| e Joy
Between a RQQ{%' |
and a Hard Place

,?a
S

- ByMasonM. MfchL o

~ s


jenda
Image

jenda
Text Box
Josef Michl

jenda
Text Box
Joy
Between a Rock
and a Hard Place

jenda
Text Box
By Mason M. Michl


Jo my amazz'nj 2nd. jrmfe teacker, JZZ Ionj,

ﬁrn fow'nj memory g[‘ rmy jrancﬁpat/ever, who
JO(IJJ@[[ Jfortfy tg%er j comJofetec[ my Jon 1g
interview with fiim. J am very sad fe is  gone,
but so chpfy that J. got to know him a bit better
because of‘ this /zérz'tgye  project. Thank you /!

Wt/; Jove and’ jratz'tut[é,

Mason

5.24.24

( Thanks also to my dad" ﬁr editing, typing, and hook design )


jenda
Text Box
To my amazing 2nd grade teacher, Ms. Long,

In loving memory of my grandfather, who passed shortly after I completed my long interview with him. I am very sad he is gone, but so happy that I got to know him a bit better because of this heritage project. Thank you!! 

With love and gratitude, 

Mason
5.24.24
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(Thanks also to my dad for editing, typing, and book design)
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For my heritage project, | interviewed
my grandfather, Josef Michl.

| can’t believe what | learned!
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My grandfather, Josef Michl, was born in 1939 in Prague,
Czechoslovakia, three days before it was occupied by Hitler's army.

This was only the first of many challenges he overcame on his way to
becoming a world-famous chemist.
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This was only the first of many challenges he overcame on his way to becoming a world-famous chemist. 
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Now 85, he still teaches at the University of Colorado and leads two
research groups, one in Colorado and one in Prague.

A humble man, with a great sense of humor. When
asked why he has been nominated for the Nobel
Prize but never won, he reminds people, with a
twinkle in his eye, "There are countless awards
which | have not won."
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A humble man, with a great sense of humor.  When asked why he has been nominated for the Nobel Prize but never won, he reminds people, with a twinkle in his eye, "There are countless awards which I have not won."


The oldest of 4 children, he grew up very poor, as his father refused
to join the Communist Party. He was removed from his position as a
judge at the highest Czech appellate court and instead had to be a
notary in a much smaller city three hours away by train.

Josef wore hand-me-down used clothes which his mother repaired as
needed with a needle and thread. His mother, a housewife, found
some work sorting mushrooms, and he was able to earn some money
tutoring other students.
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The oldest of 4 children, he grew up very poor, as his father refused to join the Communist Party.  He was removed from his position as a judge at the highest Czech appellate court and instead had to be a notary in a much smaller city three hours away by train.  

Josef wore hand-me-down used clothes which his mother repaired as needed with a needle and thread.  His mother, a housewife, found some work sorting mushrooms, and he was able to earn some money tutoring other students.
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Growing up during the war was not easy. Sometimes they had only
mashed potatoes to eat for days on end.

He also barely survived a bombing in 1945, during which American

bombers got lost and bombed Prague instead of nearby German ity of
Dresden.

Sister, father, and Josef
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The Matterhorn, in Switzerland

As if these weren’t enough challenges, he was born with club feet,
meaning without any heel bones. He had 8 surgeries by the time he
was 14, with doctors able to build heels for him from bone taken from
elsewhere on his legs.

He was never able to run, but overcame this to become a mountain
climber and lifelong hiker, he climbed the Matterhorn and Mt.
Kilimanjaro, one of the highest mountains in the world.

While he has many illnesses in old age, he still goes hiking every
Tuesday in the mountains above Boulder, Colorado, usually 5 miles
or more.
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As if these weren’t enough challenges, he was born with club feet, meaning without any heel bones.  He had 8 surgeries by the time he was 14, with doctors able to build heels for him from bone taken from elsewhere on his legs.  

He was never able to run, but overcame this to become a mountain climber and lifelong hiker, he climbed the Matterhorn and Mt. Kilimanjaro, one of the highest mountains in the world.  

While he has many illnesses in old age, he still goes hiking every Tuesday in the mountains above Boulder, Colorado, usually 5 miles or more.
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My dad and | embarking with him on an icy 4-mile hiké, often without a trail!
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By 15 he was already tutoring much older students.

His love for chemistry began at age ten, with a fire demonstration in
class. He inherited a home chemistry set from an older boy in his
building, and a book titled “Experiments That Don’t Fail” led him
through many dangerous experiments as a young boy. At various
times he made exploding clay marbles, dissolved a (valuable) silver
spoon, made the whole apartment stink like rotten eggs for weeks,
played with mercury, and nearly dissolved his face with acid, all in a
small closet with no ventilation.
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At 22 he was beginning his
graduate studies and would
soon travel to America.
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He wed my American grandmother atop a mountain in Austria.
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Jost ¥ Gina +Jouda]
Michl, Dec. 1993

My father and late aunt as beloved children.

Despite all of the difficulties from the historical events that created
incredible challenges in his early life, he is a happy person who
appreciates what he does have, rather than being unhappy about an
unfair life.

11
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We still have family in Prague that I get to see every summer
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I had a great time on this camping trip with him last year!


My Notes

Before writing the narrative you've read, my classmates and | also
created a Double Bubble Map after we interviewed our ancestor.

There were a lot of things | learned that didn't make it into the
narrative. Some of them are captured in this compare and contrast
diagram.

What is most surprising to you?

13
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There were a lot of things I learned that didn't make it into the narrative.  Some of them are captured in this compare and contrast diagram.



What is most surprising to you?
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The real gold was in the interview itself, which lasted several hours. |
did my best to write down the parts that applied to my questions, but
he shared so much more with me too.

The following four pages are my interview notes. They represent only
a little of what | learned, but | hope that you take a few minutes to
read through them and imagine how amazing the experience of
interviewing him was for me.

I've known him my whole life, but interviewing him opened my eyes to
how much | hadn't learned about him through our normal interactions
- and what an incredible person he truly was.

15
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The following four pages are my interview notes.  They represent only a little of what I learned, but I hope that you take a few minutes to read through them and imagine how amazing the experience of interviewing him was for me.



I've known him my whole life, but interviewing him opened my eyes to how much I hadn't learned about him through our normal interactions - and what an incredible person he truly was.
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Interview Questions for Heritage Unit

(GRANTFATHER £GRN 1929 _Praque Czechoslovakia

Education

1. What was the span of years of the schools éou attended'?

945 0g@ h - 1994 G\}ﬂ CWHJO

v

2. What type of school did you attend?

ts 1=3 ENGLIS i 5:0 FCIAL swoaz,
3. What subjects did you study? 5“’” 5 3 EMG C LLOSE O Gﬁ} J t

10 Jm; mm\mﬂ;g? x}encaf
V)UB!L[ C« L/)mm_) = fJ4G | %_@{fhém&e@‘

4. How long was your school day’?

vq\}-’lQ@ Chq (Ut/ld T SC}?JQD

5. Did you have recess? If so, how many? What did you play?

ng Veedd, pna ﬂﬂ\i ”\f’nund 'ILAQ/HU/
hoale ten Mjputzd dn W}é‘f” YHY

6. What is one experience you remember most about your educational expenence'?
. { ! I

/ — ! g
’j " - 7 ib{:gfﬂ m b‘u&m“‘"

s}udm%s wff i f mé%
ol ‘-V"“}

?’i’)@f\/l/é@k\ &}%50, Al
, Ny %
M ) T-¢€ Sh;&ack S Jper \//SQd
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7. What did you talk about at the dinner table? World issues? School? Life lessons?

@\DOU‘}' SCJ’)QG l[\ Q:bIIMS e FEAROFRET8VTH

15 ER Y

Alke M4 ng ”’ﬂ)k O'p (O*’\ﬂ K)ﬂ 15N

¢ 4

H i H
s.Lo0r |1€ Q\OLs V;'f’ y \WAS [eadihg

-7

9. Z / ! ' l‘ﬂ ) j» % ! P " ‘ ]
X frgeelld phuent x:*‘w'%wsvx i£5404% I Evenise 5

-

5‘4&”&3;‘"\”,‘,&@ 7L1A z:i:JPQA@- ONL"'T I of K‘dﬁ_ﬁ_%g‘

_ S
Compledcd alf 1S o nd patsad EWGLISK 7T€sT
QUEE B \u Bw,plyq LAVE
Hiln A Staacl. [AG 4 CPEMIEALS ,
VSED Bl CALVED ExPERIMENTS THAT Wikt i/0R)c

CHEMIGTRY AR
W el w/eT Consrveron SEr AR
TMITRGBE Ve c’mmﬁw

, Hm@ﬂl‘# SULFIRE
L(mm-;a (Cs,s*,%) + PSS

pEsOVED SRVER o L
IN NITEIE ACID

(o PER T SILVER

Thl. +IVATER
li7lhd $L9%5 LomE IVES FIRE

LA (i9thgoade)
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Clothing

1. What clothes did you wear to school? Was there a dress code?

Hanp ME pawn S FRovw  REATIVES 1N BCAZIL + c AMADA

MGTHER WNES) Pl T8 SE~2 4 KNIT T Fisc + QAR .

NO scHdl p2gss CODE , Al SHIers HAD A CotlhR maTBE s+EATS
2. If you did have specific clothes, what did you wear to play in? ©g j;gmgf

SaME Tuivg AL TUE Timé Mo SPoRrS LioTdEs UMESS
Q.f'*»/y A TEAM

3. What type of shoes did you play in?

LAD  SPECMTT LHOES TNE To  MUTLIPLE FeaT  SuRGERUES
TENNS FHOES LATER. v 04 | EATNER WEE55 SHIFs

4. Did you wear hats?

NO N0 NDS i 0RE Hats
OMLA  anTTET JAcs 140 CiNTE2

5. How did you wear your hair?
Poet IN Thy MDZLE

ALL A0S HW sHeT HAR.
AL GIRLS HAp  LenG fiAr
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Values a9 S N _ Lowianct
MAGE 8 @9 TUTQRING QTHER SeuDENTS - Atmim y
1. Where you required to do chores at home? Did you earn an allowance? N A 8ede,

7o ‘/"7 V?"xt’g QQV @1}? Oi’ﬁm LEL (e, *zmﬁiﬁ
gk s
Miovance =108k @hogl b

t P00/ "n&'ﬁﬁ & Q’é{ g@i@w
2. Was there a B,artlcular way you were to speak to/address adults? 3‘*% AL, £

1 f' Q /‘A & »} f [} £
‘ Q )z@, na f;ﬂ\_ WL S -t gl ‘W\}”’g} advlls

HAS FORMALTY TOWARP APVLYTS

a‘.— =4

3. Were you required to stand when adults walked into the room?
LHEY (TS CAME qure
ALL  STUVHENTE M STAND 4 ilE A/
4. What types of manners did your parents teach you?
PLEASE, THANE vhy BE PoL1T¢ _ jiwwd” TRRE MAwngeS, 70 BE

AL LA

5. Were you required to spend time with the family on the weekends? Why?
s b i ; " r"b{% o7 : iy 7% i \
HIKES ia) FOREST o MauNTAINMG [OVTEIDE OF Tow "{)

HE LJED? “THIS~ 0PR@YWNIT] 10 Agk [ATHER ALL KINDS oF
QuesTigas., ’
6. Did the entire family sit down for dinner on a regular basis? Daily? Weekly?

YES, gailyf
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Epilogue
(added by my father)

Mason Interviewed his Grandfather in late April, and turned in the
narrative in this book on May 2nd. | chose not to revise it to be past
tense.

On May 10th of 2024 Josef boarded a plane to Prague, to host a
global chemistry summit he had been organizing since before Covid.

On May 12th, he sent an email from Prague before bed, reporting that
"All was well except for lack of sleep and a persistent cough." The
cough had been with him about a week, and we think it was just a
cold. He had enjoyed a dinner with colleagues.

On May 13th, he got up, got dressed, put on his shoes... and then
never showed up to the summit. People immediately went to his
apartment and found him on the floor in the fetal position, dead.

We do not yet know his cause of death. We do know that it was
quick, and we take solace in knowing that he lived a great and full life,
one that most could only dream of.

As Josef aged, he had developed various ailments, including Cancer,
Diabetes, Heart Failure, and Asthma, all for at least the last 7-10
years. He would joke that it was a race to see which of them would
get him. Until then, he disregarded his shortness of breath,
continuing his long weekly hikes, often off trail, and working non-stop
to advance human knowledge.

His late wife had passed suddenly in 2018 from a stroke as she was
heading out the door, with shoes and jacket on. Since we don't know
his cause of death yet, | like to think that none of his ailments "won
their race", and instead he followed in his beloved's footsteps in a
grand poetic gesture.
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(added by my father)

Mason Interviewed his Grandfather in late April, and turned in the narrative in this book on May 2nd.  I chose not to revise it to be past tense.


On May 10th of 2024 Josef boarded a plane to Prague, to host a global chemistry summit he had been organizing since before Covid.  

On May 12th, he sent an email from Prague before bed, reporting that "All was well except for lack of sleep and a persistent cough." The cough had been with him about a week, and we think it was just a cold.  He had enjoyed a dinner with colleagues. 

On May 13th, he got up, got dressed, put on his shoes... and then never showed up to the summit.  People immediately went to his apartment and found him on the floor in the fetal position, dead.

We do not yet know his cause of death.  We do know that it was quick, and we take solace in knowing that he lived a great and full life, one that most could only dream of.

As Josef aged, he had developed various ailments, including Cancer, Diabetes, Heart Failure, and Asthma, all for at least the last 7-10 years.  He would joke that it was a race to see which of them would get him.  Until then, he disregarded his shortness of breath, continuing his long weekly hikes, often off trail, and working non-stop to advance human knowledge.

His late wife had passed suddenly in 2018 from a stroke as she was heading out the door, with shoes and jacket on.  Since we don't know his cause of death yet, I like to think that none of his ailments "won their race", and instead he followed in his beloved's footsteps in a grand poetic gesture.


In Loving Memory

March 12, 1939 -
April 13, 2024
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