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PREFACE 

 

 The following oral history is the result of a recorded interview with Larry Kaiser 

conducted by Whitney Dow on September 29th, 2017. This interview is part of the Study on 

White People.  

 The reader is asked to bear in mind that they are reading a verbatim transcript of the 

spoken word, rather than written prose. 



 

 

Q: First of all, will you tell me your name, where you’re from, and what you do, and a little 

about yourself. 

 

Kaiser: [04:11:22] My name is Larry J. Kaiser. I’m from Battle Creek [Michigan]. [interruption] 

Larry J. Kaiser. I am sixty-seven years old. I was born and raised in Battle Creek. Went off to 

college at the University of Michigan. And because I was looking for a job, came back to Battle 

Creek after college. My parents retired and moved to Florida. My sisters both went on to college 

and never really came back to Battle Creek to live. So I joke that my family all ran away from 

home but me. Let’s see. I'm currently retired. I worked in a group home as a programmer for 

three years following college. My degree was in psychology. I worked as a social worker for 

about eighteen years for a community mental health department here in Battle Creek. It’s now 

called Summit Point. And then I worked for another nineteen or twenty years in Kalamazoo as 

doing the same kind of social work for their community mental health department. Mostly case 

manager for adults and children with developmental disabilities.  

 

During that time, I got married and we raised two kids here in Battle Creek who are through with 

college and also ran away from home [laughs]. My son lives in Oakland, California, is a 

computer programmer. My daughter has a PhD in astronomy. She got it at University of Florida 

last December, and now lives in Seattle with her fiancé. My wife is a psychologist at Oaklawn 
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Hospital in Marshall about twelve miles from here. And we live on a lake south of Battle Creek, 

Graham Lake. And I do some volunteer work, some neighborhood organizing. And right now I’d 

probably be interested in a very part-time job. Since I retired from full-time work, I dealt with 

prostate cancer and most recently pancreatic cancer. And all those [laughs] medical tests, and 

appointments, and prescription refills seem to take a lot of my time. [Unclear] 

 

Q: Can you tell me a little bit about Battle Creek when you were a child? What it was like 

growing up here? What was the neighborhood like? Was it diverse? Was it integrated? Was it 

different than it is now? 

 

Kaiser: [04:12:39] Yes. It was different than it is now. It was white. [Interruption] When I was a 

child in Battle Creek, the neighborhood I grew up in was white. It was predominantly Christian, 

probably predominantly Catholic for those people who were church-going. Most people were 

WASPs [White Anglo-Saxon Protestant]. We weren’t [laughs]. We were Jews and proud of it. 

But there were some families in our neighborhood that were identified by their own accents, or 

food choices, or name as Italian, or Croatian, or Southern. So there was within the white 

population there was some diversity. They weren’t all of the same ethnic group. It wasn’t all 

Scotts-Irish for example.  

 

Q: In that context, growing up did you think of yourself as part of that culture? Or do you 

consider yourself separate from it? 
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Kaiser: [04:13:12] Separate from it because my family were practicing Jews. We had our own 

holidays. We had our own causes for celebration. I would stay home from school on the high 

holy days to attend worship service at our local synagogue. Other kids were going to church 

school on Sunday; I was going to Hebrew school on Sunday. So we maintained cultural ties that 

were different. We did not decorate the house with anything Christmas ever. There were family 

life events: birthdays, weddings, were very different. We did not keep a kosher home, but when 

grandma came to stay, we were kosher for the couple weeks she would stay there [laughs]. So 

that she could live with us, we changed our dietary habits. I grew up with my mother not eating 

any unclean meat and not having it in the house. So some things were different. [Laughs] Once I 

took pistachios to school in my lunchbox, and ate them after lunch in front of my friends. And 

they had never seen these red painted pistachios before. And they presumed they were some kind 

of Jewish food [laughs]. I couldn't explain it. So, yes, I’d say we were distinctive in our 

neighborhood. But it wasn’t a matter of race. It was a matter of our Jewish culture.  

 

Q: So did you feel connected to the white culture? Because I understand talking to people that 

Battle Creek was pretty segregated back then. So did you feel connected to the white community 

in Battle Creek? 

 

Kaiser: Yes.  

 

Q: And my question in your answer. 
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Kaiser: [04:14:04] Yes. I felt connected to the white community. I had no black classmates until 

I think my last year of high school. So I grew up in predominantly white schools. I think the first 

time I had a black teacher was maybe seventh grade. We would go to events that were, whether it 

was football or music, that there was some probably segregation in the crowd because the black 

fans were rooting for, say, Battle Creek Central, and we’d sit on the Lakeview side where 

everybody was white. Those things didn’t change much until I was very late in high school, like 

’67, ’68. Growing up I didn’t have black playmates; I didn’t have Asian playmates. I thought of 

myself as white. As I learned more about the Holocaust from my family and friends, from seeing 

news about [Otto Adolf] Eichmann and the trials in Israel, and talked more about it with my 

parents, I probably identified less as white. I probably thought of my ethnic group as Jewish 

because of that enforced difference. My family, as every Jew from Europe did, lost family in the 

camps. And I was old enough to understand what the Hitler times really meant. It was probably 

preferable for me to identify my race as Jewish rather than white; however, that doesn’t really 

work day-to-day in such a small community.  

 

Q: When I talk to Jewish people for this project one of the questions I ask are, “Are Jews white?” 

 

Kaiser: Yes. 

 

Q: And I get wildly different answers. And you said something interesting. You said, “I thought 

of myself as white.” 

 

Kaiser: Yes.  



  Kaiser – 1 – 7 
 

 

Q: And so, that sort of indicates that there’s been change in you and in how you start to think of 

yourself over time, which I thought was pretty interesting. 

 

Kaiser: [04:15:15] Well, in today’s world, in today’s families, I have cousins who are obviously 

Hispanic Jews. I have friends who are black Jews. I have met people, I’m not close to any of 

them particularly right now, who are Asian Jews. So I’ve learned more about the Jews of the 

world, and we’re racially diverse. But I didn’t see that here. What I experienced here was 

essentially central European Jewish living. And that’s different than the way Mediterranean Jews 

lived, or our Jews from India, or Jews from Africa. And the melting pot is not so much here in 

this country, but probably in Israel where you see a wide diversity of Jews in everything, in 

politics, in sports, and religious leadership. 

 

Q: Did you experience any anti-Semitism in Battle Creek at any time in your life? 

 

Kaiser: [04:15:51] Did I experience anti-Semitism in Battle Creek? Not in the sense that I was 

denied anything. There were some things that happened that were probably done out of 

ignorance, you know, scheduling a homecoming on Yom Kippur, which happens all over the 

place. While it wasn’t outright anti-Semitism, but it was ignorance on the part of the people 

doing the planning. Probably teasing or name-calling from my friends growing up, but I could’ve 

just as well have been teasing them about something that was beyond their control. But I can’t 

say that I was denied a class/work opportunity, something on that order, a promotion. I didn’t 

experience that. My son, for example, came home with a tale of an insult to him. Some 
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schoolmate called him, “a dirty, gay Jew,” or something like that. And my son probably 

responded by slugging the guy. But we had to armor our children to prepare them for the fact 

that they would possibly have to deal with that. That there was ignorance of who the Jews were 

and what united us as Jews. And in the general community, that needed to be explained. And 

they needed to learn about their own heritage and be prepared for it.  

 

Q: What is the relationship in your opinion between American Jews and whiteness? 

 

Kaiser: [04:16:50] Jews are predominantly white in America. There are people who I think when 

most Jews meet a non-white Jew, they presume they converted; that may not be. They may have 

grown up in a Jewish home with people who have converted. I think Jews are concerned 

anybody talking about whiteness is excluding them because of history, like the Ku Klux Klan, 

and the German American Bund, and the rise of Nazism, and the alt-right, fascism that’s being 

purported right now. And every time we hear that somebody’s talking about the history of white 

America or European America, I would say Jews are going to feel excluded and feel they’re in 

the presence of someone if you did meet enough who’s anti-Semitic.  

 

Q: What’s your hierarchy of identity for yourself? Because you’re a man, you’re white, you’re a 

father, you’re Jewish, you’re a husband. There’s a lot of different things you are just from talking 

to you a little bit. How would you sort of rank the things of importance to you? 

 

Kaiser: [04:17:30] How would I rank the things that are of importance to me in my identity is a 

difficult question because I would hope and pray that they don’t come into conflict with each 
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other. I would say a man and a husband are probably top. My identity as a Jew and as an 

American are equal. Again, I pray that those two things never come into conflict. Citizen of my 

state, probably, and my community, my township, my neighborhood are significant. Changes 

made there often mean more than changes made in Washington to my citizenship. Below that, 

what probably [b-rolls?] as— that I didn’t deal with father [laughs]. Maybe that comes with 

husband, you know, my loyalty to my family: being a father, brother, cousin, those things are 

very important and probably be up there higher on the hierarchy than, probably up at the level of 

husband. Some of the lower ones are taxpayer, voting citizen, community participant. One of my 

part-time jobs was—what do they call it—an election official. I would verify people’s status as a 

qualified voter on election day. I was on the wrong side of the table when you came into the 

voting place.  

 

Q: I know those people well. 

 

Kaiser: [04:18:23] Yes, and that was a lot of fun. I really enjoyed that, and I really was 

impressed by the level of devotion. Some people were putting in sixteen hour days on election 

day, and I enjoyed being part of that. So I felt some loyalty to that level of civic activity. 

Although it’s minor and infrequent, it was very important to me that I’m with others who value 

democracy. So that, one of the lower steps on the hierarchy is small-d democrat, and looking for 

progress through the political process and the selection process. And sometimes it works for me, 

and sometimes it doesn’t. But mostly it contributes to a better life here where I live, on the street 

where I live, and for my neighbors, and for my expanded community. I hope that covers it 

[laughs]. 
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Q: So would you say that being a man and being a father and being Jewish, which I think were 

top, and husband –– 

 

Kaiser: [04:18:53] Yes, my role in the family, yes. 

 

Q: Your roll in the family has had a bigger impact in your life than your whiteness? 

 

Kaiser: [14:18:57] Yes. Yes. And maybe it’s that unlike someone in our society who is black or 

Asian or Hispanic, I can take a vacation from some of those responsibilities and those roles, and 

do something crazy or different for a week or a weekend. And they can’t because they’re judged 

by the color of their skin or the fineness of their hair. Yeah, did that cover it? 

 

Q: Yes. 

 

Kaiser: More flexibility for me and the roles I choose to. I’m not immediately pegged as Jewish 

because in this community, it’s not the first thing on someone’s mind [laughs]. It’s not the fifth 

thing on someone’s mind. It may be a working relationship with someone, a doctor, a 

pharmacist, and it comes up months or weeks or months after I meet the person. And that’s 

different than someone who is pegged and profiled immediately as they walk through the door. 

 

Q: I like the idea of being able to take a vacation from your identity. That’s an interesting 

concept. Because when you sat down, I saw your name was Kaiser, but to me, I was like, “I 

don’t know if that’s a German name.” 
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Kaiser: It is, yes. 

 

Q: Or I don’t know if it’s a Jewish name. I had no preconceived notions until you told me.  

 

Kaiser: [04:19:41] Yes. We’re German Jews for the most part in my family. So the name is 

occasionally Jewish. Mostly around here people would peg it as Dutch because Kaiser, until you 

see it spelled out, has several Dutch spellings. It’s much more common as a Dutch last name, 

family name. 

 

Q: How have you seen the Battle Creek community change in the racial dynamic since you were 

a kid? Because you have a big perspective on the arc of this community. 

 

Kaiser: [04:20:00] Gee, I think I’ve seen an increase in decision making on the part of the 

community being given to black Americans. We’ve had, Battle Creek, for example, has had I 

think two black superintendents of schools in a row after never having had that happened ever 

before. Same thing with whether it’s leadership at United Way, or the City Council, or 

Kellogg’s, we’ve seen people who are black and Hispanic primarily get promoted, or hired, or—

I’m not sure the term “headhunted”—to come to positions of responsibility in Battle Creek. 

There’s certainly more residential integration than when I grew up. Neighborhoods that were 

white are now mixed. I don’t remember if I mentioned my sister was here for a fortieth high 

school class reunion a couple of years ago.  
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And we stopped at the house we grew up in. And there was a Burmese family living there. And it 

smelled wonderful. It never smelled like that when my mother was cooking. They used totally 

different spices and had rearranged things to their needs. But it was the same bones, the same 

rooms, the same walls, the same kitchen was in the same place. And that sort of thing just 

never—I mean, when you walked in my mother’s house, you smelled onions, garlic and chicken 

fat because that as the basis of most of her cooking. That’s where it started. This was totally 

wonderful, and it’s because—I’m not sure—a thousand or 1,500 people from Burma now live in 

Battle Creek and have brought their own traditions, and their own festivals, and their own 

language. And I welcome it. There’s also been members of the community who are Japanese 

now.  

 

There was maybe one Japanese family that we knew of when I was growing up. It wasn’t a 

particularly hospitable place here even though her father had served in the army. And the 

daughter was a friend of my older sister. It was kind of puzzlement of why would a Japanese 

family want to live here? And the answer was, well, I think he was a dentist, and mom was a 

school psychologist, and there was work here. In the workplace, that gradually became 

acceptable and sought out that the workplaces would become diverse. That followed with people 

being able to change neighborhoods. There’s still divisions. There’s still misunderstandings and 

still concerns. A few months ago, some idiot drew swastikas on the front of our synagogue, not 

in a scary way; in a very like six-year-old way. The swastikas were backwards. They were done 

with marker pen. Why the kid decided to do that, I don't know. There are still instances like that 

and exposure on part of our community, the Jewish community, that could lead to that kind of 
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incident at any time. We don’t have a guard in place at our synagogue for example. But the 

misunderstanding exists and our response is to educate. 

 

Q: Do you think racial relations are better in Battle Creek than when you were a child? 

 

Kaiser: [04:21:53] Yes. I do because for no other reason than there’s an increase in 

communication across racial lines. There are more biracial couples. There are more biracial 

children. There are white grandmothers with black grandkids and vice versa. [Laughs] So those 

kinds of things have opened a discussion about racial issues and problems. But the minority 

group, like mine, the Jewish minority, has to reach a certain critical mass before you’re 

considered, “Oh, yes, we need to change this practice because we need to respect Jewish identity 

as well.” Homecoming tonight on Yom Kippur is a classic example of that. As a Jew, we’re not 

quite big enough to be on the radar sometimes of a white majority. But for those more visible 

Hispanic, Burmese, black, in Battle Creek I think their level of responsibility being given to 

them, or as the door opens so that they can participate, is increasing, which will lead to 

improvement in their lives. 

 

Q: What motivated you to get involved with this project? What motivated you to get in touch 

with us? And why do you want to participate? 

 

Kaiser: [04:22:37] I got involved in the project because I got an email from Samuel that he was 

looking for volunteers. And I thought, “Well, that would be interesting if you’re looking at white 

opinion towards minorities and relations.” The Jewish point of view should be represented in that 
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because we’re white, but we’re a subgroup of being white. And our relations with those minority 

groups has often been very supportive. We’ve had exchanges with black churches. A few years 

ago, our rabbi led a Passover Seder, festive meal celebration, at a black church, Second Baptist. 

We find we can cooperate quite well with other minorities when the door’s open. And they in 

turn are supportive when we have a need or have opened the door for them. I hope that covers it. 

[Laughs]  

 

Q: Do you think that the black members of the Battle Creek community see you differently 

[Interruption] Do you think that they see you differently than they see other white Battle 

Creekers?  

 

Kaiser: [04:38:29] I think we’re viewed as people who also have a history of persecution and 

separation. We Jews have a strong memory of our experience in slavery. We spent eight days 

studying it every year at Passover. We remind everyone, particularly our children, that we were 

once strangers in a strange land. And it took acts of god to change that situation. And I’d say 

black Americans who deal with the Jewish community understand that we have that in the back 

of our heads. That’s part of our learning, and part of our teaching, and it’s part of our celebrating. 

That we have come to freedom in the land where we could control. So when invited they’ve been 

very supportive. And when we had a funeral where the mother was Baptist and the daughter was 

Jew by choice, we both celebrated their lives at the same service. First a rabbi, and then a 

minister, and then a congregant. And this seemed natural. I’m hoping that they would see that we 

are allies in some of their struggles. We don’t always have skin in the game. We’re not in this 

community landlords or retail that much anymore where there was frequent contact with black 
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customers or black tenants. Most of the Jews in the community are either retired like me or 

they’re in some kind of professional capacity, professional service. But I think we get along well 

with the black community, and have found that we can be allied in causes. Where we differ, we 

can have very good conversations as to when, and why, and where the disagreement is. I’m 

guessing that we’ll come to that point too eventually with Asian Americans who might not have 

had as much cultural exposure to Jews and Jewish life as black Americans have. 

 

Q: What’s interesting talking to you on all this is that you have both this Jewish identity and this 

white identity.  

 

Kaiser: Yes. 

 

Q: And sometimes they intermingle, and sometimes they’re separate. 

 

Kaiser: [04:24:49] Yes. Sometimes. Yes, Jewish identity is all the time [laughs]. The white 

identity is when I have to fill out a form, and I have to judge whether I’m Caucasian or Hispanic 

or not South American Hispanic, whatever the choices are, Native American or Pacific Islander 

because there are some Jews who would be picking one of those as well or in addition to their 

identity as Jewish. We’re considered white by most people. But because the idea of a black 

Jewish congregation just doesn’t seem realistic, although such communities exist [laughs]. 
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Q: Have you ever consciously taken advantage of your whiteness to navigate a situation or get 

something particularly that you wanted or have something happen that you wanted to have 

happen? 

 

Kaiser: [04:25:19] I don’t think so. I don’t think I’ve consciously taken advantage of my 

whiteness. I don’t consider my whiteness superior to anyone else’s color. So I can’t. There are 

things about me that are good. My whiteness is just background as far as I’m concerned. Oh, 

sorry [laughs]. My whiteness is just background. I can’t quite imagine how I would ever take 

advantage of it.  

 

Q: Do you think that you get any benefits from being white? 

 

Kaiser: [04:25:37] No, I don’t really. Do I think I get any benefits from being white? No I don’t. 

I don’t think people have preferred me as an employee, or as a supervisor, or as a commuting 

friend, or [laughs]—I don't know if there’s a word for that. I can’t think of an example of that 

happening in my life. 

 

Q: And do you think that you’ve had any drawbacks from being white? 

 

Kaiser: [04:25:55] Oh, this would probably go back to high school, but I think there were 

instances where growing up there were some drawbacks perhaps at not making friends of people 

from other racial groups. It seemed difficult. My parents were, and their generation was, not as 

open to the idea. And the black community growing up was treated as strange and foreign. And 
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so I probably missed opportunities to make black friends growing up in part because I was in a 

ninety-nine percent white school, and part because I lived in a segregated neighborhood, and a 

white neighborhood. I don’t recall ever hearing that it was—what’s the term? De jure segregated. 

I think it was just probably a matter of black families being steered to the black community for 

houses. It may have been affected. I understand the FHA [Federal Housing Administration] back 

in the ’50s had rules against breaking up segregated neighborhoods. But whether that was part of 

the formation where I lived, I honestly don’t know.  

 

Q: Do you think your life would have been different if you weren’t white? 

 

Kaiser: [04:26:44] Yes. I presume my life would have been different if I wasn’t white. I was very 

affected by an author, again going back to the mid-60’s, who wrote a book called Black Like Me, 

who changed his skin color and then spent months touring the South to try and see what it was 

like being black in Southern America. I remember traveling through the South. We were on our 

way to Florida for vacation—and seeing the segregated restrooms, and water fountains, and 

restaurants. And every restaurant had the sign in it that said, “We reserve the right to refuse 

service,” which meant white only. And signs for black only, what would they have been called? 

Negro-only motels. And bathrooms that were segregated by racial groups. And we didn’t see 

those signs in Michigan. They were probably written with invisible ink. But we saw them in 

Kentucky all the way down to the middle of Florida. And I was shocked by that. 

 

 If I had been black, I think I may have been steeled for that because at some point mom or dad 

would have given me that talk that these are white only, don’t push it. I also had the opportunity 
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to see those things disappear. My mother, and my father to some degree, would see white only 

signs as another kind of Nazism. Confederate flag, the Ku Klux Klan, the, “Save your Dixie 

cups, the South will rise,” whatever it was, they saw as a continuation of Hitler times. And so, I 

would think I would have spent much more of my life scared, depressed, possibly by those things 

of history that haunt, and may be limited in my career of choice, and my school choice, and 

program choice. When I went to the University of Michigan, I could have done anything I want, 

that I was good at [laughs]. And I’m not sure a black student there at the time, would have been 

like ’68 to ’72, would have been offered the same clear state, or had been steered into this or that 

rather narrowly. So yes, being black then would have been scary.  

 

Q: So then conversely that would indicate then that— I’m trying to say that there are benefits to 

being white, that you have gotten benefits from being white because if you weren’t, you just 

listed things that wouldn’t have happened– 

 

Kaiser: Yes. 

 

Q: –Or it would have happened differently. 

 

Kaiser: [04:28:11] I think that’s true. Now looking back on it, there were some things, doors that 

were open for me that I didn’t realize would have been closed for me if I was black. It was little 

bit numb to their—a little bit—I was quite numb until maybe by senior year of college to their 

experience of what it’s like at the university, what it was like at their high school, what it was 

like moving from a fairly segregated black neighborhood to Ann Arbor, which was 
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predominantly white. It wasn’t hidden from me, but I took a class in white racism. And it was an 

integrated class. And it was both disturbing and scary and enlightening as to how the foundation 

of our society was laid so that blacks didn’t get their rightful stake in that. [Interruption] 

 

Q: On a day-to-day basis now, how do you think about your race? 

 

Kaiser: [04:28:53] Probably when I hear the news is the time when I think about race. 

[Interruption] And I listen to the news frequently. I’m quite disturbed by the renewal that the alt-

right is experiencing in our society. I am amazed that people don’t, for example, don’t see the 

connection between the Confederacy and Nazi Germany. I think Confederacy, in my opinion, 

was practice for Nazi Germany, and I can list the reasons. It was a racially built society in the 

Confederacy. They believed in slave labor. They called them plantations but they were 

concentration camps. And they continued their reign of terror not with black-shirts, but with 

white robes even after the war was won by the Union. So my understanding of how that fear and 

how that prejudice works is based in part on what my mother and her family experienced when 

she was growing up in Germany. She came over in 1937 as a refugee from Nazi Germany. And 

her experience and her family’s experience has colored my view of racial politics in this country. 

So it’s primarily when I hear the political story that Charlottesville is on fire or the NFL is 

causing international headlines. It’s not so different from the Jewish struggles in Germany and 

how the overwhelming power of the state came to be racially determined. Those are big fears of 

mine that I had hoped I would never have to deal with in this country.  
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Q: Are your fears around your own Judaism or are your fears around the fact that our culture 

won’t be just to people of color? Where do the fears lie? 

 

Kaiser: [04:29:55] My fears lie in both the fear of color lines and the fact that the Jewish 

community might be excised from the body politic. I’m trying to think of an example that is 

pertinent. Like I said, I see parallels between the Confederacy and Nazi Germany, and these 

people worshiping the Confederate heritage, whatever the hell that was, are ignoring the evil it 

grew into. And that Jews would be again isolated because we are of such a different culture, and 

that would happen to us again. And we would lose our political rights. There’s a writer Ann 

Coulter who suggested that unless you had four grandparents who were citizens who could vote 

in this country, [laughs] you shouldn’t have the right to vote. Well, that eliminates me. That 

eliminates my children from voting. That eliminates much of the Jewish community from being, 

what, Senator [Chuck] Schumer or [former Senator] Joe Lieberman, or some of the people who 

have contributed to this country, who love it deeply.  

 

I have a fear that continued support for these white racists will lead to that kind of thinking. They 

think that’s legitimate. My breath is taken away when I read something like that. I’m going to 

speak later tonight, briefly, about Jewish relief effort, not for the Jewish communities of San 

Juan or Ponce, or the cities in Puerto Rico. Not just for the Jewish communities there, but for 

everybody there. The response of the Jewish community generally is when something bad 

happens, we try and do something good in response. You know, if there are earthquakes in 

Mexico City, we will, regardless of how the Jewish community is affected there, or if there even 

is one, support the charitable efforts, the relief efforts, whatever empathetic effort is required. 
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And so tonight I’m talking about fundraising being done for Puerto Rico. I hope there will be a 

response. There usually is. The response if something bad happens is try to do something good in 

response. 

 

 I would guess that if there are attacks on Jewish citizenship in this country that the response 

would be to find our allies and reverse it, or protect it, not to isolate ourselves and accept it. 

[Sighs] [laughs] Sorry. It’s an emotional topic for me right now. You see, people in Virginia with 

these—what were they, tiki torches? —marching past a synagogue that’s worshipping yelling 

anti-Semitic slogans. Man, that’s like Kristallnacht, and I know about Kristallnacht because it 

was my mother’s grandfather’s synagogue that burned that night. And so the racial divisions 

being added to our political life is evil. And it is just a very ingrained fear that such thing would 

occur again. But also, we’re an optimistic people [laughs]. There is some of the Mediterranean in 

us. And we think things will improve. And good works in this life that are done somewhat for 

their own sake, but mostly because god expects that of us, can help, can help reverse those kinds 

of tides. Anyway [laughs], anything else? 

 

Q: Is there anything else that we didn’t talk about that you think is important to be said in this 

conversation? 

 

Kaiser: [04:32:08] I think I touched on that I think it’s important for children in a white minority 

to learn about their own history. I wanted my children to know about the Holocaust. Visited 

Holocaust museums, visited Jewish museums, talked about it with their grandmother. Just they 

needed to know because they needed to be strengthened or steeled for the day that they run into 
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it. And I would advise that for other racial minorities, such as black history month, which is for 

the general community, presuming blacks already know that stuff. We need to learn their history. 

We need to learn something more about the history of Jews in the Holocaust.  

 

Q: Let me ask you a question. 

 

Kaiser: Yes? 

 

Q: This is really interesting.  

 

Kaiser: [04:32:33] Similarly, there is a need for teaching something about the history of Asia and 

the history of Latino cultures. That’s what it takes. There’s things there to be amazed by and to 

respect. And that’s one of the ways to heal the racial divide, is to realize how much they value 

their Burmese culture and why.  

 

Q: Can I ask you a question? 

 

Kaiser: Yes, okay. 

 

Q: You talk about this need to know your connection to history. 

 

Kaiser: Yes. 
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Q: And your importance that your children know their connection to history, and—  

 

Kaiser: [04:32:53] And by children I mean the children of the community, not just my son and 

daughter. 

 

Q: Yes, but knowing about the history of the Holocaust and how it relates to them. But you also 

have another history of being a white American of being a part of a culture of perpetrators that 

perpetrated different types of holocausts. 

 

Kaiser: Yes. 

 

Q: Whether it was on Native Americans, whether it was on black Americans and perpetuating 

slavery. Are you equally responsible to teach them their relationship to owning the part of that 

legacy as well as the legacy—because as a Jewish American you have both a legacy of 

victimhood and a legacy of being part of the culture that were perpetrators? And how do you 

intermesh those two?  

 

Kaiser: [04:33:15] Oh, I think that when American history is taught, there’s a need to teach about 

both the outstanding blossoming of intellectual life in America that came with freedom, and also 

to talk about the history of who owned the slaves and who brought them here, and how brutally 

we put down the Philippine Rebellion, and the terrible mistake of the war in Vietnam, and have, 

at age appropriate levels, children understand that American history has not been a piece of cake. 

There have been terrible struggles and sacrifices to get us to this point. And some of those 
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sacrifices were at the expense of 400 years of slave labor, for example. What would I say? I 

would teach American history, warts and all. When it comes to whites being the oppressor 

elsewhere, I don't know how there’d be enough time [laughs] to share that to kids in school, you 

know, to talk about the condition of the serfs in Russia, and the rise of Nazism and British 

Mercantilism, and some of those movements and theologies that led to some great oppressions.  

 

And what was the term for US—manifest destiny: that we have a right to everything in our 

borders regardless of who actually owns it, regardless of where the Native Americans had 

settled, and what they had determined to be holy, and what they had determined to be essential to 

their beliefs and lifestyles. We need to teach that it wasn’t a piece of cake, and that there were 

heroes in those struggles, some who were white sometimes, but essentially they [laughs] came 

from within the minority. The minority [grew?]. There were early anti-slavery speakers in 

American culture from about the 1790s I believe—it may have even been earlier than that— who 

were ignored [laughs], driven out or their presses were burned, whatever. And so we need to 

teach our children what damage was done in the name of racialism. There are probably other 

examples in other cultures where the dominant race was not white, and those need to be 

examined too. It isn’t all [George] Washington chopping down the cherry tree. I took a lot of 

history in college [laughs], and it comes out at moments like this. But there were white heroes in 

the South who spoke out against slavery and the Jim Crow years, and then they had their 

newspapers burnt. Those kind of characters and heroes need to be brought back to life too and 

taught.  
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Q: Is there anything that we didn’t talk about that you think is important to say for this 

conversation? 

 

Kaiser: [04:35:03] Oh, in Battle Creek there’s a river that flows through conveniently called the 

Battle Creek River which used to periodically flood black neighborhoods which were close to its 

banks. And whoever did the renewal, probably city and the federal government together, pretty 

much destroyed the black community because all those homes were declared eminent domain, 

and the city and the state built a cement trough through what was black neighborhoods. Probably 

if it had been Lakeview, it wouldn't have happened that way. But there were a lot of people 

uprooted. And community institutions, churches, local stores, black-owned businesses were 

uprooted. And people had to move somewhere else, which caused white flight in some Northside 

Battle Creek neighborhoods.  

 

We’ve seen patterns here. That was like 1952 or so when that was done. But they have lasting 

effects. Just as slavery did 400 years ago, and just as slavery did for the Jews, what is that? Three 

thousand years ago? The community remembers. Part of the things that have been happening that 

are good are the statues of Harriet Tubman and the statues of, oh gee, the Underground Railroad 

statue. And there are heroes in that. There are probably local heroes who deserve statues or 

monuments to build the consciousness for the next generations. If somebody could melt down 

General Lee and we could put up—what was the guy’s name? Another statue. One of our firsts 

here in Battle Creek that would probably help somebody, or help some community, or help some 

class realize what the black community has had to overcome, and what other people have had to 
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deal with, that we have some local heroes and it’s time we celebrate them. Anyway, that was 

about it. I hope that helps.   

 

Q: It was real helpful. I really appreciate you coming in and speaking to us. That’s really, really 

appreciated here.   

 

Kaiser: Oh, I didn’t mean to lecture you. I presume — 

 

Q: No. 

 

Kaiser: —much of that is not new to you.  

 

Q: No, no. It’s all interesting. 

 

Kaiser: [04:36:25] Yes, I’m a bit of a history buff. The name of the Underground Railroad 

figure, it’ll come to me as I walk out the door.  

 

Q: Erastus or something? 

 

Kaiser: [Erasmus?] 

 

Q: Yes. 
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Kaiser: [04:46:33] It’s on the statue. But there was a station here in Battle Creek for the 

Underground Railroad, and then Marshal, and then Jackson, and eventually on to Canada and 

freedom. Have you guys seen it? 

 

Q: I’ve seen the statue. 

 

Kaiser: Oh, there’s a statue for the Underground Railroad, another large one for Harriet—no, I’m 

sorry. Sojourner Truth. Sojourner Truth resided here for some years and I believe is buried here. 

 

Q: First of all, I just want to take some stills of you here. 

 

Kaiser: Sure.  

 

END OF INTERVIEW 

 
 
 
 
 
  
 


