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DEDICATION


TO MY WIFE, ALINE, whose love, support, and understanding have made all of this possible. Thank you for being by my side throughout all these years and helping to create what we both accomplished.










CHAPTER 1 JUSTICE



My journey from the back streets of Tel Aviv to the lofty heights of Beverly Hills has been filled with diversions. At every point, I had to make a decision about which fork in the road to take. Which one would lead me in the right direction? It’s always been my way of life to do the right thing, but sometimes you don’t realize you’ve done the right thing until long after you’ve done it. And sometimes you don’t realize how life-changing a single event was.


When I was sixteen, I opened the first of my three restaurants in Los Angeles. The third restaurant I opened was a burger joint at the corner of Seventh Street and South Los Angeles Street. Today it’s a street corner like hundreds of others in Los Angeles, bustling with small businesses and reflecting the hopes and dreams of people like me who are searching for their own piece of the American Dream. There’s a parking garage and some shops, including a small restaurant, where my burger joint used to be. My burger joint stood where the entrance to the parking garage is today. To me, it was the entrance to a new life. That’s where I got started and where I learned the lessons that set me on the road to success.


One day as I walked past the alley behind my burger joint, something caught my eye. I knew there was a homeless guy who pretty much lived in the alley with his few belongings. He was a white guy, probably in his forties. But to a teenager like me, he seemed much older. I don’t think I’d ever seen his face clearly, though. He was a faceless, nameless guy, like so many other homeless individuals in Los Angeles, and I never gave him a second thought until that day—the day that changed my life.


All of a sudden, the owner of the clothing store next to my burger joint ran up to the homeless guy and pepper-sprayed him in his face. He just maced him without any warning. Of course, the homeless guy went crazy from the pain. Shocked and confused, he started screaming. His face and his eyes were red and burning, and tears were rolling down his face.


I was just a kid, but I knew this wasn’t right. I couldn’t believe what I’d just seen, and it stopped me in my tracks. I was horrified. Without thinking, I went up to the store owner and asked, “What the hell did you do? Why did you do that? How could you do such a thing?” The store owner didn’t say a word and just looked at me in a weird way before skulking back to his shop like nothing had happened.


This all happened in the space of a few moments, and the air was still thick with the spicy sharpness of the pepper spray. As the homeless guy sat on the ground, rubbing his eyes and trying to breathe, I grabbed the hose I kept at the back of my restaurant. My own eyes had started to water, and I could feel the irritation in my nose and throat, but I knelt down and washed the man’s face and rinsed out his eyes until the worst of his suffering had stopped.


I don’t really know where I found the strength or the courage to stand up to the store owner, but all these years later I can look back on that day and realize my actions sprang from a feeling somewhere deep within me—from something innate that I had learned about right and wrong and justice. So many thoughts went through my head, but I’d seen bullying and injustice before from customers at my parents’ restaurant in Tel Aviv, and I had learned that the only way to deal with it was to confront it. Perhaps that was the birthplace of my courage.


I could have been like so many others and shrugged off the store owner’s actions. I could have said, “Well, you know, that’s what homeless guys get.” But I believe that when you see someone who is hurting, you come to their aid. At the very least, I had to stand up for the homeless man, because it’s likely that few people ever had. I had the ability to help him, and I couldn’t let him suffer.


After I got the homeless guy cleaned up, I went back to work in my restaurant. I checked on him a few hours later. He was doing a little better, and eventually he went on his way, perhaps not even thinking much more about the incident. It may not have been the first time someone had tried to get rid of him like that. Perhaps he’d been maced before, even by that same store owner, and perhaps he was used to being abused by people who hoped he’d move on and become someone else’s problem.


I never knew the man’s name, and I don’t remember ever seeing him again, so it’s likely he got my neighbor’s message. But that terrible incident on that particular day made a great impact on my life.





The idea that there were homeless people in America was a shock to me. It blew my mind. I came to America—the richest and most progressive country in the world—from Israel when I was fourteen years old. Israel was a brand-new country back then, literally just twenty-five years old at the time, not much older than me.


I had never seen homelessness in Israel. I didn’t even know what being homeless meant, so it was shocking to see people in the United States begging on the streets, digging through trash cans for scraps of food, and sleeping in the alleys. It was especially shocking to a young guy like me who could go home to his parents’ house, sleep in his own bed, take a shower, and use the toilet whenever he wanted. I could always get something to eat when I was hungry and relax by watching TV in a comfortable living room. I was always safe. So when I saw a homeless person with minimal possessions sitting on the sidewalk or sleeping in an alleyway, I found it shocking and disturbing.


Like most other cultures around the world, Israelis have a great tradition of respecting the family—and because Israel is a small country and families tend to stay in the same place, it is rare to see a homeless Israeli or Jewish person. Their families would always support them and not allow them to become homeless. Even my own cousin Levi—who was one of the first armed bank robbers in Israel and later a drug lord in the US—was never rejected by our family and was always welcomed back home, no matter what he had done. His life was not necessarily something to be proud of, but he was family, and he’s part of our history.





The pepper spray incident with the homeless man was the first time I’d had any type of personal interaction with the homeless on the streets in Los Angeles, other than being shocked by their very existence. I’d always noticed them, but I had never talked to them or touched them until that moment. I remember thinking, For heaven’s sake, do we live in a Third World country? For the first time, I saw the face of inhumanity, and it touched me. Ever since then, I’ve been trying to treat the homeless like family. It has been one of the driving forces in my life. I live comfortably, and I’ve built a real estate business in Los Angeles, but I’ve never forgotten how sick it made me feel to witness one man attack another just because he was homeless.


It is because of this that I have invested so much in the Life Rebuilding Center that promises to revolutionize the way Los Angeles deals with the homeless. Standing up for a homeless guy when I was sixteen is the same as what I’m doing now, all these years later—except now I can make a much bigger difference. It’s a continuous cycle, connecting what happened when I was young to searching for the right path for the rest of my life.


I’ve often wondered where the justice is in attacking a man simply because he is homeless or a different color or a different religion. Sure, homeless people are not always exactly easy for property owners or business owners to have around. They may urinate on the property, they might smell bad, and their actions can sometimes chase away customers, so I understand how the homeless guy could have bothered the store owner. But I’ve never understood how it reached the point of violence. The homeless are still human beings. They’re our brothers and sisters, and they deserve our respect and love.


I’m not a religious person, but in the Torah (the first five books of the Old Testament), there is a Hebrew word, tzedek, that translates as justice. To make the point clearly, it’s repeated as tzedek, tzedek, because it implies double-checking—thinking twice and making sure you’re doing the right thing or searching for the correct solution. Pepper-spraying the homeless man in the face was not the right thing to do, and it was not seeking justice for the so-called sin of being homeless and sleeping in the alley. The store owner did not think twice. If he had done so, he may have found a compassionate way to deal with his frustration and anger.


Understanding tzedek is perhaps the most valuable lesson in my life. In fact, tzedek has been my guiding principle in all that I do, and it’s actually embedded into my heart. I have a tattoo over my heart with the words tzedek, tzedek, tirdof, meaning “fairness and justice.” The point is that if you’re talking to a friend or doing business with someone and you get into an argument with them, you may think you’re correct. They may think they’re correct. The beauty here is that if you stop and think again, you may realize you’re wrong. By living out the principle of tzedek, you can always follow what is right, even if it’s the opposite of what you originally thought and even if it doesn’t benefit you. Tzedek, tzedek, tirdof—think about it a second time. It’s a great message, and it’s one of the most important pieces of advice I’ve passed on to my children.


Perhaps I would have reached the same conclusion at some other point in my life, but that incident when I was sixteen opened my eyes to the world and showed me a way forward that I have never looked back from or regretted. Every success I have had, from businesses to family, stems from the realization that I must stop and think clearly in order to choose the right direction whenever I come to a fork in the road. Choose wisely.










CHAPTER 2 TEL AVIV



I spent the first fourteen years of my life in Tel Aviv, Israel. I was born in the city on July 28, 1959, only a little more than eleven years after the modern State of Israel was formed in 1948. Israel, like me, was developing its own unique identity, and we were growing up together.


My parents came to Israel in 1933 from the southern part of the Soviet Union, around the cities of Bukhara and Tashkent, but it appears that past generations may have lived closer to Moscow at various times.


Sara, my mother, was eight years old and Hanan, my father, was eleven when their families arrived in Jerusalem. Of course, Israel did not exist back then. It was known as Palestine, but everyone knew this was where the Promised Land was, and Jews were coming from all over because they hoped Israel would one day become a state. Like thousands of others, my grandparents must have felt such euphoria upon reaching the Promised Land, even though the land was occupied by both Jews and Arabs, who did not always get along.


No matter where they were in the world during this time, Jews were looked down on and life was not always good. In Russia my ancestors had not been treated well, but my parents were too young to understand this or how it had affected our people. When my parents left Russia in 1933, it was the start of a dark period in history. Adolf Hitler came to power as chancellor of Germany that January, and he immediately started discriminating against the Jews. They were defined as “inferior” and were forced out of government and university jobs. In April 1933, the Nuremberg Laws proclaimed Jews as second-class citizens. The imprisonment of Jews in concentration camps started, and many fled to what they hoped was freedom in places such as Palestine and the United States.


Even in Palestine, the Nazi attitude against Jews began to wash over the land. Arabs resented the recent influx of Jews into their country, and in October there were riots in Jerusalem, Jaffa, Haifa, and Nablus to protest the increasing numbers of Jews. It was against this backdrop that my grandparents arrived in Palestine. It was neither an easy decision nor an easy journey for them, and I can only admire those like them who did it anyway and built new lives in a new place while the world around them was becoming less and less tolerant of their existence. Ironically, during World War II, the part of Russia that my grandparents and parents came from became a sanctuary for Jews who were fleeing from their suffering elsewhere.


My family were Sephardic Jews, a part of the diaspora that had settled in Spain and Portugal. The name comes from the Hebrew word Sefarad, which means Spain. Many Sephardic Jews were expelled from Spain as a result of the Alhambra Decree of 1492, and they spread out across Europe and North Africa and into Russia and other places. Others were killed in mass exterminations or forced to convert to Catholicism. Sephardic Jews are different from Ashkenazi Jews, who were mainly from Germany and France. However, those who campaigned against Jews and who worked to eliminate them from the world were not interested in the ethnic definitions, only in the fact that a Jew was a Jew.


As Sephardic Jews who had fled from Russia prior to World War II, my family was fortunate not to have been part of the Holocaust. However, every neighborhood in Israel was filled with Holocaust survivors and those whose families had been killed and persecuted in the atrocities. Holocaust survivors were everywhere; they were our teachers and neighbors, the families of my friends, the owners of the mini-market and the bakery, and so on. I was very curious about their experiences, so I asked them lots of questions and they told me many harrowing stories about life under Nazi rule during the war. They told me about watching their parents and brothers being killed and the terror of being rounded up and taken to concentration camps. But they also expressed that they always had hope for the future and believed that life would be better for my generation and the generations to come.


Perhaps because my own family hadn’t directly experienced the horrors of the Holocaust, I didn’t realize as a child that it was such a pivotal period in history. Back then, I thought this was just what happened to people—and that it was normal.





My mother was just sixteen years old when she married my father in 1941. He was nineteen. They got married seven years before Israel would become a state, so the area was still considered Palestine back then. It was also the middle of World War II. There were several occasions between 1940 and 1942 when Axis forces controlled by Germany threatened to enter Palestine, but the British and other Allied forces kept them out. Palestine never became a battlefront and, in a rare example of cooperation, Palestinian Jews and Arabs fought side by side as part of the Allied forces to keep Germany and the Axis powers out of Palestine.


It’s strange to imagine what life must have been like during that time, especially when I think of my oldest brother, Jacob. He was born in 1944, during the war. On his birth certificate, his place of birth says “Palestine.” We were born in the same place, but mine says “Israel.”


I was the seventh of Sara and Hanan’s eight children. At first, my parents had a child every other year, starting with Jacob—who is fifteen years older than me—followed by my sister Sephora, my brother Abe, and my sister Malca. Things got off the two-year time line after that, with my sister Deborah following a year later; another sister, Mijil, seven years after that; then me the next year; and finally my younger brother, Aetan, five years later. There’s a twenty-year age difference between my oldest and youngest siblings.


The neighborhood of Tel Aviv where we grew up in is known as Shapira. It was part of central Tel Aviv, located right next to the main market and central bus station, and it’s where my mother operated her restaurant with my brother Jacob’s illegal casino in the back. To give an indication of how new this area was, Tel Aviv was founded in 1909 among the sand dunes north of the ancient port city of Jaffa. Shapira is even newer. It was founded by American-Jewish businessman Meir Getzl Shapiro, who moved to Palestine in 1922, about a decade before my parents arrived in Jerusalem.


If you look at maps of Palestine prior to 1910, Tel Aviv was virtually nonexistent. That changed very quickly. The Tel Aviv I grew up in was a thriving, bustling metropolis overflowing with opportunities. It embodied the hopes and dreams of Jews around the world. When I was born in 1959, Tel Aviv was by far the largest metropolitan area in Israel. Its population of seven hundred thousand was more than twice that of the next largest metropolitan area, Haifa—yet just half a century earlier, there was nothing there except sand dunes. Today it’s still the largest metropolitan area in Israel, with a population of four million.


The Shapira neighborhood where I grew up is very close to the fabulous sandy beaches of the Mediterranean coast. It was like living in the Caribbean. The beaches, which stretch for miles, are among the best in the world, and I spent many memorable days hanging out there and soaking up the beautiful Mediterranean sun. The beaches were a little over a mile from my home, so I could easily walk there—and I often did, especially after school and on the weekends. It didn’t matter what season it was, because the weather was always pleasant. It never got unbearably hot or uncomfortably cold, sort of like Los Angeles but more humid.


It’s also interesting to me that Israel wasn’t a fully formed country when I was born. The first of Israel’s Basic Laws—the equivalent of the Constitution in the United States—was not established until 1958. It set forth the functions of the Knesset, the nation’s parliament, and at the time of my birth, it was still the only Basic Law that had been adopted; twelve more Basic Laws were created in the years to come, fulfilling the promise of the Israeli Declaration of Independence in 1948.


The first Holocaust Memorial Day was observed on May 5, 1959, less than three months before my birth. David Ben-Gurion was the prime minister of Israel, and he won reelection later in 1959. Then, as now, not everyone was thrilled to see Israel exist as an independent nation. Our neighbors (Egypt, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon) were actively engaged in operations against Israel, and the possibility of war was always in the air.





Israel is a very small country. A lot of people don’t realize this, but the modern State of Israel is about the size of New Jersey, and the entire country would fit into the Los Angeles metropolitan area—four times over! From Tel Aviv, we could drive to any spot in Israel in only a few hours.


Even though it’s so small, we didn’t travel outside Israel’s borders. I didn’t leave the country until I was nearly fourteen, when I came to the US. I never saw a reason to leave. It was where my family was, we had the Mediterranean beaches, and we didn’t have to travel far to find other beautiful scenery. Plus, of course, Israel is the Holy Land, the setting for so many events of the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim faiths. Everywhere you turn, there is a historic site, a familiar place from the Torah or the Christian Bible or the Koran. We took it for granted that we lived in the middle of such beauty and history.


Our parents took us to Jerusalem, the capital of Israel, for the first time after the Six-Day War in 1967. Jerusalem is on the border between Israel and Jordan, and during my early life, before the Six-Day War, East Jerusalem and the West Bank were controlled by Jordan. Even though Jerusalem was the capital of Israel, many of the city’s most holy sites, including the old walled city that contains two of Judaism’s most sacred locations, the Temple Mount and the Western Wall (also known as the Wailing Wall), were in East Jerusalem and were inaccessible to us. Because of this, there was no point in my family, or anyone else, going to Jerusalem to see the sights, despite the Torah’s instruction that Jews should make three pilgrimages to Jerusalem each year: in the spring for Passover, in the summer for Shavuot, and in the fall for Sukkot.


In the Six-Day War from June 5 to 10, 1967, Jordan attempted to take control of West Jerusalem. Israel not only repelled the attack but captured the West Bank and East Jerusalem. Israel also reunified Jerusalem, so once again it became a place where Jews could visit and fulfill their pilgrimages. In the years after the war, we’d take the train there when we could, which was two or three times a year.


We would also go to the Sea of Galilee—called Kinneret in Hebrew—which was about an hour-and-a-half drive north of Tel Aviv. Like Jerusalem, we’d go there two or three times a year. It’s a beautiful spot with great beaches, and it is also the world’s lowest freshwater lake at about seven hundred feet below sea level. However, its main claim to fame is that many of the stories of Jesus in the New Testament took place on its shores. It was here that Jesus delivered the Sermon on the Mount, which contains teachings such as the Beatitudes and the Lord’s Prayer; where he recruited some of the apostles, including Saint Peter; and where he performed miracles such as feeding the multitude. In more recent history, it was where the first Jewish kibbutz (communal settlement), known as Deganya, was founded in 1909.


The other place we visited was the resort town of Eilat, which is at the very southern tip of Israel, on the Gulf of Eilat at the northern end of the Red Sea. It was about a four-hour drive from Tel Aviv. The water there was beautiful, but I didn’t realize as a child that Jordan was only about a mile to the east and Egypt was about five miles to the west. These two countries were Israel’s greatest detractors and enemies, and Saudi Arabia was just a few miles farther to the south.





One of the realities of growing up in Israel was the constant threat of war. Israel was a young country surrounded by Arab nations that were trying to eliminate it. Before I was born, there was the Arab–Israeli War in 1948, the years-long Palestinian Fedayeen insurgency that ended around 1956, and the Suez Crisis in 1956. After the Suez Crisis there was not a major war in Israel until the Six-Day War of 1967. I was too young at that time to realize it, but my parents and older siblings were very much aware of the threat that war could break out at any time. Just like the Holocaust tales that, to me, were just another part of life, the threat of war was also something I didn’t understand but accepted as normal. Even though I was mature for my age, I rarely watched the news, so I had no idea that people in other countries were not like us and never had to worry about neighboring countries trying to eliminate them.


The only war that affected me personally was the Six-Day War, which started a few weeks before my eighth birthday in 1967. My oldest brother, Jacob, was in the Israeli Army, and he was sent off to fight in the war. Most of the action took place to the east and north of Tel Aviv near the borders with Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan, but there was some shelling of the Tel Aviv suburbs early in the war. It was only much later that the Israeli government built bunkers for the civilian population to escape to during the war. In 1967, we had a vacant property across the street from our house that had a huge trench dug in it. When the sirens went off to warn of a possible rocket attack, the whole neighborhood ran into the trench for safety. I remember waiting there with my mother and my siblings until the all-clear was given.


I don’t recall having a fear of war, most likely because I didn’t know what was going on or what the consequences might have been. I thought we were always at war or on the brink of war, so I didn’t understand how or why this war in 1967 was different. All I knew was that there were now new rules and, as a kid, I just accepted those rules. For example, we couldn’t turn the lights on in our homes at night, and car headlights were painted blue so they wouldn’t shine and become targets.


As a kid, I also didn’t know that the war involved all of Israel as well as the surrounding countries. I had no sense of what was going on beyond my neighborhood, so I thought the war was happening only in Shapira or only in the few blocks around our house. I can’t say I noticed any hardships other than the blackouts and having to hide in the trench, and thankfully no bombs or rockets came close to hitting us. The war was over quickly, and life returned to normal in no time.


Israel’s next war was the War of Attrition on the Sinai Peninsula from 1967 to 1970, followed by the Yom Kippur War in 1973. Tel Aviv was far away from the War of Attrition, and by 1973 I was already safe in Los Angeles, half a world away.





I am fortunate to come from a line of industrious people. My grandparents spoke Russian and Uzbek, but they spoke to their children and grandchildren in Hebrew. My mother’s father didn’t go to school, but he was able to support his wife and family in Jerusalem. Before my parents married, they were willing to do anything and accept any job in Jerusalem in order to make money. My mother started off as a maid, cleaning homes for wealthy people, and my father built roads. He wasn’t allowed to serve in the Israeli Army because of a minor disability. Israel was just getting started as a new nation and needed every soldier to contribute and to defend the nation; it was a huge disappointment for me to learn later in life that my father had not been in the Israeli Army.


The first thing my parents did when they got married was to move to Tel Aviv. It was where they wanted to begin their new life together and where they wanted to raise a family and contribute to Israel’s future. My grandparents followed them to Tel Aviv, and a few years later my grandfather opened a mini-market in the city—and my father followed his example by opening a mini-market of his own.


My mother was a go-getter with unlimited energy, but my father was more laid-back. I was more like my mother, and I always had a plan to make a little money. When I was about nine or ten, I started raising pigeons that I kept in rows of cages on the roof of our house. They were homing pigeons, so I would release them from the roof and watch them fly away and then come back home, which they always did because they knew I was providing them with food and shelter. I had a great love for those birds, and I think they understood that and loved me back.


There were all kinds of pigeons in those cages, and some of them were really beautiful and expensive. I would buy them for three or four lirot, which was the currency in Israel when I was a kid, and after I raised them and trained them to fly home, I sold them for five or six lirot. It was a great lesson in creating a successful business model, working hard, and making a profit.


I bought and sold pigeons right up until the point when I came to America at the age of almost fourteen. While I was running my pigeon business, I was also buying and selling bicycles and cards that were like baseball cards but instead had pictures of movie stars and famous soccer players on them. In addition, I always had a pocketful of change from the tips I received from working at my mother’s restaurant. Even as a young kid, I was a go-getter who was wheeling and dealing all day long. It was the perfect preparation for my life in Los Angeles, where the skills I’d learned as a boy set me up to live the life I’d always dreamed about.










CHAPTER 3 ABE



I have always had a huge connection to all my siblings, but growing up, my brother Abe in particular was my absolute hero and the coolest guy around. We’ve always been close, and we still get together every Friday at my house. Whenever anyone asks why there’s such a tight bond between us, I tell them a story that happened a few years before I came to America, back in the early 1970s. I was eleven years old, and Abe was twice my age at that time. He had a new girlfriend—the one he ended up marrying—and lots of “groovy” sophisticated friends.


I didn’t see Abe every day, because he lived in his own place. One day I was hanging out with some friends a couple of blocks from our house when Abe drove by. His car was full of his friends and he was towing a small boat. Stopping the car, Abe called me over and asked me what I was doing. “Just hanging out with friends,” I told him. “Where are you going with the boat?”


He told me that he and his friends were on the way to the Sea of Galilee for a few days. “Do you want to join us?” he asked.


Here was my brother, about twenty-two years old, with a car filled with his friends and their girlfriends, and I’m sure the last thing they wanted for their weekend away was Abe’s kid brother tagging along.


“Abe, don’t do that,” his friends complained. “Why do you want to bring him with us? He’s a young kid. He’ll be in the way.”


“Look, guys,” Abe told them, “he’s my priority. You’re in my car, and my brother is coming with us. Anyone who doesn’t like it, go get a taxi.”


Abe told me to run home and pack some clothes, and he’d wait for me. A few minutes later, I was on the road to the Sea of Galilee, squeezed into the back seat of the car with Abe’s friends, having fun and listening to music.


I have never forgotten my brother’s words that day: “He’s my priority.” Those words sum up what a great guy Abe was and how he’d do anything for his family—even risk losing friends. Fortunately, his friends tolerated me for the next few days, even though I was only eleven. Abe didn’t lose any friends, and nobody had to get a taxi.


Another time, when I was about thirteen, I was walking the streets of Tel Aviv with my cousin Yoni when we saw two pretty girls smoking on a balcony. They were a little older than us, and I recognized one of them as a friend of Abe’s, so we went up to them and asked if we could have a cigarette. They looked at us and the girl who was Abe’s friend said, “Aren’t you a bit young to smoke? Are you sure you want one?” I didn’t really smoke, but it seemed cool and the girls were cute, so I said, “Sure!” We hung out a little and smoked on their balcony with them.


The next day when I ran into Abe, he opened up a pack of cigarettes, shoved it in front of my face, and said, “Here. Take one.” I hesitated, because I didn’t want him to know I’d started smoking.


“I don’t smoke,” I told him.


“But I heard you’re a smoker now. Take one and smoke with me.”


“Please don’t do this to me,” I said.


“So now you’re lying to me?” he asked, and he hit me with the back of his hand. It startled me, and it stung. He was my brother, which made it hurt even more. “So you didn’t smoke last night?” The girls must have told him about the previous night.


“It was nothing,” I said, hoping he’d believe my lie. “I was just kidding around.”


That incident taught me a lot, but mainly it taught me not to lie to my brother or to anyone else because they’d find out the truth. Abe was the most loving and considerate guy, but he was also tough and a disciplinarian when he needed to be, like a second father. I never smoked again in my life… except for the occasional cigar.


When I moved to Los Angeles the next year, Abe was already living there, and when I opened my burger joints, he always encouraged me and sometimes even lent a hand. He helped me clean, paint the walls, and get everything in order, and he was very tech-savvy. If I needed a loan to get my businesses up and running, I knew I could count on him for that too. He was always there for me, and I tried to be there for him.





Abe was a champion wrestler and, if not for a decision that baffled me at the time, his talent probably would have led to his untimely death in a deadly terrorist attack that shocked the world in 1972.


Abe was a highly trained Greco-Roman wrestler. In my mind, this was the purest form of wrestling because it relies on power and tactics. Greco-Roman wrestlers are forbidden from holding below the waist, so it takes a lot of strength to throw an opponent and to keep him down. As a result, my brother had tremendous upper body strength, and even though he was a lightweight fighter and was only about five feet eight, nobody messed with him. He had no fear of taking on much larger and heavier opponents, whether it was in the ring or in real life.


Many of Abe’s wrestling matches were in Maccabi, in northern Tel Aviv, and I’d go to them whenever I could. I’m sure I had the biggest grin in the entire arena when my brother appeared. He was a delight to watch in action, and at least in my memory, he always won.


Abe was so good and was such a phenomenal talent that he easily qualified for the Israeli team for the 1972 Olympic Games in Munich, which was to be held in West Germany. For most athletes, win or lose, going to the Olympics is the pinnacle of their career, especially for someone from a small, new nation such as Israel that had limited experience at the Olympics. Just being an Olympic athlete was an honor that would set my brother apart from others and would ensure his place in Israeli history.


Israel first competed in the Olympic Games in 1952, and when Abe qualified in 1972, fewer than one hundred Israeli athletes had ever been to the Olympics. No wrestlers had ever been good enough to represent Israel, and no athletes in any sport had ever won a medal. Unlike nations such as the US, France, or Great Britain, Israel did not have a deep sporting tradition. Nevertheless, I was bursting with pride for Abe. I knew he would come home not only with Israel’s first Olympic medal but also with a brilliant gold medal. He would become a hero in Israel. My brother, my role model, the greatest wrestler in the entire world!


But things didn’t quite work out that way. I was thirteen as the Olympics approached in late August. Abe was twenty-four, and he already had a wife, a good job, a car, and a nice home in Tel Aviv. The Olympic Games at this time was amateur level, meaning there was no financial incentive to take part. Abe still had to pay his mortgage, so it created a conflict. Regardless of the prestige of being an Olympian, he was likely to lose money and maybe miss a mortgage payment if he focused all his energy on training. To encourage people like Abe to stay in Israel and to raise their families there, the Israeli government offered interest- free loans to buy homes. My mother, who owned a profitable restaurant with my brother Jacob, had assisted Abe in getting a loan and helped him with a substantial down payment so his monthly note would be affordable.


The period to pay back the loan was very short, only about twenty-four to thirty-six months, so it was essential to have a job to enable you to make the payments. Abe had that job, and he was close to paying off the loan. He was making good money at a business that was something like an early Amazon, which promised next-day delivery. It was a revolutionary idea, and it was thriving in Tel Aviv, where the hustle and bustle rivaled that of any large city in the world.


Unfortunately, my mother didn’t understand the importance of the Olympic Games. To her it was just another competition, except this time it meant Abe would have to leave his job for several weeks during the summer when business was usually strong. She was afraid his job wouldn’t be there when he got back and that maybe he would miss a payment on his loan. I don’t know the exact argument she used, but she convinced him not to go to Munich. I don’t think Abe recognized at the time how important going to the Olympics was, not just to himself and his family but to Israel.


I was just a kid, so I didn’t understand the pressures of having a job and a family. All I knew was that something wasn’t right when someone like Abe couldn’t go to the most important competition of his life at the greatest sporting spectacle the world had ever known. Three other wrestlers became the first to represent Israel at the Olympics.


I was heartbroken when I watched the opening ceremony of the 1972 Olympic Games in Munich on August 26. I knew my big brother should have been part of the Israeli team that marched into Olympic Stadium to join the thousands of others who represented the fastest, strongest, and best athletes in the world. I envisioned him being the flag bearer for his country, making an incredible statement about Israel and the Jewish people returning to Germany a generation after the horror of the Holocaust, but I knew he was at home in Tel Aviv, perhaps pondering this missed opportunity.





Ten days later, on September 5, 1972, the world changed. Early in the morning, while the Israeli Olympic team and their coaches were sleeping in the Olympic Village, eight Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) terrorists from the militant Black September faction bypassed security and entered the Olympic Village. They scaled a chain-link fence, and even though they were seen by other athletes, they were mistaken for Olympians because they wore tracksuits and carried duffel bags. They looked like regular athletes sneaking back into the Olympic Village after a night out, except that their duffel bags held AKM (Kalashnikov) assault rifles, Tokarev pistols, and hand grenades.


The PLO was essentially an enemy of Israel. It was committed to the extinction of Israel as a nation and establishing Arab control over the land. The group was founded in 1964, and it began its terrorist attacks on Israel the following year. By 1972, its attacks were becoming more frequent, and the group had become known for hijacking passenger airplanes, particularly those associated with Israel. The Black September faction even assassinated the Jordanian prime minister in late 1971.


The terrorists knew exactly which apartments housed the Israeli delegation. As the masked men started to break into the first apartment, where Israeli coaches and officials were staying, wrestling referee Yossef Gutfreund attempted in vain to stop them. Although weightlifting coach Tuvia Sokolovsky managed to escape through a window, the others staying there were taken hostage. In another apartment, the terrorists took Israel’s three wrestlers and three weightlifters as additional hostages.


When the guerrilla attack started, the Israelis tried to fight back, but the terrorists were ruthless and had firearms. Weightlifter Yossef Romano and wrestling coach Moshe Weinberg were shot and killed in the struggle, but freestyle wrestler Gad Tsobari was fortunate to escape. Meanwhile, Holocaust survivor and racewalker Shaul Ladany, who had been imprisoned at the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp in Germany as a child during World War II, was awoken by the commotion and jumped to safety from the balcony of his neighboring apartment. He was the first to raise the alarm.


Nine hostages remained, including freestyle wrestler Eliezer Halfin and Greco-Roman wrestler Mark Slavin. All were tightly bound and severely beaten as the day progressed and the terrible news spread around the world. Millions of people watched anxiously as the standoff continued. Israeli prime minister Golda Meir and US president Richard Nixon joined a chorus of condemnation of the shocking terrorist tactics, especially at a worldwide event devoted to peace and brotherhood.
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