Chapter 2:  Hadassim
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The Village Hadassim

         My father, Moshe, was born in Poland in 1904.  His parents were older and had thought their childbearing years had ended long before his birth.  He was essentially raised as an only child since most of his siblings had either died or moved away.  Based on his subsequent behavior towards me and my mother, I believe he must have both seen and experienced physical and emotional abuse.
     My father was extremely intelligent and excelled in all academic subjects as well as in his artistic skills, mainly in drawing.  However, this exceptional intelligence was somewhat a disadvantage for him in his youth.  Because of his academic prowess, he was sent to the Gentile high school, called Gymnasium.  He was accosted and beaten regularly by the Gentile kids because he was Jewish and then received the same treatment from the Jewish kids for attending a Gentile school.
     Finally, in 1922, my father was sent to the Holy Land – Israel.  At that time, the country was ruled under the British mandate and was called “Palestine”.  Ships arrived at the port of Jaffa, at that time, which was one of the oldest ports in the ancient world.  While my father was trying to cover the relatively short distance to Tel Aviv from Jaffa, he was set upon by thieves who beat him and stole all of his possessions.
     Life improved for him and shortly thereafter, he had a job as the manager of a hotel in Tel Aviv.  Eventually, he became head of the customs at the Jaffa port, perhaps, because of his fluency in seven languages including English.  This was during the period after World War I when the British continued to rule “Palestine”.  The Jaffa port turned out to be an excellent posting for someone whom I later learned was charged with stocking ammunitions for the resistance. My sullen, angry, removed father was part of the Stern Gang, those who were violently opposed to the ruling British since this group, as did others, had aspirations that this land would again be the Jewish homeland.
    It was a shock for me to discover this detail about my father.  I actually learned quite by accident that he was such a nationalistic fighter.  I was with him at the port one day when I was still a young child and, with my natural curiosity, began opening drawers, doors, and closets in search of a treasure or a toy.  I found some amazing oblong rigid pineapples and assumed they must be toys of some kind.  Of course, my father nearly had a heart attack when I showed him my discovery which was actually a hand grenade!  He could have been hanged by the British for smuggling these weapons.  This revelation about my father was somewhat surprising to me since I had never thought of my father as being rebellious at all.  But I did know that he was violent.
        We lived in a small apartment in Tel Aviv and we lived simply as people in Israel did then. We had a small kitchen, a tiny living room, and a small balcony with a few flowers.  My mother worked full time as a secretary to the mayor of Tel Aviv.  Both my mother and I seemed to infuriate my father for reasons I could not understand.  As a young boy, I did not understand most adult issues.  He worked all week at the Customs Office but when he did come home or stayed home on a weekend day, our exchanges were usually accompanied by abusive words or brutal smacks to my face or body.
       This anger confused and puzzled me.  I knew that my father loved me.  I never doubted that concept.  But, for some unfathomable reason, he was unable to express his love in a way that I could recognize.  The same held true for my mother.  Undoubtedly he loved her, but was not able to demonstrate this affection appropriately.  Maybe he was inhibited, overwhelmed by family life, or merely lacked any comprehension of what he was supposed to do in this situation.
     I knew my father had grown up surrounded by education.  His father was a Rabbi and, in addition to my father’s talent for languages, he was also reputed to be a gifted painter.  I heard people throughout the neighborhood talk about his talent.  After Israel was declared a State, my father had a new job as an accountant.  But his behavior was the same as it had been when he had worked for the Customs.  I will never know what so bedeviled my father because he never spoke about such things.  Israel at that time was full of people who could only lash out.  There were those, of course, who turned their sadness into ferocious wit or goodness.  But many people were marked by unspeakable memories of their own or of those they loved.  Silent hurt was in the air.  There is a theory that what you saw, heard, and experienced in your own childhood is what you repeat when you become an adult.  In our more modern era, I think there would have been groups or government agencies which would have intervened to help my family situation.  Anger management, marriage counseling, and child rearing assistance were all areas in which my family needed help.  Sadly, for my mother and me as well as my lost and confused father, such help did not exist at that time.
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My Father and me at a young age

       My mother was a gentle, pretty, kind woman who loved me.  Many times I witnessed my father hitting or shouting at her.  She, it turned out, found solace elsewhere.  Eventually, she had an affair with her boss, the mayor of Tel Aviv, and apparently she was also involved with a prominent Israeli engineer as well.  I know this now.  Then all I knew was my father would point to her and say to me, “See that whore?”
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My Mother and me at the Tel Aviv shore

            Eventually, my father divorced her which probably was not that upsetting to either of us.  Unfortunately, at that time in Israeli society, divorce was considered a terrible act.  For example, many parents told their children, my friends until then, not to play with me because my parents were divorced.  What a dreadful situation for a young child to have to experience.  First, violence at home, followed by confusion after the divorce, and then to have no friends for talking and playing.

My Father

My Father and Mother
     My mother and I, who had now reached about 10 years of age, lived together alone.  Usually, I was sent outside on an important errand when my mother’s male friends would drop by for a visit.  On one occasion, instead of leaving, I hid in a closest when she was with one of these men and watched what they were doing.  This was my first vision of sex, and, although I did not understand what was transpiring, I knew it was something she was not supposed to do.  Eventually, my mother became pregnant.  I came to understand that both of these men were already married and neither was going to take responsibility for the baby.  My mother gave birth to a daughter, Nitza.  Many years later, I learned that my father had gone to the hospital and put his name on the birth certificate, despite the fact that he was not the biological father, so that this innocent little girl would not be born without a name.
        Still, my father wanted nothing to do with my mother.  Now it was my mother, the baby, and me living together.  Imagine, at the age of ten, I was the man of the house.

Nitza in the Israeli Military

      Life went on with my mother tending to the baby and me. One day an ambulance came to the street and, to a young boy, this was very exciting.  It was thrilling until two uniformed men entered our apartment and forcibly removed my mother.  My mother screamed and resisted this attack but she was much too small and weak to fight two strong men.  I stood at the door watching and crying, literally left holding the baby.  Some of the neighbors helped me with Nitza and with food, but I did not understand what had happened nor why.  All that I knew was that my mother had been taken away and Nitza and I were alone.  I can’t recall how many days and nights we spent alone, however, I do remember how frighten I was, especially at night.  I did my best to conceal my fear from my sister, and to this day, I’m not sure if she knew of the perils we faced on a daily basis.

Me at 10 and 11 Years Old
      No one would tell me anything.  One day, there was a knock at the door.  Usually there was only a neighbor who would bring some food or simply to look in on us.  This time, there were two women standing in the entrance of the apartment.  They refused to give me any explanations other than that my sister would be safe and then they took her away.  I tried to stop them from taking my sister, but a small boy was no match for two grown women.
     Shortly thereafter, there was another knock at the door.  When I opened the door this time, I was stunned to see my father standing there.    The only thing I can remember is repeatedly asking my father “Where is my mother?”
      “She is in an asylum,” he finally answered.  I didn’t know what that meant, but at least he offered an answer.
      “Where is Nitza?”, I asked.
     “She is in an orphanage.”  my father replied.
      I did not understand the meaning of “asylum” or “orphanage”, but at least he had answered my questions.  Everything was so confusing to me.  I was in shock but I really did not comprehend the information so I was unable to consider or form a proper question.  I had no idea what to ask and just retreated into my normal shell of quiet and confusion.  My father told me that things would be a little different for a while and that I would live with him.
     No one would tell me what was happening to my sister.  I learned many years later, that Nitza was finally adopted from the orphanage when she was about 6 years old.  She was adopted by the engineer, who was most probably her biological father, and his wife.
      I asked about where my mother was until finally my father told me the name and location of the mental institution where she had been taken.  After considerable pleading with my father he finally gave the fare to catch a bus.  I took the bus by myself to see her.  I followed the nurse to where my mother was sitting.  I wanted to understand what was going on.  How could she be taken away from me like this?  I was taken to a large room and there was my mother and she was very happy to see me.  She held my hand and asked me about school.  I was very confused about why she was there and what was happening.  Her hair was very messy and she had trouble concentrating.  She would ask me the same questions repeatedly.  The nurse announced to the whole room that visiting hours were over and we all had to leave.  The nurse asked me to accompany her to her office, probably because I was crying.
      The nurse was very nice and gentle with me.  Clearly, she recognized that I was a vulnerable young boy, scared and with no idea what was happening and what I should do.  She told that my mother was quite ill and might be in the hospital for a long time.  She explained that every human being is like a glass of water.  Sometimes, the glass is too full and the water spills over the top edge.  When this happens, the people have to go to the hospital like my mother.  The nurse tenderly held my hand and told me that I needed to focus on school and growing up to be a good boy.  I should not worry and dwell on my mother and her illness.  Otherwise, this obsession could make me sick as well.  The nurse assured me that the hospital would take very good care of my mother so I need not worry.  I left the hospital knowing little more than when I had arrived about my mother’s condition.  At least I had seen her and held her hand for a few short minutes.  My tears were many but short lived as the winds of change continued in my life.
     Now I lived alone with my father.  I had always been a curious child and that created lots of problems with broken things.  My mother had chalked up these “accidents” to the rambunctiousness of boys and ignored most of my behavior.  My father, on the other hand, was very proper and neat.  He had no experience with a boy who investigated the insides of a watch and then could not put it back together.  Also, he did not like the messiness of collecting turtles, silk worms, and lizards.  In retrospect, I cannot imagine the difficulty my father must have experienced as his life and mine continued to spiral out of control.  His wife was gone and his son was difficult.  It was not until fifty years later that I learned how deeply he had loved both of us but had been incapable of expressing that love.  At that time, however, he was working full time while I was wreaking havoc whenever and wherever I could.
      Not all of my activities were destructive, however.  I was already entrepreneurial, delivering roses for money, although I usually kept one rose for myself and then sold it at half price!  Being busy with my extracurricular activities and the sadness and emotions that were wreaking havoc in my life took their toll.  I failed my exams in school.  There were no teachers at my elementary school who recognized my anguish and family difficulties.  So if I were day dreaming instead of listening, the teacher would insult and ridicule my incorrect response to her question.  There were never any kind words, extra help after class, or sympathetic understanding.  I began to skip school altogether, preferring to build sand forts at the beach.  This truancy led to missed classes and failed tests.  Therefore, I was not passed from fourth grade to fifth and was forced to repeat the fourth grade class.  In Israel, where academics are prized above everything, this was unforgivable.  I was classified as a truant, a loser, possibly as crazy as my mother.  None of the parents in the neighborhood would let their children play or talk with me.  My father was now even more frustrated with me and told everyone, in front of me, that I was “lo utsloch” which in Hebrew meant that I was unsuccessful now and would continue to fail in the future unless I changed my behavior.  He could not cope and was at a complete loss about what to do.  He could not work full time and care for a young boy.
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4th Grade Repeat certificate (Or for a child in Israel at the time: A Death Certificate)

      Sadly, if he had looked more closely, he might have seen the burgeoning signs of a future.  I loved to go to the arcades at the Tel Aviv beach and play with the mechanical machines.  I took apart radios and watches and spent many pleasant hours fixing my round of endless bikes.  In other words, I was already fascinated with mechanical issues.
      Someone suggested to my father, “Why not send Gideon to Hadassim?”  Hadassim was a small, rural residential school a short distance from Tel Aviv.  My father visited the school, without my knowledge, and they were quite willing and eager to accept me.  I was not especially enamored with the thought of “going away to school” since I really did not understand what it meant.  My father never explained how this would be a wonderful opportunity for me to have friends and study.  Neither did he mention how little time he had available to spend time with me since he had to work full time.  The entire decision was more a matter of facts.  I was going because he had decided that this was what was best for me.  At my age, there was little I could say or do, so off I went.
     From the moment I arrived at Hadassim, a scared and traumatized child, my world became brighter and my life blossomed into a garden of growth, happiness, and dreams. The WIZO-Hadassim School village, where I was sent, was a small collection of buildings near the town of Netanya just north of Tel Aviv.  It had been specifically created to educate traumatized children.  The school’s main mission, as set out by the Hadassah-WIZO Canada, who financed the school in 1947 to the tune of what is now one million dollars, was to house, restore, and educate the Holocaust orphans.  These children had lived their first ten years in basements, boxes, windowless hiding places, in constant fear, hunger, and denigration.  More than a few of them had actually witnessed their parents being murdered and a few had been the victims of medical experiments.
     These Holocaust children were gathered at a transitional camp for war-orphans on the Warburg estate in Balkanza, which was near Hamburg, Germany.  From there, they initially travelled to Paris and then on to Marseilles, France.  In Marseilles, they boarded the ship “Providence” which sailed to what was then Palestine.  After a short stay in WIZO-Achuzat Yeladim on Mt Carmel in Haifa, Israel’s main sea port, they boarded a train and arrived at Hadassim in 1947.  These were Hadassim’s first students and were mainly fourth, fifth, and six grade students.
     Before these war-orphans arrived, A WIZO general council in Jerusalem had decided these children should not be segregated from normal society and so other “traumatized” children were to be allowed to attend the school.  All of these “traumatized” kids were from families with problems.  The problems could be divorce, as in my case, or where one of the parents had died and the surviving parent was unable to work and also care for the child.  In addition, to balance the learning and emotional experiences for everyone, some children of diplomats and those from more financially privileged families were matriculated amongst the general population of the school.
     My own journey to Hadassim was from the second group, “the traumatized”.  My parents were divorced and my father experienced numerous difficulties trying to care for me and having to work a full time job.  It was his decision to send me to Hadassim since he believed that I would be cared for and educated in a better environment than he could provide for me living alone with him in Tel Aviv.
      Hadassim was run as a commune.  Everyone, students and teachers alike, participated in every activity.  We had tasks in the school to keep it clean.  We were responsible for maintaining the cleanliness of our dorm rooms.  We helped with the food production and farming jobs.  In addition, we had to study and complete our lessons.  There were few amenities with hot water being one of the missing ones.  Most importantly, we had each other and the belief that we could become anything or anyone we wanted to be.  There was never a hint or suggestion that we were damaged or deficient in any way.  We were raised with the diametrically opposite concept – that we were wonderful people in a beautiful, loving world.
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Dancing at the Beach and at Home

       The philosophy of the school was each child would be nurtured to develop his or her own particular gifts, be they in the humanities, science, sports, or art.  “Dialogue” would be the main way of teaching.  There was dialogue with each other, with the teachers, and with G_d.
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Arriving at Hadassim

      To inspire the students and try to alleviate the pain that so many had suffered, nearly every week some distinguished person would come to Hadassim.  Many of the world’s finest artists appeared at Hadassim including the violinists, Yasha Heifetz and Yehudi Menuhin, the choreographer Martha Graham and her troupe, the harmonica player Larry Adler, and the comedian Danny Kaye.  The students met Eleanor Roosevelt, wife of Franklin Roosevelt who had been the President of the United States,  and with the scientist and current President of Israel, Professor Chaim Weizmann.  The best of Israel’s directors staged plays at Hadassim and the most talented musicians taught music there.
     This inspiration must have been successful in its goal.  For example, the Hadassim dancers became one of the most accomplished dance troupes in Israel during the 1950’s.  Students from Hadassim achieved Israeli records in athletics and represented Israel at two Olympics.  It should be noted that although Hadassim students fought in all of Israel’s wars, none tended to military careers and there were no generals among us.  Dialogic concepts,  inspired by Martin Buber, who was a secular Jew and believed in discussion, not war, led us towards a humanistic, non-militaristic way of life.
     We all pursued what interested us individually.  Some of us danced, others wrote stories or poems, many were interested in politics or scientific pursuits.  Even before I had gone to Hadassim I was fascinated with exercise, physical strength, and the many ways I could enhance my muscular prowess.  Maybe it was nascent talent or perhaps I was inspired to emulate the abilities and accomplishments I saw and read about in athletics.  One of my heroes was Rafael Halperin, who was Mr. Israel and a world champion in professional wrestling.
      In Hadassim I continued to be interested in exercise.  One day, an American kid, Zvi, gave me a new exercise spring device.  Zvi had been sent to Hadassim by his parents who lived in New York.  His parents had gotten a divorce and sent their son to the dorm school in Israel to learn to be a good Jewish boy.   Zvi was a small, skinny boy who was quiet and relatively passive.  It was unclear whether this was due to the language barrier or just his natural character.  One particular day, we were all exercising by lifting a weight consisting of the two wheels still attached to an axel that had originally been a part of an old freight train.  A big Israeli boy, Kombor, pushed Zvi out of his way.  This was a real David and Goliath moment!  The big bully was taunting the little kid.  All of a sudden, Zvi had had enough of the bully’s aggression.  He lashed out with arms and legs flying in a whirlwind of motion.  Because Zvi had always been small, his parents had enrolled him in judo, karate, boxing, kick boxing, and self-defense classes in the United States.  In what seem like mere seconds, the bully was down and out!  We, the on lookers, were more than stunned to have seen this transformation and unqualified victory of small defeating large.  Then Zvi calmly extended his hand to help the wounded Kombor to his feet.  These two unlikely adversaries became best friends thereafter.
     The new exercise gadget was a big event at Hadassim.  Zvi showed me, to my amusement, that you could stretch the springs into different shapes to be able to exercise different muscle groups.  The exercise device consisted of 5 springs which could be attached or detached, depending on the amount of resistance you wanted to create.  You could hold both handles in your hands and stretch the device or connect one end to the towel hanger and pull against it. Because the handles and springs could be arranged for any number of exercises, I felt that this device had an advantage over the barbell weights I had created for myself using fruit containers filled with cement.  I had connected the cement-filled containers with a pipe to create a “bar” for my “bells.”  But I noticed with this new spring exercise device my effort necessitated much greater effort at the end of the motion than at the beginning.  This change of resistance throughout the range of movement resulted in more effective results in my training.  In other words, this spring device forced my muscles to work in the middle and at the end of the movement as well as at the beginning.  It was much more difficult to pull at the end, but produced much more beneficial results.
[image: Spring-2-s.jpg]
The Spring Exercise device
     I could not read the English manual, but Zvi helped me.  I was fascinated by the story of a Mr. Miller who described how unathletic he had been in his youth and how well developed he became using the exercises described in this book.  This book was much more interesting to me than the school books I was supposed to read.  I followed each exercise and supplemented it with the exercises I devised for myself.  I would do these exercises every day, 7 days a week to the amazement of my classmates and some of my teachers.
     I used my set of home-made dumbbells and barbells during the afternoons after school and before going to kibbutz work.  I noticed that when I did various exercises, such as the bench press lying on a bench, that the weight became lighter toward the end of the movement, unlike the spring device where the resistance increased toward the end.  This was my first biomechanical intuition although I could not have explained it in those days.  One day, I had an inspiration.  I decided to modify the barbell in a way to achieve the same effect that I experience with the spring device.  I hung chains, made out of heavy metal, at the end of the barbell so that part of the chain would drag on the ground while I started the movements.  As I pressed the dumb bell up, the action pulled more and more of the chain off of the ground and, in this way, made the weight heavier toward the end of the movement.  This created a variable resistance exercise.  I was thrilled by this invention.  I could feel how much harder I had to lift and discovered many new muscles that were sore from the effort.  The most amazing thing for me was the increase in the size of my muscles with my newly “invented” device.
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Getting stronger with training and time.
      A week before my thirteenth birthday, the lucky kids in Hadassim went home to their parents to enjoy the Pesach, or Passover, vacation.  Although this is one of the most important Jewish holidays in the calendar, I had to stay in Hadassim with some of the other children who also had no place to go.
      The Pesach vacation was 3 weeks long.  To keep us busy and our minds off our loneliness, we had a busy daily schedule which consisted of 8 hours of farm work on the Kibbutz.  My duty was to cultivate the hard, dry soil of Hadassim for the next crops of corn and wheat.  I would drive the Farmel tractor that I loved so much.  I may have been lonely, but I loved to drive that tractor.
      On this day, April 27, 1952, I was suddenly summoned to come to the main office for a visitor.  I left the tractor with its engine running and walked up the pathway towards the dining hall.
     Suddenly, I saw my father standing there with Rachel Shapira, the school Principal.  Granted that time fades memories, but from a very early age, there have been specific events in my life which were burned into my memory much like a tattoo stains the skin.  This was one of those many moments in my life.  It had been a long time since I had seen my father and was certainly surprised by his presence.  I remember vividly looking up into his eyes and noticed how they sparkled in the brightness of the day.  I thought, at the time, that I had never seen him like that.  Now, as I remember the event, I know what made his eyes sparkle.  The sparkle was my father’s tears welling up in his eyes.  There is so much that a ten year old boy doesn’t understand.  “Shalom Abba, what are you doing here?” I asked incredulously.
      He leaned towards me and whispered, “Do you know what day it is today?”  His voice was unusually soft as I remember it.
      “It’s my birthday,” I answered.
      “Yes,” he said slowly. “It’s your Bar Mitzvah today - did you remember that?”
      Well, of course I remembered that. What kid would not I thought to myself.  I was more than a little surprised that he remembered and that he made the trip to visit me.
     “I brought you a present,” my father said, handing me a small box wrapped with could not open it fast enough.  I ripped the paper off and found a charcoal drawing of myself which had been painstakingly sketched by my father.
     “Is this my present?” I asked, trying desperately to hide my disappointment.
     “Yes, Gideon, do you know how difficult it was for me to do this?  It took me many hours to draw it.  I hope you like it.”
     “Thank you, Father,” I replied, thinking, how stupid it was to give me such a present.  Most kids would get much better presents and some money.  I wished he had given me one “Lira”, which was an Israeli Dollar, instead.  I could do so much more with one dollar than with this stupid picture.  Of course, now I see the incredible talent he had to draw my likeness and the love that he felt for me in his careful rendering.  He could not express love in a normal demonstration that other parents showed their children.  But this picture showed his feeling in the best way he knew how to show his love.  At that time, I was disappointed at his choice of gifts since I would rather that he would have given me a more age-appropriate gift such as money or toy.
     I looked at my father, standing in front of the school’s dining hall, with his drawing of me in my hand.  Maybe he was capable of drawing an accurate depiction of my outsides, I thought, but he could never draw a picture of what I felt or of what I was thinking.  He had no idea who I was or what I dreamed of becoming.
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My father’s drawing of me.  My Bar Mitzvah present 
      We walked together for a while and I was wondering the whole time why he had not hugged me.  All my friends’ parents would hug and kiss them whenever they came to see them on their birthdays.  As we wandered through the school yards, passing between buildings along the flower-lined sidewalks, we approached the dining room-kitchen complex.  In front of the building were a group of people including the comedian, Danny Kaye.  We were always having celebrity visitors at our school because, unknown to the children, was the need to generate money from these wealthy people.  My father and I were introduced to Mr. Kaye and the others.  Suddenly, Mr. Kaye produced a strange looking camera the likes of which we in Israel had never seen.  It was a Polaroid and Mr. Kaye immediately took a picture of my father and me.  When the picture developed in just a few short minutes, my father was very excited.  Both of us were amazed that a camera existed which could almost instantly provide pictures.  This Polaroid camera was truly a fantastic mechanical device.  In retrospect, I must have inherited my love of gadgets from my father.
     When we walked back to the front of the school, Rachel Shapira said to me: “You’re a man today, Gideon.  We hope you’ll be a very successful person.  Your father is very proud of you.”
     “Really?” I asked, looking at him doubtfully. The sparkle I had detected in his eyes earlier was gone and I had not intended for the sarcasm to ring through my voice.  I hoped that it had not but feared the worse.
      “You’d do better if you studied more, instead of playing with those discus and shot puts.  Also, you should read more, instead of lifting all those weights,” he blurted out. 
      He was probably correct that I could have studied and read more.  Regardless of how much more I read and studied, I was sure that it would still not be enough.  Besides, how did he know how much I studied and read anyway since we had not seen each other for many months?
      “Don’t worry.  He’ll be fine,” Rachel reassured my father defusing the tension with her smile.
         “No!  He does not do well at important things.” he said, shaking his head.  He looked at me with his eyes but his mind looked through me as though I were a transparent image.
       That was the moment that changed my life.  I loved my father and I knew that he loved me, but there was a great impenetrable black void between us.  Neither of us could comprehend the other.  At that moment, I felt an enormous bolt as though I had been struck by lightning.  I would show my father what I could achieve.  I would prove to him that I was good, smart, and I would be the best.  One day he would see for himself what a smart, creative person that I actually was.
      My father took the picture from me, wrapped it up again with the torn newspaper, and turned to leave.  “See you next time, Gideon.”  He left me there and had to rush to the road to catch the last bus returning to Tel Aviv, a journey of approximately 30 kilometers.
       Rachel held my hand and walked me back to the Kvutza… the house where my room was.  I remembered that I had left the tractor running and told her that I needed to see to it.  I walked slowly back to the “Pardess”, which means “Orange Grove” in Hebrew, climbed onto my beloved Farmel, and drove it back to the Center.   Later, as I walked back to my room, I realized that I did not even have my gift with me.  I wondered had he given me a dollar if he would have taken it back.  It was at that point that I realized that the portrait of me was not a gift for me at all.  Rather, it was for him and he just wanted to show off his work to me.  I felt an overwhelming sense of sadness that the day had left in its wake.  Fifty years would pass before I would have my gift in my hands again.  I found it carefully preserved among his most cherished items after my father died.
       I sat in my room alone with 5 empty beds around me.  I wondered what my roommates were doing.  They were probably playing with their families or traveling to interesting places.  Maybe they were watching soccer games.  I looked at the pictures of my heroes on the wall.  Rafael Halperin, Mr. Israel in body building. Perry O’Brien, the gold medalist of the Helsinki Olympics in the shot put.  Baruch Habbas, the Israeli shot put champion who broke the Israeli record at 15.07 Meters.  What distance had Perry O’Brien thrown, I wondered and picked up the Track Book by Kenneth Doherty.  This was an old book, which I had purchased with the little money I earned carrying boxes, and flipped through the pages searching for the record in the Shot Put section.
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Rafael Halperin, Mr. Israel.  I trained in his Center
[bookmark: _GoBack]      I was amazed to read that Perry O’Brien had thrown the shot put more than 18 Meters which is 64 feet using the English system.  What an incredible difference!  This was more than 3 Meters (10 feet) farther than Baruch Habbas had thrown.  What was he doing to throw so much better then Baruch Habbas?  O’Brien was taller but more importantly, he had a different technique.  In fact, he began his throw looking backwards.  Wow, I thought, what an innovative technique that must be.  Why could Habbas not do the same?  It must be America.  What a dream to be in America.
[image: Obrien.jpg][image: Oerter.jpg]
My Heroes:  Perry O’Brien–Shot; and Al Oerter-Discus

      I jumped out of my chair to get my world map.  It was an old map but who could afford a better one?  I looked at America.  What a huge country compared to Israel. It must be at least a hundred times bigger or even a thousand times bigger, I thought.  At the bottom of the map there was a picture of a family driving in a Cadillac car representing America. India had a picture of a cow walking down the street and, for Africa, there was an elephant being ridden by a little child.
     My conclusion was that everything and everyone in America was big – at least, bigger than in Israel.  They had more land, bigger cars, and even larger people.  Perry O’Brien was larger, stronger, and could throw farther than the smaller Israeli athletes.
      My thoughts returned to the three meter difference in the shot.  I was unable to comprehend this fact.  There was such a great discrepancy between the two athletes and their performances.  Someone must be able to perform better.  Maybe I could?  I decided then and there I would represent Israel in the Olympics.  Oh, what an amazing dream.  I angrily wiped a tear from my eye off the map.  I could not afford another map so I had better keep this one clean.
     I would represent Israel in the Olympics.  If I were in America, I was convinced that would be able to throw the shot at least 16 meters.  I could see myself driving the Cadillac and what an amazing car it was.  I had never seen a Cadillac in Israel.  I assumed you had to be a millionaire to be able to afford such a grand car.  There was no way I could do this – I had  failed 4th grade. How could I accomplish all that?  Could it be possible, I pondered?
     For days after that and for the whole Passover vacation, I thought about this dream, this Olympic idea percolating in my mind.  Every minute, every hour, all day and night I thought about the possibilities.
     Two more weeks went by and at last, the vacation was over.  I was so happy to see Hillel, Yakir, Menachem, Eliyaho, and Yosef.  They were my best friends.  My closest friend, Yakir, unfortunately, was not to live a long life.  He was killed, later, flying a mission in the Israeli Air Force.
     But that afternoon when all my friends returned to school, they could not stop telling me how great their vacation was at home and all the movies they had seen.  I told them how boring it had been there alone each day.  Suddenly, Hillel, Yosef, and Yakir noticed the new pictures on the wall.
       “What are those above your bed?” asked Yakir.
      “Those are my heroes,” I replied. 
     “What are you going to do with them?” asked Hillel.
      “I am going to beat them!” I answered boldly.  There was total silence for a moment and then they all burst into hysterical laughter.  It was worse than my birthday with my father.  I should not have been shocked at their reaction.  After all, I knew that I was not a particularly good athlete.  In fact, Iris, the beautiful blonde classmate, who I was too shy to tell of my love for her, could throw the baseball further than I could.  Miriam Sidranski, who was younger and in the class below me, could sprint faster than I could ever dream of running.  There was no sport in which I excelled and I was unable to defeat anyone, girls or boys, in any sport.  So now I had made an announcement like that?  Maybe they were right.  Well we’ll see, I thought.  I can remember how that ridicule fueled the early determination that I would need to accomplish many of my more memorable victories in athletics and in business.  This early determination would blossom and, to this day, continues to flower deep within my DNA.
[image: Iris-s.jpg]
Iris, my early secret love
       After they had stopped laughing, I made the following statement:
         “My friends, this is what I am going to do:
1.  I am going to break the Israeli Records in the Shot-put and Discus.
2.  I am going to represent Israel in the Olympics.
3.  I am going to study in an American University.
4.  I am going to be a Multi-Millionaire.
5.  I am going to own a Cadillac.
      This was too much for Yakir, Menachem, and Eliyahoo.  They left the room to find some other friends to talk about their Passover break.  Hillel and Yosef tried desperately to change the subject without making me feel too bad or ridiculous.
      I did not tell my friends my last, and most significant, goal.  This one was the most important one of all but I did not tell them or anyone else.  “I am going to prove to my Father just how good I really am!”
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