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PREFACE 

 

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

conducted by Kristin Murphy on July 17, 2014. This interview is part of the Phoenix House 

Foundation Oral History Project.  

 The reader is asked to bear in mind that s/he is reading a verbatim transcript of the 

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Q: Okay. So, I’m actually not sure of today’s date. I think it’s the 19th?  

 

Williams: No, 17th. Little bit ahead of yourself there, huh? 

 

Q: Yes. Well. And I’m here with Mr. Ron [Ronald] Williams— 

 

Williams: Correct. 

 

Q: —at Stay’n Out. 

 

Williams: Yes. 

 

Q: And we’re here to talk about the Phoenix House. 

 

Williams: Yes, we are. 

 

Q: So, if you would tell me how you—we’re interested in the first days, of how it kind of started, 

which is why I’m here to talk to you.  
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Williams: Okay. 

 

Q: And we’re talking to a number of people, so we’ll get lots of different perspectives— 

 

Williams: Right. 

 

Q: —but we want to know how you got into it, so, something about what brought you to the 

place— 

 

Williams: Right. 

 

Q: —and then kind of your own individual ideas, of what you think is important for us to know. 

 

Williams: Okay. Okay. Well, what brought me to what became Phoenix House was the fact that I 

had been substance abusive for a number of years, and that I was involved in that whole lifestyle, 

if you will. With that lifestyle also comes things like incarceration. I found myself imprisoned, 

okay? I did a crime. I did do it, yes. I got a five-year sentence for it, and I went to prison. I came 

out on parole, and I really learned a lot about prison. A lot about prison: the good and the bad of 

it. I met, I think, a lot of people that were like myself, that were also in prison. I think that gave 

me quite insight, as to who is and who is not incarcerated, who should be and should not be, and 

that whole dynamic, which then kind of came to be a godsend, actually, in later years. I didn’t 

realize, in a sense, that I was going through a school, in a sense. I think that that is a part of the 

nature of man, mankind. Whatever environment that they are placed into, it’s a school. They will 
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learn whatever that has to offer; they will adapt to it. It’s a matter of survival, existence. And I 

say that because that also leads into things such as therapeutic communities [TC], et cetera.  

 

So the learning experiences that one goes through, even when you’re an addict or a substance 

abuser, and you’re in the streets, as they say, you are a part of a subculture. You do have a peer 

group. There are certain norms and expectations that one learns. One isn’t born an addict, or 

understanding the culture of addiction. Normally. There are some that, because of circumstances, 

come up in an environment like that, but usually people have to learn how to be whatever they 

become, even the substance abuser and addict. Even the criminal. You have to learn the dos, the 

don’ts of the craft.  

 

Q: You were also in some other very powerful contexts, environments that you probably learned 

the norms of.  

 

Williams: Yes.  

 

Q: You grew up in a middle-class, kind of strict family, from what I understand?  

 

Williams: Oh, yes. Yes.  

 

Q: And there’s also the army— 

 

Williams: That’s right. 
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Q: So these are two other factors that I think, how did they— 

 

Williams: Impact? 

 

Q: —contribute, in a way? 

 

Williams: Well, I think that the contribution that they made—and I know that it will sound 

simple, simplistic—is that in the business that I am now, I tend to divide up clients as per need. I 

tend to sort of view them as two types: there is the rehabilitation type—everybody says that they 

are rehabilitating clients, and I beg to differ at times. Because I think that there are the 

rehabilitation types, and that there are the habilitation types. Okay? To differentiate that: 

rehabilitation, I think that it implies that you are re-learning to use something that you knew how 

to use at one time. So, I’m a fortunate, I think. I consider that I am in the rehabilitation type. I 

came up from a very strict West Indian family, Jamaican family. There is no question about it, 

that I was taught from childhood right from wrong. I was raised in the church. I was a Boy Scout.  

 

I saw my mother and father—or my grandparents, that actually raised me—demonstrate work 

ethic: wake up in the morning, and go to work. They were strivers. They owned four 

brownstones. They were Manhattanites. They were landlords, et cetera. Which offered me a real 

advantage. So as a youngster, I could go to private school. Some of our associates were doctors, 

and that kind of thing. As a matter of fact, I was expected to be a doctor. The attitude was such 

that I was going to be a doctor, and if I couldn’t do that, then maybe a dentist was acceptable—
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that kind of attitude. So understanding structure, discipline, certainly helps. And then the fact of 

it is that I was in the United States Army for a period of time, which just furthered that. So I had 

a foundation, if you will.  

 

Now, what actually happened around that, of course, is one of the things that I know impacted 

my life was that I was raised in Harlem [New York], and I was raised in what you might call an 

enclave. There was about a four-block radius that seemed to have a high concentration of West 

Indians.  

 

Q: What blocks were these? 

 

Williams: This was 120th Street, 121st, 119th Street. Between Lenox, 7th, and then we had another 

bunch of people that we associated with that were all in Morningside Drive. That kind of thing. 

And in the ’40s, Morningside Drive was quite the place to be. In the area that I lived in, the 

majority of the house owners, property owners, and those individuals that went to the same 

Episcopal church that I went to, were all West Indian. So whether it was Jamaican, or 

Trinidadian, or Barbadian, or et cetera, there was a certain kind of commonality, if you will. And 

they were strivers. But one of the problems with that is that you were in an enclave. There is a 

commercial that I’ve seen, I don’t know if you saw it, but I identified with it quite a bit, because 

it showed a young man in his neighborhood, and he was walking through his neighborhood. He 

had on a cap, and he had the cap on backwards. He was walking through the neighborhood with 

a certain gait, a certain type of walk. As he got further and further out of this neighborhood, his 

gait seemed to change a little, and then a little more, until he finally reached his destination, and 
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he walked through the door and turned his cap around to the front, went behind the counter, and 

said, “Welcome to McDonald’s, sir.” So this individual, who had to behave in a certain way, or 

show a certain profile in that neighborhood that they were in, could—in an environment that they 

then considered to be safe, if you will, show this other side of them.  

 

So there is something that is called identifying with the enemy: once you move outside of that 

enclave, and you are in regular Harlem, the behavior that is expected of you within that enclave 

is not the one that is predominant outside of that enclave. So for self preservation—you have to 

go out of that enclave, and you have to go to school outside of that enclave later on, et cetera—

you adapt. And, very honestly, the other figures, that were not a part of your regular life, were 

intriguing. They were the tough kids. Even yourself in the environment that you were in kind of 

felt that it was bland. It was kind of exciting outside of that enclave. It attracts you— 

 

Q: It’s hard to be good all the time.  

 

Williams: It attracts you. On top of the fact that if you sort of adopt the behavior and attitude, et 

cetera, that allows you to go outside of that enclave, and be relatively safe, you kind of adopt a 

kind of camouflage, if you will. There’s something you that you learn in therapeutic community 

that says if you act a certain way long enough, you will become. It’s called “act as if.” So what 

we say to individuals that are coming into a therapeutic community is: “I know that you don’t 

believe that you can change. I know that you think that all of this is bull, nonsense, but act as if it 

isn’t. Fool me. Fool me into thinking that you really believe what we’re asking you to do. So just 

do it—you don’t have to really accept it, but just do it.” What happens is that if they do it long 
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enough, they start to become. They start to see the advantages of. They start to form another sort 

of peer group. They start to be included into things that they might like. You expose them to this 

other world.  

 

Getting back to the issue of habilitation versus rehabilitation: a major part of the issue of the 

habilitation is to expose individuals to things that either they were not exposed to, that they don’t 

really know how to navigate well. It is just drugs and the lifestyle. Why the average addict or 

criminal justice client—our type usually have substance abuse backgrounds—are coming out of 

prison and going back in again, they’re coming out of prison, they’re going back in again. People 

will say that they just like three hots— 

 

Q: Three hots and a cot. 

 

Williams: —and a cot. And I beg to differ. I say that is because they’re trapped. They are trapped 

in something called lifestyle. It’s like an inmate that I worked with in Arthur Kill [Correctional 

Facility] told me once. He wasn’t in my program, he wasn’t a part of my program. He was one of 

the regular population inmates. I was trying to get him to join the program. He said, “Mr. 

Williams, you know, hey. No disrespect intended. I know that I’m an inmate, I know that I’m an 

addict, I know I’m a criminal,” he said, “But at least I know how to do that, man. What am I 

going to be if I give that up? You talk about change—what am I going to be? Am I going to be 

punk? Am I going to be a sissy? What? What? What?” So the fear of the unknown, of change, is 

what traps those individuals in that lifestyle. This is where the people that they know are. This is 

where their friends are. As our males, this is where the women are. This is what they know how 
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to do. This is where they get their approval. If you are an extraordinary pimp, or whatever that 

the crime is, you are extraordinary in it, you get extraordinary approval from that environment.  

 

I hear people say often things like, they’re just underprivileged. If you brought them out of jail 

and you gave them a house and a job, that would—and I don’t think so. I’m willing to bet you 

that those individuals, particularly the ones that I talk about around habilitation, if they came out 

of prison tomorrow and I gave them a wonderful apartment in Scarsdale, that they would last up 

there probably about a month, month and a half. Because it’s not their peer group. They do not 

know how to navigate that environment. They do not know how to deal with the expectations, 

and the rules. So put them up there in Scarsdale, and within about a week, two weeks, you are 

going to see them on the corner of 100-whatever Street, with the rationale, I just came by to see 

how the guys are doing. Because that’s where they find acceptance.  

 

In order to break that cycle, you cannot have a vacuum. You cannot take something from 

somebody without replacing it with something that they feel is of equal or better value. It’s not 

about, Well, why don’t you just stop using drugs. Well, he’s using drugs because of a reason. It’s 

doing something for that person. It may be against the law and all of that, but for that individual, 

it’s serving a purpose, and it’s serving one that is so powerful that they will risk their lives for it. 

So that’s heavy.  

 

Q: What’s amazing for me to hear is: when I read your interview, there’s a moment where you 

say that an addict is always an addict, or that’s what you were told and taught to believe before 
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you went into rehab. And so to hear this whole different world of way of thinking about 

rehabilitation and addiction, whether or not it is even curable, is kind of amazing. 

 

Williams: Well, no. What I said was that when I became an addict, and I really got immersed in 

that world, there was a saying that they had: “Once an addict, always an addict.” 

 

Q: And that was kind of where rehab was at. They didn’t really talk about cure. 

 

Williams: Exactly. And that if there was anybody that really believes that, it was the addicts. 

Because in my early addiction, I had never seen anybody that was an addict at one time and then 

stopped being an addict. Everybody that I knew that got caught up in that lifestyle remained in 

that lifestyle until death. We had a saying—because we understood the danger of the lifestyle. 

The rationale was: “Live fast, die young, and have a beautiful corpse.” Right? The idea that you 

could just leave that behind and do something else—it was vague, but how do you do that? How 

do you do that? What am I going to do if—It’s just what that guy in prison said to me. I know 

I’m an addict, I know I’m a criminal, but at least I know how to do that. What am I going to do if 

I—Right? The whole key to it is slowly replacing and convincing the individual that’s going 

through the process that first of all, there’s hope. That is a big impact that is made by the ex-

addicts, by the former substance abusers. I don’t think that I can emphasize how important that 

is. 

 

Q: To see that it can happen. 
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Williams: To see that it can happen. To see somebody that they can personally identify with, to 

see somebody that when they speak about something, that that other person that they’re speaking 

to clearly understands what it is they’re saying. They aren’t just trying to envision or imagine. 

They have themselves experienced it. All right? Okay? And they say, Yeah, hey, listen, man, I 

understand. I could tell you about myself. They’ll say, However. When I came in I was just like 

you, but these are some of the things that I had to go through. And it’s hard. It’s difficult, man. It 

ain’t a walk in the park now, but at the end of it, I guarantee you, you are going to be a hell of a 

lot happier, or a hell of a lot better off, than you are now. And he can show, or she can show, by 

her own presence and her own consistency. Because the addict is going to watch you. They are 

going to be highly skeptical. They’re going to wonder if you’re really using drugs when you go 

home. So they’re going to look for any sign or symptom that what you’re saying is not true, is 

not what you’re doing.  

 

The more that they can see that, hey, you know, I think that—wow. The more hope is given 

them. That’s the way that a therapeutic is designed, a community is designed: to expose you to 

things that you may not have had exposure to before, or even if you did, to expose you to them 

now that you’re not under the influence of a drug or substance. To show you that you can have 

enjoyment, that you can grow, that you can feel good about yourself. That you fill the voids that 

are left from the loss. And also understand the fact that it is a loss. Understand the fact that—

“Well, you ought to be glad you aren’t using drugs anymore”—well, initially they’re not. They 

are giving up something that was very, very—I mean, vital in their lives. So can you show me 

that if I give up this that what you’re going to replace it with is as good or better?  
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And therapeutic communities are designed in ways and phases, and whatnot: first of all, it is a 

maturation process. It is something that sort of takes you back to a certain level of expectation 

and growth. That’s why when you first come in, you have the most menial jobs. We aren’t 

expecting much out of you. We just need you to show us that you are willing to do something. 

So even if it’s mopping the hall, at first that’s a great step. You’re following a direction. You 

might not like it, but you’re doing it. Hey, great. Now let’s see if I can get you to the point where 

you take it upon yourself to mop the hall, because you know that that’s your job. Now let me see 

if I can take you to a point where you start taking pride in the job that you’re doing in mopping 

the hall. That rather than just kind of swinging a mop, that you swing the mop, and you mop the 

hall, and you go down to the end of the hall and you look at it, and you’ll see whether or not it’s 

a good job that you did.  

 

Q: Fix what you missed. 

 

Williams: What did you miss? Did you do a g—Yes? Right? That is one of the beginnings of self 

esteem development. You say, Well, I did that. I did that job. And especially if your peer, or the 

staff member, or the resident comes by and compliments you: Hey, man. Whoa, damn, man, that 

hall looks great, man. You know? As menial as the action is originally—Now, if you have staff 

members that are wise, one of the things about therapeutic community that helps to move 

individuals along is manipulation. The staff, a part of their job is manipulation. The client is a 

manipulator. That’s where they came from. That’s their thing. Their thing is to see how they can 

get over. And your job is to know that. Don’t feel that there’s something wrong with it—it’s the 

nature of the beast. But how do you diffuse that? 
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So one day, talking about the hallway thing, it was done to me. I didn’t realize what had been 

done to me until much later. I thought it was masterful. So the guy comes in who is a director at 

that time. I had done something wrong, and I had been demoted, shot down. So I was doing the 

service crew, and I was mopping the halls. This guy came in, and he says to me, he said, “Wow.” 

And as he passed me, he said, “Thanks.” “Okay? For what?” He said, “Oh, man—for that job 

that you’re doing.” I was mopping the hall. He said, “You’re mopping the hall? Is that all you 

see?” “Yeah.” He said, “Oh, man.” He says, “No, no, no, Ron. Look: where is my office?” I said, 

“It’s in the back there.” He says, “Okay. You ever heard of first impressions?” “Yeah.”  

 

“Okay. Now I have very important people that come here to see me that have never met me 

before. And when they come to this building, and they walk into this building, they have 

evaluated me before they ever get to my office, because of you. When they walk in here, and 

they look at that hallway, and it’s clean, and it’s shining, and the walls are clean and everything, 

it says volumes about who I am before they even get to my office. So that’s the job you’re 

doing.” And I remember thinking, Wow. I never looked at it like that. Boy. Wonderful. It really 

affected me. I took a whole other view of my hall. I took ownership of it. So, I wanted that—no, 

it’s not good enough. Do we have any wax? [laughs] 

 

Q: Would that count as a manipulation? Is that the kind of thing that is— 
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Williams: Well, it certainly is a manipulation, but it’s what we in TC call positive manipulation. 

It’s true, too. It is a manipulation, but it’s true. It’s true. As a matter of fact, it impacted me in a 

way that, as you leave here— 

 

Q: I noticed. 

 

Williams: —you see that sign out there? So the young lady that sits out there is usually a person 

that is from one of our treatment sites. It’s job skills. They come over here, and it’s learning to 

get up in the morning, and to come to work on time, and all of that. Answer the phone properly, 

and the whole thing. Greet the people coming in the door, and all of that. Everybody likes titles. 

Everybody in a therapeutic community has a title. Behind the job label there’s a title. You’re 

director of this, or you’re the head of that, or—as you go up. So we’ll give her a title. Mitchell 

[S.] Rosenthal told me once, “You know, titles are important, but the reality of it is that they’re a 

noise.” He said, “Well, this is Ron Williams, director of 205 West 85th Street. That identifies 

you. And it identifies you to you also: I am a director.” He said, “What if I said, This is Ron 

Williams, the emperor of the Indies?” Doesn’t ring a bell?  

 

Q: No.  

 

Williams: Because it’s a noise. Just like ‘director’ is a noise. 

 

Q: But were you not actually the director? I mean, one seems true— 
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Williams: Yes I was. Yes I was. 

 

Q: —and the other seems false.  

 

Williams: Well, but the point that he’s saying is that for this particular function, the word that we 

use or the noise that we give it is director. It could be emperor of the Indies. It could be—Don’t 

take too much stock in the noise, and don’t get too self important, or caught up with the noise. 

The job behind the noise is what it’s all about, not the noise itself. All right? But we always like 

noises. It says something to us. So she has a noise, but it’s an important noise. And the noise is 

‘Director of First Impressions.’ Now, for the average individual coming in here, they may even 

see it as being funny, but to these add—to the individual that’s sitting there, it’s not. It says 

something. It says something about their importance. It says that same thing that was told to me 

about the mopping of that hallway. It’s exactly what it is. When she answers that phone, 

whoever’s on the other end of that phone is going to have a picture of who I am, who the whole 

agency is, just by the way that she answers that phone. That’s really important. That’s really 

important. 

 

Before they even get to the presidency and all of that, her importance of just answering that 

phone in a certain way that gives that impression is, at that point in time, the most important 

thing in the world. Now, I can clean it up afterwards if she doesn’t do it right, but I shouldn’t 

have to be doing that. I want to hear—and she wants to hear—somebody say, Who was that that 

answered that phone? And I say, Well, that was Jo so-and-so. She says, Oh, she has a beautiful 

voice. Very, very mannerly. She answered very well. And I will tell her that right away. Oh, they 
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really liked the way you answered the phone. So basically, it goes back to what my grandmother 

told me as a child: whatever that you do, put everything into it and do it right, because that’s the 

way that people see you. That’s the impression that you give.  

 

So it goes back to the maturation process, or the growing up process, or getting compliments on 

those things that you do well, getting directions on those things that you don’t do well. Getting 

the client to the point where they trust the environment enough, and the staff member enough, to 

understand that fact that if they are criticized, that it is constructive criticism. It is aimed at 

improving them. It’s not aimed at hurting them, and it’s not aimed at putting you down in any 

way. It is pointing out something to you that you can do better, that you can improve on. And 

sometimes manipulation, or the term, is not negative. There is something in a therapeutic 

community that we used to call running data. Do your thing, and everything will follow. What 

goes around comes around. We call that data. Data should have two components to it: one is that 

it should be bite-sized, it should be simple, so that it is easily digested. And the other side of it is 

that it should be profound. So it should be simple, but profound.  

 

What that then does is that it initially makes the individual accepted because they think they 

understand it. They don’t come back with a defensive—They think they understand it. They may 

ask you about it later on: What did you mean by—right?—do your thing and everything will 

follow? What does it mean? Can you break that down a little further for me? But when you first 

said it, they’ll say, Yes, okay. The profundity of it is that maybe six months later, maybe a year 

later, something is going to occur where that saying is going to come back to you, pew!, and 

you’re going to say, Oh, wow. That’s what he meant. Some occurrence in your life is going to 
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happen that is going to bring that—Damn. I remember when so-and-so said to me—So it’s like 

planting seeds, in a way, that you accept, you don’t fight them off and all of that, because it’s 

simple enough that you might think you recognize them. But behind it, it’s deep. 

 

Q: And you’ve had a lot of time to think through these ideas now, that you’re trying to introduce 

to people that are just coming out of prison now, right? 

 

Williams: Right. 

 

Q: So can you take me back to when you were on the other side of this?  

 

Williams: Sure. 

 

Q: When you were first thinking about getting clean, or— 

 

Williams: Oh, yes. Okay. Let me tell you the story. Inmates live on dreams. It is what keeps you 

sane. People see the prison as being dangerous, and it is. But I’ve seen more individuals injured, 

or killed, in the community than in prison, but yes. It is a dangerous environment. But the biggest 

issue of it is that you have lost liberty. That has been taken away from you. That is where the 

profundity lies, that you have been placed somewhere away from society. It does two things. One 

is that it denies you that liberty. But two is that depending upon where you go, how you utilize it, 

society can also end up visiting all your problems upon itself, that they thought that they were 

getting rid of. Because as I said, man adapts and absorbs whatever the situation has to offer him. 
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So when you go to prison, you are going to school. You are going to learn whatever that 

environment offers you. So it all depends on how you yourself choose to deal with that situation. 

So there are some of us that chose to be nerds. If you didn’t have a GED [general education 

development], if you didn’t have a high school diploma, they had classes that you could go to. Or 

they had— 

 

Q: And is that what you did? 

 

Williams: Yes, sure. And there was the library. Actually, I discovered reading there again. They 

used to have a little sort of trailer that they pushed through, and it had books, and you’d choose 

one. And I happened to choose Jack London, The Call of the Wild. I started reading in it, and I 

was stunned by how this writing, this guy put words together in a way that could take you there, 

that could really give you the experience of what was actually happening, and the whole thing. 

That’s writers. I guess that I had read books earlier, or been involved peripherally in books, but 

never really valued them. 

 

Q: You were writing poetry. Were you doing that at this time— 

 

Williams: Oh, yes. Yes. 

 

Q: —or when did you pick that up? 
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Williams: At that time, but maybe a part of that came from the reading. When you have time, 

you can find yourself. It depends upon who your social network becomes, because in the prison, 

there are various ones. There are the guys that sell the drugs; there are the guys that are sexual 

deviants; there are the guys that are into sports; there are the guys that—whatever. There are 

groups. And you sort of choose your own group, or they allow you to become part of that group. 

So I had a certain group, one of whom was right next door to me, a guy that was in for murder. 

That really, really, really made me—I remember him still. Josh. And Josh was an individual who 

killed a man. That was all that you knew about Josh. That guy’s a murderer. Man, he killed a 

guy. But he was locking next to me, so we kind of got to know each other a little bit, and we 

ended up sort of playing chess through the bars. Then he told me the story.  

 

So he was a nice guy. He was a roofer. He lived in a certain area, and he would go to work. He 

was a loner. He’d do his job, and there were a bunch of guys around there that would like to take 

advantage of him. So he wasn’t a violent type of individual. They would take advantage of him, 

and when he would come home from that work, at times they would rail at him, and basically rob 

him. Especially if they knew that it was payday or something. He would go different routes and 

all of that. As a roofer, he wore a belt with his equipment on it. One day, he got tired. These guys 

ran up on him, and he pulled out his little axe and went to work on them. Now he’s doing time. I 

thought that he deserved a medal myself, but—here he is. Now, this guy wasn’t any serial 

murderer. He was really a nice guy.  

 

Q: How much time did he get?  
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Williams: I think fifteen years? It was like, damn, man. But anyway, I digress. There is so much 

that is there. But anyway. Then one of the best things in the world happens to you: you get 

paroled. You walk out of the door, and the door closes behind you, and your entire social 

network of the last three years [snaps fingers] vanishes. You’re out there by yourself. So it would 

behoove you to have another social network to go to: family, and all of that kind of stuff. Well, 

when I came back, my grandparents were so mortified that our Ronnie had become an addict, 

and a criminal, and wound up in prison and all that, that they had sold the houses to move back 

to Jamaica. A girl that I had been seeing, kind of, was now married, and had a kid, and whatnot. 

The bar that I hung out in—we used to call it the Bucket of Blood. It was sort of out of the Star 

Wars thing. I don’t know if you ever saw Star Wars— 

 

Q: I actually haven’t. 

 

Williams: No? Well, it’s too bad, because there’s a bar, and it has all of these characters from 

various planets and things [laughter] that are in the bar, right? So, you had pimps, and you had 

hustlers, and you had stick-up kids, and all these, all in this bar. But the longer that you are away 

from that scene is the more that you romanticize the bar, because that’s that where your social 

network was. So I kind of couldn’t wait to get back and just check out the bar and see. I came 

back, and it was a parking lot. Your entire— 

 

Q: Are you clean at this point? 

 

Williams: —building— 
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Q: I mean, are you using any—? 

 

Williams: No! I just got out of jail.  

 

Q: Right. Well, sometimes there are drugs available in jail, right? 

 

Williams: Well, well, no. The drugs that are available come with involvement with that social 

network. You don’t just go buy some—no. You get involved in that social network.  

 

Q: And you weren’t? 

 

Williams: And that’s dangerous.  

 

Q: Right. 

 

Williams: I wasn’t going there. They end up getting additional time put on their sentences, and 

all of that—no. I wanted to do my time and get the hell out of there. [laughs] So I was clean. So I 

come out. The whole building was gone. It was a parking lot, which was stunning, because you 

always envision this thing being there. And I knew hardly anybody. I didn’t see anybody in 

there. In three and a half years, things had changed remarkably. I heard a voice say, “Yo, Ron! 

What’s up?” And I look, and there was this one guy, Buster. He came over, and he gave me a big 

hug. “Man, you back! What’s up? Hey, how you doing?” And started telling me about all the 
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people that had either been locked up, or who got killed, or whatever. So that’s why I wasn’t 

seeing anybody. So then that’s when he says, “Hey, man, listen, listen, listen. I’m on the way to 

cop.” So, he’s on the way to buy drugs. “I know you just got out. Come on, man, I’ll turn you 

on.” 

 

So I’m out of jail a day? The one individual that I’ve seen, that I even know, that has welcomed 

me back is now offering me drugs. Then he says, “Listen, listen. You know, I got a little thing 

that I’m going to pull off. The guy works in a garage. It’s an old man, he’s by himself at night in 

the garage thing, but he takes number money and he holds the number money for the guys. So 

he’s by himself, whatnot, we could take him off.” He says, “Now, I could do it by myself, but I 

know that you just came home, you ain’t got no money, so I’ll turn you on.” Right? So now right 

out and he has offered me drugs and he has offered— 

 

Q: Criminal activity. 

 

Williams: It’s, should I commit a crime? Now, I ask my clients, Is this guy trying to hurt me? Of 

course not. It’s your lifestyle. That’s what he does. That’s how he exists. 

 

Q: Did you leave prison thinking that you could stay clean?  

 

Williams: Yes. I left saying—I told them, “If I use drugs again, I hope Jesus Christ comes out 

and kicks me in my shin.” Of course, I was clean all this time. I had a social network. I was 

doing it, I was making it. You know. I didn’t think that I needed drugs. So I knew that it was 
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because of drugs and the lifestyle that got me into prison, and I wasn’t going back again. It was, 

“When I get out, I’m going to get a job,” and all that. And I came out, and so this is what was 

presented to me. Right off the bat: a crime, and drugs. Now, this individual that was presenting it 

to me without doubt thought that he was doing me a big favor. Addicts don’t give up drugs! But 

he’s willing to share [laughter] his drugs with me. That’s how much he thinks of me. Well, on 

top of the fact that he was willing to share some of the money from this robbery with me. That is 

what he has to offer me. 

 

Q: Right. Welcome home. 

 

Williams: Yeah. I mean, he doesn’t have anything else to offer me. Those are the most important 

things in his life that he’s offering me. So you can see it as a fast road back to prison, but he’s 

seeing it as love, whatever. So I say, “No, man. I don’t think I want to do that. I’m not—” And 

he looks at me in shock. He says, “Damn, Ron. What happened to you, man? When you was out 

here, you used to have heart.” That’s what they called a heart, having a heart. He said, “What did 

they do to you in the joint, man? Damn.” I said, “Well, listen, man. I’m just not that way.” He 

said, “Oh, well, hey, listen, man. Okay, all right? I’ll catch you around, all right?,” and he starts 

walking off. Now, as he starts walking away, the only person that has recognized me, that has in 

any way reached out to me, that has made any contact with me, is now walking away. And I say, 

“You know, Buster, listen, listen. Wait. I’m going to walk with you. I’m not going to use no 

drugs, man. But I’m going to hang out with you. And let’s talk a while. Tell me what’s going 

on.”  
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And that is recidivism. At that time and space, I did not intend to use drugs. Now, you call it 

rationalizing, or whatever. But I didn’t see myself as going with him to use drugs. Did I? Yes.  

 

Q: On the first day? 

 

Williams: The first day! You go, and you have a conversation, whatnot, he gets his drugs, he 

shoots up. The linkage is severed. As soon as the drugs hit his system, he becomes another 

person. So the person you were talking to earlier is not there any longer. As he becomes this 

other person, it is Pavlovian. The bell goes, ding! The memories flash back, and the feeling of 

what that heroin felt like comes back. It comes back in a way that is appealing. Your resolve 

about not using drugs and all of that, goes away kind of rapidly. “Well, listen, I’m not going to 

mainline, but I’m just going to use a little bit.” That’s where you start it: “I’m just going to use a 

little bit.” All right? Okay? There ain’t no little bit. But you’re rationalizing still. Maybe you just 

say, “Well, I might just use a little bit, but not get—“ 

 

But of course it follows the pattern. And sooner or later you’re back on the street, committing 

crimes. And there is a certain level of comfortability in it, because it’s something that you know 

how to do. It’s something that you get acceptance in. It’s something that fills a void in a way. It 

kind of makes you feel alive a little bit, even the anxiety or the fear of your crime, and police, 

and the walking on the edge type thing. It gives you a little adrenaline rush, or something. You 

get that old feeling back of being out, and there you are. So what’s going to happen is that you’re 

going to get caught up, and it’s Groundhog Day. You’re going to wind up back in Comstock 

[Great Meadow Correctional Facility] again. 
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Q: And did you? 

 

Williams: And I did. And I went back in. Of course, after you get arrested, it’s like, oh, man. 

But, went in; I got paroled again; came back out. This time, I lasted about four months. Came 

back out, and had a parole officer who cut me into a hospital. Because when I was in the 

military, I was a medic. And so he could get me an opening in the hospital as an orderly. It’s a 

job, it’s, “Hey, got a job!” The hospital’s right near here, or used to be. It was Medical Arts, it 

was called: 57 West 57th Street. I’ll never forget that address. Went in, and had a terrible 

experience. It was a private hospital, and a lot of the individuals in there were in their final 

stages: cancer, other things. I watched people that you got to know get riddled away: cancer in 

his leg, and the person’s foot went, then the next thing you know, it’s up to the knee is gone, and 

then—you know.  

 

Or, you make friends with somebody—little old lady who doesn’t have anybody, and she talks to 

you and looks forward to seeing you come to work, and you really get to like her. And then you 

go home on a Friday, come back on a Monday, and the bed is empty. Or you come to work, and 

there’s a guy in the bed that you know, and you go to wake him up, and he’s rigor mortised. You 

know that the guy that was on duty ahead of you knew that he was dead. They didn’t want to 

take care of it. So he waited until his shift ended and he split, so that you could come in and do—

So all of that kind of stuff is going on. Didn’t work out. But I knew how to dull that pain.  

 

Q: How long did you work at the hospital? 
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Williams: Oh, four months, five months.  

 

Q: So you got the job relatively soon after getting released? 

 

Williams: Yes. Yes, yes, yes, yes. So, this is where the actual story starts: I had a parole officer 

that said to me, “Ron, I think you’re active again.” He said, “You better do something about that, 

because you’ve still got a little bit of time left up in Comstock, you know?” So I decided to go 

into a hospital, which was called Morris Bernstein Institute, MBI. At that time, all the addicts 

went there to detox, and they had a detox program that was twenty-eight days. It was a good 

amount of time. Addicts use that for various reasons. The two reasons that are primary reasons—

because, keep in mind: addicts, unless there is a real reason for it, don’t intend to stop using 

drugs. It fills a role in their lives that is very big.  

 

So something has to be sort of big in order to make you go into a detox. So usually there are two 

things for the regular addict: one is physical. There is a term that they use out in the street that 

was called rest broke. You’re rest broke. Now, what that meant was that addicts on average live 

their lives the opposite around of normal people. When normal people are going to bed, addicts 

are coming out; and when they’re going to work in the morning, addicts are going in. So they’re 

nighttime creatures. Sometimes, nighttime runs into daytime. So their patterns of sleeping are all 

over the place. They don’t exactly deal with nutrition [laughs] in a great way. They don’t take 

care of themselves. Sooner or later, the body, it rebels. One of the things that happens a lot of 

times is that their tolerance for the heroin, or whatever, becomes greater and greater. So they 
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have to use more drugs, more drugs, more drugs to get the same results. It just kind of turns into 

this big swirl, where you realize you have to do something. So you go into detox. And you go for 

reasons of taking a vacation. You go to rest. To get your body back together. That’s where the 

three hots and a cot come in, because that’s what you literally do. You’re going to get three 

meals a day, got a bed to sleep in. 

 

Q: But I’ve only heard of it in reference to prison, never in terms of rehab. 

 

Williams: I know. I know. I know, right? But let’s not confuse rehab with detox. They’re two 

different things. 

 

Q: And MBI was which? 

 

Williams: Detox. The twenty-eight day detox. So you went to detox to find yourself. They gave 

you this stuff that would help you with withdrawal. You stayed there twenty-eight days, and you 

went through withdrawal, and you had three meals a day. You kind of got your body back into 

fairly decent shape. You got your sleeping rhythm kind of halfway back in shape. After twenty-

eight days, you came back out. The other reason that the addict went in is that there was 

somebody looking for them, which happens quite a bit in that world. They either did something 

wrong, they took somebody’s drugs, they were supposed to be selling their drugs but they used it 

personally and now the guy’s looking for them. And they vanish for twenty-eight days. Addicts 

have magical thinking. They sort of think that if they vanish for twenty-eight days, when they 
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come back, that everything will be okay. [laughs] And at times it is. The guy’s still mad at you, 

but not as mad as he was. [laughs] 

 

Q: Right. Something else might have happened by then.  

 

Williams: Something else might have. So I went in because of this and the parole officer, with 

the rationale that addicts use: I’ll go in twenty-eight days, I will get clean, maybe I’ll get the man 

off my back. Then on top of that, since my system is clean, when I come back out I can get as 

high on a three-dollar bag of dope as I can right now on a ten-bag. So that makes sense, right? 

 

Q: But you had been clean for a couple of months when you got out of prison. 

 

Williams: Yes. 

 

Q: But you weren’t interested in going back to that. That was not your plan. 

 

Williams: No. I didn’t like the experience I had of being clean. The other part of it was the 

absence of a social network. So you can work, and you can go home, go to bed. Wake up the 

next day, go back to work. You had this hierarchical thing in the hospital. It reminded me of 

going to the military very much. I was an enlisted man, a buck private. Then you had the 

assistant nurses, and the nurses, and it kind of went up in that pecking order. Since I was at the 

lowest rung in the pecking order, there weren’t any nurses going to look at me to go out on a date 

or something. They’re looking at the doctors. So establishing a social network and that kind of 
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thing is not—And the ones that you do, with some of the other orderlies, are pretty much on the 

same level you are: Hey, man. You want to smoke a joint after this? So it was not fulfilling. It 

was not fulfilling, and as a matter of fact, it was filled with death.  

 

It made me think of the military, because there were always stories about in wartime combat, you 

didn’t make friends. Out of fear that you make friends with this guy and then he gets killed next 

week. Everything teaches you something. When I hear people talk about the callousness of 

individuals in emergency rooms, I understand it. [imitating someone else] “Man, they don’t give 

a damn. You come in there and you could be bleeding, you could be…”—I understand why 

they’re that way. They’re seeing that every day. They cannot get emotionally involved with that. 

If they do, it’ll take them out. So they develop this self-defense mechanism: “Oh, you’re 

bleeding? Wait over there a second.” A detachment. Right? 

 

Q: What about the nurses and doctors that were in the detox? 

 

Williams: Now, the nurses and the doctors in the detox were a whole other type of animal. They 

had attitudes that were more like social workers. They weren’t dealing with trauma.  

 

Q: But there could be the same burnout, where you just get tired of dealing with the addicts— 

 

Williams: Well, well— 

 

Q: And it’s just a certain kind of indifference. 
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Williams: —yes. That happens in our business, with our counseling staff. As a director of a 

facility, you have to monitor your staff for that: the burnout. Because a lot of your staff, they 

have the same attitude that some nurses and doctors have, of need. If I’m not around, the whole 

building’s going to fall down, or something. So they work, and they work, and they work, and 

they’re giving, and they’re giving, and—Meanwhile, we keep trying to tell them that—the saying 

is, “As you give, so shall ye receive.” You’ve been giving, but ain’t been receiving. Who are you 

talking to? One of the sayings that I learned from Mitchell Rosenthal in our clinical schooling, 

one of the first things that I learned, that someone told me, was—they used to have these sort of 

trick questions. I learned about depression in the textbook fashion: how do you recognize 

depression? So one day, I was asked that. “Ron, how do you recognize depression?” “Oh, well, 

they have flat affect, or you can see it in their body language.” They stopped me. Said, “You 

know how you know?” “How?” “When you counsel that individual and they leave after your 

counseling session, if you feel depressed, they were depressed. It’s a transferable emotion.”  

 

Q: What kind of clinical training was this? 

 

Williams: Oh, at Phoenix House. 

 

Q: Can you tell me more about that? Like, what—? 

 

Williams: Oh, well— 
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Q: When did you go through it? 

 

Williams: When I was in my latter stages of treatment, and I think that I had shown, also, the 

desire to—or the aptitude for this field, at that point, Mitchell Rosenthal had established a 

clinical training program. A lot of the individuals that wind up entering this field are intuitive. 

They have a gift, if you will. Intuitive. They recognize things. But sometimes they aren’t quite 

sharp with what it they’re recognizing, or what it is they’re dealing with, et cetera. So this whole 

thing was to focus on the psychological and medical aspects of things. It brought a level of 

professionality, if you will, to these individuals that were going to wind up eventually being 

staff. So it was like an in-house school that was designed to upgrade and to fine-tune individuals 

that showed promise. Especially in those days, therapeutic communities were self-perpetuating. 

As they came into vogue, there weren’t a bunch of TC practitioners out there. As a matter of fact, 

that’s another thing around the whole start of Phoenix House. So you really were sort of taught 

from within. You found individuals, recognized individuals that had aptitude for it, that wanted 

to do this, et cetera, and you groomed them into staffhood.  

 

Q: So very practically, what did it look like? How many of you were in a class? And how long 

did it last? Who taught it? 

 

Williams: It all depends. It could last six months, occasionally. It’s not class for six months. It is 

the class and application, so that you were working now as a junior staff member in a therapeutic 

community. And you had your work assignments, and the whole thing. Three times a week, four 

times a week at times, depending on what the situation was, you would attend a class. You would 
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have various teachers. We had a good one, a lady named Pauline Kaufman. These individuals 

were psychologists, clinical social workers, psychiatrists, et cetera. They came in and they taught 

a class. It was a big thing to be chosen for this school. This was ongoing. It was ongoing. They 

would have in guest speakers. They would have in motivational speakers. They would have other 

individuals that were running other agencies. There was a guy named Dr. Dan [Daniel H.] 

Casriel, who ran the Casriel Institute. He dealt with all the primal therapy. We would go there 

and participate. We would not only take the classes, but also go through the issue of primal 

therapy ourselves.  

 

Q: And how old were you when you were chosen to do this?  

 

Williams: How old was I? Well, in my twenties. I don’t remember exactly how old I was.  

 

Q: Or, I guess, how distant from when you founded the Phoenix House?  

 

Williams: Okay. Let’s say under two years. Yes.  

 

Q: So can you take me back to the detox?  

 

Williams: Okay. Go back to the detox. 

 

Q: Yes. And how you kind of got to the school. 
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Williams: I went into the detox with all of that in mind. While I was in detox—I guess I was 

there maybe three weeks or something, two weeks, or something like that—one of the nurses—

I’ll never forget her name: Toni Moderulla [phonetic]. This is something that goes back almost 

fifty years. Nurse. Toni Moderulla. She came in one day, and she said to us that there was a guy 

coming through who was a doctor, a psychiatrist, and that he wanted to talk to people that were 

in detox, and he wanted to talk about this thing called the therapeutic community. That it’s 

supposed to help addicts—or, no. That it’s supposed to cure addicts. We all looked at each other, 

and it’s like, yes. You know, oh, man. Psychiatrists, you know, right? We had no faith at all in 

psychiatrists. We had never known one that had cured an addict in our lifetimes. The only thing 

that we knew about psychiatric or hospital attempts at cure was a place in the Midwest that was 

called Lexington. It was in Lexington, Kentucky. It was a sort of medical institution out there 

that all the addicts call KY, because of Kentucky. They would take the addicts from New York 

and other places, and they would take you down. 

 

Q: All the way to Kentucky? 

 

Williams: Yeah. To KY. What you basically became was a guinea pig. They performed all sorts 

of things in Lexington, from electrotherapy to lobotomy.  

 

Q: For addiction? 

 

Williams: For addiction. To find the cures for addiction. Those individuals that went to KY and 

came back, as far as we were concerned, came back more messed up than they were when they 
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went to KY. So it was just like, oh, wow. “What’s his problem, man?”  “Well, he went to KY.”  

“Ohh. Oh, okay.”  

 

Q: Did people willingly go? 

 

Williams: Yeah. They willingly went for whatever the program was for, whether it was to avoid 

jail time, or to whatever. They went there to detox. So it gained a real negative reputation, and 

psychiatry and all of that was viewed as a part of that whole—but I had twenty-eight days. It was 

boring. I was there for two weeks, I had X amount of time to go still, this guy’s going to come 

and maybe be funny. Who knows? We could cut him up afterwards. So we all came up to listen 

to this guy. He came in. He was the doctor from Puerto Rico: Dr. Efrem Ramirez [phonetic]. He 

started talking to us about this concept, and all of that kind of stuff. I don’t know whether he 

thought he was making an impact or not. But he wasn’t. He was showing us pie charts, and this 

amount, and this percentage. It’s three percent, and there—that kind of, it’s Greek to me, man, 

you know, right? 

 

Q: And when he explained what a therapeutic community was, that didn’t sound appealing 

either? I can understand the data might not be inviting. 

 

Williams: I have been to Machu Picchu.  

 

Q: Before then? 

 



  Ron Williams – Sessions 1 and 2 – 34 
 
 
 
Williams: No, now. Let me explain Machu Picchu to you. Have you ever been there? 

 

Q: No, I haven’t. 

 

Williams: Okay. Do you think that I could expect him to do that? I don’t. 

 

Q: No? 

 

Williams: No. No. It’s an experience that you have to have. I could give you a vague picture of 

my experience of it. I could try to paint a mental image of it for you, but you have to go there 

yourself. I couldn’t tell you what a therapeutic community is about. People sit and they listen to 

me talk about a therapeutic community, and it’s like, Wow, oh, ooh, that sounds very intense—

Then they come to visit. And after the visit, it’s like, Wow. You know, I had no idea.  

 

Yeah. I know you didn’t. But what I wanted to do was to pique your interest enough that you 

came and experienced it. Now you know what I was trying to tell you. So it’s that kind of thing. 

So that’s what he was doing. He was telling us about this pie in the sky type thing that did these 

things for people, in some magical way helped people. Love and peace, and all that. “Oh! It’s 

like a kibbutz?” “Well, no. It’s not at a kibbutz, it’s like a hippie—No, it’s not a hippie…” So 

how do you explain to individuals like us what a therapeutic community is? So he then said, “Do 

me a favor. I’ll be back tomorrow, and I’m going to bring a friend of mine, and I’d like you to 

come back.” Well, I didn’t have anything to do. I wasn’t going anywhere.  
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Come back. And he had a guy with him named Tito Vasquez [phonetic], a Spanish guy from 

Puerto Rico. Good looking guy, crisp. Well dressed. Maybe he had a gold tooth, little gold tooth. 

He looked clean. He started talking about [unclear] and as he started talking, he got people’s 

attention. Because he might have been dressing like the doctor, but he certainly had a whole 

other delivery here. He started talking, he introduced himself, then he started talking about the 

fact that he had been through a therapeutic community, and that he was a graduate of the 

therapeutic community. He started talking about his lifestyle before he entered the therapeutic 

community. And people sat up. There’s a word that I use, which is so critical: to be successful in 

this field with a client, you have to have the ability to engage. If you can’t engage, you’re in the 

wrong business. And this guy engaged. I’m sure that if somebody came in the room, they would 

think we were mesmerized or something. Because it was like, wow.  

 

Q: About how many of you showed up? 

 

Williams: I would say probably about twenty-five of us, or something like that. 

 

Q: And was that most of the center? 

 

Williams: No. No, they might have had about forty, forty-five, fifty people, and about twenty-

five of us went up. Most of the other guys were like, “Oh, man. I don’t want to hear that shit. 

Look at that shit.” This guy was the first person that we ever heard say, after he ran his round, 

“And if I can do it, you can do it.” That was the first person that, when he said it, made you kind 

of think that, maybe it’s possible. Maybe it is. Maybe that’s possible. He’d been to jail, he did 
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the street thing, burglary. Clearly understood the street. Knew the language, told some of his old 

exploits and whatnot, which all of us recognized. He was legit. But there was another kind of 

tone with him. It was really kind of clear that even though he was telling us about all of this that 

he wasn’t boasting, or anything. He was just relaying it. But what he was talking about was who 

he was now. And saying that it was a hell of a lot better than what he was then. And that you can 

do it too, and we can show you how. Very important part: we can show you how. Because we 

didn’t know how to do it. [laughs] We didn’t know how to get there. You can show us? Go 

ahead. So first of all, he legitimized himself. And then told us that he would take the time to 

show us how to get to where he was. No charge. “It’s what I do.”  

 

Q: Because what sounds important is that you had been clean before. So it wasn’t just that he 

was clean. 

 

Williams: Right. 

 

Q: It was clean plus— 

 

Williams: It was clean plus— 

 

Q: —all the other things.  

 

Williams: It was the clean. On the plus, the ability to stay that way. The clear desire to stay that 

way and that he had the knowledge of how to stay that way, and he looked happy. He didn’t look 
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like he was struggling to stay. It looked like by now it was a part of his being. He was just that. 

He looked good, skin—the whole trip. It was like, Wow. Damn. I think this guy really found a 

way to do that.  

 

Q: So what happened when he left? 

 

Williams: “Now,” he said, “So listen. I don’t want to be talking to the wall, or trying to ram 

anything down anybody’s throat. So if you ain’t interested, hey, it’s good meeting you guys. If 

anybody’s interested, I’ll be back again, and I’ll bring one of my friends with me when I come 

back up.” Liked that. That it was like, Hey, I’m not trying to make you buy this. If you’re 

interested—if you liked what you saw, come back. There was a lot of conversation about it 

afterwards: “Man, that son of a gun—“ There was a little excitement, that we hadn’t felt before 

here. And the next day he came back, and he had another guy named Victor Biando, who was a 

white guy, who had also went to a therapeutic community.  

 

The thing that all of them had as they came through was, they were charismatic. They engaged. 

When they spoke, you wanted to hear what they were saying. They delivered what they were 

saying in a way that was palatable. Efrem Ramirez couldn’t do it. He was a psychiatrist, he was a 

doctor, and he couldn’t help but be that. He wasn’t street. He didn’t have that thing. He was a 

wonderful man and all of that, and obviously they thought so too, and gave him all of his props. 

But he could’ve left the room, really. [laughs] It was these two guys. And then they came with a 

couple others. So now, it’s not just Tito, or Biando. There’s more of y’all! And that certainly 

made, “Well, man. It’s not just one guy that somehow managed to—there are more of y’all!” 
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And you could see some of the difference in quality. You could see some were a little more 

polished, a little more educated than others. But that somehow they all had that same thing. That 

same mission, or zest for life, or something. They were like family. It was very clear that race 

didn’t matter. Whether you were Puerto Rican, or you were white, or you were black, it was like 

a band of brothers.  

 

Q: The communities were—some were in Puerto Rico. But had Dr. Ramirez already established 

some here in New York? 

 

Williams: No. He came to New York as the commissioner of what was then called ASA, the 

Addiction Services Agency. It went through a couple of name changes: ASA, it went to OCAP, 

which was the Office of the Coordinator of Addiction Programs. They just loved those things. 

But he came as the commissioner for the city, to deal with this substance abuse issue, and also 

brought this therapeutic communities concept, because nothing else worked. He had started it in 

Puerto Rico, where they had some therapeutic communities. So I guess that it’s kind of like the 

school that I told you about Phoenix starting. They had something like to, to produce the Titos, 

and the Victor Biandos, and that. 

 

Q: So they were all coming from the Puerto Rico communities? 

 

Williams: Yes. Yes.  
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Q: Okay. And do you think they had done this introduction to other detox centers before, or do 

you think you guys were the first?  

 

Williams: I didn’t get that impression. The impression that I got was that he had come to New 

York, and that we were going to be the trial horse for this. Whether I came in or didn’t come in, 

that it was going to take place at this hospital, and that this was going to be where they would try 

the method, and see if it worked there. That I just happened to be there. I could have come 

upstairs, or I could just continue detox and leave. But I had a little time, and I said, Well, I’ve got 

another six weeks or so. 

 

Q: So they add another six weeks to your— 

 

Williams: No. No, no. It wasn’t six weeks, but it was—I had time, of course. I was there for 

about two weeks or something like that, but it was like twenty-eight days. But I didn’t have to 

go. After the twenty-eight days ended, if I wanted to stay there for this thing, I could do that. So I 

stayed another six weeks. They were going to take us up to this other floor, where we would be 

the only ones on the floor. They were going to teach us what this therapeutic communities thing 

was about. This was where we first started hearing data, or concepts. A profound one was: I was 

sitting there detoxing. We all had on bathrobes. We were smelling funky. They used to give us 

this stuff to drink that would come out of your pores and smell like ether. Sitting there.  

 

Tito said, “Listen. I want to do an exercise with you guys, all right?” It was like, Exercise? 

[laughs] What, do pushups or something? And you could see the looks. He said, “No, no. 
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Nothing physical. It’s a new language that those that come with us are going to be learning. But 

it’s simple. Don’t get upset that it’s simple.” He says, “Turn and look at the person sitting next to 

you.” Okay. Turn and look. Which was actually harder than we thought, because I had recently 

come out of prison, and you don’t look another man in his face, in his eyes, unless you’re 

looking for something. That could start something. But we turned, and we sort of looked at each 

other. There were two Puerto Ricans. One was on this side, one was that side. A guy named Julio 

Martinez, had a bad leg and all of that. The other guy was caught with a gun. They called him 

Chino, he was a skinny dude. Kind of looked at each other. And he said, “Take good care of that 

person you just looked at, because you never know who they may be ten years from now.”  

 

Now, data. We thought we clearly understood what he meant. And in my head, I interpreted it as, 

Could be right, man. He could be another Nicky [Leroy Nicholas] Barnes or something. You 

know who Nicky Barnes is, right? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Williams: Could be another Nicky Barnes or something. Well, then that was my frame of 

reference. He behaved like that anyway. So we took this piece of data and put it in our heads, and 

we kind of smiled at each other. He made us smile at each other. That was important, because 

otherwise we would have looked at each other like that: kind of untrusting. But just the way he 

said it kind of made you smile at the other person. That smile kind of helped to break the ice, or 

something that connected you somehow, right there. Just that you smiled at each other. Made a 

little attachment. That kind of happened in the room. So just one little simple act helped to form 
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a group, just because they turned, and looked at each other, and smiled. And we didn’t realize it 

at that time, but we knew something happened, because we spoke to each other afterwards. 

Where before, we didn’t. We smiled!  

 

So we kept that, and we went up to this floor, and we started this therapeutic community. Got our 

beds. Then they started to show us the structure, how they operated, what it was about. And the 

hierarchical structure, and that you had to earn things. Work your way up, and all of that kind of 

stuff. Initially, everybody was the service crew. Everybody started equally. That’s the first time I 

ever heard somebody say, “All of you are going to be equal. However, there are some that may 

be a little more equal than others.” [laughter] Okay. So we all started, and very slowly, those 

individuals that had that kind of potential showed themselves. It just kind of happened in the 

group. 

 

Q: And what did it look like? 

 

Williams: They were a little more assertive. They stood out in some fashion from the rest of the 

people. Julio, for instance. We talked about starting a structure, and having what is now well 

known in TCs [therapeutic communities]: coordinator, expeditors, whatever. The coordinator 

was the top individual, but we were doing it in a democratic fashion, that we were going to vote 

for. I had never voted in my life, but still, I liked the idea. This guy, who was sort of a butch kid, 

as we called it. Kind of rough, tough. Kind of aggressive, with his bad leg, because he had polio 

as a kid, and whatnot. He started limping around politicking. To talk myself and three other guys 



  Ron Williams – Sessions 1 and 2 – 42 
 
 
 
that were with us, the four of us, “Well, I just wanted to kind of tell you why I think that I should 

be the coordinator.” He started talking to us, and it was like selling yourself. 

 

Q: A campaign. [laughter] 

 

Williams: Yeah. He was running a campaign! It’s like, Whoa. Certainly, he became the 

coordinator. We had never seen anybody do that before, but for some people, he was the bomb. 

He was stumping. He was going around shaking hands and stuff. It was like, Wow. Okay. It was 

just like something came out of him, that was him. Maybe he might have used that in another 

way when he was in the street as an addict. Of course, it’s an old fact that in order to be in the 

street and to survive, you have to have talent. How you utilize that talent is one thing. But we 

look for that talent that you have when you come into treatment and see if we can turn it around 

into a positive direction. He had that talent. So the next thing you know, we had started this 

therapeutic community, and started learning what to do, what the rules were: no physical 

violence, that was always the first one. Or the threat of physical violence. No this, no this, no 

theft. All of these. And you had to memorize them. They had them up on the walls, and that kind 

of stuff. 

 

We had groups. We would start to talk to each other about things that we didn’t normally talk to 

other people about. The people opened up about things that they didn’t normally express. You 

had Victor, and Tito, and whatnot that would lead the groups. They would manage the groups, 

and kind of help you to—This went on, and we had a bunch of guys that turned out to be 

extraordinary. This one guy named Ernie Wilkins, older gentleman, he used to be the head of a 
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big band. He had a big band. He wrote music for Count Basie. We had another guy who used to 

go around telling us about his son. And his name, it was Clarence Williams. “I’ve got a son in 

Hollywood.” Addicts tend to lie. [laughs] You know, they tend to exaggerate. “Hey, I’ve got a 

son in Hollywood, he’s going to be in this and that.” Many years later, there was this guy, 

Clarence Williams II [III], who was with this thing called The Mod Squad. It was the son. We 

had a number of individuals, dancers. All of these people started showing their non-addict side to 

them. We had a guy named Bob Wenzel [phonetic], and a guy named Morty Sklar [phonetic]. 

After we were there for a while, people’s talents started showing. People started painting. I was 

doing my writing, my poetry. These guys started up a newspaper: C5 [phonetic]. I’ve still got a 

copy right here.  

 

We started talking about paper, and what we were doing, and whatnot. What to call the paper. 

We’d got into an intellectual bag. It became a very intellectually-oriented group of people. We 

started reading, and looking at mythology, and talking about et cetera, et cetera. I came across 

the phoenix. One of the guys started talking about the phoenix. When it was first talked about, it 

was just myths. We’d go through various—that’s kind of like us. That’s kind of like what—I 

mean, the part about destroying itself by fire over and over again, well, that’s like us, too. We do 

that. But the thing about rising from the ashes, that’s what we are trying to do here. And we all 

liked it. And so we named the newspaper The Phoenix. It became a real hit in the hospital, 

because people would write articles, I would write my little poetry, put it in there, various things. 

This creative endeavor came out of these addicts that were detoxing a while ago. “They came up 

with a newspaper!” Go around the hospital and stuff. Cut to the chase: this went on for about six 

months. 
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Q: You were in the hospital for six months? 

 

Williams: Yes. Yes. You could have left any time that you wanted to. I was there for like twenty-

eight days. Next thing I knew, I was there for two months. As this went on, it got richer, and 

richer. Really, really took form of family and you started experiencing things that you hadn’t—

you’d just never experienced in your life. You were talking to people. You were talking to your 

fellow people in the groups, and thinking about things that your own parents didn’t know about 

you. You were talking about things that you never thought you would ever say or reveal about 

yourself in front of anybody, much more a group of people. The camaraderie grew, to where it 

was really, really tight. We took pride in our existence. That we were special. We were doing 

something here that was special. We also understood that we really couldn’t live there the rest of 

our lives.  

 

Even though there was one guy who was a part of this, a guy named Joe Leonardo [phonetic], 

who had come from a treatment program on the West Coast called the Synanon, where that’s 

what they did. They lived there for their lives. It was a lifetime thing. But he left. After leaving, 

he relapsed, and now he was here with us. But he had an understanding about this concept, 

therapeutic community. It turned out that it was a lot older than Ramirez, that it went back to 

World War I, almost.  

 

Q: Did Synanon call itself a therapeutic community at the time? 
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Williams: I think they did. I think they did. The term really came from a hospital in England. A 

guy named Maxwell Jones. What the hospital was involved with was soldiers that were shell 

shocked, and returning, and some of whom were now alcoholics. Just a whole mess of things. 

And they’re trying to help these individuals. Since they were soldiers, they tended to band 

together and to work better in environments where it was just them— 

 

Q: Community living. Yes. 

 

Williams: —it wasn’t other people, that kind of thing. That evolved. Synanon: this guy named 

Chuck [Charles E.] Dederich, that after he started Synanon. He was an alcoholic. He had gone 

through the Twelve Step, but felt that there was more needed, and he started this thing. Initially, 

it was all Twelve Step people. Everybody in Synanon was all Twelve Step. They lived by the 

rules of Twelve Step, and they were going to be there the rest of their lives, because they 

accepted the fact that they were alcoholics, and they would always be alcoholics. But if they 

stayed in this environment and helped each other, they wouldn’t succumb to alcoholism. But 

after X amount of time, other people started coming. These other people started coming to the 

program that were different. The original ones were kind of middle-class white alcoholics. Most 

of them were fallen. They had some sort of position at one time in life, and because of 

alcoholism and all that—So for them, it was really kind of rehabilitation. They had worked at 

banks and stuff, and all that. But now these new people started coming in, different ethnicities, 

and some are from gangs— 

 

Q: Were they recruiting them? 
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Williams: No. It was voluntary. It was open to everybody. So if you came and said I need help, 

they would admit you. So they started admitting these people, and they brought in another 

culture. So they brought in their subculture, which was violent, which was street oriented. Started 

having thefts, and things like that. So the paradise got shook off. In order to deal with the 

situation, they started coming up with these tools. That’s where the cardinal rules originated. 

First one was no violence or threat of physical violence, because these people were coming in 

like that. No theft. For those reasons, you could be expelled from the family. Then came the 

issue of the group. The group changed. Twelve Step, you get up: “Hi, my name is so-and-so, and 

I’m—“ “Hi, so-and-so.” Then you say your little thing, you then sit down. People applaud, and 

all of that. These individuals, they brought a different—street language. It was, “Why do these 

people have to talk like that?” Well, they did because that’s how they spoke.  

 

They started the groups going. They formed the groups as a way of self protection. The circle. 

First of all, everybody could see each other. But if you had a dispute with somebody, there were 

ways that you ought to handle that. You had to wait until a certain time. You couldn’t act on 

impulse. But when that time came, you could let fly. But what they would do is that they’d put 

you on this side of the room, of the group. They’d put the other guy on the other side of the 

group. [laughs] So that there was distance between you. The rule was that you can’t get out of 

your chair. You can say whatever you want, you can gesticulate, you can do all this kind of stuff, 

but you can’t get out of that chair. I found it really interesting, because I used it. I’d seen it 

happen before, but I saw it happen even more in prison. Where the guy would get really 

incensed, and enraged, and whatnot. Since they had more propensity to violence, you know? 
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[imitating angry yelling] [laughter] And then you’d say, Hey, hey. He’d say, I didn’t get out of 

the chair, man. 

 

Q: There’s always a way around. 

 

Williams: Yes. But he couldn’t do anything, because his hands—“Sit down!” So this all 

happened. We had the name Phoenix for the paper. But then we really kind of started getting 

tired of waiting for this halfway house to happen. Then I heard that Dr. Ramirez, who was the 

commissioner, had a deputy commissioner, named Dr. Mitchell Rosenthal. Now they were 

looking at this halfway house thing, which was to be situated on an island in the bay in the Bronx 

[New York] called Hart Island. Right off the bat, I said to Julio and a couple of the other guys, 

“Well, I’m not going.” Because I viewed Hart Island as a prison. And it was. It still had the bars, 

and all that kind of stuff. This was a Civil War prison. It goes that far. I said, “I’m not going—I 

just came out of prison. I’m not going to this place.” A few other individuals also didn’t want to 

do that either. They saw it as kind of an extension to the hospital. It’s like, no. It’s going to be 

run by psychiatrists, that whole trip, ehh.  

 

So we started wondering what we were going to, and wishing we could get a house, where all of 

us could leave and go together. Julio Martinez—that was the leader, or whatever. We had started 

getting passes, so that over the weekend, we could come out of the hospital and go home, or go 

wherever for like a day, and then come back. So one day Julio went out, and he came back, and 

he said, “Ron, hey. I met this guy. I met this guy. A guy named Jake Salzman [phonetic]. And he 

has this tenement house building, and he has a floor. He has a floor there that he told me that if 
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we wanted to, we could get together and we could get that floor.” “How we going to do that?” 

He said, “Well, I was thinking—” At the time, I’m telling you, he was a genius in his time.  

 

He says, “Look, when we leave here, all of us are going to be on welfare. We can pool our 

welfare checks together. Get a bank account, open up—do something. We’ve got a structure. So 

somebody would handle the rent. We’d pool the money in the bank, and they’d pay the rent. It 

won’t leave much,” but Joseph Leonardo, who had come from Synanon, had a term they used 

there: WAM. And that meant walk-around money. WAM. He said, “Yeah, well, that would leave 

enough for WAM, at least.  You could get some cigarettes, or whatever.” I said, “Yeah, but how 

are we going to eat?” He said, “We can work that out, man.” Then he talked to us about hustling. 

“Okay, how do you do that?” He said, “We’ll show you. We’ll show you.” So there’s about 

thirty of us that all agreed that we were going to leave, and go together, and do this thing.  

 

Q: Is that the whole floor?  

 

Williams: No, no, no. 

 

Q: How many people were on the floor? 

 

Williams: There were about forty-five people on the floor. Forty-five, fifty people. But maybe 

thirty of us were going to—The hospital administration, of course, tried to talk us out of it. 

“Don’t do that, you all are going to make it. Just wait. Wait, you’ve got to be patient. We’re 

going to do something on Hart Island.” But that point came where it’s like, okay, we’re going to 
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do this thing. On the day that we were going to do it—no, prior. Maybe about four days ahead, or 

three days ahead, the thirty guys became, I think, twenty-five. And then by the day or two, the 

twenty-five became twenty.  

 

Q: And what reasons did they give for starting to back out? 

 

Williams: Scared. “Oh, man, I don’t know. I don’t know if I’m ready for this.” Or, “Oh, man, I 

don’t know—” Fear. “I think I’m going to wait and see what they do here.” That kind of thing. 

And on the day that we actually left, the thirty had become six. So very honestly, we really 

followed Julio’s lead. Went to this place. We had never seen it, it was sight unseen. We had 

learned the terminology in TCs that came into effect: blind faith. We launched out with blind 

faith. We had never seen the building, we didn’t know where the hell we were going, but we had 

faith that Julio was going to take us somewhere. [laughs] 

 

Q: Had he seen it? 

 

Williams: Yes. Yes. So now he’s telling us, “Well, you know, it ain’t a great place, now, you 

know.” And he started giving us a little more. “We’ve only got the one floor, and the rest of the 

floors, they’ve got people on it, and some of them are addicts, and some aren’t. But on our floor, 

we can—” So we got to the building, and boy. Eighty-fifth Street, between Amsterdam and 

Broadway. I’ve got pictures of it somewhere. It’s not like it looks now. I mean, this was a slum. 

There’s a picture that I sent Mitch of himself, and I know in his irony, he had that picture taken 

just for that. He’s wearing a suit. He’s standing in front of the building. Behind him, there’s a 
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Chevy that is up on a milk crate, and there’s a guy working on it. It was a classic Puerto Rican 

scene, of a guy under the—with a milk crate holding up the Chevy, doing it. You could see the 

people that were sitting on the stoop across the street, and whatnot. Then there was Mitch 

standing all pressed with his— 

 

The thing with Mitch now was that he was still deputy commissioner of ASA under Ramirez. 

We moved into this place, and basically kind of severed our relationship with Morris Bernstein 

Institute, because they got kind of pissed off at us. We weren’t following the script. We weren’t 

going to Hart Island. I’m pretty sure that most of them felt that we wouldn’t last long. When you 

went into that building, it made you feel like that too, because this was a real dump. Everybody 

in there was addicts, and winos, and whatnot. We came in in June. Well, it got warm. We 

experienced our first rats, rodents. They were all there. Winos die in the summertime, when it 

gets hot. They drink themselves to death, and they die in their rooms, and nobody knows they’re 

dead until the odor starts coming out of the apartment and whatnot. 

 

Q: You really had the smell of dead bodies? 

 

Williams: Sure! You’re going down the stairs, getting a whiff. The odor, saying, Damn. And 

somebody would then have to call the cops, because then they’d break the door down and take 

out the—So, that kind of stuff was going on. You had one guy who was a dealer in the building, 

that was always trying to sell drugs to the guys that were upstairs. We would talk about him all 

the time. One of our things was nonviolence. Because that was our first impulse: “Man, we’ve 

got there and kick his ass.” But it was nonviolence and all of that. We tried to use all kinds of—I 
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remember one time that I came in and he approached me. He said, “Yo, man. I know what you 

guys are doing up there. Hey, man. I admire that. That’s cool, stopping heroin and stuff, but I 

know you need a little something, though, on the sides, to smoke. I’m cool. I won’t tell nobody.” 

I remember I said to him, “Oh, man. Wow. I’m glad that you stopped me.” I said, “Because I 

understand where you’re coming from. You’re just trying to take care of business. But you 

know, those other guys upstairs, they are crazy, man! Those dudes are out of their minds. And if 

you stop one of them, they’re going to call the cops on you, man. They’re crazy. Do not stop one 

of them, because they will call the cops on your ass, right?” And he ended up saying, “Oh, 

thanks, thanks, thanks.” Then of course I went upstairs and I told them all what just transpired, 

and we had a good laugh. 

 

Q: And did he stop offering? 

 

Williams: He moved. He finally moved. I guess he thought, “Those are the crazy dudes 

upstairs.” 

 

Q: It’ll be bad for business. 

 

Williams: It was almost like the house was infested. When you came out at night and switched 

the light on in the kitchen, it looked like the walls moved. That was almost the way that it was in 

that building. Other people started coming out of the hospital and joining us. So six became 

eight. And eight became ten. Some other guys got tired of waiting too, and came out, and heard 

that we were still there doing our thing, and came to join us. They started growing. It was almost 
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like turning on the light at night, that as this grew, the addicts and the winos started moving. 

Started leaving. It was like some force that was going on here. As they were moving out, people 

were coming from the hospital to join us. So next thing you knew, we had two floors.  

 

Q: How long did it take to get the second floor? 

 

Williams: Oh, I think about a year. Yes. And then people started coming to help us a little bit. 

There was a priest that would come around to drop off food for us, whatnot. Leonardo taught us 

the art of hustling, as we called it. I was the guy that was handling the money, the bank account. 

We’d divide up how much we could have for food. I’d take ten dollars at a time, which was 

some good money at that time, and go to the meat market around the corner, and run our rap 

about who we are. What we’re doing, the whole thing, et cetera, et cetera, and buy five pounds of 

beef to make stew. The guy would eventually throw in an extra pound, and some soup bones. So 

rather than leaving with five pounds of stuff, you ended up leaving with nine pounds of stuff. 

“Well, I’ll be throwing out these bones anyway, but it’s good for soup.” That kind of thing.  

 

There was a store that was around the corner from us that was called Cake Masters. They would 

keep their day-old goods, which they would normally discard, and give them to us. So we’d have 

bread and cake. The area itself was what we considered wealthy. Not that block, or those two 

blocks, but it was near West End Avenue. As you went down West End, they would be throwing 

out stuff that to us was like gold. I mean, a couch that was— 

 

Q: I was going to ask, how did you furnish it? 



  Ron Williams – Sessions 1 and 2 – 53 
 
 
 
 

Williams: That’s how. Word got out at times, and then somebody might even come by, and say, 

“Listen. We’ve got such-and-such. Can you guys come and get it?” And we’d get chairs. Then 

ASA itself started to get involved a little more. We got two things from them, which were good. 

They were all ex-military, or civil defense stuff. So we started to get bunk beds. The old army— 

 

Q: Army surplus.  

 

Williams: Army surplus, like bunk beds. And they were emptying out the air raid shelters at that 

time. They had huge air raid shelters from World War II in the basements of these large tenement 

buildings, that were stocked. They had big cans of peanut butter. Olive green, you know? 

 

Q: Yes. Olive drab. 

 

Williams: G.I. Peanut butter. Grape jelly. In the big cans, tuna fish. It was government issued, 

that they started sending to us. Then they started to also give us what we called government 

cheese. So they would give us these big blocks of cheese. So we had bread. And then Mitch 

Rosenthal—we were probably about a year and a half, we were up and running. Mitch 

Rosenthal, who was still the deputy commissioner of ASA, or OCAP, one of them. I don’t know 

which name they were using at the time, he started coming around, and giving talks. Mitch’s 

story was that he was a naval officer, and saw the original TCs in England. He started running 

one at the Oakland Naval Base. He would have individuals there that primarily had alcohol 

problems, or mild psychiatric problems. That kind of thing. Then he went to Synanon, and 
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started spending time there, which was where he got the really good concept of the workings of a 

therapeutic community.  

 

Q: So Synanon had two separate chains of influence. It went through Mitch, and also through 

Joe. 

 

Williams: Yes. Yes. The influence arrived originally through Joe. His knowledge of the 

structure, and that kind of thing, at Synanon. He was a resident like ourselves, but he could show 

us— 

 

Q: How it worked. 

 

Williams: How it all worked. As an individual that was now the deputy commissioner of ASA, 

or whatever, he already had knowledge of a therapeutic community from his earlier knowledge 

from Navy and from Synanon. He had that. But we were still chugging along and doing our 

thing. But it was still called a halfway house, and every day we would do our rituals. We’d have 

our morning meeting. Actually, when there were just six of us, we would have a morning 

meeting. The idea of it was that everybody had to make a contribution for the morning meeting, 

whether it was telling a joke or singing a song, or reading an article of interest from the 

newspaper. Something. 

 

Q: How long could the meetings last? 
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Williams: It usually lasted about anywhere from half an hour to forty-five minutes. Usually we 

would end it with a song. The concept was to get everybody up, and kind of ready for the day. 

Get the team. You made a contribution, and then you went through the day’s activities. If 

somebody was going to go to a doctor’s appointment, that would be announced. Or if somebody 

had go to see their parole officer, that would be announced. Whatever that was going to occur on 

that day was announced in morning meeting. So that everybody kind of knew what was actually 

happening. The whole idea of that structure was that everybody had to be either present or 

accounted for at all times. So even if you went to a doctor’s office, doctor’s appointment, you 

would probably make a phone call in to the house. Let them know that you got there safely. 

When you’re leaving, give another call, let them know you’re on your way back.  

 

So it was that kind of—everybody knowing where everybody was, what was happening. And it 

was a fishbowl. It was intentionally so, because there was no way that you could get high in that 

therapeutic community. Everybody knew you. Everybody knew your emotions, your attitudes, 

your whole thing. If you changed in some fashion, it was [snaps fingers] spotted like that. 

 

Q: And did you spot anybody? Did anybody have to leave because of use? Or, reuse? 

 

Williams: Not of the original group. Later on, we had some really interesting things occur. I’ll 

tell you one of them. There was a guy. His last name, I’ll never remember, because of what 

occurred. But we were doing our hustling. We had a phone. We were doing cold calls. I know 

that they’re now called cold calls. At that time it was hustling. You looked in the phone book, 

and you found some Levi’s outlet, and called them, and told them who you were. They’d tell you 
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to do send them a letter. And at times, you got a hit, as they called it. They’d send you two or 

three cartons of Levi’s, or someone’s clothing, or whatever. We got a hit one time from—not 

Bumble Bees. It was a tuna fish company.  

 

Q: Chicken of the Sea?  

 

Williams: Yes. It is Chicken of the Sea, but it wasn’t called Chicken—we called it Chicken of 

the Sea, but it had a little name. But it was that. They said that they were going to send us a truck 

of tuna. It arrived one day. It was a trailer truck. Never, ever imagined that a trailer truck could 

hold as much stuff as that thing held. They were stacked up in cartons. It took us about two days 

to empty it out. 

 

Q: And how long did it take you to eat it? And how do you feel about tuna now? 

 

Williams: Actually, I like tuna now, but it took me quite a while, because we had tuna in every 

conceivable way. One of the things that went down, we had this little Spanish guy that used to do 

our cooking. He was one of the residents. We would have the evening meeting before dinner. 

This guy came upstairs. He had a real accent. He came up, and he was very excited. He said, 

“Vamanos, vamanos, vamanos!” Said, “What’s up, man?” He said, “Tonight, we have chicken!” 

It was, “Ah!” He’s walking out the door, he says, “Chicken of the sea, right.” So everybody 

crashed again. “Oh, God.” We had a lot of tuna. Those were the ways that we existed. Then we 

had some people that had families that were still engaged, and that would send food, and bring us 

over gift boxes. With all of these various ways, we kind of made it from here to there.  
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Mitch—everybody recognized him as a psychiatrist and a doctor—started coming in, coming 

over on a fairly regular basis, as the deputy commissioner. Running little talks, and asking us 

how they could help more. I remember one of the things that he ran on us—because of some of 

the complaints that we gave about the food, or lack of food—he gave us a talk on nutrition. He 

gave us this talk of how foods and other things affect the body, the mind, et cetera, et cetera. 

How various foods affect us. And the wonders of the peanut. Which, until this day, I do know 

that the peanut is a marvelous little—[laughter] Right? 

 

Q: But it seems like kind of a particular issue to bring up. 

 

Williams: Well, that’s because we had all that peanut butter. We had so much peanut butter. 

[laughs] So he was impressing upon us the nutritional value of peanut butter. It’s not just eating 

peanut butter. “Do you know what this contains?” So we developed a little saying: peanut butter 

and jelly makes you well. We had a sign: “Peanut butter and jelly makes you well.” 

 

Q: Doctor’s orders.  

 

Williams: But it was those kind of things. The real hustling days. As you moved from the top 

floor down, you also had to get rid of all of the old stuff that was there. Literally, we had to carry 

old refrigerators from the upper stories out of things, on our backs, kind of sliding them down the 

stairs. All of that kind of stuff. But on the other hand, it’s always when you look back that you 

see the value in it. It really fostered a certain kind of commitment, or ownership, of that space 
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and that building, because it was sweat equity. We didn’t have that term in those days, but you 

look back it after—oh, that’s what that was. That was sweat equity. We knocked the plaster off 

the walls, down to the brick. This was one of the things that Leonardo had learned from 

Synanon. So, to the bare brick. Then varnished it, to make it look—Or we used the milk crates as 

our end tables. You improvised. Everything worked out quite well. 

 

Q: Now, how many rooms were there? Did people have keys? 

 

Williams: No. No, no.  

 

Q: Or—? And was there an application process? 

 

Williams: There were no keys. We might have had a key for the main office, because that was 

also where the money and the petty cash was kept, and that kind of stuff. So that could be. But it 

was an open-door policy for the rest of the house, with the fishbowl concept. Don’t need to lock 

up anything, or close it off to each other, because you don’t have anything to hide, or you 

shouldn’t have anything to hide. That kind of thing. There was an entry process that we 

developed for the individuals that came to join the program. They had to go through a little 

screening process, which was basically three of the lead staff, or the staff resident, would 

interview the guy. Ask him why he wanted to come in. They had to explain to you why they 

wanted to come in to the satisfaction of the group. Not all of them came in. Sometimes we turned 

people away, because we felt that there was a motive that was here that was not being shown. 

One of our prime concerns was the safety of everybody in the program.  
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We developed a relationship, eventually, with the police department, of all things. That came 

through the parole department. A lot of the people there, including myself, were on parole. So 

the police, they would do something after they started to really believe that this program was 

serious, where they had a group that they called the warrant squad. They still have it, I 

understand. But these guys came in, got your name, information, social security, and all of that, 

and went through the records to see if you had any outstanding warrants. Because a lot of addicts 

had warrants and didn’t even remember that they had warrants. Last thing you wanted was to go 

all the way through the program, and graduate, and then have a warrant fall on you from 

whatever, and wind up—so. 

 

Q: So you would do that check before they got in? The police would check that— 

 

Williams: Before they got out. Yes. And we often found warrants. Not many of them big 

warrants, but warrants nevertheless, that is going to get you into court, and possibly into prison 

for a while. And because of the fact that we came forward with the warrant squad, and had them 

find it, and whatnot, and weren’t hiding it, most of them got vacated.  

 

Q: Wow. 

 

Williams: Yes. Because with the warrant squad interaction, you would have to go to court. You 

would have to go before a judge and explain why you didn’t respond to the warrant. And usually 

it was like, “I was high. Man, I didn’t even know, right?” But that was very, very helpful. Now, 
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one day—this is the important part—we were sitting, having a rap session, as we called it. At 

that time, I think it must have been about ten of us. We were still calling it the halfway house. I 

remember Julio one day says, “Hey, man. I’m tired of this halfway house thing.” And then 

Leonardo chimed in, said, “Yeah, man. This is our program, man. We have to have a name. 

We’re not a halfway house.” And we talked about it, talked about it, talked about it. I 

remembered our newspaper at the hospital, and raised the issue of, “Hey, you know, we called 

our newspaper the Phoenix. What about Phoenix House?” Everybody says, Hey, hey, yeah. And 

from that point on, it became the Phoenix House.  

 

Now in the meanwhile, they had also started the other program out at Hart Island. So there were 

now people that were going right out of hospital to the Hart Island. We used to call this the 

Ramirez Program, because that’s what they called it in the hospital. The treatment program, 

Ramirez program, the Ramirez concept. That kind of thing. So certain people, they took that 

track. From the hospital to Hart Island. We saw them as cousins. Came out of the same sort of 

beginning, creation, but separated and went in different directions. Mitch Rosenthal then started 

coming in more, and there was a big push for us to join with the Hart Island program. 

 

Q: And how would you join? What—? 

 

Williams: Well, administratively. And we said no thank you. [laughs] We’ll visit them, there was 

still the relationship. Some of the Hart Island staff were people that we knew, and they would 

come out to visit at times. Then Mitch—I’m not quite sure what actually happened with the 

OCAP, ASA piece, and whatnot. Mitch became more and more involved with the newer 
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program, with Phoenix House. He had, earlier, been heavily involved with the Hart Island 

portion, that whole portion of it. One day, as a matter of fact, I do remember that we got this 

word. It sort of angered a few people: “Did you hear what they’re calling the Hart Island 

program?” “What, what?” “They’re calling it Phoenix House.” They said, “What? No! We’re 

Phoenix House. That’s Hart Island.” But, slowly but surely, I think, Mitch pulled both programs 

together.  

 

One of the ways was that they started to fund a director. They were paid by the city. They came 

to direct the program itself, a guy named Pete Falcone [phonetic]. That, then, sort of brought the 

independence issue that we had experienced over time with Julio, who was really kind of 

heading up the stuff. But now there was Pete. And Pete was a force. He came in. We used to call 

him a jíbaro. It’s sort of a mountain man in Puerto Rico. Kind of rough son of a—he didn’t want 

you to read books.  

 

Q: Why? 

 

Williams: Because you were escaping. You weren’t in the moment. You weren’t here, getting 

the treatment experience. You were off, maybe in the Yukon, with Jack London or somebody. 

[laughs] He didn’t like you to read books, because you were tripping, as they called it. You were 

taking a trip. Tripping. You really couldn’t stare out of the window too much, because you were 

tripping. Now, there was a rationale behind it, because very oftentimes, too, some of the 

individuals that came to the program also left. We called it splitting. They just said, No, no, it’s it 

for me. I’m going. Packed their bags and left. And oftentimes prior to that occurring, you would 
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see that… that they weren’t here. Their minds were going somewhere else, staring out the 

window, looking. It was like they were being pulled. Next thing you knew, they’re packing up 

their bags, saying, “Hey, man, listen: I’m going.”  

 

There was always something that justified these things. And they had wonderful ways of 

illustrating it. Said, why you don’t trip, why you don’t look out of windows and go off, and 

whatnot, and stay into the functioning, what’s going on in the facility, in the—Not just absorb 

something, not just have stuff done to you, get actively involved, so that you are also 

contributing and doing things. He said, “Look, I’ll give you an example: the 78 record.” He says, 

“Now, if that record is spinning and you put something on the outer side of that record, what do 

you think is going to happen? It spins off. But the closer that it gets to center of the record, the 

more it stays. That tripping is like that: moving out towards the edge of that 78, and then it spins 

you off. So the more you get directly involved in the middle of the—” And it made sense! “Well, 

well, yes. I guess you could look at it like that.” 

 

Q: Do you think these were his own ideas? Did he say that the window, specifically, or no 

books? Or did this come with some sort of background, experience, or training? 

 

Williams: Now, this was Pete Falcone. It came from, we didn’t even ask about where it came 

from, et cetera. It had enough of a grain of truth in it to make it—maybe you didn’t like it, but 

you couldn’t just discard it, because— 

 

Q: Made some sense. 
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Williams: Made some sense in some ways. Now, much, much, much later on, we also discovered 

that he was pretty much illiterate. And maybe that was a part of the reason why the books 

were—but at that point in time, okay. With that, then, Mitch also really started coming around 

more. I remember vision, as we called it. Vision. I remember that he came to the facility once, 

and he was asking us how ASA, or whatever, could help. He said, “If you had anything, if you 

could get anything right now that would help this program, what would it be?” And we thought. 

It was just a few of us then, maybe eight, or nine, or ten of us. Ten. And we came up with: 

another telephone. He said, “Another telephone?” “Yeah. When you’re out here, we only have 

one phone. People have to call in, and then people are calling out. Then it causes problems, 

because you have to wait on—and the larger that we’re getting now, the one phone, it just 

doesn’t—” So he said, “So, if you had another phone, that could help things?” We said, “Yes!”  

 

I remember him standing there saying, “Another phone. That’s what could help you. Another 

phone.” He said, “One day, you’re going to have so damn many phones you won’t know what to 

do with them!” And we looked at him, like—and where are we going to put all these phones? So 

that was where our vision was at that point. One time somebody called it a tree house. Said, 

“You guys got a tree house.” We felt insulted, I guess. But only mildly so. Because maybe it was 

a tree house. 

 

Q: What would that mean? 
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Williams: It means, at that point in time, I don’t think we even had the last on the floor yet. So 

that as far as the program goes, it was just little, developing. It was crude. It was unsophisticated. 

The vision was very, very limited, exemplified by that two phone thing. I could not see, at that 

point, that we would have six phones in the house, much more that there would be fifteen houses, 

and—I think that with his sophistication and his background, officer and all of that, psychiatrist, 

and da-da-da-da-dah. Mitch’s vision was just miles, and miles, and miles away from where we 

were at. I certainly attribute the development and the growth of the Phoenix House, or the rapid 

growth of Phoenix House, to Mitch’s presence. Even though when he originally showed, there 

was sort of resentment, of this guy who was coming in and kind of taking over the place. As we 

saw it, our program. As a matter of fact, the guy who I had looked at on the—Julio Martinez, that 

was the reason that he left. He was very pissed off that this guy had come on and sort of taken 

over. 

 

Q: Because you guys had been at it how long, before Mitch arrived on the scene? 

 

Williams: Well, Mitch had arrived on the scene—it all depends on what you mean by arrived on 

the scene. Because, remember that he was also deputy commissioner of ASA. So he was around, 

and he was coming by the house, and he had that kind of involvement early on. But as we 

viewed it, as a representative of ASA. I would say that when we first started to freely see him as 

somebody that was a figure in the house itself—and was going to be there, et cetera—must have 

been about a year after. Because up until that point, also, there was Pete Falcone, who was our 

director now. But then, as you might call it, the coup happened. They got rid of Pete. Pete was an 

unsophisticated guy. Very honest, very meaningful, and all of that kind of stuff, but he was the 
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kind of guy that was running the program out of a checkbook. It was not exactly—so he could 

certainly make an easy target for, you know. Then Mitch’s office opened there. 

 

Q: Within—on 85th Street? 

 

Williams: Yes. Right. And then, what was the coup de grâce. At that point, I was around long 

enough, almost two years. I had started working out. I was at the point now that was—and I was 

working with this real estate company. I got a job there, me and my roommate, a guy named 

Howie [Howard] Josepher. I came home one day, and I had a picture of Ray Charles that was up 

on the wall. It had been torn from the wall, crumpled up, and thrown on my bed. I was just 

outraged. “Who the hell did this?” “I don’t know, man.” “This tall black guy came in, and looked 

up, and said, ‘Who has that dope fiend up on the wall?’ and ripped it off, and crumpled it up, 

threw it.” So this was my introduction to this guy named Kandy Latson. What Mitch did was that 

he brought in this cadre from Synanon. He imported them. It must have been initially about six 

or seven of them.  

 

Q: And moved them from the West Coast? 

 

Williams: Yes. Right. And they then became the cadre, the directors, et cetera, of the Phoenix 

Houses. This guy Kandy Latson was sort of, and Frank Natale [phonetic], were the sort of cheap 

goons under Mitch, et cetera. They were, on average, well chosen, from the Synanon. He had 

lured them from Synanon to New York. They were a bunch of people who were extremely 

charismatic. Very, very knowledgeable of management of the TC thing. Brought in a new 
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dynamic, which was really kind of overwhelming. It was like we didn’t know what hit us. These 

people came in, and they brought in stuff that was—first of all, we had never heard of. I 

remember a conversation that we had one time. We were New York-based guys. We had our 

certain heroes, Malcolm X. One day this guy comes in from this [unclear]. “So, I know, I 

know—it’s like Huey Newton.” “Who?” “You don’t know Huey Newton?” “No, man.” “Panther 

Party, man.” “The what?” “Damn, you guys never heard of the Panthers?” So they came with all 

of this—The women came with miniskirts.  

 

Q: Were there women in the house up until this point? 

 

Williams: No. No, these were female staff, and these were the first female staff we ever had. 

These were firecrackers. These were really—most of them were good-looking, tough, dynamic. 

All of them ex-addicts from the Synanon and the West Coast. So they came with their whole 

kind of West Coast ambience. We hadn’t seen miniskirts yet, so this was a whole new thing: 

Whoa. Wow. Their new knowledge that they brought in about the Panther Party. Very, very—

Mitch conducted an assault. I thought about it later on. When I first started to run the prison 

program, I was already talking to Mitch. This was something that was brand new, people didn’t 

know whether it would work or not, so I was asking advice. He said, “You know what you’ve 

got to do? You’ve got to get yourself a dirty dozen. People who ain’t afraid of gods, and are 

willing to follow you wherever you go. Just take them in and do your thing.” Which is what I 

did. But as I was doing it, I said, “Oh, that’s what he did! He hit us with his dirty dozen, and just 

really kind of [snaps fingers]” 
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Q: And had he been out at Synanon? How did he— 

 

Williams: —solidify things. 

 

Q: —foster the dirty dozen out there?  

 

Williams: Well, as I said— 

 

Q: Because he was in New York now, right? 

 

Williams: But he had been in Synanon. I told you. 

 

Q: Long enough to get these kind of fighters for him. 

 

Williams: Oh, yes. He was running Oakland. He had his thing in Oakland, and also at Synanon, 

whatnot. He had strategist’s hands. When he was getting ready to make his moves in whatever 

action, he put his team together. One of the things that I think was—he did, in a lot of ways, the 

same thing that Efrem Ramirez did, but in a whole other style. Efrem, at the hospital, when he 

brought in his guys and they were the first ex-addicts we ever saw. Their method of therapeutic 

community was a much more gentle and nurturing, if you will, way. Whereas this style was 

almost abrasive. It was assaultive. It was, bang. Those guys would have never ripped down the 

poster and sort of imposed their will like that. These guys were like shock troops. They came in, 

and boom. They were impressive. They were very impressive.  
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Q: In a way that people liked? 

 

Williams: Whether you liked it or not, you had to admire it. It’s like, whoa. Damn. 

 

Q: And what was impressive?  

 

Williams: They were highly charismatic. They ran things in a way that had another level of 

energy to it, that was not there before. The encounter group itself changed to a much more sort of 

volatile, emotional kind of thing, that wasn’t there before. The expectations changed, sharpened. 

Kind of became more military, in a way. Issues of cleanliness, getting beds made with the 

hospital corner. The regimentation, that kind of thing was imposed. In a way, the bar was raised. 

The bar was raised. Pete Falcone, for X amount of time, was a role model, because he was the 

director, et cetera. But these people were almost light years ahead of Pete. Pete really looked 

very, very tragic when these guys came through.  

 

Q: And was he there when they came? 

 

Williams: Yes. And he didn’t last long at all. 

 

Q: Was that the point? 

 

Williams: I think it was. I think it was. 
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Q: Because they came over as staff, is that right? 

 

Williams: Yes. 

 

Q: And before that, how much staff was there existing at Phoenix House? 

 

Williams: Out at Hart Island, there were a number of staff members there. Because at Hart 

Island, they had—I don’t remember correctly, but probably about six or seven buildings on the 

island itself. 

 

Q: Oh. I’ve only seen the one big, big one. 

 

Williams: Oh. Well, we’ll see, maybe its layout. Hart Island. Hart Island was divided into two 

parts. On this side of it, as it came off the boat, was where the treatment programs were. Where 

the old prisons had been, with the mess hall and the whole thing. And the six, I think, houses. Six 

or seven houses. And the chapel. Then as you went to the middle portion of the island, there was 

an abandoned Nike base. An anti-aircraft rocket base. Most New Yorkers never even knew that 

they had anti-aircraft rocket bases around New York, but one of them was on Hart Island. So 

there was this abandoned Nike base. Then on the other side of it was a potter’s field. So on this 

side you had Phoenix House, the dividing line was this Nike base, then the other side of it was 

potter’s field. That was Hart Island. All of this stuff was on it. The guys who worked on the 

potter’s field, they were inmates that came from Rikers Island and they called them the goon 
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squad. They buried the—[sighs] One guy said to me one time—I did go to visit once. It’s not a 

nice place. I was asking him, “Doesn’t this bother you, man? Burying?” He said, “Well, it pays 

better.” He said, “But you know what I can’t stand, though?” I said, “What?” He said, “Limb 

holes.” 

 

Q: The what? 

 

Williams: Limb holes. That’s exactly what I said. “The what?” He said, “Limb holes.” He said, 

“You know in hospitals, when they amputate your leg, or cut off your arm, where do you think it 

goes, man? It goes on Hart Island. And the limbs go down, get buried in—” 

 

Q: I’ve never thought of that before. 

 

Williams: “—limb holes.” Yes, right. Me neither, up until that point. So there’s all kinds of 

things. Aborted babies. That were unwanted— 

 

Q: The stillborns? 

 

Williams: Stillborns. Hart Island, at that time, was a very, very complex place, because it had life 

on this side, and death on that side, and sometimes they merged. Because there has to be more 

than one case of somebody that was in Phoenix House on that side that split. Left. Get supplies. 

 

Q: Escaped? 
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Williams: No, not escaped. They were a portion of the people that were inmates, still. But they 

were also volunteers. There were regular—just like the guys in 205. And if they didn’t want to 

be there anymore, they would pack up their bags, and they’d wait on the ferry, and they’d leave. 

And on at least a couple of occasions, individuals left. Went out, they overdosed, and they came 

back to Hart Island, on the other side.  

 

Q: It’s a sad place. 

 

Williams: Yes, yes, yes. But if you stayed on one side of it, there was a lot of life. There are, I 

think, of the people that I talk to still that had the Hart Island experience, there are a lot of good 

memories of Hart Island. After the merger—this was what we called it, anyway—of Hart Island 

and Phoenix House at 205, I eventually became one of the regional directors. So my office was 

on Hart Island. So I got to know it. Hart Island was really a beautiful place, actually, on that side 

of it. The lawns were all—they’d look after them. It was a therapeutic community setting, so it 

was clean. Had the trees, and they had the water around it. Had the bay out there, with the 

sailboats, and all that kind of stuff. So if you stayed over this side—But if you went over that 

side— 

 

Q: And how many people did they have on Hart Island? 

 

Williams: Maybe 500?  
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Q: Oh, wow.  

 

Williams: Well, 400. Keep in mind that you had seven buildings. 

 

Q: So did any of the Synanon people get stationed at Hart Island?  

 

Williams: Yes. Yes, eventually. Because once everything was Phoenix House—And then what 

was now Phoenix House started growing, and now you had various buildings. We had Coney 

Island, and we had Prospect Place. We had a place up in Putnam Valley, New York. Mitch, at 

that point, did his thing, if you will. 

 

Q: This is decades—this is later, the big expansion. 

 

Williams: Well, over time, yes. But one of the things was the big extension happened because of 

the heroin epidemic of the ’70s. We actually started Phoenix House in the ’60s, and there was a 

heroin epidemic then, but then it really grew. The city’s response was to try to pump money into 

treatment programs. Daytop [Village] really grew, and Project Return, and Samaritan. And 

Phoenix House really grew. At that point, especially, I think that Mitch was a consummate 

politician. He knew how to wheel and deal, and how to work. He developed a foundation, and a 

board, that was awesome. When it came to things like fundraising and really kind of getting 

money out of the beautiful people, and that kind of stuff, Mitch was one of the best. So you had 

Tishman Realty on the board. They really, really spread rapidly, and you got a lot of money out 
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of the city, and out of the state. Him having been the deputy commissioner of ASA, I’m sure that 

helped quite a bit too. And it was a quality program. 

 

I think that Mitch’s military background helped. As the CEO and the president of this agency, 

there’s all of the politicking and that kind of stuff, et cetera, but I think that my primary job is to 

establish the tone of the agency. I know that OASAS [Office of Alcoholism and Substance 

Abuse Services], who is our major funding source, sees us as one of their—as they put it, a 

premier program. They know that we’re sharp. We are doing what we say that we’re doing, and 

that we’re running a really good program. Our hearts are into it. We aren’t stealing money. We 

aren’t—et cetera. I think that the two programs that were out there, it was Phoenix House and 

Daytop. There were many other programs, but when it came to quality programs, there were 

Phoenix House and Daytop. 

 

Q: And are they very different models? 

 

Williams: No. 

 

Q: Is Daytop also a therapeutic community? 

 

Williams: Oh, definitely. Sure, sure, sure. It has fallen on some hard times now, but it was run by 

an individual called Monsignor [William B.] O’Brien, a Catholic priest. He and Mitch were sort 

of friendly rivals, if you will. They were kind of known as the Marine Corps of the TCs. Very, 

very— 
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Q: Very strict? 

 

Williams: Very strict. 

 

Q: Because I have to say, no books and no staring out the window sounds strict to me. [laughs] 

 

Williams: Oh, no. That was just— 

 

Q: That was just a Pete Falcone thing? 

 

Williams: I don’t know what you would term it, but. One of the things that occurred was that 

when Mitch started to bring in people from Synanon, I remember that one guy came in, a guy 

named Tom [Thomas Jay] Rodman. I was helping him unpack his stuff, bring it in his house, and 

he had these boxes of books. It was like, can you—can you do that? He says, “Yeah. They’re 

books!” I said, “Yeah, but—” He says, “What do you mean they don’t let you read books? Are 

you serious? Come on!” And that kind of went out the window, the whole issue. He would give 

me books. Then I think that it turned 180 degrees. Education, people reading [Friedrich 

Wilhelm] Nietzsche, and [Abraham H.] Maslow. This whole intellectual renaissance occurred in 

the Phoenix House.  

 

Q: And when did they come?  
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Williams: I would say probably about the end of ’67, the beginning of ’68. 

 

Q: Oh, so soon after Mitch established himself. 

 

Williams: Yes. Yes. 

 

Q: He didn’t wait long to bring them in. 

 

Williams: Not at all. Not at all. After he established himself, I think that was step two. Bring in— 

 

Q: Reinforcements.  

 

Williams: Esteem. Yes, yes. That also enabled Phoenix House’s growth. The way things were at 

205, growth would have been very, very limited, because there weren’t the resources. There 

weren’t the human resources. You needed directors. You needed experienced people that were 

task-oriented, had integrity. The main office was on 85th Street, 84th Street, and you had places 

that were up in Putnam Valley. I mean, hundreds of miles away. 

 

Q: What do you think would have happened if it had just remained the six original or the twenty 

first arrivals, and it had not been institutionalized like this? Where do you think it would have 

gone the next year? Because you guys made it a year without any other intervention. 
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Williams: Yes. Oh, it would have kept on. It would have kept on. I think that there have been a 

lot of programs like it. But eventually, they died.  

 

Q: Of what? 

 

Williams: I would think lack of growth. When I say that, I don’t mean size. Internal growth. A 

therapeutic community, I believe, has to be dynamic. You can’t be stagnant. You must change 

with the times. As you feed the clients, you also must be fed. You have to get new blood; you 

have to get new ideas. It’s like life. Once you stop growing, you start dying. So I think that it 

might have reached a certain point of stagnation that might not have been good for the agency as 

a whole, and particularly for its long-term survival. Now, I also believe that there is rightsizing. 

There are not a lot of organizations that I think really have the wherewithal, the structure and 

power, to become national. You can start to grow to the point where you lose integrity. You can 

start to grow to the point where you aren’t able to monitor the quality of the program itself. I 

believe that you can’t grow for growth’s sake.  

 

Mitch and I had a conversation about that once. There was something that occurred—I don’t 

know if he even remembers this—and I said to him something like, “Mitch, this is the people 

business.” He said, “Yes, you’re right. But remember: the first word is people, but the last word 

is business.” But you can’t get so caught up in the business that you forget that the first word is 

people. Once you get too, I think, business oriented, to the detriment of those whom you serve. 

You have to remember that that’s how it is. You work for them. That’s who you serve. They are 

foremost. You start to lose your mission focus. You start to become something else. Might as 
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well become for-profit. On one hand, there is something to be said for economy of scale. But that 

must be kept under control in most instances, so that the quality is game one. The concern for the 

welfare and the growth of the client is game one. Everything else is actually supportive. 

 

Q: When you were living at 205 and they started expanding, did you feel some of the 

advantages? Did you feel like it was positively affecting 205, in terms of economy of scale, or in 

terms of the energy and dynamic in the house? 

 

Williams: I think it was twofold. It started to have certain positive impacts, in that the quality of 

certain attitudinal things improved. Whether it was food, cooking, education—now I know that it 

was self—some of the education really helped the client, but also really helped the program. 

Because it turned out staff that helped that program to grow. But I think there was a time where it 

over expanded. The quality started diminishing. Some of the far-flung houses left a little bit to be 

desired, as far as their intensity of mission. Got a little loose. Kind of made it: hey, wait, wait, 

wait. Is this Phoenix House, man? Come on, we don’t do that. 

 

Q: And when do you think this period was? Or how far was too flung? 

 

Williams: What I think happened around it, which might have been to—maybe it was praise of 

the administration. You had some individuals—like a Frank Natale, and a couple other 

individuals around—that sort of monitored that a little bit, and that helped to check that. One of 

the problems that you had with it also was personnel. The quality of the personnel. Because the 

faster that you grow, it’s hard getting the same quality of personnel. So you start to go down a 
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little bit. “Well, listen. We have to fill that gap, man. We might not normally put him in there, 

but let’s put him in there.” That kind of thing. And then you could just leave him there. Or you 

could get somebody that’s what you really want to have there and replace him with someone, so 

that the quality of that site goes back up again. But that has to be with purpose. That has to be 

with intention. That has to be with clear vision, and the maintenance of what I call tone. You 

have to want to keep that tone.  

 

Q: It sounds like a lot of the original personnel came through the ranks.  

 

Williams: A lot of the original personnel, other than those that came from Synanon, came 

through the ranks. Yes. 

 

Q: So as you expand, it seems like it would get harder to have enough people that actually went 

through that system. So how did new personnel learn about this kind of—? 

 

Williams: Well, that is the current problem of the field. The manpower shortage. The skills 

shortage of therapeutic community. Getting enough individuals that are really qualified to run 

things in the fashion that you want to run them in order to maintain that integrity. 

 

Q: All right. Where else do they get these qualifications? Where else can you really get good 

training to be a therapeutic community— 
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Williams: We used to say at one time that you went to colleges and that you got MSWs [Master 

of Social Work], and then trained them. [laughs] Untrained them, and then trained them. As it is 

now, I think that things are coming a lot closer together, as the population itself evolves, because 

they are evolving. When we were initially running Phoenix Houses and such, there were waiting 

lists, massive waiting lists. There was a very, very large epidemic going on. And there was a 

certain kind of screening, of those are the clients that came in. As the waiting list diminished, I 

think the screening kind of diminished a little bit because they had to fill the beds. And also at 

the same time, in their infinite wisdom, they started closing down the mental hospitals. And now 

you were flooding the streets with individuals who needed supervision. They weren’t taking their 

medication any longer. They were really going off. One of the feeder sources of the therapeutic 

community, Phoenix House, et cetera, has always been the criminal justice system. In my days, 

we used to have something that was called a court referral. That brings the issue of voluntary 

versus coercion. I tell people that I don’t know if I ever met a volunteer.  

 

Q: You didn’t feel like you were a volunteer? 

 

Williams: No. No. I got involved in this thing because I didn’t want to go back to Comstock. 

That was my motivation. Now, after I was in it, I forgot I was on parole. When this guy came to 

me one day to congratulate me and tell me that I wasn’t on parole anymore, I was kind of, “Oh. 

Oh, thank you.” I totally forgot that I was on parole. As I already told you about the addict, they 

are caught in a certain lifestyle: “Yeah, I know I’m an addict, but at least I know how to do that”. 

That kind of thing. Or, “I don’t think I can stop.” So when you have somebody enter a 

therapeutic community, et cetera, it’s usually because they are in a limited situation. They either 
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got kicked out of their house, or their wife left them, or they’re involved in criminal justice and 

they said, “You either go in, or—” There is something that is more powerful than the substance. 

So I don’t think you really have many addicts that just kind of wake up one morning, other than 

President [George W.] Bush, and just say, “I don’t think I’m going to drink anymore.” No. I 

don’t think that it quite works like that. There is something that is compelling that individual into 

that lifestyle change. 

 

Q: So when the court orders somebody to Phoenix House, do they determine the amount of time 

that they’re going to be there? 

 

Williams: Well, that is one of the things about the court which I believe is a godsend. The 

funding sources are tending to want to limit the stay of individuals in treatment shorter and 

shorter, because it costs too much. We argue, and say, “Listen. A year in Phoenix House costs, 

let’s say, twenty thousand. A year in Comstock costs thirty-five. Not to mention the collateral 

damage that is done to society as this individual runs amok out there. And you think that’s too 

expensive?” So you can pay me now or pay me later. I do not believe, very honestly, that with 

good treatment that there is a cheaper, in the long run, vehicle than the therapeutic community. I 

believe that I have paid for my treatment time and time again already, just by being a tax-paying 

citizen. A tax-paying, law-abiding citizen. Whereas, when I was out there: “Taxes? What is that? 

Are you serious?” So the more that we can turn out individuals that their focus is self-sustaining: 

get a job, pay your taxes, keep in line, if you need any help, give me a call. Societally— 
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Q: Now, you said that the criminal justice system was a godsend in this way, though? Does that 

mean that they send people for longer than— 

 

Williams: Oh, yes. 

 

Q: —the private funding sources? 

 

Williams: Yes. Yes. Yes. When individuals are mandated from the courts and the court says, 

“We want you to go for twelve months,” well, that’s a court mandate. That supersedes. Or the 

wise judge that says, “I don’t want you to leave until they deem you completed.” Well, guess 

what. It’s been six months, and you’re not—you still have cobwebs in your head. Me? I was in 

treatment, if you’re going to call that, almost twenty-four months. And needed every moment of 

it. Every moment of it. One of the things that I like about hiring people that come through a 

treatment program is that even though—I mentioned noise? They call themselves staff. Well, 

fine, great. But you’re still in treatment. They come to work every day, and they’re staff. But 

they’re still going through a process for treatment themselves. A reentry. So if you want to have 

a testimony for length of time in treatment, it really kind of lies with the graduate staff. The 

relapse, and the recidivism rate of graduated staff that work in therapeutic communities is 

extremely low. 

 

Q: What would you say is the ideal amount of time, or time range, that you would like to see 

people in treatment for?  

 



  Ron Williams – Sessions 1 and 2 – 82 
 
 
 
Williams: In treatment for? 

 

Q: Or that Phoenix House generally advocates? 

 

Williams: No, this is what I think: I think that I would like to see the people involved in 

treatment two years. Now, I think that what we find to be effective is that depending upon the 

person—because people always talk about individualized treatment plans, and that’s what it has 

to be! It is kind of a school, but you can’t go to the first grade and graduate with everybody else 

because… you might need summer school. You may not be as fast, and especially now that we 

have so many people that are dually diagnosed. I started talking about earlier, the individuals that 

in the earlier screening process, they didn’t get in because they had the mental health hospitals, 

and all of that kind of stuff, whatnot. Now, the biggest social service entity in the state is the 

criminal justice system. They’re all going to jail. And then they come through jail, and they wind 

up with you.  

 

It’s changed our way of doing business. Once upon a time, we had the cardinal rules. One of the 

big ones was no drugs. Well, we had to modify that: no unprescribed drugs. Because now you 

have psychotropics, and they need the psychotropics. But I have had a few individuals come 

through the programs that are dually diagnosed. One thing that you’ve got to focus on all the way 

through and afterwards is medication management. You have to take your medication, because if 

you don’t, you are going to psychotic again, right? So as long as you’re taking the medication—

and we certainly try to work with the hospitals and make sure that it isn’t at a level that you 
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aren’t able to participate and comprehend what’s going on—it can be quite effective for you. 

And if you continue taking the medication.  

 

Now, when I say two years, what that means is that what we have found, on average, effective, is 

that the individual is with us for a year. That means in the residential program. By the end of that 

point, nine months, they’re on job search. They’re going to get themselves a job. Throughout that 

time, they should have a savings account, so that the WAM, as we call it, or their personal needs 

money that they get, they put X amount into the bank. First of all, we have to learn what money 

is. How to save money. Get the concept of saving money in place. Because they’re going to need 

it when they get out of here. So that by the time that you leave here, you have a little nest egg: a 

couple thousand, whatever, saved in the bank. 

 

Q: So are they usually regular banks, or does Phoenix House— 

 

Williams: Regular banks. No, no. No, no. 

 

Q: It’s not an internal accounting. 

 

Williams: Come with me, and we are going to open up a savings account. It’s dramatic. Get the 

guys coming down from Attica [Correctional Facility]. Lifting, pumping irons, magnificent 

specimens of manhood and all of that. Walk them right next door into a Chase Bank, and tell 

them, “Open up a savings account.” If you’ve never done something—always have to take them 

by the hand, and sit them down, and walk them to the bank. But that’s expected. So you teach 
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them: this is how you open up a savings account. This guy behind the counter got a tie and all of 

that. Don’t let that phase you, man. He’s here to serve you. This is where you do it. And then 

they start to save money. “No, you can’t take out your money and buy an iPhone. I’m sorry. You 

can get your iPhone when you move out of here.” You know. So that by the time that the 

individual leaves here, number one, you don’t want to leave them on welfare. It’s part of the 

problem.  

 

Some individuals might have to, especially our women. Statisticians, they love to say women in 

the programs average 2.5 children. So I’m still looking for the .5. That’s one of the things that is 

important, with the women especially. Their kids are in the system somewhere, or they’re with 

grandma, et cetera. There’s a drive to get them back, to reunite the family. Sometimes you aren’t 

able to work. You may have to do some other things. Or some of our women that are coming out 

of the prison systems are not exactly size six, petite. 

 

Q: It’s opposite of the Attica phenomenon. 

 

Williams: Pretty strapping, or—nobody’s secretary. So nontraditional. I have one, oh! Oh, I 

loved her so much. We were having an anniversary celebration. We have one every year at the 

Cathedral of Saint John the Divine. Had a big crowd there, and she had graduated. But she was 

working, so we didn’t expect her there. And in the middle of things, she shows up in her bus 

driver uniform—and had left the bus outside! [laugher] Ran into the church— 

 

Q: Like a city bus? 
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Williams: Yeah, a city bus! Ran into the church, came up. And we saw her, and said, “What are 

you doing?” She said, “The bus is outside.” So then we said, “Come here. Introduce yourself real 

fast.” So then she introduces herself. “My name’s so-and-so, and I’m from 752, and I’m 

graduating. I just wanted to be here because bah-bah-bah-bah-bah.” Get over there, man. But you 

can be a bus driver. You can work construction. They are still in that area, where they won’t 

have you with the pick of the shovels. They’ll probably have you with the flag, whatever. You 

can lay wire, for phone service, that kind of stuff, et cetera. So let’s not think about what is seen 

as the traditional role of the woman. Expand your mind a little bit. Look at some other things. 

You can do that. 

 

Q: Phoenix House was originally—at least 250 was all-male. When did it open up to women?  

 

Williams: Oh, gosh. Her name just flitted through my mind. I see her face very, very clearly. 

Probably about a year and a half, two years. 

 

Q: Into the program, after it was established. 

 

Williams: Yes. Yes. It was after Mitch arrived, too. There were a couple things Mitch did which 

were memorable. One of the side effects of bringing the Synanon people to Phoenix House was 

the issue of women. Oh, they were fierce. These chicks were something else. Talk about 

creativity and things that they did. Things that people like this do. So they were always talking 

about equality, other issues of equality. Now, this is still in the ’70s. They were talking about gay 
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and lesbian [unclear], which was still very, very much a sticking point. But the equality issue of 

women was a biggie. So they got together, and they told everybody that they were going to form 

an organization. The staff women in Phoenix House. They did it, and they rolled it out. Of 

course, I knew that Mary Terry [phonetic] and them, they weren’t going to come with anything 

namby-pamby. And it was called Phoenix House Organization of Women. On the back, they had 

the initials: POW. [laughs] 

 

Q: On the back of—? They made outfits? They made uniforms? 

 

Williams: Jackets. Jackets. POW. And I know Mitch being military, he liked that one, right? So 

all things that were up with women, and women’s groups. Because it was—or it is—a coed 

environment. 

 

Q: Within the facilities? 

 

Williams: Yes. The big part of all of this is talk therapy. You sit in the group, and you talk about 

all of the things. So you’re expecting a woman who had been sexually abused from childhood, 

and was abused in her adult life, and was pimped, and battered, to sit in the group with men, 

and— 

 

Q: And discuss this? 

 

Williams: —talk about that. 
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Q: And it works? 

 

Williams: No, of course not. Of course not. So that’s why the women that came from Synanon 

right away started talking about the male model: “This is a male model. It’s men. It’s not—they 

don’t consider the issues of women.” As a matter of fact, it was really sort of Neanderthalish. It 

was like, “Well, you have your job, and you have your wife, and you tell your wife that the job 

comes first, and she’s an extension of you. So therefore—“ I’m glad that I got rid of that general 

before I got married. [laughs] I don’t think it would have worked well. So all of those kind of 

things occurred and occur, and have sort of shaped the therapeutic community as it is now, and it 

certainly shaped mine. Well, I did more than that. As I told you, my attitude about TC is that it’s 

a school. Primarily, it is a school. Whether it is a maturation process, or whatever, it’s a school. 

It’s an environment for learning. I tend to believe certain research that says that single-sex 

schools do better than— 

 

So we have two facilities: one male, one female. First of all, it certainly has less distraction. 

Second of all, it allows a safe environment to talk about whatever it is that you need to talk 

about, without holding yourself back because there are men sitting in the room and you can’t say 

that. And women have different needs. If it is a mixed environment, at times the male need is 

going to supersede. I firmly believe that for the purpose of what you’re doing, having—now, you 

can certainly have it mixed, because one of the rationales is that, well, when they go out into the 

world, it is going to be single sex. So let’s learn how to really get along, and how to interact, and 

that kind of—Which, fine. Fine, I can see that. But I think that when you have people that are 
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wounded, and hurting, and raw, that in hospitals they put them in ICUs, or intensive care units, 

that are isolated. So that they can heal. And then after the healing starts taking place, then you 

can start to take them out of that, and mix them, and do all of that. But you have that first job of 

giving them a safe— 

 

I think that the foundation of a therapeutic community is the perception of physical and 

psychological safety. Physical and psychological safety. I don’t care if you’re six foot nine, or 

four foot two. You should not feel intimidated or fearful of harm. Physical harm. And also you 

should feel that you can share, you can talk, you can can “cathart” all the pain that you have 

without worry that it’s going to come back to haunt you or something. So I think that’s kind of 

how it operates with these two things.  

 

Q: Right. I actually just assumed for some reason that therapeutic communities were always sex 

segregated. I don’t know why.  

 

Williams: Have you been for yourself? 

 

Q: No, I haven’t. But I guess also because I read mostly about the origin, which was all male. 

But also, there are so many things that are different about being in the therapeutic community 

that aren’t like the real world.  

 

Williams: True. 
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Q: That separating women from men seems like, eh, that’s just another one that we’re doing to 

protect— 

 

Williams: Right. Right, exactly. It is absolutely true that what you want to do in a therapeutic 

community is to take people from one extreme to the other. And then bring them back to, 

hopefully, the happy medium. So it’s radical. It’s drastic. I mean, yesterday it was okay to steal 

and do anything, and now today, it’s like, oh you cannot do that. We take you from here to over 

here, and then slowly walk you back. We want you to be wide open. We want you to trust. Open 

up your belly and all that kind of stuff, trust that nobody’s going to stick their finger in it. But as 

you get closer to going back out, we want you to close that back up, because they will stick their 

fingers in your belly. So let’s do the operating and see what needs removing, and then fix it up 

and suture, and get you ready. It’s called reentry. To go back out.  

 

Now, I said twelve months and I said two years. Once the individual has moved out, then first of 

all we have an anniversary every year. People come from all over. Alumni and all of that, and 

our politicians and family, and all of that. It’s usually at the cathedral. I might have two to three 

hundred people. We’ve been doing that now for probably about thirty-five years here. 

 

Q: Now, here, is it Stay’n Out, or Phoenix House? At Stay’n Out? 

 

Williams: Yes. Yes. So one guy went to the extreme that he moved to Miami, and every year for 

the anniversary, he would fly from Miami up here to attend the anniversary. We have an alumni 

association, so that they maintain contact and that kind of thing. After the individual has moved 
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out of the facility, then is what we would term aftercare. It’s in a graduated manner. Maybe when 

you move out, depending upon what your status is, how we see you, we may want to see you 

once a week. So in the evening, you may come in for a group that will last about an hour or so. X 

amount of people, and then we check everybody in, do a little maintenance if needed, and 

problem solve. And as time goes on, then it’s every other week, and then once a month. But we 

expect you every now and then to—just like mom and dad—drop by. Because you got yours, but 

what about that guy that just walked in the door? You owe him.  

 

Q: And where do they meet? 

 

Williams: At the facility. There’s nothing that’s as powerful as one of these godlike creatures 

walking in to the facility and maybe stopping by your room, and saying, “I used to sleep in that 

bed.” “Oh, well, I can make it. Whoa.”  

 

Q: Right. That’s good to have them interact. 

 

Williams: Of course.  

 

Q: And where is the facility? 

 

Williams: Well, we have two. One is on Bedford Avenue. That’s the women’s program. As a 

matter of fact, we are just about—These are some of the plans that are going on now for the 

expansion of the women’s facility. Ah! [producing floor plans] You can read about that. 
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Q: And what’s the capacity of that? 

 

Williams: Forty. And it will probably go up to fifty-five. But it’s not simply about the capacity, 

it’s about the things that can be offered. When I first got a site, it was coed, because it is damn 

difficult finding someplace, and when people in the community find out that you’re talking about 

bringing felons into their community—boy, I looked all over. I went to Bedford-Stuyvesant 

[New York], and I thought, I’m from Harlem. Ever since I grew up, Brooklyn and Bedford-

Stuyvesant, and all of that, it’s wild west, or whatever it is. And I came out there thinking that. 

Oh, Bed-Stuyvesant. Woo, boy. I ran into a [unclear] that was—I mean, these people were—I 

thought I was going to get tarred and feathered. It was like, wow. We finally got a building, and 

since it was only one, and I had two programs, a male and a female, had to have a coed. That was 

difficult. Here, you had people that were coming out of prison after X amount of time, being in 

prison. And it’s like, whoa, boy. So I could not wait to get another building so I could separate. 

 

Q: And how long did that take?  

 

Williams: That took a good three years. Three, four years. Yes. 

 

Q: And the sessions would be together, too?  

 

Williams: Well, the basic sessions. You have problem solving and dispute resolution sessions. 

They used to call them encounter groups, but they don’t do that anymore. It’s human interaction 
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issues, household stuff. You know: I’m really tired of having to clean up that sink every 

morning. “When I use the sink, I wipe it down. Then I come and there’s hair all over the place.” 

That kind of stuff. Or: “I want talk to you, because I don’t know where you’re coming from, but 

the other day, you said to me such and such and such…” and have him either have the 

opportunity to say, “Oh, I’m sorry. That ain’t the way I meant,” or, “Yeah, I said that,” and go 

through whatever. And then you have the other groups. You might have the women’s groups. 

One of the groups that I have, which we actually started in the prison, is incarcerated fathers. Big 

time.  

 

You want to see the difference between Arthur Kill and Bayview [Correctional Facility], shows 

you such a hell of a difference, boy. You go to Arthur Kill, which is a male program, on visiting 

days over the weekends, and what you see are women and kids coming to visit men. You go to 

Bayview visiting day, and what you see is women coming to visit women. Where the hell are the 

men? A guy comes out, comes through the program, et cetera. The first thing the woman says is, 

“Well, I have two kids that are in the system.” Guy doesn’t say anything about kids. “Don’t you 

have any children?” “Oh, yeah, I got two kids, yeah.” Now, when he will complain, though, is 

when he gets a bill. Because when you’re incarcerated, your child support doesn’t stop. So now 

you’ve been locked up for three years, and you owe three years worth of child support. Oh, you 

realize that you have some children now? The whole issue of incarcerated fathers, and the fact 

that children of incarcerated parents tend to be incarcerated themselves, eventually. Very, very 

important stuff. So we have those kinds of groups.  
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We have various types of groups. We have people that have compromised immune systems, that 

are HIV [human immunodeficiency virus]. We also utilize sister agencies, that specialize in 

things such as HIV and AIDS [acquired immunodeficiency syndrome], and outreach, and 

whatnot. One of my best friends, my bunkmate in treatment, Howie Josepher, he runs a very, 

very large program called Exponents, which is an HIV and— 

 

Q: I’m actually speaking to him next week. 

 

Williams: Oh, really? Yes? Howie? Okay. Tell him I send my best. 

 

Q: I will. 

 

Williams: That’s my man, all right? I’m on his board. Okay, so we refer to our network for 

certain things: training, and some mental health issues, and other things of that nature. It’s not 

just a therapeutic community, it’s also the support network around that therapeutic community. 

 

Q: It’s amazing to hear how much the original Phoenix House then branched out into so many 

other areas of social services, and what has become of the people who were there at the 

beginning. It’s pretty impressive. 

 

Williams: Well, it is. It is. The goal of a good agency, I think, is the issue of service. Sort of 

meeting the needs of your clientele. So there’s always the framework of therapeutic community. 

You’re going to have the basic framework: morning meetings, evening meetings, certain 
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sessions, certain groups. They work. But then comes the issue of relief from disabilities. Might 

even mean individuals who are like myself. I’ve got a lot of people at criminal justice. That’s 

what I primarily do. Now the guy is out, changes lifestyle, wants to go out now and prove 

himself through his work, but he has a felony. Or he’s on parole, or whatever. When he goes to 

get a job—right? So now we are working with all of the—I have this wonderful woman named 

Velmanette Montgomery. She is a state senator. She is my—oh, gosh. She has been working 

with us out in Brooklyn [New York]. She’s very, very, very much involved with taking laws off 

the books that are just asinine. I came to her one day and I said, “Velmanette. One of the things 

that the males have is that while they’re doing time, they can learn in the barbershop. And some 

of them become master barbers. But when they get out here, they can’t get a license.” 

 

Q: Right, because it’s against the law. 

 

Williams: Because of the felony. She said, “Why?” It’s a law that goes back to when doctors 

used to be involved in the medical—they could let blood or something. 

 

Q: Right. Leeches. 

 

Williams: Therefore—you know, it’s—Took us seven years, but we got it changed. It isn’t on the 

books any longer. 

 

Q: Oh, when was that changed? 

 



  Ron Williams – Sessions 1 and 2 – 95 
 
 
 
Williams: Two years ago. 

 

Q: I hadn’t heard. 

 

Williams: Yes. 

 

Q: Congratulations. That’s— 

 

Williams: Yes. Yes. Now that is another thing, too, that we firmly believe. A therapeutic 

community has an obligation not just to treat the people within its walls, but to treat society as a 

whole. Of education, of helping to make society ready to accept the individuals that will be 

coming out to it. Of looking at injustice, looking at things like—guy comes to me, he did twenty 

years in jail. “Who did you kill, bro?” “I didn’t kill nobody, man. I had five tabs of acid.” Five 

tabs of acid, are you serious? Rockefeller law.  

 

Q: Five? 

 

Williams: Five. Rockefeller law. And that put him in jail. He told me, the judge said to him, “I 

feel so bad about this, because it’s really—but it’s the law. There’s nothing I can—” Rockefeller 

law. Why can you have a quarter-ounce of your powdered cocaine and get sentenced to two, 

three years in jail, but if you’ve got a quarter-ounce of crack— 

 

Q: Yes. Fifteen years. 
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Williams: Right. What is that about? Got to understand the whole picture. I understand. The 

upstate regions are dying. I’ve seen Niagara Falls. I’ve seen these towns. And I know that 

Comstock Prison is not named Comstock. It is the Great Meadows Correctional Facility. Why do 

they call it Comstock? It’s in the town of Comstock, New York. And the grandfather was a guard 

there, the father’s a guard there, the son’s a guard there, and his son’s going to be a guard there, 

because that’s the only business they have in town. If that prison closes, they die. So that prison’s 

got to be fed. But not by stop-and-frisking me. 

 

Q: Or, not by keeping me in for fifteen years for— 

 

Williams: For fifteen years for— 

 

Q: I mean, and definitely not me. 

 

Williams: —for some—okay? Or if you’re going to punish me, then make it equitable. Looks 

racial to me. 

 

Q: Little bit. 

 

Williams: Powdered cocaine versus crack. What’s happening here? It’s the same substance. 

Why? So we go to Washington [D.C]. We go to Albany [New York]. We testify. We bring up 

clients. Sometimes it’s the first time that they’ve ever seen the people that they are making laws 
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against. And let them hear them. Take them to their offices. You have an obligation as an 

organization to impact the greater society. That’s my boy there, Chuck [Charles E. Schumer]. 

 

Q: From when? 

 

Williams: Schumer? 

 

Q: No, I know. Barely recognizable.  

 

Williams: Oh, he was a lot younger then. 

 

Q: Yes! 

 

Williams: I had helped him pass a law concerning criminal justice. Well, I had a couple of 

people up there. Now, last thing that I must tell you: met this guy, which I’m sure that you’ve 

heard, but I met this guy, bad leg and all of that, detoxing. He had left when Mitch came on 

board. He had started up his own program. I eventually left Phoenix House too. I had to go out 

and see who I was outside of Phoenix House. I know who Ronnie Williams is inside Phoenix 

House. I wrote the Phoenix House Philosophy, and all of that. And so I started at the Lower 

Eastside Service Center, and started a program there called Su Casa. I was there for quite a 

while. Then one day, I got a call from Julio Martinez. He was running a program called Project 

Return. He said, “Ron, man, listen. I’m involved with these guys, an organization called New 

York Therapeutic Communities.” It involved Phoenix House, Daytop, our program, et cetera, et 
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cetera. “We’re talking about trying to start up a therapeutic community inside of a prison.” Now 

at that time, the prisons were bulging at the seams.  

 

Q: What year are we talking about? Or, roughly? 

 

Williams: 1977. They no space for anybody. They couldn’t build prisons fast enough. Extremely 

expensive, $100.00 a cell. We had come together with parole, because they’re having hell 

themselves. Because as soon as these guys get out of prison, and they’re on parole, they relapse, 

and they’re back in again. So all of us want to get together and see if we can do this thing. The 

idea of it is that you have TC inside a prison, and they’ll be in the TC for about six months to 

nine months et cetera. They’re going to learn what a therapeutic community is, how it all works, 

the whole thing. And then they can be paroled six months earlier than they can normally be 

paroled. In lieu of that, they’d have to go into one of the sponsoring agencies: Phoenix House, 

Daytop, Project Return for that six-month span of time. Nobody thinks that it can be done. They 

don’t think the inmates—that they aren’t going to go for that. 

 

Q: They wouldn’t be interested?  

 

Williams: Yes. They think the inmates wouldn’t be interested, or nobody wants to go into the 

prisons, because they’re scared, or whatever. I don’t know. But, “I was thinking about you. Why 

don’t you come down, and have an interview.” I was pretty attached to, and comfortable at, Su 

Casa. It was a methadone to abstinence program, one of the first MTA programs. Once again, 

somebody told me it couldn’t be done. And it was up and running, and doing great, and all that. 
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And he asked me, “Well, like how much are you making, though?” I said, “Seventeen thousand a 

year.” Now, this is 1977, remember. So that was a pretty good salary at that time. He said, “Well, 

they’re thinking about paying twenty-five.” “Are you serious? Really?” “Yeah.” Came down, 

and I got the job. So I started this program. Of course the inmates were not the problem. It was 

the administration. Boy, they were—oh, boy. 

 

Q: Which prison did you start in? 

 

Williams: At Arthur Kill Correctional Facility, which is on Staten Island [New York], and the 

Bayview Correctional Facility, which nobody knows where the hell it is. I point it out all the 

time. Go down the West Side Highway with them and say, “See that building over there? That’s 

a women’s prison.” They say, “Are you serious?” 

 

Q: Aren’t they closing it, though? 

 

Williams: It is closed. Both of them. Both of them, as a matter of fact. Bayview, it got closed 

because of the hurricane that flooded it out. 

 

Q: Oh, I assumed it was for real estate reasons. 

 

Williams: Well, it is now. Have you seen the buildings in the neighborhood? 

 

Q: I haven’t. I mean, they haven’t knocked it down yet, have they? 
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Williams: No, no. It’s there still. But boy, they have some wingding buildings. So the property 

value there is just out of this world. But I started the program. They wanted me to start a male 

program. I said, “Well, what about female.” “Oh, well, don’t do that. You know—” 

[interruption] Dr. Michael Smith, you ever heard of him? 

 

Q: No.  

 

Williams: Oh, he’s a man that ran a program in Lincoln Hospital for many, many years with 

acupuncture. He is the godfather of acupuncture, et cetera, as a means of detoxification for 

addicts.  

 

Q: I’ve heard of the program. 

 

Williams: Yes. Well, he trained me in all of that. Great guy. I wanted to get in touch with him. 

But anyway, I started up the program. I’m running the program. I’m getting all kind of flack 

from New York State Corrections. I learned two things: one, not everybody does what you do. 

Figure out first what it is they do, and it might save you a lot of grief. So I came into the prison 

selling with my Lazarus complex, going to save lives and change. And I was met with this 

stony—real hostile. I can try now, hey, you know something? They had this entity going on, and 

running in a certain way. I came in and I was going to rock the boat. TCs are demanding, and 

I’m going to rock the boat. On top of the fact that I’m talking about things that they aren’t into. 

I’m talking about empowering inmates. I’m talking about hierarchical structures where inmates 
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get—I talked about education. Bringing education into the prison, which we did eventually. We 

had Mercy College and a couple others come in.  

 

When I knew that it wouldn’t last, because the correction system has a powerful union—boy, 

they are something else. I was going down the hallway one time, and an officer said, “Look at 

this bullshit.” He said, “You know, I’m busting my tail. I’ve got two kids in school, man, I’m 

busting my tail to pay them, and these guys, all they’ve got to do is throw a brick, and they’re 

getting a college education. Look at that.” And I said, whoa. Guess I didn’t look at it like that, 

you know? In all likelihood, he didn’t have a college education either. So I knew that they were 

going to get the union to stop this in some way, which they did.  

 

But when I came in, I was selling this ‘saving human lives’ thing. It took me about two years to 

understand where I was and what the problem was. I realized that the superintendent, who had 

been very hostile, was the administrator. Let’s change the noise. Talking about noises. Never 

mind superintendent. From another noise: administrator. Yes. Now I see you differently. You are 

running a business. Okay. And you are running that business with the same dynamic that all 

businesses run. You want it to be stable. You want it to be well run. You want your staff and 

clientele to be safe. You want it to be productive. But productive, that is relative. Productive 

might mean that you want your people to come to work on a regular basis. “So let’s sit down and 

talk about this now. I’ve been here two years. Let’s look at my unit. Take this paper please, sir.”  

 

And he looked at me, and I said, “Let’s look at this. I’ve been here for like two years. One, you 

haven’t had a stabbing on my unit. You haven’t had a sexual assault on my unit. As a matter of 
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fact, you haven’t had a fistfight on my unit.” And he started to—you could see him kind of move 

in his chair a little bit. And then I said, “Now, let’s look at this unit over here. How many 

slashings did you have? How many fights did you have? How many people are in SHU [special 

housing unit] right now at that unit over there versus this one. Let’s look at your corrections 

officers.” You could see him kind of bristle. “The corrections officers working on my unit have 

been out sick an average of seven days a year. The corrections officers over here have been sick 

on average twelve.” He started sitting up. He started to look around.  

 

I took him to another couple areas, and he said, “Excuse me, sir. Would you mind—” I said, Oh, 

man. He just said, “Excuse me, sir.” Kind of slipped out there. He said, “Excuse me, sir. Would 

you mind if I called in my security chief.” So he called him in, and he gave him the paper. He 

kind of put the paper across the desk. The guy takes the paper, looks at it. And finally put it back 

down and said, “All right.” He then said to me, “Mr. Williams, I will look further into this.” 

[laughter] He said, “Mr. Williams.” Because up until now, I had been Williams. “Hey 

Williams!” Mr. Williams, huh? Once I realized that you’re an administrator, you have bosses up 

in Albany, you have to report to them. And every time you have an untoward incident, or your 

sick time for your corrections officers gets out of whack, you get whacked. So my being here— 

 

Q: Is helping you. 

 

Williams: —is helping you. Did you know? From that point on, the tension level dropped 

remarkably. But I was there now almost three years, and I heard that the commissioner of DSAS, 

the Division of Substance Abuse Services, was retiring, and a new commissioner was coming in. 
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They were the guys that funded me. So game over. New commissioner coming in, new broom. 

He’s going to have his own—and who the hell gives a care about inmates. Are you serious? 

Really? He’s going to have some—So, it’s over. And then I get the call: “Hey, Ron, they’ve got 

a new commissioner.” “Yeah, who is it?” “You ever heard of a guy named Julio Martinez?” 

“Yeah, sure. He runs Project Return.” “No! He runs the Division of Substance Abuse Services.” 

“Are you ser—Julio?” So to this day, I have sort of my pecking order. Julio’s my man. Love him 

dearly. Staff in my program, the Hearts, that’s a women’s program. Those are the first staff 

members that opened up the women’s program. The pioneers staffed it. But the one on top is 

Julio Martinez.  

 

Q: Wow. I’ve never seen a picture of him. 

 

Williams: Yes. Yes. So like that guy said, and like I said: data. Has to be simple, but profound. 

He just said, “Turn and look at the guy sitting next to you. Take good care of him, because you 

never know who he may be ten years from now.” Now is that profound? 

 

Q: How many years was it from—maybe fifteen?  

 

Williams: Maybe fifteen, sixteen. 

 

Q: That is kind of amazing. 

 

Williams: Yes. 
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Q: And that it started with such a simple exercise.  

 

Williams: Simple exercise. And Carlos Pagan, he runs a program out in Brooklyn now that’s 

called El Regreso. It is aimed at Spanish-speaking clients. What he did was that he went back 

home to the same neighborhood that he came up in—and shot drugs, and did his crime, and all 

this kind of stuff—and opened up a program right there. He has been so successful that they 

named the street that he’s on El Regreso Way. 

 

Q: I’m hoping to meet him soon, too. 

 

Williams: Yes. You will.  

 

Q: So as I’m conducting these other interviews, what else do you think we should be asking? 

Because we have some concrete history of the Phoenix House, but I feel like there must be some 

portion of the story that an outside interviewer doesn’t think to ask. [pause] What else is 

important? 

 

Williams: Well, it is going to be difficult. If you’re going to be exploring—Phoenix House, like 

anything else, has its warts. But they are—and I’m not saying this because I’m alumni, graduate, 

or started, or anything—but they are far and few between. I admire the hell out of them, of 

course. I have not seen—with the exception of one: there’s a program called Gaudenzia, that’s in 

Pennsylvania, that has really expanded very large, and is really doing well. But I’m not seeing a 
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program that has expanded as large as Phoenix House has. And seems, from everything that I’ve 

seen, to maintain the integrity. In Texas, and in California—Set up boards and whatnot, that are 

high functioning, and high quality boards, and really doing that. I’m impressed. [pause] I know 

that they still emphasize education. People at least getting their CSAC, as they call it, which is 

certified, or credentialed, alcohol and substance abuse counselor, which is something that you get 

from OASAS, the funding source. It’s really tantamount to an as associate’s degree. It’s a real, 

serious—[laughs] 

 

Q: And they do that in the Phoenix Academies? 

 

Williams: They do it through OASAS. OASAS is the government body of that. Other agencies 

do it, they’ll license for it also. But they can do the Phoenix House too. They do it at Howie’s 

shop. They also license for it. [pause] I would have to give that thought. I would really, at this 

point, have to give that thought. 

 

Q: It’s definitely not just warts that we’re looking for. We’re looking for just the true history. But 

we want to make sure that people or ideas are not left out.  

 

Williams: Yes. 

 

Q: Right? So there are some ideas that everybody hits on— 
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Williams: Well, for instance, one of the problems—I just ran through a couple of them here. 

Word spread around that this was happening, right? The way that it comes off is that we’re 

looking at the history of Phoenix House. So let’s take somebody like Morty Sklar, one of the 

guys that called me. He said, “Hey, Ron, I heard about this.” Morty Sklar was one of the guys 

that was in Morris Bernstein with me. He went through there. But he went to Hart Island. He 

didn’t go to that troop I was in, 85th Street. Right? And even within Phoenix House, as I called it, 

we called 205 the mother ship. But other people that went to Hart Island beg to differ, because 

they’re, “Yeah, well maybe we weren’t called Phoenix House, but we all came from the same 

root—” 

 

Q: Right. 

 

Williams: So you might have some individuals out there, sort of like the Morty Sklars, who have 

a story. 

 

Q: So he is on our list to interview. 

 

Williams: He is? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Williams: Very good. Very good, very good. Because— 
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Q: But I wonder if wouldn’t be useful to just notify—I don’t know if Mitch has reached out and 

told everyone.  

 

Williams: No, I don’t think he has. 

 

Q: So, I have a list of people that we’re hoping to interview, and it’s quite long.  

 

Williams: Oh, okay. All right. Good, good, good. 

 

Q: It just happened that I was the first one on the project, and so—or, I was the first interviewer 

available—so we went for the founding members, as many as I can contact at once. 

 

Williams: Okay. Okay. Yes, yes, yes. There’s one individual that I know is perturbed. It puts me 

in an awkward kind of position, in a way, because I know the whole story. And I know the role 

that Mitch played. So there’s always been a little [tête-à-tête?] about the founder. But also, there 

is one guy that I actually brought into Phoenix House, because I was running a Phoenix Center 

out in South Jamaica when I inducted him. He has a whole other story. But I got him into 

Phoenix House, and he rose in the ranks, and went all the way up, and really became a real force 

there. For a little while, seemed to be the heir apparent, a guy named Kevin McEneaney. Things 

didn’t work out very well. 

 

Q: Did he become a vice president of Phoenix House at some point?  
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Williams: Yes. Yes. So I think that the love affair between he and Mitch sort of cooled rapidly. I 

don’t know the way that Mitch is feeling about it at this point, but I know the way Kevin is 

feeling about it. He’s still licking wounds. So it’s like, “Well, you make sure that you tell—that 

they know the whole story, and that it started in Morris Bernstein, and who the actual founders 

were. Get her address, get her email. Send it to me so that I can talk to her.” I said, “Okay, okay. 

We aren’t looking to start World War III here.”   

 

Q: Right. And I doubt, even with that information, that it could happen. I read a very interesting 

interview from 1998 with Julio Martinez, Ray Colon, Carlos Pagan— 

 

Williams: Well, Julio and Carlos were always—always like that… 

 

Q: Yes. So it was an interview with the three of them. 

 

Williams: And Ray Colon? Is that right? 

 

Q: Yes. And I think Mr. Martinez was pretty clear about lots of things. 

 

Williams: Oh, okay. All right. Okay. 

 

Q: Very clear. 

 

Williams: Okay. Because that was, as I earlier said, that was the reason he left.  
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Q: I was hoping that I was going to get to interview him.  

 

Williams: Oh, no, no.  

 

Q: Yes. Because I was like, this is clearly an important of the story. 

 

Williams: I know. It would have been interviewing a remarkable person, because he certainly 

was the first of a lot things. For somebody to come from his background and become a single-

state agency commissioner is—I don’t think that happened maybe ever. Nobody. I’ve heard of 

one individual that became a commissioner in the city, and I know another one that’s a 

councilman in the city, who was a councilman. Julio was first, but unfortunately passed away 

from cancer and other— 

 

Q: I ended up searching for him. 

 

Williams: Yes. Other issues, other difficulties. It’s too bad, because he’s—yes. 

 

Q: But I am going to leave you my card. 

 

Williams: Okay. 

 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 


