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PREFACE 

 

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

conducted by Kristin Murphy on August 11, 2014 and March 3, 2015. 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. 



 

 

Pagan: —racial barrier. There was none. You know? All of us together, black, white, Puerto 

Rican. We bore brotherhood. And then what happened after, some of the stuff that I didn’t like, 

that’s why I left. Me and Julio [Martinez] left. Things started changing, and I didn’t like it, so I 

left. But anyway— 

 

Q: Let me introduce who you are, first. 

 

Pagan: My name is Carlos Pagan. 

 

Q: OK, and today’s date is the 11th of August, 2014. 

 

Pagan: Correct. 

 

Q: And we’re here at El Regreso in Brooklyn. 

 

Pagan: El Regreso, at a treatment program that I created in 1986. 
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Q: Thank you. So, I want to go back, as far back as your—you can take me, in terms of the 

beginning of Phoenix House, but also how you came to found Phoenix House. So, tell me a little 

bit about yourself, and what got you to the start of Phoenix House. 

 

Pagan: Well, do you want me to tell you my—I’ve got to tell my drug history, of course, right? 

Well, I was born in Puerto Rico and came to New York in 1950. By 1956, I was already involved 

with drugs, smoking pot, and I was part of the gangs in the community. In 1957, I got arrested 

selling to an undercover agent. I was seventeen years old. And I spent nine months at the 

Atlantic Avenue House of Detention. I went to court, they gave me youthful offender, I pleaded 

guilty, with the stipulation that I go back to Puerto Rico. 

 

Q: Uh-huh. 

 

Pagan: I could say right there they violated my rights, but anyway, I had no choice. I went back 

to the island, and I continued to use drugs, and I came back in 1961. And again, I went to every 

city jail, I went to all the hospitals, to no avail, until May, June, December 26th of 1965. I went to 

Manhattan General Hospital for the last time—because I had been there before. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Pagan: And I joined the, well, what was then called the Dr. Ramirez Program. 

 

Q: So, it was already started up when you got there? 
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Pagan: Well, yes, here was—some guys, there was level ones or level two, or level—the guy— 

 

SKLAR: You said ’65 or ’66. 

 

Pagan: Yes. Yes, sorry. The wrong date. Right. So then, I joined, I left, yes, ’66, because in 

1967, that’s when, May the 2nd, we opened Phoenix House. So again, I’m a little—with the dates. 

So anyway, I joined the program, and I was in the program for six months, actually until the day 

we leave. 

 

Q: And what do you think was different? You know, you had tried everything else. What made 

this time different? 

 

Pagan: Well, no wonder, it was something that I never had in my life, structure and discipline, 

and this bunch of guys. You know, I had been in prison many a time before, and I don’t see 

anybody trying to rough anybody up. It was like a brotherhood; black, whites, you know, Puerto 

Ricans. We all got along. We all really got along. We went to groups, it was a brotherhood, you 

know. And that’s where I met Morty [Sklar], and I met Julio. Me and Julio at the beginning did 

not get along, simply because Julio grew up almost in New York, and I came from Puerto Rico, 

so I’m a Puerto Rican from Puerto Rico, and he’s a New Yorker, a Puerto Rican New Yorker. So 

we clash. 

 

Q: Yes? 
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Pagan: A lot. And little by little, we become friends. And in fact, I recall running Julio for office, 

president of the floor. We run, yes, we run the—I think Julio was running against—forgot the 

name of the guy. But yes, we had an election, and Julio won. 

 

Q: And were you helping him with the campaign? 

 

Pagan: Yes. We ran the campaign with the Puerto Rican nationalists. [laughter] Julio won! And I 

became the Vice President, I was the barber! [laughter] But the reason for running was that we 

wanted to control the cigarettes. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Pagan: If you control the cigarettes, you got a little power. So we still, you know, had that prison 

thing in our brains. But that’s the way it went, Julio won, and we all—it became a friendship 

until that day, that there was supposed to be that move. 

 

Q: So, and— 

 

Pagan: To go to Hart Island. And I first jumped, I say, “I’m not going there.” I had done almost a 

year in the prison— 

 

Q: On Hart Island? 
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Pagan: On Hart Island. And I said, “I ain’t going there. I’m not.” That’s when we began to split. 

And fifteen guys wanted to go to Hart Island, and another fifteen wanted to go into the city, 

somewhere. 

 

Q: And how many of you were on the floor, about, at that time? 

 

Pagan: It was thirty. 

 

SKLAR: Thirty-one, yes. 

 

Q: OK. 

 

Pagan: Thirty, thirty-one. Yes. And there was two guys, Julio, and a guy by the name of 

Andy Jerrick [phonetic], went out one weekend and got two furnished rooms, 205 West 85th 

Street, and they came back with the news, and that’s when we said, “That’s where we’re going.” 

And Andy Jerrick later on became an executive for Motown. 

 

Q: Hmm. But he wasn’t one of the six that went. 

 

Pagan: No, he didn’t. He left. He didn’t go nowhere. When we left, he left. 

 

Q: Huh. 
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Pagan: But Andy kept clean, because later on in life, I saw him. And he was clean. He was clean. 

But anyway, so that’s how we made the move. And then [phone ringing] six, there was a hat, the 

names of fifty people put in a hat, and six were picked, and I was one of the guys picked. It was 

Julio, Jody Ornardo [phonetic], Ronny Williams, Monty Regado [phonetic] and George, Papa 

George. 

 

SKLAR: You were picked out of a hat? 

 

Pagan: Out of a hat, to go to 85th Street. 

 

SKLAR: Talk about Serendipity, too. 

 

Pagan: Yes. That’s how it went down. 

 

SKLAR: Wow. 

 

Q: Because—only six of you, there was only space for six? 

 

Pagan: Well, yes, there was two furnished rooms. There was three in one furnished room. And 

the six were moved there. 

 

SKLAR: Wow. 
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Pagan: That’s how it went down. 

 

Q: So there were others that wanted to go, but they couldn’t? 

 

Pagan: But couldn’t. And then there was a building full of drug addicts and prostitutes, and we 

had to take room by room. Room by room we started taking the whole building. Room by room. 

 

Q: So the six of you get there— 

 

Pagan: We get there, the first night, the guy that—that first guy that’s still with us—was a guy by 

the name of Louis Corbello [phonetic], who worked for Dr. [Efrén] Ramirez. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Pagan: Dr. Ramirez, after we were there a couple of days, came to see us. He came to see us, 

because we were still on treatment, you know, after we left. We got our welfare check, but we 

were still part of our group. So anyway, he came to talk to us, you know, gave us advice. We 

stayed together, and then little by little, Ronny became the head of finance, Jody and I was the 

coordinator, Julio was a coordinator, I was made the department head of maintenance, because I 

knew how to paint and fix. And that’s how we started taking over, room by room. 

 

Q: Did Dr. Ramirez approve of this? What did he think? 
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Pagan: Well, you know, we made a move. We made a move that no—we left the hospital 

without medical approval. We were the nuts. We made the decision to go, and we left. And by 

then, we had welfare checks, and we pooled the welfare checks together, on the house on 85th 

street. That’s how we started that house. 

 

Q: That was quite a leap of faith, right? 

 

Pagan: Yes, yes, you could say trust. There was a little trust among the guys, you know. There 

was some trust. I mean, it was me, Julio, then there was Jody Ornardo. Monty was part of the 

group, and Georgie, Papa George. 

 

Q: I rarely hear those last two names. 

 

Pagan: Yes. Well, they were in the wayside at the very beginning. 

 

Q: So, they just left? 

 

Pagan: They just left, because in that group, nobody could use drugs. Drugs were not allowed. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Pagan: Drinking was not allowed. 
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Q: And they did. 

 

Pagan: Yes, they did. The violated the rules. So, got to go. 

 

Q: That’s interesting, because you know, technically they are the six. But they’re really only 

the— 

 

Pagan: Well, there was six that were there. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Pagan: But told them they want to go along with the program, so they left. And then that’s how 

Ray Colon comes in, and—I forget his name, I forgot. I bring it back later. There was another 

guy that came in. 

 

SKLAR: He wasn’t right out of— 

 

Pagan: Raphael Malendez [phonetic]. Raphael Malendez comes in. Raphael Malendez was there, 

he comes in. And then, little by little, like we said, Julio made a deal with Mr. Saltzman 

[phonetic], Julio was the leader of the group. And he was allowing us to take—they were 

furnished rooms. Room by room. And later on, of course, Mitch [Rosenthal] comes in with his 

crew, and then everything start changing. 
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Q: So, how long after you had been there does Mitch come in, and tell me, what do you mean by 

‘his crew’? 

 

Pagan: Well, when I say ‘his crew,’ because Mitch was hired by Dr. Ramirez. And I remember, 

because I—me and Raphael Malendez went to Mitch’s, Mitch had an apartment, or his family 

had an apartment on 93rd Street—96th Street between 1st and 2nd. And I and Raphael went to that 

apartment to either clean it up, fix it up for Mitch. 

 

Q: And so you guys were leaving 205? You’re not—you don’t have to stay there all the time? 

 

Pagan: Yes, we’re still in the house. We’re still in the house, but Mitch gets hired, with the 

doctor. OK. The young doctor, we meet him, so we went to help him out, to move to that 

apartment on 96th Street, on the East Side. 

 

Q: I mean, I’m just asking, like, you had day—you could leave the facility? You know, you 

aren’t staying in the building all day long? 

 

Pagan: Well, no. We were kind of like—we still got—because then the first guy that comes in to 

be the director appointed by Dr. Ramirez, Pete Falcone. Pete was a graduate of Daytop, and Pete 

had his rules set up before the other guys showed up, Pete had his rules. You had to get up in the 

morning, you had to go to seminars, you got to go to encounters, you got to clean your bed, you 

got to do this, you got to do that. Rules are beginning to be implemented. 
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Q: And how did the founders like the rules? 

 

Pagan: Well, no, I wanted to leave a couple of times, but Julio held me back. 

 

Q: Yes, I heard something like you were always after your passes. 

 

Pagan: Yes, well, you know, we wanted to—I had my girlfriend, I wanted to see my girlfriend, 

you know. [laughter] In fact, I’m the first guy to get married! I got married while I was in 

Phoenix House. 

 

Q: Oh, wow! 

 

Pagan: Yes! But from the beginning, they said, “Carlos, you’re crazy.” “No, I got to go see my 

girl, man, I got to go see my girl.” They kept saying, “You ain’t going out, you ain’t going out, 

you ain’t going out.” But I stuck it out. And I did finally marry her, anyway. 

 

Q: Wow. 

 

Pagan: It didn’t work, but I married her. 

 

Q: You know, it worked for a while. It worked through some hard period, at least. 

 

Pagan: Yes, it worked for a little bit. And my daughter was born in Phoenix. 
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Q: What do you mean, in Phoenix? 

 

Pagan: By that time I’m in Coney Island, working. When we started Coney Island, I went to 

build Coney Island. And because I had married, I had got her pregnant, and I got married.  Then 

Mitch is in, they allowed me to live in Coney Island, and I had a little apartment. And that’s 

where my daughter was born. 

 

SKLAR: You was there for re-entry. 

 

Pagan: No, it was staff. I already had one— 

 

SKLAR: You were a graduate? 

 

Pagan: No, no, we all graduated later. 

 

SKLAR: Oh. 

 

Pagan: I was working, I was, you know. 

 

Q: So, we’re still in 205 now, and you said Mitch has come on the scene, and he brought his 

crew. 
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Pagan: Well, Mitch was the Deputy Commissioner. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: And I guess Mitch was allowed to hire staff. But Mitch had come from California, he had 

gone to groups at Synanon. And most of the people that came over were people from Synanon, 

people that were there fifteen, twenty years. And all of them well-spoken, my God! Language 

and words this big, I says, “My God, what is this?” They started coming. Because remember, 

Ramirez had a group of six, Raphie Cantiopes [phonetic], Tito Vazquez [phonetic], Tony Droft 

[phonetic], Louis Corbello, Pete Falcone. That’s the staff. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

SKLAR: You’re talking about 85th. Victor Biando. Hart Island. 

 

Pagan: Yes, yes, but this is—I’m giving my take on— 

 

SKLAR: Right. Right. 

 

Pagan: That’s all I know here. 

 

SKLAR: No, but you’re talking about— 
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Pagan: I used to go to Hart Island to visit. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: I don’t know what happened there. I cannot talk—I would never talk about it, because I 

don’t know. I knew the guys— 

 

Q: Right. You chose 205. 

 

Pagan: Yes, I’m 205. So, that’s the group. And then Mitch starts bringing in a lot of people, 

Frank Natale [phonetic], who then later became his Deputy, Kandy Latson, who was also the 

head of re-entry, Mary Terry [phonetic], Pat Spellman [phonetic], Jim Spellman [phonetic]. At 

that time, the Odyssey trip came down. Tony Enriquez [Endre] and Bobby Polia [phonetic] had 

left Odyssey House and joined the Phoenix staff. They all worked for Mitch. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: Because the old man was building, you know, the dream. 

 

Q: And it sounds like there was some conflict, or some differences in approach. 

 

Pagan: Oh yes, of course. 
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Q: Can you explain? 

 

Pagan: You know, I really don’t know, because I was not at that level. But I know what 

happened, because when I was in Coney Island, one Saturday morning, Dr. Ramirez comes to 

the house, and I’m in the house. And he says, “Where’s everybody?” I said, “Well, I think they 

have a retreat at Mitch’s house on Park Avenue, Park on seventy-something street.” He sits me 

down and he tells me what he wants to do. He wants to change the structure of the agency, then. 

 

Q: Who wants to change the structure? 

 

Pagan: Dr. Ramirez. You know, I’m loyal to Phoenix, so OK, I listen to the old man. He wanted 

to change Mitch and Marty Cutler [phonetic]. He wanted Marty Cutler to be his Deputy 

Commissioner for the city programs. He wanted to put Mitch running the prison programs. 

That’s the way, and I’m not lying, that’s the way the old man told me. As soon as the guy leaves, 

I call Frank. Frank Natale. I told him, “The old man was here.” And he said to me, “What did he 

say?” And I wrote down what he said. And I sent Tommy [unclear] a vehicle to meet with Frank 

on Park Avenue. And then a few weeks later [snaps fingers], Dr. Ramirez out. 

 

Q: What happened? 

 

Pagan: That’s what I call the famous coup. They all got together, I guess they resigned. [John V.] 

Lindsay didn’t want no conflict, because he was having a conflict with another commissioner, 

Marcus [phonetic]. 
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SKLAR: Mayor Lindsay. 

 

Pagan: Mayor Lindsay was having a conflict with Marcus, Commissioner Marcus on the water 

commission, or something. And he went, that’s all. Ramirez had resigned. 

 

Q: But why would there have been such a conflict— 

 

Pagan: I don’t know. I don’t know— 

 

Q: About— 

 

Pagan: Power struggles? I don’t know. To them, a big boy. Power struggles, you know. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: Somebody wanted to control something. It’s simple, I’m here, you don’t have to lie.  

Even then, as it is, it’s a power struggle. The only thing is that I was loyal to Phoenix. I was loyal 

to Phoenix. I knew the old man, I loved the old man, he helped me out. I was loyal to the bird. 

And my guys. So, I wasn’t going to go again, so I stayed. I stayed, I wanted to stay. When the 

time came that I had to leave, I left. And I left for reasons like that. I went to an encounter group, 

or the re-entry house on 85th Street, down the block from the old house. And Kandy, Sandy were 

there, me, Julio, Ronny. And they asked me a question. They said, “You know, there’s 
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something happening in Coney Island.” I said, “What’s happening?” Barbara Quinn [phonetic] is 

taking some of the residents to her house in Seagate, and they playing the Ouija board. So, you 

know, yes, they go out to her house. And at that time, there’s no rules about residents, what you 

do, policies, none of that. But I see it. And it’s bothering me. Residents going to staff members’ 

house, at night. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: And in the group was this kid by the name of Eddie Smallwood. Eddie Smallwood? Yes, 

Eddie Smallwood. And I say that in the group. Week later, I am told that I’ve got to move from 

Coney Island. So, I mean, because I was having problems with my wife. Problems with my wife? 

 

Q: That’s why they said you had to move? 

 

Pagan: Yes, well, I figured that that’s one of the reasons. I gave them somebody from Synanon. 

That was the group from Synanon. 

 

Q: Quinn was from Synanon. 

 

Pagan: Yes. 

 

Q: Ah. 
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Pagan: This lady I’m talking about is from Synanon. So, you know, I had no choice. I had to 

move my wife and kid out to her sister’s house, and I moved into 116th Street and started 

working under Julio, and from Assistant Director, I became a House Manager. But you know, I 

had no choice. Again, I’m loyal to the cause, so I’m staying. But then Julio was having problems 

with Ron Clark, who came from Synanon. And then we started talking, and I remember he was 

having difficulty with Ronny Clark. And we made a decision to leave. We say, you know what? 

Well, prior to leaving, at 116th Street, you had an orientation center. All the houses had 

orientation centers that were run by the City of New York, under Dr. Ramirez, still. And we met 

a guy by the name of Ed Menken. And then Eddie knew me and Julio were off the job. And we 

said, “We’d like to work with you.” So that’s when we went to a meeting with Mitch, and we 

resigned. 

 

Q: And what year was that? 

 

Pagan: That was around ’68, ’69. 

 

Q: Oh, wow. 

 

Pagan: Yes, we left. We left. We started working, Julio went to work at the Longwood 

Orientation Center in the Bronx, and I worked at the Clinton Orientation Center on 49th Street 

and 9th Avenue, right next to the old Madison Square Garden. 

 

Q: Now, what kind of organization was this? They were— 
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Pagan: There was people coming in from the street, you talk to them, you put them in hospitals, 

or you send them to Daytop [Village], Phoenix House, whichever program was— 

 

SKLAR: Phoenix Centers, you mean? 

 

Pagan: Yes, community centers. They were community centers. 

 

SKLAR: Phoenix Centers. 

 

Pagan: They were called COC, Community Orientation Centers. 

 

Q: OK, so they weren’t like a therapeutic community, they were, like, intake— 

 

Pagan: No, they were just, yes, that was part of the group that Ramirez created. 

 

SKLAR: You had to show up clean. 

 

Pagan: Every community had an orientation center here, and Waterbury had two. You had a day 

care program here in Grant Street, and you had a community center at South Fifth Street. Part of 

the ASA, the Addiction Services Agency. 

 

SKLAR: You had to show up without being high, in order to even be there. 
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Pagan: No, but some people would just come in and you talk to them, you talk to them— 

 

SKLAR: No, I mean, that was the first step. You come there clean. 

 

Pagan: You refer them, you refer them. This was the very beginning. Guys were still nodding. 

You keep talking to them, you keep talking to them, you keep talking to them, you send them to 

the hospital. When they clean up [claps], [unclear] to Hart Island. I had a guy that worked for me 

here for maybe ten years, Eddie. Eddie Figueroa. I took Eddie from the streets, on 49th Street, put 

him in a detox, and then I, myself, took him to Hart Island. He graduated Phoenix House. 

 

Q: I’m impressed with how many—between 1967 and 1969. I thought you were going to tell me 

it was a longer period. 

 

SKLAR: Yes. 

 

Q: Because you had so many jobs. 

 

SKLAR: Yes. 

 

Q: You know? I heard you were on 85th, two places on 85th. 

 

Pagan: Yes, I was—I was— 
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Q: You were on Coney Island. 

 

Pagan: No, no, the job that I had was at the mother house. I was the Maintenance Supervisor. 

When they moved me to Coney Island, I became the Assistant Director. And now I’m a paid 

employee. Before, I was just working, part of the program. 

 

Q: So, how long between being part of the program and becoming part of the staff? 

 

Pagan: Close to maybe three months after we opened 85th Street, I moved to Coney Island. That 

was the second Phoenix House. 

 

SKLAR: You’re talking about payroll staff? 

 

Pagan: Yes. 

 

SKLAR: Payroll staff. 

 

Q: That’s pretty fast. 

 

Pagan: Yes. Well, I stayed clean throughout. 

 

Q: Yes. 
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Pagan: There was no trouble with me. I was hot-tempered, but I would never use anything. I 

straightened up. In fact, I never drank. And I never drank because as a kid, I saw my father beat 

my mother being drunk, and I hated that. So I chose not—and do you know when I started 

drinking? When I graduated Phoenix House, they gave me my drinking privileges, and that’s 

when I started drinking. 

 

Q: Can you explain to me drinking privileges? 

 

Pagan: Yes, you know, they said, “Now you can drink. You’re a Phoenix graduate, you can 

drink.” And somebody took me to a bar, and gave me a beer. 

 

SKLAR: I never understood that myself, really. I never understood it. 

 

Pagan: Yes. That was the way it was. Not now. 

 

Q: So, while you’re still a resident, is this? 

 

Pagan: No, yes, well, I’m not a— 

 

SKLAR: Re-entry. 
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Pagan: I’m a re-entry. I’m a re-entry kind of—when I’m graduating, I’m a re-entry. I work 

already. But you grab a little beer. And I said, “OK, great.” But I didn’t see anything wrong with 

it. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: In fact, working out of Coney Island, I used to send people to Nathan’s to get me a 

hotdog and get me a cup of beer. 

 

Q: And bring it back to the— 

 

Pagan: And bring it back, because I was working there. I lived there. 

 

Q: Right. When do you think they got rid of that system? Any idea? 

 

Pagan: Oh, that came later on. In fact, I had the book there. I have a book. When we all met in 

1976, and set the rules for all the programs in New York City, and I have the original book. 

 

Q: So, for all the different programs? 

 

Pagan: Yes. Yes. Yes. We had made the [unclear] to Jolly Devlin [phonetic], Julio Martinez, me, 

Richard Brush [phonetic]. People from Samaritan [Village] and Daytop Village, Phoenix House, 
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then. We all met to set up the rules and policies of treatment in New York City. And I have the 

original book. 

 

Q: And so, were there differences? 

 

Pagan: Well, yes. You know, years ago, too, at the beginning, we had a guest house. A guest 

room. 

 

Q: Ah. 

 

Pagan: You know what the guest room meant? 

 

Q: I think so. 

 

Pagan: Yes, the guest room, you fall in love with a girl and you’re doing good, you could go to 

the guest room. 

 

Q: I read some of the early studies from— 

 

Pagan: Yes, yes, yes. Yes, yes. 

 

Q: Dr. Ash [phonetic] and [George] De Leon. 
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Pagan: Yes. The guest room. I never used the guest room because I had a girlfriend anyway. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: But a lot of people used that guest room. That’s the way it was. 

 

Q: And they don’t exist in any of the facilities anymore? 

 

Pagan: No. That went out the door. 

 

SKLAR: It was a whole—I won’t distract you, but just to say that it was a whole different scene 

out on Hart Island. 

 

Pagan: Yes, it was. It was males, there were mostly males over there, right? 

 

SKLAR: Yes. 

 

Pagan: But we had girls. 

 

SKLAR: Yes, but you could have visitors. I mean, people came and visited. 

 

Q: More institutional there, I would say? 
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Pagan: Yes, but at the house, we had girls. We started taking women, too. 

 

SKLAR: Well, it was strict, like it was— 

 

Q: When did that happen? 

 

Pagan: I don’t know the date, but I got the tapes. I got the six original tapes with the first women 

that came into Phoenix. I own that. It’s mine. 

 

Q: And you interviewed them? 

 

Pagan: Well, Pete Falcone—if you hear the tape, I’ll give you the tape to hear them. Yes, and 

you’ll see the interior, they were like, my God. You had to scream for help! [laughter] You really 

had to scream for help! 

 

Q: Why? 

 

Pagan: They break you down. That’s the way it was! [laughter] You got to ask for help. You 

wound up coming here? Why, I don’t hear you. They send you maybe to the next hallway, and 

you got to scream, “I need help!” [laughter] “I need help!” Now, when you break down, that’s 

when they take you in. 

 

Q: And this was part of the intake? Not the encounter group? 
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Pagan: That was part of the process of Phoenix then. That was, I don’t know. That was the 

method. You know, in order to be here, you got to break down, we’re going to break your image. 

We’re going to break you down. We’re going to make a new woman out of you, a new man out 

of you, which at that time, I understood. 

 

Q: All right. There were a lot of different experiments I’ve heard of. 

 

Pagan: Well, I guess— 

 

Q: Signs, and, like, primal therapies. 

 

Pagan: Yes, yes. I wore a sign for a month. 

 

Q: And that said what? 

 

Pagan: It said that I’m a pervert. 

 

SKLAR: And I’m a dingbat. 

 

Pagan: And I didn’t do nothing. All I did is that one night, I’m buffing the floor in the kitchen, 

on 81st Street, and across the street there was a young girl. And I saw her, and I started, like, you 
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know, making signs, “Why don’t you call me?” And I’m giving her numbers. And in back of me 

is Julio. And Julio gave me up. That’s the street term for, you know— 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Pagan: He ratted me out. 

 

SKLAR: You’re supposed to do that. 

 

Pagan: Now we say, “He helped me,” but then— [laughter] he gave me up. And I had to wear a 

sign that said, “I’m a pervert.” 

 

Q: And you would have people from the outside coming— 

 

Pagan: Yes, and we had the rooms on the top floor, and we used to go to the basement for a 

seminar, so we have to go out in the street, and I have to walk with my sign. 

 

Q: Was the sign really this big? I mean, you’re gesturing— 

 

Pagan: It was a big sign. Big sign. “Carlos Pagan is a pervert.” 

 

Q: Because I always pictured them to be, like, you know, necklaces. 
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Pagan: No, very sizable signs, made out of cardboard. Sizable signs, hanging around your neck. 

 

Q: And shaved heads? 

 

Pagan: Yes, the shaved heads came if you used drugs, or something, shaved heads. There’s many 

things that happened that are not recorded. 

 

Q: Right, that are just surprising, I mean, but— 

 

Pagan: That was part of the treatment. Yes. I got married, I got a twelve-hour pass. “You’re 

getting married? You go get married. No problem with us. But you go and you’re leaving at 

12:00 today, and you’ve got to come back here tonight at 12:00. If you come back a minute later, 

we’ll shave your head!” 

 

Q: Wow! 

 

Pagan: Pete Falcone did that. And I got married, and I came back to the house. 

 

Q: And your wife, was it OK, what was she going to do? 

 

Pagan: It was not the way it was. Well, I mean, my wife was OK. You couldn’t go against the 

system, that wasn’t the way it was set up. 
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Q: When you say you got married at Phoenix House, I thought you meant maybe when you were 

at Coney Island, or later on in the process. 

 

Pagan: No, I was still—I got married, and I was still—and again, “Carlos don’t do it.” “No, I 

want to get married. I want to get married.” Love! I was in love. It lasted six months. But I have 

a child that I took care of, I’m glad for that one. Who’s a social worker today, by the way. 

 

Q: Oh wow! 

 

Pagan: Yes. Professional social worker. Made me proud! 

 

Q: She probably had a really good idea of what she was getting into at that point. 

 

Pagan: No, I stayed—I kept my family away from all this. 

 

Q: Oh. 

 

Pagan: Even now. My wife is away from the business. I don’t mix business, to bring my family 

into this. 

 

Q: Pete Falcone sounded like he was pretty strict. 
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Pagan: Yes, I would say. Well, Pete, [unclear] told you some time in prison, went to Daytop, 

graduated, and then he was the man chosen by us to be our first Director. But he worked for Dr. 

Ramirez. 

 

Q: I’m surprised you chose him, given how strict he was. 

 

Pagan: Yes, you could be strict and be human. Pete wasn’t a bad man. In fact, there were times 

that he beat me up for something I did, because I was always getting in trouble. 

 

SKLAR: You mean, verbally. 

 

Pagan: I start crying. And he sent me to Julio or Joe [phonetic] to talk to me. And when he had 

time, because he lived with us too. He lived in one of the rooms. 

 

SKLAR: And you know what the bottom line is, that he was an ex-addict. He was a role model. 

He knew. 

 

Pagan: Yes, I get— 

 

SKLAR: That’s the main thing. 

 

Pagan: That’s the thing that we saw that we—never before. 
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SKLAR: Yes. 

 

Pagan: Because prior to that, in New York City, all you had was Riverside [Detox Center]— 

 

SKLAR: Detox. 

 

Pagan: Riverside, Manhattan General. 

 

SKLAR: Detox. 

 

Pagan: These were the hospitals for detox. 

 

SKLAR: Twenty-one day cure. 

 

Pagan: Twenty-one. Then, there was a Narcotic Addiction Control Commission. If you get 

busted, you get ninety days in Pilgrim State [Hospital], Manhattan State [Hospital]. 

 

SKLAR: Was that the Rockefeller program? 

 

Pagan: No. Rockefeller came later. 

 

SKLAR: That sucked. 
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Pagan: Yes, in the beginning there was nothing. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: There was nothing, nothing. You sell drugs, you go to jail or you go to a detox, or you 

sleep in a basement or a rooftop, for guys like me, you know, once you started—my family—you 

want no part of it. And so it was difficult. So when you go into a place like that and you see an 

ex-addict doing good, you said, “What?” 

 

SKLAR: Yes. That’s the main thing. 

 

Pagan: That was the thing that Dr. Ramirez always said, that the ex-addict should be the one 

helping the addict. And I don’t want to put any professional down, but that’s the way it was. 

That’s the way I do it, anyway. I got professionals here, working here, but the ones that do the 

treatment are the people that recover themselves. And there’s no drinking, there’s no doping, 

there’s no nothing, you know? Even smoking is not allowed. 

 

Q: Wow. 

 

Pagan: So I—same philosophy, but a little, no signs. And none of that stuff that—how are you 

going to—me, Puerto Rican minority—going to start putting people—my own kind down? 

 

Q: Right. 
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Pagan: Because I don’t believe in that. So, when I left Phoenix, well, when we left Phoenix 

House, me and Julio started Project Return. 

 

Q: Telling what— 

 

Pagan: Now, Project Return is called Palladia. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: And that whole history is erased. 

 

Q: Why? 

 

Pagan: I don’t know. You got to ask them. 

 

Q: The Project Return part of this. 

 

Pagan: And I got documents to prove that me and Julio are the ones that started Project Return, 

now called Palladia. 

 

Q: So, tell me how you started Project Return. 
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Pagan: Well, again— 

 

Q: Was it the same kind of model as—? 

 

Pagan: Well, I used the Phoenix model of course, but different. A little more lenient to the kids, 

more kind to the people. We stopped the bald heads, we stopped the signs. Ain’t none of that. 

The only thing that we use as therapeutic tools were you can’t go out on weekends, you’re not 

allowed to make some call, and that’s about it. No more, there’s no sign. 

 

Q: So, it was a residential therapeutic community? 

 

Pagan: It was a, yes. Well, it was a training unit, it was a training unit used by the city. Julio was 

then Area Director, mid-Manhattan. So this house was located at 141 East 34th Street. 

 

Q: OK. 

 

Pagan: And then, as the training for the city. And Julio is the one that says to me, “Carlos, why 

don’t we just move our people in there?” And you know, run a day care program. I said, “Julio, 

you’re crazy.” He said, “Could be done, being that I’m the Area Director, you could move in, 

and we’ll do it.” And I was having conflicts at that time with my wife, this is now 1970. And I 

decided to do it. We called the place a Special Training Unit. Later on, we called it Project 

Return. Project Return because two Puerto Ricans started, me and Julio. It was PR. 

 



  Pagan – Session 1 – 38 
 
 
 
SKLAR: [laughs] 

 

Pagan: Yes, PR. And you see the old literature, it said PR. 

 

Q: Got it. 

 

Pagan: PR, like that. And that’s how we started it. And then in less than five years, we had one of 

the biggest programs in the City of New York, run by Latinos. 

 

Q: So, how big was it, and was it, did you only—? 

 

Pagan: Oh my God, at the end, we had senior centers, we had youth programs. We had re-entry 

programs. We had women’s programs. We had gay men, gay women. 

 

Q: So, it was a multi-service agency? 

 

Pagan: Everything. 

 

Q: This was not— 

 

Pagan: It was a multi-services agency of its kind. A big one. 

 

Q: This is not just rehabilitation anymore. 
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Pagan: No, no. We did a whole lot of stuff in there. 

 

SKLAR: What were the years? 

 

Pagan: That would be between ’70 and ’75. When we grew. And then in ’79, Julio becomes the 

Commissioner, because we also did the City of the Forgotten. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: Julio was in the City of Forgotten every single day for fifty-seven days, and I got 

documents to prove it. 

 

Q: So can you give me a brief explanation of the City of The Forgotten? 

 

Pagan: Well, the City of Forgotten was started because [Nelson A.] Rockefeller wanted to cut 

funding for most of the city agencies. And then Mitch and Julio and Judianne Densen-Gerber 

from Odyssey House got together. We said, “We’re going to demonstrate,” and Julio, you know, 

he loved that. He thought he was Che [Guevara]. [laughter] Julio loved that, with the beard! So, 

the first demonstration, we did in the City Hall. We were in the gutter in the sidewalks of City 

Hall for a week, sleeping in the sidewalks. 

 

Q: And about how many of you were there? 
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Pagan: There was Phoenix House, Daytop, Samaritan Village, Odyssey House, we were all there. 

We were there for a week, and then, I don’t know what happened. They met with [Abraham D.] 

Beame, and the next thing I hear from Julio, we’re going up to Albany. I said, “Albany? Are you 

crazy? What are you going to do there?” “Don’t worry, you follow me.” I said, “OK.” Two 

truckloads of tents, we set up tents for Phoenix House, Odyssey House. I got it there. Daytop, 

Samaritan Village logos at that time. And we set up a camp. We set up a therapeutic community 

in the Clinton Avenue Park in the City of Albany, and Julio was the director of the camp. And 

the mayor of the town was Erastus Corning [II], an old family from Albany, and he befriended 

Julio. And he would come to the camp and be with the kids. 

 

Q: And how did this get resolved? 

 

Pagan: Well, at the end of the fifty-seven days, we came back with all the money. We kind of, 

like, beat Rockefeller. And we—there’s a plaque that’s still out there in that park, in nineteen so-

and-so, three hundred people camped in here. And I have a copy of it on the wall. 

 

Q: Wow. 

 

Pagan: So we, you know, I mean, after that, that was around ’76, Julio becomes Commissioner. 

And then I take over Project Return, but at that time I’m also heavy into drinking. 

 

Q: Why do you think then? 
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Pagan: Huh? 

 

Q: Why do you think you got heavy into drinking at that point? 

 

Pagan: Well, it became progressive, little by little. I started drinking, I see nothing wrong with it, 

but it got me in trouble. 

 

SKLAR: See, not all addicts are susceptible to that. I never was. I wished at times I could have a 

drink, when I couldn’t get it. So I couldn’t. But, so, he didn’t know. 

 

Pagan: Yes, you know, I just started drinking, drinking, I’m partying, drinking and partying. 

When Julio leave, and now it’s a big agency. And you know, I really—I was a Clinical Director, 

I got to be the Administrator. I said, “Oh, my God, I need more drinking.” 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: And then I got into some trouble. There was a—if you ever hear of the Roxy, there’s a 

Roxy Ballroom on 18th Street— 

 

Q: Yes. 
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Pagan: —it’s like an ice skating rink. Well, they had a benefit there, a fundraiser. And Governor 

[Moe] Cuomeau was there, and Julio was there. And we had a table reserved for Project Return. 

And sitting in that table, whether you believe it or not, was Eddie Menken, who gave us the job. 

 

Q: Hmm. 

 

Pagan: But Menken had also joined Project Return. But Eddie always had his sights at the top. 

He always wanted to be the boss. And me and Eddie weren’t getting along. But we bought a boat 

together, as a business, we were never—it was just— 

 

Q: That sounds dangerous. 

 

Pagan: It sounded like it was a love boat. I was sitting at a table, and I got so drunk that I almost 

broke a bottle, and I wanted to cut Eddie. And the Governor was speaking, and Julio was looking 

at me. 

 

SKLAR: Oh, boy! 

 

Pagan: And after that, Julio called me aside, said, “You’ve got to do something, my friend. You 

got to do something.” And I went away, I went to Caron Hospital in Pennsylvania, and I was 

there thirty days for my drinking. When I came back, the Board of Directors was kind of, like, 

waiting for me. By that time, I had chosen Jane Velez to be the President of Project Return. So, 

when I called them that I’m back, they said, “Why don’t you stay out another week, and then 
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we’ll meet,” and when I came to meet them, the board was there. Again, you know, I did what I 

did, I’m glad I did it. I haven’t drank in over thirty-something years. I’m glad that I don’t drink 

anymore. But my rights were violated. I was made from President—they gave me a choice to be 

a Director, and took $25,000 from my salary, and took away my car. 

 

Q: Even though you came back clean? 

 

Pagan: Yes. I came from a hospital. I went for something—but again, that’s the way it was, you 

know? And I took it, and I stayed in Project Return for another two years. Then there was one 

day I decided, Julio was the Commissioner then, I’m leaving, I’m not going to stay here. And 

that’s when he said, “Well, why don’t you look for a site in Brooklyn,” or something, and that’s 

what I did. And doing that, then, as you know, the investigations begin. Now, Julio is giving 

money to me. 

 

Q: Oh, right. 

 

Pagan: And it came on the Daily News, The New York Times, I mean, forget about it. To the 

point where Julio had to resign. And that’s the story with the hotdogs. 

 

Q: Right. I just heard the hotdog story very recently. 

 

Pagan: Yes, well, the hotdog story was not a—because Julio was well by that time. He just 

wanted to make a demonstration in front of the Governor’s office. He was there for a few 
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months. I got documents to prove that Julio was then given a job as Deputy Commissioner of 

Corrections, to get him out of there. 

 

Q: Oh, maybe I heard a different hotdog story, because I heard that he was actually operating 

almost as a Commissioner, just— 

 

Pagan: Well, he did. Yes, he called himself The Commissioner— 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Pagan: The Connectioner. 

 

SKLAR: Knish. 

 

Q: And so he still had all of his connections. 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes! He had lines— 

 

Q: And he was still, he was just doing— 

 

Pagan: People line up to see the cameras— 

 

Q: Yes. 
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Pagan: People lined up, every Senator, every assembly member would buy from Julio, or if not, 

Julio would rough them up! 

 

Q: Right.  No, it seemed like he just moved his office to right in front of the— 

 

Pagan: I got the pictures. You’ll see everything. I got pictures— 

 

Q: All right, we’ll see that picture. 

 

Pagan: I got everything. 

 

Q: Because I had never read about it. 

 

Pagan: You know, I got the documents. 

 

Q: I had only heard just for— 

 

Pagan: I’ve got pictures of Julio with the hot—boy, he never saw the hotdog. He had a guy 

selling hotdogs! [laughter] 

 

SKLAR: The Knish-oner. 
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Pagan: The Knish-oner. “Call me The Knish-oner.” 

 

Q: What a character! What a character! 

 

Pagan: So you know, and then I started this thirty years ago, thirty and some years ago. 

 

Q: And it keeps growing. 

 

Pagan: Well, again, I got a little older, a little wiser. 

 

Q: Mm-hmm. 

 

Pagan: I remarried, I’ve been with my new wife for forty-four years now, and you know, right 

now I’m here, but I’m no longer the Executive Director President. I resigned a month ago. 

 

Q: Oh? 

 

Pagan: And I merged with somebody else bigger than— 

 

Q: And how did you decide to do that? 

 

Pagan: Time. I get tired doing this every day, every day for so many, forty-nine years, almost. 
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SKLAR: And I don’t see how Ron keeps doing what he’s doing. 

 

Pagan: I decided it’s time to—and changes are coming that I don’t agree with, you know? And I 

don’t want to even go into it, but changes that I don’t agree with. You know, I’m here because I 

worked for this. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: It wasn’t given to me, I worked. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: Look at this building, right? This is a women’s facility, and this is a state of the art 

building. The best this year, and I’m rebuilding the first program that I built. But times are 

changing, new things are coming through, people are—it’s not the same. It’s not the same. So, I 

figured it’s time for me to take it easy and, you know. I’ve done what I think I needed to do, I 

think I paid my debt, I’ve done it well. And I’m leaving in good standing. Nobody could say that 

I stole anything, that I did this, that I did that. I haven’t drank, I haven’t smoked. You know, I 

follow the rules. And I’m still Phoenix. Phoenix is in my heart. 

 

Q: What you’re saying about changes broadly, is something that I feel like I hear about Phoenix 

House, right? About how changes happen, that people didn’t necessarily— 
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Pagan: Discipline, you know— 

 

Q: Is this the same thing? 

 

Pagan: In order to run a program, the way we used to run programs, you’ve got to have 

discipline. Without discipline, you can’t have anything. And that discipline is gone. 

 

SKLAR: Sometimes it’s the smallest thing, like you get up to leave, and someone pulls you up, 

as the saying goes, to empty the ashtray that you just left behind. Little things like that, so you 

pay attention to details. They don’t seem important, but they are, because there are things you’re 

supposed to do, and you do them. You get used to doing what you’re supposed to do. 

 

Q: So, when you say discipline, though, do you mean discipline, like organizational? 

 

Pagan: Yes, it’s this— 

 

Q: Individual? 

 

Pagan: This new world that I don’t want to half understand, OK, it’s not the same. Like now. I 

talk to people through a computer, through fax. I like to talk to folks. I like to interact, in fact, I 

still do. Even though I sit here, I go downstairs to run meetings. This morning, I had a little 

meeting with the girls for something that happened. And sometimes I go to the men and I have a 

little seminar, just to keep me going, to let me know that I’m doing OK. But the type of people 
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that are coming in, I can’t be with them no more. I really can’t. And I mean that from my heart. I 

want to help, but not the way it is. Everybody wants everything for free. Nobody wants to work 

anymore! 

 

SKLAR: [laughs] 

 

Pagan: “You owe me! I’m entitled!” You’re entitled to what? You work! You’re entitled to what 

you are, and you’re entitled if you went to school. You got a seat here in this program. “Well, 

you got to give—” Well, I don’t got to give you, excuse my English, shit! You know? You’re 

entitled to nothing, you’re glad that some judge put you in this program. And you’re here, and 

there’s still old religion here, meaning, that there’s discipline. 

 

Q: Mm-hmm. 

 

Pagan: I respect you, you respect me. The manager disrespect me, I don’t care who sent you 

here. You’re out of here! 

 

Q: So, you’re seeing differences in clients? 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes. Yes, yes, yes. Again, I go to some program for what I see. I say, but my God, 

I’m back on Rikers Island. This is like Rikers Island. This is not a program, this is a shelter. 

We’re sheltering people. We’re not helping people. We’re sheltering people, our program. The 

program that he comes out of, Morty and me. We had to go to school, we had to work, we had to 
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earn. We had to help our fellow brothers and sisters, you know, we had to follow the directions 

of the Director. That’s gone. That’s gone. 

 

Q: My sense is that there is quite a range of programs that exist, right? Because I actually teach 

on Rikers Island. 

 

Pagan: Yes, you know, I hate to say it again, there’s a lot of bullshit programs. I call it bullshit 

programs. You got doctors medicating people that shouldn’t be medicated. Come on, titles. And 

now titles, everybody has a title. Psychotic, he’s catatonic, and he’s bipolar. Give him a 

medication! And to me it’s bullshit. They don’t need medication. I never took anything when I 

was in program, and I’m still catatonic, bipolar, I’ve got all the sicknesses in the world! And 

again, I don’t see it. You’ve got to see it here sometimes. Women come in with bags full of all 

kinds of medicines that they don’t need. And you know, we are staff, and the staff of Directors 

that work here, we’ve got to talk to them. I even talk to these doctors: “Why are you medicating 

these folks?” And then I go into that side that I don’t like to go into. I say, if you keep people 

dumb, then you can control them, OK? You keep them dumb, you control them. Then many 

people get nervous, they will challenge you. And that’s the way I see it. I’m sorry, but that’s, you 

know, that’s got all this side that I don’t—you know. 

 

Q: How do you get your clients? I mean, is there any selection process? 

 

Pagan: Well, I don’t, again, that’s a different—I don’t call them clients. I call them residents. 
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Q: Residents. 

 

Pagan: They live here. They’re residents here. I get them from the courts, I get them from the 

street. I have my own storefront. You saw it, Julio Martinez Ambulatory Care. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Pagan: People come from the street, people from courts, from coming out of prison. 

 

Q: So, like, does a judge know I should send this person to this place, or— 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes. Yes, there’s a lot of people that want to send people here. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Pagan: I don’t want to say, but there’s a lot of judges that like to send people here. 

 

Q: And do you get to select, then? Do you get to say we’re, I don’t— 

 

Pagan: Well, you know, we screen. Of course, you’ve got to screen, but we don’t take people 

that are real psychotic here, you’ll see— 

 

SKLAR: They have to want to really be here. They can’t just be using— 
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Pagan: No, no, no, no, no. But they’re from the courts, they’ve got to be here. 

 

SKLAR: Oh. 

 

Pagan: They’re mandated by the courts now. If you’re mandated by the courts, you’ve got to stay 

there, whether you like it or not. 

 

SKLAR: Oh. 

 

Pagan: But they get screened. And again, you know, sometimes we make, you know, we make 

allowances for some of them, of course. But again, there’s a discipline here. Well, you see it. 

When you walk in here, this doesn’t look like no shelter to you. 

 

Q: No. And it’s quiet, and it’s— 

 

Pagan: Everything is discipline. 

 

Q: Mm-hmm. 

 

Pagan: Groups, the women dress according to the dress code of the house. And again, I say it 

openly. When people go out of here to visit their family, they go dressed nice. Not like thugs! 
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SKLAR: [laughs] 

 

Pagan: The women don’t look like prostitutes. You know, it’s a discipline! All the colors, you 

like to wear a tie. Well, you don’t want one—you get a job, you have to probably wear a tie. You 

got to get used to it! 

 

SKLAR: [laughs] 

 

Pagan: For that I’m crazy. Well, I’m crazy. Well, that’s the way it is. That’s the way it is, 

anybody that’s doing well, I see they wear the tie and a suit and a jacket. I don’t see them with 

their pants hanging down and showing their underwear! 

 

SKLAR: [laughs] 

 

Pagan: Come on! 

 

Q: How else would you say your program is different from other programs? 

 

Pagan: Well, because I follow an old tradition, it’s called the Phoenix House tradition. 

Discipline, respect, love, concern. I follow that, it’s a simple program. 

 

SKLAR: Yes, it was love and concern. 
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Pagan: It works. It worked for me. 

 

SKLAR: It was love and concern— 

 

Pagan: We are a family here. 

 

SKLAR: Before Synanon came in— 

 

Pagan: Yes. 

 

SKLAR: It was love and concern, reaching out. 

 

Pagan: Reaching out. 

 

SKLAR: And after an encounter, sometimes you hug— 

 

Pagan: Yes. That’s the same program, but, you know, again, you got ballplayers, and you got 

ballplayer. I play ball, and I went up to the top, I stayed in the top. But I don’t let my ego—like I 

said, I go down and I talk to everybody. Everybody that knows me knows Carlos is real. I’m for 

real. How did I get there? Phoenix House. 

 

Q: That was—you left Phoenix House in 1969. 
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Pagan: Huh? 

 

Q: You left Phoenix House in 1969? 

 

Pagan: I left Phoenix in 1969, yes. 

 

Q: And the impact is still—we’re still talking about it in 2014. 

 

Pagan: Say that again? 

 

Q: We’re still talking about it in 2014, the impact. That’s kind of amazing! 

 

Pagan: Well, you know, I got to say, nobody says it the way he should, but that first group, that 

first group, you know, they were heavy hitters. And out of that first group, you’ve got to see how 

many programs [unclear]. Programs are started by graduates of Phoenix House in this city, my 

God! 

 

Q: Mm-hmm. 

 

Pagan: There’s seven of them! 

 

Q: It’s mind-boggling! 
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SKLAR: Did you talk to Howard Josepher yet? 

 

Q: Mm-hmm. 

 

Pagan: Yes, Howie. Look at Howie. 

 

Q: Mm-hmm. 

 

Pagan: Remember Howie, when Howie used to go to Samaritan Village Day Care program, and 

then came into Phoenix. 

 

Q: I mean, what was it about this original group? You know? Was there something that brought 

you guys together, or that made you guys special, that allowed it to be created? Or was it 

something that when you guys got together— 

 

Pagan: You know what I think it is? Somebody said it the other day. During the ’60s, late ’60s, 

there was all these movements. You had the Young Lords, you had the Black Panthers, and you 

had all these people gathering people together. The Muslims. And I thought I was part of a 

movement, a movement of people helping people, people helping each other, differently. Non-

violent. 

 

SKLAR: Community. 
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Pagan: Another thing— 

 

Q: Therapeutic community. 

 

Pagan: Non-violent. There was never, at the time that I was in Phoenix, there wasn’t any 

violence. There was no violence. There was nobody cutting anybody up. There was all talking in 

groups; yes, screaming and hollering. I said, “My God!” So I stayed and then I really, really 

bonded with Julio. Me and Julio then took the whole trip together. 

 

SKLAR: The first thing I heard when I went to detox, I didn’t know about this program, was, 

“There’s a real program coming around.” And that caught my attention. And it’s the first I ever 

heard of it, a lot of us ever heard about it, “What’s the real program like?” 

 

Q: Right, not just detox. 

 

SKLAR: Yes. 

 

Pagan: No, not just detox. And then, you know, the program is actually in five phases. You have 

induction, you have treatment, you have re-entry, and then you had—the doctor had—

community. It was “Aware” and “Rare.” Aware was all the merchants, all the people in the 

community that would help or get involved, become part of boards, and the family. The family 

had to be involved. My mother and Julio’s mother used to go to Phoenix House for family 

groups. 
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Q: And was that the RARE program? 

 

Pagan: Yes, it was part of the RARE Program. 

 

Q: OK. 

 

Pagan: It wasn’t called that, but it was part of the—everything was what the old man designed, 

anyway. It wasn’t designed, sorry, by Mitch. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: It was designed by the old man. And I showed it to you, I showed you—and this program 

was designed with the Ramirez concept. 

 

Q: And so, you’re making this shape? 

 

Pagan: Yes, like half an egg. 

 

Q: Yes 

 

Pagan: Induction, Treatment, Re-entry. And we, here, did it. We had vocational education. I had 

the Board of Education set up a school here, not only for the people in the program, but for kids 
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in the neighborhood to get their GEDs [General Education Development]. I had a contract with 

the federal government: when you finish the program, you will get housing. Vocational training, 

job placement, housing, we had everything. But again, I learned from Julio, he’s the one that put 

everything in the mind, and I worked with him. I learned from him. 

 

Q: So this sounds like an interesting iteration of the multi-service agency that you had at Project 

Return. 

 

Pagan: Yes. Yes, yes, yes. 

 

Q: So it’s focused on rehabilitation. But then— 

 

Pagan: We brought designs— 

 

Q: You branch out. 

 

Pagan: Yes. 

 

Q: You’re focusing on ex-addicts, but you’re giving them all the services they need thereafter. 

 

Pagan: Of course. You need to. 
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SKLAR: By the way, Synanon is an in-bred type of place. You leave Synanon, you’re called a 

splitee. Those guys that came from Synanon that Mitch hired, they’re splitees. You’re not 

supposed to leave Synanon. It’s like a cult. 

 

Q: Right. You never actually told me about the second coup. You said there were two coups 

attempts. So, one is when, you know, Ramirez— 

 

Pagan: The first coup, they were, you know, the comparison might not be—it’s like when you 

have a big gang, you know, a big gang and a little gang, the little gang, just get out of here! You 

know, the little gang, it didn’t work out. They spread out, they left. 

 

Q: Which little gang? 

 

Pagan: The one from Dr. Ramirez. 

 

Q: Oh, yes. 

 

Pagan: Then Mitch got all these, yes, I’m going to tell you, they were smart. They were all smart 

people, you know? 

 

SKLAR: Politics. 
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Pagan: And they were in Synanon for I don’t know how many years. And all of them, by the 

way, most of them violated—drinking or something. 

 

Q: Really? 

 

Pagan: Every single one of them. I don’t know which one of them is alive today. 

 

Q: Wow! 

 

Pagan: But we, the street kids, we made it! 

 

Q: So the Synanon guys were not street kids? 

 

Pagan: Oh, please, they stay with Chuck Dederich for so long, they were part of a cult. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: You know. We wanted to beat them up, but you know, we got to be cool! [laughs] 

 

SKLAR: And what I hear from Howard Josepher, they weren’t very moral, either. 

 

Pagan: No. They did some—don’t go there. 
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SKLAR: No, I’m not going to tell. I’m not going to say what Howard Josepher told me. 

 

Pagan: We went through some—there were some hardships with those guys. Those people. 

 

Q: And so, that was the first coup. 

 

Pagan: Yes, well, that’s the coup—no, no, no. The first coup was, they just came out of Puerto 

Rico, they were pardoned by the Governor of Puerto Rico, simply because Dr. Ramirez, 

Dr. Ephraim Ramirez was the son-in-law of the Governor of Puerto Rico. The guy that 

modernized Puerto Rico, Luis Munoz Marin. 

 

Q: Oh. 

 

Pagan: So, he had access. So the guys that came from Dr. Ramirez started in a program called 

[unclear], and some of them will have criminal records and were pardoned to come to New York 

and work. 

 

Q: So, like, the Tito Vasquez, and— 

 

Pagan: Tito Vasquez, those guys. All those guys were pardoned by the— 

 

SKLAR: Victor Biando was a New York guy that went there through the program— 
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Pagan: That went there. 

 

SKLAR: —and then came back. 

 

Pagan: Victor Biando, yes. But most of the guys were imported, and those guys faded, because 

Mitch’s group was larger. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: And smarter. 

 

Q: And then you said there was an attempt to overthrow Mitch? 

 

Pagan: Yes, later on. Later on, when we—me and Julio—were running Project Return, I mean, 

one afternoon I went to 85th Street, I almost had a fight with Sandy Jackson. Sandy Jackson was 

Kandy’s second in command. 

 

SKLAR: Yes. 

 

Pagan: Black. And then Mary Terry—was a black group that tried to pull a coup on Mitch. 

 

SKLAR: Oh, they did. Yes. 
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Pagan: Yes. Yes. They did. 

 

Q: So, the guys from Synanon. 

 

Pagan: Yes! And we had a big meeting at the re-entry house on 85th Street with Larry Allen Behr 

[phonetic], Commissioner, he came down there. By that time he was a Commissioner. 

Commissioner had to come down. And, you know, like, they would let go, and Mitch and Frank 

kept reigning. Kings. 

 

Q: And so the Synanon guys were planning on running Phoenix House? 

 

Pagan: Yes. Yes. They wanted to get Mitch out, and Frank out, and they wanted to control the 

place. 

 

Q: Even though Mitch brought them in? 

 

Pagan: Huh? 

 

Q: Even though Mitch brought them in? 

 

Pagan: Yes.  You know, that’s—sometimes that’s part and parcel in this business. That’s the 

other thing, that loyalty’s gone. That loyalty, not like—it’s gone. There’s no loyalty, the way we 
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were loyal. I’m loyal to Ronny, I’m loyal to him. The guys that were together, you know. We 

might have differences, but that doesn’t mean nothing. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: We’re still brothers. We were brothers. 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Pagan: We were the band of brothers that built that agency, actually. Without us, there would be 

no Phoenix. 

 

SKLAR: I wasn’t much of a builder. 

 

Pagan: Yes, but you were there. 

 

SKLAR: You know? I had a gift in life, but yes, I was there. I was a dingbat at first. And then 

after a while— 

 

Pagan: Well, you wanted— 

 

SKLAR: —I stopped being a dingbat. I was even told I was a threat to the community. That I 

might get kicked out if I don’t—you know, so hostile and everything. But anyhow— 
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Pagan: Yes, it was a group. But the group of us, loyalty. I was loyal to Julio until the day he died. 

I built a program after him. 

 

Q: Mm-hmm. 

 

Pagan: Of course, I remember when I needed somebody to talk to, and needed help, he was 

there. And then again, I got articles, I got newspaper clippings, I got the history of the whole 

thing. I got pictures of the City of The Forgotten. 

 

Q: And so what part of the story do you think we’re probably missing? 

 

Pagan: I don’t know. You know whose history you’re missing? 

 

Q: Who? 

 

Pagan: Julio’s. 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Pagan: Julio’s, because I was never close to Mitch. I don’t know if I felt threatened, but I know 

that he wasn’t to me, quote unquote, the father that I wanted him to be. Because I looked to him, 
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the doctor, I go to see the doctor still. I see Dr. Ramirez. In fact, I’m bringing him to this group 

that I joined, they’re going to honor him. So I spoke to him this morning. 

 

Q: Oh, wow! 

 

Pagan: And when I go to Puerto Rico, I go see him, because he’s the one that I’m loyal to. 

 

Q: What does he think about how the Phoenix House turned out? 

 

Pagan: Oh, he’ll tell you a different story. He has stories to tell. 

 

SKLAR: Yes. 

 

Pagan: In fact, that would be— 

 

SKLAR: You know, I was going to ask you if you were going to talk to him. 

 

Pagan: That’ll be an interview. 

 

Q: I don’t know, would he be willing? I don’t know if he’s—again, I don’t have the whole list. 

Would he be willing? 

 

Pagan: Well, if you like, I could call the old man and tell him, “Listen, they’re doing some—” 
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SKLAR: An oral history. 

 

Pagan: An oral history, and I have some documents, and I think I’m one of the guys that could 

get him to talk to you. 

 

Q: Arrange that? 

 

SKLAR: Yes. Yes. 

 

Pagan: Yes, that’s an interesting—two people that are missing. Julio, because Julio befriended 

Mitch, and they were really close. 

 

Q: Mm-hmm? 

 

Pagan: That I got to say, him and Julio— 

 

Q: That’s interesting, because Julio was one of the first, with you, to leave. 

 

Pagan: Yes, but Julio and Mitch had a good relationship. I didn’t. I was always on the outside. 

Nowadays, I’m—the other day, he told me about this interview. You want to go have lunch with 

me after all these years? 
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Q: When was the last time you saw him? 

 

Pagan: I saw him at graduation or something, or he called me, or something. Because, you know. 

And I was going to say something nasty, but I said, no, he wouldn’t keep me around, you know? 

 

Q: Right. I guess, I mean, your worlds must overlap, considering you’re in the field, right? 

 

Pagan: Yes, saw him at a graduation. Yes, the last time I saw Mitch was at a graduation. Yes. 

Yes. We hugged, and I gave him a plug, because he did, you know, he did. I mean, he’s the man 

that carried that Phoenix through that place. 

 

Q: Mm-hmm. 

 

Pagan: Can’t take that away from him. 

 

SKLAR: No. 

 

Pagan: I would never take that away from him. He took that little program and built it to the 

giant of a program that it is. Unfortunately, it’s not the program that, you know— 

 

SKLAR: Though, the only thing I don’t like is how he wants to change history. That’s all. That’s 

the only thing I didn’t like. 
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Pagan: Well, I don’t think he can change history, when there’s people that are still alive that can 

tell it the way it was. 

 

SKLAR: Yes, no, but he did, because the official story is the way, you know, it starts at 85th, but 

now with Columbia Oral History, then the whole story will come out. 

 

Q: We hope so. 

 

SKLAR: But how much they’ll incorporate it in Phoenix House itself, I don’t know. 

 

Pagan: See, I even have a little draft here that I did. See? Most of these programs were started by 

graduates of Phoenix House. Exponents, Howard Josepher. Dynamite, [William] Billy Fusco. 

 

Q: Oh, I don’t know that one. 

 

Pagan: Serendipity, Ronny Williams. 

 

Q: Mm-hmm. 

 

Pagan: Habilitat in Hawaii. 

 

Q: Hmm. 
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Pagan: Biggest program, Vinnie Marino [phonetic]. Jacob [unclear], Tom White. Barrett House 

[unclear] Lavigne. Promesa, today called [unclear] Promesa, Frank Gracia. Project Return, me 

and Julio. La Nueva Raza, Ravi Cante [phonetic] from Puerto Rico. Lucha, Louis Hernandez 

[phonetic]. Compass, Angela Cruz [phonetic]. Basics, Julio [Martinez]. [Unclear], Hal 

Mortensen [phonetic] —all came out of Phoenix House. 

 

Q: Wow! 

 

SKLAR: What, Hal Mortensen? 

 

Pagan: Yes. 

 

SKLAR: What program was his? 

 

Pagan: He started Holland Confrontation [phonetic]. 

 

SKLAR: Hal Mortenson was one of the first—when we went to Hart Island, we wanted to have a 

tight group before we brought people from Rikers. He was one of the two first people.  When 

Victor Biando left, he cried. This was, like, an old-time junky dealer, everything else. 

 

Pagan: Yes. Yes. 

 

SKLAR: And he cried because Victor Biando was so great. 
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Pagan: He was like his brother. Yes. Yes. 

 

SKLAR: He cried. 

 

Q: So, for the founding people, I’m actually scheduled, if you’ll allow me, to interview you 

twice. 

 

[END OF SESSION]  
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Murphy: So this is Kristin Murphy, and I’m here with Carlos Pagan for the Phoenix House Oral 

History Project. And today’s date is March the 3rd? 

 

Pagan: March the 3rd. 

 

Murphy: 2015. OK, we have that taken care of. So one of the things that I feel like I missed in 

the last interview was, there’s dynamic among the six of you that was really kind of an unusual, 

trusting dynamic, from guys that were not from the same places. You guys didn’t all know each 

other. So I want to get a sense of who you were before Phoenix House, like, who was the Carlos 

Pagan that was one of those six, and how did these six mix with each other? So if you could tell 

me maybe something about what you were like when you were a kid, where you were growing 

up, something from— 

 

Pagan: Well, I grew up here in Williamsburg, I grew up right here. I came here in 1951 from 

Puerto Rico. 

 

Murphy: And you were about how old, then? 
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Pagan: I was maybe eleven years old. I attended P.S. 50 [Public School], which is right up the 

block. My sisters, my brothers, my cousins, they all lived there. My family has lived in this 

neighborhood for over, my God, over sixty years. So when I came in, I started going to P.S. 50. 

And gradually I started hanging out with the crowd, the kids, and became part of a gang—and 

gangs smoking pot. And a few short years later, I was using dope. 

 

Murphy: What do gangs look like in the 1950s? What does a gang look like in the 1950s? 

 

Pagan: Nothing. We were just kids. You know, we had turf. This part of Williamsburg here, we 

call it the bottom. The bottom was Bushwick. And this side, the north side was us. So I was part 

of the gang called the Phantom Lords. 

 

Murphy: That’s a good name. 

 

Pagan: And this was our turf. And you know, you fight for turf, but it was nothing. It wasn’t too 

big. There was no killings at that point. Just turf, and going to parties, and taking the girls out of 

school at day and doing things in the house. Playing spin the bottle. 

 

Murphy: [laughs] 

 

Pagan: We were kids. But eventually, it led us to drugs, hard drugs at that time, to make a buck. 

 

Murphy: Do you remember when you first tried them? 
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Pagan: Well, the first time you try it, you feel awful. You vomit, you feel sick. But once you 

come back to it, second time, third time—by the fourth time, I was already, not hooked, but I 

liked it. 

 

Murphy: That is an interesting point. The first time usually sucks. So why do people go back? 

 

Pagan: It beats me. It beats me to this day. But I loved it once I got hooked to it. At the 

beginning, of course—but what happened afterwards, it was bad. You know, the prisons, 

sleeping in basements and rooftop, because my father did not approve of me using drugs. 

 

Murphy: And they knew? 

 

Pagan: Well, of course they found out. And the story goes, in 19—I came here in ’51, ’52. By 

1957, I’m selling dope. And I got arrested at the corner of South 2nd [Street] and Havemeyer, 

selling to an undercover agent. And I spent close to six months at the new Atlantic Avenue Jail. 

By that time my father owned a house on Hooper Street—274 Hooper Street was my father’s 

house. So I got arrested. The bail was $75,000. My father put up the house. We fought the case. 

They gave me youthful offender, but to go to Puerto Rico. I had to go to Puerto Rico and do four 

years. 

 

Murphy: So first you spent the six months there, waiting for your trial? 
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Pagan: Correct. I go to court, they put a lesser charge. So they gave me youthful offender, to do 

four years in Puerto Rico. 

 

Murphy: Now, by, “do four years,” do you mean that you had to leave the country? 

 

Pagan: Yes, I had to leave the country. 

 

Murphy: But you didn’t have—you weren’t in a facility in Puerto Rico? 

 

Pagan: No, no. I had to leave the country. 

 

Murphy: It seems kind of absurd to me that they’re going to send—you’re basically a kid. 

 

Pagan: Well, that was the law— 

 

Murphy: You’re going to send a kid out of the country? 

 

Pagan: That’s what they did. Today if I argue it, they violated my rights. But that’s the way it 

was then. Either you do the time—and the time was seven and a half to fifteen—so I pleaded 

youthful offender because I was a kid, sixteen, seventeen. And then I went back to Puerto Rico 

before. 

 

Murphy: Was it a large quantity of drugs? 
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Pagan: No. It was maybe seven pills. But enough—a better quality of heroin, anyway. 

 

Murphy: That’s shocking. 

 

Pagan: Yes, that is shocking. Yes, what happened in those days. If I tell you a story, you won’t 

believe it. Remember, coming out of the ‘40s into the ‘50s, I saw a lot of stuff that I sometimes 

don’t even want to talk about. 

 

Murphy: But this is, you know, when people talk about the heroin epidemic, this is before people 

think of that. 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes, of course. 

 

Murphy: This is earlier than that. 

 

Pagan: This is earlier. This is the ‘50s. And fuck, I came back, there was apparently—no, I came 

back in ’61. And by ’62 I was going back to Puerto Rico, because there was a panic in New 

York, and the only place you could find dope was in Puerto Rico. 

 

Murphy: So you were importing it? 

 

Pagan: Yes, I went down there to some guys, to bring some dope here. 
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Murphy: Now, that sounds like something that might be arrestable. You know, like, a small 

quantity is one thing, but import— 

 

Pagan: No, I wasn’t importing. I went to buy a piece. And a piece was like maybe twenty-eight 

spoons, bringing it back. But for use—it wasn’t for sale. Yes, you made a couple of dollars that 

way, you know. 

 

Murphy: Right. Was it ever profitable for— 

 

Pagan: No, not really. No. I was not a dope dealer, I just started making it back for my own use. 

So I was never a dope dealer. 

 

Murphy: So what did you do while you were in Puerto Rico? Your family— 

 

Pagan: Same thing. Went back to Puerto Rico, I went to live with my grandmother and my 

grandfather, who loved me. They had a store, had a house. Within six months I was really 

hanging out with the crowds in Puerto Rico. And I started using with them. So the next four 

years, it was using drugs. And luckily, I never got too hooked to go to jail down there. But, you 

know, same thing. And then I got into an accident in 1960, 1958. And I sued the trucking 

company and I got $10,000. 

 

Murphy: Was that in Puerto Rico, or here? 
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Pagan: In Puerto Rico. And then I remember I got the money and knew someone, went to a place 

called La Perla, which is one of the baddest neighborhoods in the island, to cop some drugs. And 

in a matter of three years, that money was gone. And one day my father caught me copping in 

old San Juan. He told me, “You got to leave. You can’t be in this house anymore.” And that’s 

when I came back. 

 

Murphy: And you had to spend a certain amount of time in Puerto Rico, then? 

 

Pagan: Yes, but wasn’t mandated. You just had to go there for four. I knew I had to go there for 

four, because if I were to have come back before that time and got arrested, I would have had to 

do seven and a half to fifteen. 

 

Murphy: So you come back to New York— 

 

Pagan: To do the same thing. 

 

Murphy: Right. How did the system think that this was going to solve the problem? 

 

Pagan: That’s the way the system works. Like today, they think that they put people in programs, 

and that’s going to solve the problem. 

 

Murphy: Just get them out for a little while. 
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Pagan: Yes, just get them out. It’s the easy way. Get them out. Put them in a program. 

 

Murphy: How did your grandparents react? Did they know what you were up to? 

 

Pagan: My grandparents, they were old, you know. They just loved me. They loved me, that’s all 

it is.  

 

Murphy: Right, because not everybody necessarily recognizes when somebody is using. 

Especially if they’re not used to the signs. 

 

Pagan: Yes, but I come from my family—my mother, my father, I got two sisters, and I got a 

brother. None of them, none of them ever used drugs. 

 

Murphy: Really? 

 

Pagan: Really. My sister was a Pan American stewardess for like thirty-five years. My brother 

did two tours in Vietnam. Came back, was a state trooper. My younger sister, almost like a 

minister. And I’m the one that went the other way. 

 

Murphy: Do you have any theory as to why? 
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Pagan: I guess, yes, I guess the fighting with my father. My father was real strict. My father was 

real strict. Strict. And me and him clashed. 

 

Murphy: More strict with you than with your brother, for instance? 

 

Pagan: Of course, yes. Yes, because I was the oldest. And you know, he wanted the best for me, 

but he wasn’t going for it.  But he was a good man. He taught me a lot. You know one of the 

things that I learned from him? Work. He always worked. He believed in work. He believed in 

work. He was a working man. My mother was a housewife, and he was a working man. He 

provided. 

 

Murphy: What did he do? 

 

Pagan: My father owned cabs. He owned a few cabs. He was part of a company, he had a couple 

of cabs. So we were poor, but we lived quite well. I was spoiled. 

 

Murphy: But you were all in the same neighborhood, too, and your siblings weren’t tempted by 

the same things? 

 

Pagan: No, my siblings, no. Remember, I’m the one that went into the hanging out. My brother 

and my sister, my father had strict control over the three of them. I’m telling you, my brother 

came back from Vietnam and he became a state trooper. 
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Murphy: I mean, that’s another population that often has gone into drugs, is coming back from 

the wars. 

 

Pagan: Yes, my brother did not use any drugs. My brother came back, never used drugs while in 

Nam. He’s sixty-something years old, he has never drank, and never used drugs. From the same 

mother and the same father. 

 

Murphy: That’s remarkable. 

 

Pagan: Well, I mean, I come from a good family. I come from a good family. 

 

Murphy: Right. But I think, you know, a lot of people that went to Vietnam, even from the best 

families, came back with a lot of— 

 

Pagan: Right. No, not my brother. My brother did two stints, and he never, ever did. So just, like, 

don’t smoke, don’t drink, don’t do nothing. A little nutty, though—he came back from that war, 

my God. 

 

Murphy: When you were growing up, what did you think that you wanted to do? 

 

Pagan: It was the early ‘50s. My father, he worked at a factory, work hard. My mother worked. 

There was nobody guiding anybody. We lived in a poor neighborhood. This was the ghetto. 

Williamsburg’s a ghetto. A working-class ghetto. It was a little different, though, because my 
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father was never on welfare. We never took any food stamps. My father did not believe in none 

of that. He believed in you work; if you worked, you could have anything you want. And with 

my siblings, they had to go to school—you got to learn, you got to be somebody. 

 

Murphy: You didn’t have to go to school? 

 

Pagan: Yes, I went to school—in fact, I got thrown out of P.S. 50 before I got arrested. I was sent 

to a six hundred school. 

 

Murphy: What’s a six hundred school? 

 

Pagan: Six hundred school is where you send all the idiots, all the tough guys. 

 

Murphy: Like behavioral problem schools? 

 

Pagan: Yes, yes. I remember, it was on Chamber Street, 60 Chamber Street. And you see, all the 

idiots went there. [laughs] 

 

Murphy: Was it all behavioral problems? Or was it also people with— 

 

Pagan: Tough guys. All the tough guys that thought they were tough to go there, because they 

couldn’t handle us in the school. 
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Murphy: And what did you do all day there? 

 

Pagan: Nothing. I did nothing. [laughter] Trust me, I did nothing. 

 

Murphy: And how old was that? 

 

Pagan: I was like sixteen, seventeen. 

 

Murphy: So how much longer did you last? 

 

Pagan: Then after that, that’s when I got arrested, and I was shipped to the island. 

 

Murphy: Oh. So then you come back and you’re in your twenties? 

 

Pagan: Yes. I’m in my twenties, and I keep going in and out. I came back. I went to work in 

Belmont Park. And I knew nothing about horses, but I had a couple of friends that worked there. 

So I got a job in Belmont Park. 

 

Murphy: And what did you do? 

 

Pagan: The trainer insisted that I needed to get a license to work there. My records are in 

Brooklyn. So when I went to get my records, I went back to Belmont Park, they say that I had a 

drug record. And the steward put me out on the gate. Actually, he put my clothing in the gate. 
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And I had no choice but to come back to Williamsburg. I had an aunt that lived here. She gave 

me shelter. She gave me shelter for a few years, as a matter of fact. 

 

Murphy: And did she have family that you were living with there, too? 

 

Pagan: Yes, I lived with my three cousins and my uncle, yes. She let me stay in the living room. 

She had a little couch. 

 

Murphy: For years? 

 

Pagan: For a few years. And I started doing the same thing—going to New York, coming out, 

and she put up with my crap. She’s actually one of the ladies that I will always be thankful for. 

She was one of the ones that really gave me help when I needed it most. 

 

Murphy: And what about the cousins that were also in the house? How did they handle it? 

 

Pagan: They were OK. They’re still OK with me. I mean, I see them, I spend time with them. 

 

Murphy: Did any of them get into drugs, though? 

 

Pagan: No. It can be like that sometimes, you know. 

 

Murphy: Yes. So you’re in your twenties. You’re staying at your aunt’s house. 
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Pagan: Yes. I’m coming in and out of—I spent time on Rikers Island. I spent time on Old 

Queens, New Queens. And I did a year on Hart Island, but I did six and six on Hart Island. 

Because if you get arrested in those days with less than, you know, a couple of bags, that’s what 

you did. You go to a workhouse. And that was the workhouse. 

 

Murphy: Oh, OK. 

 

Pagan: You go work in the cemetery. You worked cleaning the grounds. 

 

Murphy: So what were your jobs on Hart Island? 

 

Pagan: I was cleaning grounds. I never worked in the cemetery crew. So I spent six months, and 

another six. I did a year. 

 

Murphy: So how long were you ever on Rikers, or—? 

 

Pagan: I was on Rikers twice, and all I did, small bits. Six months. The longest was nine months. 

But again, hanging out, I got caught with a bag. And that’s what you do. You got to do time. 

 

Murphy: How different was Hart Island as a workhouse from Rikers Island as a jail? Like, what, 

was the experience very different? 
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Pagan: Well, it was the same. You know, it’s a prison. I always tried to stay out of trouble. I 

didn’t want to get into no trouble. I didn’t create no trouble. I did the time that I had to do. I 

didn’t get into any, no negative—anything negative. I just did my time and came out. 

 

Murphy: And maybe this is an idealized version, but I picture Hart Island has all that grass, and 

it’s in the water. Meanwhile, Rikers is so barbed wired fence, and industrial— 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes, but remember, what you’re seeing is the new Rikers. I was there, my God, right 

in the ‘60s, the early ‘60s. I was in Rikers Island when the prison was controlled by the guards. 

Today, the prison is controlled by the prisoners. 

 

Murphy: And they probably have way more buildings. 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes. At that time, there was only, when you come in—in fact, I came in in the ferry, 

from 138th street in a ferry. And you got to go to the penitentiary, which was the first prison 

there. And I went to 676, which was the first prison being constructed there. I went to the new 

wing, 676. 

 

Murphy: What did they have you doing there? I mean, it’s not a workhouse. Did you have any 

activities during the day? 

 

Pagan: Nothing. You do nothing. You watch television, read books, play cards, do dominoes, 

make coffee. [laughs] 
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Murphy: That’s a long day, to do nothing, right? 

 

Pagan: The longer they was—Atlantic Avenue, I was locked in for like twenty-three hours a day. 

 

Murphy: Like a supermax. 

 

Pagan: Or Old Queens, where you just go out for one hour, and go back to the cell. A two-man 

cell, and you come out for an hour. 

 

Murphy: And Atlantic Avenue, was it for youthful offenders at all? 

 

Pagan: No no, Atlantic Avenue was a brand new prison. I had my own cell. But I was locked in. 

I was locked in. 

 

Murphy: But was it all for youthful offenders, or—? 

 

Pagan: Mostly, yes. Because a lot of the gang members that were getting arrested at that time 

were going there. Must have been what, 1961, 1966, 1967? 

 

Murphy: So you did a total of about how long, do you think, in jail? 

 

Pagan: I guess four, five years.  
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Murphy: In your twenties? 

 

Pagan: Yes. And then the four that I did in Puerto Rico, I count that, because they sent me to the 

island. 

 

Murphy: And you know, most people would think of the island as some sort of vacation.  

 

Pagan: No, I wasn’t on vacation. 

 

Murphy: But to tear you away from everybody seems strange. 

 

Pagan: I wasn’t on vacation. God, I had to leave my family and all that, you know. 

 

Murphy: And did you have any structured activities while you were in Puerto Rico? Did you 

have a job? 

 

Pagan: I got a couple of jobs. My family works at the cemetery, so my father made sure that I got 

some jobs. I worked out in the cemetery. I worked in the docks. I was a band boy for a musician 

who happens to be in my country, who was a famous musician in Puerto Rico—he gave me a job 

as the band boy. 

 

Murphy: What other kind of jobs have you had over time? 
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Pagan: Mostly the jobs I had at that time were the factory jobs—a few. Not too many. 

 

Murphy: But it’s a decent range, right? Band, factory, cemetery, the Hart Island landscaping, for 

lack of a better term. 

 

Pagan: Landscaping in the Hart’s Island, and the racetrack. But they were not jobs. I mean, got a 

job when I started working in the field. This field. That’s when I got a job. 

 

Murphy: Well, when you got to Phoenix House, you were the maintenance crew person. I was 

wondering what prepared you in some ways for that? 

 

Pagan: I knew a little bit of maintenance because of my family. So when I got to Phoenix House 

that was my job. I was the maintenance supervisor. 

 

Murphy: All right, so you managed to develop some skills along the way. 

 

Pagan: Well, yes. I think those are skills that I got from my father, because he wanted, always, 

me to work doing something. 

 

Murphy: So did you try to go back to school when you came back again? 

 

Pagan: No, not at all. Not at all. 
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Murphy: Was there any pressure from your family to do something, like— 

 

Pagan: Well, to get a job. But my aunt was like—my aunt is my mother’s sister, and she’s a doll. 

She just wanted to look out for me. So there was not too much pressure on me. You know, I got a 

little job here and there, but not too much. I quit after three, four months. 

 

Murphy: So you also said you did some—did you ever do any thirty-day detoxes at any of the 

hospitals.  

 

Pagan: Well, yes, I did many of those. At that time, there was only three hospitals; Manhattan 

General on 19th Street and 2nd Avenue, Metropolitan Hospital on 96th, and the Riverside Hospital 

next to—it’s a little island. It’s closed today. In fact, it was called Junkie’s Paradise. 

 

Murphy: Why? 

 

Pagan: The Junkie’s Paradise, because all the junkies would go there, and they would bring dope 

into the hospital. 

 

Murphy: And so was that the one that everyone wanted to go to? 

 

Pagan: Yes, most of the guys. But I usually went to the nearest to Brooklyn was the Manhattan 

General. So I was there like eight, nine times. 
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Murphy: Do you remember the first time you went? 

 

Pagan: I can’t recall. The hospital took over. You’re hooked, you haven’t got no money, you 

don’t want to go to jail, you go there. You spend twenty-one days, you come out. 

 

Murphy: And during those twenty-one days, you do detox, right? 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes, of course. 

 

Murphy: So, what is that like, when— 

 

Pagan: It wasn’t bad. You have a— 

 

Murphy: Did you ever think, like, I’m going to not go back to it after the detox? 

 

Pagan: Well, you always say that. You’re gonna come back to it. Remember, in those days, there 

was nothing. I’m talking about, there was no welfare checks, there was no three-quarter house, 

there was no ambulatory program. There was nothing. You either sold dope or go to jail. Sell 

dope, or—that was your thing. Government wasn’t giving anybody anything. 

 

Murphy: So you get detoxed and you’re just back in the street. 
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Pagan: Detox, come back on the street. In fact, I used to go to the hospital, I know how they 

make bags and wallets, and all that. I made a couple of wallets and sell them on 14th Street. And 

back to heroin I go. 

 

Murphy: So they had activities, I guess, at the hospital? 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes, yes. Yes, the old tea shop [phonetic], you go up there and make wallets and arts 

and crafts. While you were there, you didn’t do nothing else. 

 

Murphy: I think you have talents you’ve totally forgotten about. 

 

Pagan: You know, I read a lot, too. I read a lot. I read a lot. 

 

Murphy: So, you’ve done almost four years in jails at this point, and eight stints—so eight 

months, basically, in the hospital. 

 

Pagan: Yes. 

 

Murphy: So we’re talking about five years of time. 

 

Pagan: Yes. Then at the end, like I said—like the ‘60s, I remember I came out of Rikers two days 

before they killed [John F.] Kennedy. I remember. And I got a job on—I forgot the name of the 

street—here in Greenpoint, when they killed Kennedy. I spent that weekend with my family—
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even though I came out, I started using. I spend that weekend with my family. And it was getting 

to that point, I was getting tired and embarrassed that my family—you know, I’m a man, and 

they’re taking care of me.  

 

I remember one night I went out. I always loved to dance. And I went dancing. And when I came 

home, I looked in—like I said, I had a little couch in the living room. So I opened it up—I lived 

there—but I put the television on with a cigarette in my mouth. And I fell asleep. And the living 

room caught fire. And they called—the firemen showed up, and they put the fire out. The next 

day, my aunt says to me that—they used to call me “Carlitos”—“Carlitos, you got to move out.” 

But as I’m moving out, they also put fifty dollars in my hand to go get a furnished room, and 

come anytime I want to eat. I could go over there and eat. They gave me fifty dollars.  

 

I started using the fifty dollars. That was at the end. I remember on the Christmas of 1966 to ’67, 

I was living in a basement on South 1st Street and Marcy. And the 25th, 24th, I was in that 

basement shooting dope. But I hear the people upstairs singing and smiling and laughing. And 

I’m in the basement, next to a boiler. That’s when I say, “You know what? I got to get out of 

here.” I went to see my aunt. She gave me a new shirt from Christmas. I wore that and went to 

the hospital. And that was the last time that I—that was the 27th of December, 1966. I went into 

Manhattan General Hospital. 

 

Murphy: And so when you get there, are things already happening? 

 

Pagan: Yes, that’s when Dr. [Efrén] Ramirez had started the Ramirez program. It’s already— 
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Murphy: In effect when you get there. 

 

Pagan: Yes, it’s in effect. There’s people there. Yes, almost thirty men there already. 

 

Murphy: And were they on the separate floor already? 

 

Pagan: Yes, they had their own separate floor. It was called the Ramirez Program, I think. I think 

it was on the fifth floor of Manhattan General, a separate floor by itself. Guys walk around with 

greens—instead of the robes, we had greens. 

 

Murphy: So when you got there did you have a choice? Did you want to go to detox, or did this 

new program? 

 

Pagan: No, I had to go to detox. When I finished detox, luckily there was a bed, and they took 

me in. There was a bed. Luckily, I came in. 

 

Murphy: So you do the thirty-day detox first, and then— 

 

Pagan: Yes, then I went into the program. The program, that was a lifesaver. And that’s where I 

met all the guys. 
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Murphy: So you were probably—I’m doing the math—you were there at Morris Bernstein 

[Morris J. Bernstein Institute of Beth Israel Medical Center] [phonetic], for a total of six months, 

right? If you got there in December, and then you guys moved out that May? 

 

Pagan: Yes, there was already guys there. Julio [Martinez] was already there when I got there. 

Ronny [Ron Williams] was already there. Joe Leonardo [phonetic] was already there. A whole 

bunch of guys were already in the hospital when I got there. 

 

Murphy: So what were those five months like? Can you tell me anything about the time? You 

know, because now I have some idea of those first days at Phoenix House, but I’m still curious 

about those first months of the Phoenix House incubator. 

 

Pagan: Well, it’s a hospital setting, and they’re trying to do this new thing with therapy and 

groups. And you get to get passes if you do good, so they had Group A, B and C. Julio and 

Ronny, the guys go on to higher levels. I go into the C group. But I saw guys, and there was no 

fighting—we were getting together. There were still some guys that were shady, but anywhere 

you go, you find that. But I started joining in. And again, I spent a lot of time doing bags, and 

working my so-called arts and crafts. And then gradually, I got together with Julio and Ronny, 

and we became a group, a large group. 

 

Murphy: And so, you guys did groups—not necessarily encounter, but discussion groups—

there? 
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Pagan: Yes. Yes, it was that. And the people that were running those groups were the people that 

came from Puerto Rico with Dr. Ramirez. Mitch [Mitchell S. Rosenthal]— 

 

Murphy: Like Tito Vasquez? 

 

Pagan: Yes. Tito Vasquez, Raffi Conte [phonetic], Victor Biando. Mitch is not even in the scene. 

No, this is the very beginning. 

 

Murphy: So had you ever been in that kind of group before? 

 

Pagan: No. Never. 

 

Murphy: What was it like to try it for the first time? 

 

Pagan: It was mild. It wasn’t anything that it challenges you, and feel afraid. It was mild. 

 

Murphy: Because I feel like now, the idea of sitting down in a group and talking about thoughts 

or feelings or addictions or whatever, we have that. That exists—we know that exists. It didn’t 

quite exist in any common way then. So I think if you’d never seen it before it must be kind of 

shocking to end up in. Like, “Tell me what’s going on in your life.” 

 

Pagan: Well, not to me. Because again, I’d been with the gangs before, and then I’m up with 

these guys and we’re trying to get our lives together. And that’s why we’re here. And for the first 



  Pagan – Session 2 – 26 
 
 
 
time in my life, I see somebody who was an addict dressed nice, talking nice, living nice. And 

they were like the role models you want to be like, especially Tito. For me, Tito Vazquez and 

Raffi Conte [phonetic], they kind of took onto me, and they talked to me a lot. 

 

Murphy: And they came every day? They weren’t living there.  

 

Pagan: Well, no, they weren’t there every day. But they came in there for groups. Yes, they 

would come for groups. And the doctor would come in and talk to us every once in a while. 

 

Murphy: Dr. Ramirez? 

 

Pagan: Yes, sir—yes, ma’am. I’m sorry. Yes. 

 

Murphy: And what would he talk to you about? 

 

Pagan: I just saw him. I was with him. And the old doctor’s—I’ll tell you, the old doctor, he still 

believed that people could get cured. The same doctor that I met years ago is still the same 

doctor today. His philosophy is that people could change if they want to. He don’t believe in 

chemicals, now. 

 

Murphy: Not even for mental illness? 

 

Pagan: He don’t believe in any kind of medication. 
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Murphy: That sounds funny coming from a doctor, doesn’t it? 

 

Pagan: Yes. What he prescribes—there’s a thing that he sells, what the hell is it? Lithium. Yes, 

he believes that people like us have an attention deficit disorder and we need lithium. 

 

Murphy: The drug that they—isn’t that what they use for bipolar, or something? 

 

Pagan: I don’t know what it’s called. Bipolar, I don’t relate to a lot of that stuff, you know, 

because I think I’m schizophrenic, I’m bipolar, I’m paranoid, schizoid. But I don’t use any drugs. 

I just function. 

 

Murphy: Right. So when he would come, what would he talk to you about? 

 

Pagan: He talked about the thing, the dream, what he wanted to do. 

 

Murphy: Because he had already implemented the dream in Puerto Rico. 

 

Pagan: Oh, of course. There was a whole network. There was storefronts, they were called 

COCs, Community Orientation Centers. And then there was a group called AWARE [Addiction 

Workers Alerted to Rehabilitation and Education]. AWARE was all the merchants. And RARE 

[Relatives Alerted to Rehabilitation and Education] was the family groups. So a whole network 

that he built throughout the city. 
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Murphy: What were these RARE groups? If we could just talk about these groups for a minute. 

 

Pagan: I was never part of that, but I know that he had these so-called RARE groups, and I have 

it somewhere where the families would participate. He wanted family participation. In fact, the 

beginnings of Phoenix, my wife would come, my mother would come. They were part of the 

family groups. 

 

Murphy: And what did they do with those groups? Do you know? 

 

Pagan: Therapy, and tell them who we are, and how we are, and what they had to do when we 

went home. 

 

Murphy: Do you think your wife or your mother found it useful? 

 

Pagan: Well, I don’t know about my mom. My mom was scared. They actually had groups, you 

know. This is now when Phoenix was growing. It had the family groups. And Julio’s mom 

would come in, too. And my wife, who I married, used to come to the groups. The story that I 

got I don’t like to talk about—it wasn’t too pretty. 

 

Murphy: You mean the stories that they learned, or the stories— 

 



  Pagan – Session 2 – 29 
 
 
 
Pagan: Well, they stories they were told. It’s like at one point, when I got married—I don’t know 

if I was married, but my wife came to a visit. And in comes in Kandy Latson. And he tells my 

wife—my wife was a square. You know? Thank God, I’ve been married twice, and the two 

ladies that I married never used drugs.  

 

Murphy: That helps. 

 

Pagan: Like I believe two lions in a cage, they don’t get along. So anyway, my two wives were 

squares. And Kandy comes in and tells my wife what is she doing with this paraplegic? Just like 

that. And I took it, like, OK, I can’t say much. You know, he’s one of the directors, so let me just 

take it in stride. Didn’t like it. That’s the way they were.  

 

Murphy: It’s one thing for the residents to agree to this kind of encounter group, but I didn’t 

think—families weren’t signing up for that, right? 

 

Pagan: Were not signing up for it, but like I said, my wife came in, and this is what Kandy told 

her. Just like that—in front of me. And in front of other people. What is she doing going out with 

this paraplegic? Meaning me. I didn’t say much, because you don’t want to create any problems. 

 

Murphy: That seems like a very aggressive encounter group strategy that— 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes. Yes, yes. 
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Murphy: —it doesn’t seem like outsiders, and family, being outsiders, should be— 

 

Pagan: Well, I’m going to give you a little story that happened to me that I always carry and I 

always remember. And I wasn’t too fond of the people that came from Synanon anyway. But I 

mean Julio, we showed it that we weren’t too fond of them. Simple and to the point. I was never 

part of that group. I never trusted them, even though I worked with them. Never trusted them. 

 

Murphy: Did any of them last? Did any of them stay on for a long period of time? 

 

Pagan: Well, they stay on as long as, I guess, Mitch wanted them there. Because then gradually 

he started letting them go. And people like myself, Julio, Ronny, were developing, and they were 

hiring us. But eventually, the last one that was there was Frank Natale. That was the last one, 

because he left—you go to understand, at one point, the same way Mitch couped Dr. Ramirez, 

they try to do the same thing to Mitch. Sandy [Jackson], Kandy tried to take over Phoenix House. 

 

Murphy: And do you know more about that? 

 

Pagan: Of course I know. [unclear] Me and Julio went up to 85th Street, and Sandy says 

something to me—Sandy Jackson. And I cursed him out. And Julio took me and he said, “Come 

on Carlos, get out of here.” And we had a big meeting at the re-entry house on 85th Street. And 

Larry Alan Bear, who was then commissioner, was there. That’s when they were trying to take 

over the place. And of course, most of them were sitting in part of Kandy’s group. They didn’t 

get along with Mitch. They didn’t get along with Frank, because Frank and Mitch were tight. 
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Murphy: Even though Frank came from Synanon too, right? 

 

Pagan: Correct. Correct. That’s when I saw the two groups, Mitch’s group and Kandy’s group, 

fighting. Fighting for something. I don’t know what it was, power or, you know—. 

 

Murphy: And why was the commissioner there? Which side called in the commissioner? 

 

Pagan: Oh, the commissioner sided with Mitch. 

 

Murphy: So Mitch was prepared. 

 

Pagan: And we sided with Mitch, too. We sided with Mitch. I and Julio sided with Mitch when 

that went down. 

 

Murphy: Even though you’re no longer—are you still part of Phoenix House at this point? 

 

Pagan: No, we were all doing our own thing already. But we were part of Phoenix. We were part 

of Phoenix. Then after that, little by little, we started building Project Return. We knew them. 

We’d say hello to them. We hung out in bars with them. But, you know, we were gone. 

 

Murphy: Right, because it’s interesting with me how the worlds continued to overlap. You 

started Project Return, but you’re still in the mix. 
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Pagan: Yes, of course. Listen, somebody used to say years ago—and I think his name was John 

Maher [phonetic]—“This is the only thing that I’ve learned. This is the only thing that I feel 

good doing. This is the thing that makes me, I don’t know, feel like that I’m giving back to the 

world.” And I’m still doing it, forty-some years later. And I don’t regret any minute of it. In fact, 

it saved my life. And I’ve got to keep doing the same. Got to keep doing the same. There’s a lot 

of people that need help. People like myself that could help somebody, that’s what I’m going to 

do. 

 

Murphy: There are so many more organizations now than there were when you guys started 

Phoenix House. So I guess there’s also a greater variety. But are there more people that need it? 

Are there more people that need services? Has the population changed? 

 

Pagan: Treatment today is not the treatment that I went through. 

 

Murphy: How so? 

 

Pagan: It’s somehow diminished, diluted in some ways. And you got this new group that is all 

give me, give me, give me and give me. You owe it to me. 

 

Murphy: Give me what? 
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Pagan: Whatever the government is giving, whether it be housing, whether it be food stamps, or 

it be welfare, Medicaid, whatever. And because of that, some of them don’t even want to better 

themselves. We didn’t have none of that. Even though we got a welfare check—I got a Welfare 

check when I moved out of the hospital. The check was in my name. I had to put it in. But then 

after a while they changed that. They changed the checks to either Phoenix House, or—yes, it 

was changed. But the check was in my name. 

 

Murphy: Because that was one of the remarkable things of the six of you— 

 

Pagan: Yes, we did—we were crazy. We had no place to go, you know? 

 

Murphy: But that you all trusted each other to spend the money that was essentially yours. 

 

Pagan: You could say there was some trust among us. There was still friction, of course, but we 

trusted each other. That’s one good thing I could say. Even today I say, “Wow, what we did.” 

Because people were telling me, you do this, and you’re going to—look, I did what I had to do. I 

had no place to go. My family didn’t want me in their house. So I went with the guys. And then I 

had to work. And that was no biggie, because I loved to work, anyway. It keeps me busy, keeps 

me occupied, and I was doing something that I like. 

 

Murphy: Because I keep going back to this, you know, it’s a remarkable group of six people that 

did this thing, right? And I was like, what is it? 
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Pagan: Well, it wasn’t the six—there was more. The only thing is that we did not want to go to 

Hart Island. 

 

Murphy: Right. So there’s the germination of this at Morris Bernstein through the Ramirez 

Program. 

 

Pagan: Right. 

 

Murphy: But then, for the six of you to do this leap of faith—so that’s why I’m curious, that’s 

why I wanted to know more about you. I learned more about Ronny. 

 

Pagan: It wasn’t the six of us. There was fifteen of us that wouldn’t go into Hart Island. So we 

had to choose who was going. And somebody picked up a hat and put names in there, and they 

picked the six of us. That’s why there’s six of us. 

 

Murphy: You know, Ronny has a different memory of the selection process. He said that more 

people wanted to go, but then they chickened out.  

 

Pagan: Yes, I could agree to that. You only chickened out because we took a chance, you know? 

That was a big chance. That was no fun and games. We took the biggest risk of our lives. I 

moved into that drug-infested tenement building—that was a big risk. And I agree with Ronny. I 

don’t see it that way, but I agree with him. I’ve got to. They punked out. Difficult to do. 

 



  Pagan – Session 2 – 35 
 
 
 
Murphy: Yes. I’m not sure that everyone would be willing to be the first. Even of the fifteen that 

really wanted to go, it was— 

 

Pagan: Right, I could see it. I could see it. The big risk—we took a chance, my God. Nobody 

knew what was going to happen. Nobody knew that the six would stick together. And we did. In 

fact, the only one that messed up was Monty Delgado [phonetic], who was one of the six. He left 

at the beginning.  

 

Murphy: Was who? 

 

Pagan: Monty Delgado. 

 

Murphy: Oh, yes. What about George, or Papa George [phonetic]? 

 

Pagan: Just Papa George. Yes, he stayed around for a while. Then he left. 

 

Murphy: Did he leave successfully, or was he— 

 

Pagan: No, he left. Then we stayed. But by that time you had more guys coming. The guys that 

were left were coming, and were taking over the building. In fact, we took over the whole 

building. 

 

Murphy: By when did you have the whole building? 
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Pagan: Two months. Yes, because I remember when Mitch came in—first time I saw Mitch, he 

came in. I don’t know how many floors we had, but people still had his room on the fifth floor. 

And then it was just a matter of time. We took over the whole building. 

 

Murphy: When did Coney Island open? Because Coney Island was the next place to open, is that 

it? 

 

Pagan: I don’t know how long I was in the program—in fact, I was getting permission to get 

married, and I had to go to Coney Island. They chose me to go to Coney Island. Don’t know the 

exact day, but I went to Coney Island. And I lived in Coney Island with my wife. And that’s 

where my daughter was born. So I went there as the assistant director, but mainly because I knew 

how to work and paint and fix floors. Take Carlos, Carlos likes to work, he likes to do all that 

kind of stuff. 

 

Murphy: Which is funny, because that was not any one of your listed jobs that you’d been 

through. I think that’s excellent, though, that that becomes your skill. 

 

Pagan: Carlos loves to work, so we’ll put him to work. I did. I was there for a while. And we 

built it up. We had a nice house, with nice people. And some of the people that came out of that 

facility became directors. 

 

Murphy: Did Kevin [McEneaney] go through— 
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Pagan: Kevin was there. I remember when Kevin came in. Kevin, Gene [phonetic], Sherry 

[Holland]. Frank Gracia, who started SERA [Services for Education and Rehabilitation in 

Addiction, was there. Benjamin Vasquez [phonetic], Jimmy Mannion [phonetic], Kevin, Manny 

Riveira [phonetic], people that went out and started their own program, they came out of that 

time. And the director was Marty Gross [phonetic]. 

 

Murphy: It’s amazing, the number of programs that have come from this set of groups. So, 

you’ve been in the field for a long time. And addiction has changed, I think. There have been 

different drugs of choice— 

 

Pagan: Well, addiction, that hasn’t changed in itself. There was a point where heroin went down, 

and cocaine came into play then, crack. But heroin is back. And in a big way. In fact, the other 

day, I was watching Dr. Oz, I saw a nice lady from prescribed medications into heroin, which is 

a battle that I had for many years now. Because every time anybody comes into one of my 

programs, they come in with a bag of medications. Medications that sometimes they don’t need. 

But you can’t say no. You got to take them in. You’ve got to help them. But you’ve got a lot of 

doctors prescribing medication that should not be prescribed with these people. You’ve got to 

excuse me, I see it like the old Godfather: “They’re animals anyway.” Meaning that we’re black, 

or Puerto Rican, the minorities, give it to them anyway. And it shouldn’t be like that, because 

medications are harmful, very harmful to people. 

 



  Pagan – Session 2 – 38 
 
 
 
Murphy: Are there certain medications that you won’t allow? Because there are some that are 

opioids, basically, right? 

 

Pagan: Yes, there’s some medications, because—again, I don’t deal with that anymore. I let 

other people do it. But there are some medications that should not be given, just because, again, 

labels. Labels that are put on people—you know, bipolar. I never heard of that until maybe 

twenty years ago. Bipolar? What is that? And psychotropics that came up to [unclear], what was 

that? They weren’t around when we were in the program. 

 

Murphy: When did you first start seeing them in your facilities? 

 

Pagan: Oh my God, maybe twenty years ago? I’ve been here thirty years now, so like twenty, 

twenty-five years I started seeing people with the psychotropics. 

 

Murphy: Was there a time where if they needed a psychotropic, they weren’t allowed in? 

 

Pagan: No. Again, you can’t—once they come in, you got to treat them. But luckily, from day 

one I had a doctor working with us here. So he took care of that end of the program. 

 

Murphy: And does the doctor try to modify? 

 

Pagan: Of course, of course.  
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Murphy: I guess one of the things, right, not being able to turn anyone away—one of the things 

that was interesting about Phoenix House is you made people apply multiple times, or call 

multiple times. There was a motivation test to get in. 

 

Pagan: Well, that’s because when they had all the orientation centers, you had to go to a few 

visits, and you had to clean up, and you had to beg for help. That’s the other thing: at the 

beginning you had to beg for help. In fact, at the very beginning of Phoenix House, I remember 

Eddie Thompson [phonetic] had to beg for help. We were on the fifth floor, he was on the first 

floor, screaming out loud, “I need help!” “I don’t hear you!” “I need help!” And he’d break 

down and we’d take him in. But that’s the way it was. 

 

Murphy: Do you think we intervene too early, then? Like, should we wait until people are truly 

desperate, or like really—? 

 

Pagan: Well, again I mellowed out. 

 

Murphy: I mean, I’m asking you policy questions, I guess. 

 

Pagan: I mellowed out. People that need help, need help. I just feel that the way treatment is 

geared is not the same treatment that I got. 

 

Murphy: Do you think had you ended up at Morris Bernstein years before, like before the fire in 

the living room, before you were in the basement, do you think— 



  Pagan – Session 2 – 40 
 
 
 
 

Pagan: Oh, I don’t think I would have made it. I don’t think I would have made it. No way. I 

would have been a loser. Again, too easy. Treatment is too easy for these folks. And you got so 

many programs. You know, you got so many after-care programs and the three quarter houses. 

And they’re not nothing but money-makers. Somebody’s making money. Nobody’s really 

helping anyone.  

 

Murphy: I would love to see the money flow of some of these— 

 

Pagan: Yes, you know. And I understand it. I’ve been around. I’ve made some money out of this. 

But I worked for my money. Anybody that comes through the door here, there’s a program here 

that’s strict, it’s rigid, disciplined. I bring anybody that I can in here for the woman, for the man, 

cultural things, beauty. Because you got to feel good about yourself, you know? I don’t allow 

anybody to wear earrings around here—I mean the guys. None of that, please. I’m going to call 

you by your name. You call me by my name. My name is not ‘brother’ or ‘man.’  

 

So you’ve got to have discipline. If you don’t have no discipline, you can’t run programs. And 

that’s the problem that I got. Programs have been diluted with all these new people, with the new 

CASAC [Credentialed Alcoholism and Substance Abuse Counselor]. But they don’t know how 

to treat people. You can be loving, but you can be firm at the same time. 

 

Murphy: Yes, but where do you get your staff from now? 
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Pagan: I kind of develop my own. I’m still old Phoenix. I develop my own people. They got to 

come through the program. I got to see them. I got to meet them. I know who they are. They get 

their CASAC. They work hard—and I mean work hard. This is not this eight to five and I’m 

gone home, no. People need your help. 

 

Murphy: So you still have people that come through the program running— 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes. Most of the people that work here came out of this system. Yes, I believe that. 

 

Murphy: Because there is a tension between how much do we have people that came through the 

system versus how much do we bring people with the degrees and the training. 

 

Pagan: I know that. Listen, I’ve been fighting people with degrees for the last forty-something 

years. There’s some of them that are great. There’s some of them that I don’t even want to talk 

to. I have a doctor that works here, Dr. Armenton [phonetic]. He’s been with me now, my God, 

fifteen, twenty years. Somebody who I highly respect—highly respect—not only as a man, but as 

a doctor, physician, one that cares. There’s other doctors I don’t even want to talk to. 

 

Murphy: There are so many programs, and it sounds like you’re winning the battle—if I can call 

it a battle—between the professional versus the coming up through the ranks, at least here. But 

when people are deciding what program they’re going to, they can end up in very different 

places. 

 



  Pagan – Session 2 – 42 
 
 
 
Pagan: Right. But that’s their choice, that’s the court’s—a lot of the people coming into 

programs today are court-mandated. So many judges will send them anywhere. 

 

Murphy: And do the courts know the difference? 

 

Pagan: No. 

 

Murphy: Do they care? 

 

Pagan: No. No. No. You got judges that tell people that you want treatment, and in six months 

you can come out. People that were drug addicts for fifteen, twenty years, going to that program 

for six months, and you’ll be out. Come on! How are people going to get together? How are you 

going to get your life together? And I mean together—it’s not just not using drugs. How about 

going to school, learning a skill? You’re going back to your family, going back to the 

community. Cleaning your records. Having some financial backbone. That’s foreign to all of 

them. It’s too foreign. And again, if you run a program and people graduate, and they go back to 

welfare, you’ve failed. You’ve failed.  

 

Murphy: Is there a time frame for that? [laughs] 

 

Pagan: Well, I think a good time frame for any program today should be a year. I had to spend 

two and a half years in treatment. A year is fine enough. But a year of treatment—treatment! 
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You know, your family can help you, your family could come here, but your family is not going 

to dictate. Your probation officer could send you here, but he isn’t going to dictate treatment. 

 

Murphy: How long do people stay here? 

 

Pagan: A year. Mostly a year. And until a couple of years ago, I had a contract with the federal 

government. I had housing as part of the treatment program, meaning that people got to the last 

level in re-entry and got a job, I saw their bank books, bank account, met family, and we gave 

them apartments. 

 

Murphy: So it was kind of like supportive housing? 

 

Pagan: Well yes, supportive housing. But not the way they do—I mean supportive housing. I 

make sure my staff visited those apartments. And if somebody was doing something that was not 

correct, out you go. Go to treatment. Start again. Treatment, all the way through. 

 

Murphy: Do you have any after re-entry— 

 

Pagan: We have an after-care program now. 

 

Murphy: And how does that work? 
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Pagan: It’s working almost the same way, but it’s a little different. By the way, it’s called the 

Julio Martinez— 

 

Murphy: Oh yes, Ambulatory. 

 

Pagan: Yes. I named it after Julio. 

 

Murphy: I mean, do people go there every day? What does after care look like? 

 

Pagan: If they want, they go there once a week, or twice a week. It’s like an after care group. 

That’s mostly after care. 

 

Murphy: And is that mandated? 

 

Pagan: No, not really. Well, if you are in the program and you want to graduate, you got to go to 

the aftercare program. I’m not going to give you a diploma, that’s for sure! I’m ain’t giving 

nothing—I don’t give up nothing. You want it? You earn it. 

 

Murphy: How often do you have graduations? 

 

Pagan: We haven’t had a graduation in a couple of years. But I used to have it, every two years 

we had a beautiful graduation. No drinking—again, there’s no drinking here. No drink. Even 

smoking, I try to stop. 
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Murphy: Yes, is that—that sounds extraordinary to me. 

 

Pagan: Well, it’s not like—listen. Smoking gave me cancer, OK? So again, I got something to 

tell them.  

 

Murphy: I mean, there’s no doubt it’s addictive, and terrible for your health. 

 

Pagan: Well, of course! And listen, it almost killed me. Drinking, forget about it. I drank for so 

many years it almost killed me. So those are two things that I talk about: no drinking, no 

smoking, no doping in this program. Staff and residents—both of them, not just the residents. 

Both of them. If I find any one of you guys, you can’t work here. Take me wherever you want to 

take me. There’s some rules here. They got to be followed. 

 

Murphy: Right. And I guess that you’re no longer allowed to smoke in Rikers. So you’re no 

longer allowed to smoke on Rikers Island, right? 

 

Pagan: Again, come on, of course people smoke on Rikers Island. There’s always contraband, 

come on.  

 

Murphy: I’ve seen the guards smoking, but I’ve never smelt any on the inmates. 
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Pagan: There’s contraband all the way—even in this program, there’s contraband. You got to be 

open and you got keep your eyes open. You got to take urines and you got to check people. 

And every once in a while, I find somebody smoking. How do I do it? By just smelling them. 

They smell like a pack of Pall Malls! [laughs] 

 

Murphy: So were there some periods that were harder than others over time? You know, when 

crack hit, was that more difficult? Or what about this new epidemic in terms of— 

 

Pagan: Well, again, a drug is a drug. A drug is a drug. I don’t care if it’s crack cocaine, whatever 

drug—a drug is a drug. Drugs that are addictive, damage your health, damage everything you do. 

And if you’re up, you’re going to go down. If you keep using, you’re going to wind in some 

basement—but not today, because again, government gives you a place to stay. You can stay in a 

shelter. You could use drugs. You have a shelter. Or you say what, you could go a three quarter 

house. There are places that are not regulated. And people like me need to have people to 

regulate you. That’s what I say when I talk to them, I say, “we.” I don’t say, “you”—I say, “we.” 

 

Murphy: What are three quarter houses? 

 

Pagan: Three quarter houses are houses that are in the community, where they put a sign up, 

‘You could live here.’ But you got to pay sometimes two hundred and fifty dollars for a bed, 

monthly. 

 

Murphy: So it’s different than supportive housing, or a halfway house? 
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Pagan: Oh, of course. And they’re not licensed facilities. They’re not. No, they’re not licensed 

facilities. I don’t care what they say—they’re not licensed facilities at all. They’re just houses 

that are put up by somebody who has a couple of bucks, fixes them up. They’re like furnished 

room houses, actually. 

 

Murphy: Like, SROs [Single Room Occupancy] without— 

 

Pagan: Part of the mandate, you got to go to [cellphone rings], you got to go to N.A. [Narcotics 

Anonymous] or A.A. [Alcoholics Anonymous] for groups. That’s the mandate. 

 

Murphy: So these exist within the community, right? 

 

Pagan: Oh, of course. They’re all over the place. 

 

Murphy: One of the things that was interesting about Phoenix House was, so the outreach to the 

community, with the AWARE program— 

 

Pagan: That’s all gone. That philosophy’s all gone. I hate to say it, but I say it: once Mitch came 

in, that’s gone. There’s no more inpatient centers. There’s no more community things. That’s 

gone. If somebody does it, it’s because they want to do it. If any director’s doing it, it’s because 

he’s creative enough to understand, now listen, you got people that live here, they got families. 

Families should get involved, because they’re going to go back to family. Families should 



  Pagan – Session 2 – 48 
 
 
 
understand what addiction is. In today’s cases, most of the families are all dysfunctional, 

anyway, to begin with. 

 

Murphy: So taking them on could be a lot of work. 

 

Pagan: Yes, mostly today, most of the family— You asked me about my family. Yes, my father 

drank a little bit, but you know, come on—I come from a solid family. Solid, solid, solid. My 

cousins—solid people. And a lot of respect. Even here, around this neighborhood. While I was a 

junkie, I never dared rob anybody around here. I’d go to another neighborhood to rob somebody, 

not here. First of all, if they catch me, the guys, they’d beat the hell out of me for doing it. But 

there was respect. That’s gone. 

 

Murphy: What is the relationship like with the community, and how did they feel when this 

facility moved here? 

 

Pagan: Well, I got to tell you, when I first came here, I had a little trouble with some of the 

people, because some of the people in the community knew me when I was a drug addict. Some 

of them were a little reluctant to let me come in. 

 

Murphy: Even though you had spent years building other programs? 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes, but to them I’m still Chino. That was my street name, Chino. That’s Chino, 

that’s the guy that did this—and my God, the stories that started coming out. I killed this one; I 
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killed that one! I said, “What? I didn’t kill anybody!” So I had to go through hell to open the 

place. But now the same people have moved out. This is no longer that neighborhood. This is a 

new neighborhood. You can’t live here no more. Rents go to two grand. 

 

Murphy: So how do the new neighbors feel about it? 

 

Pagan: Well, I don’t bother them. They don’t bother me. 

 

Murphy: And you were here first. 

 

Pagan: And the beauty is that I own the—well, the program owns the property. So whatever you 

build around me—you can build condominiums all the way up to the skies—I’m here. And this 

is our property, and we aren’t going nowhere. And we train our people well. When you go 

outside, nothing but respect. Respect your neighbors. Don’t make too much noise. So they’re 

trained to behave like human beings. 

 

Murphy: Do you have any formal alliances with the other shops, or—? 

 

Pagan: What do you mean? 

 

Murphy: Well, I don’t know exactly how AWARE works. I’m looking for the AWARE parallel, 

I guess. 
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Pagan: That again, that’s long gone. We have the families that come in and participate. And 

we’ll have picnics. They we take people out. I still got it—I mean, that’s an old trait, man. But I 

do more than that. In order for me to build a program, I had to get political permissions. And I 

did that. I did that well. Politically connected for many years. And I also have joined other 

groups. I’m a member of a couple of boards in the neighborhood. 

 

Murphy: Like? 

 

Pagan: Well, there’s a group called La Nueva Esperanza. I’m the vice chair of the board. So I’m 

active. And years ago, I used to close the street and bring music, and a clown for the kids, and 

call it a drug-free day. So I’ve done things. The community has been good to me, so I got to pay 

it back somehow. 

 

Murphy: Because even in the early days of Phoenix House, I was struck by, like, even in those 

first weeks, you guys had open houses. 

 

Pagan: Yes. 

 

Murphy: Which seemed to me brilliant, but just so unusual to say, “Anyone, come on in and look 

what’s going on here.” 

 

Pagan: Come on in. You’re welcome. Yes. I mean, you don’t do it now, because you just can’t 

say, “Come on in here.” Because you got people that are drunks coming in. But that philosophy 
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is still there. I think that’s a beautiful philosophy, the way that was done. It wasn’t the Synanon 

philosophy; it was the Phoenix philosophy. Dr. Ramirez’ philosophy. You have residents—I 

don’t call them “clients”—residents. Residents have family. Families should come here. Families 

should see what we’re doing. Families should participate in what we’re doing. 

 

Murphy: Did curiosity seekers from the neighborhood come, too? Like people that just lived 

around, that were just—? 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes, anytime. I met a couple of people that wanted to come in, and they were doing a 

documentary on the neighborhood. And they knew that I grew up here, and that I came back. 

And they wanted me involved. And some of them come around and say hello to me. Yes. In fact, 

I have a friend who graduated from Daytop [Village] in Italy. I met him at a meeting at Daytop, 

and he’s a film producer who has a studio here in Brooklyn and Williamsburg. And he makes 

movies. So we’re close friends, and anytime he’s in, I’ll go. And I send the residents to see the 

movies that he makes. 

 

Murphy: It’s amazing how it has gone global, right? 

 

Pagan: Oh yes, of course. All over the place. 

 

Murphy: So when you and Julio first left Phoenix House, you both went to COCs, right? 
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Pagan: Yes. Julio was working at Longwood COC on Longwood Avenue in the Bronx. And I 

worked at the 49th Street and 9th Avenue COC. That was next to the old Madison Square Garden. 

Yes, that’s how we started. 

 

Murphy: And then you decided to start up something new. What brought you to think, like, let’s 

start up a new organization? What did you have in mind? 

 

Pagan: I got to be honest. We had no money. We just saw these guys come in from California. 

And we saw Mitch come in, and we said, “My God, look at what these guys are doing with us! 

We know how to do this. We know how to do this. All we got to do is get it together, and we 

could do it. We could do the same thing. We could recruit people. We could get money.” So 

when Julio became area director of mid-Manhattan, I was under Julio. He had all the Community 

Orientation Centers of that community. 

 

And there was this old house on 141 East 34th Street that was a training center for the Addiction 

Services Agency [ASA]. I went there one day for training, and I told Julio, “Julio, this house, 

they only have training once a week. And the rest of the time, that’s an empty building. Why 

don’t we do something there?” He say, “Charlie, you sure?” I say, “Yes, I’m positive.” So he 

somehow did something with the higher ups, and I was able to move in and bring the kids that I 

had on 49th Street in there. I started it as an orientation center, but gradually build it into a 

treatment house. It was called the special training unit. That was the first name. 

 

Murphy: It sounds military. 
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Pagan: Yes, special training unit. And from there, one day, we knew some of the kids were using 

it. In fact, they were here the other day. Forty-some years later, they come to visit me, doing fine. 

They were here. One of them did a picture for me. He told me, “Remember, Carlos, when we 

had no beds, we had no money?” When we said this is a treatment house, we would one day say, 

“Nobody’s going home.” We put mattresses on the floor. And we had twenty people living with 

me, sleeping on the floor. And that’s how Project Return begins. 

 

Murphy: So who owned the building? Was this a city-owned building that you— 

 

Pagan: Yes, it was a city-owned building that we just, we squatted and we took it over. 

 

Murphy: When I picture the 1970s, it seems— 

 

Pagan: Yes, yes. We squatted. 

 

Murphy: —I could kind of imagine it’s possible. 

 

Pagan: It was at 141, I tell you, 141 East 34th Street, between Lexington and 3rd Avenue. No 

longer there, though, but that’s how we started Project Return. And I moved in. 

 

Murphy: And so you were on-site twenty-four hours— 
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Pagan: Yes. And Julio was still the area coordinator, until we got a contract from the city. And 

when we got a contract from the city, then it was me and Julio again, partners. 

 

Murphy: Right, because the COCs, you’re sending people to Phoenix House at that time. You 

were sending them to Daytop. You’re sending them to Odyssey [House]. 

 

Pagan: Yes, all of them. Then we came out, we started our own little thing. 

 

Murphy: And you become one of the places that the COC can send people to, right? 

 

Pagan: Of course, yes. And the word of mouth. People knew me and Julio. We already had a 

little reputation—they’re crazy, but they do good work. You know? 1970 we started it. 

 

Murphy: How did you pick those first twenty?  

 

Pagan: Well, they were part of the orientation centers that we had. So we picked them. They 

were with us. They trusted us. Listen, first there’s a Community Orientation Center. One day, 

we’re taking urines, we found out they were dirty. Everybody will stay here. Whoever didn’t 

want to could leave. And we started Project Return. 

 

Murphy: And how long did they stay, that first batch? 
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Pagan: Oh my God, I got pictures of the whole thing, how it went down, how it is. I have the 

philosophy somewhere. 

 

Murphy: Right, because you knew how to start this program. 

 

Pagan: Yes, of course. I know how to live with folks. But it was something. It was nice. 

Especially when I see the old guys come in,  “Do you remember, Carlos, when you did this to 

me? You was this, and Julio was this.” 

 

Murphy: They were all men? 

 

Pagan: No, they were mixed. 

 

Murphy: Even out of that first twenty? 

 

Pagan: Yes. 

 

Murphy: Because I’m still always amazed about the mixed gender thing. 

 

Pagan: Turn that off, I’m going to show you something. 

 

Murphy: Like what— [interruption] 
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Pagan: Like I said, begging to come in. Here, look at some of the—do you know who that is? 

 

Murphy: No. 

 

Pagan: That’s me and Julio, and that’s Arthur Goldberg, secretary at the U.N. [United Nations], 

at the Project Return, 34th Street. That’s me and that’s Julio. 

 

Murphy: Quite dapper, I have to say. 

 

Pagan: This is the doctor that wrote that, and dedicated the book to us. And then when Julio 

becomes commissioner [New York State commissioner/director of the Division of Substance 

Abuse Services], this is when they started talking about us. 

 

Murphy: And what year was that, when they started—? 

 

Pagan: The nineties, ’92, ’91, ’89. 

 

Murphy: OK. And he got in in ’79, so there was— 

 

Pagan: This is all of us. That’s Pete Anderson [phonetic]. He ran for the president of the United 

States. That’s Julio. That’s Celeste Holm, the actress. Yes, she’s an actress. That’s Jane Velez, 

who led— 
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Murphy: And she ran Project Return? 

 

Pagan: Project Return. This is us. This is me and Julio again—the union. This Project Return 

when we had the big house. 

 

Murphy: Is that at the big house? 

 

Pagan: There’s so much stuff here. This is Project Return. Look all the facilities we had. 

 

Murphy: Wow. Are you sure you weren’t a historian in a past life? 

 

Pagan: No, I just like to collect. I got boxes of the history of what happened, so that people don’t 

say, you know—this is the truth. I was there. This is when Julio was selling hot dogs. And that’s 

another story that nobody talks about. 

 

Murphy: Actually, can we talk about that for a minute, because you and I talked about it briefly 

in the last interview. But I never asked you any questions, because the week before I had just 

talked to Howard Josepher, and he told it to me. But I was just visiting—it was not on tape. So 

we have no explanation on tape of why Julio was running a hot dog stand. 

 

Pagan: Well, is it on? 

 

Murphy: Yes. 
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Pagan: When I resigned from Project Return in 1985—the reason my resignation is because 

when I came from the hospital— I had an alcohol problem. But I decided to go and take care of 

it. So I went to the hospital. And when I came back, the board of directors of Project Return—

and I got to say it, were all white—were waiting for me. And I was given a choice. The choice 

was you can keep working here, but you’re no longer the president of the company. You’re 

going to be the director of a place called Start Hill [phonetic]. And they took thirty thousand 

away from my salary, plus my car. And I had nowhere to go. 

 

Murphy: Per year, they took away thirty thousand? 

 

Pagan: Yes. So I had no place to go. And I got it all documented. So I decided I’m going to stay, 

so I stayed another year and a half. I came back ’83, ’84. By ’85 I was saying to Julio, “I got to 

get out of here.” Then Julio says to me, “Well, Charlie, why waste all that knowledge you got, 

man? Why don’t you do something? Why don’t you find something? Why don’t you go to 

Brooklyn?” So I did. I came to Brooklyn. I met some folks. And there was that property on 191 

South 2nd that was vacant. It was run by a preacher from the neighborhood. So I went there and I 

said, “Listen, I’m interested in your property. I want to start a treatment program here.” 

 

So I went back to Julio. I said, “I think I got a place.” He said, “Well, Charlie, you know what 

you got to do. You got to get a board of directors. You got to create a corporation. You got to get 

a not-for-profit. You got to get the community support.” Which I did—I did all of the above. I 

created a company with everything, board of directors, and I submitted a proposal. And not only 
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that, there was a need. This was a neighborhood just like Harlem, full of drugs. So I submitted 

the proposal. Julio gave me a million dollars to start. 

 

Murphy: From the state—? 

 

Pagan: From OASAS [New York State Office of Alcoholism and Substance Abuse Services], 

yes. Then he helped all the programs. And that’s how Julio was helping friends. Julio’s helping 

friends, and that’s how he starts. So now they’re putting pressure on the man. So it was me, La 

Nueva Raza [Institute], with Rafael Cantellops, it was Prospect, Inc. [phonetic], another program 

in the Bronx. There was a few programs that he was helping. And yes, of course we were friends. 

 

Murphy: He’s been in that world forever. 

 

Pagan: This is the world we know. They’re friends, you know? But he’s not giving me—he 

didn’t put a million dollars in my pocket! So anyway, they start, and that’s the how the 

investigations begin, and pressure begins. [cellphone rings] Pressure begins, and pressure begins, 

and every day the paper, me or Julio, or Julio and somebody else, to a point that Julio decided, 

“You know what? I’m going to resign.” But Julio was always, to me, a little slick. Before he 

does, he buys a hot dog stand. He gets a license. 

 

Murphy: Do you think he was out of his mind? It doesn’t make any sense to me. 
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Pagan: He had to show the governor something. “You’re accusing me of stealing—” That was it. 

So he resigned. And the next day he parks the hot dog stand right in front of the governor’s 

office. And I got pictures. You got to see pictures. There were lines and cameras, the cameras of 

them filming Julio selling hot dogs. And he said, “I am no longer a commissioner; I’m a 

knishener. I sell knishes, soda, hot dogs.” And he does that for a few months. And every paper 

would come in to see Julio and talk to Julio. Well, what is not known is that two months after 

that, Julio’s offered another job to get him out of there. And I got the document. They offered 

him the job of deputy commissioner for corrections. 

 

Murphy: Because they don’t want him in front of the— 

 

Pagan: No, of course not! And the investigation went on—there was never any wrongdoing, 

Julio never took any penny from anybody. I didn’t steal anything from anybody. Anyway, clear, 

they gave him a job as deputy commission of corrections. It’s in the paper. I got the documents 

to prove it. End of that story. [claps] To people, Julio was selling hotdogs. But that was just a 

statement they were making: I can cook myself hotdogs and be happy, because I didn’t steal 

anything. And that’s the way it went down. Then after that, of course, he got a little job running a 

program in the Bronx called BASICS [Bronx Addiction Services Integrated Concepts System, 

Inc.]. And people know, he then passed away. 

 

Murphy: So he did take the corrections job? 
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Pagan: Oh, yes! Yes, yes, yes. He was just trying to, “You know, you fire me for something—“ 

There’s Governor Cuomo [Mario M. Cuomo]—he took on Cuomo. He took on Cuomo. But to 

people, he was just selling hot dogs. “Ha ha ha, Julio’s selling hot dogs.” But no one tells you the 

real story. That’s the story. 

 

Murphy: The way Howard Josepher talks about it was he was basically operating his office, just 

through a hot dog stand. 

 

Pagan: He was here selling hot dogs. But you see the document that says, here, there were the 

hot dogs? State chief quits under fire. I mean, this is every day. Every single day.  

 

And then the City of the Forgotten. 

 

Murphy: So he was hired back under Cuomo? 

 

Pagan: Yes. And then he was given that job. It came in the New York Times. They hired him 

back. That’s the story that was never told.  

 

Oh, here’s Project Return at the beginning. Some of those guys are still alive today, come and 

visit me. See the girls? 

 

Murphy: Yes, they’re almost— 
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Pagan: Me and Julio in the back. That’s 34th Street. There, he comes to see me. Benny 

[phonetic], he comes to see me. Benny comes to see me. 

 

Murphy: So they all seem to be in their twenties and thirties. 

 

Pagan: Yes, they were young kids. They were kids, all kids. 

 

Murphy: There were a lot of them. 

 

Pagan: Yes. And there’s me and Julio in the back. 

 

Murphy: And you still had the one building at this point? 

 

Pagan: Yes. But then, after that, we start spreading out. In less than five years, we have seven 

treatment programs and a senior center. We had a senior center as part of the treatment program. 

 

Murphy: As part of the treatment program? 

 

Pagan: Well, not treatment. We were dealing with seniors. 

 

Murphy: Not with addiction? 
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Pagan: Not with no addiction. Just a senior center. They’d come in. We served them. And when 

they get their little welfare check, we take them to the bank where they cash their money, and 

nobody robs them. So we were providing a service. And the storefront was at 97th Street, 

between Amsterdam and Columbus. 

 

Murphy: So you’re also geographically spreading out quite a bit, too. 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes. We had houses on 34th Street, 52nd Street, 54th Street, 100th Street. And at the 

end, we bought the old Calvary Hospital in the Bronx, on Macomb’s Road, the old one. We 

bought that property. We moved most of the treatment programs up there. 

 

Murphy: That capacity must have been pretty large. 

 

Pagan: Four hundred and seventy-five residents were there. 

 

Murphy: So at the peak of capacity, how many people could Project Return service? 

 

Pagan: Oh, my God! 

 

Murphy: I mean residential, let’s just think— 
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Pagan: My God, over a thousand. We got big, quickly. And we were doing the street cleanup, the 

14th Street—I got documents. They’re cleaning 14th Street—not the new park, the old park we 

used to do. We had a contract with the city. 

 

Murphy: And so you had residents doing this. So the residents were also the ones serving at the 

senior center, for instance? 

 

Pagan: Yes, yes. We were helping the seniors. And when they get their welfare check, we walk 

them to the bank and we cash their check. And no robbery, nothing. We were doing a service. 

 

Murphy: One of the things that surprised me about Project Return—and this is now in 

comparison, because I’ve interviewed enough people about the therapeutic communities—the 

early ones were, if not homophobic, then at least not very gay or lesbian friendly, let’s say. And 

Project Return early on had a special program— 

 

Pagan: Yes, we did. We had gay men, gay women, we had kids, we had seniors—we had 

everything. We had everything. And again, it was not my idea. That was Julio. “Charlie, we’re 

going to do the”—  “Are you sure?” “Yes, yes, yes.” In fact, one day he called me. “We have 

this guy, his name is”—I hope I can say it—John [phonetic] was a man who looked like a 

woman and was ready to get an operation. And he says to me, “What are you going to do with 

him?” I said, “What am I going to do with him—or her? I’m going to put her with the women. 

I’m not going to put her with the men, are you crazy?” We took the first transgender into Project 

Return. 
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Murphy: And what year, roughly, are we talking about? 

 

Pagan: That was—my God, I don’t remember, I’m getting old—it was in the ‘70s. We started in 

’70—yes, he was still there. So we’re talking about ’76, ’77, ’78. 

 

Murphy: I mean, that’s still controversial now in the prisons. 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes. But we have gay men in the program. I mean, people would say, “No, no, Julio. 

You come up with ideas—are you crazy?” 

 

Murphy: Was there any pushback against this?  

 

Pagan: You know, to tell you the truth, we didn’t care. We were rebels to begin with anyway. 

We were going to do it. 

 

Murphy: So did they have their own separate treatment program? 

 

Pagan: Yes, of course, yes. Separate. 

 

Murphy: Were there any others in the city that you knew of? 

 



  Pagan – Session 2 – 66 
 
 
 
Pagan: Not that I knew of. In fact, the gay men’s [unclear] thing, they hadn’t started then. We 

were doing it. Because we had a woman that worked for us who was gay: Jeri Gentile [phonetic]. 

She worked for us. And she said, “Hey, why don’t you do something,” I said, “We’re going to do 

something, don’t you worry.” 

 

Murphy: What happened with the woman that was gay in Phoenix House? 

 

Pagan: I don’t know. I had left already. But I know we tackled those things that people didn’t 

want to do. We deal with the gay; we deal with the lesbians. There’s a movie made—he’s the 

guy that robbed the bank. Al Pacino made the movie—Dog Day Afternoon. John Wojtowicz, the 

guy, worked for me and Julio. 

 

Murphy: The guy who robbed the bank? 

 

Pagan: Yes. That guy came out of prison and we gave him a job. They have a movie out called 

The Dog. In the movie, they mentioned Project Return. 

 

Murphy: So after he robbed the bank, went to jail, then he came out— 

 

Pagan: He came out. We gave him a job. 

 

Murphy: And how did he do? 
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Pagan: He did fairly OK. He worked for us. John—his name is John Wojtowicz. John, he worked 

for us, like, for a couple of months.  

 

Murphy: I mean, I knew that was a true story, but— 

 

Pagan: Yes, but John—in fact, my wife, a year ago, she said, “I’m taking you to Lincoln Center, 

I want to see a movie.” I went to see John’s movie before he passed away. I said, “Look, that’s 

the guy who worked for us.” He worked for us.  

 

But again, I was there, of course, but I can’t take credit for it. Julio had a vision—he was for 

helping folks. And don’t you get in his way. 

 

Murphy: I mean, that moved fast, from one building, twenty people with mattresses. 

 

Pagan: In less than five years, we had one of the most progressive treatment programs in New 

York City. That’s when I said two—I called them the ‘two spics.’ Two Puerto Ricans made it 

happen. 

 

Murphy: And why decide to go to multiservice, too? Because at this point, there are lots of 

drugs, and there are— 

 

Pagan: No, we did everything. We had everything. We had everything. We competed with 

anything else. Julio met people, and we fought Beame [Abraham D. Beame]. There’s pictures of 
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him fighting me for the welfare or something. And we went to the City of the Forgotten, because 

they wanted to take the money away—we went up there. Not too many people went up there. We 

went up there. I got pictures of the encampment. 

 

Murphy: Right. And it was fifty-seven days that you guys were there? 

 

Pagan: Fifty-seven days. First we spent a week in the sidewalks of [New York] City Hall. 

 

Murphy: Did they concede and give you more money? 

 

Pagan: And Gracie Mansion. We met with Beame. And nothing happened. And then Julio said, 

“We got to go up to Albany.” I said, “You crazy?” He said, “We’re going up to Albany, 

Charlie.” I said, “There you go with that Charlie”—excuse my English—“shit!” And to Albany 

we went in trucks, and we set up the camp. And again, I got pictures of the whole encampment. 

 

Murphy: And they hired him, eventually, to become a commissioner. It’s kind of— 

 

Pagan: He was, you know, he was out of his mind at times, but he did it. 

 

Murphy: Right, so he staged at least two protests in front of the capital. 

 

Pagan: Yes, we did one before that— 
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Murphy: But I’m thinking about the hot dog stand as another form of protest. 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes, yes. But even before then, we went to Albany with [Nelson A.] Rockefeller. 

When Rockefeller was the governor, we went up there. And we marched around the whole city, 

and we got police escorts. And we stayed at the Armory. They let us sleep in the Armory. 

 

Murphy: And what were you protesting for? 

 

Pagan: Again, funding. It was always funding. And they want to cut this program. And we were, 

at that time, Phoenix House, Daytop, Samaritan Village, Odyssey House—we were all close. 

 

Murphy: Was there a big impact when the Rockefeller drug laws passed, initially? Did that 

change your world? 

 

Pagan: Well, in some ways. I got the book—I was reading it to somebody—those Rockefeller 

laws, man, they were, my God, people were given life sentences for the sale of drugs. Did it have 

an impact? I don’t know. 

 

Murphy: So you didn’t necessarily see something here. 

 

Pagan: No. Nothing. Selling drugs is selling drugs; there’s always somebody selling drugs. There 

will always be somebody selling drugs. I went to Jamaica one time, and when you go to Jamaica, 

there’s signs all over place: “No smoking ganja.” And I didn’t mind, because I didn’t smoke. 
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Anyway, so the biggest dope dealer, I found out later, got arrested for selling I don’t know how 

many times, was Seaga’s [Edward P.G. Seaga] brother. And that was the prime minister of 

Jamaica at the time. 

 

Murphy: And he got arrested? 

 

Pagan: He got arrested for selling marijuana in quantity. And like Koch [Edward I. Koch] used to 

say, it doesn’t grow in Central Park. It comes from somewhere. We don’t have the planes. We 

don’t have the boats. It comes from somewhere. Somebody up here is bringing it in and making 

tons of money. You could always blame the Mafia, of course. That’s the Mafia. Come on—

please! 

 

Murphy: Right, but I’m still thinking your sentence was way before the Rockefeller drug laws. 

But I think about how long your sentence was for— 

 

Pagan: Well, you know, that’s the time it was. There was a lot of racism that I don’t talk about. 

As a kid I go to school and they treat me like I’m a piece of crap. But that’s the way it was, you 

know. 

 

Murphy: Was your school—were there other Puerto Ricans in your school? A lot of them? 
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Pagan: Well, yes. When I came in, I had to go to English as a second language. They had started 

that. Yes, but, we all went through—that’s the hard times. Again, ‘40s into the ’50s, new world, 

things are changing. But it was difficult for most of us. 

 

Murphy: All right, because that sentence just sounds extraordinary for a seventeen-year-old. 

 

Pagan: Oh, yes. Yes, of course. But listen, hey, it was what it was. I went through it. I’m glad I 

went through it. I’m still alive. I can talk about it. And you know what? I don’t have any anger. 

The anger I had—people say, “Carlos always angry”—no, the anger is gone. Angry for what? It 

happened. I forgot about it. When I left Project Return, I was so angry what they did to me. But 

you know what? I took the anger, and I built something. So I took that anger and I made it work 

for me. That’s the way it went down. 

 

Murphy: How was the Project Return board created, just out of curiosity? 

 

Pagan: Well, you see, Julio again—I got to blame Julio, because he was the head of this. He 

wanted to create Project Return, and after a while he says, “You know, we need help in funding. 

And you’re not going to find funding in El Barrio. And you’re not going to find funding in the 

South Bronx. So you got to get people that have connections.” So on the board, we had the 

dancer who died—Alvin Ailey was part of our board. We had some prominent people in our 

board. Lawyers. And it was mainly people, uppity, whitey, that were on the board.  
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But they loved Julio. They loved Julio! Anything Julio wanted, they got. We got houses, we got 

two properties, one on 52nd Street, one on 54th Street—for free—between Second and Third. Free 

properties, got donated to us. I mean, this is Julio, wheeling and dealing. He had charm. This guy 

could charm anybody out of anything. 

 

Murphy: That’s interesting, because that’s often how they describe Mitch. I haven’t met 

Mitch Rosenthal, but they talk about his ability to— 

 

Pagan: Yes, but Julio was charming. Julio had a way about him. And then with the bad leg—but 

he could manage. He was my brother. He will always be my brother. I remember him in my 

prayers. Because I’m here because of him. 

 

Murphy: I’m so sorry we don’t get to talk to him.  

 

Pagan: Yes. I got pictures. I got them here. You want to talk to him? Here. 

 

Murphy: [laughs] 

 

Pagan: He’s here. Kevin gave me these. I didn’t know these even existed—a video of me and 

Julio talking. Yes, this is video of me and Julio— 

 

Murphy: See, it’s nice to have an audio— 
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Pagan: Yes, yes. I got it here. He gave it to me—where, let me see. Julio and Carlos. And you’ll 

see him. You’ll see the man himself. Julio and Carlos. [interruption]  

 

We run him for president of the floor. I say, “Julio”—and there was other guys running for the 

office, so I said—“Let’s run for the office.” Simply because if you’re the president of the floor, 

you got cigarettes. Cigarettes was money, control. 

 

Murphy: [laughs] 

 

Pagan: So we ran. And we ran as the Nationalist Party, Puerto Rican Nationalist Party. So Julio 

ran, and he won. Julio was the president of the floor. And I got it in the book. The high president. 

And I was the vice president—all I did was the barber, I was the barber. 

 

Murphy: You cut hair, too? 

 

Pagan: Yes, yes, you do the barber. So me and him run the floor. We had the cigarettes. That was 

money—just like you’re in prison. You got cigarettes; you got money. 

 

Murphy: But with the Nationalist Party, nobody was turned off saying, “Oh, like, that’s like 

Puerto Rican separatists’ movement?” 

 

Pagan: No, no, no, no, no! Them guys didn’t even know what it was! [laughs] They were over 

here drinking methadone. What do you think? 
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Murphy: But methadone was not on that floor, was it? 

 

Pagan: Well, at the beginning we had the methadone. And then, they gradually—because some 

people were taking higher doses. But anyway, after a while all they gave was a placebo, anyway. 

 

Murphy: Did you ever try methadone? 

 

Pagan: Yes, I was on methadone many times. 

 

Murphy: Was it effective? Do you use it here? 

 

Pagan: No—I mean, for programs? 

 

Murphy: Yes. 

 

Pagan: No, this is drug-free. You come here drug-free. Please, I’m against— 

 

Murphy: Because it’s still a little bit controversial. 

 

Pagan: Yes. My point is it’s the way that people make money out of it, you know what I mean? 

People now [unclear]—but I can’t say that. 
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[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 


