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Chapter 1: Family

I cannot say what my first childhood recollections are. 
I remember living in a small apartment in Tel Aviv 
and my family life was simply as people in Israel ex-

perienced at that time. 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. My 
father was the head of customs at the Jaffa port perhaps be-
cause of his fluency in seven languages, including English, 
since these were the days of the British Mandate when the 
country was called “Palestine”.

My father, Moshe, was born in Poland in 1904. His fa-
ther was a rabbi but supported the family as a shoemaker. 
When Moshe was born, 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 my mother and me, I believe 
he must have observed and experienced both physical and 
emotional abuse. Years later, my cousin Yaakov told me that 
our grandmother was very strict, stern, and never smiled. 
Yaakov was a few years older than I was and he told me that 
he was scared of her. Perhaps he experienced the same emo-
tions when he was young since our grandmother was my fa-
ther’s mother. Throughout his life, I observed a man whose 
emotions were bottled up within him and who never learned 
how to appropriately release them.

Moshe was extremely intelligent, and excelled in all ac-
ademic subjects, as well as artistically, mainly through his 
drawings. His exceptional intelligence was somewhat of a 
disadvantage for him in his youth. Because of his academic 
prowess, he was sent to the gentile high school, called gym-
nasium. Here, 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. He never told me stories about the kind of home life 
he experienced in Poland, but I suspect that it was not a par-
ticularly kind environment.

In 1922, his parents sent him to the Holy Land—Israel. 
At that time, the country was ruled by the British and was 

known as “Palestine.” At that time, all ships arrived at the 
port of Jaffa, which is one of the oldest ports in the ancient 
world, and the only port for Palestine. While my father was 
traveling the relatively short distance from the landing dock 
to a hotel, he was attacked by thieves, who beat him and stole 
all of his possessions.

Luckily, someone helped him with food, clothes, and 
lodging. Life in Israel was quite difficult at that time in the 
nation’s history. The land was barren in many places and Tel 
Aviv was not the modern hustling and bustling city that it is 
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today. My father joined the British Army shortly after arriv-
ing in Israel because it was a job.

Shortly after his army service, life improved for him 
when he was hired as a busboy at a hotel in Jerusalem. At the 
hotel, he quickly improved his position because of his com-
mand of many languages and his ability to manage financial 
transactions.

Not long after starting his work at the hotel, he became 
acquainted with many of the British military personnel 
who resided there. At that time, the British controlled the 
activities at the port in Jaffa. Whether it was his command 
of English, Hebrew, and Arabic or because he was so skilled 
with math, he was offered a job in the customs department 
at the Jaffa port. My father’s primary responsibilities at the 
port were processing inbound freight so a command of both 
English, Hebrew, and Arabic was essential. He was also fre-
quently called to assist with passengers arriving by ship who 
only spoke French, Yiddish, Polish or Russian. His language 
skills were clearly an asset.

My mother was a gentle, pretty, kind woman. She was 
born in Jerusalem to parents who were of Russian and 
German backgrounds. She had attended a seminary and re-
ceived a teaching certificate for elementary school. I do not 
know, but I assume that her marriage to my father had been 
arranged since that was the custom of the time. What I most-
ly remember was her kindness and love for me. She took me 
to the ocean which was a short walk from our apartment. We 
would spend the day there while I built sand forts and played 
in the ocean. We would go to the park where I could play 
with other children. She prepared all of my favorite foods. 
Because of her teaching background, she had many children 
books she read to me. I loved her very much, and I know she 
loved me as well.

Unfortunately, my father was a tyrant. Many times I wit-
nessed my father verbally and physically abusing my mother. 
She seemed to never be able to please him. He complained 
about everything from her cooking to how she cleaned the 
apartment. Nothing was to his liking. Since they argued in 
Yiddish and I only understood Hebrew, his complaints con-
fused me as well. My father was ferocious towards me as well. 
It seemed that neither my mother nor I could do anything 
that pleased him. He was always angry and expressed this 
with physical and emotional abuse.

Both of my parents worked, so they were gone during 
the day. My mother was a secretary and my father worked 
in customs at the port. The Jaffa port turned out to be an 
excellent posting for someone who was charged with assist-

My father’s signature-Levkowitz

Some pictures my father drew as a child
http://arielnet.com/ref/go/7000

ing the Israel underground or resistance, who at that time 
were trying to create a Jewish state. I later learned that my 
sullen, angry, detached father was part of the Stern Gang, a 
violent group opposed to the British rule. This group, like 
others, shared the aspiration that Palestine would again be 
the Jewish homeland.

It was a surprise for me to discover this detail about my 
father. Actually, it was quite by accident that I learned about 
his nationalistic sympathies. I was with him at the port one 
day when I was still a young child, and with my natural curi-
osity, began opening drawers, doors, and closets in search of 
a treasure or a toy. Imagine my surprise when 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; the pineapples 
turned out to be hand grenades!

Because of his position in customs, my father was aware 
of incoming freight consignments. Ice boxes, for example, 
were becoming more available for home use. These were 
empty boxes with two compartments: the top one was filled 
with ice to keep the lower compartment cold. Food could be 
kept cool for three or four days in these ice boxes. When a 
shipment of ice boxes was to be included in a consignment 
for Israel, the resistance groups would frequently fill them 
with contraband and notify my father to “clear” the ship-
ment. I later learned that the shipments were “signed for and 
received by” a delivery agent known as “Gideon Ariel.” The 
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British could have hanged my father as a traitor for smug-
gling these weapons. I had never thought of my father as 
being a nationalistic underground fighter. His violent nature 
was obvious to his immediate family, but his working de-
meanor was clearly controlled and sophisticated.

Family life at home was terrible. My mother seemed to 
infuriate my father for reasons I could not understand, since 
a young boy frequently does not understand most adult is-
sues, particularly when the arguments are in an incompre-
hensible language. My father worked all week at the customs 
office, but when he came home or stayed home on the week-
ends, our exchanges were usually accompanied by abusive 
words or brutal smacks to my face or body.

My father’s anger confused and puzzled me then as it 
does until today. I knew that he loved me. His love towards 
me was never in doubt, but, for some unfathomable reason, 
he was unable to express his love in a way that I could rec-
ognize. The same held true for my mother. Undoubtedly, he 
loved her, but was not able to demonstrate his affection ap-
propriately. Maybe he was inhibited, overwhelmed by family 
life, or merely lacked any comprehension of what he was sup-
posed to do in this situation.

I knew my father had grown up surrounded by educa-
tion. At that time, most pupils completed their education af-
ter tenth grade. He had received an exceptional education as 
a child in Poland since he had attended the Gymnasium for 
an additional two years of study. In addition to my father’s 
talent for languages, he was also reputed to be a gifted paint-
er. I heard people throughout the neighborhood talk about 
his drawing talent.

In 1948, after Israel was declared a state, my father ob-
tained a new position as an accountant. But his behavior was 
the same as it had been when he had worked for 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. 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 intervening to help my family situation. Anger 
management, marriage counseling, and child-rearing assis-
tance were all areas in which my family needed help. Sadly, 
for my mother and me, as well as for my lost and confused 
father, such help did not exist at that time.

My mother continued working every day and I went to 
school. Although I was in fourth grade that year, my emo-
tions and thoughts were elsewhere. I was traumatized by my 
family situation. The school system was that students stayed 
in the same classroom and the teachers changed according to 
their specialty. Unfortunately, I “escaped” my family trauma 
during the lessons at school through imagination and day 
dreaming. For example, if the history teacher described an 
event which occurred in ancient times between the Greeks 
and the Persians, I sat in my school seat and imagined those 
events. I would develop complex war strategies or imagined 
conversations between Alexander the Great and his lieuten-
ants. Suddenly, the teacher would call my name and I would 
be jerked back into the present day class without a clue about 
what had been discussed after the Alexander comment. 
However, the teachers never knew where my mind had been 
when they had been discussing other topics. I had been men-
tally absent during the intervening discussions. Therefore, 
when the question was posed to me and I appeared in a daze, 
the assumption was that I was stupid. Invariably, the teacher 

Israel, a small country among large ones
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Israel as seen today
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would embarrass or ridicule me for not knowing the answer 
to the question.

I played these mental games in my mind during most 
of my classes. Many other days, I skipped school and went 
to the beach instead. There I would construct complex forts 
and spend time in elaborate “war” games between imaginary 
groups. My grades suffered, but none of the teachers ever 
took the time or made the effort to learn why a bright stu-
dent was failing so badly. In retrospect, I suspect that if one 
or more of the teachers had worked with me on an individual 
basis, they would have discovered that I had an excellent in-
tellect but was in terrible emotional turmoil. I needed loving 
care and attention rather than ridicule and humiliation.

Unfortunately, none of the teachers gave me this neces-
sary help. At the end of the school year, rather than advanc-
ing to the fifth grade, I was given a failing grade. I would have 
to repeat fourth grade.

My father was so physically and emotionally abusive to 
my mother that she eventually turned to others for solace. 
These events eventually would create a huge dent in my par-
ents’ marriage. The situation was so unbearable for my par-
ents that they divorced. I was ten years old at the time.

My mother, Tova, and father, Moshe
http://arielnet.com/ref/go/1030

My mother and me, a few months old
http://arielnet.com/ref/go/4001

http://arielnet.com/ref/go/1030
http://arielnet.com/ref/go/4001


10 The Discus Thrower and his Dream Factory

Gideon Ariel & M. Ann Penny Ariel

Divorce, of course, is never easy for anyone especially 
the children. Unfortunately, at that time in Israeli society, di-
vorce was considered a scandalous act. It was so unforgivable 
that many parents forbade their children, my friends until 
then, from playing with me because of my parents’ divorce. 
What a dreadful situation for a young child to have to expe-
rience. First, violence at home, followed by confusion after 
the divorce, and then the loss of companionship. I had no 
one to talk to or with whom I could play. It was unfortunate 
that the weakest and most vulnerable, the children, should 
be doomed with sharing the terrible burden of divorce. Not 
only had I lost my family, but now I had also lost my friends. 
Needless to say, school life was worse than ever. I was consid-
ered by the children in the school to be a dummy since I was 
repeating fourth grade. My classmates were younger than I 
was, which was another mismatch. As my family life had spi-
raled out of control, my school life deteriorated as well.

Mother and I stayed in the same apartment. My father 
moved elsewhere. It was traumatic for both of us. My fa-
ther came to the apartment every day, stood downstairs and 
shouted my name. He prepared food for both of us but he 
made me come downstairs to get it so that he and my mother 
could avoid each other. In retrospect, this was a remarkable 
thing for him to do. He usually brought meat, vegetables, and 
milk that he must have obtained on the black market since 
food was rationed at that time. I never understood things 
that my father did, but acquiring, preparing, and bringing 
food to his family was an amazing thing to do.

My mother apparently continued to search for love. I 
was oblivious to these adult activities at that time. When her 
friend dropped by the apartment for a visit, I was usually sent 

on an important errand. Many times, I was given a few shek-
els to buy candy for myself.

Eventually, my natural curiosity rose and, on one occa-
sion, instead of leaving, I hid in a closet. I peeked through a 
crack in the door 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 un-
derstand that the man was already married and 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 certif-
icate, despite the fact that he was not the biological father, so 
that this innocent little girl would not be born without a fa-
ther. This was another act which was unbelievably kind from 
a man who had so much difficulty in showing a softer side.

After she came home from the hospital, it was the three 
of us, my mother, the baby, and me, living together in the 
apartment. Imagine that, at the age of ten, I was the man of 
the house.

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, crying and was 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 
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Nitza and I were alone. I have no recollection of how many 
days and nights we spent alone, however, I do remember how 
frightened I was, especially at night. I did my best to conceal 
my fear from my sister, and to this day, I am not sure if she 
knew of the perils we faced on a daily basis.

About a month after my mother was taken away, two 
women had appeared at the apartment. They took my little 
sister away with them and would not tell anything other than 
that she would be kept safe. I tried to stop them, but a small 
boy was no match for two grown women. Now I was alone in 
the apartment with no mother, no sister, and no one to help 
me or explain what and why these events had happened. I 
was confused and scared, but resolute to wait for my mother 
to return.

Finally, my father came and took me to his apartment 
which was in another part of Tel Aviv. When the door 
opened, I was stunned. Usually, when a neighbor would 
come by with food, or simply to look in on us, there would be 
a knock on the door. The only thing I can remember is asking 
him, “Where is my mother?” over and over again.

“She is in a hospital,” he finally answered. I didn’t know 
what that meant, but at least, he offered an answer.

“Where is Nitza?” I asked.
“I do not know, exactly, but I have been told that she is 

being cared for by loving people” was his answer. Now I had 
some information about my mother and sister.

Everything was so confusing to me at the time. I was in 
shock but had no information to consider or 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 anything about my sister. Many years 
later I learned that an engineer, who was most probably her 
biological father, and his wife adopted Nitza from an orphan-
age when she was about six years old.

I constantly asked my father about my mother. Where 
was she? Why does she not come home? When can I see her? 
I was relentless with these questions to my father. Finally, my 
father told me the name and location of the hospital where 
she had been taken. After considerable pleading with my fa-
ther, he gave the fare to catch a bus to go visit her. I took the 
bus, by myself, to the hospital.

I recall following a nurse to a room 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 escorted to 
a large room and there was my mother. She was very happy 
to see me, held my hand, and asked me about school. I was 
confused about why she was there and what was happening. 
Her hair was messy and she had trouble concentrating. She 
would ask me the same questions, repeatedly. Eventually, a 

nurse announced to the whole room that visiting hours were 
over and we all had to leave. The nurse asked me to accompa-
ny her to her office, probably because I was crying.

She was very nice and gentle with me. Clearly, she rec-
ognized that I was a vulnerable young boy, scared and with 
no idea what was happening or what I should do. The nurse 
told me that my mother was quite ill and might be in the hos-
pital for a long time. She explained that every human being 
was like a glass of water. Sometimes, the glass is too full and 
the water spills over the top edge. When this happens, they 
have to go to the hospital. This is what had happened to my 
mother. The nurse tenderly held my hand and told me that 
I needed to focus on my school work and to grow up to be a 
good boy. She told me not worry about 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 didn’t need to worry about her. I left 
the hospital not knowing any more than when I had arrived 

My sister, Nitza
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about my mother’s condition. At least, I had been able to see 
her and hold her hand for a few short minutes. My tears were 
many, but they were short-lived as the winds of change con-
tinued in my life.

Now, I lived alone with my father. I had always been a 
curious child, and that created many problems and broken 
things. My mother had chalked up these accidents to the 
rambunctiousness of a young boy 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 spi-
ral out of control. His wife was gone, and his son was diffi-
cult. 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. 
I did poorly at school, was truant many days, and was on a 
path to becoming a juvenile delinquent.

Not all of my activities were destructive, I delivered ros-
es for money for one of the local florists. I would deliver a 

bouquet of flowers—utilizing my youth, good looks, and 
charm—and I frequently received a nice tip. At the same 
time, I was already becoming an entrepreneur since I usually 
kept one rose for myself. By the end of the day, after deliv-
ering many bouquets, I had acquired a good supply of roses 
which I then sold for half price! I knew what I was doing 
was wrong, but I had observed that no one ever counted the 
flowers in the bouquets which I delivered to them. Today, I 
am embarrassed to admit to being a thief, but at that time, it 
seemed to be a creative way to supplement my tips.

Even though I was busy with my extracurricular activi-
ties, emotions of sadness began to take their toll, and I con-
tinued to do poorly at school. None of my teachers at school 
recognized my anguish and family difficulties. When I was 
daydreaming instead of listening, the teacher would insult 
and ridicule my incorrect response to her question. There 
were never any words to encourage me, nor extra help af-
ter class, nor sympathetic understanding. Often, I skipped 
school altogether, preferring to build sand forts at the beach. 
This truancy led to skipped classes and failed tests.

In Israel, where academics are prized above everything 
else, this was unforgivable. I was classified as a truant, a los-
er, and possibly as crazy as my mother. None of the parents 
in the neighborhood would let their children interact with 

My first experience of sportsMy favorite mode of transportMiriam and I on the Yarkon River
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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 con-
tinue 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.

One of my family members that cared about me was my 
cousin, Miriam. Miriam was the daughter of my father’s sis-
ter, Bracha. She would often take me to the Yarkon River in 
Tel Aviv, and I remember the thrill of riding with her on a 
boat. Miriam also took me fishing in the Yarkon River. It was 
a thrill for me, using my bamboo pole and line, to catch a 
fish. Of course, I always released the fish but, nonetheless, it 
was a great adventure for me. Miriam and I always had such 
fun together despite her being older than I was.

Sadly, if my father 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. Another of 
my entrepreneurial endeavors was fixing other people’s bicy-
cles. What my father failed to see was my skill and fascina-
tion with mechanical things.

My upstairs neighbor was a young girl who had been 
adopted by her family after the European catastrophe. The 
adults were older and physically unable to properly raise and 
care for a young girl. They had sent her to a residential school 
north of Tel Aviv. I suspect they must have spoken to my fa-
ther about me. I believe they are the ones who suggested to 
my father “Why not send Gideon to Hadassim?”

Hadassim was a small, rural, residential school. It was 
an easy bus ride from Tel Aviv, so one day, my father visited 
the school. I can only guess what the conversation was like 
between my father and the administrator. As usual, my father 
made all of the decisions without discussing the idea with 
me. As time would reveal, my life would be turned complete-
ly around from the negativity that it was into a force of pos-
itiveness. The dean at Hadassim was quite willing and eager 
to accept me.

When my father told me that I was going to go to 
Hadassim, a residential school, rather than live with him, 
I was surprised and slightly confused. I was not enamored 
with the thought of “going away to school” as would be the 
expected response of most young children. My father never 
tried to sell me on the idea, it was more of a matter of fact, 
“You are going son, it is what is best for you.” At this age, 
there was little I could say or do, so off I went.

Off to HadassimMy first experience of sports
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