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AUTHOR’S NOTE

AS I SIT HERE IN THE SUMMER of 2020, the world is grappling with several challenges, one of which is a collective questioning of how the world works. I have always believed in the American dream because I lived it, but I recognize that for some that dream has not been within reach for reasons that we should acknowledge.

I started to consider sharing my story about a decade ago when the length of my life began to outpace the time that was left. I hope there are lessons and inspiration within these pages that can help people get past obstacles they face.

I have always appreciated the tremendous role luck played in my life story, and that’s why I have made it my mission to give back. Wealth is a tricky subject. I was born without family or financial support and as result, both became important to me. I knew money could mean more freedom and opportunity, for me and for my children.

For those of us who have been fortunate, our responsibility is to make sure that everyone has the opportunity to join our ranks and to continue the cycle of helping others so that someday no one will be left behind.

Life is about continuous learning. There can be a tension between the wisdom you gain along a life’s journey and the change around you. I have always believed I could keep learning and try to be a better person. My kids used to make fun of the high stack of self-help books on my bed stand.

I also believe that when the student is ready the teacher appears. The pandemic may seem like an unlikely teacher, but it has given us a lot to think about. I have tried to listen to its lessons. It’s difficult, but the journey is never complete. And that is what makes the road we travel more interesting.

Peace,

Ed Hajim





PREFACE

Two Roads Diverged in a Wood

LIFE CAN BE TOUGH, filled with frustration, pain, and all kinds of heartache. It often starts in childhood—as it did for me. And I’m not alone.

All kids depend upon adults to protect and love them, but it doesn’t always happen that way. My parents both loved me. They did. But as you’ll read in the following pages, love isn’t always enough to create a home.

There are many kids out there who are neglected, abandoned, and abused. But even when faced with adversity, some children persevere and succeed, overcoming hardship to accomplish great things, while others sink into misfortune, unable to conquer their pain or improve their circumstances.

What makes the difference? Put two people in identical circumstances, and one rises to the top while the other sinks, feeling victimized by the past.

I was one of those kids who had a tough start, separated from my mother at the age of three and raised in foster homes and orphanages. I felt incredibly lonely and abandoned—and later astonished by a family secret I didn’t discover until the age of sixty.

But I enjoyed a successful career in the financial world, building a happy, prosperous life along the way. I often wonder how I did it. Despite the difficult start, what drove me? What drives anyone to succeed regardless of childhood circumstances?

Personal happiness and financial success aren’t accidental. Nor are they a matter of predetermined fate. Talent isn’t the most important element, either, because everyone has talent, though not everyone mines and develops it.

The answer is that several factors combine to create success and happiness. In my case, the adversity I experienced as a kid made me self-reliant, and in turn gave me an unshakable self-confidence. When you have to do things by yourself, you just do.

I also had an intense hunger for financial security. In my childhood, the perfect life that I saw depicted on the silver screen, with lots of family love and abundance, didn’t exist. Unlike a kid who has everything and wants for nothing, I was hungry. I was hungry for everything. I had to fight against the current and pull myself forward through my own efforts, because there was nobody there to help me, nobody to give me financial support or a head start.

Honestly, that hunger was a gift that kept on giving throughout my life, leading me to explore, to contribute, and finally to give to others the very thing I had never had myself. I would later come to believe that the resources we need to turn our dreams into reality are within us, waiting for the day we decide to wake up and claim them.

I woke up at an early age. But not everyone has that epiphany. I also had some lucky breaks, which in the late 1940s and early 1950s weren’t easy to come by for a person without resources to start with.

In the end, adversity is a gift. If you don’t experience it, you’ll never know how to overcome it. The disadvantages I endured sparked my ambition and work ethic. So it wasn’t fate. It was drive— some call it grit. It’s the one thing privileged people who feel entitled to everything and have nothing to fight for often lack. That was never me.

You have to have a dream. You have to develop values to live by. You have to have discipline and the desire to improve your circumstances.

You have to have a willingness to work for what you want in life. And, of course, a little luck never hurts! It’s essential.

All along the way, I’ve made pivotal decisions that changed the entire course of my life. Many of them entailed significant risk. But we all have moments when we face a decision that will make all the difference. It reminds me of one of my favorite poems by Robert Frost, “The Road Not Taken.”


Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

And sorry I could not travel both

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.



That’s so true for me. I have always moved down new roads, asking myself which direction to go in for more exposure to things that challenge me. I pushed the envelope in order to discover potential interests and limits. As you’ll read, it became a lifelong pattern of doing the unexpected and reaching higher, testing myself whenever I could. As a high school freshman, I took Latin, an upper-class course that I nearly flunked. Oh well.

As a senior in high school, I took spherical geometry, attempted by few and not conquered by me.

As a sophomore in college, I took physicists’ physics rather than the required engineers’ physics. I got a D plus. And on it goes. But I was game to try anything.

Since I was in my forties, as I faced key life decisions, I often reread M. Scott Peck’s classic book The Road Less Traveled, published in 1978, and I’ve tried to apply many of his principles.

For example, Peck commends the value of delaying gratification and keeping an eye on the future. Sensing the wisdom of this, I often put off something that might have been easy or pleasurable to accomplish in favor of a more important long-term goal. (I think of the time I went to business school when I could have saved my money and enjoyed the life of a successful engineer.)

Peck also advocates accepting responsibility, being dedicated to the truth, balancing your life, and facing the need to work out your difficulties: “Life is full of problems,” he writes. “We can moan about them, or we can solve them.” Throughout my life, I have gotten great joy out of trying to solve them. At times, my survival depended upon it. I especially like Peck’s definition of love, which is giving to others—to yourself, to your family, to your work, and to your community, something I have tried to do all my life.

He finally writes of the power of grace, which is a gift, a spiritual healing that comes to us without our seeking it. I do believe that there is a higher power that has favored me throughout my life. Otherwise I would never have been able to do many of the things you’ll read about in this book.

As I look back, I can see how every person who crossed my path led me toward success—my foster parents, my teachers, other orphaned boys, my professors, my college friends, a navy captain, my business partners, my wife, my children, and many others. Each relationship presented an experience that drove me down the road that would become the pathway of my life.

I was lucky to meet these people. They all played a hugely important role in what happened to me. And for that, I’m profoundly grateful.

Likewise, I’ve always wanted to be an important person in other people’s lives—I want others to know that I am there to help them realize their dreams. I hope what you read in the pages ahead will inspire you to fight for your dreams and to dare to do the unconventional, to travel down the road less taken.

Here’s my story.






PART ONE

In the Beginning
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My father, Jack, with the single-propeller plane he owned (1928)

CHAPTER ONE

In Search of the American Dream

c. 1936–1939

APRIL 2015: It was a perfect spring day in Washington, DC— the kind every local chamber of commerce dreams about. The cherry trees were in full bloom, and their fragrance filled the air. The sun shone high overhead in a cloudless, vibrant blue sky.

There I was in our nation’s capital with my family to receive the Horatio Alger Award, which honors American leaders who have accomplished successes in spite of adversity, proving, as the Horatio Alger Association’s motto goes, that “hard work, honesty and determination can conquer all obstacles.”

After the induction ceremony that night, I would become one of the seven hundred people who had been recognized over the past seventy-plus years. And though I was deeply and profoundly honored by it, I was also a little nervous.

With a few hours to spare before the evening festivities began, I wanted to escape the confines of our hotel and get some fresh air. I asked my wife, Barbara, if she’d like to take a walk to the Smithsonian to see the history of transportation exhibition that was on display at the time. She knew I was getting a bit anxious about the event and that this would be a good outlet for me. You see, I have a hard time sitting still under the best of circumstances, and the idea of my most private and personal childhood stories going public at the awards ceremony was making me increasingly uncomfortable.

“A walk might do you some good, Ed,” Barbara said sympathetically.

No one knows me better than my wife, my partner of more than fifty years, so off we went.

But as we entered the exhibition room, I stood shell-shocked, frozen in time. There, right in front of us, was a 1930s Ford roadster and, behind it, a large map of the western United States. A long black line on the map traced the path of Route 66 from St. Louis to Los Angeles.

I didn’t say a word.

I took a long, deep breath, closed my eyes, and suddenly I was three years old again, traveling that same route in a similar car with my father, who had just kidnapped me from my mother.

[image: images]

THE ROOTS OF THAT DAY in the Smithsonian go all the way back to the turn of the last century, to the origins of the Hajims in the Middle East. According to my father, he was descended from a long line of Syrian Jewish metals traders. In order to conduct their business, his grandparents traveled by camel train back and forth between Iran and France. As a result, he, his parents, and his grandparents were fluent in Farsi and many other languages, including Arabic and Hebrew.

In the 1890s, during one of these trips, my great-grandfather was mysteriously murdered near Aleppo, Syria. I suspect the fact that they traded in gold, among other metals, had something to do with it. In any case, this event caused my father’s grandmother—my great-grandmother, who was reportedly a very strong woman—to make the decision to take the family to the New World.

The clan arrived in New York City in 1900. At the time, my grandmother was pregnant with my father. I don’t know if he was born in Aleppo, on the boat coming over, or in New York, but he somehow ended up with two birth certificates. One shows that he was born in Aleppo, and the other shows that he was born in Manhattan. The former shows the name Jack S. Adjme. I later discovered that the S stands for Sassoon—a name he might have made up so he could associate himself with the Sassoon family, known as the Rothschilds of the East, though I don’t think we are related.

When the group disembarked at Ellis Island, the immigration officials couldn’t pronounce or spell Adjme (in English, the closest you can come is ADJ-mee), so somehow the name was altered to Hajim, pronounced HAY-jim. Like those of so many other families, my last name is something of an immigration accident, created on the spot as a matter of convenience by someone unrelated to the family.

At the time, there was an enclave of Syrian Jews living in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, so my family settled in among that community. According to my father, he was the only son for a fourth generation in his family—making me the fifth such individual. But that turned out not to be true, because he had a brother. My father always did love to tell a good story.

[image: images]

THE SYRIAN JEWISH COMMUNITY in Bensonhurst was tightly knit, and my father’s mother and grandmother were prominent figures within it. My paternal grandfather, though amiable, wasn’t financially successful. Regardless, my father seemed to do well in high school. He became fascinated with radio, a new technology for that day and age, and I have a picture of him with a group of his classmates that was published in the New York Times. The students are posed around a radio, rabbit ears prominently on display. My father also apparently enjoyed athletics and became a track star while he was in high school.

By the time my father graduated, at the age of eighteen, he had taken a few technical courses and subsequently went to work for RCA. I think it always bothered him that he never earned a college degree, because he was an extremely intelligent man who placed a high value on the importance of getting an education. In fact, he considered it a privilege. He told me that while he was working at RCA, he was on the team that helped invent the low-frequency radio antenna. I don’t know what his role in or contribution to the effort was—or even if the story is true— but my father beamed with pride whenever he spoke of those days. I believe it was the only time in his life when he was truly happy. That period of stability ended on Black Tuesday—October 29, 1929—which robbed my father of everything he had. Like so many American investors, he was caught by surprise, and the stock market crash effectively wiped out his assets overnight, destroying his spirit in the process. Until that fateful day, my father had become quite successful, having accumulated enough capital to own his own home. He also had a strong portfolio of investments, with quite a bit of equity in RCA. He supposedly had real estate holdings in New York City, too, including buildings on 110th Street and a shooting gallery in Coney Island that he had bought for his own father. I even have a picture of my father standing next to a small propeller-driven airplane that he owned. All in all, he appeared to be well on his way to becoming a very wealthy man. However, my father, like millions of others, wasn’t financially prepared for the downfall of the market and took the sudden and shocking economic downturn very hard. He had bought his stock in RCA on margin, which means that he borrowed money in order to make the investment. In the 1920s, one was allowed to borrow as much as 90 percent of the value of the stock— which was what he did. In that situation, even a small change in the market can wipe out an investment, and with the severe drop in prices, my father was in a very bad position. To survive, and to repay his creditors, he was forced to liquidate everything.

Although the ensuing years were challenging for all Americans, for my father the crash was a devastating blow from which he would never recover. Unfortunately, despite his efforts to reestablish himself as the businessman he once was, that dream would elude him for the rest of his days.

By 1933, my grandmother had died, and my grandfather had lost the shooting gallery my father had bought for him. With all his money gone, my father was left with only one thing of value—his car, which in his mind offered a means of escape. Destitute, and facing what he thought were his only two choices—suicide or migration to the other side of the country—my father decided to leave his beloved New York City behind. He headed to California in pursuit of steady work, renewed riches, and professional success, the three things he longed for but would never have again.

Thus he packed his car and drove west, toward the land of promise and a new beginning. His first stop was St. Louis, where he visited a distant cousin by the name of Levin. Given the difficulty of the times, this relative was not particularly welcoming. He had six children, the second youngest of whom was a beautiful eighteen-year-old girl named Sophie.

Sophie’s family life was not a happy one. Her parents, Jews of Eastern European descent, owned a dry goods shop, where they bought and sold inexpensive clothing. Sophie, along with her siblings, worked in the shop, though she wasn’t close to any of her brothers and sisters. Why? I don’t really know the specifics of the family dysfunction. But it might have had something to do with the hardships of growing up in a large family when financial resources were scarce.

My father stayed with the family for two weeks. During this time, against all odds, he and Sophie developed a mutual attraction. At the age of thirty-three, the last thing my father expected was to fall in love with a girl fifteen years his junior, but that’s what happened.

Sophie instantly fell for my father. She saw him as an exotic, dashing stranger who had come to sweep her off her feet. She also saw an opportunity: he offered a means of escape from her straitened circumstances and her unhappy home life. To her, Jack Hajim was attractive, well groomed, told a good story, and owned his own car. What else could she want? These were all desirable qualities in a man back then. Two short weeks after my father arrived in St. Louis, much to the dismay of everyone else in the Levin family, Jack and Sophie were married! And then they drove away to Southern California to start a new life in search of the American dream.
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UNFORTUNATELY, it soon became evident that the cross-country move to Los Angeles didn’t help my father’s career prospects. Employment was hard to come by, as was any hope for a steady paycheck. Still, my dad had taken the federal civil service exam and received a high grade. This qualified him for jobs at electrical plants, but somehow, even when he did manage to land these jobs, they never lasted very long.

My father claimed that both his difficulty in getting hired and his frequent dismissals resulted from the fact that he was Jewish. He complained bitterly about anti-Semitism and believed that it prevented him from getting the jobs he deserved. In my view, he couldn’t stop seeing himself as a victim. Yes, anti-Semitism probably played some part in his problems, but he was using it as an excuse to cover up his shortcomings as a provider. (He was also ignoring the obvious—that his personality clashed with anyone in authority.)

In 1935, my father suffered another blow when my grandfather was hit by a truck and killed. My father always maintained that the driver was drunk at the time, and in his later years my father would still get angry when he spoke of that driver.

The one blessing in my parents’ life, or so I’ve been told, came early in the marriage, in 1936, when they welcomed me into their loving arms at the Queen of Angels Catholic hospital in Los Angeles. But the joy of being new parents quickly wore off when the reality of having another responsibility—a big, crying one—became painfully clear. There was my mother, a twenty-one-year-old homemaker, and my father, a frustrated out-of-work technician, both inexperienced as parents and overwhelmed by the responsibility of a baby. Without financial resources, they often argued and were quite stressed. All this began to take its toll on their relationship.

Compounding the economic problems was the fact that my father ruled the household as if he were a monarch. He was like the despotic character Ibrahim in the novel The Haj by Leon Uris: the undisputed head of the household. His attitude was “It’s my way or the highway.”

He treated my mother like a servant in many ways. He wouldn’t allow her to work and help support the family, even though her earnings would certainly have helped him. I think he felt ashamed of his financial condition.

He was also very set in his ways, which made him rigid and demanding. He had rather unusual eating habits, too, something my mother would have known if they had properly courted before marrying. He was a strict vegetarian and wanted her to cook exclusively meat-free meals for him. This doesn’t seem unusual today, but it was quite out of the ordinary at the time. In addition, my eccentric father was strict about his appearance, especially when it came to cleanliness. You might say he was obsessive about it.

To make matters worse, he was subject to unpredictable bursts of anger. I can attest to that: I have a memory of being two or three years old and my parents arguing as they stood by my crib. My father took hold of the crib by the railings and shook it. Although in later years my mother said that didn’t happen, it was certainly true that all he had to do to make me cry was look at me.

Growing ever more desperate to support his family, my father had no choice but to start taking whatever work he could find—wherever he could find it. As a result, he bounced around from job to job, moving my mother and me from Los Angeles to small towns all over the country. At one point, over my mother’s objections, we moved to Atlanta, Georgia. During these sojourns, we usually lived like gypsies in motel rooms. Yet no matter how hard he tried, my father never found a long-term position—or even the promise of one.

It seemed almost impossible to believe: he was the kind of man who could take a radio apart and put it back together again. He repaired things with ease and precision. Yet he wasn’t able to apply his talents in a meaningful or substantive way, and he was never able to secure full-time employment or create a safe and secure home life for my mother and me.

My mom was young and naive and didn’t know how to deal with my father’s depression over the desperate state of family affairs. She was a smart and kind woman, perhaps a bit too passive. But how could she possibly understand the demons haunting her husband when even he didn’t?

My mother didn’t have any idea what she had gotten herself into when they married. Between his stormy moods, his irritability, and his regimented personal habits, my father was a handful, and she had no way to cope with him.

By 1939, relations between my parents had become extremely strained. These were tough times for a lot of families, especially in the aftermath of yet another down market in 1937 and in a world that was facing war and recession. Ultimately, the combination of my father’s overbearing personality and their unsettled lifestyle had simply become too burdensome for my mother to tolerate. Feeling as if she had no other imaginable recourse, she filed for divorce and full custody of her son and was granted both. And then, with no place else to go, my mother and I went back to St. Louis to start a new life together.
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My dad and me (1938)

CHAPTER TWO

The Kidnapping

c. 1939–1946

MY MOTHER AND I had no place to go except back to her family home, which was not ideal. The family was struggling financially. Upon our arrival, her father wasn’t very happy to see either his daughter or a three-year-old child! To him, it meant two more mouths to feed.

In addition, divorce was fairly rare in that era, and I think my grandfather disapproved of what my mother had done in the wake of her six-year marriage. Yes, it took a tremendous amount of courage to strike out on one’s own as a single mother. But other people might not have seen my mother’s decision in a positive light. In fact, they might have looked down on her as a scorned woman.

Life in St. Louis was simple and stable, but there’s at least some evidence that my mother had trouble taking care of me. The few photos I’ve seen from that time show me unkempt, with a dirty face. I was only a toddler, so I don’t have any true recollections of the way things really were. Still, it must have been emotionally difficult for my mother to live in a place that didn’t feel welcoming.
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