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“Everywhere in the world, the United States is considered a dream.

I fmow now why.” — Elinor Smoljan

M Smoljan coaches 1 top
rhythmic gymnastics
program in Conoord

By Jay Heater

TIMES STAFF WHITER
MR
of b, aller srriving
in the Unibed States
i 1555, Elinor Smol-
Jan discovered she
hadn®t come (o the

land of equal opporuniiy
- Gmolan, @ forme member of
e Homanian malional thylhmadc
pvinnastics team who was work-
g ag an inatructor al & privale

At

club, watched =adly &z & promis
ing lictke girl wallead awsy from
the sport because her divorced
mrixther was unable to afford the
fews,

Smoljan ealed her emplopar
if ghe could make an exception
and cut the fess, but she was
turned down.

Dizillusioned, Smaljan qudt,
She thought there had (o be a
haitter way

She founed ome.

[ Aeh], Sovoljam walked into
the Coneord Woeath Center {now
the Community Youth Center)
and askod if thete was interest
in starting a rhythmic gymmnes-

tice prograim. Thanks to her cre
dentials, she was hired on the
Epeot.
"1 wans pushy,” she said,

Sioee that day, Smaoljan has
hwvingly cultivated a program thas
&5 bocoming kmown on 8 natkenesl
level. In the past month, twe of
her studants — B-year-old Zoe
Gwizdek of Concord and 11-
yvear-chl Sofia Bouzos of Walnut
Creek — have won national
champicnships.

Gwizdak won an all areund
national title at Lewal 5 lagt
moasth in Yirginia Besch, Va., aaud
Houzos wes the best performer
in the rope wpparetus at the Ju

.
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S0F1A BOUZOS, B, gets instruction from Elinor Smoljan, who was a national rithmic gymnastios champéon in ber native Romania,

Romanian connection

nior Olympic Chempionships in
Lynmwided, Wash,, earlier this
il h,

"Zoe hes alent way beyvond
normal ® Smoljan said proadly
"5he is amazingly smart. And
dirive 18 what makes Sofia who
Fhet 5"

Crwizdak and Bouzos are on
their way to becoming elite ath-
letes in the spodt, bt Smoljan
coaches all talent levels,

"Every child 15 different,” she
sald. “Some are immature, and
there 18 nothing wrong with that
Lo bpaowesd] mote 0 two pears

See SMOLIAN, Pago 7
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than most do in four years. But
that doesn't matter. [ welcome
everyona.”

. On any afterncon at the Com-
mumu'%mu Center, Smoljan
keeps a close walch on her

Q-gecomdd rouling is =ef to mu-
sic, each gymnastic move is
choreographed, and each indi-
widuaal et confaing a mix of ath-
leticism, showmanship and
drama in which the girls not only
digplay remarkable bt
also j and acrobatic skills.

The girls labor for hours in
front of Smoljan, who fills the

role of genile (askmaster. She 1§
firm in inairection, ber thick
acoent ing a sharp

that lets everyone know she
means business.
= “It's not a good thing,” Smol-
jan said 1o Gwizdak, as she at-
tempted a new trick with the
rope. She then looked over at
Bouros, who was Iving on the
flaor looking exhausted, "Sofia,
are you dead?®™

{pwindak later was phmked on
Roog cyle ing Tears wers abouk
hoop i were
to oo 10 her eyes, but Smoljan
quickly interjected. “Are you
bleeding? Mo, OK. You are all
right. Now my ...~
_ the rigid instructions
are calla of "sweetie pie” and
other terms of endearment. For
Smoljan, 33, this i her family.
After each training session, there
are hugs all sround. Three hours
of labor end with giggles and
laughter.

"Thi discipline did worry ma,”

gnid Gwnrdal's mother, MNickd. "1
talked to Eli about i when we
started. But she assured me that
she develops an off-the-Noor re-
lationship with the girls as well,
and she has. "W adore ElL.
And what Zoe has been able (o
do just blows e away”
Bouzos' mom, Sdsmnm, said

that aspiring riythmic gymmasts
in the Area are forfunate to
hawve a coaching presence

, available. “Jt's been a blessing.”™

she said. “We've boen together
with Eli since my daughter was
about 4, It has been such a good
match. Eli has high expectations
for her girls, but the rise to
the challenge. And these girls are
having a great time.®

Sofia Bouzos, who just fin-
ished fifth grade ai Buena Vista

tirme,” sk said. *“There are a lot
of precision moves. Every task
takes precision. If even one fin-
[ﬂ'm:rv?ﬂu:mngm_r.itlt

all gone,

By the rime she was 13, she
was n natbonal champion who
wis spending so much time in
the gym that her father pulled
hur:lﬂ'lhlmﬂl;;l:lmmdmﬂ
her to give up the sport.

Devastated, she instead se-
cretly started a club at her
school, keeping it from her fa-
ther, who worked until 9 most
mights. “It was like an addiction.
I could not live without #," she
sabd.

Starting the club akso forced
her into coaching others at a very

young Althou her
Olympic dreams had -E:d. she

i Wbt Creek, admits there are —discovered coaching was her pas-

days when she would like to
practice.. But mostly, she
can't wait to get to the gym.
*I love to be hare,” she said.
“I love to work with fnmuan]n-
She males sure that it &'t like
we always are competing.”
Growing uwp in Romania,
Smoljan was of a rhythmic
-l m that didn’t

zmmmMmm'ﬁm though Smoljan

veg compelitive in my country,”
said Smoljan, who now lives in
Concord, A lot of the girls hated
each other I used to ery behind
closed doors. [ was lonely”
When she began coaching,
Smoljan promised herself that
she wouldn't allow animosity
among her girls, _
“My girls have the best time,”
she proudly, “They are best
friends, I tell them, 'If you hate
each other, it's nof going o
change anything.™ _
Smaoljan started rhythmic
when she was 6. By
the time she was 10, she was
training twice a day, from 8:15
am. until noon and from & p.m,
until 8:30 p.m. *This sport takes

iDL
Sheis finished high school and
& progrum to prepan: for

~ entered
a life of conching in Romania,

Then Hfe took a swift turm when
she turned 23.

Her sister, Diana, filled out a
form to sed if she could win & di-
versity visa that would allow her
o monne 1o the United States. Al-
of mﬁnmﬂmwhﬁ“ﬂ-x

interest " she
lowed Diana te A1l out one for
her as well,

“Then one my mom
called me and said, “You've got
this package from the United
5-!:!15:;“ had been selacted.

an

Each year, ihe ULS. awards
50,000 diversily visas 1o people
from countries that have emi-

ted less than 50,000 people

in the previous five years
combined. I.mf;nmeﬁachlerh:
spokesperson State
% Bureau of Consular
Affairs, said that 5.6 million peo-
ple applied for diversity visas last
year There were 8.3 million ap-
plicants the year before.

Smoljan had been happy Liv-
ing and coaching in Romanis, bt
whien the opportunity presented
itself to move to the U.5., she
couldn't refuse.

“People come to the United
States because they want a bet-
ter life,” ahe sald. “People come
humhauuuthu;hhatternc&pi
portunity. T was in shock a
was scared, but Tdon't take those
things for granted.

Everywhers in the workd, the
United States is considered a
dream. [ know now why, You
have the freadom of saying what-
ever you want, with certain Hm-
itathons and boundaries, In other
countries, you have [0 worry
about what you say. In Romania,
you never know if the (govern-
mént) security could be your
neighbor. Where [ lived, yvou
could not make any joles about
wour country.”

She landed in the Bay Area
because a woman she met in Bo-
mania was moving o Walnut
Creek and needed a podmirate.
She ammived with lithe money, mo
job, she couldn’t speak English
or drive a car.

Her co-warkers initialiy
thought ahe was alool because
she wouldn't speak to them.
Within a month, she had a com-

mand of the language.

Now she dreams of repre-
senting the U.S. someday a3 the
coach of an Clympic sthlste. “1
think [ love Amencn more than
some Americans do,” she said.

Her goal also is 1o help the
1.5, catch up to Eastern Euro-
pean couniries such ad Romanis
that produce most of the top
rhythmic fymnasts. “Americans
have tao arms, two legs and two
eyes, $o why can't they be as
gosd?” she asks,
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PART BOROGHT L
ELINOR SMOLJAN, working with Jessica Roginsky, has brought national prominence to the Community Youth Genter in Concord.
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