’t—a hundred percent against methadone, but just was against it as the only, 

quote, solution, for treatment, perhaps. 
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Mothner: Back then, I think he was pretty strong against it as the answer to addiction. It’s quite 

different from saying, it’s something we should look at. Today, of course, the line between licit 

and illicit drugs is mushed. So, a number of years ago, the great surge of cocaine use. Strangely, 

that occurred right after medical societies cracked down on widespread prescription of 

amphetamine for weight loss. Or for just about anything else. 

  

Q: So they went from the licit to the illicit substance. 

 

Mothner: But the reality is, even today, okay. You can’t have cocaine. But you can have 

Adderall. Oh, really? Okay folks. Where’s the difference? So, what constitutes substance abuse? 

If your doctor prescribes it, it’s not substance abuse anymore. And to a certain extent, a great 

many people who were ostensibly abusing drugs were, indeed, self medicating for conditions 

that a psychopharmacologist today would prescribe for. Now, where are we going with this? I 

don’t know the answer. I mean, I really don’t. And I would hate to be the parent of adolescents 

today.   

  

Q: I know. And that’s something, too. Over time, it seems that at the beginning, Phoenix House 

was responding to the heroin epidemic, treating that. Then there was cocaine and crack in the 

‘80s, right? And so the history of Phoenix House follows the history, of course, of drug abuse. 

And it also seems that, over that history, the average age of drug users declined too, so that more 

and more young people were coming in to Phoenix House. 
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Mothner: Yes. Yes. Well, there were some young people there at the beginning. Eons before we 

had the academy at Yorktown, there was a program that had young people in Putnam Valley. 

You should ask Mitch about that, because I’m fuzzy on it.  

  

Q: Okay. So we’ve gone another half an hour. Would you like to take a break? 

 

Mothner: I don’t think so. Mostly, I’ve got to catch a train to Greenwich.  

  

Q: Should we— 

 

Mothner: Yes. 

  

Q: Should we stop? Okay. 

 

 

[END OF SESSION] 
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Mothner: Good God, it’s 2:30. Okay. 

 

Q: Okay. So today is Wednesday, August 27th, 2014. This is Caitlin Deighan. I’m here with Ira 

Mothner for our second session, at Phoenix House’s office on West 74th Street. So Ira, thanks for 

meeting with me again. At the end of last week, you said that you would hate to be the parent of 

an adolescent today. And I thought that was a really interesting statement about, maybe, how the 

world has changed over— 

 

Mothner: Yes. 

 

Q: —over the past forty years since Phoenix House, how things have gotten rougher? So I just 

wanted to get your take on— 

 

Mothner: Well, two things: you’re thinking in terms of the context of drug use.  

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Mothner: But put that aside for a moment. The difficulty of being the parent of an adolescent 

today was brought to my mind by one of my sons. Essentially, he was talking about raising his 
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own children. “When we were kids, Dad,” he said, “You know, we were with our peers, our 

classmates, for most of the day. We went to school with them, and then—” We lived on Shelter 

Island in those days, and they took their bikes, “—and we were pretty free. But then we were 

home, and we’re on your turf. And so you have this chance to get your ideas across, and to talk 

with us. We can learn stuff from you, and you can learn more about us.” Not, by the way, that we 

actually found out everything they were up to, and some of the stuff we subsequently learned 

was a little shocking. But, “today, kids are in their own world all the time. They are in constant 

contact with each other. They are texting, and talking, and there isn’t a time when they aren’t in 

their own teen network.” I found that to be a significant difference, that parental influence may 

very well be diminishing more.  

 

We used to think, when Mitch [Rosenthal] and I were thinking about parents and kids, we 

thought about the influence of teachers. We thought about the influence of coaches. And the 

difference from the old ideal rural family, where the kids were working on a farm, and parents 

were a major part of kids’ lives. And then subsequently, when families would outsource much of 

this to professionals. But still, when my kids were growing up, we were already outsourcing a 

great deal. I shouldn’t say that about us, because the reality on Shelter Island, my wife was the 

English teacher in the school there. But I think that’s a profound difference now in the world of 

adolescence. Also, adolescents are a market, and increasingly an important market. They were a 

market back twenty, thirty, forty years ago, but much more today.  

 

Now, in terms of substance abuse, or substance use—and Mitch and I have had this discussion—

the notion that a bright, thoughtful, curious middle-class kid is not going to try to smoke 
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marijuana is ridiculous. Of course they are. And the reality, the language Mitch uses, that we 

came up with for that, is to more or less say, “Look: of course your kid’s going to try pot. And if 

he’s a bright, curious, intelligent adolescent, thoughtful, you won’t know about it.” [laughter] 

You know, this is true. So that’s the reality. And as for drinking: of course they do. The idea that 

no one should drink alcohol until they’re twenty-one, frankly, is unenforceable, unrealistic. But 

it’s the only way we have been able to limit the vehicular deaths of young people. If we could 

stop them from driving, that would probably be more meaningful, but then it means we’re 

stopping them from working, or going to school, or doing all the things that kids drive to. So, to 

your question, I’d say yes, there’s a difference. I don’t know anything—I mean, I would have a 

lot of troubles dealing with today’s children.  

 

Q: Yes. And, you know, we talked a little bit about the fight to legalize, or at least decriminalize, 

marijuana, and how you said that, since the New York Times piece recently, that the popular 

opinion has already kind of turned on that one— 

 

Mothner: It’s been turning for some time. But does that mean recreational use of marijuana—as 

opposed to medical use—is going to be legal everywhere? No. I doubt that every state is going to 

sanction it. And states that do legalize will have a local option so communities can opt out, as 

they can do, or used to be able to do, with alcohol. Still, marijuana will be legal in a growing 

number of places. So, we’re adding yet another legal high risk substance. I think I may have used 

the term “another toxic pleasure.” 

 

Q: Yes. We already have two, right, yes. 
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Mothner: Well, yes, cigarettes and alcohol. But does that justify having a third? Then how far are 

you going to push legalization? And, well, is the law the right mechanism? And here we come 

into an interesting one: what is the mechanism, if you’re going to control the use of a substance, 

the use of which is destructive, socially dangerous and destructive. How do you do that? Well, 

you stigmatize it. How? You see where I’m going with this. 

 

Q: I do, yes. 

 

Mothner: We say, “We can’t stigmatize.” Love the sinner, hate the sin. Well, how do you handle 

this one? Societies stigmatize behavior that is destructive to the society, or they should. And the 

alternative, if you don’t do that, is enforcement. So you criminalize behavior that you are 

unsuccessful in stigmatizing. I don’t know if this is going anywhere. But then, of course, what 

are the mechanisms of stigma? Shame. What will the neighbors say? Well, wait a second: shame 

is not exactly an emboldened force anymore. I mean, we rightfully should stigmatize greed. We 

don’t.  

 

Q: No. Quite the opposite.  

 

Mothner: Seems that way, doesn’t it? When it comes to stigma today, there is a difference 

between political correctness and what is socially desirable—you see where I’m going?  

 

Q: Yes. 
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Mothner: I don’t know. 

 

Q: I don’t know either. 

 

Mothner: I’m a little annoyed, because when I was much younger, I used to be certain about a 

hell of a lot more things than I seem to now. You know what I’m saying. 

 

Q: I do, I do. Yes. 

 

Mothner: There were certain constants when I was a kid. But when I was a kid—I’m still a kid at 

the end of the thirties and into the forties. So, a hell of a different era. Different mindset. I’m not 

part of the Greatest Generation. Oddly enough, mine is called the Silent Generation, mostly 

because there aren’t very many of us. [laughter] But it’s not that we were followed by the 

Boomers. It was that during the Depression, people didn’t have children. Or, not very many. So.  

 

Q: Well, that’s interesting. 

 

Mothner: I don’t know if that’s the answer you wanted. 

 

Q: But it’s a great answer. I’ll take it. You know, I just thought, too, about how the world has 

changed, how the story of drugs have changed Phoenix House. It was the six heroin addicts at 



  Mothner – Session 2 –  
 
 
 

6 

the beginning; you talked about crack and cocaine in the ’80s. So were you always kind of 

adapting the rhetoric to the new, in vogue drug— 

 

Mothner: Well, actually, we didn’t. I thought we were kind of honest in a way, when we were 

putting that down. Or we tried to. Certainly I did, and I know that Mitch did. I say this, 

recognizing that one of the first places that promoted the crack epidemic was Phoenix House. We 

called the Times when we started to see the first wave of crack addicts coming into treatment, 

and we warned about PCP [phencyclidine] too. But you can get weary of a new crisis each year, 

and I used to talk about how it sounded like the stock market: “amphetamine is down, LSD has 

leveled off, and the market in crack is up.” But, actually, at this moment, we do have a real 

heroin epidemic. 

 

Q: Again? 

 

Mothner: Yes. A real one, and it is evident because, well, we’re seeing it in places where we 

never saw it before, not just the inner city.  

 

Q: It’s rural communities— 

 

Mothner: It’s suburban and it’s wrecking rural communities. So, yes. It’s real. But it’s a product 

of prescription misuse. You should talk to Dr. [Andrew] Kolodny here, I don’t know if you’re 

interviewing him or not.  
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Q: Not yet, yes. 

 

Mothner: Well, Andrew’s raging concern is the over prescription of painkillers, particularly of 

opiate—of narcotics painkillers. And when I first met him and I heard that, I was not aware—I 

was a little taken aback, because—I had memories of the period when I had just had surgery for 

lung cancer. Now, when they do surgery for lung cancer, they really crack open your ribs pretty 

well, and you’re in pain for some considerable time afterwards. And my surgeon, and my own 

physician, were reluctant to prescribe sufficient medication. And I had to get them through my 

friends in the treatment community, to get prescriptions for the— 

 

Q: For the pain? 

 

Mothner: —for the painkillers I needed for that period. Because again, the doctors were so 

concerned about addiction. I felt like saying, “Hey, you know, in the army hospital in Korea, I 

was living on Demerol, and that was fine, and I never wanted it afterwards. It’s okay. I don’t 

really think—“ 

 

Q: And this is a big surgery.  

 

Mothner: Yes. 

 

Q: Lung cancer, hello.  
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Mothner: Now, it’s true, did it change my—did it make me a nicer, quieter, happier person? 

Well, my wife would tell you it did, and said if we could keep him on it, that it would great. 

[laughter] So I didn’t buy into this, but then I began to see he’s absolutely right, that there is 

hopeless over-prescription. 

 

Q: So instead of just responding year to year, crisis to crisis, putting out fires, you think Phoenix 

House was kind of consistent in their approach. It didn’t matter what the drug of choice was— 

 

Mothner: Because—what would you call it—the maxim of Phoenix House was a drug is a drug 

and an addict is an addict. It doesn’t matter. Now, that caused us to treat all addicts pretty much 

the same way, at least in the way the community functioned, although we did come to recognize 

differential diagnosis, and understood that certain clients had special needs—but not necessarily 

because of their drug of choice. 

 

Now the plan is to—I’m trying to think of the word Andrew used the other day. It was 

“cohortize.” To create treatment units, or cohorts, in which we have the same kinds of clients. 

Now, would this be segregation? Not necessarily, not if the members of each cohort had the 

same treatment needs. This becomes pretty reasonable as we use more and more evidence-based 

practices to deal with the reason you are using drugs and how you are, or aren’t, coping with life. 

How can we change the things you’re doing, the way you’re thinking, your panic responses, 

insecurities, or depression, or whatever. So, let’s cohortize you along those lines. 
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But the early TCs [therapeutic communities] didn’t buy into that. Remember, the TC was not 

created by professionals. And you would think, Well, why not? First of all, because professionals 

weren’t very successful in treating addiction. They looked upon addicts as pretty slimy folk. 

They didn’t necessarily want them cluttering up their office. So they were perfectly happy to 

have these amateurs take over, and do this dirty work for them. And they did not do a bad job.  

 

Q: They did a very good job. I mean, it’s a successful model. 

 

Mothner: Yes. I mean, it was—well, we haven’t retained the model per se. We’ve changed. 

We’ve adapted. Again, we said that before, the silver bullet: we have the answer. Is methadone 

the answer to heroin addiction? Well, in terms of the way it was introduced by people who 

believed that you, that there was a true metabolic change. Oddly enough, we are discovering that 

drug use does indeed change brain structure. We know that. So maybe they weren’t that wrong. 

But the answer is, hey, again: we have become far more catholic in the treatment trade. Small C. 

I don’t know if that answers the question.  

 

Q: It does. 

 

Mothner: I’ve wandered away from it. But, you know, Phoenix House, we’re pretty good about 

not focusing on the drugs themselves, recognizing that abuse is abuse. Yes, okay.  

 

Q: Now, you just mentioned that the therapeutic community model, Phoenix House’s model, has 

changed over the years— 
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Mothner: Oh, sure. 

 

Q: Can you talk about that change a little? 

 

Mothner: If you start off with the notion that the classic TC has a way of life with certain things. 

It is not society. It is a—I’m trying to think of the word again. When you create a treatment 

environment, a consistent little world, in which you’re going to learn to function, as you did not 

function in the outside world. So we’re going to essentially block out other influences, and 

you’re going to start learning. You’re going to be socialized, in a way that you apparently 

weren’t before. And so some of us would say, “We aren’t rehabilitating them; we’re habilitating 

them. They never were socialized.” Well, not necessarily, but the point was that you learn. And 

you learn behavior. You learn behavior because you do it. We don’t care if you believe in what 

you’re doing initially. You have to behave a certain way. That’s the rule here, folks. 

 

Q: And indoctrinate a little bit, yes. 

 

Mothner: Yes. Oh, we certainly do. If you don’t follow the rules, you have a learning experience. 

What is a learning experience? A learning experience is punishment. I mean, Chris Policano—

person you should interview. Chris was the communications director here at least three times. 

[laughs] We go way back. Chris was saying, “You know, it’s really hard to explain to someone 

how it’s therapeutic to have to clean the floor or the hallway with your toothbrush.” It’s a tough 

one. Okay. Earlier on, TCs were harsher. They were harsher in things that you would do—
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learning experiences, and the signs, and head shavings that went on. Not necessarily here. I never 

saw anybody have a head shaved. 

 

Q: But Synanon, for sure. 

 

Mothner: Well, Synanon was the origin. It’s where it starts. Okay. And many of our people came 

from Synanon, the first batch. So, yes. There’s that. And again, the encounter was just that. It 

was derived from the Synanon Game. It involved challenge. It encouraged confrontation. It was 

based on confrontation. And the rationale was that an addict had developed such a carapace, such 

a shell, that to get through to them, you had to use fairly muscular means. And that’s what the 

confrontation did. You could see it work. You had people cop to feelings, and thoughts. As I 

said, one of my first experiences [laughs] was being at a marathon. Okay. [laughs] It’s a strange 

route to mental health. You know, with all its flaws, the thing worked for a lot of people. And 

Phoenix House was pretty early in shedding some of the less attractive ways, and quicker, I 

think, to embrace the softer approaches. Part of which occurred when we began to get more 

adolescents. I mean, you can really beat up on grownups for behaving like adolescents. But when 

you have adolescents behaving like adolescents, it’s— 

 

Q: Normal. 

 

Mothner: Right. And I think it softened us generally. Now— 

 

Q: Were there other reasons for that change, besides population— 
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Mothner: Oh, I think so. I think it’s also true: we weren’t entirely staffed by former addicts. 

From the earliest days, there were social workers, psychologists, in here, who had the education 

as well as the training. Now, they bought into the philosophy, and they said, “Okay, yes, we can 

do this, we understand what you’re doing.” They had a much better understanding of how this 

thing worked, and what you didn’t need. So I assume because there was greater mix of 

disciplines here than there may have been at other places, Phoenix House became a fairly 

adaptable place. 

 

Q: That’s interesting. 

 

Mothner: We certainly thought that way. I mean, now: with one exception: we were very slow to 

medicate. Correction: many of our people required psychoactive medication. That came on fairly 

early. But this is required medication for people who have definable mental— 

 

Q: Mental illness. 

 

Mothner: —impairment, illness of one kind or another. And we were very early on in working 

with the places that treated the dually diagnosed. So that was okay. Initially, though it was, “An 

addict is an addict, and we’re drug free.” Today, though, we medicate for addiction—it took us a 

while to get there. And we can go back to buprenorphine treatment for people coming into 

treatment. A good fifteen, twenty years ago. I mean, when buprenorphine first hit the market, 

first came on the, online, we used it. 
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Q: You did? 

 

Mothner: Oh, yes. 

 

Q: And still do? 

 

Mothner: Do we have a buprenorphine—? 

 

Q: Or, still— 

 

Mothner: Oh, yes. 

 

Q: —still medicate for addiction? Yes.  

 

Mothner: Oh, yes. We medicate, yes. Oh, sure. We had a detox unit using it. And we’re about to 

start another one. Oh, yes. And the question is, do we want a methadone maintenance program? I 

don’t believe we do at the moment. Would we? Quite possibly. 

 

Q: Really? 

 

Mothner: Sure.  
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Q: I’m kind of surprised to hear you say that. 

 

Mothner: We may not use methadone, but we use—I don’t have the name of the drugs, in 

treatment today. Not buprenorphine, I’m the wrong one to ask. If you talk to Kolodny, he’ll tell 

you what we’re using. But, oh sure. We do use what you call pharmacotherapies today. Not 

everywhere, and not every program, but sure. There are very few things that we won’t do. 

 

Q: Because there’s not just one way to help— 

 

Mothner: Yes. A. And B, if you wander around the organization and ask, “Is Phoenix House a 

therapeutic community?,” you’ll get very different answers. 

 

Q: Really? 

 

Mothner: Yes. Many people will say no. “We were, we started out that way, but that’s not what 

we are today.” Now, that’s a tough one.  

 

Q: Yes. Because therapeutic community, at the beginning, too, meant residential community—  

 

Mothner: True.  

 

Q: —and now Phoenix House has many— 
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Mothner: And we say that. But Phoenix House had an outpatient program from the early days—

the night groups were outpatient. The day school was outpatient. And we had day programs that 

people would have to prove themselves before they would be admitted to the residential 

program. And when we had waiting lists for the beds, we would keep them in a day program. 

 

Q: But people still at the beginning, in all these programs, talked the talk of the TC, right? 

 

Mothner: Yes, and many still do. The group dynamic is still at play.  

 

Q: It’s so interesting. You mentioned the philosophy of Phoenix House, and people buying into 

it, and I know in the—I’d read it online, and also in the Words that Free Us poetry book that you 

gave us too, that Ron Williams wrote that— 

 

Mothner: Yes. 

 

Q: —early philosophy of Phoenix House, right? 

 

Mothner: Yes, yes, yes.  

 

Q: So that is something he produced early on, and then I guess, in your role as an editor, you had 

to repackage that over the years in many ways, right? 

 

Mothner: The philosophy itself? 
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Q: Not itself, but kind of expanding on it, and explaining it to others.  

 

Mothner: Yes. You know, the book was interesting in a way, and you could see the fun I had 

with it. The sad thing is there’s some really marvelous stuff that is not in the book. 

 

Q: Why is that? 

 

Mothner: It was just very simple: there was a problem. While we got permission, as we would 

for a release for someone whose picture was taken, we didn’t get a release on the poetry, as we 

should have. I won’t get into my battle with the lawyers subsequently, saying, “Well, you didn’t 

ask me to get it.” So, anyway. But essentially, so we lost some good stuff from people who were 

no longer in the program, who had written—most by women. Essentially really graphic 

material— 

 

Q: Powerful stuff? 

 

Mothner: Powerful stuff. But there’s still powerful stuff in there. 

 

Q: For sure. Reading some of pieces, it did kind of remind me that Phoenix House is about the 

people. 
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Mothner: Yes. That is hard sometimes, because you think it’s about the organization. And it’s 

not. There’s a tendency, yes. And I think Mitch would feel—probably he’d even say it—that we 

are more concerned now with the organization, and less with the mission. 

 

Q: Is that a consequence of being such a big organization now? 

 

Mothner: I don’t know. My feeling is that all organizations are less attractive from the inside 

than they are from the outside, and you probably know that better than I do.  

 

Q: That’s true. Yes.  

 

Mothner: When you’re inside, you see all the flaws. No question. And institutions have to do 

things to protect themselves and to preserve themselves. That’s a given. And, I mean, to a great 

extent, Mitch is enamored of the mission. Still is. And to a certain extent, he’s still enamored of 

the Phoenix House that was. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Mothner: The reality is that many of the changes that occurred in Phoenix House have prolonged 

the life of Phoenix House. 

 

Q: And that’s enabled it to go on to help more people. 
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Mothner: Yes. And the question is—kind of the thing you asked me before—will Phoenix House 

survive as a substance abuse organization? And I don’t know the answer, because it’s in flux 

now. I think. Will you interview Howard, or have you? 

 

Q: Howard—? 

 

Mothner: Meitiner.  

 

Q: Not yet. But we will.  

 

Mothner: Okay. And I think he’s the one you have to ask that. Because Howard will tell you, 

essentially, that we have to adapt to becoming, he would say, more of a behavioral health 

organization. Well, what does that mean? No one really knows. We’d say a high percentage of 

our residents, of our clients, are dually diagnosed. [phone ringing] I don’t think they’re calling 

us.  

 

Q: I don’t think they’re calling us either. But they keep calling. 

 

Mothner: The dually diagnosed. What services can we provide for them? And especially now as 

we’re coming into the period when, with health care reform, an increased number of our clients 

will be in Medicaid managed care programs.  

 

Q: So that changes the funding stream? 
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Mothner: Well, it changes—it makes it better, in some regards. But, we will have more 

competition. And since, under health care reform, the notion is that programs that deal with 

people who have multiple problems should have multiple capacities, the health home concept. 

 

Q: More comprehensive care. 

 

Mothner: Exactly. And so we have to be able to do that to some extent. And how? No one really 

knows. And it’s not something I even venture an opinion about, because we shouldn’t talk about 

it loosely. 

 

Q: Right. But we don’t know what that looks like yet. 

 

Mothner: We don’t know. Will Phoenix House exist as it is? No. Will it—remember, Phoenix 

House grew. It acquired other programs. And it may very well continue to grow, acquiring other 

programs, but they may not be these kinds of programs. So that’s an answer to that one at the 

moment. Now, Howard’s a good one to put those questions to.  

 

Q: I’ll ask him. I mean, Phoenix House has grown tremendously, from its early days. 

 

Mothner: Yes.  

 

Q: And across the country, and other programs, did that affect your work? Did that affect you? 
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Mothner: At one point, yes. I mean, in other words, yes. I used to go there. I mean, I spent a lot 

of time in California and New England. But in recent years, I am not, unfortunately, that much in 

touch with the programs these days.  

 

Q: But you were once? 

 

Mothner: Yes. 

 

Q: Yes, very active? 

 

Mothner: More, yes. Yes. You’ve got to get the pictures somewhere.  

 

Q: And the people? I mean, the residents, and the patients, the clients of Phoenix that you were— 

 

Mothner: Yes. I used to know, yes. There was a time when I knew most of the people who were 

running the programs. And now I don’t. Who was the director of what house, and who managed 

the adolescent programs. Yes, I knew them, pretty much every one. But in recent years, no.  

 

Q: You said from the inside of an organization, you’re better able to see its flaws.  

 

Mothner: Yes. 
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Q: And despite being an insider for the past forty years, what kept you here for this, over all 

these years? What—? 

 

Mothner: Can I say inertia? [laughter] No, actually, in a strange way, that might be the right 

answer. For a very good reason. Understand this. I think, initially, it was a fascination with the 

issue. You were the one who brought that to my consciousness, why I got involved with the 

organization in the first place. And then I worked on the book with Mitch, and Mitch is terribly 

persuasive, which you know.  

 

Q: Yes. [laughs] 

 

Mothner: I mean, “No” is just the beginning of negotiations. And so I volunteered. And then 

when I started to freelance, I became a consultant. Now, I had a good freelance career, but it’s 

always useful to have someplace where the days that you aren’t working for anybody else, you 

can do things for them. So there was always some need in Phoenix House. There were times 

when I was editing a magazine when it was a stretch to get the Phoenix House stuff done, and I 

wasn’t doing all that much. But I was always in touch. If they had publications, I would get—it’s 

a lot of working at night. [laughs] As a freelance, you have to work, you have to do the work 

when you get it. So Phoenix House was a very dependable source of income, sometimes more 

than others. In recent years, a lot, oddly enough.  

 

Q: So, stability is one thing that kept you here. 
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Mothner: Hmm? 

 

Q: Stability, dependability.  

 

Mothner: Yes. And something else as well. Something—this is strange. My friends were here. 

 

Q: That’s a great reason. 

 

Mothner: I mean, certainly more so than at this moment. But, you know, Mitch; Policano; the 

former general counsel, we’re very close friends. They were the people I had lunch with. And 

that’s an important thing. Years ago—as most of my stories begin—a really great writer and 

editor by the name of Dave Maxey was leaving whatever magazine he was then editing. He was 

starting to freelance, and we were having a discussion, because he said, “Oh, Ira, you’ve been 

freelancing for a number of years. What’s the important thing? What should I know before I 

launch?” I said, “Well, this may sound ridiculous: you know one of the hardest things about 

freelancing? Lunch.” You know, you don’t go out to lunch with anybody. 

 

Q: Right, right. It can be a very isolating thing. 

 

Mothner: Yes. Yes. So I keep forgetting how that was a clearly important aspect to it. This was 

my milieu. This was where all my buddies were. 
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Q: Yes. And one of them, Mitch, that you mentioned, how is—you’ve been friends with him 

over all these years? 

 

Mothner: Yes. 

 

Q: Yes? 

 

Mothner: I mean, yes. Friends is tough. Are we friends? Yes. The relationship is somewhat 

symbiotic. But I said to you, mentioned before, that—well, good example: a critical moment in 

my life was when my marriage broke up.  

 

Q: When was this? 

 

Mothner: This was—I’m doing a quick addition, subtraction here. Well more than thirty, about 

thirty-five years ago. Clearly, I couldn’t continue to live on Shelter Island, because my wife then 

taught at the school there…although I came into the city just about every week, rented a room 

there, came in on Tuesday morning and went back Thursday night. But I didn’t realize how 

devastating that was. I had invested heavily in moving to Shelter Island, and working from there, 

and leaving that community, in which I was very active. I had to give that up.  

 

So, when my marriage broke up, I was devastated, and I always remember the first night after I 

left Shelter Island, Mitch took me back to his apartment. He was single at that time as well. And 

made dinner for me. I kept saying, “I don’t know. I don’t feel like eating anything. Is that 
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because I’m depressed?” And Mitch said, “Ira, that is depression.” And he was very, very helpful 

in a critical period. And I think he was the first one who knew, or first one I told, when I had 

cancer. I think both times.  

 

Q: And he was supportive through that as well? 

 

Mothner: Yes. But there was a period of the separation and then divorce that Mitch was an 

invaluable friend.  

 

Q: That’s a great story. I mean, as you look back over the decades, are there other pivotal 

moments that stand out, either for you personally, or you think are kind of transformative for you 

or for Phoenix House in general? 

 

Mothner: Well, I think you’re working up to the moment when Mitch stepped aside.  

 

Q: Well, that—it could be one.  

 

Mothner: I think to a great extent—Mitch would probably tell you this—I think his stepping 

aside didn’t work out exactly the way he wanted, or expected it to. And I think he felt that we 

should have warned him that it wouldn’t. You know.  

 

Q: What was the expectation? 
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Mothner: Well, first of all, he saw a gradual move. That whoever came on would not come on as 

chief executive officer. They would come on in some lesser role, and be groomed, and then step 

up, and Mitch would move up to be chairman of the board, but a salaried chairman, as I believe 

some other folks have done. But that didn’t happen. I think I said this to him. He said, “Well, you 

guys should have told me more.” I said, “Well, I kept saying, ‘Read King Lear.’” Still, he had 

stayed on successfully far longer than I believe anyone expected he would.  

 

It is not a role that other men in his position haven’t played as well, because he still is the person 

you think of when you think of Phoenix House. And he remains our most effective fundraiser. 

Would he like more hands-on? I don’t know. Remember, Mitch was never a strong hands-on 

person in Phoenix House. 

 

Q: What do you mean by that? You mean, hands-on— 

 

Mothner: The nitty-gritty of running Phoenix House was always in somebody else’s hands.  

 

Q: But he, a lot of times, found those people. Right? 

 

Mothner: Oh, yes. 

 

Q: —and placed it in their hands.  
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Mothner: Yes, indeed. Yes. No question. Mitch would do work with clients. Not constantly. He 

didn’t have his own groups, but he would. He was a true chief executive. He wasn’t the chief 

operating officer. He always had someone— 

 

Q: To deal with the daily grind? Yes. 

 

Mothner: Oh, yes. It was the basic Old World monarchy. Leave the dirty work to the vizier.  

 

Q: Right. It’s a good strategy.  

 

Mothner: Yes.  

 

Q: Right, exactly. Talking to Mitch, some other big moments seem to be the Beame investigation 

of the ’70s. Did that—? 

 

Mothner: I was there at the time, and never that close. I mean, I think I wrote some stuff for 

Mitch when they split with the city. During the Beame investigation, I wasn’t consulting, but I 

was in touch, probably working on the book at that time. It was not only that, but also the Times 

was on his case too. I think Hamilton was the name of the writer.  

 

Q: Yes. The series of op-eds. 
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Mothner: Yes. There were all sorts of stuff. My favorite charge was a piece that—I cannot think 

of his name. The writer. Goodfellas, [Nicholas] Nick Pileggi. He did a piece for New York 

Magazine called “The Body Snatchers.” And he was talking about people who were working for 

drug treatment programs who would go to court and would bring out people into treatment. He 

thought it was a terrible thing. “We’re stealing them from prison.” Today, we would say, “Of 

course, they’re bringing them into treatment. Of course. What else would you do?” But that was 

not the position being taken in that article back then. I mean, really think about what we did to 

bring people into treatment? We would go down the street— 

 

Q: Well, you had to go get them. 

 

Mothner: Literally, we recruited on the streets. No question. 

 

Q: Actively. Yes.  

 

Mothner: I forgot about that era of Phoenix House.  

 

Q: What about in the ’80s with the Nancy Reagan Center in California? 

 

Mothner: Oh, yes. [laughs] That was a tough one. And again, what did Nancy [Davis] Reagan 

expect from Phoenix House? Eventually, I think she expected it would be very much like, what’s 

her—?  
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Q: Like Betty Ford’s Center? Yes. 

 

Mothner: Yes. If [Elizabeth Ann] Betty Ford could have a center, so could Nancy Reagan. Well, 

that wasn’t going to be the case. And then the real problem came, as it is in most families, over 

money. Yes. That was a bitter ending. Nancy—[laughs] But I remember going down with Mitch 

to Washington, with a couple of our people, couple of young people for pictures with Nancy 

Reagan. But there’s no more light I can shed on that. 

 

Q: I mean, any other big moments over the years, or maybe missed opportunities in hindsight, 

or— 

 

Mothner: You know, one of the things you might think about, is some of the big events that were 

fundraising events that were—Mitch will probably tell you about them. But the most glorious of 

all was one that our present board member, editor of The New Yorker and The Daily Beast, 

and— 

 

Q: [Christina Hambley] Tina Brown? 

 

Mothner: Tina Brown. Tina Brown gave an event for Phoenix House that was the most 

spectacular event I have ever been to or at or seen.  

 

Q: Which is saying something. 
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Mothner: Oh, yes. And it was held in the Old Customs House before that was completely 

converted. And Ian Schrager [phonetic], I believe, turned this place into a jungle. It was entirely 

lit by candlelight, and if you walked in, and you saw these trees, you realized the ambience that 

was being created was Jean Cocteau’s Beauty and the Beast, La Belle et la Bête. That’s what it 

was. And the celebrities who were there—I mean, my favorite scene was Norman [Kingsley] 

Mailer walking off with the director, Oliver— 

 

Q: Laurence [Kerr] Olivier? No. Oh, [William] Oliver Stone? 

 

Mothner: Oliver Stone. Both of them cursing the CIA [Central Intelligence Agency]. I mean, it 

was hysterically funny. The coach of the Knicks. I mean, it was this huge audience. The MC 

[master of ceremonies] was—ah, NBC [National Broadcasting Company]. Today Show.  

 

Q: Oh, yes. [Thomas John] Tom Brokaw.  

 

Mothner: Tom Brokaw. Right. Also great friend of Mitch’s at one point. He was the MC. It was 

this—I will not list the celebrities, but it was a huge list. I mean, everybody was there, and it was 

a spectacular event. 

 

Q: Must have been a successful fundraiser. 

 

Mothner: Yes indeed.  

 



  Mothner – Session 2 –  
 
 
 

3
0 

Q: Wow. Yes, those are great stories too. 

 

Mothner: And she did the same thing in LA [Los Angeles]. Mitch didn’t mention the galas? 

 

Q: I mean, we’ve talked about fundraising, and Tina Brown has come up. 

 

Mothner: Anyway. But essentially, the galas are a fun thing. The reason I know them is these are 

the events where I have prepared— 

 

Q: Materials.  

 

Mothner: —material, and former residents to speak, and all that good stuff. 

 

Q: Okay. Oh, right, and prepped them before they gave their speech. 

 

Mothner: Yes.  

 

Q: Especially in front of an audience like that. 

 

Mothner: Well, yes. And I remember that one in particular, but everything from the most recent 

one in the Hamptons [New York], well. That was very funny. Essentially, the young woman who 

spoke—wasn’t that young, because I had prepped her fifteen years ago as an adolescent—and 

Mitch was able to say, “Look. We’ve introduced young people who have been in treatment, and 
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some of you may wonder, Well, what happens after they leave? And here’s someone who I last 

introduced fifteen years ago at a similar event.”  

 

Q: That’s pretty remarkable, yes.  

 

Mothner: Okay.  

 

Q: I think those are all my questions, Ira. 

 

Mothner: Good. [laughter] 

 

Q: I mean— 

 

Mothner: Sorry. 

 

Q: —if there’s anything that you’d like to add, or anything that you think I should know— 

 

Mothner: I’m trying to think of something. I’m thinking that I love Phoenix House, and— When 

you asked me before, “What kept you here?” Bottom thing is it’s an attachment to Mitch. 

Honestly, it was certainly during the years where I was doing a lot of other work, I always had 

stuff I could do here, and I welcomed the security. But it was my home. My work home. I wasn’t 

joking about who do you have lunch with? I will say that a lot of that, for me, is lost. I’m sure 
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there are folks here, departments that are collegial, but I don’t have the associations here that I 

had in the past. Even when I wasn’t here all that much.  

 

Q: But yet you’re still here. 

 

Mothner: Well, habits are hard to break. [laughter] Well, you know. First of all—someone asked 

me the other day something about this, and I was saying, “Well, I do two things: I do the work I 

do at Phoenix House, which is writing, and then I play golf.” I don’t play golf very well, but I 

play it a lot. But I do this very well, so I like to do things that I do well. So if given the 

opportunity to do that, I will. Maybe that’s part of it. I like work. I also like Phoenix House. It 

isn’t the Phoenix House I first came to, and to some extent we romanticize much of that. Nor is it 

the one in which I had close friends and we were always having a gang at lunch. That was fine. 

 

Q: It’s a different institution now. 

 

Mothner: It’s a different period, you know. But the work they’re doing is good work. I think that 

this is not a time that we know exactly what Phoenix House is, much less what it’s going to 

become. This is a transition period. Part of it is a natural—[unclear] that Mitch’s role is 

circumscribed. And there really isn’t anyone directing the clinical thrust of Phoenix House yet. I 

mean, Andrew Kolodny is a good man. But his influence has yet to be felt throughout the 

organization. So it is a time of change. But that’s how we generally describe where we’re at. 

 

Q: As a period of change. Right. 
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Mothner: —as a period of change. I’m sure you know that. I’m sure that anyone you interview 

for anything says, “Well, that was a period of great change.” Okay. I think things change, and the 

pace of change has accelerated, to my mind, enormously. But that’s just simply because I have 

further back to look. 

 

Q: It’s true. More context. 

 

Mothner: Yes. Certainly technology changes rapidly today. But beyond that—there’s certain 

stuff that doesn’t change: we’re still cutting hair the same way. 

 

Q: Right. That’s true. [laughter] We hope. Yes.  

 

Mothner: Well, I always think of that because of the economic notion of the haircut unit. You 

know what I mean? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Mothner: How you can’t increase productivity at the barbershop. Or, for that matter, you can’t 

increase productivity in the symphony orchestra. It takes just as long, and just as many 

musicians, to play [Ludwig von] Beethoven’s Fifth [Symphony No. 5 in C Minor]. 

 

Q: That’s a great one. 
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Mothner: But you can’t say this is a turning point for Phoenix House. It’s not a turning point. It’s 

turning period, when Phoenix House is finding itself. And I think it must be very frustrating for 

Mitch not to have a stronger role in that.  

 

Q: Great. We’ll end there, with some uncertainty about the future. 

 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW]  

 

 


