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Preface

Peggy Boyer for the Oral History Office, Sangamon State University,
the fall of 1985. Peggy also transcribed the tapes and edited the

This manuscript is the product of tape-recorded interviews conducted {‘)\y
transcript.

Michael Rice was born April 21, 1930, in Stuttgart, Germany. His moiher

was Jewish and his father was Aryan. They did not marry. Michael lived

with his mother in her parents' hame until the age of six. For many - :
years the facts about his father were kept from him, In 1936 Michael was
sent to a Quaker school in Holland. He survived Hitler's aerial bombing

of the Hague. Then, in 1941, he and his mother fled the Nazis and sailed
to Ellis Island.

Michael went on to teach physics and practice law in this country,

However, his early experiences fostered a lifelong commitment to pacifism
and social justice. He has devoted much of his energy to peace and ¢ivil
rights issues. In the late 1950s he helped organize a Boston chapter of
CORE (Congress of Racial Equality) and worked against housing discrimination.
Later, he worked against the Vietnam War.

Michael's sense of perspective, his capacity for introspection on the
choices he has made in his own life, and his ability to recall its rich
detail, make his memoir an important contribution to the history of
social change activism.

Peggy Boyer, a writer and activist, grew up in central Illinois. She
started in SNCC (Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee) in the early
1960s at the University of Illinois, In 1972 she worked on student voter
rights and represented George McGovern at the Democratic Convention. Her
main commitment has been to the socialist left, beginning with the Young
Peoples Socialist League and, later, Democratic Socialists of America.

She has written on Illinois politics for National Public Radio, Washington
Post, Chicago Magazine, and Illinois Times,

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator, and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
regpongible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views expressed
therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted, and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing fram the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708. '
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Michael Rice, fall, 1985, Springfield, Illinois.
Peggy Boyer, Interviewer.

Q: I'm talking with Michael Rice of Springfield, Illinois. It's October
27, 1985, and we're in a private residence in Springfield. I'm Peggy
Boyer, the interviewer. Michael, we're going to be talking primarily
about the years you've spent working on behalf of world peace, but I want
to spend same time first talking about your early years, and placing
those in context. And so, for the record, I'm going to want some specific
details out of you and then we're going to be talking about your first 15
years of so of your life. :

A: Most of the specific details about my early life I didn't learn wntil
mach later. ~

Q: So what we're going to be doing, then, is looking at some facts that
you have put into context later in your life. Is that what you're saying?

A: I think to a large extent yes. I was 1l when I first found out that
I had a father, and who he was, although I knew the man.

Q: So what we'll be trying to do is piece together infgrmation. What I
want you to do is indicate as we go along what details That you put into
the picture later. First I want to get, for the record, your full name.
A: I go by Michael Rice.

Q: Has that name changed over time?

A: Well, yes. I was born Walther Michael Reinhard Reis. And the Ris
was spelled R-E-I-S. And the Walther was the first name of my fathef.
The Reinhard, my mother once told me, she kind of liked, and she t
it would go well if she ever should marry my father and if she shoul
ever take his last name, which was Hoss, H-0-S-S. ;

So let me back up just a little bit. Where were you born Michael?

I was born in Germany, in Stuttgart, Germany.

Stuttgart, Gérmany. And vhat year was that?

1930. |

And so you are--what's the birth date and how old are you?

> e r Lo L

: Just this past week I celebrated my 55 point 5 birthday. I was porn
on April 21,
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Q: Let's talk about your parents a little bit. Since you've already
indicated that you weren't sure who your father was, could you tell me
who your mother was?

A: My mother was Dora Reis, the second of the three daughters of my;
grandfather, Richard Reis--R-E-I-S--and his wife Gustel, or Auguste.
And, in fact, my early childhood--I grew up in that household--in my.
grandfather, grandmother, and mother household.

Q: So this was in Stuttgart?
A: In Degerloch, which is a contiguous suburb, or subsection of Stuttgart.

Q: Okay. And what . . . can you tell me a little bit more about your
mother?

A: Yes. She was quite a lady. She died about five years ago now. She
was a very intuitive, but not very intellectual lady. Her intelligemce--she
had high intelligence, but it was all of the ESP kind. It was very
difficult for her to carry on a linear argument, a logical discussi

She was not a very logical person.

My grandparents-~her parents--were nominally Jewish. There was no
religious observance in the household that I was ever aware of, except a
totally secular variety of Christmas and Easter. I never heard of amy
Jewish holidays. I was unaware of being Jewish, as such, until much
later. I was vaguely aware that there was a reason we had to leave, but
it didn't sink in that it really had anything to do with religion. My
mother--I found out from her quite late in her life, that is, I found out
within the past 10 years now, I would say--had really been quite anti-Semitic.
She . . . it's a form of--here I am being a little philosophical and
taking a long look from the present--but, it's what one might call
internalized oppression, arising fram the atmosphere around.

When she went to elementary school, or maybe school through age 12 or 13,
she was in a private girls' school. She was born in 1901, so this would
have been in the early teens, just before the first World War. When she
was in this private girls' school her friends were--there were some
Jewish girls in the school, but they were not her friends. In fact, she
took a special dislike to them. And, in telling me about them in the
years--in the five or 10 years before she died--she was describing them
in such stereotypical ways. They were argumentative. They were ., . . I
can't remember all the words right now, but they seemed like perfect
stereotypes for Jewish girls.

So she had internalized all those stereotypes and decided she didn't like
these girls. And so when the time came for her to choose, in sort of a
released time arrangement, to which religious instruction she would go,
she chose the Protestant religious instruction, because that's where|her
friends were going.

Q: This was when she was still a girl?
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A: ‘This was when she was a girl of, maybe, 10 or 11. She told me that
her father, for the first time ever, put his foot down about something
when she was about 13 and talked about maybe, she would get conf:.rme:d in
the Evangelical Church, the Lutheran Church. In Germany there aren't a
whole lot of sects. It's all the Protestant Church. It's the Luthenans.
And he said, "No, before you can make a choice like that you need to be
grown up." So he would not consent to her getting confirmed as a Lutheran
at the age of 13 or 14.

Q: So you're saying she remained a kind of frustrated . . .

A: Well, she just didn't pay much attention to religion at all, certainly
not at that time. And she denied her Jewishness as thoroughly as she
possibly could and regarded other Jews as somehow people she didn't want
to particularly be associated with. There was an element here of . . .

of a class thing also, and here she was not alone among German Jews. She
was particularly hostlle-—always had a sneer in her voice and scrunched

- up her nose when she talked about it--she was particularly hostile t
Eastern European Jews, and one reason--we'll come to this in a mameng--but
one reason I was sent away to school in Holland was that in 1936 I d
have had to go to an all Jewish school. And, as she explained to me,
without any consciousness of how bitterly antl—Sem:Ltic this really wgs,
most of the children in that school would have been "Eastern Europeam
Jews." So, you know, that is certainly one side of who my mother was--I
think who she was forced to be by the kind of society she lived in.

Q: What was her economic status? What did she do?

A: Well, her two sisters and she made a very interesting cambination of
three women. Her oldest sister, Ella--about whom much more later--her
oldest sister, Ella, was a hJ.ghly intelligent, highly intellectual person.
Ella went to Gyunas:.um, which is more than what you would call college
prep. And went on to go to law school, got a law degree. While she was
in Gymnasium she would tutor less able "children in Latin and Greek. My
mother did not go to Gymasium. She went to what would correspond to
trade school, sort of in home economics. Well, no, I guess she went to
Realschule, and then she went to a special one-year curriculum in home
economics after that,

Q: Would you repeat the . . . what school?
A: Realschule. R-E-A-L-S-C-H-U-L-~E.
Q: Which means?

A: Well, it's the non-college track type of high school. The total
educatlon, I think, takes about 10, or possibly 11, years; whereas, the
Gymasium education takes a total of 13 years. The Gymnasmm education
ends with a very stiff examination and I don't think that's the case in
Realschule. The youngest, my Aunt Ruth, who's still alive and in this
country--and, again, more about her later~-I think left school relatively
young and was married relatively young. Ruth was always the beauty in

the family. And a great pain to my mother because Ruth had extraordinarily
long hair, and was the object of her grandfather's passion. And my

I
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“mother, who was about four years older than Ruth, was held personally

responsible for keeping that hair perfect by rebraiding just before they
would come home from school. So my mother suffered a great deal frap
that comparison. :

Q: Do you know when your mother met your father?

A: Yes. Around the end of the first World War--let's say in the spting
of 1919--there was a kind of a youth movement in Germany which was cglled
the Wandervogel, W-A-N-D-E-R-V-0-G-E-L. Literally walking birds . . .
much 1like hiking groups with a lot of envirommental consciousness, a lot
of back to nature conscious--nature worship--and also a concern about
some of the mystery plays of the Middle Ages.

And I believe that they were all--certainly Ruth, possibly Ella, I'm not

sure--but certainly Ruth, and my mother Dora, and my father Walther, and

a man who became Ruth's husband were loosely connected with these groups.
There wasn't much dating or pairing at that time, They would just all go
on these hikes and on events.

Q: So your mother would have been, if I'm figuring it right in my head,
18 or 19 years old? She was born in . . .

A: Yes. She was probably 19 or so when she first met him. There certainly
wasn't, as I say, any pairing or dating or particular personal attention.
And, indeed, Walther dropped out of Dora's life sowmetime later. In fact,
he seemed to have been actively interested in my Aimt Ruth, but was
tipped off by my grandmother that Ruth had already been spoken for by
Karl Wilhelm, and was promised to him, and he should keep his distance.
And he was still around for quite a while but he at that point went to
architectural school, ended that study with an extraordinarily successful
campletion of a--I guess it was competition which he placed first in out
of some 800 people--and had sort of a meteoric rise in his profession,
very early. And very abruptly--although I think at the time my mother
hardly knew about the fact--became married to a much older woman, a woman
about 13 years his senior, when he was 25, and had dropped pretty much
out of my mother's life. But then, in the sense that we're used to
today, in terms of going together, he never had been in my mother's life.
He'd been a good acquaintance and she certainly harbored pleasant
recollections of him,

Q: Well, what do you know about how . . .
How they got together?

How you came along?

Yes., I know precisely how I came along,
Okay.

e e »

A: It's really a rather interesting story. And it's approximately |
opposite of what you would expect. I have this story in varying wa
fram both of them. And the variations are smaller than the agreement.
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So I think I probably have a fairly accurate picture. let me tell it
from my father's point of view. He had married this woman, as I say; who
was quite a fascinating, and very high-strung and very, very capable
woman. Who had had a child in her first marriage, but had had a sevgre
nexvous breakdown just after the birth of the child, and had a real thing
about children, a very negative thing. And she apparently got pre t
by him several times. On the second or third, third of fourth, such
pregnancy, he happened to arrive early from a business trip, dm',ing ich
she had sought--as she had done on previous occasions, without his kanowing--
she had sought an abortion. And . . .

This was in the early 1920s?
This was in the--this would have been in the late 1920s.

e Lo

Late 1920s.

A: And when he came home he found there not just the--in fact, I thj

the lady who performed the abortion wasn't there anymore, On this ticular
occasion it was an unsuccessful abortion, that is, there was a lot o
hemorrhaging, and she'd got quite scared and called a physician that|she
knew to come in to save her patient's life. And, as my father tells:the
story, when he arrived at the house the physmlan, whom my father describes
as an absolute brute, shows him a bow] filled with blood and a fetus and
says to him, "There, Mr. Hoss. There's your son.” Which was a very

sho experience to him, And the notion, first of all, of his wife's
betrayal of him all these previous times and of his loss of posterity
really hit him very hard. Now, I should say I have a certain amount of
affection for my father, but philosophically I have to tell you he's a
very traditional patriarch . . .

Q: Was he Jewish?

A: No. He wandered the city in utter despair for days on end, out of
shock.  And in one of these walks, for the first time in years, my mother
and he see each other on the street. And she says to him, "My God,
what's the matter with you?'" And he says . . . he tells her the story.
He doesn't tell her right offhand. He tries to change the subject, put
she's persistent. And she says to him, "You look like death itself.
Something desperate must be the matter." So he tells her the story.] And
his despair is very clear. And I gather that the des?alr in large t
was he will not have a child. And she says, '"Well, I'd be happy to bear
you a child.” And, with quite clear understanding that there was no
marriage possibility, certainly not in the foreseeable future--he was
trying to get a divorce fram his wife at this point, but it took seven
years on a contested divorce. She didn't want to give it to him. Seven
years of separation. But there was a very cold-blooded decision.

Q: Why do you suppose your mother made that decision? Do you know?

A: She wanted to have a child. He wanted to have a child. He didn't
want to marry her. I think she was more agnostic about whether she
wanted to marry him. I know there was a time--at least in retrospeqt, I
know that there must have been a time when she really hoped that she
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would marry him. Plus I've told you already about the name that she gave
me, that she anticipated the possibility that perhaps--I believe himy I
believe the part of his story where he says that there was a clear
understanding that marriage was out of the question. And, indeed, I
should be terribly grateful because their styles were so totally at ydds
with each other.

Q: How's that?
Well, he's a very logical, also a very domineering person.
And she's non-linear,

And she's very non-linear,

e r o >

Okay. So now you were born in 1930.

A: So I was born in 1930. I should tell you--and again, of course, jthis
is from much, much, much later reports--but, things fit together very
beautifully once I've put the picture together. My grandfather, of
course, was horrified at the notion of what his daughter had done. 4nd
he ultimately became extraordinarily fond of me. And was clearly veyy
happy I was around. The question of how long or short it took him ta
feel good about this is one I haven't totally solved. I think my mother's
story on this was that as soon as I was born he was delighted. I rather
have the feeling from a whole lot of introspection since then that he
didn't become really delighted with me until I was . . . I think tw and
a half, two and a quarter, and was very ill--I think it could easily have

been fatal--with diphtheria. And I have the feeling that--no, not diphtheria,

whooping cough. I have the feeling that at least his demeanor towards me
ed radically after that. That he began to realize the kind of value
that he placed on me.

Q: So you grew up with your mother in your grandfather's home.

A: T grew up with my mother in my grandfather and grandmother's home.
Where she had been living--oh, you asked me before what did she do
professionally. After her home economics curriculum she also took some
social work. She worked as a social worker mainly with wayward girls and
various other people of that sort.

Q: In the early 1930s?

A: No, in the 19205.. Once I was born she was a full-time mother, I
would say. Well, I'll get to 1937 later.

Q: Okay. What were your earliest personal memories?

A: My earliest personal memories are from the garden--this was a hoyse
sitting on a very, very large lot.

Q: In the city? :
i
A: Well, at that time it was country. Now it's city. (laughs) Thq
lot just went on and on and on. It was a huge garden., I would say it
































































































































































































































































