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Old professors never die; they merely lose their 
faculties. 

Stephen Fry 

For over 35 years, I considered myself  to be an academic and even in 
retirement, although I have more or less ceased to write “serious” 
articles for scholarly journals, I still consider myself  to be such. Once 
an academic, always an academic, it appears.  What this means is that 
in many ways, I’ve been able to shield myself  from too much contact 
with the real world.  This is possibly a dubious privilege but a privilege, 
nevertheless.   

Yet it’s worth bearing in mind that not everyone necessarily regards 
academics in the light in which many of  us see ourselves. My late 
father-in-law was a dentist and, to put it mildly, was a very practical 
man.  This meant that he liked to be able to understand that there was 
some concrete use for what people were thinking or doing.  I learned 
that he had a first cousin, Jacob, (A.J. Leventhal, known to friends as 
Con or Conty) about a decade older than he was and who had been 
an academic.  Jacob completed his Ph.D at Trinity College Dublin 
(TCD) and when Samuel Beckett, a close friend, resigned his 
lectureship in French literature there, Jacob got the newly vacated job, 
Con and Beckett remaining close friends until Con died in 1979.   
Sometime in the mid-2000s, on a train from Tel Aviv to Beersheba to 
attend a conference on a topic that had something to do with Ireland, 
I sat opposite a woman who, in the course of  conversation, informed 
me that she was the president of  the Israel Beckett Society. So I asked 
her if  she could explain to me something that had never been clear to 
me: what was the connection between Samuel Beckett and Con 
Leventhal?  She did ask me why I was curious and I told her that it 
was just that Con was a cousin of  my wife, to which she replied: “Well, 
it’s really very simple—they were drinking partners!”  And that 
brought me back to my father-in-law’s comment many years earlier 
that Jacob had spent far too much time in the wrong company, with 
layabouts and idlers—by which he really meant academics and 
intellectuals! 
I’ve written this memory book at the suggestion of  a friend at the 
University of  Colorado in Boulder, who I first met almost 40 years 
ago.  Towards the end of  November 2019, he sent me a memoir 
written by a mutual acquaintance, with the cryptic message: “Thought 
you might enjoy this.”  I put it aside, planning to read it while on my 
own in London for a short visit the following week but curiosity got the 
better of  me and I found that once I had started, I couldn’t put it 



down and I’d finished it before I even set out for London.  I really 
enjoyed it and I wrote my friend and to the author to tell them so.  To 
my surprise, Boulder came back to me with “Maybe inspire you to 
write your (more cynical?) one.” I thought to myself  that he was just 
teasing me; after all, our friend was a leader in the field of  political 
geography and I was just a journeyman geographer, sort of  a hanger-
on, a follower.  Anyway, why did he think that mine, were I to write 
one, might be more cynical?  I mean me, a cynic?  No way. 

A few days after I returned to Tel Aviv from that London trip, I 
recalled the suggestion but still didn’t think I would find much to write 
about.  Then, one day at the end of  December 2019, regarding it as a 
kind of  challenge, I decided to sit down and write and see what 
emerged. And then something astonishing happened, for once I had 
begun to write, I found it hard to stop.  Memories flowed and 
memories both fed and fed upon other memories.  As is the case with 
memory books in which writing about one memory jogs yet another, 
strict chronological sequence was occasionally forced aside while my 
neural network spewed out what had just come to mind, usually with 
some degree of  relevance or association whenever or wherever it 
happened.  I wrote a draft of  95,000 words in just over six weeks.  I 
had never done anything like that before. 

But what should I call it?  It wasn’t exactly an autobiography because 
it was not a complete life story. A memoir, “a historical account or 
biography written from personal knowledge or special sources” 
sounded a just little too grand to me.  And then as I was writing, my 
younger sister, Anita, presented me with a gift for my 75th birthday, a 
book by the Irish playwright Thomas Kilroy, who had been the 
headmaster when I was in secondary school, Over the Backyard Wall, 
which carried the subtitle “A Memory Book”.   

And that is what this is—an imperfect and incomplete compilation of  
memories. I’ve never kept a diary nor have I ever taken to making 
extensive notes even when I should have.  My memories are stored in 
my brain, but I really had no idea what that stockpile contained. 
Perhaps this is not the most efficient way to do things and why these 
memories are imperfect and incomplete but that is what there is.  As a 
result, what emerged in the period between the end of  December 
2019 and the end of  February 2020 essentially journeyed from my 
hippocampus through my index fingers to a wireless keyboard and 
thence to my computer’s memory and thereafter on to paper. 

But how should I start and then how should I proceed?  I decided to 
follow the suggestion of  Oscar Hammerstein II: 



“Let’s start at the very beginning 
A very good place to start” 

Without any prior planning, I decided that if  anything was going to 
get written at all, the first draft of  this memory book would have to be 
written more or less in chronological [dis]order with forward and 
backward leaps and sideways bobbing and weaving here and there.  At 
least, I figured that that would be the way for stories to emerge and 
when I thought about it, that’s more or less the way I’d often written as 
an academic—not the chronological order, but the emergence of  
stories.  

Whereas some of  my colleagues like to read as extensive a 
bibliography as possible before they begin to write, I go on the 
assumption that one never really knows when a bibliography will be 
exhausted. Consequently it was often more helpful, once I had an idea 
and it had begun to develop, to “write a story” first and then augment, 
alter and delete material as I continued to read further and rewrite.  
And this is the way that this piece has developed, too. 

I’ve really enjoyed writing it although I hadn’t at all expected that to 
be the case.  Reading through some of  the passages I’ve written, there 
were places where I laughed or cried each time I read them and when 
that happened and it did happen time after time, I thought that it was 
ridiculous.  In retrospect, however, it’s perfectly normal because that’s 
what memories do to one.  I’ve tried to keep the writing light and not 
get bogged down with big words or jargon even when writing about 
things that are vaguely technical.  I hope I’ve succeeded. 

Chapters 1-3 deal mainly with family and childhood—where my 
forebears originated, setting out in life in a small town in Northern 
Ireland in which we were the only Jewish family, followed by later 
childhood and adolescence in a smallish but warm Jewish community 
and my early edification-cum-education (or lack of  it) in both of  
Dublin’s Jewish schools.   

Chapter 4 deals with my serendipitous meeting with Geography as an 
academic discipline at TCD, my graduation from that august 
institution and my further enlightenment as an unofficial graduate 
student at The Hebrew University of  Jerusalem and back to the 
University of  Dublin from which I received a doctorate in 1969.  

In the chapter following, I describe how I solved the issue of  finding a 
job that would insulate me from the real world for the rest of  my life, 
by being offered and accepting a post-doctoral fellowship at the 
University of  Alberta. It was in Edmonton I received my first real 
lesson in academic writing.  After a year in Canada, we emigrated 



south of  the border to Los Angeles where I spent a couple of  years as 
a fledgling academic before “making Aliyah” and emigrating once 
again, this time to my “permanent” place of  residence and work, 
through an appointment at the University of  Haifa in Israel. 

In Chapter 6 I write about the trials and tribulations of  settling into a 
Department of  Geography whose approach to the discipline seemed 
to differ from departments with which I’d previously been associated, 
discovering in the process, that fitting into this new milieu was not 
going to be simple.  I also outline my first attempts as a stranger in a 
strange land to find a topic to research, ending up with one that made 
little sense to my colleagues (they told me that it wasn’t geography) 
though it gave me some satisfaction in that I felt that I was breaking 
new ground.  But even I felt that it wasn’t geography as it had come to 
be known in Israel. 

In the subsequent chapter, I outline my relationship with an issue that 
interested me for years until I realized that it was the quintessence of  
what might be referred sarcastically by some as a truly academic topic, 
namely electoral reform.  I was aware that Israeli politics operated on 
a truly proportional electoral system, that there was a very close 
correlation between the proportion of  votes received by parties and 
the distribution of  seats in the Knesset, Israel’s parliament.   

I was familiar with two electoral systems, the “first-past-the-post” 
system, which operates in the U.K., the U.S.A., Canada and some 
other places.  In this system, the candidate garnering the most votes in 
a constituency or electoral district becomes that area’s representative 
in parliament; they don’t even have to receive a majority of  the votes 
cast (50% +1), a simple plurality being sufficient.  The outcome of  
elections under this system often displays a wide disparity between the 
percentage of  votes cast for each party and the proportion of  seats 
allocated in parliament.  

The other electoral system with which I was familiar was the Single 
Transferable Vote (STV) system used in Ireland and a few other 
countries where voters rank candidates in order of  preference in multi-
member constituencies. The outcome of  this is a high degree of  
proportionality accompanied by a high degree of  personal 
accountability, and it was this absolute lack of  personal accountability 
that bugged me about the Israeli electoral.  However, after 20 years of  
dipping in and out, I concluded that politicians have no interest in any 
substantial change and that the subject of  electoral reform was no 
more than a hypothetical exercise at best.   

Chapter 8 describes my first sabbatical from the University of  Haifa, 
which was spent at the University of  Toronto.  Sabbaticals are one of  
the many privileges that academics enjoy and Toronto, where our 



eldest child started school, was as good a place as any to be for a year 
and better than many.  It was followed by six years back in Haifa, a 
period marked by our taking serious steps into the world of  parenting 
and learning on the job, as parents are wont to do.  And it was during 
this period that I had my first meeting with Barry Kosmin with whom 
I was to have two fruitful working partnerships over the following two 
and a half  decades.   

Chapter 9 covers the period from the early-1980s until the mid-1990s, 
perhaps my “mature period”.  It involved my “promotion” to the 
international scene; along with a Haifa colleague, Nurit Kliot, in 1982, 
I organized the first of  two successful international seminars in 
political geography.  It also includes a sabbatical (augmented by a 
year’s unpaid leave) spent in London, officially at the London School 
of  Economics and Political Science. During these two years in 
London, I established a very effective partnership with Barry Kosmin 
working on issues concerning the UK Jewish community. I also wrote 
several papers on partition, a topic that had interested me for a long 
time. I served a second term as Department Chair, followed by a 
rather frustrating and unsatisfying year as Director of  the University 
of  Haifa’s Jewish-Arab Center, a burden from which I managed to 
relieve myself  by getting myself  elected Dean of  the Faculty of  Social 
Sciences, a job I thoroughly enjoyed. 

Chapter 10 is an interlude that recounts two things unrelated to me as 
a geographer.  The first is my short relationship with the Israel 
Defence Forces when there were generally ineffective attempts on the 
part of  the establishment to turn me into a useful pawn on the combat 
chessboard.  This romance lasted about 20 years on and off  and the 
less said the better—not that there is all that much to say anyway.  The 
second part of  this interlude deals with the something that has been 
important in the lives of  all the members of  the Waterman family for 
more than 40 years—music. 

Chapter 11 takes up the story from 1995 when my term as Dean 
ended and I spent another year in London during which I changed 
tack again, becoming interested in cultural geography in general and 
in arts festivals in particular.  The arts festival curiosity had been 
stimulated by a question I posed attending a chamber music festival at 
an Upper Galilee kibbutz, wondering why so many people from Tel 
Aviv bothered to congregate so far away from home just to listen to 
music.  Initially, all I wanted to do was write the story of  that 
particular event but I soon discovered that this was more far difficult 
than I’d imagined, mainly the result of  my ignorance of  the nature of  
festivals.  Consequently, I had a lot of  reading to do before I could 
write that story and not only did I write two of  the most satisfying 



pieces I’ve ever written but I had what I can only describe as an 
immensely invigorating learning experience in the process.   

Then serendipity stepped into my life again and on the back of  those 
two festivals papers, I gave the keynote address at a conference in Paris on 
The Significance of  Jewish Culture in Europe Today.  This, in turn, led to an 
invitation to spend time working in London once more with Barry on Jewish 
issues.  It began as a half-year sabbatical from the University of  Haifa but 
transmogrified into a sojourn of  five and a half  creative years. 

Chapter 12, the penultimate one, covers my decision to take early 
retirement and find something else other than academic research and 
writing to occupy my mind and my time.  This I have done by taking more 
than a passing interest in photography and by writing a blog, to which I post 
approximately once a week. Most of  it is nonsense but it gives me an 
opportunity to display some of  the photographs I have taken and 
occasionally to give vent to some of  my frustrations. 

In the final chapter, I try to ask and then to answer the complex questions 
of  who I am, what I have managed to accomplish and whether or not I’m 
satisfied with what I’ve done—all very difficult to question in the first place 
and then to give adequate responses to.  As to whether I’ve succeeded, who 
knows?


