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PREFACE 

 

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

conducted by Lance Thurner on March 11, 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. 



 

 

Q: And then without further ado—let me just make sure everything’s right here. Yes. So, this is 

Lance Thurner and I’m in the offices of AFSCME [American Federation of State, County, and 

Municipal Employees, AFL-CIO] on Barclay Street in southern Manhattan. I’m here to interview 

Chris Policano as part of the Phoenix House Oral History Project. It’s March 11th, roughly 2:00 

in the afternoon. 

 

So, Chris, can we start with a little bit about where and when you were born and about your 

childhood? 

 

Policano: Sure. I was born in Brooklyn in 1958. Family moved to Queens when I was—I don’t 

know. Kindergarten. Grew up in Royalton [phonetic], Queens, southeast Queens. I remember a 

neighbor across the street, kind of a hippie kid, who actually went to Phoenix House. And I 

remember he was going away to Phoenix House, and it was kind of like, “Oh. What was that all 

about? And why?” So there was a lot of mystery around it. 

 

I grew up in the late ’60s, early ’70s. Phoenix House was always—you saw the commercials, 

you saw the PSAs on the air. It was around. But I didn’t know anybody who had gone there. 
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Went to Jamaica High School. Graduated from Jamaica High School. Took a year off from 

college. Did a prolonged internship at a paper called the New York Amsterdam News, which is 

one of the few remaining black newspapers in the country. 

 

I went to Syracuse University. I’ve told this story many times. I have a distinguished academic 

career at Syracuse. I think my first semester I had a point zero two GPA. Not two point zero, 

which would put you—a point zero two. My father was ready to kill me. But Syracuse was big, 

there was a lot of snow, there were a lot of girls, and it was hard to get to class. 

 

Then I went to City College [of New York] for a number of years after this disastrous year at 

Syracuse. Worked on the school paper. Journalism was a thing that I was interested in. My father 

was a PR [public relations] professional. Learned a lot about PR from working with my dad. 

 

And at some point, in 1985, came to work for a guy named John Scanlon who was a big shot PR 

guy. He was very well known. He had big profile clients, and he was a big profile guy himself. 

At an earlier time in his life, he had been the head of development and head of PR for Phoenix 

House. And he knew [Dr.] Mitch [Mitchell S.] Rosenthal very well. So, when I left—the firm 

was called Edelman, where I’d worked for John. 

 

I went to work for a firm called Howard Rubenstein Associates, which is a big PR firm in New 

York. I was there for about a year. I was not terribly happy. John Scanlon called me up and said, 

“I hear you’re not too happy there.” I said, “Well, it’s not what I thought it would be,” blah, blah, 

blah. And he said, “I want you to meet a guy named Mitch Rosenthal at Phoenix House. He’s 
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looking for a PR director.” I said, “I don’t know. I’ve heard of Phoenix House, but—” He said, 

“Just have lunch. Get to know him. I’m telling you, you’ll be there for a couple years. It’ll be a 

great stepping stone to a public affairs career.” 

 

This was 1987, ’88. Crack was everywhere in the news. There was this drug epidemic plaguing 

the city. I had lunch with John and Mitch at a restaurant called Aquavit, which is a kind of fancy 

Scandinavian place over by the Museum of Modern Art. I thought, “Well, this is more—I 

expected to have lunch with the guy from Phoenix House.” And Mitch was a very compelling 

guy. He ate half my lunch. He just reached over and started grabbing pieces of my lunch. He was 

very engaging. He told me a lot about his vision of Phoenix House and invited me, at the end of 

lunch, to come visit one of the facilities. 

 

I remember going over to meet Kevin [McEneaney] at the headquarters on Seventy-fourth Street. 

I was working in midtown Manhattan. It was very corporate stuff. And there was this nice, warm 

place on the Upper West Side. I remember going up to meet Kevin in his office, and Kevin had 

this office in the back, and he had lovely lamps and plants and you could hear kids. And I 

thought, “This is a nicer environment.” 

 

Then we went to the Phoenix Academy. It was a rainy day if I remember correctly, or it started 

to rain as we were driving there. You go on the tour. Two kids meet you and they take you 

around. It’s a monster place. It was huge and it was on all this acreage. These two kids were just 

telling me the story of their lives. They’d clearly done this before. We went back—and Kevin 

had been the PR director at some time. He was talking about some of the work that he had done. 
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It was a time in the life of the city when I thought to myself, “I could make a meaningful 

contribution to a significant issue for an organization that was helping kids and helping folks.” 

 

Q: Yes. Can we talk, then, about the city? You said it was a moment in the life of the city when 

you thought you could make a contribution. What was New York like then? What was it 

becoming? What was it like when you were a kid that was different? 

 

Policano: Well, I know what the headlines were like. I had a lot of friends who were reporters, 

tabloid reporters, and they were writing about the drug trade and the drug violence. Crack was 

this thing that had been out there for a couple years, now. It hadn’t really affected me directly, 

but there was this sense that there was a lot of—there was crime. 

 

Now, I grew up in Queens in the 19—late ’60s, early ’70s. I grew up in a very residential 

neighborhood, which had experienced my—I’m a black, Italian, Puerto Rican. My mother is 

black Puerto Rican. My father is white Italian. I have two Jewish children. We were always sort 

of the canary in the coal house, or the canary in the cave, so that when we moved into this 

neighborhood in 1966, we were accepted. Then more families came into the neighborhood, black 

families, families of color. And there was, in the early ’70s, this amazing white flight, mainly 

having to do, I think, with schools. You got out of elementary school and junior high school, and 

high school was perceived as dangerous. 

 

So there was a lot of tension around the ethnic stuff that was happening in New York, and there 

was all this crime that was supposedly taking place—again, I’m a kid in a suburban 
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neighborhood in Queens and you’re kind of removed from it. But there was drugs—I had a lot of 

friends in junior high school—there was a lot of drugs in my junior high. I never went near it, but 

I did start smoking. But I never went near drugs. But there were kids who—I had 12-year-old—

at Alan Figenbuam’s [phonetic]—no, at Gary Higgins’ [phonetic] bar mitzvah, two kids had to 

be taken to the hospital because they were on something. 

 

So I had friends who had gotten screwed up at pretty young ages. Now on Facebook, you see 

them, and you say, “Wow. This one he made it. Good. Good.” [laughter] Because at the time, it 

was like, “Whoa. Who knew?” 

 

But this was kind of like connecting—there was education component of the school—there was 

the idea that there was hope for this intractable problem of—because the tabloid headlines were 

just screaming about crack and this drug and you do one hit and you get hooked for life and there 

was all that stuff. But in this afternoon that I spent, it was this interesting combination of—there 

was a cozy quality to it. The school is this huge monster school, but it was a gray day and these 

kids are just opening themselves up to you, and I’m thinking, “I wasn’t thinking about doing this 

at all, but how interesting would this be to do?” 

 

And Rosenthal is a compelling fellow. He took forever to make a decision on this. In fact, he 

called me. We had a number of meetings, and finally, I got a call from his executive assistant one 

morning. I think it was Easter Sunday. It was some sort of holiday thing. Asking if I could meet 

for yet another meeting. And I was like, “Karen [phonetic], I’ve got to say, with all due respect, 

if we have to have another meeting, I think I got to pull myself out of this thing because I just 
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really—it’s Easter Sunday. I got family to see.” And I was really busting my ass. Mitch can be 

demanding on time and things. I was busting my ass to make myself available and everything 

else. Finally, I said, “You know? I don’t think I want to do this.” And I told that to her. I said, “If 

Mitch wants to talk to me, that’d be fine, but I think I’m going to take a pass.” 

 

And Mitch calls me back in, like, ten minutes and says, “I wanted you to come over—so I could 

offer you the job!” And I said, “Well, thank you. But I can’t come over.” And he said, “Well, 

come in and—” It’s odd dealing with Mitch, because Mitch is driven by things, and he sees 

things, and he—drug abuse and Mitch didn’t seem to go—crack cocaine, south Bronx shootings, 

Mitch Rosenthal, it didn’t seem to make a connection to me. 

 

But the first week I was there, and my office was right around from Mitch’s office. And again, 

these small little offices that were lit by lamps and it was all—and you could hear school kids 

outside. It was just a nice environment. And this woman comes out of the elevator and says, “Do 

you know where I can find Mitch’s office?” I looked at her and I was taken aback, and I said, 

“Yes, Ali [Elizabeth Alice] MacGraw. Mitch’s office is over there.” Mitch was hanging out with 

Ali MacGraw who—I was like, “Oh my God. I thought I was going to be working in the south 

Bronx.” 

 

But Mitch had a very clear sense of how an organization has to grow and be something in the 

city. You need to have something that works. You have this product, this treatment program that 

he believed in furiously. And he was always aware of social and economic forces that could help 

him move forward his agenda. 
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I was turning thirty. I turned thirty. I had just gotten married, like, the week before. It was my 

first day at Phoenix House. I had just gotten married. I just turned thirty. And I thought, “This is 

going to be an interesting next chapter in my life.” And it was. The one of the meetings that we 

had was in his apartment and he had—not that it was central to the conversation we were having, 

but just one of the things—were the plans for this thing called the Nancy Reagan Center. 

 

It was like, there were drawings and there was a mock-up of a brochure about the Nancy Reagan 

Center. And I was like, “Nancy Reagan? I’m a Democrat, New York liberal. I work for a union.” 

So I was like, “Nancy Reagan?” But Mitch always—this was supposed to be the focus of her 

post-White House life. This also would move the needle for Phoenix House in profound ways. 

So Mitch was quite taken with this project. When I got there, a lot of the stuff was about the 

Nancy Reagan Center, what would be the Nancy Reagan Center. I don’t remember when I 

finally got to see the place, but it was a fascinating story about the Nancy Reagan Center, about 

how, originally, there was—ever see the movie La Bamba? This movie with Lou Diamond 

Phillips about the life of Ritchie Valens [Richard Steven Valenzuela]. And Ritchie Valens was 

the “La Bamba”—the rock guy in the ’50s or something, ’60s. And he grew up in a 

neighborhood called Pacoima, California—which is near wherever Nancy Reagan’s—where the 

school is. And there was, one day, at lunchtime, in the northeast valley, there was a plane crash. 

Two planes collided above a junior high school, or a high school, or an elementary—above a 

school. These two planes collided above a school. The debris comes down on the kids, injuring 

many. It was a real tragedy. One of the problems of that was that they didn’t have a medical 

facility, so to take all these kids to someplace—kids must have died or got really hurt or—
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whatever. There was this community uproar about this, and they said, “Never again. We will 

always have a place,” and they made a hospital, this huge hospital, which came out of this 

terrible tragedy and the lack of accessibility to healthcare facilities. 

 

Well, how many times do planes crash above a school? A policy being driven by a terror coming 

out of tragedy, it’s—so they tried to make it work. The place went bankrupt. It was this monster 

thing out in the northeast San Fernando Valley. I remember there was a big H where the 

helicopter comes and lands. The first time I went with Mitch—don’t ask me when that was—but 

you could just see that he had this vision for this place which had been sitting there. 

 

Q: OK. Well, do you remember when you were first meeting Mitch? How Phoenix House was 

explained to you and what the philosophy of the therapeutic method was? 

 

Policano: I’ll tell you. The methodology [pause] was something I came to understand over time. 

There was something happening—again, going back to this very first impression of this place—

where I just had the impression where they had created this environment—this was for kids 

because these were adolescents—that was safe. And as someone who connects to, or who 

remembers their adolescence with profound clarity, part of the whole thing that gets you in 

trouble as a kid is your bravado and your bullshit, right? 

 

And there seemed to be something that was so unbullshitty about these kids who were disclosing 

this stuff with what seemed at the time, for a first impression, to be incredible ease. And I was 

just like, “I don’t know how they did this,” but these kids who would have been the tough kids in 
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my class who would have had no empathy for anybody else, who would have been all into their 

attitudes. They were really—these two kids were—and one was a boy and one was a girl—and 

they weren’t connected to each other, but they were connected through the process. Since then, I 

did a lot of tours and people always talk about how, “Oh, I was blown away by the experience of 

these kids,” but it was quite disarming how candid they were about themselves. 

 

So I knew that there was something connected to that process, but I didn’t know much about 

drugs, except that I’d had personal experience with friends who had gotten fucked up by drugs. I 

didn’t know much about the treatment of drugs. I was looking to advance my public relations, 

public affairs career. I thought this was going to be a place that I would stay for a couple years 

and then add it to my resume and do that. 

 

It was really kind of—but the people involved are very—and it was the first place that I’d been, I 

think—as I’m saying this—I don’t want to talk too fast. But it was the first time it was about 

what non-profit organizations were supposed to be about. There was a mission to the place, and 

there also was a certain kind of—I met Mitch. I met Ron Coster and I met Kevin. These guys 

were so full of themselves about what they were. I was like, “Well, I think some of it’s bullshit, 

but I think they really—you need to have people like this to move something. You need to have 

people who really believe that they have found the cure for whatever.” 

 

Q: So, we were talking about your first impressions of the therapeutic community [TC]. 
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Policano: That involved a great deal of shedding of image. It was this idea. Kids weren’t wearing 

jewelry. That was all about the image that they project on the streets. They were very much 

connected to the pain of their lives, things that had happened to them. They weren’t playing 

victim, but they were saying, “This is my life. This is how I got here.” I was taken by that. 

 

But there were bits of business that had to get done. Opening this program was very important in 

California. There was the NIMBY [Not In My BackYard] problem and I didn’t really have a real 

sense of that NIMBY problem. Kevin had gone through the NIMBY issue with the school in 

Westchester and had gone through eighteen lawsuits or something. There’d been this whole 

big—and we were going to go through that in California. 

 

And Ira Mothner, who has been the ghost writer there for years—Ira is a very important part, 

from my prism—because what other places did not have—again, the Mitch factor. He elevated. 

There are lots of drug treatment programs, but Mitch elevated the whole thing by understanding 

the pieces you had to put together. You needed to have connections with government. You 

needed to have connections with media. You needed to have somebody who could give you a 

voice, who could use language in a compelling way, and Ira was a key part of that. 

 

I remember being in my office and the guy from the New York Post called me one day asking—

this is, like, my third day there—and was calling me to ask me some question about some drug 

thing. Something about drugs. It was the New York Post. Maybe it was about marijuana or 

something. And Ira is sitting there writing the answers to the questions. He’s giving me help. 

[laughs] And I remember me taking this stuff—and he just happened to be in my office. He just 
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happened to come in. I just happened to take the call. Then the next day, it was in the paper. And 

it quoted Chris Policano, Drug Expert [laughs]. And I thought, “Oh, so this is how the world 

works.” 

 

But drugs were connected to everything. I came to see that drugs were connected to everything. 

It wasn’t that you take a hit of marijuana and suddenly your life is all screwed up, although there 

was that hyperbolic anti-drug kind of thing. But it was connected to spousal abuse. It was 

connected to traffic accidents. It was connected to all sorts of crimes and all sorts of bad things, 

and there were the bad guys. People who had done these terrible things to themselves and to 

others, trying to get better. It was pretty harsh in those days, in terms of people shouting at each 

other and people had to wear dunce caps. Over time, that became less—because people were 

told, “Oh, that’s not the way to do this.” But it really worked for these folks at a certain point in 

time. So there was the process. There was the administration. There were the issues that we were 

dealing with. My job was to help explain it all. 

 

Q: Yes. So, what were the PR needs of Phoenix House in 1988? 

 

Policano: Well, in 1988, there was this intractable problem called crack, this intractable drug 

called crack. People didn’t believe in treatment. People didn’t know how to think about drug—

I’m saying they didn’t. There was a need to espouse a point of view, a view of the world about 

drug abuse, its connections to all of these other social ills. A need to encourage people to 

understand treatment. 
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It was very exciting because policy makers—the first drug czar. I remember Bill [William John] 

Bennett coming to Phoenix House. People would come to Phoenix House to learn. You’d have to 

be the person who was helping make that visit memorable, one, for the policy folks. The New 

York Times had a drug reporter at that time. It was a fellow named Peter Kerr. There were others 

after Peter Kerr. 

 

I became very close with a fellow named Michel Marriott who we brought into Phoenix House to 

live for three days. It was kind of a thing where Michel Marriott said, “How can we tell the 

story?” I said, “Why don’t you come into Phoenix House?” Then I thought, “Well, hold up. 

What am I doing? Because people are going to be crazy angry with—” I went to Mitch and I 

said, “Mitch, what do you think about this idea about putting a New York Times reporter into 

Phoenix House in the Bronx?” And Mitch was like—his eyes lit up. There are a lot of clinical 

folks who were like, “Are you crazy? Open the door to that kind of—” But Mitch got it. We got 

this huge, front page story in the Times that was two pages on the—I mean, it was a big story. 

 

The people who would support an organization like Phoenix House saw it. Mitch could use that 

as both a learning tool. It helped move the needle for the organization and for the issue. Mitch 

understood that media was a big part of that, and he’d had experience with that before. I was 

thrilled that I wasn’t selling toothpaste. I had a client at one of the agencies before who was a 

painter. He was the world’s fastest painter. He would do these little things—and you were 

looking for crazy places for this guy to show his work. Here it was like, “Hold up. You want me 

to help explain drug abuse and move the organi—” That was serious. It wasn’t bullshit PR. 
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So there were lots of calls. And then the media wanted—was like, “Have you got any left-

handed, short, gay nuns who are hooked on crack?” There was always this new trend on drugs, 

about kids taking this and this, and they were always looking for new types of folks. So there 

was a sort of central casting element, which was probably the most difficult one because it was 

always like, “Hey, guys. These are the people on drugs, OK? This is who we’ve got. Come talk 

to them.” “No, no, we’re looking for somebody from Iowa because we’re talking about the drug 

problem in Iowa.” You know, the media’s preconceptions of what they need to fill in to their 

pieces of the pie to tell the story. 

 

To be the person who was helping to generate coverage of this who was establishing Mitch—and 

Mitch didn’t—I didn’t establish Mitch. Mitch would have been established before I got there. 

But I think Mitch thinks very well about my work as a PR person there because I think he feels 

as if he was able to elevate the organization and the mission and I was there when that was 

happening. Because ’88 to ’92 was certainly a key time in the life of the organization, as well as 

a time in the life of the city. 

 

Q: And why is that? What was happening with Phoenix House? 

 

Policano: Just the drug numbers. The drug usage numbers were going up. Media coverage builds 

on itself, right? So there is a terrible tabloid headline here and that means that the other paper’s 

got to match it with another—so that whole—and there were some very, very ambitious, hungry 

cop reporters for the three newspapers in New York, many of whom I knew, who were involved 

heavily in the world of drugs and crime and were writing about it every day. My job was to try to 
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get them to stop focusing just on the gang bangers and the this, but to look at how you can 

transform people’s lives. 

 

I remember bringing folks up—there was a facility called Phelan Place in the Bronx, and there 

was a crack house across the street from the Phoenix House. I remember bringing a friend of 

mine, reporter for the Daily News, and he did this piece. It was a great piece about “two sides of 

the block” kind of thing. 

 

Q: I think I’ve read it, actually. 

 

Policano: By a Pulitzer-prize winning reporter. That theme came up a couple of times about, 

“Here’s the problem. What’s the solution?” To be the person who was helping make that happen 

was quite gratifying. People would say, “How do you deal with drug abuse all the time?” I say, 

“Well, listen. I’m in all sorts of interesting places. We’ve got to go see the governor tomorrow, 

and then so-and-so’s coming on—and this one’s writing a book.”  

 

At some point, there was a profile of Mitch in Vanity Fair magazine, which was a key thing. I’m 

jumping around in time and I don’t know if you care about my jumping around or anything. 

 

Q: No, no, but there was a Vanity Fair article about the Nancy Reagan Center that featured 

Mitch. Is that the one? 
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Policano: That’s the one I’m talking about. But how that came about—this is an interesting story. 

Nancy Reagan pulls out one night, Memorial Day weekend in—I forget what year. It was Friday. 

She just wrote two lines: “Sorry. I wish you well.” Boom. And the thing just jumped. The story 

just jumped. I was on—because it was California, it happened in California, so a three-hour time 

difference—so at night, so it was getting later in the day, and I must have been in the office until 

about 11:00 handling press calls and stuff. I remember being so drained by the experience that 

the next morning, one of the Indiana Jones movies had opened up. I remember going to the 9:00 

showing just to get away. [laughs] 

 

But there was all this noise about Nancy Reagan. And that was a huge blow. But then she left 

it—it was unclear for a certain period of time if she was saying she didn’t want it in that location 

because of all the NIMBY stuff or if she was just moving away. Now, I guess it was clear to 

Mitch at the time, but it was not in my interest to be clear on this, and it was not in anybody’s 

interest who was talking about this, so we were all saying it was up in the air. 

 

Then she sent a letter. I think there was a fight for the money. There became this thing where she 

wanted the money. And she wrote this letter. We asked the Attorney General to decide what the 

deal was. Because we had raised, like, $7,000,000, and there were another $7,000,000 in 

pledges. You know all this? Of course you know all this. You know all of this stuff, right? 

 

But an L.A. [Los Angeles] Times reporter—it’s funny because she had announced she was out of 

it, like, eight months before. There had been all this noise. Then we get this letter, either from the 

Attorney General or something, and the L.A. Times reporter called up. I’m not sure—it was just 
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coincidence, asking about something. We gave the reporter this letter, which was basically the 

Attorney General’s decision. The memory of the media is such that what happened nine months 

ago was completely forgotten. Suddenly, this story about Nancy Reagan backing out got this new 

life because, “She’s asking for the money from a drug program? They’re trying to open up a 

school!” 

 

So there was this initial Memorial Day weekend story. Months and months and months went by. 

And then there became this second wave, which was almost as if the first wave, but we were all 

living it over again because much of the press was running it as if she was leaving us for the first 

time, and she was the bad guy, because it was the fight over money and she was trying to get the 

money. 

 

Now, I’d love to say that there was some strategy around that and that we had figured this whole 

thing out, but mainly, we had what we had: a letter, we had an L.A. Times reporter, and I said, 

“It’s her backyard. This thing just happened. She’s going to love this story.” And she loved the 

story. But Nancy Reagan became this heavy, in this version of the story. There was no 

explanation in the first version of the story. But now, Nancy Reagan was the bad guy and this got 

paid attention to by Vanity Fair and then they told the full story of how Nancy—but these things 

all build on each other. I was out there for a good chunk of time with Mitch as we were trying to 

get this thing through the approval process. 

 

And he’s got Latham & Watkins lawyers. We’re not dealing with Joe Blow. He knows how to 

create stuff and how to put the right players on stuff. And so we were doing this. We were 
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accomplishing this goal of opening this thing and Nancy just decided to back out. Then she 

decided, months later, “Hey, I want the money.” Then Mitch got elevated by this profile in 

Vanity Fair, which pitted Nancy Reagan against good Dr. Mitch Rosenthal, and that was helpful 

in moving the around. 

 

Then I became much involved when we went back the second time. Because he called me up. 

I’ve worked for Phoenix House four times. I’ve gone, taken chunks of time, gone off, done other 

things, gone back. I think I’m the only person there who’s gone back four times. Mitch and I 

have always—and Kevin—Mitch, Kevin, and I were always close. Ira was a key player. It was a 

nice team of people. There was a guy named Fred Goldstein who was the general counsel. Just 

people that you like to work with. Lorraine Moore [phonetic] ran the California operation when 

we were trying to get the Nancy Reagan Center open. 

 

So then I went back in ’92. I had been working somewhere else. Was not happy. Mitch calls me 

up. And the Nancy Reagan Center had been—it wasn’t going to be the Nancy Reagan Center. 

Nancy Reagan had severed ties. But there was still that property. 

 

Q: Right. The Lakeview property, yes. 

 

Policano: They were filming movies in it. The Terminator 2 was filmed there. And the price had 

come down. So Mitch called me up and he said, “The price has come down. Nobody has bought 

that property. We’re going to take a run at it. I would love you to come back. Come out to Los 

Angeles and help move this through the process. Do the community relations stuff.” 
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There had been community residents who had been adamantly opposed. There was a fellow 

named Lou Snow [phonetic] who had driven the opposition the first time. His life had changed in 

a couple of years. He knew that if it weren’t for the fact that we had backed out the last time 

because of the Nancy Reagan factor, that we had gone ninety percent of the process to operate 

the thing. 

 

So we called Lou and we said, “Let’s talk.” Lou was in a much better place. He wanted to talk. 

He said, “You guys—we were stunned that you guys pulled out the last time because you guys 

pretty much had it. But we would like to—you guys were the bad guys the last time in our 

community. Maybe we can do something this time that would—maybe we can work out a deal. 

Maybe we can do stuff.” We were in a much better place. Because of our Phoenix Academy 

history, we knew that there was always going to be NIMBY, and we knew that trying to cut a 

deal with folks was a horrible experience because there’s never enough. You can make the grass 

that much higher, put a fence up this much taller, put on closed-circuit television. There’s all that 

kind of stuff, which drives you nuts, but parts of the community around this program had been 

kind of resigned to it being there. So there was no harm in saying, “What do you want? What 

would make you feel more comfortable? Let’s see if we can help you.” 

 

They wanted things like bougainvillea along the edges. And so it was a different—but I lived 

there while we went through the process of getting the permits and getting the approval for this 

process. I was kind of the Phoenix House ambassador to this community. I’m very proud of that. 

Then at the end of that, we opened up a program that had 150 kids in it. It was like, wow. You 
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were an integral part of creating something that enabled 150 kids to get off of drugs. That was 

also a heady thing. 

 

So the role of community relations, media relations, government relations, those are all 

incredibly important things to the life of an organization like Phoenix House that’s got nothing to 

do with—“Tell me the ABCs of the process,” you know? So I never really had the process in my 

head from the beginning. Didn’t really get sucked into understanding the process. That wasn’t 

my thing. But I came to understand the key elements of it, which was this idea of shedding these 

images you have of yourself while you’re on the streets and while you’re doing—and the 

importance of time in treatment. 

 

Writers would come. They’d see. We’d do these group encounters. And they’d go away and 

they’d write these stories about how it’s all about shouting at each other. These kids—but it’s not 

about that. I’d have to keep saying, “No. Watch. Watch how things come together at the end. 

Watch how they’re—” 

 

So the dynamics of the treatment itself, the encounter groups, the time in the program, the 

building status in the community as you go, all that stuff I came to understand over time. It 

wasn’t rocket science. But I got to see it applied in real time to people. I got connected to people 

who I actually saw go through these things and get better. That’s how, pretty much, I came to 

understand the methodology. 
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Q: Yes. Can we talk a little bit about, during your first stint with Phoenix House, from ’88 to ’92, 

about the staff and the general atmosphere of the offices, the work environment, and how people 

were relating to each other. 

 

Policano: Well, Kevin was doing clinical. Because there’s headquarters, and then the facilities. 

Kevin was the clinical director, who always had a number of ideas about how we could do 

something. Mitch was sort of the maestro. Ron ran the place. Ron’s thing was to be economically 

sound. I think he was a bit of a cheap bastard. He was tough. Again, I say this with nothing but 

affection now, years later. Those three guys really drove the place as, “We are Phoenix House 

and we know how to do things better than—” 

 

So we were always trying. Sometimes it didn’t work. Sometimes we were trying to tell policy 

makers—they wanted to buy cream soda and we kept telling them, “Coffee is great.” “We’re 

here for cream soda.” “No, no! Our coffee is the best goddamn coffee and if you knew what you 

were talking about, you would be drinking our coffee!” “But we came here for cream soda.” 

There was, sometimes, a little bit like we weren’t listening closely enough to what the policy 

makers were coming to—but we were always trying to sell the methodology and the integrity of 

the program. 

 

Jean Scott was—I guess you’d say Jean was Kevin’s lieutenant. She had a great deal of street 

cred. She had a kind of tough love. Big woman, and she taught me a very important thing. I 

was—it’s all about what stage of your own development you’re at when you’re in a certain gig. I 

handle this job a lot differently than I handled my first job at Phoenix House. I would be 
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responding very quickly to stuff. She’d say, “You’re reacting to noise. Stop reacting to noise. 

Just do what you’ve got to do and figure out, is what this person’s saying to you, is it for you?” 

And treatment principles: “Don’t react to noise. Act as if,” is one of the treatment principles. Act 

as if you’re not a fuck-up on drugs. Act as if you’re a person with responsibilities and it will 

come to you. If you act as if, it will come to you and it will be internalized. 

 

I remember thinking, “Oh, God. It’s half program, half administrative.” There was a weird 

dynamic between those who were going through the program and those who had come in from 

the outside. It wasn’t profound, but it was there. There were people who were—“We were at 

Coney Island and we’ve got stories to tell about the Coney Island facility.” I think that there was 

a way to—some folks couldn’t connect. Some of the administratives couldn’t connect with the 

nitty-gritty stuff. 

 

I found it fascinating and I found it great to go up to Phelan Place to get out of the city, talk to 

people, show somebody from the media how this works. I just connected with it. I do remember 

48 Hours, the TV show 48 Hours was coming to do a thing on, “Forty-eight Hours on Crack 

Street.” And part of the program was going to be within this facility in the Bronx. We were 

showing everybody from the production crew and the host how great it was and what good 

feeling there is. 

 

They went out to lunch. They took a break and they went out to lunch. They were going to be 

there all day. And as soon as they left for lunch, this cop car pulled up. There was a warrant out 

for a guy in the program who had done something on his weekend out. I’m thinking, “Those 
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guys are coming back from lunch. We’ve got to get whatever this thing—this guy’s going to be 

taken.” And the cops left with the guy, took him. The guys came back. “Anything going on?” 

“Oh, no, no, nothing.” But you didn’t want them filming. “Oh, yes, and then we took Walter out 

because he had done something stupid on his weekend”—that wasn’t the narrative you were 

trying to tell. But I just remember it was the lunch hour and these cops just came up as soon as 

CBS left, and they were gone just before CBS came back. And it was like, “Whew. The magic of 

whatever.” 

 

Then, of course, media was different in those days. So if you had a CBS News two-hour special 

on crack cocaine and you had ten minutes to—this was before the bursting of cable, before the 

bursting of the Internet. It was something where a show had an impact. So when you were part of 

that show, you were clearly part of the solution to the problem because you had been—this is 

where CBS News had gone to film you. Then that triggered a call from the White House policy 

office, the drug policy—things built on each other. Mitch was always trying to make these things 

happen. 

 

There were those who said that Mitch cared more about the image than about the—and I loved 

both Kevin and Mitch, and they’re both—it pains me when this happened between the two of 

them. But they’re both strong guys, strong-willed guys. And they’re big boys. But they each had 

their fights to fight. I’ve always thought that without Mitch’s sensibility about this stuff, much 

would have been lost in terms of influencing the culture about the options on what can be done 

about the drug problem. 
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Mitch never felt as if we had done enough to tell the story of Phoenix House and tell the story of 

treatment. It would be hard to—as the fellow who introduced me to Mitch said at the very first 

phone conversation, he’s a bit of a task master. You learn when you’re in it that he can be very 

demanding, but you always felt as if he was on a mission. There was a difference between, again, 

how do you bring forces to bear, political forces—now, I will say that it was always an 

impossible situation because we always cared about the criminal justice system as a way to push 

people into treatment. There was this argument that we’ve made and there’s plenty of stuff that’s 

been written. But we are all always saying, “You don’t need to give these people tough 

sentences. But they need to get out of the life that they’re in.” And law enforcement helps make 

that happen, and then you need a lot of drug courts and then you need to put people into 

treatment. You need to let this process happen. 

 

Well, we apparently locked up a lot of people, a lot of people of color, and we never did the 

other shit, right? So we have to live with the prescription that we were pushing that was only half 

listened to. That, for me, is personally—when I think back on what we were saying in those days 

and what solutions we were pushing, we were pushing the criminal justice system as a way to get 

people into treatment. We were fighting against drug law reformers and everything else because 

we were saying, “What world are you living on?” I do believe that we are going to see, in a 

world of legalized marijuana, you’re going to see certain things go up in terms of—I think 

there’s going to be marijuana driving is going to go up and I think there are going to be 

accidents. I believe that, because impairment is impairment. 
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But what we’ve done with people and how much we’ve locked them up over—non-violent folks 

with these crazy—and you always hear these stories about, “You were locked up for twenty 

years for six joints?” And you say, “That doesn’t happen. That hardly ever happens.” Then you 

see a couple of those stories and then you realize, out in the world out there, it’s not like—it’s 

tough. 

 

I am not terribly articulately explaining my ambivalence about the policies that we were pushing 

for and the difference between what we thought the value of those policies were, which was a) to 

limit the amount of the drugs that were being consumed, and b) to get those folks who were out 

of control into treatment. But, as I say, too many folks only heard half of that. And that’s too bad. 

That’s too bad. 

 

Q: Well, so, then, in the ’90s, as the city’s changing, and particularly during [Rudolph William 

Louis “Rudy”] Giuliani’s administration, did that change what you were doing at Phoenix 

House? 

 

Policano: In the ’80s, when I first came, there was this big thing about the Nancy Reagan Center. 

That didn’t really suck up all my time, but it was part of—it was going to be something that was 

going to push the organization in a big way. A lot of the organization’s attention was on that. But 

a lot of it was also about, again, [David Norman] Dinkins was the mayor. Dinkins was a friend of 

the organization here in New York. 
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Giuliani was more this law enforcement guy, although Giuliani came—I remember very 

clearly—in the afternoon. I knew the mayor’s press secretary and they wanted to do something 

where the mayor actually wasn’t just seen as the law and order guy, but had some understanding 

of the problem and so he wasn’t just “Lock-Em-Up Rudy.” So, I remember her calling me up 

and saying, “Don’t fuck us on this!” I remember, “What? What?” I said, “I promise you, 

Cristyne [F. Lategano], you bring the mayor.” She said, “Well, he doesn’t need to be hassled by, 

or heckled by anybody,” that kind of thing. I said, “He will sit in a circle with a bunch of people 

who will be thrilled to know that the mayor came to visit them, and he will be treated like the 

King of New York.” 

 

And he came and he was treated with respect. He was moved, I think, by the experience. She was 

incredibly relieved that it had all gone smoothly, because the press was going to come in at some 

point, and the last thing she needed was to have some person suddenly say to him, “Mr. Mayor, 

why are you such a son-of-a-bitch?” 

 

But these were the kinds of relationships you wanted to develop. I think Mitch had more faith in 

Republicans than some of us did, but he also found people. People were coming to him for help 

in their own personal situations. Mitch was the guy that people called when there was trouble in 

the family. 

 

And I, as I came to deal with these kids—I remember being in California and there was this very 

young, maybe nineteen, twenty years old, very good-looking, tall guy. He could be a Yale 

student. He had a very preppy look to him. He told a story about how his parents had gone off 
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skiing in Gstaad or something for a couple months and left him with, like, $100,000 in the bank 

to take care of himself. He was, like, seventeen years old. I said, “What did you do with the 

money?” He said, “Everything we could.” 

 

So I came to understand that on the income—this wasn’t just a problem of poor, minority kids. 

That teenagers on extremes of both spectrums, the kids who had nothing to lose and these other 

kids who had no center because they lived in a world where they could get $100,000 to do 

whatever they wanted. When you were seventeen or when I was seventeen, if we had $100,000 

to blow, we probably wouldn’t be proud of all that we did with that $100,000. 

 

I know I’m bouncing around a lot. But it was a fascinating—because in some parts of Phoenix 

House, it was an urban, heavily minority program. And then in other parts of Phoenix House, it 

was—I mean, California and New York were completely different complexions, completely 

different. But it was still about—there was a lot about kids. 

 

The adult programs were never as sympathetic from a public point of view. It’s like, “Oh, those 

fucking guys. They’re a bunch of—” But kids. Sympathetic kids really were—which is why I 

think—well, I know it was why it was such a core ingredient in the communications effort. But I 

think Mitch also felt like there was this problem out there affecting kids and we should have 

these schools where people were also confronting each other about their behaviors and talking to 

each other in ways that people were part of a community. I mean, Mitch really felt that this was a 

very powerful—I keep saying “Mitch.” In my experience, it was Mitch who was driving so much 
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of the energy around public awareness and around policy making. Other people, some people felt 

that it may have been at the expense of the clinical program. 

 

There’s a terrific woman named Natalie McFarland [phonetic] who ran the Phoenix Academy 

school, because the Phoenix Academy was a partnership between Phoenix House and the Board 

of Education. And this very attractive principal, Natalie McFarland, was charged with running 

the school part of—and, you know, it’s a pain in the ass when you bring up the president’s 

advisor on drug policy and the secret service guys who are checking beforehand to make sure 

this big place is—and she’s trying to educate—and, it’s like, “You keep bringing these people 

up, but I’m trying to help these kids and I’m not sure how much—we’re interrupting school…” 

 

So there was always that tension as you were trying—and you were saying, “This is for a bigger 

thing. This is helping—we’re trying to influence the nation on drug policy.” And she’d be like, 

“All right, but these kids have got finals next week.” [laughter] So there was some of that. 

 

Jean Scott was, again, a person that was very important in the clinical process. She was Kevin’s 

lieutenant. I’m trying to think of who else were the folks who sat around the table as we talked 

about things. 

 

Q: Well, as you, during the first and second stint that you’re at Phoenix House, Phoenix House is 

expanding quite rapidly into other states, into upstate New York, into New England, into Texas. 
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Policano: Every time I came back, there was—I would go for a couple years. I’d do something I 

thought was interesting and then Mitch would say, “Have you had enough of that? Because 

we’re doing—” There would always be new, interesting things. This expansion was a new, 

interesting thing. Finish the question. I just interrupted you. 

 

Q: Well, my question was going to be, how did this change the PR needs of Phoenix House, and 

what was the PR role in expansion? 

 

Policano: I’m not sure I ever addressed it properly, but clearly, there became needs for local—

just a threshold thing. I mean, you would be in communities that needed to have a—there were 

some very elementary needs. Like, Phoenix House is now a neighbor of all these folks in a 

certain community. So from a community relations point of view, how do you emphasize your 

status as a good neighbor? There was that. 

 

Then there were fund-raising needs. How do you build a fund-raising base in these communities? 

Visibility was always part of that. Again, the last time I was at Phoenix House—I can’t even 

remember when I left Phoenix House. Two thousand and five, maybe? I think? 

 

The world is a different place now than it was then. The media had a different impact then. Still, 

if the Phoenix House brand was still visible as one of the more viable solutions—and Kevin used 

to say to me, “You’re just riding the wave,” because there was all this attention, “This wave is 

going to stop and then what do you do with it?” So you’ve got to keep building—you can’t count 

on just riding the wave. You’ve got to create stuff that shows. 
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So it’s harder. I mean, it’s definitely different now. For example, the drug problem is a different 

drug problem. The attention span of people is a lot shorter. So it’s much harder now to do what I 

was doing then, I think, because there was a finite universe and everyone was paying attention to 

the drug problem. Now, the only thing there is about drugs is this legalized marijuana thing, 

which nobody quite understand how it’s going to be done, and there’s a prescription drug 

problem. 

 

But at that point in time, in the ’80s to ’90s and then various times throughout the rest of the 

century, it was really about trying to bring these—and it’s still about this, but I think it’s much 

more difficult now—government, media, and community—those different parts of it, and to 

bring them all together, and to have a standing in those places. 

 

I just think that it’s not—we were always fighting thirty- and sixty-day programs. People were 

always saying, “You see relapse?” Of course there’s relapse. Mitch would always be saying, “Of 

course in thirty days, you’re not going to stop a ten-year—a person who’s been using drugs for 

ten years who’s got serious dysfunctional relationships. Where did you ever think…?” And 

you’d go through the Lindsay [Morgan] Lohan kind of thing, or the Robert [John] Downey [Jr.] 

thing. And you’d say, “Robert Downey’s never going to get better with a thirty-day program. He 

needs to want to change, and he needs to go away for a while, and he needs to get reintrospect—

” So there was all this kind of stuff that you’d try to talk, but it would be like—sometimes you 

made it clear and sometimes you didn’t make it clear. 
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I have no doubt that the methodology of Phoenix House is a valid methodology for chronic users 

of substances. But people look at you and they say, “Eighteen months? Somebody’s got to live 

somewhere for eighteen months?” And now you’re in a negotiation over time. “OK, so we can 

do it in a year. A year, OK.” “A year? Somebody’s got to really be in a program for a year?” And 

then it doesn’t even matter if I tell you that the cost of that year is the same as sixty days in 

this—it’s like it’s still—“We’ve got to do something for somebody for a year?” 

 

There was always that kind of frustration with—“If you thought about it, folks, this would make 

perfect sense!” But nobody really wants the—“We want to pay—” And the frustration of a 

methodology like this, which never blew up to where you were treating hundreds and hundreds 

of thousands of people. 

 

Are you aware of this thing where we were going to take over—what was it called? Mossy 

[phonetic]? There was a camp where the indigent had been sent for years and they wanted to turn 

it into something else. Camp, what was it called? We bid on it. Mitch and Kevin sitting around 

plotting to have this—where you could treat 5,000 people. We put it a bid on the thing. It was 

during the Giuliani administration. We had had Giuliani to Phoenix House—something builds 

upon something—and then I don’t think we could deliver on the whole thing. We wanted to take 

a piece of the camp, or we wanted to do something on a scale, and then maybe build it up. And 

public policy was, like, “No, we got 5,000 beds here. You come in, treat them—you can take the 

place.” 
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And that was a huge blow, I remember at the time. I don’t know. Has anybody talked to you 

about that? 

 

Q: No, I haven’t. 

 

Policano: Well, it was a big bid that we withdrew from. Ninfa Segarra, I think, was the Deputy 

Mayor for the City of New York. But it was a big thing in our life. A lot of psychic energy had 

gone into, “How are we going to do this? This is the opportunity. This is the opportunity to take 

this.” New York City has this big piece of property that’s falling apart. It’s got facilities for 5,000 

folks. 

 

Q: Was it going to be on Randall’s Island, is that— 

 

Policano: No, no, no, no. This was going to be upstate New York. There was an existing—this 

was how we treated the indigent. The homeless would get taken to this place at night as one of 

the shelters. And this was a massive shelter. I think it was just men. But the city wanted to—I 

can’t remember the name of it. The city wanted to deal with the homeless problem. Wanted to be 

aligned with somebody who could transform lives, not just be custodial care. They gave us the 

opportunity to do exactly what we thought we wanted to do. Then we couldn’t do it because you 

had to have so many trained people. You had to have so many folks. The scale of this thing was 

enormous. And Mitch and Kevin saw it—but Randall’s Island was a separate thing. Another 

example of how difficult it is to manage this modality. 
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I remember Kevin was really hot to trot for that project, and I don’t know whatever happened to 

it. I was gone when the decision on that came down. Amy Singer. You’ve talked to Amy Singer? 

Amy knows all this stuff. But I’m talking about them because we had a vision of what we could 

accomplish. At a certain scale, we did great things. Individual lives were touched very—I saw it 

a lot. But to push this thing out on the scale, this thing called TC, on the scale that would make it 

really impact the society—very, very difficult thing to do. And we didn’t do it. 

 

Q: Do you think there was a point—you said when you first came to Phoenix House, you were 

advancing your career. You were making a smart move and you wanted to get out of the 

corporate headquarters of wherever. But it seems as though at some point, you really took on 

Phoenix House as something you were promoting, something you really cared about. But it 

seems you also really took on the TC, the kind of missionary work of promoting the TC. 

 

Policano: That’s what you had to do in order to this—you were talking about a brand. I don’t 

want to cheapen it like this. But I’m sure you’re—it was like you’re dealing with a Mercedes-

Benz of TC, right? Versus the Kia [Motors Corporation] of TC, which people had familiarity 

with, there had been problems with both in terms of—there had been stories written about 

clinical abuses and things. We were trying to show what the Mercedes-Benz of TC looks like, 

and how this is something that should be replicated. And that it was a powerful way—I mean, 

Kevin talks about this. Kevin’s off thinking it’s curing zits. But it was that mindset that you had 

to have that this worked. Then it became a question of, how do you measure it? How do you 

measure that it’s working and how do you make the case? 
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Then this is where this whole time in treatment thing came around. Ira was always very good at 

helping us explain the time in treatment modality because people—it was a numbers game. You 

have to remember that for policy makers, it was a numbers game. How many people could you 

put through this process? What was the guarantee of success? Well, what constitutes success? 

We were the only ones—and Mitch had believed in research. Mitch had taken some money and 

put it into research and said, “Here are the studies.” 

 

Then we could never get it—my recollection was, we could never get—it took a long time to get 

another round of studies, so that we were dealing with studies that were groundbreaking at the 

time in terms of, “This really shows there is an impact.” And then we weren’t able to get—and 

that cost a lot of money and there was a lot of things involved. Then there was the criticism that 

the data was old, that we hadn’t had recent studies. Then there were recent studies that looked at 

things in a certain way that wasn’t the way we wanted them looked at. I don’t know if I’m being 

clear on this, because I realize I’m in my own head of all that stuff. 

 

Q: Were these in-house research—? 

 

Policano: Well, there were bits and pieces of in-house research, but the original research showed 

that time in treatment meant if you were in treatment for twenty-four months, a very small 

percentage of folks went back to drugs, were involved in criminality, and there was a third thing. 

There were three criteria. And that those numbers dropped as time decreased, but that there was 

still a potent force. It still stayed in you. 
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And then there were things about, “Well, come on. Does a relapse constitute failure? If I go out 

and get high five years after, does that mean that the five years that I was clean counts for 

nothing? Is that not success?” But there was really a lot of debate, and the absolutists were 

saying, “Well, can you guarantee that this will happen or not happen if someone goes to Phoenix 

House?” And you’d be like, “You’ve simplified the argument awfully. People’s lives are 

complicated and that there are things that you have to do afterwards and that you have—but that 

this is a powerful modality that should be available to as many people as possible who have 

serious problems with drugs.” The science world is talking about this drug blocker and there was 

always this debate going on. We were over—because there were people who had been drug 

addicts or who had been drug abusers. 

 

And we went through that. “Are you an addict?” Is an addict—no, we don’t like that language. 

We don’t like addiction. We don’t like that language. We talk about drug abuse and chronic drug 

abuse, but an addict is someone who’s always—and there was a Phoenix House feeling for—

again, Mitch, Kevin, saying, “We don’t believe in addiction because it’s a phase of your life that 

you can overcome and you are not—” We wrestled with that kind of language stuff. We wrestled 

with that kind of language stuff all the time. There was a kind of defensiveness. Robert [G.] 

Newman [M.D., MPH] at Beth Israel [Medical Center] was pushing for methadone, and we were 

always, “Oh, methadone. Oh, methadone. Please. Now you’re addicted to methadone like I’m 

addicted to my nicotine gum.” 

 

But there was a real tension between these parts of the world fighting for limited turf, and Robert 

Newman could give spoons of methadone to a lot more folks than we could put into a bed for 
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twenty-four months. And so money is being sent to certain places and not being sent here and 

again, we thought we had the answer. 

 

It was very frustrating for people to come and say, “Oh, yes. We understand this is good for the 

two percent of drug abusers who really fit into X, Y, and Z, who are this kind of functionality, 

have had this much drug abuse, who have nothing, who come from poor families, because of the 

educational component, you can help reach poor kids, so this is a program for poor kids who—” 

And that would drive us crazy because that wasn’t what—yes, it would work for poor kids, but it 

would also work for rich kids. 

 

The biggest frustration, I think, was—I learned that you hit a certain age as a drug abuser and 

you get, as they say, tired of being tired. And you’re malleable. You’ve been out there on the 

streets for twenty years and now you’re forty years old. You don’t want to do this anymore. You 

want to stop. That person’s very malleable. Mitch’s point was, “OK. If we grabbed these kids 

and prevented twenty years of abuse and we dealt with a large number of these kids who started 

using drugs at certain ages—” Mitch was like, “This should be expanded. School districts should 

want a Phoenix House every place they work.” You would try and make that case. 

 

I hadn’t had enough—I went to work for government afterwards. I hadn’t worked in many places 

where policies were being shaped to understand the political realities. So I was, at the age of 

thirty, having not worked on much in politics or in government before that, I was, like, “Yes, 

what the hell is the matter with you? You should understand that this is—” 
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When I went into government, I got to understand the other side of the equation, which was, 

there are all these competing forces that you have to deal with. In some ways, once I knew that, it 

really bummed me out, because I liked being at Phoenix House fighting on a mission rather than 

to understand that every time you’re in that room on the mission, there is someone who’s 

deciding whether or not to support you who’s got sixty other things on the agenda that have 

nothing to do with the validity of your program. It’s got to do with politics. 

 

I think of how naïve we were. And I think an organization has to believe in itself that much. But 

when I see it against the decisions that—why people are making decisions about budgets and 

things like that, that a lot of it had nothing to do with the validity of the program. It had to do 

with forces that were totally out of our control. 

 

Q: So, a couple of times, you’ve mentioned changes in the media. Back in the ’80s, there were 

the network news and Time magazine, and that was it. Then we get cable, we get the Internet, 

and now it’s— 

 

Policano: I don’t know. Somebody sent me a note, a PR person I know who has a client who 

apparently is an expert on drug abuse and she’s having problems getting him exposure. I got this 

note two days ago. She said, “I remember you worked at Phoenix House so maybe I could sit and 

talk to you about this?” And I really would have nothing to tell. I said this to her. I’ll sit and I’ll 

talk with her, but in the current climate, in the current media world that we’re in, I’m not—and 

the kind of attention that is being given to drugs. 
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I cannot overemphasize how much psychic energy the drug problem in the late ’80s, ’85, ’86, 

’87—how much attention was being spent on it. It would seem to me at some point there was 

always some special that was being produced. And Nightline was doing a thing. And, of course, 

it helped to be in New York. It also helped to be on the Upper West Side because ABC News 

was right down the block. Sometimes that’s what media strategy is. “Oh, we were very lucky. 

We can get to ABC a lot.” So, they would call us and they would say, “Can we send a crew right 

over?” And I’d say, “Sure.” 

 

I mean, I had a New York Post columnist call me up. “It’s 3:00. I don’t have a single idea. I 

promise I’ll write all about you guys. Just tell me what to do in the next two hours.” I swear. She 

came over and she met a couple of people. I put her together with—and she did a column. You 

had that kind of—I’d like to say a part of that’s about me because I had contacts and 

connections. But it was also about relationships. Mitch valued those relationships. So I was 

valuable to him because—and Kevin did a lot of cool things PR-wise, and he always would say 

to me, “We did this, we did this.” But I knew people. 

 

We did something one time where my assistant went to the admissions office. It was something 

called induction where the new people come in. And we asked 100 people if they’d ever mixed 

cocaine with heroin. And, like, seventy percent of the people who came in said that they had. It 

was something we had not seen before. And we told it to a New York Times reporter. The New 

York Times reporter put it on the front page, or the Times put it on the front page, this thing about 

this—hold on a second. I think I’ve got the clip here somewhere. I’ll show it to you. 
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The point was, when I woke up in the morning, all the morning radio shows, or the radio news, 

1010 WINS, they were all reporting on this New York Times/Phoenix House study of drug abuse. 

I was going to the Long Island City facility because we were doing a tour. Someone was coming. 

I forget who it was. And I’m getting a call—oh, I was getting beeped because in those days, you 

didn’t really have cell phones. I don’t remember how the communication went, but I knew I was 

getting beeped and I had to get to the facility. 

 

I got to the facility. I called my assistant. He said, “We’ve got Channel 2, Channel 4, Channel 7. 

They all want to do—” So we said to Mitch, “Mitch, when we go back, we’ve got to put you in a 

room. There are going to be all these cameras. And you’re going to talk about speedballing.” It 

was the front page of the New York Times. That was lucky. I have no idea how that happened. 

 

All we did was, we asked 100 people. It took two days for us to do this. We said, “Did you ever 

do this?” And they said, “Yes.” That became this front page story, which got onto all the radio 

news that morning so when you were in the car, you were hearing all this, and it was all about 

that, and then the next thing was the TV news, the 5:00 and the 6:00 news. It was that kind of 

stuff that you could do that I don’t think you can do these days. 

 

Q: Right, but by the time you have your second stint, Phoenix House is on the Internet. I believe 

they got their first webpage the year before. 

 

Policano: Starting. Just starting. And you didn’t know—and I still don’t think I know the value 

of the Internet to Phoenix House now. I do think that there is value to—I never thought that we 
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had tapped into the community. Part of that was because people were splitting early. That we 

never tried to stay in touch. When somebody split from the program, they were gone. You didn’t 

try to follow up with them. There was no reach out to a family member about getting the person 

back. I thought from a marketing point of view, we were losing—from a goodwill point of view, 

we were losing—if people felt, even if the treatment did or didn’t work them, that someone at 

Phoenix House had tried to help them, that that would be better for—in this world of social 

media where what you say on your Facebook page and what I say on my Facebook page moves 

around a little bit in the world, and when that becomes the water cooler talk, we hadn’t done 

enough to make the experience something that people would prize or value. 

 

Then there was the tough love thing, which was, if you stayed through—it was like the Marines 

kind of thing, you know? That you had been tough enough to do this. That was sort of a badge of 

honor. And that the people who didn’t—so that’s a natural human response, I guess. But it didn’t 

help us in terms of building this grassroots thing that would—Mitch was always frustrated at the 

number of people who came in but we couldn’t get their families to help a fundraising support 

system or something, or any sort of support system. 

 

I think that it’s grown. I helped. Kevin had very grandiose plans about the Internet. God bless 

him. He’s a visionary kind of guy, values that. But how many resources to put into that? And the 

early stages of the Internet is like, you don’t know what you’ve got. So we didn’t know what we 

had. We didn’t know what the hell the thing was supposed to look like. 
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So it was like we were trying to—there’s a Star Trek episode where a bunch of aliens try to put 

together a human being, but they don’t know how to do it until the person comes out looking all 

crazy—because you didn’t know what a human being was, right? So we didn’t know what the 

hell the Internet was going to do for us, or what a website could do for us. Mitch wanted to do 

fundraising off of it and Kevin wanted to do some super-duper, you could train yourself to get a 

lesson in sobriety or something, and there were all these competing forces on this turf of the 

Internet. 

 

I think the main thing, I think, that they’re doing now is, they’re trying to grow a community of 

folks who have experience at Phoenix House, feel good about their experience, and are sharing it 

with each other. To what benefit to the organization, I’m not sure, but to the brotherhood and the 

collegiality of people now twenty years sober talking about the days of treatment, there is a 

certain value in that. 

 

But I’m talking about trying to get attention for something and really trying to have everybody—

and I don’t think we live in that world anymore. You live in the world now of, things get big, 

big, big, and then they go away quickly. So that everything is bigger than life and then nothing 

sticks, right? That’s the media world that we’re in. There’ve been more calamities in the last six 

weeks that nobody can remember because it was six weeks ago. I don’t think that that helps an 

organization like Phoenix House very much, and I don’t think it helps a subject like drug abuse 

very much. 
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But let me contradict myself and say, but if there are people talking to each other about their 

substance abuse experiences and the benefits of treatment, that could be a very potent thing. I 

just don’t think it’s been harnessed yet. I think it’s hard to harness. I think that the times were 

better for grabbing attention around an issue. 

 

Again, my function changed there over time. I had basically the same position with different 

titles, but we were concerned about different things. I mean, we agonized over the Internet for a 

year or two. Then there was the growth and there were these facilities that were doing different 

things and they were sort of all over the map. You were constantly juggling different people’s 

opinions about how—Kevin used to say it was polishing the front door. You know, the PR job 

was polishing the front door and making sure that people had the best view of the house as 

possible. That was true, but there were lots of people who had different ideas about what Phoenix 

House was supposed to do and what it was supposed to be. 

 

Board members had their opinions and—Nancy Hoving. Have you talked to Nancy Hoving? 

Nancy Hoving’s old school. You talk to somebody who’s just gotten on the board in the last two 

or three years. They have a totally, completely different take of what Phoenix House is about. 

 

Q: Yes. Did you work with the board much? 

 

Policano: Not really. We were always preparing for the board meetings. There were some board 

members who I would be trying to—Mitch would ask me to get this person excited because this 

person was into writing or could be—media contacts. I didn’t— 
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Q: So you weren’t able to leverage—because the board is such a prestigious board. You weren’t 

able to leverage it for— 

 

Policano: Sometimes you were. Plepler—Richard [L.] Plepler from HBO. We were part of a big 

series that HBO did on addiction, I think somewhere around 2000. But again, what we started off 

with, which was Richard Plepler saying to us, “We’re doing a big series on addiction, and I want 

Phoenix House to be part of it,” because he is a board member of Phoenix House. 

 

When you see the final product, it’s a much bigger thing than a treatise on therapeutic 

communities. It’s a wide net of treatment options and treatment things. And we had access to 

stuff. Sometimes we were really able to influence the thing, and sometimes, we were not. But 

there was—Tina [Christina Hambley] Brown came on the board after the Vanity Fair thing. I’m 

trying to think of who else from the media there was. 

 

There were people who offered things. I think we got a couple of videos made for stuff. It was 

the agony of trying to control your own destiny, trying to get out your own message, and being at 

the mercy of folks who, “Well, I can do this for you.” Well, that doesn’t really—but I’ve got to 

take it. He’s offering to do it and it’s free and—but, you know, it doesn’t really—well, OK. 

 

All these things take a lot of time and energy. I can’t think of now which hit the home runs and 

which hit the singles, but there were a number of false starts and people came to Phoenix House 
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thinking that they were being helpful who weren’t. [laughs] That kind of thing. Then there were 

just different stages in the life. 

 

You have to remember that Kevin had gotten to the point where he said, “It’s either me or Ron 

Coster.” And Mitch— 

 

Q: That was early when you arrived. In your first— 

 

Policano: No, that was, like, the second time. Because Ron—I was around in ’88 to ’92. Then I 

left to go work here, actually. No. It wasn’t here. Somewhere else. I went somewhere else. And 

then when I came back—when I left, this issue of Ron versus Kevin was coming to a head. I 

actually left and then I came back and the whole thing had been resolved. 

 

Then there was—was Kevin going to really democratize? Because Kevin kept saying Coster was 

this micromanager, heavy-handed, blah, blah, blah. And everybody thinks they’re going to do 

things differently. 

 

But you asked a question about growth and what growth did. What growth was supposed to do 

was that the regions were supposed to develop their own communicators, their own lobbyists, 

their own infrastructure of influence. It wasn’t supposed to be decisions made from the Politburo. 

It was supposed to be this regionalization. At some point, and to varying degrees, that did 

happen. 
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I think it’s much different now. But I remember the growing pains of that, because Mitch had 

really had to pull himself back out of—when I first got there, it was the beginning of Mitch 

really at his peak as an influencer. But Mitch could—there were jokes about how Mitch would 

go up and taste the tuna fish. When they were giving a tour, that he would go up three times and 

make sure the tuna fish sandwich was right. There was that kind of thing about how much he was 

into the details of stuff. And then you’ve got an organization that’s growing and you can’t be into 

the tuna fish. You’ve got to let go. That was a challenge for him. And Kevin, I don’t think—I’m 

just trying to be fair about all this. Because the personalities do matter so much. The personalities 

of the organization do matter a great deal. I think that there are people who would say that Kevin 

was as much of a micromanager—I’m not sure I would agree with this—as Ron was. So you 

didn’t solve that problem. 

 

Then there became the issue of what would the successor to Mitch look like. Then, if we go—I’ll 

probably want to redact this from the record—one of my claims to fame is, I said to Mitch, “I 

have no idea what you’re doing with the succession thing.” Because members of the board were 

saying, “You need a succession plan.” I’m like, “Mitch, why do you need a succession plan?” He 

was like, “Well—” 

 

I was sort of the nephew. I had been there at a young age. It had been like an uncle/nephew 

situation. So I was not being treated as seriously as these captains of industry who were telling 

him—but I knew Phoenix House and I knew Mitch. I knew that this idea of a succession plan—

and then when it became a nine-year succession plan—I mean, what the hell were we running, 

NASA [National Aeronautics and Space Administration]? 
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I made the best case I could that you didn’t have to do this, that you didn’t need to push this. And 

he did. I thought he resented it from the beginning when Howard [Meitiner] decided—because 

anybody who wants to be number one, wants to be number one. And when Kevin was not going 

to be number one—it was a great psychic drain. These things take up so much time and take up 

so much emotional stress and take up so much psychic energy that the things you’re supposed to 

get done as an organization, a lot of those things don’t happen because you’re being distracted by 

the succession thing. 

 

So I had told him early on, I thought it was a mistake. I think he just didn’t think I understood 

how the world worked. It gives me no pleasure in being right. But I remember how much time 

and energy got sucked up into this succession thing. 

 

Q: I don’t want to spend a lot of time on that, but in the years prior, did it seem evident to you or 

did it seem evident to other staff members, that Kevin was expected to rise up to Mitch’s position 

or did that not— 

 

Policano: I think that Kevin developed—you know, Kevin made this ultimatum. Ron was this 

iron-fisted son of a bitch who was into control and pontificated on the uses of power and things 

like that. I think that people thought that there was going to be a breath of fresh air after Ron was 

out of the picture. I think that Kevin’s ascension meant a certain transition. I think Mitch wanted 

it to be that way. I think that Kevin felt like he could do his own thing, or that he could put his 
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own stamp on Phoenix House that didn’t have to be the Mitch stamp. I think that some folks 

didn’t know what that stamp would be and that Kevin did not have the polish of a Mitch. 

 

Also, a lot of the guys on the board, they’re finance guys. I have no idea how they think running 

such a place is, but they know there are qualified people coming before the board, announcing 

what the finances are and they’re feeling good about the program, but a board is limited in its 

sense of what is actually going on in the life and breadth of an organization. I’m not sure that 

anyone was well served with that whole thing. 

 

I think that Howard Meitiner was one of the hardest working guys I ever saw. He was there early 

in the morning and he was until late at night. He was putting together plans. He had his vision of 

how things needed to get done. But I’m not sure that it was in any way connected to the core of 

the organization. It was a stressful time. I left. I just didn’t want to deal with it, and I got a good 

job offer. I said, “Listen. I no longer have Mitch and Kevin, the guys who mentored me, who 

taught me all this stuff, who taught me so much about the world,” and I still, to this day, know so 

much about the world because of a combination of Kevin and Mitch and the way they wrestle 

with things. 

 

So I left. Then there was a long time of old-school folks leaving. But I’m not sure that it ever 

became—whether or not you agreed with Mitch’s view, or Mitch’s hubris in the worst light, or 

not, you had something very compelling to—you had a mission that I think was gone when he 

got—it didn’t have that same fire in the belly kind of thing. 
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Now, it was replaced by—I remember going to a couple of meetings after where people were 

talking in a much more modern kind of way. It wasn’t throwing back to the ’60s. It was talking 

about measuring success in different ways. It was talking about offering different kinds of 

treatment, variations of—not TC. It was almost like a new animal, this new kind of treatment, 

which was going to have traces of TC or echoes of TC, but it wasn’t going to be—because TC is 

really therapeutic community. It’s really dug in deep. You start pulling that apart and you start 

saying, “OK, well, maybe nicotine gum isn’t really nicotine gum. Maybe it’s Wrigley [William 

Wrigley Jr. Company] gum.” No, no, those are two different animals! You start trying to tease 

things apart and it doesn’t really work. I think that that was what was happening. 

 

Now, of course, I’ve been away from the program for a number of years, so I don’t know what 

happened, really, at the heart of the transition. But I just remember thinking, something is 

changing. The old days are going to be gone, but I’m not sure what they’re going to be replaced 

by. I feel as if I’m talking too much. 

 

Q: Well, that’s the point. [laughs] 

 

Policano: I feel like I’m being too vague. I also feel like I’m not giving you enough specifics. I 

remember that we used to spend a lot of time, for example, with the California program when we 

were trying to open up the school. At some point, the local San Fernando Valley NAACP 

[National Association for the Advancement of Colored People] was voicing its opposition. So we 

sat in a room for a number of hours figuring who could influence the San Fernando—not even 

the San Fernando Valley. The northeast San Fernando Valley branch of the NAACP. 
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Now, years later, I realized how all politics is local and you really had to get in to somebody who 

is on the board of the local thing and we had nobody like that. But at some point, we thought 

maybe—and maybe it’s the wrong name—Jesse [Louis] Jackson [Sr.]. We spent an hour or two 

talking about, who do we know that could get to Jesse Jackson to talk to the San Fernando 

Valley chapter chair of the—now I think about it and go, What the hell were we smoking to 

think that that was going to be the way to go on this? We needed to be really dug deep. But we 

didn’t know how to do that and Mitch was always thinking about power in terms of things at the 

top. 

 

But when I talk about the naiveté, I’m talking a little bit about that, about how you really need to 

be boots on the ground, finding out who’s on that board, and finding out who their neighbors are. 

But we didn’t know anybody in that world. So we took it to this long thing about—“Well, Bill 

[William Henry] Cosby [Jr.] did a fundraiser for us once. I think he was at a thing.” Or, “So-and-

so knows Bill Cosby who could get to Jesse Jack—“ And it was all that kind of thing. We spun 

wheels but we had gotten nowhere. 

 

Sometimes we would go off on that kind of a—we missed the forest for the trees, or we missed 

the tree and we would be thinking about how to improve the forest. It wasn’t helping us get the 

thing done. It was an exercise in, Who do we know at a level at which we didn’t need to know 

anybody? We needed to know somebody at this level. Sometimes we didn’t have a real keen 

sense of—but we went through these kinds of exercises. There was a lot of stuff around. 

 



  Policano – Session 1 – 49 
 
 
 
When I went in as the Community Relations Manager to help with this program, the school 

minus Nancy Reagan, the Lake View Terrace, Phoenix Academy, I went into a—it is located, 

surrounded by a suburban development that was sort of an enclave. Again, black and Hispanic 

Pacoima, lower, middle class, and poor is here. There was this enclave around which this 

hospital had been built of folks who were just—may have been first-time homeowners. Many of 

them white. There was a weird kind of—this was within a few miles of each other. So there were 

a couple of worlds you had to sort of maneuver through. 

 

I remember going to a black minister who was well-known in the community and trying to start 

fresh and saying, “Listen, I’m Chris Policano from Phoenix House. Reverend [unclear]. You’re 

an important person in the community. I want to let you know what our plans are.” He was a big 

guy. He had trouble moving around because of his weight. I remember I met him for the first 

time and I began to talk and he said, “I’ve just got one question for you, brother. What was on 

your mind bringing Nancy Reagan to Pacoima? Were you guys all crazy?” And I remember 

thinking, “Oh.” This was the kind of level at which we had not communicated before. You can 

understand who the people were in the community. So part of my job was to just be in the 

community and get to understand it. But so much of trying to make an organization work is 

understanding the politics and driving a message. So the first time around, we were just sort of 

focused on, “Nancy Reagan wants to make her post-White House activity about Phoenix House. 

How great is that?” 

 

The fact that the people who were going to be carrying signs and—we weren’t connecting with 

them on that level. So we got better at that. That was always full-time—the NIMBY thing was 
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always a full-time thing, and capacity was always a full-time thing. If you were going to do this 

on a meaningful level, where would you be able to do this? 

 

The Yorktown thing was a monster, just huge place that—I don’t know if you’ve been there, but 

it goes on for freaking ever. It’s got hallways and floors that haven’t been used and it’s like—you 

wouldn’t put a school around that if you could start from scratch, but you could never afford to 

do it. You always needed to find places that had gone bankrupt, or places that had—what do they 

call them—white elephant or something? You could get a good price on that. The same with—

the thing was built as a hospital. It was supposed to be a hospital. We created a school in it. We 

didn’t do much. We had to do construction, but we didn’t tear the thing down and start from 

scratch. I can’t remember doing one like that. 

 

Q: We’ve— 

 

Policano: We’ve bounced around. 

 

Q: We’re running low on time. But can you talk a little bit in more general terms or more 

comprehensive terms—how Phoenix House was different by the time you left in 2005, or in your 

last couple years there, compared to when you entered it? 

 

Policano: I think that its size and managing the size and managing the management of these 

different—it’s not like McDonald’s [Corporation], where you say, “OK. I’m going to open up a 

McDonald’s based on the amount of traffic here. We’re going to put one there.” It’s more like 
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grabbing opportunities that you can, cobbling together funding sources. The number of funding 

sources that it takes to make a Phoenix House work can be—for the national organization, it’s 

huge, the number of places we get it from. That all takes a lot of energy and a lot of thought. 

 

Then when you think you’ve fixed something here, you have something broken over here. 

Again, it’s a limited brain trust, so it’s not like you can really say—certainly not a Mitch/Kevin 

Phoenix House, we’re not going to say, “OK, guys, fix your problem. Come back.” No. These 

guys are going to go now, take a whole bunch of energy, and go fix this problem because that’s 

OK. So you’re doing fingers in the dike when you’re at that kind of scale. The famous quote—

the one that I like best about Mitch is, somebody called him a pathological optimist. He is a 

pathological optimist. He believes that these things can get done. You’re looking at him like, 

“What?” And then you go, “Success happens because there are pathological optimists in the 

world.” 

 

But it is tough to run an organization. Growing an organization is a real difficult thing to 

maneuver properly. I think I was frustrated by the growth and the—to what end? This program 

was running a thing for twenty-six kids of the—and we’re going to go through the whole thing to 

get this thing off the ground or it’s losing money now and we’ve got to fix it somehow? 

 

There are a lot of decisions around growth that I found kind of frustrating. Because the thing I 

loved about Phoenix House when I first got there was, I’d be in the Bronx on a Friday afternoon 

explaining to a Daily News reporter, pointing out the crack house across the street—and I was in 

my city in a way that I had not been before. I hadn’t been to the Bronx, I think, until I started 
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with Phoenix House. I knew the city in a different way. And connecting with the folks in the 

facilities and knowing—I’d go around the city and somebody would say, “Give Chris the orange 

juice! He likes the orange juice. He doesn’t like the apple juice.” Because I’d been there enough 

times. And you’d get into conversations. There was something about the feel of these places that 

were—a size and a scope that was very manageable, was connected to the life of the city. 

 

And in California—I love California—and the idea that I’d spend time out in California learning 

southern California, learning the communities—when I got there from Phoenix House, in 1992, 

it was a week after the riots. I was supposed to go on the Monday of the verdict. And I get a 

phone call saying—because I was going to go out. I was going out for three to six months to help 

on the community relations around this school project. And I was told, “Let’s wait a week. The 

city is kind of crazy.” So when I came into L.A.— 

 

Q: This is the Rodney [Glen] King [III]— 

 

Policano: This is Rodney King. In fact, I got lost at the facility, trying to get to the facility, early 

on in my stay out there. I pulled up to a police station and I said, “Could you give me directions? 

I’m trying to get to the Phoenix Academy.” He said, “Yes, yes.” He took out a little napkin and 

he drew this thing. He said, “You go up to the Rodney King incident, then you turn right.” And I 

said, “What?” 

 

And sure enough, you drove—and what I had never known until I took the drive—you know the 

video of him getting—I always assumed it was some person like on the side of a road all by 
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himself taking a visual—that was a housing project. There was a housing development right 

there. Some guy was on the terrace. So, like, the whole housing project was watching this thing. I 

didn’t know that until I took the drive up. And I thought, “Wow.” 

 

And again, going back to the time of the life in the city you’re in, that being there in 1992, post-

Rodney King, trying to get a school built in a Los Angeles that is kind of wrestling with issues of 

race, issues of class, all these social issues coming out of this beating. It was something that 

was—when you think of L.A., you think everybody’s in the movie business. Well, no. 

 

I was talking about a drug treatment program in groups where people were seeing their—I would 

talk to groups about this drug treatment program and the group existed solely in response to the 

Rodney King riots and what had happened to L.A.—that it was being torn apart. Being 

connected to Phoenix House and being in these discussions about the future of L.A., that was 

also kind of cool. It wasn’t just about drug treatment. It was about, as a non-profit organization in 

a city that is going through trouble, you’re supposed to be part of the solution to that trouble. 

And God knows what my contribution was, but I was in the conversations. 

 

So, again, that was personally very rewarding in terms of, you were in touch with something. 

The frustration of Phoenix House, this growing thing, was that we were in touch with too many 

things. I never felt like I was in touch with anything specific enough or of this earth enough that 

made it—I’m kind of like, “Guys, what the hell are we doing? Phoenix Houses of Denver?” 

Whatever it was. At some point, just became this list of Phoenix Houses, and it was kind of like 

this hodge-podge. I don’t know how they’re doing it now. I wish them always the best. 
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Q: Well, so, you’ve talked a lot about the urban context. And so you joined Phoenix House when 

the Dinkins administration is— 

 

Policano: Maybe it was the last year of [Edward Irving] Koch. 

 

Q: Maybe it was. But what my question was going to be is, what was the role of Phoenix House 

in the city during [Michael Rubens] Bloomberg’s New York? What was different? 

 

Policano: I have no idea. I have no idea. I have no idea. I really felt in the ’80s—and again, for 

some of Giuliani, I really felt that people were really wrestling with—in the ’80s, they were 

wrestling with crack from this explosion of crack and this explosion of drug abuse. Then, going 

in to the ’90s, I got the feeling that they were wrestling with, what are meaningful solutions to 

these urban ills? As we were incarcerating a large number of people, how were we going to bring 

them back? I think that it mattered to Giuliani at that time—because shit matters to Giuliani and 

then it stops [laughs]—we’re on to the next—don’t get me started. 

 

But [Andrew Mark] Cuomo built all these prisons. Giuliani—the cops were arresting all these 

people. There was bad shit going on. But what was a way to bring people back? I really felt in 

my earliest day that educating folks about what was possible, what could possibly be done with 

people, was part of the mission. This idea—and I don’t want to sound like a hopeless romantic 

because I’m not a hopeless romantic, but—I’m a little bit of a hopeless romantic—but the idea 
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that you could prove that somebody’s life had changed because of a process that you believed in 

and had pushed for. 

 

My biggest professional claim to fame is, I’ve got two front pages. I’m going to have to show it 

to you when it’s over. Nineteen ninety-seven, the city is doing well. The Daily News does a 

piece, an eight-page piece, on Gloria Colon [phonetic], Crack Whore. And they’ve got her out in 

Hunts Point. She’s this scraggly, ugly, disgusting thing. They’ve got these terrible pictures of 

her. It’s a front page on the Sunday Daily News and it was, “A Hell of a Life,” or “A Hell—” it 

was some—and there were eight pages inside the Daily News. And it was Sunday. At the end of 

the story, they left Gloria Colon out there on the streets. The story was over and there was 

Gloria, still— 

 

I called up the Daily News and I said, “Get me Bill Boyle.” Bill Boyle was the managing editor. 

Well, Bill was not here. I said, “Get him and tell him to call. It’s Chris Policano. Tell him to call 

me as soon as possible.” And the managing editor of the Daily News called me and said, “What’s 

going on?” I said, “You left this girl on the streets! You did eight pages!” Pete Hamill was 

running the paper at the time. Pete Hamill—I think it was his idea. “Everybody’s doing well. 

Let’s go back to the troubled folks in this city and really shove it down New York’s face.” 

 

So I said, “What do you think—you left her on the streets? What, are you kidding me?” He said, 

“What were we supposed to do?” I said, “Hello? You know me. We’re friends. I work for 

Phoenix House.” He said, “I can have them get her to you?” I said, “Yes. Let’s get her to me.” 
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So on Monday, the reporter calls me up and says, “We’re being chased by a crack dealer. She 

owes $900 and we’re coming to you because Bill Boyle said to bring her to you.” I said, “No, 

don’t bring her to me! No!” And I said, “This is where you take her.” 

 

They took her to the hospital. She was in detox for three days. We put her in the program. She 

did about seven or eight months in the program. Eight months later, six months later, they did a 

story. It was called, “A New Life.” It was eight pages in the news about her getting her life back 

together again. She just died about three months ago. This was 1997. She died of a heart attack. 

But she had gotten her act together. She had married her high school sweetheart or something. 

He found her because of the story. She was an AIDS [Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome] 

counselor in Westchester County or something. 

 

She had ups and downs, but they had done this story on her. They had left her out there—not 

because they were bad people, but because that’s their job, is to tell the story. And I picked up a 

phone and I said, “Get her off the fucking streets.” She died recently, peacefully. That is the most 

significant thing I have done professionally is, I made a phone call on a Sunday because some 

crack whore was on the front page of the—and you can’t do that. You can’t do that doing 

corporate—I guess you could, but Phoenix House made that—that’s what Phoenix House was 

about. Of course, it didn’t hurt, as a PR guy, that was on the front page of the paper. [laughs] 

 

So the combination of that which moves you personally and that which moves you professionally 

coming together—Phoenix House provided a huge opportunity. That kind of thing. 
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Q: So, we’re pretty much out of time. Is there anything else you want to say about Phoenix 

House in, especially, the last years? 

 

Policano: I feel badly that I’m out of touch with—and I’m sure that all this emoting that I just did 

about how—I’m sure that people are experiencing that every day. I’m just not in touch with it 

and I just don’t know—it is kind of a tragedy that we were never able to make the argument or to 

defy political reality and make Phoenix Houses happen on a wide scale. I don’t think the TC is a 

thing of the future. I think these variations of TCs are the things of the past, and I think that’s too 

bad because I think—they are not perfect. They’re not for everybody. They’ve had to go through 

changes in terms of—there were some pretty stupid things done in the name of TCs forty years 

ago. I wish them all the best. 

 

Q: OK. Well, we can end there, and thank you so much. 

 

Policano: All right.  

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 

 


