
My Grandfather, 
An Israeli Force 
Unto Himself 

My grandfather, Emanuel Halevi 
Winer, grew up in a tiny, impoverished 
apartment on Yona Hanavi Street in Tel 
Aviv, Israel—a stone’s throw away from 
Gordon Beach, a popular destination 
today for tourists and locals seeking to 
enjoy the fresh breeze o! the Mediterra-
nean coast and bask in the pleasant heat 
of the comforting sun. On a typical af-
ternoon, sunbathers, surfers, volleyball 
players, and Matkot players overwhelm 
the beach to relish in a moment of lei-
sure. Seventy years ago, the beach scene 
was a bit sparser but still a precious spot 
for rest and tranquility. My grandfather, 
however, didn’t have much time for ei-
ther; instead, he saw the sea as an eco-
nomic opportunity. He used the rocky 
tides of the ocean to fund his teenage 
adventures, which he achieved through 
ingenuity, ambition, and sheer force of 
will.

Foreign businessmen were attract-
ed to the Israeli coast to trade with Arab 
merchants selling renowned oranges 
grown in the nearby Ja!a port. Over 
time, the area became an economic hub 
for commerce more generally. Merchant 
vessels would sail close to the port and 
when transferring their goods from 
cargo ships onto smaller tugboats, un-
wieldy commodities like lumber would 

sometimes fall into the ocean and "oat 
on the water’s surface. Instead of build-
ing sandcastles and burying themselves 
in the sand like typical ten-year-olds, my 
grandfather and his friends were oppor-
tunists, swimming miles o! the coast 
to collect anything of value that could 
be salvaged and resold. When I ask my 
grandfather if he was the fastest swim-
mer among his peers, he tells me in his 
thick Israeli accent, “Near the shore, 
there were rolling valleys of sand and 
water, and because my friend Ezri wasn’t 
a good swimmer, he would hold onto 
my hips and go for a ride through the 
deep-water channels; when we got tired, 
we would lay on our backs. But, yes, I 
was a good swimmer.” 

A#er mentioning Ezri, my grand-
father digresses to tell me how their 
friendship started. Ezri’s family—his 
parents and seven siblings—moved from 
Romania to Israel and lived in a one-
room "at smaller than my grandfather’s 
apartment. “When Ezri $rst moved to 
the neighborhood, I walked up to him 
on the street and punched him,” my 
grandfather says. “When Ezri asked me 
‘Why did you punch me?’, I answered, 
‘Just so that you know who is the boss 
around here.’” Seventy years later, Ezri 
and my grandfather don’t go a day with-
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young child, my grandfather tells me 
that his childhood was “romantic,” and 
that he still thinks about it o#en. When 
he wasn’t scrapping debris in the ocean, 
he spent his time playing soccer, watch-
ing weddings on the beach, and listen-
ing to music played in the nearby cafes. 
When Israel declared its independence 
in 1948, my grandfather recalls danc-
ing in the streets with thousands of oth-
er Israelis from all walks of life. Not a 
day later, the Arab-Israeli War of 1948 
broke out. Egyptian planes "ew over Tel 
Aviv, dropping bombs just meters from 
his apartment building, and when my 
grandfather hid in the bomb shelter, his 
father would strangely go to the roo#op 
to watch the events unfold. %e casual-
ties of the war became personal to my 
grandfather when his close friend’s sister 

was killed in a bombing by an Egyptian 
plane on a bus station. My grandfather 
himself had to dodge bullets $red by lo-
cal Arab snipers perched in the minarets 
of Ja!a on more than one occasion.

As a teenager, my grandfather de-
veloped a passion for aeronautical en-
gineering. When the time came for his 
mandatory military service, he enrolled 
in the Air Force Academy, where he 
studied to become an airplane mechan-
ic. But his experience in the military was 
not merely academic—once again, he 
saw wars up close and personal. 

In 1956, Israel and Egypt re-en-
gaged militarily in what became known 
as the Suez Canal Crisis, during which 
the Israeli Air Force patrolled the skies 
over Israel and the Sinai Peninsula. My 
grandfather was stationed at a makeshi# 

out speaking to one another. %ey are 
the best of friends, and my grandfather 
reassures me that no one else ever laid a 
hand on Ezri while he was around. 

Like many young, idealistic Jews at 
the turn of the 20th century, Emanuel’s 
father, my great grandfather Yitzhak, 
moved alone as a teenager from his 
home in Bialystok, Russia to Tel Aviv to 
ful$ll his dream of making a life in his 
people’s ancient homeland—the Land 
of Israel. A bright and intellectual mind, 
Yitzhak began working as a freelance 
journalist when Israel was still under 
British control, and even attempted 
to establish his own political journal. 
Yitzhak was a follower of Ze’ev Jabotin-
sky, a prominent leader of the Zionist 
right-wing revisionist movement. %is 
made work for Yitzhak di&cult in the 
predominately le#-wing culture of Zi-
onist journalism, even landing him in a 
British jail in Acre. As a result, for most 
of his life, he worked as a government 
administrator cataloging Israeli imports 
and exports, a job that was just capable 
of putting food on the table and paying 
for rent for his small family. Later in his 
life, he served as the personal secretary 
to Chaim Nahman Bialik, Israel’s great-

est national poet.
As an only child, my grandfather 

did not take part in nor celebrate these 
dramatic exploits. When he was only 
ten years old, his mother passed away 
from brain cancer. Embittered by this 
terrible loss, Yitzhak was very harsh on 
my grandfather, even though he was his 
only remaining treasure in life and told 
him this many times. When Yitzhak got 
angry and yelled at my grandfather, all 
the neighborhood kids would run to 
help. Yet despite these traumatic en-
counters, my grandfather describes his 
relationship with his father as one of 
“unbounded love.” 

In school, my grandfather enjoyed 
math, physics, and chemistry, but his 
free-spirited and irrepressible nature 
made cooperation with his teachers di&-
cult. He recalls a frequent interaction he 
had with his elementary school teacher: 
“Halevi, do you want to stay in the class-
room and behave or should I send you 
outside?” And if the weather was nice, 
he would say, “I think I’ll go outside.” On 
one occasion, the teacher was so o!en-
sive and insulting that my grandfather 
punched him right in the face. 

Despite the troubles he faced as a 
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air base in the Egyptian city of Ras Sedr, 
located on the coast of the Gulf of Suez. 
One dark night while on duty over the 
weekend, he decided to taxi a plane from 
the air$eld back to the hangar without 
permission because he thought it would 
be fun; however, he failed to see a tall 
metal post sticking out of the ground 
near the hangar and the plane’s wing 
crashed right into the post. He knew that 
if the plane wasn’t $xed by Monday, he 
would face severe punishment from his 
superior, so he enlisted a buddy who was 
a mechanic to patch a deep gash in the 
wing, successfully restoring the plane by 
the end of the weekend. With complete 
insouciance, he also recounted another 
day when he and his military friends 

looted abandoned civilian homes in Ras 
Sedr. His excuse: “Everyone was doing 
it.”

In the late 1950s, Israel faced its 
worst economic depression as hyperin-
"ation and unemployment plagued the 
country. Looking for more opportunities 
in life, my grandfather emigrated to the 
United States in 1960 at the age of 23. He 
only noti$ed hisfriends of his decision 
the night before he le#. He remembers 
spending his last night in Israel with his 
father, both crying in anticipation of his 
departure. He would not see his father 
again for many years.

My grandfather arrived in the Unit-
ed States on a student visa where he was 
enrolled in a Yeshiva, an Orthodox in-

stitution for boys to study Jew-
ish law and bible. A secular Is-
raeli through and through, my 
grandfather’s appearance per-
plexed the immigration o&cer, 
who expected to see him wear-
ing a Kippahhead-covering 
and Tzitzit fringes and there-
fore doubted the sincerity of 
his spiritual beliefs. “What you 
can’t see is what’s in my heart” 
was my grandfather’s response.

For his $rst few years in 
America, my grandfather lived 
with his uncle, an Orthodox 
Rabbi, in the Bronx and found 
work in the Schmatta (rags) 
manufacturing business, a 
common occupation for new 
immigrants. He then worked 
as a plumbing manufacturer, a 
synthetic $ber dye technician in 
a clothing shop, and a busboy in 
a hotel kitchen. While taking a 
vacation at the Laurel Coun-
try Club in the famed Catskill 
Mountain resorts of New York, 
“where all the nice Jewish boys 
went to $nd nice Jewish girls,” 
he met someone who asked 
him how much he was mak-
ing a week. “$125,” he said. %e 
man said that he would match 
that salary if my grandfather 
came with him immediately to 

work for Albee Homes, a Jew-
ish-owned home building com-
pany operating in the Midwest. 
Seeing the man with a Cadillac, 
my grandfather jumped into 
the car, moved to Youngstown, 
Ohio, and never looked back. 
Before leaving the Catskills, 
however, he got the phone 
number of a young lady from 
Cleveland, whom he stumbled 
upon while wandering near 
a parking lot. Five years later, 
they were married.

My grandfather spent over 
40 years selling and building 
homes across the Midwest. He 
started as a salesman, pitch-
ing sales at model homes, and 
gradually moved into the home 
building business. He started 
his own company and built his 
own house in Dayton, Ohio, 
where my father, aunt, and un-
cle grew up. Today, my 84-year-
old grandfather lives in Sunny 
Isles Beach, Florida, a stone’s 
throw away from Miami Beach. 
He enjoys swimming in the 
pool, watching the Israeli news 
channel, playing Texas Hold 
‘Em in the casino, and talking 
daily with his childhood friends 
who still live in Israel. He oc-
casionally visits the beach, but 
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nothing can match his teenage days on 
Gordon Beach in Tel Aviv.

When I asked my grandfather if he 
would be comfortable with me doing an 
interview and writing a short biography 
about him, he said, “I don’t know why 
you would want to interview me, but of 
course.” To me, the reason is simple: he 
is the most interesting man in the world 
and I am proud to share his story. He is 
my hero and inspiration in life. His sto-

ries encourage me to set ambitious goals 
and achieve them with the same ingenu-
ity and work ethic that took my grand-
father from the shores of Tel Aviv to Ras 
Sedr, New York, Ohio, and Florida. He 
is a man of courage, resolve, savvy, and 
ambition. Emanuel Halevi Winer was 
cut from a mold that no longer exists. 
By sharing his story, I hope to rejuvenate 
this spirit.
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