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HOME AGAIN: James Faghmous staiggled to get 
back to America but not in school at City College. 

Best & brightest 
fuel CCNY revival 

Over the last six years, 
CUNY's four-year schools — 
especially City College — 
have begun competitive ad
missions. The school is now 
living up to its nickname as 
"the poor man's Harvard," 
having produced Rhodes 
scholars and academic-award 
winners. 

Todd Vcnezia spoke with 
f w o of the stanciotit schol
ars in the c/as5 of2006. 

City College senior James 
Faghmous had to overcome a 
host of obstacles on his path lo 
academic achievement — from 
kidnapping to hatred of Ameri
cans. 

The senior computer-science 
major — who hopes lo one day 
find a cure for Alzheimer's dis
ease — is graduating with a 3.8 

grade-point average and has 
earned a National Institutes of 
Health fellowship, which he w i l l 
use to pursue his doctorate in 
computational neuroscience. 

He is one of CCNVs most ac
complished grads. but it was a 
rough journey to the top. 

Bom in Syracuse, the 
23-year-old was spirited away by 
his father to Algeria at age 6. 

Unable to speak the language 
and desperate to see his mother, 
Catherine, Faghmous struggled 
in school. 

" i n the '90s, when the first Gulf 
War took place, my fellow ele
mentary-school students were 
picking on me because I was 
American," he said. 

Still, he persevered and 
learned Arabic. He became a 
basketball standout, was invited 
to the national team and eventu

ally began to settle in in his fa
ther's country. 

But he was still viewed as a 
Westerner, and he was forced to 
move around because of threats 
from terrorists. 

"I t was a pretty rough time," he 
said. 

He pressed on, though, de
termined to go to college. 

" I had faith in education — that 
it would give me a better life." he 
said. 

College in Algeria, however, 
was interrupted by riots and 
strikes. He fmally decided to try 
to come back to the United 
States. 

But getting here would not be 
easy. He would have to get an 
appointment — but just ap
proaching the building could 
make him a target for extremists. 

A visit entailed shouting 

through a hole in the embassy's 
thick wall and hoping someone 
would reply. 

Luckily, someone did, and after 
a bit of red tape, embassy offi
cials found they had a file on him 
because of his mother's search. 

VThtn he came back to the 
States in December 2003, a fam
ily friend suggested that he try 
City College. 

**We knew it was going to be 
the best for me because of its 
history of dealing with immi
grants," he said. "It was going to 
give me something no place else 
would give me — a chance." 

But his homecoming was bit
tersweet. His grandmother was 
suffering from Alzheimer's and 
died soon after his return. It has 
made him forsake the money he 
could make in his profession and 
work in research for a cure. 

todd. vcnezia@nypost com 

Debbie Wolf Cright) is 
proof thai City College 
can be the start of big 
things, no matter what 
you have to overcome. 

The Honor College 
English major is on her 
v/ay to Yale University 
for graduate school, after 
an academic career that 
included a 3.94 grade-
point average and several 
major honors, including 
the Kay and Goldsmith 
scholarships and a Jacob 
K. Ja>-its fellow-ship. 

Wolf feels CCNY has 
kept its mandate to pro
vide a high-quality educa
tion at a low cost. 

"My decision on where 
to come lo college was 
pretty much a financial 
decisioa" she said. "And 
City College offered the 
best deal." 

The Stuyvesant HS 
grad earned her way lo 
the Ivy League while rais
ing her now-3-year-old 
son, Jaddus. 

At one point, she 
crammed her 15 credits 

into two days a week, just 
to make time for mother
hood. 

"It been challenging at 
times." she said 

T h e English faculty — 
they have from the begin
ning encouraged me to do 
my own research and 
have allowed me to get 
involved with their work 
that only graduate stu
dents get involved in. Ive 
been able to edit one of 
my professor's books." 

Wolf wi l l now pursue a 
PhD. in African-Ameri

can studies and hopes to 
teach. 

She said CCNY helped 
her to the top. 

"Just before I started 
coUege, I had in my mind 
a very clear set of goals 
as to what I wanted to be
come," she said. 

"But I don't think I 
would have been able to 
do it in four years . . . and 
make the transition I did, 
quickly and painlessly as 
I did, without the support 
I got here." 

Todd \^enezia 


