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Praise for Haifa City Hardcore


“Caught between Brooklyn and Haifa, and never feeling fully accepted in either place. I thoroughly enjoyed Haifa City Hardcore, a moving memoir of how music empowered a disenfranchised youth and helped him find identity, growth, and—most importantly—his voice.”

—Nancy Barile, author of I’m Not Holding Your Coat

“The reasons so many of us gravitated toward punk seem to be somehow universal and at the same time very unique. In everyone’s origin story we punks can find common ground and kinship, and never has this seemed more evident than with Yotam’s book.”

—Chris Shary, artist

“A beautiful guided journey, through growing up with music, finding yourself in punk rock, and seeing the world on tour. Yotam leads you gently but honestly through the highs and the lows, and shows how alternative culture reaches and saves people all across the world.”

—Frank Turner, English punk and folk singer-songwriter

“One of the most amazing things about the punk rock community is hearing each persons origin story. Haifa City Hardcore is a full-circle journey of a young punk kid eventually linking up with the same bands that once only existed inside his headphones. As a young punk growing up in Israel, this is not just a unique perspective of a faraway punk rock community—it’s a snapshot of an unlikely adolescence fueled by dreams and persistence.”

—Tim Mcllrath, Rise Against

“Yotam Ben Horin brings the reader into the center of his world as a ’90s kid living the fist-pumping highs and total bummers of being a boy in a band. With flashbacks to his teen years as he formed his love of music, to navigating complex relationships within his band, Yotam puts you into the heart of it all as he begins to understand his creativity and live out his most beloved dreams.”

—Michelle Leon, author of I Live Inside: Memoirs of a Babe in Toyland

“I met Yotam when our bands shared a slave ship/tour bus with The Used on the 2002 Warped Tour. It was almost like the setup of a bad joke: four Californian power poppers (Sugarcult), four Mormon screamo kids (The Used), & four Israeli punks (Useless ID) step onto a bus… However, we all hit it off and became fast pals; further proof that music has the power to transcend cultural differences & unite people.”

—Marko DeSantis, Sugarcult and Bad Astronaut
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To my mother, Hanna





AYAHUASCA RETREAT

AT A SHOW AT the Koro club in Tel Aviv, I was having a pretty shitty time. The girl I was into was in a toxic relationship, and I was a shoulder to cry on. Feeling down on my luck, I snap out of my daydream and squint while the club lights illuminate the silhouette of someone in front of me.

“Are you Yotam from Useless ID?” she asked me, enthused.

“Yes, I am. Who are you?”

“I’m Ronnie,” she replied, smiling. “We play in a band called The Driers,” Ronnie explained, pointing to the two subdued guys with her. We became quick friends, seeing each other every other day, talking music, and playing songs. I was a special guest at her show in Haifa, and I invited her to be a guest at my next upcoming show. The more we hung out, the more I started having feelings for her, but I sensed that something was off.

One evening, I’m at a bar with her and her bandmates when she mentions how good looking the waitress is. When she excuses herself to the restroom, I casually ask one of the boys “say, is Ronnie into women?” to which he replies “Oh yeah! Big time.” It was becoming more and more obvious that I’d have to put my feelings for Ronnie on a shelf. We would continue to have talks about life, and I would share my fears and doubts with her, as friends do.

A couple months later, Ronnie tells me that she’s going to an Ayahuasca retreat and suggests that I join her. I didn’t know what Ayahuasca was, apart from the rumors that said it was supposed to be this spiritual drug that helps you confront your inner demons. The retreat was scheduled for September 4, 2014, but I couldn’t find a replacement for a show I was supposed to play that weekend with my boss Danny Sanderson. I ended up bailing on the Ayahuasca idea.

I had already been struggling with the idea of leaving Danny’s band. I’d been in it for the past nine years, and I would always tell myself that I couldn’t let it hit ten. It was becoming harder and harder for me to perform someone else’s songs while putting my own musical plans on hold. I felt deep down in the pits of my soul that I had to alter my lifestyle, but I didn’t know how or when. I had thirty shows ahead of me over the next two months, and of course a decent paycheck. More than a few of my friends would start to call me crazy for even thinking about leaving this dream job with Danny and giving up such a steady gig.

All that being said, a week before the Ayahuasca retreat, I received notice that the show had been canceled. The first thing I did was call Ronnie and let her know that I’d be joining her on the retreat.

Before the retreat, we were instructed to stop eating at around noon. I took a bus an hour north, and Ronnie picked me up in her mom’s car with another friend. We drove about a half an hour before arriving at a secluded area in the forest. There was a two-story house there that looked like a German squat. When we got up the stairs, there was a big open tent leading us to an outside grass-filled area. The sky was a light blue, and the weather carried the perfect scent of summer’s aftermath.

A hippie girl in a white dress then approached us. “Hee hee…is this your first time? Hee hee.”

“Yes,” I remember answering, as she kept giggling.

Then, an elderly person introduced himself as Moshe Tov, and said that he was from the US. I told him I was a musician and that I was afraid the Ayahuasca experience was going to ruin my playing.

Moshe calmed me down and said, “Don’t worry. It’s going to make you even better!”

For the next few hours, I found myself hanging in the grass area with the rest of the participants, then others showed up until forty or so were in attendance. The evening slowly turned into night. We were asked to register, pay a hundred and fifty bucks, and then grab a spot in the tent. There were pillows scattered everywhere in the faint outline of a square. We were told to focus on whoever was seated in the middle of the square and offered only small pieces of bread to sustain our hunger. Each of us were given a small bucket and briefed about the unpleasantries of being in a room full of vomiters. Moshe Tov sat across from me with a blanket laid out in front of him that displayed compasses, candles, and knives, as if he was about to go on a serious journey.

A tall Swedish man with a striking presence then entered the room. His name was Edmunds, and we were all asked to rise and greet him. I heard ladies whisper about how impressive they thought he was as he moved to a seat in the middle area. He began to explain to us what the plants in Ayahuasca where and what we were all about to encounter. I was surprised by how attentive and receptive everyone was to every word and description that came out of Edmunds’ mouth. I did my best to stay focused and listen, but it took another hour and a half before Edmunds finally produced a bottle filled with green slush, and then another bottle. He said a prayer, as he began mixing the two bottles. He asked two guys to join in with their classical guitars and provide background, ambient-style music. Finishing his prayer, Edmunds blew into the mixed bottle and informed us that we would all be asked to drink it, one by one, starting with the person sitting on his right. Since I was the last one, seated to his left, I would be the last to sip from the concoction.

When the bottle reached me, I drank from the chaser glass that Edmunds handed me. The taste was like a terrible combination of dirt, grass, and something foul enough to make you want to puke. I was reminded of the previous vomit warning, and started moving back to my spot to let the waiting game begin. Gazing around the tent at the other attendees for the next forty minutes, I was surprised that nothing had happened. Another twenty minutes went by, then people started reaching for their buckets and puking away. One guy even ran outside screaming. Two helpers went after him, and Edmunds reminded us that there was no talking for the duration of the trip. Since each of us had our own journeys, and our own fears and doubts, the environment had to be sublimely quiet. He offered us another round. Five people, including myself, went to wait in line for another sip of the concoction.

When my turn was up, Edmunds gave me a deep look:

Are you sure?

I smiled and nodded. He presented me with the chaser glass again. I took a breath and sipped it down. When I arrived back to my spot and laid my head back on my pillow, I was suddenly hit by a tidal wave of emotions. The ceiling started moving and breathing in front of me. I closed my eyes and witnessed a spectrum of colors: red, yellow, and orange on infinite saw blades turning like screws in a factory machine. I opened my eyes; the ceiling was still moving. This was my trip.

I reminded myself to think good thoughts, but really, I had no control. Before I could comprehend what was actually going on, I was transported back to second grade, back to Mr. Mellinger’s class, like a scene out of The Butterfly Effect. It was as if I was on a train passing through the different stations of my life. My grandparents were still alive, and they were saying hello to me. I saw Dad as an old sailor, smiling and waving. I noticed how happy he was, then I was quickly into my teens again, overcome by a rush of Whatever happened to that rebel? The punk? The younger version of me? Who created this version of me that has been coming to Haifa every other weekend and leaving by the end of it, not even raising his face to look at his beautiful mother? Who was I other than this shadow of someone I used to know?

That’s when a voice in my head whispered, “Stop everything and go be yourself, the best version of yourself, the one that was lost so many years ago. Go find that person.”

I looked to Ronnie, who was going through her own trip and asked her if she was okay.

“Yes, and you?” she happily replied.

Edmunds then silenced the room. He reminded us that there was no talking allowed. Ronnie cuddled next to me, and I felt her shoulder pressing against mine. I really wanted her to rest her head on my arm, but then I remembered what her bandmate said and what she said about that waitress at the bar. I just didn’t have the nerve to tell her how much I wanted to hug her and be with her in that moment. I thought it would be best to spare myself the humiliation.

I decided to take a walk outside, and one of the helpers made to follow me, asking if I needed any assistance. I told him that I was fine and just needed a moment to myself. He left me alone. I grabbed a seat on the cold asphalt while the night air moved around me. I noticed a big tree with many branches, and it felt like a symbol to me, but I didn’t know what of. I waited for the voice to talk to me again, patting the asphalt: Alright man, you’ve been on this earth for thirty-five years; you want to make something happen? Go make it happen. You want to be somewhere else? It’s your life; it belongs to you. Take it back!

It was clear to me that my time with Danny Sanderson needed to be over. My time in the apartment needed to be over. My time in Israel needed to be over, and only after exorcising those elements from my life would anything be possible. It was up to me to go find that person who’d been lost. I patted the ground again, went back in, and took a seat. Time was a mystery to us because we’d turned our phones off and kept them in a basket. Still, I could feel how late it was.

I fell asleep, I could hear Edmunds’ soothing voice. “Okay, everybody. It’s 6:30 a.m. You can wake up now.”





A MUSICAL YOUTH

THE YEAR WAS 1983. Mom and I walked into Romema Hall in Haifa to see my favorite band, Musical Youth. I had studied their LP, The Youth of Today, cover to a T, begging Mom to play “Pass the Dutchie” on repeat. I didn’t understand a word, they were singing in English, a language I didn’t speak, but the music moved me.

We sat high in the bleachers, looking down at the stage as the hall filled up. When the band finally walked out to a roaring crowd, the room exploded. I was stunned. These larger-than-life characters suddenly looked so small. But there I was, four years old, watching my heroes.

After the show, as we followed the crowd toward the exit, Mom suddenly stopped.

“Do you want to meet the band?”

“Meet the band?! Are you crazy?!”

Musical Youth were right there, a few feet away, signing autographs. The line was long, and only then did it hit me. They were kids. Kids like me. If they could do it, maybe I could too. Somewhere deep inside, a little spark lit up.

I was born in Haifa, Israel, at Rambam hospital. When people think of Israel, they imagine camels, desert, and war, but my early memories were far more colorful. My dad, Yair, was a sculptor studying architecture who had fought in the Yom Kippur and the Lebanon Wars. His father, my grandfather, Arye, survived Auschwitz before fleeing to Israel after World War II.

My mom, Hanna, was a music teacher who could play almost any instrument. Even before I was born, she would play all kinds of different symphonies. The low cello lines from Peter and the Wolf still echo in my mind when I think back to my childhood. My other grandfather, also named Arye, used to push me on the swings in Kiryat Eliezer, humming little melodies. I’d mimic him, and he’d tell my grandmother, “One day, he will be a singer.”

Grandpa Arye planned to surprise me with a toy car for my birthday, but he died in his sleep the night before. Mom told me he’d gone away for a while, and something hollow opened inside me that I didn’t know how to fill.

Dad was supposed to finish his architecture degree in Ontario, but the plan changed after the birth of my little brother, Ari. Instead, we moved to the US, where Mom’s brother, Shlomo, lived. Shlomo moved to the US after the army, got married, and changed his name to Stanley. Dad had gone over ahead of us, and he and my aunt Joanne came to pick us up from the airport. We settled into their three-story house in Manalapan, New Jersey. Their daughter Lauren, a year younger than me, was already rattling off in English, a language I knew only two words in: yes and no. One room had Cabbage Patch Kids, Rainbow Brite, and a shelf of Disney movies lined up in perfect order. Stanley wore dark sunglasses and a gold dollar-sign chain. He worked in electronics, but it always seemed like he was involved with something more to live in a house like that.

The holidays were a big deal, especially Christmas. I still remember the giant tree and red stockings hanging over the fireplace. Finally, when their home got too crowded, we moved into a small apartment in Freehold. I went to Solomon Shechter, a Jewish day school, where Joanne suggested I go by “Tommy” to fit in. That small apartment was so isolating. It wasn’t long before we moved again, this time to Brooklyn.

We moved into the second floor on 2158 Haring St. There, I found a drum set tucked away in the closet, abandoned by the previous tenants, with a kick, snare, and a tom. Soon, I would start banging away on it. The kid next door, Michael Kontaras, became my first friend. He’d come over and play a Casio keyboard and, in my head, we were a band.

When we were new to Brooklyn, Mom would take me to Kings’ Plaza. One afternoon in the toy store, I grabbed a pack of cards with a shirtless blonde guy on the cover. As I declared “I want this,” and pocketed the miniature Hulk Hogan, my WWF obsession began. The show aired every Saturday after the morning cartoons, I was hooked.

I started first grade at Yeshiva Rambam on Kings Highway. Mom walked me to the bus stop each morning while the smell of hot coffee and fresh bagels from the deli would drift by. After finishing homework in the evenings, I’d sit and draw by the dinner table. Once Dad got home, the TV was off-limits. He’d light a cigarette and watch reruns of M*A*S*H, while the show’s eerie theme loomed over my nights.

In second grade, I discovered The Beatles. Our teacher, Mr. Mellinger, was a complete wacko. His hair, always in a combover, barely hid beneath his yarmulke and he had a permanent scowl. He would bring a parakeet to class and taking Polaroids of us students. At the end of class, he’d usually pick one unlucky boy, shove him in the corner, and yell at him until the kid went home in tears. I got my share of spit-fueled trauma from him.

During pop quizzes, Mr. Mellinger would turn on a small AM radio at his desk. This mellow soundtrack hung on this room fueled by his erratic outbursts. I remember just how many songs drifted through that classroom, but none of them stayed with me like “Michelle” and “Yesterday.” At home we didn’t listen to much music, so if I wanted to hear the songs again, I’d have to wait for the next day at school.





FRAGILE ROCK

WHEN I WAS EIGHT, we moved again, just two streets over, into a three-story house on 2143 Batchelder Street. This is when Mom warned me never to cross into the projects. She said it wasn’t safe, and I believed her, so after school I’d either ride my bike around the block, hang out in the backyard, or play Nintendo.

That summer, my youngest brother Nadav was born, his tanned brown hair a sharp contrast to me and Ari’s black hair and brown eyes. His arrival brought joy to our family, but even then, I sensed that it also brought something else. Mom was fed-up with all the moving and with life in the US. I only came to understand this much later.

School started up again, and it was back to the yarmulke and dress code. I lived for the holidays, especially Halloween, even though we had Purim. It was the one night I felt I could be anyone I wanted, not just a Yeshiva kid. One time, one of the dads from the neighborhood offered to take us to a haunted house. I said yes without hesitation, even though I didn’t have a costume, so I tied a bandana around my head, put on a bathrobe, and called myself the Karate Kid.

Since my grandfather’s passing, though, grief would hit me in strange moments. Once, on a trip to Montauk while Dad was away scuba diving, the rest of us stayed in a seaside motel watching Fraggle Rock. I’d always loved The Muppets, and something about the show reminded me of him. It was evening and already dark outside, when out of nowhere, I burst into tears.

In fifth grade, the school hired Mr. Silbermintz to scout for musical talent in our class. He introduced himself like it was the Mickey Mouse Club House—“S-I-L-B-E-R-M-I-N-T-Z, Mr. Silbermintz!” Then he’d have us sing a Jewish folk tune while he walked around the room, putting his ear up to each kid’s voice. Somehow, I qualified. But after a few lessons, he kicked me out of the choir for bad conduct. I didn’t find my voice, but I did find something else. That year, I dressed up as a punk for Purim.

In the summer of ’90, I went to Manhattan Beach day camp. I had a SONY Walkman I would take with me everywhere. I was obsessed with Billy Joel’s “We Didn’t Start the Fire” and had every line memorized. On a trip to Hershey Park, it was dark and rainy as I ran from ride to ride, the smell of funnel cake filled the air. I found a vocal booth where you could record yourself singing along to a hit song and walk away with a cassette. I wanted to do it, but I froze. I stood there in the rain until, eventually, I gave up and walked back to the bus. On the ride home, another kid wouldn’t stop playing a tape of himself singing “Livin’ on a Prayer.” Everyone gathered around to listen and counselors praised him. That could’ve been me.

A few months later, at my Grandmother Aliza’s sixtieth birthday, I showed up to Carmel Classic dressed as Vanilla Ice. With a white streak in my black hair, I was completely ready to perform “Ice Ice Baby.” As the restaurant filled with guests, though, I remember that same doubt welling up inside me again. I stayed in my seat. The desire to perform was there, but the courage wasn’t. Not yet.

Meanwhile, my cousin Lauren, had been diagnosed with leukemia. While she underwent chemotherapy, we visited them almost every other weekend. Sometimes we would go on family trips to the Poconos. Then, everything changed.

We were in Wildwood, New Jersey when the phone rang. Lauren was in urgent care. Walking along the boardwalk, the screams from rollercoasters felt more horrifying than joyful.

I was at home when I heard the news. Lauren passed away. She was ten years old.

The funeral was a strange mix of traditions; open casket at a church, burial at a Jewish cemetery. That Sunday morning, everyone wore black. Stanley was there, sobbing in his shades, with people around him crying. I remember approaching the casket, Dad leaning over and whispering, “She looks like an angel.” When I looked up, I saw tears in his eyes. That was the first time I ever saw my father cry. After the burial at Sons of Israel Cemetery, the drive back to Brooklyn was long and silent. I stared out the window, trying to make sense of a life that suddenly felt so fragile.





KAREN

IT’S SAFE TO SAY that by summer of ’91, I had my first real crush. Her name was Karen. She was the prettiest girl I’d ever seen in my life. With long silky black hair, a beautiful smile, and a bit of an overbite but that didn’t bug me. She was friends with my classmate, Frank’s younger sister, and so I tried to gather all the information I could on her. I would scribble on his sister’s bedroom wall stuff like “Tommy loves Karen,” in case she ever came by. I would talk about her while shooting hoops in the backyard. I was so excited to see Karen after the summer, I ran straight to her classroom only to find out she moved to an all-girls school.

My heart sank. The only girl I ever cared about at that silly age vanished and no one even knew where to. It was like an episode of The Wonder Years. Weeks went by until word spread that Karen was leaving the girls school and coming back to Rambam.

I waited patiently for the day to arrive.

When she finally showed up, my heart blew through the roof. I bumped into her in the school hallway and she smiled at me. Her dad though, was very strict about her hanging around boys. It was her older sister’s fault. She had already started fooling around.

One day, after school, I brought a friend along for the ride. We took a bus to her house on Kings Highway. When we got there, I hid behind a parked car across the street while my friend rang the doorbell. Her dad answered.

“Uh…Hello, is Karen around?” my friend asked.

“Yes, but she is not coming out, goodbye,” her dad said, and shut the door. Even though I was confident around my friends, I was still terrified of actually confessing to Karen, myself.

Eventually, I found myself at a house party at Avenue T, the living room crowded with Yeshiva boys. Karen finally showed up. The other girls circled around her, laughing and sharing stories. She still had no clue about my feelings for her, but at least she was aware of my existence. We all played a few rounds of Spin the Bottle. I was hoping we’d kiss but no dice.

Girls in my class started having their Bat Mitzvahs, and I figured that if I wanted to get noticed, I’d need to learn some dance moves. I’d been hanging out with a kid from class named Andy, who was a year older. He lived with his mom and two brothers in a cramped apartment on Avenue J, and he was the one who introduced me to rap and hip hop, a few years earlier. I watched him kill it on the dance floor at his Bar Mitzvah to MC Hammer, C+C Music Factory, and he could even breakdance. I kept thinking, when did he have time
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