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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, Mason5.24.24
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(Thanks also to my dad for editing, typing, and book design)
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For my heritage project, I interviewed my grandfather, Josef Michl. I can’t believe what I 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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Now 85, he still teaches at the University of Colorado and leads two research groups, one in Colorado and one in Prague.
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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."



jenda
Image

jenda
Text Box
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.
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Sister, father, and Josef
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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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The Matterhorn, in Switzerland
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My dad and I embarking with him on an icy 4-mile hike, often without a trail!
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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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By 15 he was already tutoring much older students.
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At 22 he was beginning his graduate studies and would soon travel to America.

jenda
Text Box
He wed my American grandmother atop a mountain in Austria.
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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.
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My father and late aunt as beloved children.
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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!
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Before writing the narrative you've read, my classmates and I also created a Double Bubble Map after we interviewed our ancestor.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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My Notes
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The real gold was in the interview itself, which lasted several hours.  I 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 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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Epilogue (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.
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In Loving MemoryMarch 12, 1939 -April 13, 2024
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