PART I: STARTING-POINTS
INTRODUCTION
In the worlds of business and philanthropy, Morton L. Mandel was a bigger-than-life human being, who called forth admiration and even awe in many people, including myself. When he invited me to author his biography, I viewed this as a magnificent opportunity to deepen my understanding of what made it possible for him to achieve all that he did in his life.    This, of course, would demand an effort to understand the qualities of heart and mind that were at work in his life and how they may have come into being.   
To this it is essential to add that to declare that this book has been written by an admirer is not to say that it is uncritical: Like all of us, Mort Mandel was far from perfect; and in the course of doing the research for this book I regularly encountered his blemishes. But although some of these shortcomings have complicated my understanding of him, they have not undermined my admiration. Indeed, the fact that human beings with flaws – people like ourselves – can also be admirable is a motif to which we will return as the story of Mort Mandel unfolds. 
But what is this story?  In my earliest conversations with Mandel about the nature of this biography project, he offered his own views about this important matter: Why, he asked, “Why should anybody want to read a book about Mort Mandel?, What’s important about my life?”;   and then almost without pause, he went on to offer his own answer: 
The way I see it, It’s not my achievements as a businessman that are so important, but what I’ve done as a philanthropist.  Don’t get me wrong: I’m proud of what I’ve achieved as a businessman, and I think that the approach that has guided my business-life is worthy of attention.  This, in fact, is a major reason why I wrote It’s All About Who[endnoteRef:1].  [1: 
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But, he continued, there are many people who, coming from modest origins, had become very wealthy; and compared to many of them, he did not stand out. What is special about my life, he then added is to be found on the philanthropic side.
It’s not just that I have given about a billion dollars to my philanthropic targets, but that, relative to my overall wealth, I’ve given more to philanthropy than have most other wealthy people – and I’ve also given more of my time and energy to it than have most of the others.  Remember that the Mandel Foundation came into being when I was only 32 years old and the three of us brothers and Premier had just begun to make our mark.  In my opinion, more of the book should focus on this part of my life and work, and less on the business-side.  But, of course, this is just my opinion. You’re the author, not me. 
I left this particular meeting with a lot to think about. Not the least of it was the meaning of Mandel’s last comment: “But, of course, this is just my opinion. You’re the author, not me.” Was this a reflection of what he truly thought – or was he seeking to steer the direction of the biography I was to write?  At the time, I was unsure. But I would soon be reassured on this score, especially when Mandel  commented that he was hoping for a story that did not air-brush everything negative out of the portrait of him that I would be drawing. Though he sounded a mite ambivalent, the message was clear.
On another occasion Mandel elaborated on the matters that he hoped the biography would emphasize. Beginning with what initially seemed far afield from the biography project, Mandel gave passionate voice to his deep worries about the state of American society.  At some moments it sounded like an expression of outrage, at others like a lament.  For someone like Mandel, whose book, It’s All about Who, makes the case that the destiny of any human enterprise depends first and foremost on its leadership, the occupant of the U.S. presidency at the time of our conversation, as well as those he had appointed to positions of high office, boded ill for the wellbeing of the society.  And then he lamented the dysfunctionality of Congress, where people on different sides of the aisle no longer talked with each other, except in cynical, disrespectful tones, putting narrow partisan interests and their own careers above the welfare of the nation.  But Mandel’s words and anguished tone on this occasion did not stop with his concerns about our nation’s senior politicians. He went on to point to other powerful people, among them major CEOs and other prominent public figures, whose scandalous conduct involved lies, unscrupulous practices and a willingness to jeopardize the lives of the very people they were supposed to be serving for their selfish purposes.  
As he said these things, there was sadness and worry in his voice.  In the past, he had always sounded optimistic, confident that, in the long run, the America in which he believed would prevail, and that it would remain a robust democracy, despite periodic regressions.  But not so on this occasion, and he went on to diagnose the problem:   ‘It’s values, Dan.  Too many people are no longer grounded in elementary human values – honesty, fairness, respect for one another, and compassion. We can’t make it without these, and they are less and less present.’  And then he went on to explain that it was his belief in the importance of such values that had led him to invest heavily in the humanities. Aware that this investment had already totaled about $250 million spread over institutions in the United States and Israel, I knew that this was no idle chatter, but an expression of a conviction that had come into full bloom in his last two decades – namely, that encounters with great art, literature and philosophy are powerful vehicles for cultivating the most important values and sensibilities in people of all ages.  
Nor was this investment in the humanities the only way in which Mort Mandel had for many years been seeking to strengthen the core values on which civilized life depends.  To take just one example, the Jack, Joseph and Morton Mandel Foundation program that targeted senior personnel in the Israeli army who play the lead-role in creating and implementing educational initiatives aimed at young soldiers, is heavily focused on encouraging these leaders to struggle with ethical challenges that are relevant to the cultivation of young people who embody the foundational attitudes and values  needed by soldiers and citizens in a multi-cultural, democratic Israeli society.
But this, he was now saying, was not enough. Although Mandel was enormously proud of such Mandel Foundation programs, at this moment there was no hint of self-satisfaction in his voice. Rather, what he went on to say had the character of a call to action:  Given the emerging state of the world, it was imperative that the Foundation re-double its efforts to foster the humane values and qualities of heart on which a just and compassionate society depends. And then he went on to explain the connection between what he was saying and the projected biography. Roughly speaking, here’s what he said: 
One of the most important things about me is that I care about values and have dedicated my life to making them live in the world. Without highlighting this point, we will fall short of answering the most important questions I think the biography should tackle:   “Who is Mort Mandel?”,  “How does Mort Mandel understand who he is – or, at least, who he tries to be?” and “What’s the measuring stick he uses to judge his success?” For as far as I’m concerned, the most important thing about me is the way I have dedicated myself to enacting my values and to the effort to make the world a better place.”
What Mandel said on this occasion largely cohered with the impression I had formed of him in the course of the twenty five years when I had observed and engaged with him. True, I was aware that there had been situations when he had not ‘walked the walk’ entailed by his lofty principles.  But his comments by no means precluded this: what he had said in this statement of self-definition explicitly indicated that he was not describing who he had always succeeded in being but who he aspired and tried to be. For him, he added, true success has everything to do with doing one’s best to live a life of integrity. 
Importantly, Mandel continued, he hadn’t always thought about success in the ways he now did.  Although his philanthropic engagements had always been important to him, for many years his primary interest had been in achieving success in the conventional sense – success in business as judged by the size of his operations, his accrued wealth, and the recognition and prestige he had earned for these achievements.  It was only later that he came to believe that the true measure of a well-lived life is whether you have lived a life of meaning – and, for him, he came to believe, this had everything to do with working to make the world a better place.   
While I was sympathetic to what he was saying, I felt that it was incomplete as a response to the question, ‘What is important about my life?’, and in my efforts to develop a fuller perspective, I found it fruitful to consider the question, What is Mort Mandel life a story of?. What  I soon realized was that his story was actually a constellation of inter-related tales: It is an American Dream, rags to riches, story. It is the story of the ways in which immigrants and their children have contributed to the tapestry and quality of American life, a tale that is of particular importance in this era of anti-immigrant xenophobia.  It is the story of a man whose cultural identity as a proud Zionist and a Jew was comfortably intertwined with his identity as a grateful and contributing citizen of the United States and as a member of the universal human community. And it is the story of the ways in which a single determined and clear-sighted human being can, through his philanthropic efforts, help make the world a significantly better place than it would otherwise be.
This characterization of the Mort Mandel story as an instance of 'the Power of One' may  lead some readers to wonder whether such a description comes at the cost of understating the roles that his brothers Jack and Joe had played in producing many of the achievements we generally associate with Mort. This matter warrants attention at the outset.  For most of the half century that Mort Mandel was associated with Premier he was the company’s CEO, a role for which he was very well-suited. Although in Premier’s earliest days, brother Jack led the enterprise, it soon became clear to the brothers that executive capacity – the activities associated with leadership, including those associated with decision-making, organizational design, planning and  implementation – was Mort’s unparalleled strength; and as a result, despite the fact that he was much younger than Jack and Joe, he increasingly became the acknowledged leader of the enterprise and its public face to the world. Moreover, based on the reports of informants and what the brothers said publicly over the years, there appear to have been no power struggles between them about Mort’s leadership role. And it is therefore not at all surprising that many people viewed him as the organization’s leader, pure and simple, with brothers Joe and Jack playing subsidiary roles.  
But this view of the situation between them belies a much more complicated reality.[endnoteRef:2]  Indeed, Mort Mandel was himself the first to acknowledge this, observing that what enabled Premier to thrive was the division of labor between them.  Brother Jack, said Mort, was by far the wisest of the three of them, and Joe outshone the others as a salesman and was also instrumental in imagining new directions for Premier which proved far-sighted; and the three of them found ways to take best advantage of what each of them brought to their joint venture.    Equally important, Mort would declare, was the fact that they would never take a major decision unless all three of them were on board with it.  In an important sense, then, the three of them were a leadership team.   But what this meant for the way decisions were actually made by them in the course of Premier’s evolution is far from clear.  This is a black box into which we have no entry. But what is clear is that, across a life-time, the Mandel brothers had deep affection for one another, with each of them declaring that the others were his best friends; and it may well be that this was an essential element in their ability to operate effectively together over more than fifty years.   [2: 3 To be sure, Mort’s brothers sometimes contributed to the false impression that he was wholly in charge. As one of them commented with what seemed like pride sometime after the sale of Premier: “We (Jack and Joe) were the ‘brawn’ of the operation; he (pointing to Mort) was the ‘brains’.”] 

 I draw attention to this matter for two reasons. One of them is to emphasize that brothers Jack and Joe were by no means passive partners in the evolution and operation of Premier. The other is to alert readers to the fact that although I often refer to Mort alone as the source of the major decisions that shaped Premier’s evolution, it is probable that Jack and Joe were much more involved in these decisions than this suggests – at least until the last several years before Premier was sold, during which Jack and Joe had stepped into retirement.
But the situation was very different when it came to the not-for-profit activities of the Jack, Joseph and Morton Mandel Foundation.  Of the three brothers, only Mort had a passion for philanthropy, and it was, he would declare in his later years, his own road to a truly meaningful life.  While all three of the brothers signed off on major fiscal outlays, it was Mort who determined overall directions and signed off on major projects. This is not to say that Jack and Joe did not champion their own particular charitable causes, for they surely did.  But most of the activities undertaken by the Mandel Foundation were in the hands of their younger brother. That said, when it came time to celebrate the activities and achievements of the Foundation, Mort would be sure to refer himself and to Jack and Joe. Nor, in this vein, was it at all by chance that in the early 2000s, the Mandel Foundation officially became the Jack, Joseph and Morton Mandel Foundation.
My early conversations with Mort Mandel about the significance of his life proved enormously helpful in my thinking about the direction of this biography project. They were also useful in clarifying another important question:  Would it be enough to present a story that would be of interest to others?  Should it not also be thought-provoking, evoking insights and questions concerning the nature of leadership, greatness, and success, as well as about the most effective ways to help make the world a better place? As I considered these matters, I immediately knew what Mandel would think: He would have had no interest in a book about his life whose main virtue was its entertainment-value.  Nor did I feel any differently.
                  *************************************************
	 There are multiple bases for the story I will be telling. To begin, I have had the opportunity to examine many documents that focus on the life and work of Mort Mandel, as well as on the businesses and other organizations that he created, supported and/or led.  These documents include his book, It’s all about who; lectures (and outlines of lectures) he gave to civic and business leaders going back to the 1980s; as well as transcriptions of interviews he gave going back to the 1980s. Some of these interviews were published in magazines that targeted business-folks and/or the philanthropic community, and others were commissioned by the Mandel Foundation in an effort to create a body of material that would be useful to anybody seeking to write about Mort Mandel’s life, work, and outlook. The corpus of material also includes interviews conducted with Mandel’s siblings, as well as numerous articles written about, or that prominently include, Mort Mandel in magazines and newspapers that target business, not-for-profit , and Israeli/Jewish communities. I am deeply indebted to those in charge of the Mandel Foundation’s rich archives, in Cleveland and Jerusalem, especially Laura Yates, JoAnn White, and Ben Dansker, for their willingness to locate and provide me with a wealth of such documents. This treasure trove also includes: materials that feature major time-lines in the development of Mandel businesses and philanthropic organizations; honors conferred on Mort Mandel; formal statements of the principles that jointly composed the basic philosophy that Mandel-operated endeavors were expected to honor; as well as organizational charts created during different periods in Mort Mandel’s long career as a leader.  The project has also benefited greatly from my opportunities to interview numerous informants who knew Mandel at different times and in different arenas, both professional and personal.
In addition, before Mort Mandel’s death in 2019, I took advantage of multiple opportunities to interview him. These interviews offered me the chance to clarify matters that had been shrouded in darkness as well as to hear his responses to questions about his motivations and about what most mattered to him and best represented who he was.  Finally, until the last year of his life, I benefited from Mandel’s own responses to drafts of early chapters, many of them via his hand-written marginal comments on the actual text. These comments and email exchanges, along with our many conversations, produced a treasure trove  of factual information, anecdotes, and insights about himself, as well as corrections to ideas and factual claims he found in my early drafts. 
But while I benefited from Mandel’s many observations about himself in our exchanges, as well as in what he said in interviews with others and in articles, one of my challenges was to get beyond what had become his stock answers to many questions.  After all, a busy man like Mandel, who had become used to responding to questions about himself for well over half a century, had long ago developed a robust conception of his trajectory in life and business, his motivations, and his core beliefs and formative experiences.  True, in its richness, this self-conception – how he understood himself, or, perhaps more accurately, how he saw the person he wanted to project to himself and the world – was itself an important part of the Mort Mandel story; but it gave rise to important questions: Were his stock answers to questions about his development accurate even in their factual claims?    Were his accounts of his motivations or of his shaping life-experiences free of distortions? Were there critical events that he deliberately or unconsciously held back? Did he perhaps not recall some important experiences, because they were too painful to remember or because they did not fit with the story he told himself about who he was and how he became who he was?  
In a similar vein, I, too, have needed to be on guard against introducing distortions of my own into the work-at-hand – distortions arising out of my own biography, my experiences with Mort Mandel over many years, and my resultant feelings  about him.[endnoteRef:3]   Thus,  where possible, I have relied on multiple sources to verify particular claims; and I have sought to test out provisional interpretations by listening carefully to  the critiques of knowledgeable individuals whom I could count on to be candid and who  might offer very different perspectives on Mort Mandel’s life and work than my own.  None of these strategies ensures anything like ‘objectivity’, as popularly understood; but, then again, as the work of philosophers, psychologists and historians has taught us, even in the hard sciences the capacity to be fully objective in the conventional sense is mythic. What this project has demanded is an understanding of objectivity that does not deny the researcher’s subjectivity,  [footnoteRef:1]but is ever on the lookout for the distortions that it might occasion.   But the question of distortions aside, there is no escaping the fact that much of my account of Mandel’s life is composed of my own interpretations.  This point will be thrown into high relief when I reference interpretations that differ from my own, so as to offer readers the benefit of alternative readings of Mort Mandel. [3:  I am indebted to Professor Motti Golani for some valuable conversations about the relationship between one’s personal biography and one’s historical inquiries and guiding ideas.  


]  [1: ] 

As I round out this introduction, an additional matter is worthy of attention. In order to avoid slowing down the flow of the narrative by including the content of footnotes along the way, I have listed this content at the end of the book rather than at the bottom of each page where a footnote number appears. Many of these footnotes are references to publications mentioned in the text, but some are substantive and are intended to enrich the text itself.  While of possible interest to some readers, none of them is essential to the overall narrative. And now, on to the story itself.




Chapter 1: Setting forth: Mort Mandel’s family background and early life 
	In the years before World War I, young Rose and Simon Mandel were already married and the parents of two children –  Miriam, the oldest,  and Jack. They lived in Kolbuszowa, a small Eastern European market-town in southern Galicia, made up of about four thousand people, roughly half of them Jews and most of the others Roman Catholics.[endnoteRef:4] It was a drab, somewhat isolated place to live, with nothing special in the way of architecture or anything else to draw outsiders, except Kolbuszowa’s regular market-days. There being no in-door plumbing, people relied on out-houses; and as late as the 1930s (long after the Mandels had left) there were only three public kerosene-fueled street lamps for the whole town – and even these were shut down soon after midnight, leaving only darkness in their wake.   While peasants made up most of the non-Jews in the vicinity, the Jews formed the majority of the merchants, store-keepers, and artisans; and though many of the Jews lived in poverty, some among them were, relatively speaking, financially well-off and, in material terms, lived very well. But however successful they might be materially, they were allowed no role at all in the political life of the community; and while Jews and non-Jews interacted regularly and effectively for purposes of business, they otherwise inhabited different, non-overlapping social spheres. As reported by Norman Salsitz, who grew up in Kolbuszowa in the years preceding World War II and to whom we owe much of our specific knowledge about this small town: [4:  Although Mort Mandel said that his family came from Kolbuszowa, this was an over-simplification.  Both Jack and Joe were born in another town, Nowy Sacz, also in Galicia. But in the years before Rose Mandel joined her husband in the USA, she and her children were living with Rose’s mother in Kolbuszowa, which is also where Meriam, the oldest child of Rose and Simon Mandel, was born. Moreover, Rose’s passport shows this town as her residence in Galicia. For such reasons, and also because a book written about this small town evocatively captures what life for Jews was like at this time in small Galician towns, I have stayed with Mort’s account of his family roots.
] 

The Poles both disliked us and depended upon us. We lived among them but not with them. Each day brought countless dealings between Jews and Poles, but then we went off in our separate ways. Though we were equal in numbers, no one doubted who held power. We did not challenge, we did not question; we tried only to live in peace, to fashion a measure of permanence and predictability amid circumstances that were often precarious…Economic ties and daily necessities usually operated to keep tensions and hostilities below the surface. Every peasant had his ‘Jew’, a shopkeeper he relied on for the goods he needed. The relationship had developed over time and had produced a satisfactory degree of mutual understanding and trust….But we knew our place.[endnoteRef:5] [5:  Norman Salsitz (as told to Richard Skolnik) ,A Jewish Boyhood in Poland, Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1992.
] 

Despite the considerable mutual accommodation of the Jews and the non-Jews, Kolbuszowa was far from being a comfortable place for Jews, as it was rife with the kind of antisemitism that was to be found all over Eastern Europe during this period. Again, Salsitz:
Discrimination was a matter of public policy…In Poland a Jew was always considered a Jew first and foremost, never a Pole…. Attacks against Jews were not uncommon and almost always went unpunished. Jewish youngsters expected periodically to be beaten up by Poles…In the marketplace Jews young and old were assaulted by groups of Poles who insisted that Jews relinquish sidewalks to them…In Kolbuszowa a Jew could never feel safe. In the face of this hostility what did we Jews do? Not much, I grant you…We thanked God that things were not worse…”  
But, of course, sometimes things did get worse.  As is well known, antisemitism would periodically flare up in the form of pogroms, explosive riots on the part of the Gentiles, during which Jewish homes and businesses would be vandalized, ransacked, and often destroyed, while their inhabitants were viciously humiliated, assaulted, and sometimes killed. Here is the recollection of Mort Mandel’s oldest sibling, Meriam:
The pogroms were just horrible, and they happened almost every day for a long time…They [friendly neighbors] knew when these people were coming. So they’d come in and say ‘Hide!’. We lived near a school, so we’d run and go hide in the toilets.  When the toilets were full, people would let us use the barns and we’d hide in the haystacks…We did this a lot…
In short, in many respects, Kolbuszowa was a typical Eastern European Jewish community, reminiscent of Anatevka, the town immortalized in Fiddler on the Roof and in the writings of the Eastern European Yiddish story-teller, Shalom Aleichem. 
 	Situated in this environment, the Mandels were active participants in the Jewish community, living according to the rhythms of Orthodox Judaism. While Simon was more observant than his wife, going to the synagogue every morning, Rose was, and was to remain, more relaxed about Jewish observances; but in her own way she was very pious and in sync with the outlook and practices of her community. Although the Mandels were not among the wealthy Jews of Kolbuszowa, they were also not among the most impoverished and managed to scrape by.  But, in the end, like many other Jews during this period, the Mandels – not just Rose and Simon, but also Simon’s brothers and at least one of Rose’s  – made the decision to immigrate to America.  This was probably a ‘push-pull’ decision: The ‘push’ was the on-going presence of sometimes virulent antisemitism, and the pull was the belief that America was a land pulsating with opportunity, where even Jews could prosper and be free – or at least freer – from the scourge of Jew-hatred. It was a place, as some put it, where the streets were paved with gold. 
Having made this decision, Rose and Simon agreed that Simon would precede the rest of the family to the United States, with the others to follow once he had established himself economically and found a place for them all to live.  With a third child, to be named Joseph, on the way, Simon left in 1913, and he and Rose fully expected that the rest of the family would join him very soon. How were they to know that not long after Simon’s departure, World War I would break out, making it impossible for the family to depart for America for many years?!  These were difficult times for Rose Mandel, on whom the responsibility fell not just to care for her three children on her own, but also to ensure that the family’s economic needs would be met.  But as recalled by her children and in family lore, if anyone was up to this task, it was Rose Mandel, whose resourcefulness, competence, and willingness to do whatever was necessary to meet her family’s needs made it possible for the Mandels to make their way through this period. Revealing here  is a conversation that Mort Mandel once had with an interviewer: 
She wasn’t educated, but she was very bright. And very caring, but not caring in an obvious way. I only realize it now.  She wouldn’t smooch us all the time, and she’d never hit us. She was very strong-willed - she wouldn’t have gotten through [had she not been]. Only the hardy survived. She got through a nightmare. She was clever enough, strong enough, gutsy enough and courageous enough to cross lines illegally to get food.”
Interviewer: Yes. Apparently she had a scar on her thigh.
MLM: Yes, she was stabbed by a Cossack on horseback while she was trying to cross lines illegally.
Interviewer: Yes. Apparently, she used to strap sides of beef to her thighs.
MLM: Yes, she used to smuggle, that’s part of how she survived…This took a lot of courage. You do what you have to. Not everybody does what they have to, but my mother did…”
And as we will soon see, this would not be the last time she would prove her mettle.
	 The resolve of people like Rose Mandel to brave the hazards of the journey to America might have been bolstered by various epidemics (small pox, cholera, typhus) that swept through their region, both during and after the war years, bringing death to Jews and non-Jews alike. And if Rose had any lingering doubts about setting forth to America alone with her three children, these might well have been dissolved by an event that soon followed the Great War.  In 1919, there was a pogrom that was so vicious and destructive that it was dubbed ‘the big pogrom.’  As described by Salsitz: “On May 6, 1919 the town experienced its very own pogrom (9 Jews killed, 200 wounded). Death and destruction cut a swath through our community;”[endnoteRef:6]    and it was not long after this pogrom, in 1920, that Rose Mandel and her three young children, Meriam (then aged 10), Jack (8), and Joseph (6), left for America. After the long and arduous trans-Atlantic journey, she joined her husband Simon in Cleveland, where he had landed because one of his brothers had already settled there.   [6:  Salsitz p. 23.] 

The neighborhood in which the Mandels found themselves was a working-class immigrant community, made up of various ethnic and religious groups, many of them Polish Catholics, and all of them struggling to ‘make it’ on American shores.  A sizeable group of them worked in the factories associated with the steel industry, which was then thriving in northeastern cities like Cleveland and Pittsburgh.  Most of the Jews, on the other hand, entered into other kinds of businesses, many of them designed to meet the needs of those working in the factories.
 It was not long after Rose Mandel and her three children arrived in Cleveland that, on September 19, 1921, Morton L. Mandel entered the world.[endnoteRef:7]  The fact that his older siblings were born in Kolbuszowa and spent many of their formative years there, while he was born in America, is significant for more than one reason. For one thing, Mort observed, although all of the Mandel children attended public schools in the U.S.A., he was the only to have the opportunity to go to these schools from kindergarten all the way through grade 12.  Down to his last days, Mort regularly expressed his gratitude for this opportunity, viewing his experience in public schools as a pivotal influence on his development.  He also believed that because his older siblings had grown up in an environment where antisemitism, diseases like typhoid fever and smallpox, as well as chronic economic insecurity made their very survival a continuing challenge, they had developed enduring attitudes that were fundamentally different from those he acquired in the relatively more secure environment in which he grew up in Cleveland. His brothers, he said, were never able to shed the “We’ve got to look out for ourselves” mentality that was adaptive in Eastern Europe, with the result that they tended to be hoarders. In contrast, Mort, who grew up feeling much more secure about physical safety and having the necessities of life, always found it easier to be generous than did his brothers when it came to using his economic resources and life-energies to meet the needs of others. [7:  Usually called Morton by his mother, Mandel was typically called ‘Mort’ by friends and colleagues with whom he was on a first-name basis.  To the best of our knowledge, the ‘L’ stood for ‘Leon’ (‘Leib’, in Yiddish). He was usually comfortable being referred to as ‘Mort Mandel’, but in formal documents, he was to be referred to as ‘Morton L. Mandel’; and he could get annoyed if the ‘L’ was excluded.] 

To say that Mort had it easier in the East side Cleveland neighborhood in which he spent his early years than did his siblings growing up in Galicia does not mean that his childhood was free of disturbing troubles. Not only were the family’s financial resources scant, here too there was considerable antisemitism to contend with. In this vein, Mandel recollected that during his youth his brother Jack came home one day with the story that he had just been denied a job because – so the boss informed him – ‘’you go to the wrong church.” Mort elaborated:
That’s part of the exposure I got almost sub-consciously. I inhaled comments like that from my older brothers and my sister, and maybe my parents….[Later],when I graduated from high school, some of my co-graduates [who] had the money to go to college….went to Ohio State and so on. They all majored in accounting or pre-med, [working] towards a job where they wouldn’t have to be hired by a non-Jewish company – because they knew that, for Jews, hiring and promotion were fraught with peril. An accountant could go into his own business. A doctor could open up his own practice.  Doctors who were Jewish formed Jewish hospitals because the regular hospitals wouldn’t take them…So I grew up aware of all of that going on.
Although Mandel once commented that he couldn’t remember his very first experience of antisemitism, he certainly had his share of them, and he recalled fist-fights and name-calling (‘kike’!) on account of his being Jewish. There was also one particularly gruesome incident. The lone description of this incident, made available to the author  by a reliable source, was reconstructed by this individual in Mandel’s own words: 
I was not much more than eight years old, playing little more than a block away from my parents’ dry goods store on 7406 St. Clair. We were in a nearby field, killing time when the joking became torment. Three other boys, all Polish Americans, wound a rope around my small body and began tying me up against a tree.

“Let’s tie up the Jew,” they laughed. “Let’s burn the Jew.”

I was terrified and shocked, not knowing if they would go through with it. And then, before the incident got completely out of hand, my brother appeared, sent by my mother to bring me home for dinner. Jack was gentle, thoughtful and fatherly. But he was also ten years older than all of us, which would have made him a formidable figure coming to rescue his humiliated brother.

“What are you guys doing?” he shouted.

My brother got between me and the kids and at that moment became my protector. 

“Please just leave,” he said. “What’s wrong with you?”

Jack may very well have saved my life. He scared off the mean-spirited boys, untied me and hurriedly brought me home. 
It is no wonder that Mandel described this incident as ‘terrifying’![endnoteRef:8]    [8:  This story is especially interesting because although Mandel was asked by a number of interviewers about his experiences with antisemitism, it appears that he only reported on this incident this once. Why might this have been? Here is my own speculation: It is clear that it was important to Mort Mandel to feel that he was completely in charge of his own life and as little as possible at the mercy of circumstances.  Any hint of powerlessness or victimhood seemed to be intolerable to him – and not part of the story he wanted to project to the world or to himself, as this incident did. It is, moreover, conceivable that this incident was itself one of the sources of this quality. Why, then, did he describe this incident to even one informant?  This is unclear, but perhaps, having done so this once, he came to realize that he was very uncomfortable with having done so and never repeated this mistake – and certainly not in conversation with his biographer. 
] 

It is conceivable that this was the culminating experience of antisemitism – the last straw – that led the Mandel family to move during Mort’s first grade year to a safer neighborhood – one that was about one-half Jewish and also had better schools.  To be sure, it is possible that even in the absence of antisemitism the Mandels would have made this move: After all, the decision to move to a neighborhood where the schools were strong was a fairly common strategic move on the part of Jews in America, one that reflected a characteristically Jewish faith in the value of education. So strong was this faith  that many families were prepared to undergo many hardships to ensure the best possible education for their children.[endnoteRef:9]  For the Mandel family, one of these hardships was that the move to the new neighborhood complicated Simon’s work-life and may have upped their regular expenses: Up until this time, the family lived in the same building in which Simon’s small dry goods store was located; but he now needed to commute between home and work and to pay rent for two different places. Still, given the family’s priorities, the move proved excellent.  Especially important in this regard is that in this new situation, young Mort thrived both in school and in the neighborhood. Here’s what he had to say about his childhood.  [9:  For a powerful example of one Jewish mother’s insistence of ensuring this, see James McBride’s tribute to her in James McBride’s memoir, The Color of Water (Baltimore: Penguin Group, 1996).] 

When I was in elementary school through 6th grade or junior high, all the way through 9th grade, I did not have any money. It never occurred to me to go out and buy something. This was in the ‘30s. This was the Great Depression. It was a reality, and people older than me were more aware of it than I was.  I was having a wonderful childhood. I had a wonderful home life. I loved my life. This sounds funny, [but for me] there was no Depression.  I knew things were tough by the time I was in high school, but it never occurred to me that therefore my life was different. My life was fun…. We didn't have an automobile, but nobody on my street had one. I had a wonderful childhood!	
When queried about what made his childhood so wonderful, Mandel’s recollections moved in a number of directions, one of which may be surprising:  In view of the fact that many people recall their school-days with a decided lack of enthusiasm, Mort seems to have really loved school, rarely if ever experiencing elementary and high school as the kind  of deadening experience that many others have described.  One of the reasons that he had such fond memories may be that learning and tests seemed to come easy for him; nothing in his expressed recollections suggested that school was ever anxiety-provoking or stress-inducing. The satisfaction that he took in recalling his school learning may also be due to his successes as a student.  It wasn’t long, for example, before the educators at his elementary school (Miles Standish) decided that Mort should be transferred to a different school, where he could be placed in a class for particularly able youngsters. As a result, he spent 4th through 6th grade in what was called the “Major Works class”, all three of these years under the guidance of the same teacher, one Miss Baker. Although attending this school meant a lot of time every day on the bus, it was a price the Mandels, including Mort, seemed happy to pay to give Mort the opportunity for a more challenging education.  Putting this in contemporary terms, Mort was tracked; and had he grown up today, it’s likely that he would have been labelled ‘Gifted’. 
	Recognition for his academic prowess was not limited to the school system’s declaration that he should be enrolled in the Major Works class. With child-like pleasure, he also recalled specific incidents in which he was affirmed for the excellence of his work. There was, for example, an algebra teacher who, on the first day of class, pointed to a daunting math problem on the blackboard behind the assembled classmates, and then invited them to see if any of them could solve it in the course of the school-year.  Nobody made much progress – except, that is, Mort, who struggled with the challenge for months before announcing to the teacher that he had figured it out.  Step by step he took the teacher through his journey towards a solution, with the teacher looking expressionless as he spoke.  When Mort was finished, the teacher paused, and then announced, “Well done, Mort. There was no error at all in your logic.” That was all he said, but, for Mort, it was enough, and he beamed with pride, as he did when he spoke of the incident. Similarly, he recalled with a smile that his book reports were considered so good that more than once he was asked by his English teacher to recite his report to the entire class; and, in his mid-nineties, he still recalled with satisfaction, as though reliving the event, that, on many occasions, when he completed such recitations, the whole class broke out in spontaneous applause.  Rather than being viewed by his peers with a measure of contempt as ‘a nerd’ or a ‘brain’ for his achievements, they were admiring.  
	Nor was Mandel’s school-success confined to the classroom. Already in 4th grade, without even running for office, this future leader, whose writings extolled the importance of leadership, was elected class president. In later years, he would, he recalled, always succeed in his runs for office, becoming class president in the 9th grade and, later on, president of his high school’s Student Council.  What gave him pleasure was not just his victories, but also the process of campaigning via public speeches and the creation of catchy slogans. Recalling one of these slogans (‘Mandel at the handle’, with “Mandel” pronounced at that time as ‘Mand’l’, in a way that rhymed perfectly with “handle”), a big smile flashed on his face almost 80 years later. Reflecting back on these campaigns and on his presidencies, he seemed confident that it was through these experiences that he first came to recognize his leadership-capacity and his enjoyment of leading.  In a similar vein, he once suggested that it was through his campaigning for office in his school-years that he began to appreciate the advantages conferred by careful planning – an idea that loomed very large in his later approach to business and philanthropy.  Also relevant, because it suggests that already in elementary school Mandel was ahead of his time, is the fact that his campaign manager in one of early his runs for office was an African-American classmate.  Mandel’s crowning achievement in high school was that when he graduated, he was not only voted by his peers ‘the most likely to succeed’ in life, but also the most popular boy in his class. 
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