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Dr. Hal Ornstein:
Life and The 
Wizard of Oz

By DAVID ZYCH

he Wizard of Oz celebrated its 70th anniversary this year with a digitally 
enhanced version of the classic 1939 movie shown on the wide-screen at 
theaters across the country. Hal Ornstein, DPM, of Howell, NJ, just 
might have been first in line at his local cinema to mark the occasion.
 He’s been a fan of the movie since the first time he saw it when he 
was a little kid, ostensibly for the same reason that we all liked the 

movie, but now his reasons go a bit deeper. As chairman of the American Acad-
emy of Podiatric Practice Management (AAPPM), he sees The Wizard of Oz as a 
metaphor for a successful life and a thriving podiatric medical practice.
 Not only is he a fan of the movie, but he also owns one of the more amazing 
collections of Oz memorabilia on the planet, and his new suite of offices in New 
Jersey is replete with treatment rooms that feature different characters from the 
movie and even a yellow brick road winding down the treatment hallway.
 “I’ve always loved it because it tells the story of life,” he said. “It shows how 
everything is really in our own backyard, yet most of us don’t realize that fact 
until it hits us in the head.”
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 Talking about the movie’s colorful characters, he called the 
Wicked Witch a “front,” a character who had the aura of evil, yet 
who was actually quite easy to kill. The problem was that nobody 
wanted to get close enough to throw water on her, so she went on 
her way scaring everyone she could.
 “How many people do you know in life who have a big bark, 
who enjoy making threats and just like being nasty?” he asked. 

“They may think like the Wicked Witch, but in reality, they’re just 
insecure.” Speaking figuratively, Dr. Ornstein recommends toss-
ing a bucket of water on feelings of insecurity or fear that keep one 
from advancing forward, whether it be about practice issues or 
personal goals.  “You just have to change the way you think,” he 
said. “And the only way to do it is to actively work on it. Every 
time you see that Wicked Witch trying to scare you away from 
making a positive move, you have to put her out of your mind.”
 The Scarecrow, his favorite character, is another example of how 
we sometimes behave. “If you watch the scarecrow, you’ll see that 
the poor guy had no confidence in himself and he really believed 
that he had no brains,” he said. “Yet he actually made every decision 
while they all were walking down the yellow brick road. The lion, 
too, was supposed to be cowardly, yet he was braver than he knew.”

 When Dr. Ornstein lectures at seminars throughout the year, 
he connects with his audience by calling himself “one of the big-
gest goofballs around. I say that I’m one puppy short of a ken-
nel.”  Then the inspiration starts:  “But we all have success within 
us,” he says. “As soon as the Scarecrow got the diploma in his 
hand—which meant nothing—he became an instant intellectu-
al!  We have to believe in ourselves!  
 “It’s always that way,” he continued. “I hang out with people 
with multimillion dollar practices and also with doctors who are 
ready to close their doors for good. The docs with the big prac-

tices aren’t smarter than anyone else, they are just motivated, and 
success is the only option for them. The old saying is, ‘what you 
believe, will happen.’  If you think you are stupid, you will be. If 
you think you’ll be poor, that will happen, too.”
 The scenes with Dorothy, the Lion, the Scarecrow, and the 
Tin Man walking down the yellow brick road toward the Emer-
ald City is another analogy that Dr. Ornstein applies to podiatric 
practice:  “That road can have a negative connotation—sort of 
like a gerbil running round and round on a wheel, going nowhere 
fast. Podiatrists can get on that gerbil wheel by never changing 
anything, or by being afraid to invest in their practices.
 “As beautiful as the Emerald City was, Dorothy and her 
friends—and Toto—didn’t have to go there,” he continued. “Get 
off the gerbil wheel and find your way. We all have our fears; be 
yourself and live your dream! What’s happening today is Darwin-
ism in health care. The strong are getting stronger; they figure out 
how to manage themselves better and how to maximize the sys-

tem for the best patient care. And they’re happy and making a 
good living.”
 Dr. Ornstein had an audience with the Dalai Lama a few 
years back, and he said the overriding concern for His Holiness 
was peace of mind.
 “Everyone wants success, but it’s peace that we need to achieve 
for ourselves,” he said. “Make every day your birthday. Don’t 
look forward to a vacation; make it happen every day. If you’re 
looking forward to that big vacation, then I think you need to 
reflect on life a bit more. Take control of your destiny!”  
 Dr. Ornstein isn’t being self-critical when he says that all he 
does is “yap” when he lectures to groups of doctors or students 
about his experiences as a doctor. His method is designed to sim-
ply demonstrate “how to make everyone happier.”
 That happiness, he says, comes when podiatrists are motivated 
to work toward achieving peace of mind. “It can come from get-
ting home earlier from work and spending more time with loved 
ones, or seeing more patients, or becoming rich and famous; I 
don’t care what it is. All of us have our diplomas, and it’s why I like 
the Scarecrow so much. If I can get into the minds of podiatrists 
and help them reach their definition of success, that’s my passion.”
 One major step in that direction is the addition of a four-year 
practice management course of study getting underway at his 

alma mater, the Ohio College of Podiatric Medicine. Not coinci-
dentally, the first assignment is asking students about their defini-
tions of success. “Seven or eight of the best practice management 
minds in the country are setting the stage for this exciting pro-
gram,” he said, “and we’re going to help out students find and live 
their dreams.”

The Collection

 Dr. Ornstein began collecting Oz memorabilia during his 
second year in practice when a patient brought him a plate. He 
put it on the wall of his office and it became a hit. “That’s when 
I got excited about Oz and when I got the vision that it was a 
really great story.” He now has 20 years’ worth of collectibles, 
most stored in about 30 boxes at his home.
 Many of the items in his collection were—and still are—do-
nated by his patients, and he comments that hardly a month goes 
by when he doesn’t get two or three gifts of Oz material  from 
patients who found something at a yard sale or flea market that 
they knew he’d want.
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 He has some high-end collectible material as well, including 
the original Cowardly Lion’s tail that he picked up at Sotheby’s 
Auction Gallery about 15 years ago. “I have some original theater 
cards that are also quite scarce, and their value today is based on 
what anyone is willing to pay. I’d love to get Dorothy’s shoes, but 
the last time they went up for auction, they sold for $600,000, so 
that’s not going to happen!”
 The frustration for Dr. Ornstein comes from the fact that 
collecting Oz memorabilia is becoming a craze and he rarely finds 
anything new for sale. “There used to be a time when auction 
houses would put out catalogs of valuable Oz material that were 
up for bidding,” he said. “Now people are holding on their mate-
rial; they aren’t considering selling now.”
 Dr. Ornstein built his office two years ago after renting for 
many years:
  “I had a vision of having a beautiful office and I wanted my 
staff to feel like they were coming home when they were here. 
Everything in the office is the best it can be, and to make the Oz 
theme happen, I hired an interior designer and let her imagina-
tion fly. I have no patience sitting down and picking out colors, 
so I gave her the ideas and the credit card. I now have seven 
treatment rooms and every one has a different character from 

the movie.” The office, in reality, is also a museum of Wizard of 
Oz memories.
 Kids, of course, love the office and patients sometimes get 
frustrated because they want to tour all the treatment rooms, but 
they can’t because there are patients in them. “It’s a great reac-
tion,” said Dr. Ornstein. “Knowing what I do with the AAPPM, 
I’d better have an amazing office with the nicest staff! It may be 
two years old now, but it looks brand new.”
 An “amazing office” also helps to market his practice. Patients 
expect quality foot care to be the norm when they visit a podiatrist, 
but they are “wowed” by what they see when they enter Dr. Orn-
stein’s world of Oz. “What are you doing to market to your existing 
patients?” he asked. “How are you answering the phone?  How are 
you treating them?  What do you give a patient who has faithfully 
come in every two months for 20 years?  Forget new patients. Wow 
the existing ones!  It’s all right in your own backyard.”
 Dr. Ornstein tells anyone who will listen that physicians to-
day are in an enviable position in life. “Especially podiatrists,” he 
quickly adds. “I was talking to some residents at Barry University 
and I told them that they were in the greatest of situations. With 
geriatric and diabetes numbers climbing, podiatric medicine has 
a lock on the future!  
 “Everybody is looking for somewhere over the rainbow, but 
we have it, and it’s right in our own backyard.”                        
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