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Poker Sessions Help Curtail Memory Loss
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Detroit Street resident George Epstein has written books on playing
poker, and believes the game can sharpen mental skills.

Local resident, author and poker
enthusiast George Epstein has

been teaching poker to large groups
for years, but he recently found that
his favorite hobby could potentially
help people cope with memory
loss. Epstein taught poker lessons
to people with memory loss disor-
ders, such as Alzheimer’s disease,
in a special session Wednesday at
the Olympia Medical Center. 

“When I began playing poker I
found that I was remembering
things more,” Epstein said.
“Mentally challenging activities are
stimulating. They make your mind
stronger.”

Epstein, 81, retired from a promi-
nent engineering career in 1991,
and since then has spent time
applying his former job to playing
card games. Along with his love for
cards, he is also interested in under-
standing the aging process. More

than one year ago, Epstein attended
a class on memory loss and met
Yael Wyte, a Leeza Care Advocate,
after she gave a five-minute pre-
sentation on Leeza’s Place, an
organization started by television
personality Leeza Gibbons that is

dedicated to providing aid for care-
givers and people diagnosed with
memory loss diseases. Epstein had
been successful with teaching
senior citizens to play poker, noting
several examples of memory
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Helen Albert Farmers
Market Rings in Spring
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Miles Bowman, a recreation leader for the City of West Hollywood,
took the microphone on Monday at the Helen Albert West Hollywood
Certified Farmers Market. Bowman raffled off four baskets full of
fresh produce, along with t-shirts and aprons. The raffle was one of
three held throughout the morning as part of the market’s spring har-
vest celebration. Dozens of people flocked to the special spring
event at the Helen Albert Farmers Market, which is open every
Monday at Plummer Park in West Hollywood.

Assembly Bill Seeks to Protect
LGBT Youth in Foster Homes
Abill that would help protect fos-

ter youth against harassment
and discrimination at school passed
through its first committee in the
state Assembly last week. Assembly
Bill 3015, introduced in response to
a school shooting in Oxnard two
months ago, would educate foster
care youth, and their caregivers,
about existing California laws that
protect students against bias.

The Assembly Human Services
Committee passed AB 3015 on
April 15 with an ini-
tial vote of 5-2. The
bill is authored by
Assemblymember
Julia Brownley, (D-
Woodland Hills),
and co-sponsored by
Equality California,
the National
Association of
Social Workers
(California Chapter)
and the Gay-Straight
Alliance Network.

“The death of a
child is a profound
loss. Let us remem-
ber Larry as a young
man who believed it
was his protected
right to pursue and to discover his
own identity,” Brownley said. “It is
my deep, sincere hope that AB 3015
serves as a step to providing our
young people with a safe, protective
environment in which to grow and
thrive.”

In February, 15-year-old
Lawrence “Larry” King was shot
and killed by another classmate at
E.O. Green Junior High School in
Oxnard. Larry, who had recently
begun to identify as gay, was the tar-
get of bullying and ridicule by some
of his classmates, including the
alleged shooter. The victim was in
the foster care system and lived in a
group home for abused and neglect-
ed children.

“Every day, young people are

bullied and harassed because of
their sexual orientation or gender
identity, which in part leads to high-
er rates of depression, school
dropout and suicide among lesbian,
gay, bisexual and transgender
youth,” said Geoff Kors, executive
director of Equality California, an
advocacy organization for the
LGBT community. “In Oxnard, this
escalated into a tragic hate crime
that ruined the lives of not just one,
but two youths. This bill will help

ensure that foster
youth, like Larry,
have caring adults
in their lives who
will take the time
to explain their
rights to safety and
dignity at school.”

AB 3015
requires that exist-
ing training pro-
grams for foster
youth and their
caregivers include
information about
existing school
safety laws that
protect students
from discrimina-
tion. EQCA was

the sponsor of several bills which
have become law that protect public
school students from bias based on
many factors, including sexual ori-
entation and gender identity and
expression.

“Social workers are the first line
of defense in ensuring that foster
youth are safe in all their environ-
ments, including school,” said
NASW-CA Executive Director
Janlee Wong. “AB 3015 ensures
that social workers, foster parents,
relative caregivers, group homes
and, most importantly, foster youth
are informed of the protections fos-
ter youth are entitled to on their
school campuses and how to report
and prevent harassment and vio-
lence at school.”

“This bill will
help ensure that

foster youth,
like Larry, have 
caring adults in
their lives who
will take the

time to explain
their rights.”

-Geoff Kors, 
executive director of

Equality California
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The “War of the Worlds” attraction at Universal Studios provided a per-
fect setting for the training session. Officials hope to conduct more exer-
cises at the set.

staff at the Landstuhl Regional
Medical Center,” Lavenson
said. 

Both Lavenson and Cossman
have had prior experience treat-
ing wounded soldiers. In 1968
and 1969, Lavenson worked as a
volunteer for soldiers injured in
Vietnam, and he did the same
during the Gulf War, when he
worked along the Iraqi border.
Cossman served in the Army
reserve in the 1970s. 

“ In the summer, I would go to
an Army hospital and relieve the
full-time people when they went
on vacation,” Cossman said.
Cossman has also done volun-
teer medical work in Tibet. 

If Cossman’s experience is
anything like Lavenson’s, he
will treat eight to 10 patients per
day during his stay in Germany.
Lavenson assisted with surgery
in 15 cases, and he said the most
common injuries were blast
injuries to the extremities. 

“Our members understand
how important expert surgeons
are to the military in saving the
lives and limbs of these young
military heroes,” added K.
Wayne Johnston, SVS president.
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Separate teams processed different areas of the crash site. The training
was designed to expose emergency technicians to protocols in the event
of a real aviation disaster.

al pieces, with wreckage strewn
over a wide area. The scene is as
realistic as they come, according to
the FBI, with destroyed homes and
mannequins representing casualties
from the plane and victims on the
ground. Numerous FBI agents par-
ticipated in the training, along with
crime scene technicians, photogra-
phers, engineers, NTSB and FAA
investigators, coroner’s officials
and local police officials. 

“We’ve had scenes like this
before. Obviously I can’t speculate
on how likely it is that something
like this will happen, but we need
to prepare for it,” said Salvador
Hernandez, assistant director in
charge for the FBI’s Los Angeles
Office. “Continually exercising dis-
aster scenarios, whether the goal is
to solve a case of terrorism or to
find the cause of a crash, is vital to
being prepared for the real thing.
The chance to practice in this envi-
ronment is a unique opportunity
and will enhance the objectives of
the exercise.”

The mock training exercise was
actually supposed to simulate the
day after a jumbo jet crash, after the
fire department and other emer-
gency responders have stabilized

the area. In a real plane crash, the
FBI is the primary agency to handle
the investigation, in order to deter-
mine if it was caused by terrorism
or some other criminal act. The FBI
works in partnership with the FAA
and the NTSB, which is the federal
agency charged with determining
the cause of the crash. Investigators
and technicians formed teams and
fanned out into the wreckage to
document every detail. The enor-
mous size of the crime scene at a
plane crash makes it a daunting job
for investigators. While the fuse-
lage, engines, tail section and wings
are easily identifiable at the
Universal Studios set, the plane is
scattered into pieces over an area
the size of several city blocks.
Officials are trained as to what to
look for when investigating a plane
crash, but it is a painstaking process
that usually takes months, if not
years, to complete, said Special
Agent Robert Chacon, an FBI diver
who worked on the investigation of
the crash of TWA Flight 800 in
1996.

“With a plane crash, it is such a
large area that has to be poured
over that it makes it very difficult to
determine what happened. All of

arrangements with Universal to
train there. Later, the FBI took the
lead in organizing additional train-
ing for local emergency responders.
Officials hope to hold more training
exercises at the backlot in the
future.  

“It really gives us a good scope
of a large aircraft disaster,” Chacon
added. “This is an aircraft that once
was operating. It is as big as any-
thing we are going to deal with, and
it is excellent training.”

Several local law enforcement
personnel also took part in the train-
ing exercise, including representa-
tives from the Los Angeles,
Inglewood and Covina Police

Departments. Ron Campise, a tech
lab supervisor for the LAPD’s
Scientific Investigations Division,
said the exercise is the only way
personnel could have such expo-
sure to a catastrophic aviation dis-
aster without one actually occur-
ring.

“Eventually in Los Angeles, we
will have a major occurrence like
this, and we need to work out the
details of what everybody is going
to do,” Campise said. “It helps us
work together, and also helps deter-
mine how many people we would
need to respond. It’s better for us to
do it here, then have to wait until
we have to face the real thing.”

the pieces have to be numbered and
catalogued, and then they are
shipped to a warehouse where the
plane is basically put back togeth-
er,” Chacon said. “This exercise
would be Day Two after the crash,
so the FBI and the NTSB would be
working together to gather evidence
and process the scene. If human
remains are found, the medical
examiner is called in, and we have
people from the coroner’s office
here. The engineers look at the
plane parts to see if they can make
initial observations, and we talk to
the airlines and the airplane manu-
facturer. It really is a large team
effort.”

The NTSB provided real aviation
parts for the technicians to find and
analyze, including the flight data
recorder and the CVR (black
boxes), the transponders, instru-
ment panels and key components of
the engines. All of the personnel
were supervised to ensure they fol-
lowed protocols, and so that each
group would be familiar with the
other agencies’ roles in the investi-
gation. 

For many of the personnel who
participated, it offered an opportuni-
ty to use special equipment, or gave
them a chance to simulate real pro-
cedures. Crime scene investigators
utilized a surveying device that
scans the horizon and creates a
computerized version of the scene.
Other personnel used technology
that allows for categorizing all of
the plane’s parts, some as small as a
pencil eraser. The plane’s fuselage,
the damaged vehicles and wrecked
homes on the studio set, are outfit-
ted with smoke machines and spe-
cial lights simulating fires, giving
the personnel a realistic simulation
of the dangers present at a crash
scene.    

Krista Boling, a spokesperson for
NBC Universal, said the “War of
the Worlds” attraction has been at
the theme park for around two
years, and is part of the tram tour.
The set is so realistic that last year,
the United States Army made
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Poker expert George Epstein believes the game can help people with
Alzheimer’s disease.

improvement, and hoped to see if he
could help those with Alzheimer’s
disease as well. 

“It’s a great idea and does keep
the mind active,” Wyte said.
“There’s are many studies on mem-
ory loss that say that the more you
keep your mind active the more you
will delay the progression of the
disease. It is harder for some people
than others, depending on where
you are within the diagnoses of the
disease. It’s completely individual-
istic.”

Epstein, author of two books on
poker, “The Greatest Book of Poker
for Winners” and “Hold‘em or
Fold‘em”, has spent the last five
years teaching poker at senior cen-
ters, such as the Culver City Senior
Center and the Claude Pepper
Senior Citizen Center, located at
1760 S. La Cienega Blvd. He is
leading a special poker conference
and tournament at the Hustler
Casino on Friday. 

The session at Olympia Medical
marked Epstein’s second session
working with people with
Alzheimer’s disease, and each event
was made possible through the sup-
port of Leeza’s Place, who have
recently partnered with Olympia
Medical’s Center for Geriatric

Health.
“It was an invigorating after-

noon, and was a great way to evoke
cognitive stimulation, social inter-
action and was just fun,” said
Sheila Moore, director of the
Center for Geriatric Health at

Olympia Medical, speaking of the
first poker session. “It helped many
remember former days of card
playing. It was a great opportunity
to sit around and discuss something
new.”

The Center for Geriatric Health

at Olympia Medical is a multi-dis-
ciplinary team, providing services
for senior citizens for more than 20
years. According to Moore, the
team’s approach to memory
impairment involves more than
assisting any individual patient. 

“When a senior citizen has a
memory impairment, there’s often
someone there that makes up for
the memories being lost,” Moore
said. “This means that we always
treat two people. The person with
the impairment and the person
alongside them.”

To this end, Olympia Medical
has sought the partnership of
Leeza’s Place to provide caregivers
with needed resources. Leeza’s
Place is a national organization
with locations in Florida, Texas,
Illinois, New York and California.
Each location is run by a Leeza
Care Advocate, who serve as a
guides rather than hands-on physi-
cians.

“Caregivers have to come with
their loved ones,” Wyte said.
“We’re trying to use a combination
of education, empowerment, and
energy.”

According to Wyte, Leeza’s
Place is not an overnight care
provider but a resource for care-
givers and people diagnosed with
any form of memory loss. For
more information on Leeza’s Place
visit the website, www.leezas-
place.org. 
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