Searching for the Light, the Solitary Journey of JOHN DALY

John Daly

What defines each of us? What objects would be emblematic of our story? As a
Jew, it might be a Magen David or an Israeli flag? What if it were a Swastika? For
John Daly it was all three. John’s story is not a simple one. John was a high school
nerd in a Central Florida town where being picked-on went with the territory. He
stood out from the crowd because he was in gifted classes. His home life was far
from simple. Through it all there was a strong Jewish connection which included
making aliyah when he was 13 after his Bar Mitzvah. Unhappily for John, it did not
work out as planned, and his family returned to the U.S. after only 3 months settling
in a new town, Ocala, Florida far from their Rabbi and Jewish community. John had
3 brothers. When the family came to shul they formed half of the minyan. He joked
with me, “The Rabbi felt bad about us making the two hour drive. He asked my Dad
to bring us all to shul on the second day of hag.” This assured the shul of a minyan
on second day and less driving for his parents. John loved his Jewish connections
and the time he had spent in Israel, he hoped to return one day. He and his parents
were ardent Zionists.

With Israel thousands of miles away, John searched for safety from the town bullies. At age 15, he joined an antiracist group that hung-out at a local pool hall in town called Spaceballs. It was a group of guys that bonded together
from varied backgrounds. This first skinhead group provided a secure, safe haven. “If someone started a fight with
you, they were starting a fight with all of us,” John recalls. “We looked different. We wore combat boots, jeans, Tshirts usually, suspenders” and of course the emblematic short, shaven, head. He felt safe for the first time in his
home town. They didn’t care that he was the only one in the group that was in school and liked it, and was Jewish.
The word ‘skinhead’ invokes thoughts of violence, authoritarianism and hate. It wasn’t always thus. “They rejected
the youthful counterculture movement (of the 1960’s)—in particular its ethos of peace and love—and
deliberately cultivated aspects of style and culture that were furthest removed from it. Although the first skinheads
were nonpolitical, many of them were soon drawn into extreme nationalist, and especially anti-immigrant, groups
(Britannica online).” John explains, “I went and met these guys and when they explained that they were skinheads I
said listen, I’m Jewish, I can’t hang out with you and that’s when one of them showed me a black and a white hand
cracking a Swastika in two, and he said, ‘No, no, no we’re not those types of skinheads.’ So it turns out they were
anti-racist skins. And that’s who I met in the beginning.”
In the documentary made about his story in 2017, Escape from Room 18, John’s tale unfolds before our eyes. His
mother speaks about her Jewish son who loved books and learning and the incongruity of his life within the skinhead
groups he encountered. What began as a safe haven from bullying and harassment as a teen, morphed into a surreal
encounter with hard-core Neo-Nazi, anti-Semitic skinheads. If they were to find out that John was a Jew, his life
would be forfeit. “I knew I was going to die. From the moment I met them I knew that something bad was going to
happened and it was only a matter of time. I was a 16 year old kid that was hanging out with some older guys and the
older guys talked about knowing law enforcement and I had met some of the cops. That puts the fear of G-d in
you. Who am I going to go to? Who am I going to talk to?”
John’s life had taken an unexpected and deadly turn for the worse. Members of his group were recruited into the
AYF, Arian Youth Force, a racist, Neo-Nazi skinhead group. “Two of my friends went to Orlando and were forcibly
recruited into a racist organisation, and they were told, ‘give the names and addresses of some of your friends’ and
that’s how they found my house.” For the next year, John lived a life, not quite of his choosing.
In the documentary, we are introduced to Kevin, his best friend during his days in the Neo-Nazi organisation. Kevin
reconnects with John after 20 years and we have a window into John’s past through Kevin’s eyes. Kevin never knew
that John was a Jew. John was smart and knew how to answer questions. Kevin calls John, “a chess player, calm, cool
and collected.”
Being recruited into a violent Neo-Nazi organisation may not have been the outcome that John might have chosen,
but it was the hand that he was dealt. In the documentary, John recalls that he finally felt safe. "So if I’m stuck and
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there is nothing I can do, I might as well try to be as tough and as crazy and as wild as the rest of the people around
me.” The fateful day arrived for John on October 6, 1990. The ex-wife of one of his best friends called his home and
spoke to his mom to make sure that John would attend a special meeting that night. Seven members of the Neo-Nazi
organisation, savagely beat John and drowned him in the ocean. His lungs filled with water before he lost
consciousness. John remembers the savagery and racial slurs. All seven were prosecuted: one turned state’s
evidence while the others served jail time. Law enforcement ordered John into hiding with a caveat, “They told my
folks, ‘send him away but don’t tell us where. If you tell us, we have to report it and we can’t promise someone
sympathetic to them (the Nazis) won’t read it and pass along where John is.’ So I was sent off to a relative and
essentially fell off the face of the planet for everyone I knew.”
“In 1997, I received a letter from the department of corrections that one of the guys was going to be out in a certain
period of time. I heard through informants that when the last one got out (of jail) they were going to finish the job
and kill me.” They were going to have a reunion, and they were going to finish what they had started.” This would be
the last person to leave prison. John made the fateful call, to the Jewish Agency. “I need to go home, now,” he told
them. Not long after, he arrived in Ashkelon. "A local family contacted the Absorption Center and had me around for
a Shabbat.” They became his Israeli family. “My adopted mom
is Tami and dad Beni Hener. Both of their parents were
survivors of the camps and they felt they had done well in Israel
and wanted to give back to a current survivor of Nazi hatred.
They were the root that kept me in Ashkelon, like many in the
ESOA have become roots for other families! When I would go to
America she would give me a note to give to my mom, and my
mother would send me back with one. Only recently I learned
what they were writing, ‘I send him back to you.’” John's
mother joined him here in 2009. His father had passed away
the year before and John had his remains brought to Israel as
John and his mother, Ruth
well. They had all come home to Israel, his safe place.
John’s story does not end with the violence of his teen years. He has worked with organisations and spoken to groups
on issues of extremism in North America and around the globe. “I help them see the ‘other,’ and our own potential
for extremism within ourselves. How we are so used to blaming other people for our own faults and failures,…’look at
antisemitism.’ We are guilty for everything regardless. We are guilty for Covid, and after giving the world Covid, we
gave the world the vaccine, which is another Jewish invention that’s trying to do something. There’s always some
form of little crazy path you can go down, with any kind of stream of thought. I try and show people, well, wait a
second before you go down that path, realize that what you are preaching is the exact same thing that we all do, ‘the
dog ate my homework.’ Being late for work, we never say I was late to work because I didn’t get up on time, it was
always somebody else’s fault; . There was a traffic jam, the train didn’t come on time, there is always another reason.
So we lay off our own failures on other people and that’s in effect what extremists do. They say that anything that
happened in my life that’s bad is because of them. And I just try and show people that we all do it every single day.
And personal accountability is one of the first steps towards fighting extremism.”
But John points out that the true essence of his work comes down to
one core concept, “You do it by helping people see the humanity in
others. Really trying to teach them how to work together, which starts
with, ‘I’m a human, you’re a human, I got dressed today, you got
dressed today.’ Let’s start with what we have in common instead of
what separates us and that is the first step, the dialogue. Bringing
humanity back into the dialogue because that’s what bothers us. When
we look at antisemitism and racism in general, they’ve removed the
humanity from the other.” It is essential, he says, “…to remind people
that you have to keep that humanity.” And how does John believe that
change can come about for individuals and communities? “I really just
John and survivors
want to encourage people that if you don’t like something, don’t talk
about it, act to change it. And that’s what it begins with, ‘change begins with you’.”
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No, John has no resentment for what happened to him at the hands of the Neo-Nazis, despite the fact that he is
currently fighting brain cancer that doctors say may be attributed to the beating he received. "For me, it has put me
in interesting situations. I have been able to see a lot of lives changed because of what I went through.” Having brain
cancer has also presented John with a path to help others. He was awake and could feel everything during his first’
awake brain surgery.’ “I was lying in my hospital bed after the (second brain) surgery. I asked one of the surgeons, ‘did
you guys learn anything from the first surgery?’ They said, ‘Yes, your worst case scenario is our best case scenario.’ So
you are telling me that I suffered and somebody else didn’t have to? He said, ‘Yes.'
I started crying. How could you begrudge that? I am trying to turn my life into
something that I can see the positive in every situation regardless of what it is.”
“Yes, there are things that I would definitely like to see a little bit differently, but
this is what it is. Holding a grudge doesn’t help, it doesn’t help me. I try to avoid
the little ‘pity parties’ and the anger and things like that. Smile, laugh and joke, be
silly, be me.” “But if I would be asked if I have forgiven the skin head guys who
tried to take my life, I would say it was the best thing that happened to me,
because it gave me life. It taught me to value life and the sanctity of life.” John
moved from the darkness to the light and he uses that light as a force for change
and to see the humanity in everyone. These are the things that define John Daly
today.
In the Ashkelon forest in our
Canadian sister city Cote St. Luc
Montreal

For further information about John, his story, and his motivational work go to:
https://www.facebook.com/JohnDalyStory / and/or www.youbeginchange.com.
John was one of the founders and the first chairperson of the ESOA and still
proudly carries his ESOA membership card, member #001!
Lisa Pressman

