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By JOHN MICHAEL LOCKHART

With  the Summer
Olympics back in the spot-
light this month, Johnny
Moyal of Ventress has been
getting the kind of media
coverage he’s come to
expect every four years.
Moyal is a three-time
Olympian, having quali-
fied for the 1976, 1980 and
1984 games. He also dis-
covered 2004 Olympic gold
medalist Carly Patterson,
and currently coaches
Rheagan Courville, who
qualified to become a mem-
ber of the U.S. National
Team in 2007.

Last week the Riverside
Reader talked to Moyal
about the 2008 Olympics in
Beijing, Carly Patterson
and his latest star gymnast,
Rheagan Courville, a Baton
Rouge native with family
ties to the Westside.

“If you’ve been an
Olympian, every four years
this is like having an extra
birthday. You have your
birthday every year and
then you have this special
time in which everyone
sees the magnitude of the
games,” says Moyal.

Moyal says it has been
unfortunate that injuries
have plagued both the U.S.
Men’s and  Women’'s
Gymnastics teams this year
but that injuries are very
common in gymnastics and
they go with the sport.

And while the U.S.
women’s gymnastics team
is filled with seasoned
members, Moyal says the
psychological pressure the
older athletes are under
puts more pressure on
them than their younger
Chinese counterparts.

“The U.S. women came
into this ranked Number
One in the world and you
have a young Chinese team
with members that aren’t
even 16. I have no recorded
proof of this but I have
been told that some of these
Chinese athletes have trav-
eled to the United States
and the birthdates on their
passports do not match the
birthdates the Chinese are
using for them.

“If you are 14 and 15 years
old and you’ve done noth-
ing but eat, sleep and gym
since you were three, you
come into these games
under less pressure and
without the same mental
aspect because of the differ-
ence in your age.

“The Russians and the
Romanians dominated this
sport at one time because
their system of government
then took children from
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kindergarten at three-
years-old and did nothing
but train them for the
Olympics. The Chinese still
operate under that system
and you can see it in the
medal count this year. The
Russians and the
Rumanians are no longer
dominant like they once
were. You can see that in
the medal count,” he adds.

At press time last
Thursday, the Chinese were
leading with 35 medals (22
gold) followed by the U.S.
with 34 medals (10 gold).
The Russians were in sixth
place with 14 medals (3
gold) and the Rumanians
were in 16th place with just
4 medals (1 gold).

“] am amazed that our
system is as good as it is
because we have a free sys-
tem and our kids do it
because they want to do it.
Under their system, the
government pays for every-
thing and when you have a
population of 1.4 billion to
choose from and you are
looking at every child in
every daycare, you can put
together a good team,” says
Moyal.

Despite their second place
finish in the Olympics,
Moyal says the United
States has had the best
women’s gymnastics team
since 1996.

“Despite the injuries, I
think the (U.S.) girls are
doing really, really good
and the guys, who have
never been as strong as the
girls, have just been amaz-
ing.

“With all the injuries
they’ve had, no one ever
gave the boys a chance to
earn a medal,” he says.

In the 2004 Athens
Olympics, Moyal drew a lot
of local and national media
attention because one of his
former students, Baton
Rouge native Carly
Patterson, was the second-
ranked gymnast in the
world and was competing
for Olympic gold.

As many people in the
greater Baton Rouge area
now know, Moyal discov-
ered Patterson quite by
accident when she was six-
years-old. Patterson was
attending her cousin’s
birthday party at Moyal’s
school, Elite Gymnastics,
and Moyal stood at a dis-
tance and watched the
youngster’s raw talent in
action on the trampoline.

“You can detect special tal-
ent. The raw talent was
there. After a couple of
years of working with her
in the gym, I told her she
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had what it takes to make it
to the Olympics. I worked
with her until she was a
Level 10 and the National
Champion on the floor,”
says Moyal.

When Patterson was 11,
her family was uprooted to
Allen, Texas when her
father was transferred for
work. But the die had
already been cast in
Moyal’s gym by that point.
Patterson’s career as a
world-class gymnast had
already taken shape.

At the 2004 Olympic
Games in Athens, Patterson
competed as an all-around
athlete and delivered out-
standing performances in
the preliminary competi-
tion, finishing first overall,
qualifying for the all-
around and balance beam
finals. In the team finals,
nerves set in and Carly did
not perform as well she did
in the preliminaries. She
under-rotated her wvault,
stubbed the low bar with
her foot, and her beam rou-
tine was marred by wob-
bles and a lunge forward
on the dismount. Only on
floor did she perform as
well as she was capable.

In the Individual All-
Around, Carly was back to
her best and the competi-
tion proved to be the much-
anticipated battle between
Carly and legend Svetlana
Khorkina. After scoring
lower than usual on the
vault (9.375), Carly was
stronger on her last three
events, scoring 9.575 on
uneven bars, 9.725 on the
balance beam, and 9.712 on
the floor exercise. She won
the gold medal, an achieve-
ment that had only been
attained by one other
American gymnast, Mary
Lou Retton, exactly twenty
years before during the
1984 summer games. Carly
became the first American
woman to ever win the
Olympic All-Around title
in a fully attended Olympic
Games.

On Aug. 23, 2004 she com-
peted in the finals for the
beam event where she
received a score of 9.775
and won the silver medal
behind Catalina Ponor of
Romania.

While Patterson’s discov-
ery and career are remark-
able, so is the life and career
of the coach who intro-
duced her to gymnastics
and helped develop her
early career.

Moyal’s mother, Erika
Kohen Moyal, was a
Holocaust survivor who
twice escaped from the

Susie and Johnny Moyal pose with 2004 Olympic All-Around Champion Carly Patterson at a meet
in Dallas, Texas in February. Moyal, a three-time Olympian and Bronze medal winner, discovered
Patterson when the then six-year-old was attending a birthday party at his Baton Rouge gym.

Nazis, along with her two
sisters. Moyal’s father was
from southern France.

Following World War II,
Erika Cohen and her two
sisters were living in France
when tens of thousands of
Jews began migrating to
the newly-formed State of
Israel. Around 1950, Cohen
and her sisters boarded a
ship bound for Israel. It
was during that
Mediterranean voyage that
she met Nisim Moyal for
the first time.

In Israel, Erika and Nisim
were married and that
union produced four chil-
dren, Michael, whom they
call “Miki”, who was born
in 1954, Johnny, born in
1957; Nathan, born in 1966
and Anat, their only daugh-
ter who was born in 1971.
All four children would
grow up to become world-
class gymnasts.

In Tel Aviv, Nisim Moyal
operated a tractor and was
away from home a lot with
his job while Erika Moyal
was an accomplished ballet
dancer and instructor.

With no money for
babysitters, Miki and
Johnny grew up in their
mother’s dance studio.

As one might expect from
young boys, Miki and
Johnny weren’t crazy about
taking ballet classes with a
room filled with mostly
girls. Erika Moyal saw
gymnastics as a logical
alternative for her young
sons.

At the ages of 11 and 8§,
Miki and Johnny enrolled
in a government-funded
sports club that taught chil-
dren popular sports like
soccer, basketball and gym-
nastics.

Following in their moth-
er’s footsteps, the Moyal
boys were naturals.

“Our background in ballet
was a great tool for gym-
nastics. It gave us great
basics. We were also fortu-
nate to have a strong gym
club in my hometown. One

of my coaches was on the
national team,” says Moyal.

With the principles of dis-
cipline, dedication and
hard work, Moyal literally
moved into the gym and at
the age of 13 he became the
youngest gymnast to ever
make it to Israel’s national
team. From there Moyal
won numerous national
titles, competed in five
world championships
(Bulgaria, 1974; France,
1978; USA, 1979; Moscow,
1980; Hungary, 1983) and
qualified to compete in
three consecutive
Olympics: Montreal, 1976;
Moscow, 1980 and Los
Angeles, 1984.

In 1972, Moyal was 15 and
a member of Israel’s nation-
al team. One of his coaches,
Jackie Wishnia, was also
still competing.

The Olympic games were
in Munich that year, mark-
ing Germany’s first oppor-
tunity to host the games
since Adolph Hitler had
used the 1936 games in
Berlin to showcase the
Aryan race as the master
race.

On the early morning of
Sept. 5, with just six days to
go in the Olympics games,
eight Arab terrorists made
their way into the Olympic
Village with the intent of
holding the Israeli
Olympians hostage in
exchange for 200 Arab pris-
oners in Israel. Shortly after
entering the village, the
Arab terrorists killed two
Israelis and rounded up
nine others as hostages.

The news jolted Israel,
recalls Moyal.

As tense negotiations pro-
gressed throughout the
day, Israelis anxiously
awaited word of their
countrymen’s fate.

Moyal says he was train-
ing in the gym that morn-
ing when he got the news.

“It was like 9-11. You
couldn’t believe something
like this could happen. The
shock turned to anger. A lot

of people blamed the
Germans. There was anger
that the games went on,” he
recalls.

“The Olympics represent
peace and yet somebody
used it to make a point,” he
adds.

By the end of the day, all
nine Israeli hostages had
been killed. Moyal says the
incident only pushed him
to work harder.

“I worked so hard. I was
going to show them they
can’t stop us. It motivated
me. I was going to show
them that they can’t break
our spirit,” he recalls.

Four years later, Moyal
made it to the Olympics.
His hard work had paid off.

“Getting to the Olympics
is harder than being there.
The Olympic qualifications
are done at the World
Championships. (In gym-
nastics), six teams get a bid
as a country, and they allow
nine spots as individuals,”
he explains.

With over 100 countries
competing, making it to the
Olympics is truly an
Olympian hurdle. Because
Israel never made it to the
Olympics as a team, Moyal
earned each of his three
Olympic spots based on
individual achievement.

“Every Olympics game
was a tremendous experi-
ence because there is noth-
ing like the Olympics. You
become one family,” says
Moyal.

Though he qualified to

compete in the 1980
Olympics, Moyal was
denied the opportunity

when Israel joined the
United States and boy-
cotted the Moscow games

following  the  Soviet
Union’s  invasion  of
Afghanistan.

His country’s decision
came as a huge disappoint-
ment to him.

“What did we show to the
world?” he asks.

continued on pase 4
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