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Tape 1, Side 1 
1998 February 19 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Judge Ralph M. Holman at the Oregon Historical Society. 

The interviewer is Clark Hansen, the date is February 19, 1998, and this is Tape 1, Side 1. 

I thought I might begin first by asking you about your family background, and I know 

that you have a family of historical significance in terms Oregon, going back to, I think it 

was Captain Holman — maybe even before that. How far back do you recall what your 

family history is? 

 

HOLMAN: The first member of my family in Oregon was Charles Holman, who came to 

Oregon at the age of about 20. He was brought to Brooklyn, New York, in 1849 by his 

father from London, England. His father was a tailor. His father's name was Robert Holman. 

Robert Holman had five children, all boys except one girl, as I recall. They moved to 

Brooklyn, New York, and he apparently was not a very successful tailor. My great-

grandfather, who was the oldest child in that family, left home at 16, and he ended up in 

Oregon at age 20, having come across the plains in 1852. He arrived here essentially 

destitute, as most people who made the trip were. 

 

CH: Did he come across on the wagon trains? 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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HOLMAN: Yes, he came across on a wagon train — on two different trains. He came 

down with cholera and was left to die. They really didn't know what was causing it. Of 

course, what was causing it is plain enough now: In the western desert, there were few 

water holes, and there were a lot of people making the trip, and everything became so 

polluted that the danger was from disease, not Indians. 

I have a book at home which talks about the number of white people that were 

killed by Indian predation across the plains between 1840 and 1860, and as near as these 

two people could figure out, they total number of whites that were killed by Indians was 

400 over that 20-year period when more than 100,000 people came across. Of course, 

undoubtedly a lot more Indians than that were killed. 

But Indians really weren't a problem. That was just myth and movies. 

 

CH: Do you know why he wanted to come out to Oregon? 

 

HOLMAN: He came to Oregon because he was destitute. People don't realize it, but 

that's why most people came: free land and an opportunity to start over again. It was a 

place for the dispossessed. A few people came with money, but most people had nothing. 

He worked for people in Portland for a while, and then he also made some sort of 

a business connection around what is now Kelso and Longview, and he ended up by 

marrying a daughter of Joseph Huntington, I think it was, who was one of the first land 

claimants on the Cowlitz River. 

He eventually became established in Portland with a number of businesses. He had 

a steamboat business on the river and ran essentially between Portland and Astoria. The 

family fable about how he got started, and I have no proof one way or the other, is that 

they started out by getting a lot of things settlers would need, like axes and cloth and tools 

and whatnot, on a float in Portland and float down the river trading with the settlers for 

produce. When he'd get to the mouth of the Columbia, they would turn the produce into 



Holman  SR 3948 
 

3 
 

cash by re-provisioning vessels that were laying in the harbor at Astoria. Eventually this 

grew into a line of steamboats. 

He also, according to family fable, in order to do business had to get business forms, 

and of course there were none at that time in Oregon, and it was as easy to send to 

England to get them as it was to the East Coast of the United States. As a result, he started 

importing from England business forms and things of that kind and built up an office supply 

business, which he sold in about 1870 to J.K. Gill. J.K. Gill's prior to that had been a business 

in Salem, and J.K. Gill's bought him out in about 1870. 

The business name was Harris & Holman. I can remember in my grandmother's 

house I ran across a volume that said “Harris & Holman” on the front of it, and I asked my 

grandmother what that was, and she said, “Well, your great-grandfather was in the office 

supply business with a man by the name of Harris, and they sold out their business to J.K. 

Gill.” And this was the first time that I was aware of that. 

He had 11 children. So far as the Huntingtons are concerned, if you go from here to 

Seattle at Castle Rock you'll see a viaduct across the road that says “Huntington Avenue.” 

That was named for my great-great-grandfather, who was the father of the woman my 

great-grandfather married. He married Mary Henley Huntington, who was, I think, Joseph 

Huntington's daughter. 

They had 11 children, nine of whom lived to maturity. He was a resident of Portland, 

and as a result you've got a hell of a lot of Holmans in Portland. One was a Miss Caroline 

Holman, who was an old maid, who was Dean of Girls at Jefferson High School until I think 

they had to burn the school down, probably, to get rid of her. The youngest one was Rufus 

Holman, who was State Treasurer and United States Senator. 

The oldest one was Herbert Holman, who succeeded to his father's riverboat 

interests. His father, Charles Holman, who was the one who came across the plains, also 

had some agricul-tural land out in Clackamas County between Colton and Molalla. My 

grandfather, who was also Charles Holman, was the son that went out to run the farming 

acreage. They had bought the[Inaudible] land claim, which was a mile square. As a result, 
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that line of the family became the poor line of the family because the rest of them stayed 

in Portland and became businessmen. 

One was Ben Holman, who had Holman Fuel Company. One was Bill Holman, who 

I think was Liberty Ice and Cold Storage. Rufus had a business, which was I think the 

Portland Paper Bag Company; it was a bookbinding and bag company. 

My great-grandfather, the original one here, subsequently brought his entire family 

— his father died shortly after he left home and left his widow and the rest of the children 

virtually destitute, and eventually he brought to Oregon all the rest of his family, his 

brothers and his sister and his mother. One of those brothers established a business with 

— I think in which my grandfather, the one that went to Molalla to farm. Essentially it was a 

farm which raised hay and grass for horses, and his uncle, whom his father had brought 

out here from Brooklyn, established the Holman Transfer Company here in Portland, which 

was subsequently purchased by Rudy Wilhelm, the last I knew. 

One of his nine children was Kitty Malarkey, who married James Malarkey, and they 

became very wealthy. He started out from nothing and eventually became a big timber 

holder. M & M Woodworking, it started out, and they made sashes and doors and whatnot, 

and they bought timber and got into the plywood business, and two world wars made them 

very wealthy. 

My grandfather — eventually the 600 acres out between Colton and Molalla was 

broken up. I lived on this farm because my grandfather from about the age of 55 was 

virtually an invalid from asthma, and my father ran the farm for him. 

They had three children, of which my father was the only boy. His oldest sister, his 

older sister — my father was the oldest of the three — his older sister married a man by the 

name of Cornell, and one of her children, Holly Cornell, was one of the founding persons 

of CH2M; he was the “C.” He just died about a year ago. He was six weeks older than I. He 

had an older brother, Harvey Cornell, who was the head of the foreign exchange 

department of the United States National Bank, who died about two years ago. 

There was another sister, Mary Alice Holman, who married a man by the name of 

[Warnock?], and she became a music teacher in Los Angeles. 
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Until the age of about six, I lived on my grandparents' farm, which my father ran. 

Eventually, at the age of about six, my father went into the automobile business in Molalla 

with a Ford dealership in about 1920. He was subsequently joined in that business by my 

younger brother, who is now 77 years of age and who sold the business. 

My father had three sons, of which I was the middle one. My older brother, Charles 

N. Holman, became a physician, and he was Dean of the University of Oregon Medical 

School, retired about 1965, I believe. He's been dead 18 to 20 years. 

 

CH: Quite an extensive family. 

 

HOLMAN: As I say, there are a hell of a lot of Holmans resulting from nine living children 

of my great-grandfather, who was the original Holman here. And of course he brought out 

some brothers, who also — one of those brothers became a funeral director, and that's 

where all the Holman & Lutz and Holman & Sons and all this sort of thing, the funeral 

business, came from in Portland. 

 

CH: Now, what about your mother's side of the family? 

 

HOLMAN: My mother's side of the family came to Oregon from Kansas. Her maiden 

name was Blair. Her name was Birdie Luella Blair. She taught the country school that was 

in the farming district where my grandfather's farm was, at a place called Meadowbrook, 

which is halfway between Colton and Molalla. 

 

CH: When did they come out from Kansas? 

 

HOLMAN: They came out from Kansas when she was a baby, less than a year old, which 

would be — let's see, my mother, I think, was born in 1886, so that would be about the time 

they came, 1886 or 1887. She had one year of high school so she could teach grammar 

school. And she happened to be the grammar school teacher at the school that was where 
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my father was a farmer, and they met and were married. And as a result, we lived with our 

grandparents, with his parents, because my father was running the farm. 

I think my grandfather, while grandchildren were the apple of his eye, I don't think 

he was an easy man to get along with. I know now that he and my father disagreed at one 

time, and we would leave, and eventually we would starve out and come back. I can 

remember the summer — and I can remember this — the summer I was three, we lived with 

a sister of my mother's and her husband on a farm two and a half miles east of Hubbard, 

because he wasn't ready to go back to his father yet, and he had lost the job that he had 

running a farm in Monroe, and we had no money and no place to go. Eventually, his father 

loaned him sufficient money to buy into the automobile business in Molalla, and shortly 

after that my grandfather died. 

I was a problem child when I was young. My mother was not well at that time, and 

my grandmother, who was by this time a widow, lived in a small house in the town of Molalla 

adjacent to my folks, and she took care of me and her mother, who was then in her eighties. 

My grandmother, her name was Beulah Adams, her maiden name. She was born in 

Washington D.C. the day before the Civil War started. Fort Sumpter was fired on April 12th, 

and she was born April 11th. Her mother at that time was left a widow at age 19. Her father 

had been a church organist, and he died of what they called consumption, which of course 

was tuberculosis, and left her a widow shortly after the beginning of the Civil War. 

At that time there was no way for a woman to make a living, other than keeping 

house for some man, being a whore or a milliner or a dressmaker. They didn't even teach 

school; all school-teachers were men at that time. But during the Civil War, because of the 

draft, they became short of men in the Treasury Department of the federal government in 

Washington D.C., and the first women that were ever employed in federal government 

were employed in the Treasury Department during the Civil War, and they called them the 

Treasury Girls. And my great-grandmother became a Treasury Girl and worked in the 

Treasury Department during the Civil War. 

After the war was over, she married a Civil War veteran, and they moved to Indiana, 

which was his home. But malaria was so bad in that part of Indiana, they subsequently 
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moved to Oregon, and my mother went through — and my grandmother went through — 

what was then Portland High School, which subsequently became Lincoln High School. I 

can remember one year her picture was in The Oregonian as she was the oldest living 

graduate. She died at almost 94, and she was the oldest living graduate of Portland High 

School. 

The family was always education-conscious. Now, my grandfather had the farm up 

until my father took over when he became an invalid. The whole family moved into Portland 

for about seven years while their three children went through high school. As a result, my 

father went to what's now Lincoln High School, was then called Portland High School. 

There were only three high schools in Portland at that time. There was the Bishop 

Something Academy, I forget what the name was, where people with money sent their 

kids. It was an Episcopal school. There was Hill Military Academy, where the people who 

could afford it sent their recalcitrant sons, and there was Portland Public High School, 

which were the only three high schools in Portland. 

Of course, there was no high school available at that time between Molalla and 

Colton, and as a result, the whole family moved into Portland, and my grandfather went to 

traveling in Eastern Oregon with horse and buggy, collecting liquor taxes from bars. And 

he did that — as long as he lived in Eastern Oregon, he had no trouble with asthma. But to 

show you the kind of an individual he was, he said he'd rather live and die in Western 

Oregon than that God-forsaken place in Eastern Oregon, and as a result that's exactly what 

he did, because the asthma eventually killed him, at age about 62. 

But they picked up and left the farm so the kids could get an education. My father, 

when he was graduated from high school — and I think he was president of the senior 

class and captain of the football team – and he went to work in Ladd and Tilton's Bank, 

here in Portland, in the spring when he was graduated from high school, and intended to 

start Northwestern College of Law the following fall. But something went wrong with his 

eyes, so that he couldn't use them. In speaking to my older brother about it, he said it was 

something that could have been taken care of now without any particular difficulty, but at 
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that time it was impossible. As a result, he had to quit his job in the bank and he could not 

go to law school, and he had to go back to the farm.  

I went through grammar school and grade school in Molalla because we had moved 

into Molalla from the farm three miles away when I was about five and a half or six years 

of age, before I started school. I was graduated from high school in 1932. My older brother, 

who eventually became Dean of the Medical School, was then going to Oregon State 

College, working as a section hand on a logging railroad during the summers, and he had 

started medical school. He was living here in Portland, of course, at that time. He was living 

in a mortuary, taking night calls, in order to get a place to sleep. Blood transfusions had 

just come in, and he was selling blood — at that time you could get $25 for a pint of blood, 

and $25 was a week's wages for a working man. 

But as a result of that and working summers on a railroad section gang — he was 

not a large man, as I am, probably weighed about 145 pounds — there was a history of 

tuberculosis in my mother's family, and his second year in medical school he came down 

with tuberculosis. And he was in a tuberculosis sanitarium out at Milwaukie when I was 

graduated from high school, and it cost him $200 a month, the folks’ $200 a month, to 

stay there. I can remember my father was taking either $65 or $75 a month out of his 

business to live on and losing money every day he was open, I'm sure. He was broke but 

would not admit it. 

That was when I was graduated from high school. I had been reared with the 

expectation that I would go to college as a matter of course. As I say, my mother was a 

schoolteacher, my father's family was education conscious, and from infancy it had been 

assumed I would go to college just as a matter of course. When the time came, this was 

impossible. 

 

[Tape stops] 

 

CH: When and where were you born? 
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HOLMAN: I was born in Portland. The government says June the 6th, 1914. My mother 

says I was born June the 7th, but doctors in those days, they accumulated their memories 

of births in the last month, and they put down some approximate date. My birth certificate 

— I never had occasion to get one until I went into the service — but my wife’s, who also 

went into the service, hers was six days off. 

We have just had a pause, and during this I was reminded that I had failed to 

[mention] that when I lived with my grandmother and my great-grandmother next to my 

folks – [they] did that for two years — that I can remember my great-grandmother getting 

her Civil War widow’s pension check. The Civil War seems a long time ago, but I lived in 

the same house with someone who was receiving it. As I recall, I'm not sure, I think she 

was getting $14 a month. 

Of course, when we lived on the farm — this was before anyone owned 

automobiles, and we traveled regularly with horse and wagon, horse and buggy. During 

the gas scare in the 1970s, I began to think that I had seen the beginning of the internal 

combustion engine and the end of its use because of lack of gasoline, but of course that 

hasn't proved to be true. 

 

CH: What kind of farm was your family farm? 

 

HOLMAN: It was a general farm, except that we always had a dairy herd and sold milk 

to the creamery. And then during World War I, my father ran a dairy farm out on the Tualatin 

River near Gaston for a widow woman who had a big dairy farm and whose husband had 

committed suicide. Her name was Olsen. And he ran that dairy farm for her during World 

War I. We think of World War I as being a long ways away, too, but as a kid four or five 

years old I can remember “Kaiser Bill went up the hill to get a peek at France, Kaiser Bill 

came down the hill...” 

 

 [End of Tape 1, Side 1] 
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Tape 1, Side 2 
1998 February 19 

 

CH: This is an interview with Ralph Holman, and this Tape 1, Side 2. How would you 

describe your parents' philosophies on life, your mother and your father individually? 

 

HOLMAN: They were both hip on education. It was not a particularly religious family. 

My mother was more inclined that way than my father was, I'm sure. 

 

CH: What religion? 

 

HOLMAN: Originally I think my mother had been a Congregationalist, but during my 

childhood she belonged to the Methodist Church in Molalla. I was a nervous and upset 

child, and they started me to Sunday School at the age of five, and I couldn't take the 

hellfire and damnation, I was going crazy, they had to take me out. As a result, I confess 

that until I was middle aged I was uncomfortable in a church. 

 

CH: What was it that made you so uncomfortable at an early age about that? 

 

HOLMAN: No child knows why he was as he was. It all had a — my affliction was all a 

matter of conscience, I think. I was always afraid I was going to do something wrong. It was 

some sort of self-punishment. People talk about wanting to live their childhood over again; 

I wouldn't live my childhood over again [in] a million years, for a million dollars. It's nothing 

I want to go through again. 

  Eventually, as you get older and reason takes over, you can say to yourself, “Look, 

you're being a goddamn fool; and I cut it out.” And you, if you have some emotional 

difficulty, you never entirely get over it; of unsuspecting time it will raise its ugly head and 

will hit you, and you just have to take it in hand. If you don't, you're an incompetent the rest 

of your life. 
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CH: Is this what you were referring to as being a problem child? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. I just had all kinds of problems when I was a kid, and it was all over 

being fearful that I was doing something wrong, a conscience, an infliction of mental self-

punishment on yourself. 

I afterwards talked to my older brother about this, my older brother being a doctor, 

when I was grown and said I couldn't account for why I was that way. And he laughed, and 

he said, “Oh, hell, that's an easy explanation.” He said, “You had an ill mother who couldn't 

pay any attention to you. Your older brother was six years older than you, and you were 

different generations, and you didn't have any connection with anybody, and you were just 

kind of floating around free by yourself.” 

So it didn't seem to be any problem to him as to what had caused it. I wasn't 

conscious of the fact that I was being deprived of any care or anything because I never felt 

that my folks didn't care for me or love me or anything like that. 

 

CH: Why was making your mother ill so much? 

  

HOLMAN: My mother had stomach ulcers. She had been operated on, and when they 

had to do the operation over again, they didn't think she was going to live, and about that 

time she gave birth to my younger brother. My father once told me that I was the only 

intentional child he had, and the circumstances under which he told me led me to believe 

that he thought accident was better than intention. In other words, what I'm saying is it was 

— he was being critical of me at the time, and indicating that maybe intention didn't turn 

out as well as just pure accident. 

 

CH: Was he serious or was he joking? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, in a joking sort of way. My family was different than many families. There 

were three boys and a father who were always needling each other. My mother sometimes 
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was the butt of this, and she couldn't defend herself. But when we'd sit down at the dinner 

table, we might be on one of us, or we might be on my father or it might be on one of the 

boys, or usually on my mother because she couldn't defend herself. And it was a kind of a 

free-for-all. 

I had to be away from home for a while before I learned that what at home was just 

good clean fun, other people took offense at because we weren't always kindly to each 

other. None of it mean, or anything like this. But this training was subsequently good for 

me because when I got into law school, the method of teaching was such that the professor 

would ask you to recite, and then he would take your arms and legs off, showing you that 

you were a damn fool. Many people couldn't take this, but to me it was the usual thing, 

because when I would sit down at the dinner table at five or six years of age and make 

some damn fool statement, I was put through catechism to show that I didn't know what 

the hell I was talking about, and this was good training. There was never any difficulty 

within our family. We were just engaged in the kind of persiflage which lots of people took 

offense at. 

 

CH: You described your parents as being education conscious. Do you consider them 

also to have been somewhat intellectual? 

  

HOLMAN: My father, yes. My father, in my opinion, would have made an excellent 

lawyer because his mind was logical and worked right. Not that they were free from 

prejudice. Hell, in those days, everybody was prejudiced. Basically I was raised in an anti-

Catholic, anti-Jewish family. I think it was ironical that both of my parents died in a Catholic 

institution, one in a Catholic hospital, one in a Catholic rest home. 

This, particularly in my father's case, I think was pretty well abolished by this time, 

but you had to consider the circumstances under which they were reared, that's the way 

they were reared. I don't think any of that prejudice eventually escaped on the children 

because as we got out and things changed, we found that these people were just the same 

as everybody else. 
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CH: But going back to your remarks about religion, you went to a Methodist Sunday 

School, then? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. 

 

CH: You were uncomfortable with going to church, but you kept on going to the church 

for a while? 

 

HOLMAN: I'm not a member of a church, and frankly, I'm a nonbeliever. 

 

CH: So at what point did you realize that? 

 

HOLMAN: By the time I got to high school. Don't misunderstand me. My philosophy is 

this: It is apparent that the human condition requires some sort of worship, and I don't think 

it makes any difference whether it's a god that you worship, or whether it's a rock or a tree 

or anything else, as long as you believe in it so far as you're concerned that's true and 

that's right. 

  And the Christian religion, I agree with their philosophy; I don't agree with all the 

fairy stories they tell you. I think one of the most remarkable things in the world was the 

growth of the Christian religion because Christ was not the only person of that kind. There 

have been thousands and hundreds of thousands of teachers, but the Christian religion 

just seemed to come at a proper time that it survived. Most of the rest of them have 

disappeared. 

All law as we know it is all based on the Christian religion because basically it goes 

back to our ideas of what's right and what's wrong, and our ideas of what's right or what's 

wrong are the result of Christian teachings, and I have no disagreement with them. But I 

think that one of the best cracks I ever made, when these people in California committed 

suicide because they were going to be picked up by a rocket on the tail end of a meteor, 
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and my response to that was, is, “Why is this any more ridiculous than the Immaculate 

Conception?” And of course, it's apparent that at that time, the time Christ was born, he 

was a bastard, and at that time being a bastard was beyond the pale, and you couldn't be 

a savior and be a bastard, so they had to excuse that some way, and they did it by the 

Immaculate Conception. 

So I don't believe in all those fairy stories, nor do I believe that there is a god who 

has an individual interest in me. There may be some sort of a Power, but I don't think it's a 

Power that has concern for Ralph Holman at all, any more than anyone else. I think this is 

an ego trip that people need. They are so damn important that there has to be something 

for them. I think that when I die, I think I'm dead, period. I don't think there's any life 

hereafter. I think any heaven or hell is made by us right here. 

  But I don't go around espousing these things publicly because I know it's unpopular. 

And if there's one thing I detest, it's a damn missionary, taking care of somebody else's 

business, and missionaries mostly have done nothing but harm. If a person worships a tree 

or a rock and that's sufficient to them, leave them alone, don't try and dissuade them from 

their belief, because that's the worst thing you can do to a person. 

 

CH: If you came to this understanding when you were, say, in your high school years, 

how did that form your later outlook on life then? I mean, did it affect your education, your 

career, your marriage? The way you… 

 

HOLMAN: I think it only affected my career in one respect. Because most of us talk 

when we ought to be listening sometimes, it was generally known that I was not of a 

religious disposition. At one time I was — I had been considered for an appointment to the 

Supreme Court and overlooked, and eventually I got the Supreme Court by election. And 

before I undertook that, I had somebody go to the governor to ask whether or not there 

was any chance of my appointment. 

 

CH: Which governor? 
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HOLMAN: It happened to be Hatfield. The response I got, and this was by a person I 

trust uniformly, unequivocally, the answer was no, he's not sufficiently religious. 

 

CH: It was sort of a litmus test, do you think? 

 

HOLMAN:  This was a — I have no reason to disbelieve this, because this was one of his 

appointees and a friend of his and a friend of mine. 

Now, there were sufficient reasons for not appointing me which were political, and 

had that been used, I wouldn't have objected to it because I thought it was probably 

correct; at the time I wasn't particularly popular politically. But that is the only circumstance 

in which I think it's made any difference. 

And I ought to be clear to say that I believe in my Christian credo and what they 

teach is better for all of us — as a matter of fact, all law is based on it, because the law is 

basically based on what people think is right and wrong. And this changes from time to 

time; as we progress, things that we think are right turn out that public opinion is they're 

wrong, and as a result the law changes, though the law is 30 or 40 years behind the change 

in public opinion. But law pretty generally changes with public opinion. 

 

CH: So in this case you were saying that Hatfield knew that you weren't a believer, but 

did people know that in general? 

 

HOLMAN: No, I don't think so. 

 

CH: How did he find out, do you think? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, I had shot my mouth off, I think, to some one of our contemporaries, 

probably that had gotten back to him. As I say, most of us talk too much. 
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CH: Well, I’m glad you’re talking now. 

In terms of your parents' outlook on life, you've talked a bit about their attitude 

toward education and their religion and things like that. What about their — did they have 

any more of a philosophy of life in terms of how to live your life? 

 

HOLMAN: There were three children in the family, and we were all taught to be strivers. 

In other words, you put out 100%. We always had plenty to eat, but we never had a lot of 

money, but we were basically raised to be strivers and to succeed. We were programmed 

that way. 

 

CH: What about their political orientation? 

  

HOLMAN: My mother was a follower, my father was the dominant person in the family, 

and my father was what I would call a ‘liberal’ Republican. In other words, in 1924 when 

LaFollette ran for President, he was the only person in town who was a LaFollette man.  

 

CH: Bob LaFollette, of Wisconsin. 

 

HOLMAN: No, from Nebraska.  

When anybody asks me what my politics are, I tell them I'm a Norma Paulus 

Republican. Norma is dead so far as the Republican Party is concerned because she is too 

liberal. I'm still a registered Republican, but I haven't voted the Republican ticket for a long 

time. I mostly vote for Democrats because the Republicans to me don't stand for what they 

used to stand for. The Christian right has taken them over, and the Christian right is 

dangerous, in my opinion. 

We think that we are religiously tolerant, presently. This is a thin skin, and can be 

cracked and broken at the slightest pretense or greatest strain. I've learned this as a trial 

judge because I ran across some people who were from the violently Protestant aspect 
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from West Texas and Oklahoma and places like this, to whom a Catholic literally has a 

forked tail. 

  At one time I was the only judge in the county, I had to run a juvenile court as well 

as all the other things, and we had two schools for delinquent girls where we could send 

delinquent girls, one of them being the state training school, and here I and most other 

judges only sent the kids that we thought were beyond redemption — and don't think that 

girls can't be tough, a tough girl can run a tough boy right out of the country. The other 

was — is no longer in existence but at that time was St. Rose School here in Portland, which 

was run by some Catholic nuns. These women, I thought, did a pretty good job, and this 

was where any girl that I thought had a chance went, if I could get them in there, but of 

course they were a private institution, I couldn't force anything on them like I could the 

state training school. 

I used to go down and have tea with the Mother Superior and whatnot, and if they 

wanted me to talk at their commencement or something, I talked at their commencement 

because I had to have their good esteem in order for them to take the girls that I wanted 

them to take. 

And I finally said to myself, “Why is it that these people are having better luck with 

their girls?” And I came to the conclusion that they were tough, yet the kids eventually got 

the idea that they were caring and that they had no other interest in life other than the well-

being of these kids, and that would eventually rub off on them. But don't think they couldn't 

be tough, because they could. I know one of my workers, who happened to be a Catholic 

woman who had just taken a real tough kid that I'd finally got them to swallow down there, 

and she came in the office laughing, and I said, “Joan, what's so funny?” 

She said, “Well, I just took so-and-so out to St. Rose” — and Sister Patrick, I think 

was the head of the school — and She said, “I introduced Judy to Sister Patrick, and Sister 

Patrick held out her hand to shake hands, and the kid went “rrrr” and slapped at that hand, 

and she said, “You ought to have seen that nun light on that girl.” So they enforced 

discipline. But eventually it got through to the kids, that the interest of these people was 

genuine. And that's the only way I could account for it. 
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  But when you went to send a Protestant kid to St. Rose, it was virtually impossible 

from one of these families from West Texas or Oklahoma, who were rabid. As far as they 

were concerned, the devil and the Catholics were the equivalent. You would try and talk 

to them and persuade them, and it was just like talking to that wall; you could get absolutely 

no place. And it was impossible to send a girl there because so far as they were concerned 

if you sent the girl there, she was beyond the pale. They'd have nothing more to do with 

her. She was contaminated. 

This is why I say I think that our religious tolerance is a thin skin, and I think when 

things get shaken up under extreme stress, I think that tolerance goes all to hell, and I think 

it's still a problem, and I think it will always be a problem, and we always have to take care 

that our laws and our rights and religion are completely separated — just as far as you can, 

because all sorts of history teaches us that some of the greatest crimes that have existed 

have been done in the name of religion. Because religion is basically — it's not capable of 

proof one way or the other; it's a emotional thing. And I think it can still be a problem. 

 

CH: Going back just a little more to your folks, were they involved in any activities, any 

clubs or organizations, things like that, that might be... 

  

HOLMAN: My father was a Mason and an Oddfellow. My mother was a Rebecca and an 

Eastern Star. You have to remember, these were 19th Century people, and they were 

originally farm people, and this was their social life. This was before the days of radio, 

television, anything like this, and this was their social life. I think one disappointment of my 

father's life was that none of his kids ever became a Mason. To us, this was a bunch of 

ridiculous hocus-pocus because our social life didn't depend upon it, but our parents' 

social life did depend on it, particularly for farming people. 

Everything — most things in a rural community at that time were — they both 

belonged to the Grange, everything circulated around the schoolhouse. The schoolhouse 

was the central thing, it was the central place where people went for entertainment and 

where they had entertainment at night, all locally produced because in a farming 
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community it wasn't worth anybody's while, there was no money to pay anybody to come 

out and entertain you. 

 

CH: How often would they come into Portland? 

 

HOLMAN: How often? Not very often. First we had to go by horse and buggy or horse 

and wagon to Oregon City, which was 15 miles away, and this would take all day. As soon 

as we'd get to Oregon City, we could take the streetcar to go to Portland. 

My earliest memory of Portland was when I was about three years of age, and we 

stayed at a hotel over on the East Side, and I don't know what hotel it was; of course, it's 

not in existence anymore, I'm sure. But I can specifically remember two things. First, there 

was a fire, and the hotel was next to a firehouse, and I can remember the horses pulling 

that steaming wagon out of the firehouse to go to the fire, looking out the window from the 

hotel room. 

  Also, we went to the dining room to eat, and it's probably the first time I'd ever eaten 

out. And for dessert they had a choice of peach pie or ice cream, and my mother turned to 

me and said, “Ralph, which do you want?” And I began to cry, and she said, “What are you 

crying at?” 

And I said, “I can't make up my mind.” The truth of the matter, of course, was I 

wanted both. But this was a good start for a fellow who spent his life as a judge, who had 

to make up his mind. 

 

CH: So you grew up on the farm during what period to time, then? 

 

HOLMAN: From one to five and a half years old. And then we moved to the small town 

of Molalla, which at that time was somewhere between 500 and 750 people. It's now a 

bedroom town for Salem and Portland. 

You asked me if I read The Oregonian, I had an Oregonian route during the 

Depression for five years. I still read The Oregonian, and disagree with it often. But during 
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the Depression I was the only kid that had any money because I made $20 a month, and 

maybe you think in 1930-32, along in there, maybe you think $20 wasn't much money; it 

was. Hell, as a kid I worked fighting fire for 20 cents an hour, fighting forest fires, stuff like 

this. If you tell somebody now you worked for 20 cents an hour, they think you're nuts. As 

a matter of fact, I'm convinced that people were setting fires at that time in order to get 

work at 20 cents an hour to fight them. 

 

CH: When you were on the farm, who were your closest neighbors? 

 

HOLMAN: Closest neighbors were half a mile away, I suppose, thereabouts. Most of 

them were Finns and Scandinavians. 

 

 
[End of Tape 1, Side 2] 
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Tape 2, Side 1 
1998 February 19 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Judge Ralph M. Holman at the Oregon Historical Society. 

The interviewer is Clark Hansen, the date is February 19, 1998, and this is Tape 2, Side 1. 

We were talking about the environment that you were growing up in, and you 

mentioned that Colton was a Swedish community. I was trying to get a general feeling as 

to what the environment for the first five and a half years, before you went to Molalla, what 

it looked like, what it felt like, the kind of house that you lived in and things like that. 

 

HOLMAN: For the times, I lived in as good a house as existed for a farmhouse. We had 

a conventional bathtub, which was unusual, a bathtub and toilet, which was unusual for 

that time. It was probably as good a household environment as was available in a farming 

community at the time. 

A lot of the people who lived around us had purchased their farming property — my 

grandfather ultimately ended up with 160 acres out of the 600, but the other was sold off 

mostly to Scandinavian people who came from Minnesota. As a matter of fact, that farm 

was sold about 1920-22 sometime to a Norwegian from Minnesota by the name of 

[Dunrud?], who didn't last very long because we always had a big Holstein bull, because 

this was the days before artificial insemination, and within a year after [Dunrud?] bought 

the farm the bull caught him and killed him. 

I can remember my grandfather getting in the bull pen with that bull, with what we 

called a black snake, which was a big long whip about 15 feet long, a leather whip. And he 

would get in that bull pen and keep that whip in the bull's eyes so the bull kept blinking 

and couldn't see to charge him, cursing the bull all the time he was there. I don't believe 

my grandfather had any business in the bull pen; I think he was just there to show the bull 

who was boss. As I said, I don't think he was a very easy man to get along with. But 

grandkids were great. 
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CH: I presume your house didn't have any electricity? 

 

HOLMAN: No. We didn't have any electricity. 

 

CH: And you heated by wood? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, we heated entirely by wood. After we moved to Molalla, we didn't have 

any inside plumbing when we first moved into Molalla; we had a backhouse, like everybody 

else did, which everybody pushed over on Halloween, you know. You always pushed over 

the preacher's and the school superintendent's back house on Halloween, and somebody 

always fell in the pit. But when we moved into Molalla, we didn't have indoor plumbing in 

the house we moved into. 

 

CH: What did the house look like? 

 

HOLMAN: The house that we moved into in Molalla? 

 

CH: Yes. 

 

HOLMAN: A small three-room house — dining room, living room, one bedroom, kitchen. 

That was it. This before my younger brother was born. My brother and I slept in the attic. 

We climbed up a ladder to get into the attic, and that's where we slept. There was no toilet. 

My folks subsequently put one in, but the house was out back, backhouse was out there. 

When you took a bath, you took a bath in the wash tub — a round washtub, you 

heated the water on the stove and poured it in the bathtub. Well, of course sometimes it 

wasn't always warm, and you always washed your feet and legs first. When I get in the 

bathtub to this day I wash my feet and legs first because that's the way I started out. It's 

habit. It's not logical, but those were habits you developed from something like that: you 
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washed your feet and legs first because it was cold if you got the rest of your body wet 

before then. 

 

CH: So when you moved into Molalla, then, your father took over an auto business? 

 

HOLMAN: He had a Ford dealership. 

 

CH: So this would have been about what year? 

 

HOLMAN: About 1920. 

 

CH: And so I presume you had a car, then? 

 

HOLMAN: Then we had a car for the first time. Prior to that we hadn't. 

 

CH: Why did he get into the auto business? Why was he interested in that? 

 

HOLMAN: I think my father saw that farming was a dead end and that he had to get into 

business of some sort. Eventually his father loaned him enough money so that he was able 

to buy an interest. He went into partnership with the husband of one of my mother's sisters, 

and the name of the business at that time was Albright & Holman. My father took care of 

the business end, and his partner took care of the mechanical end. 

During the Depression, he was broke but wouldn't admit it. The Ford Motor 

Company lied to them. The Depression had come on, and Henry Ford was hard up for 

money. He did not trust bankers; he wouldn't borrow money from banks because he 

figured, I think correctly, that that gave them control over what he did. He had a bunch of 

Model A Fords in stock that he had to get rid of. He told his dealers he was changing the 

model, and loaded them up with Model A's, and then he changed the model on them. 
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I can remember my father selling a Ford Victoria on which the retail price was $989, 

and I can remember him selling one in 1935 — 1932 was the last Model A year — I can 

remember him selling one in 1935 which had never been out of the garage for $500, on 

which the original price was $989. But Ford had to have the money, and he lied to his 

dealers and broke most of them. 

 

CH: When you started going to primary school, that was in Molalla, then? 

 

HOLMAN: That was in Molalla, yes. 

 

CH: And what was the primary school like? 

 

HOLMAN: It was a typical small town grammar school. Fortunately, there was a good 

primary teacher. She taught three generations of people. Her last name was Case, and she 

did literally teach three generations of the same families of some of them. She was woman 

who had been educated, apparently, beyond the average primary teacher. 

For instance, I did not know it at the time, but I was being exposed to some classical 

or semi-classical music. At that time, at the beginning of school and at recess and whatnot 

we had to form up and march in to class. And they had a phonograph, and I recognize now 

the William Tell Overture and a lot of these kind of things being things that we marched in 

to, and she was the one who was accountable for this and knew that it was good music. 

No one else in town knew this. 

 

CH: When you were in primary school did you have any sports or activities that you were 

involved in? 

  

HOLMAN: No. It was a reasonably small school in which anybody could participate in 

sports if they wanted to. I had polio when I was about 10 or 11, undiagnosed. Nobody knew 
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what it was. I was sick in bed for a couple of weeks with a fever. A local doctor came, but 

he didn't know what was wrong with me. 

When I got up, my legs didn't work right. I couldn't run; I'd fall down when I tried to 

run. I walked with a limp for more than a year on my left side. It was fortunate that I didn't 

know what was wrong with me. My father, having been raised on a farm, had had the typical 

reaction to swimming on a hot July day, I'd ridden two and a half miles on a bicycle and 

gone swimming in a river and two and a half miles back. That night I had a hell of a 

headache. My father thought I had gotten hot and jumped in the water when I was cold 

and that I'd foundered like a horse. I never could convince him that I hadn't done that — 

because he taught me not to do that, but I never could convince him that I hadn't. 

I didn't realize that there was anything radically wrong with me until at the age of 

about 15 I came to Portland to buy a pair of shoes, I suppose it was the first pair of shoes 

I'd ever bought in Portland, and the clerk, being a knowledgeable clerk and knowing there 

was a slight difference in the size of most people's feet, he measured my feet, and he said, 

“My God, boy, what's wrong with your left foot?” 

And I said, “I don't know. Is there something wrong with it?” 

He said, “It's three quarters of an inch shorter than your right foot.” 

Then I measured the calf of my left leg, and it was an inch smaller around. Well, 

nothing but polio will do that. 

  Fortunately, I didn't know what was wrong with me, or otherwise I'd have been a 

cripple. My father and the family were interested in athletics, and being in a small school, I 

was able to play. I was slow, and I worked and I worked and I worked, and I became an 

average high school athlete, but I was always just a step slow and never was a really first-

class athlete because of that.  

I did play some pretty good baseball when I was in high school. I played on the 

American Legion junior championship team in 1930; I played on the Northwest Oregon-

Washington-California-Idaho; there were six teams that went to the western finals in 

Colorado Springs, first time I'd ever been out of the state. I was 16. We got beat by Long 

Beach, California in eleven innings. The kid who pitched against us and who we knocked 
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out of the box in the seventh inning went right straight to the Pacific Coast League, which 

was triple-A at that time, and stuck. I played for San Francisco, went from there to the big 

leagues. We only had one pitcher; they had two good pitchers. In the eleventh inning, we 

lost because we only had one pitcher. 

  But as I say, I got to be a reasonable high school athlete, and it was only because I 

didn't know that I was supposed to be a cripple. That lasted over — it was still evident when 

I went into the service. When I tried to get a commission in the Navy, even though I'd been 

practicing law, I couldn't get a commission because I had no college education. See, I've 

never been to college. I went to Northwestern College of Law, which was an unaccredited 

night school, and when I applied for a commission the answer I got was, “We have Harvard 

graduates that we can't place,” because I had no liberal arts education at all. In other words, 

I went from high school, I worked for a year and then I started night school here and went 

to four years of night school and got a degree from an unaccredited school, which the 

Supreme Court of Oregon allowed me to take the bar examination. 

My last year of high school was pretty dismal. I knew now that I couldn't go to 

college. 

 

CH: For financial reasons? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes, financial reasons. My older brother was in a sanitarium, and it was a 

matter of life or death and he had to stay there, and anyway, my father's business was 

broke, and I knew that it was an impossibility, that I was not going to go. There were no 

scholarships. I'd always been a good student, [but] there were no scholarships, there was 

no money to borrow, there was no nothing. You either paid, or you didn't go. And I knew 

that this was impossible and I couldn't go. And my last year in high school was pretty dismal 

because I'd been raised with the idea I'd go to college as a matter of course. That was just 

one of the things that I assumed that I would do from the time that I was an infant. 
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And it came as a great blow to me because I couldn't see I had any prospects at all. 

I was wondering how I was going to eat. It was pretty dismal. But I've been lucky, extremely 

lucky, in my opinion. From that time on, everything has gotten better. 

 

CH: Looking back at your childhood, were there particular formative moments, moments 

that really you feel changed your life? 

 

HOLMAN: I don't think so. 

  

CH: Were there times where — you know, you're growing up on this farm and then you're 

in Molalla, was there a certain point when you kind of realized because of some incident 

or something that happened that there was a much bigger world around you? 

 

HOLMAN: I was pretty much taught that there was a bigger world around me. This was 

something that we got at home. There was no time that the light dawned on me or 

anything. It was just a gradual process. 

 

CH: Did you read? Books or magazines? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. In other words, as an upset child, reading was one of the things I 

could lose myself in, and to this day I'm an insatiable reader and always have been. It was 

an imaginary place where I could get away from self. You see, all my problem as an upset 

kid was all concerned with self, and by reading, I could lose self. 

 

CH: What kinds of things did you enjoy? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, I started out as a kid reading Zane Grey, stuff of this kind. I've always 

been interested in history. Historical novels I read to this day. I'm reading Cold Mountain, 

which is a Civil War story, right now. It's on the best-sellers list. I'm just finishing it. 
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My first trip to England I bought an Oxford 15-volume history of English history, and 

I read right straight through it. I've always been a reader. 

  I have a friend who is two years older than I am who is perfectly well in health except 

that he has macular disintegration and he can no longer read. He's a lawyer; he's a reader. 

And the poor guy almost goes crazy because he's got no way to entertain himself. He can't 

drive any longer. He can't see to read, and he doesn't have any way to occupy his time. 

But as a child, you see, I had one brother who was five or six years older, I had one 

brother who was five or six years younger. Five or six years in the life of a child is a 

generation. You don't move in the same circles at all. So basically we were reared alone. 

The neighborhood that I lived in in Molalla had eight girls and one boy, and I was 

the boy. Hell, I played with dolls until I was five or six years old and sewed doll clothes 

because I either did that or I had nobody to play with. It stood me in some stead; I can still 

do a little sewing. 

 

CH: You've mentioned that one teacher in grade school that taught three generations. 

Were there any teachers in high school that stood out as being particularly good for you? 

 

HOLMAN: The coach we had, a man by the name of Don Hartung, who went to Oregon 

State. He became a coach at the high school. It was a union high school because you had 

to encompass a big area to get sufficient kids to make a high school. He came there when 

I was a sophomore. The one we had when we were freshmen, I think he was a dunderhead. 

He was just plain athlete and nothing from here up. 

  But Hartung was an intelligent man. He taught mathematics and stuff like this, see. 

And he taught you to play fair but to play as hard as you could. And he was a lifetime friend. 

As a matter of fact, he died recently, and fortunately — I thought it was about time I went 

up to see him again. He ended up retired as a principal up at Puyallup, Washington, and 

three or four years ago I went up to see him, and I'm glad I did because he didn't outlive 

the year. I still correspond with his widow, talk to her on the phone once in a while. 
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CH: Sounds like he was a real motivator. 

 

HOLMAN: Yeah. He was a good man. 

 

CH: Were there any particular subjects that you liked? 

 

HOLMAN: I skipped the seventh grade in grammar school. The head of the school told 

me I could, and of course you always wanted to be with the bigger kids, you know. I'm not 

sure that it did me any favor; I don't know. I went home and asked my father if I could, and 

he said, “I think actually a year of high school will do you more good than another year of 

grammar school,” so he allowed me to skip. And when you made a deal with my dad, you 

made a deal. Of course, five years from now, that's never for a kid. Five years from then I 

took the fifth year of high school. 

But to show you the interest that the family had in education, before I ever entered 

high school he required me to bring home the curriculum, every subject that was taught in 

the school. The two of us sat down together and selected what I would take for five years, 

and that's exactly what I took. 

While everybody else was taking music appreciation and botany or something, I 

was taking all the goddamn mathematics they taught, all the Latin, all this sort of stuff. And 

it was probably a good idea, because I never had any other general education. Probably 

from that standpoint, it was good. 

  At that time you could play athletics your first four years plus one semester, in other 

words, four and a half years. That made me eligible to play football my fifth year, if I didn't 

graduate, but how was I going to pass all my courses and still not graduate so I could play 

football? My father was interested enough in athletics, as well as academics, to allow me 

to finagle, and instead of taking my Latin my first and second year, I took it my third and 

fourth year, and you got no credit for your first year Latin until you completed your second 

year of Latin. My fourth year, second year Latin, I just didn't go to class. As a result, I flunked 
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and lost two credits, which I made up the next year and went back a fifth year and I could 

play football. 

And my father — this was all prearranged before I ever entered high school the first 

time. But this was the interest that was taken in school. Hell, do you know anybody who 

requires their kid to bring home the curriculum and says, “This is what you're going to 

take”? People just don't do this anymore, but that's the way things were in my family. 

And each one of his children ended up exactly where he wanted them to end up, 

too, and it takes a pretty good man to just put on the right amount of pressure to get you 

to do what he wants yet not have you kick over the traces. My older brother became a 

doctor because he said, by God, the doctors had kept him broke all his life, and the only 

way he was ever going to get even was to raise one. He was a frustrated lawyer, and I 

became a lawyer. He wanted my younger brother to take over the business, and my 

younger brother took over the business. 

 

CH: But it sounds like he was exercising a lot of control over you at the same time? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. He was the head of the family, and he was the guy that exercised 

control. He was the dominant person in the family, no doubt about that. 

  

CH: But do you feel like you were making any of your own decisions? 

 

HOLMAN: He allowed you just enough latitude so you didn't kick over the traces. 

 

CH: What do you mean by “kick over the traces”? 

 

HOLMAN: That's a farm thing. That's when a horse was rambunctious and goes crazy, 

and traces are part of the harness, and he gets tangled up in it because he's not done what 

he's supposed to do. 
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You know what this reminds me of? As a member of the Supreme Court you have 

a new clerk every year. Of course, World War II was one of the big events of my life, and 

these kids, lots of them, were born after World War II. You start talking about World War II, 

and it's just like somebody pulled a curtain down: “Why that old son of bitch, he's talking 

about ancient history. He might as well be talking about the Revolutionary War, as far as I 

know.” And you could immediately tell that they weren't a goddamned bit interested. 

Or I would use some expression which was current when I was a kid, and the kid 

would look at me kind of blank, and he'd say, “What does that mean?” You realize all of a 

sudden you're of a different generation. 

 

CH: Tell me about when the Depression came on. Do you actually remember when the 

banks crashed? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, sure. 

 

CH: How did you hear that? 

  

HOLMAN: Of course we read the newspapers. As I said, I delivered newspapers. And 

we were all readers, except my father — my father because of the eye difficulty he had 

even when I was in high school couldn't read for more than five minutes at a time and he'd 

get a blinding headache. But the little local bank we had didn't go broke. 

 

CH: And why didn't this bank go broke? 

 

HOLMAN: I think it was because it was ultra-conservative. 

 

CH: Do you think that because Oregon was so much further away from the industrial 

and banking centers in the East that it was less affected? 
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HOLMAN: No, it was affected like everybody else. The bank in Oregon City went broke, 

and at that time anybody that owned stock had to pony up the value of their stock. In other 

words, you just didn't lose the value of your stock, you were obligated — if you owned 

bank stock at that time you were obligated for as much money as stock you had. If you had 

$100,000 worth of stock and the bank went broke, you had to pony up 100,000. And there 

were some people in town who got hurt by it. 

But I think — I don't know, but I think during the Depression there was a merchant 

in town who I think was the only man that had any money, and I think he kept my father's 

head above water. I'm not sure. Because my father kept the business open, and I think this 

merchant, just because he had confidence in my father, he sure had no security, saw him 

by. I don't know this, but I have an awful hunch of this. 

 

CH: So when did you first personally feel the effects of the Depression as it was coming 

on? 

 

HOLMAN: When it came time to go to college. Up until this time, I was probably a 

privileged kid in the community. My father was in business there, and because it was an 

automobile business I had the use of a car if I had a reasonable request. 

  I had an Oregonian route for five years out of which I made $20 a month, and hell, 

this was a lot of money then. I was the only kid in town that had any money. We always ate 

well. We didn't do anything fancy, but we always had clothes to wear and food to eat. And 

we were as well off or better off than most of the rest of the community. 

 

CH: Did you see much going on in the rest of the community that... 

 

HOLMAN: Particularly in the drought years hit — this was just after I was out of high 

school — the people from Oklahoma, Kansas and places like this came drifting in. 

Everybody made fun of them; they called them Okies and Arkies, but they were good 

people. They came in with nothing, but they were hard workers. There was enough stuff 
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just going to waste that there was no market for in gardens and orchards and everything 

so that they could exist, and they became good citizens and good people. 

They had a particular look about them. Most of them were from — that I saw I 

thought were from British Isles ancestry many generations ago. They had a hewn look to 

them like life had just worn them down to where there was nothing left but hard flesh and 

skin and bones. You didn't see any fat people coming in. But they were good people. They 

were hard workers, and they made good citizens, although everybody made fun of them 

when they came. 

But you see, we didn't have as far to fall as people would now if we had another 

financial disaster. The first radio that was ever in our house I bought with money I made 

peddling papers, the first radio that was in the house. 

 

 
[End of Tape 2, Side 1] 
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Tape 2, Side 2 
1998 February 19 

 
 

CH: This an interview with Ralph Holman. This is Tape 2, Side 2. Go ahead. 

 

HOLMAN: I don't think my folks ever had a television in their house. Of course, my father 

died in 1956. The first television I ever had was about 1955. I don't think my mother ever 

had one after — she outlived my father by 12 years. But I don't think they ever had a 

television in the house. 

But we didn't have so far to fall. Times were tough, but we ate, we had a place to 

live. My first real realization that things weren't as I expected was when I couldn't go to 

college. That was the first real jolt I'd ever had about not being able to do something 

because of money. 

 

CH: And then as you came to that realization, what were your options? What were you 

considering as your options at that time, then? 

 

HOLMAN: I didn't see I had any options at all. I was wondering how I was going to eat. 

 

CH: Literally how you were going to eat? Did you plan on staying at home? 

 

HOLMAN: No, I could have stayed at home, but I was wondering how I could ever be 

independent. I was lucky in that I had a relative who was in politics, and I got a job on a 

surveying crew at $80 a month, probably worth more money than any money I've ever 

made since. 

  I had a girl; I saved money to buy an engagement ring. I knew that I couldn't get 

married because I knew I had to have some sort of an education to do something or I was 

doomed. She ended up by marrying somebody else, and I was broken-hearted, but she 

made the right choice. She was ready to get married, I wasn't. I took the money and gave 
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my folks to pay the taxes on their home. I have nothing but great regard for that girl, but 

she was ready to get married, and I knew I couldn't. 

 

CH: Going into the Depression years, did you have discussions with your family or your 

friends about the political situation? I mean, how did people feel — you came from a 

Republican background, but how did you feel about F.D.R. and the New Deal? 

 

HOLMAN: My father voted for F.D.R., I think, the first time he ran. I don't think he did the 

second time. My first vote, I think, was for F.D.R. the second time. As I say, I'm a registered 

Republican, but I haven't voted for a majority of Republicans for quite some time because 

I've become disabused by the Republican Party. They're much too conservative for me. 

The last Republican President I voted for was when the movie actor ran the first 

time; I haven't voted for a Republican president since then. Not that I'm enamored with our 

present President, I'm not, but when all the wrong kinds of things were being advocated 

by Republican Presidents, in my opinion: anti-abortion, the religious right thing they've 

been preaching — it's not for me. I think those people are dangerous that start mixing 

religion with government. 

 

CH: How did you feel about F.D.R.'s stacking of the Supreme Court? 

  

HOLMAN: Well, it was wrong, of course. You really can't do that and have — courts are 

mainly meant as a check on government, and you can't do that if government controls 

them. 

 

CH: The first job, then, you had out of high school was as a surveyor; is that right? 

 

HOLMAN: Yeah. I was a stake artist on a highway civilian crew, and I worked there for 

about a year. I was working on a civilian crew that was laying out the highway that goes 

across the mountains just south of Eugene. 
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CH: Up the McKenzie River? 

 

HOLMAN: No, not the McKenzie River. The one that goes across to Diamond Lake and 

whatnot. We were working right up on top in June, and I got sick. My older brother had just 

gotten out of the tuberculosis sanitarium; I was afraid I had tuberculosis. I got sick. I quit 

and came home. I went to the tuberculosis doctor, and he told me I didn't have 

tuberculosis, I was just run down. He said, “You go home, you eat four times a day, and 

you spend half of every day in bed.” I did, and I gained 20 pounds in two months. And from 

then on physically I was fine. But I was just rundown. 

  The night I got sick we had a big boat we were crossing Odell Lake on to go to 

work, and the motor went haywire. And this was a big open boat which could be rowed by 

two people, and they put me on one oar and an engineering student from Oregon State, a 

big Swede kid who was a lot stronger than I was and older, on the other oar, and he pulled 

my guts out, and of course, I wouldn't quit. And that night I hyperventilated, and I had never 

hyperventilated before, and it just scared the shit out of me. And I quit and came home. 

That was in June, and September I started law school. 

 

CH: How were you able to start law school — first of all, why did you choose law school 

in the first place? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, first my father had wanted to be a lawyer. But mainly because it was 

cheap. As Judge Herbert Schwab said, who is one of my friends — and incidentally, you 

should interview Judge Schwab if you haven't. You know, he was head of the school board 

here and whatnot. He was a great man, in my opinion, and one of my close personal 

friends. As he said, “Had my grandparents not gotten out of Russia, I would have been a 

bar of soap now,” when the Germans took over, because he's Jewish. But as he said, “If 

barber school had been cheaper, we'd have all been barbers,” because he went to the 
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same school I did. He was the first presiding judge of the Court of Appeals and one hell of 

an administrator. 

 

CH: Did the profession, the legal profession, really appeal to you at the time? 

 

HOLMAN: It was a place to go to get an education. It was the only thing that was 

available to me. Fortunately, I happen to be suited to it, but that was just happenstance. 

Christ, there were other people that were going to school there who were bright people 

but who just — their minds didn't work that way, like a lawyer's mind has to work. 

  The thing that was surprising to me was that we had people there all the way from 

just high school graduates, as I was, to people who had advanced degrees out of college, 

and it didn't seem to make one bit of difference in the ultimate outcome as to whether they 

survived or whether they didn't because lots of we high schoolers made it, and lots of 

people with advanced college degrees didn't make it, they couldn't cut it. 

I was completely lost the first semester because, mind you, I'm being dumped 

abruptly into something of which I have no conception. At that time the case book method 

of teaching was god in teaching law. It had been devised by a professor at Harvard 

College, and the theory was that everything you learned had to come out of adjudicated 

cases. Well, nobody taches that way much anymore, and it was stupid, because while you 

should learn how to analyze cases, and that's valuable, there are much easier ways of 

learning it. 

But here I am, they start you out with a bunch of old English cases, which are hard 

to understand in any event. I do not know the words — mind you, I didn't know what a 

mortgage was. I knew it had something to do with property, but I didn't recognize it as a 

security transaction. 

 

CH: Of the people that were starting out at Northwestern School of Law, how many had 

already gone to college? 
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HOLMAN: There were quite a few. 

 

CH: Do you think more than half? 

 

HOLMAN: I would say it was about an even break. 

 

CH: So you were being dumped in there with people that had already gone through 

college. 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yeah. 

 

CH: And in terms of age, even, and your intellectual development, you were taking on a 

lot. 

  

HOLMAN: I didn't even have a legal dictionary. I didn't know what the words meant. I'd 

bring those things home, and I'd read them — “What are these goddamned people talking 

about and what do they mean? What do those words mean?” I'd read them over and over 

and over again, and then I would go to class, and I would listen. Well, gradually the light 

dawns, you know. You hear enough conversation and you begin to learn what things are. 

You see, I knew nothing about the transactions they were talking about because I 

had no background, and I didn't know the vocabulary. Well, if you don't know anything 

about the subject, and you don't know the vocabulary, you don't have much to go on, and 

first semester I had one hell of a time. I got by so I didn't flunk out, but that was about all. 

Second semester, I did a little better, and by the second year, I was ready to take 

off, and I did take off. It was a four-year course, and by the end of my third year I was tied 

for third in my class so far as grade average is concerned; this was about 70 people. I knew 

I had to pass the Bar because that was the only chance I had. As a result, my fourth year 

grades were not that great because I spent most of my time reviewing the first three years. 

I knew I had to get by. 
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  The thing that I was taught at home was you finished what you started, and you 

were given the determination that, by God, you could stick to it and do it, and there's no 

more valuable thing you can teach. Some people just weren't suited to it. I had a friend in 

law school who never finished. He went into the electrical business and made money. He 

was not stupid. He was a German kid. He was what I call a rabbit dog; you put a deer dog 

on a deer's trail, and when the rabbit trail crosses, you don't follow the rabbit, you keep 

after the deer. This guy was what I call a rabbit dog. The minute that red herring was 

dragged across the path, he would follow that red herring right out into left field. He had 

an instinct for it. You could have flipped a coin and done better. And incidentally, I've seen 

judges that were the same way. 

 

CH: Did you have anybody that was guiding you through all this, a professor or a 

counselor or somebody that was... 

 

HOLMAN: No. 

 

CH: Nobody was taking you off to the side and... 

 

HOLMAN: No, no. You were just on your own. As a matter of fact, when I was admitted 

to practice I think I'd been a courtroom twice, once when I was 10 years old and once when 

I was about a senior in law school I went in and listened to a professor who had a case that 

he was arguing to a judge for 15 minutes or something. I think those are the only two times 

I had ever been in a courtroom when I was admitted to practice, and I was as green as 

green can be. 

And there was no such thing as getting a job. See, I was admitted to practice in 

1937. Now, to give you an example of what things were like, there probably weren't more 

than six or eight law jobs available in the city of Portland during the Depression. If you were 

one, two or three from Michigan, Stanford or Harvard, you could get a job at $75 a month 

from two to three of the best law firms in town. If you were one, two or three from Willamette 
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or University of Oregon, you could wrestle for maybe another half a dozen jobs that were 

available, and that was it. If you were from Northwestern, you were beyond the pale. It was 

an unaccredited night school, everybody recognized this, and nobody was interested in 

talking to you. 

  The way I got a job was after I got out of law school I married a girl I'd met at law 

school, who did not finish, not because she was unable to, but just there was no place for 

a woman then. She was a better student than I. She was a legal secretary, and she worked 

for a lawyer, and she talked him into giving me a job. And the job was for nothing. In other 

words, I got a place to hang my hat and to operate, and I did what work he wanted for my 

office overhead, which for a graduate from Northwestern at the time was a good deal. 

 

CH: When you were going to Northwestern at the very beginning, didn't you know that 

when you got out there wouldn't be jobs available for you? 

 

HOLMAN: I knew that I was going to have problems, but at least it gave me a chance. I 

will venture that out of my class two years after graduation — we started out as 120; there 

were 40 who were graduated, and of that 40 who were graduated about 25 passed the 

Bar. Of those 25, two years later there probably wasn't a half a dozen of us who were trying 

to practice law. There were people who were engaged in legal-related work like abstract 

companies, collection agencies, things like this, but there were damn few of us that were 

trying to practice law. 

 

CH: By 1937, when you were admitted to the Bar, how did it look in terms of economics? 

I know that you're still in the middle of the Depression, but did you think things were getting 

better or were they staying the same or were they getting worse? What was your 

perception of what was going on? 

 

HOLMAN: My perception was that things were going along about the same, and that 

you couldn't see that they were going to get a hell of a lot better quickly. As a matter of 
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fact, when I was admitted to practice, there were people who had been practicing law for 

30 years who couldn't pay the office rent. 

 

CH: And how were they doing it, then? 

 

HOLMAN: The building had nobody else to rent it to and left them there because they 

might get a little once in a while, and it looked better occupied than if it was sitting 

unoccupied. 

Big firms were getting by, but everybody else was scrambling for anything they 

could get. I was lucky — matter of fact, I've been lucky all my life, in my opinion. What little 

business I was able to get was mostly out of the community in which I had been reared, 

Molalla. I had two good death cases, cases that there was no limitation on the amount of 

recovery. One was the widow of a kid I'd gone to school with, the other was the husband 

of a sister of a girl I'd gone to school with at the high school. 

I was just barely smart enough to know that I wasn't experienced enough to handle 

these cases; they were good cases. They'd both been killed in the lumbering industry, both 

by employers who did not have workmen's compensation who had taken out private 

insurance where there was no limitation on death. I had a trial lawyer in Oregon City, whom 

I subsequently became a partner with, much later in life, handle one, and I had D.A. Green, 

who was a labor lawyer here in Portland, handle the other. 

Out of 50% of the fees of those two cases, I built a house in Eastmoreland. I was 

just beginning to get on my feet when World War II came along. 

  

CH: Before we jump into that, let me ask you, going back to law school, how did you 

support yourself when you were going through law school? 

 

HOLMAN: The first year I did not work. I stayed at home, and had I been working, I'd 

never have survived because it was too difficult. The culture change was too great for me. 
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Then I went to work in the State Treasurer's Office. I had a great-uncle who was State 

Treasurer, and I went to work in the Treasurer's Office, and the second and third year I 

went back and forth from Salem nights. There was another man who was working in the 

Corporation Commissioner's office who had an automobile who was coming back and 

forth, and I rode with him and helped buy the gasoline. 

By the end of the third year, I knew I was beginning to be in trouble. I was doing 

nothing but working and going to school, and I began to have night sweats. Well, I could 

see that the danger signals were there and that I had to do something about it.  

 

CH: Danger signals of what? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, I knew that I wasn't well, that I was taxing myself beyond my capabilities. 

The danger signals were there. I'd seen the trouble that my older brother had gotten into 

by stretching too far and pressing too hard, and I quit and I went home to my folks, and I 

said, “I've got to pass the Bar, and I've got to have the year to study and prepare for it, and 

you're going to have to take care of me.” 

 

CH: And did they understand that? 

  

HOLMAN: Oh, sure. My folks were understanding people. And I spent time reviewing 

almost all my fourth year because I knew I had to get by it, and I knew that the school's 

record of getting by the Bar was not very good. And as far as I was concerned, it was make 

or break, and I realized that. 

 

CH: Did you have any teachers in law school that were of particular significance to you? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. The school had three people who taught the real important subjects 

who were good. The rest of them were just also-ran's. Now, mind you, to show you what 

times were like, instructors got $10 an hour. 
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There were three of them, two of them were graduates of Harvard, Nicholas [Jurege?] and 

Lamar Tooze. The third one was a fellow by the name of Cliff [Zollinger?], who was attorney 

for the First National Bank. And those three people were as good instructors as you will 

ever find anyplace, in my opinion. The rest of them, most of them were nothing. In other 

words, they didn't have any particular ability to teach. But these three people did and were 

good. 

 

CH: Do you remember what subjects they taught? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. [Jurege?] taught evidence, Tooze taught torts, and [Zollinger?] taught 

real property, as well as a course on estates or wills or something. 

But these three people were good. As a matter of fact, after I was on the Supreme 

Court I wrote a letter to [Zollinger?] telling him how much I had appreciated what he'd done 

for me, and I got back a letter from his daughter, he had died the year before, and I didn't 

know it. But these three people were good. 

  I think [Jurege?] died of Alzheimer's, as did the lawyer who my wife persuaded to 

take me in, as did my senior partner in Oregon City, where I eventually ended up, he also 

died of Alzheimer's. All three of those people would have committed suicide had they 

known what was going to happen to them because they both had good minds. 

 

CH: So does that make you reflect over the current debate over the suicide law in 

Oregon? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, I'm in favor of the suicide law, frankly. It's not going to be made great use 

of. It takes lots of guts to kill yourself, at least it would for me. But I want that opportunity; 

if I get into a certain condition, I want that opportunity. I don't want to be one of these 

people — when I die, I hope it's quick. I go round these people and I see people sitting like 

this, and they don't know where they are or what's going on or anything. They're better off 
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dead. And I don't want that to happen to me. I voted for it both times, as did most educated 

people, in my opinion. 

 

CH: Looking back on your law school days, were there people that were in school with 

you that you've kept up friendships with? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. Do you know Harlow Lenin, by any chance? 

 

CH: No, I don't. 

  

HOLMAN: He was a trial judge here in Portland. He was one of the smart kids in my 

class. He was in the domestic relations department here, and he should have been on the 

Supreme Court because he had the kind of a mind that you ought to have on the Supreme 

Court. I have lunch with him occasionally now. Our relationships during the years weren't 

close, but when I was on the Supreme Court the Court had me contact him twice to act as 

a pro tem, and refused both times. And to show you the kind of individual he is, you know 

why he refused? The head of the domestic relations department was a woman who wanted 

to be on the Supreme Court so bad she could taste it, and she wasn't being asked, and he 

knew it would just cause trouble within the department if he came, so he refused. Now, 

that takes quite a guy. 

 

CH: Anybody else that you recall? 

 

HOLMAN: Most of them you lose track of through the years. You know of them, and 

you know what happened to them, most of them. We had a pair of kids that I haven't seen 

for a long time, and I doubt that those two kids even had enough to eat, at least they didn't 

look like it. One was a Jewish boy, and one wasn't. They couldn't even afford a set of 

books, and they bought one set of books between them and then traded them back and 
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forth. Both those kids made it the whole way. One of them was a state senator from 

Milwaukie for a short time. 

 

 [End of Tape 2, Side 2] 
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Tape 3, Side 1 
1998 February 23 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Ralph Holman at his home in Salem, Oregon. The 

interviewer for the Oregon Historical Society is Clark Hansen, the date is 2-23-98, and this 

is Tape 3, Side 1. 

In our last session we were talking about your years in law school. First of all, how 

did you do academically in law school? 

 

HOLMAN: I did very poorly in the beginning because I was just barely 19 years old when 

I started. I had nothing but a high school education, and I knew what a fishing rod was for, 

I knew what a ball bat was for, I knew what a shovel and a hoe were for, but I didn't know 

much else. 

When I got into law school, I didn't know anything about the transactions they were 

talking about, nor did I understand the language. In other words, as a practical matter, I 

didn't really know what a mortgage was. I knew it had something to do with property, but 

I didn't recognize it as a security transaction. 

In starting out, they taught the case book method that was kind of like an edict from 

God. It had been originated by a professor at Harvard by the name of [Langdell?], I think it 

was, and in the theory you had to know how to analyze cases, and because of this you 

were taught everything through adjudicated cases, not through textbooks. They don't do 

it much anymore. You have to know how to analyze cases, but much more emphasis is on 

textbooks, and it's much more sensible. Now at the end of each case they have certain 

discussions, and the textbooks have certain questions, and nothing like that was in 

existence. It was just the plain old cases, period. 

  They'd start you out with a bunch of early English cases, which are almost 

incomprehensible, anyway, because of the language that is used, and I found I knew 

neither the vocabulary nor the situations they were talking about. As a result, I was 

completely lost, and my grades first semester first year were absolutely miserable. I wasn't 
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working at the time, and it's fortunate that I wasn't working at the time, or I'd have never 

gotten by the first year. I would take those damn books home, and I would read them, and 

I would think, “What the hell are these people talking about, anyway?” 

But as time went by, I listened in class, and gradually the light begins to dawn. I 

didn't even have a legal dictionary. I was out in the boondocks; I was 30 miles away from 

Portland when I was trying to do this, and it was extremely difficult. 

I did a little better second semester. At the beginning of the second year — it was a 

four-year night course, on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays for three hours each night 

— and at the beginning of the second year, I took off. By the end of my third year, I was 

tied for third in the class so far as grade averages were concerned. But my grades the first 

year were absolutely miserable. 

The fourth year in school my grades weren't so good because I knew I had to pass 

the bar. At that time the school's record on the bar was not too good, and I knew it was the 

only chance I had and that I had to pass, and most of my fourth year I spent my spare time 

reviewing the first three years' work because I felt I could remember enough of the fourth 

year to get by the bar exam. 

 To give you an example of what it was like, being an unaccredited school — in order 

to be an accredited school at that time you had to have at least two years of college, liberal 

arts, before you went in. This school was unaccredited, and you didn't have to have 

anything but a high school education at that time, and that was the only reason I was able 

to go. 

We started out with a class of 120. By the end of the third year, we had about 60 to 

70. Approximately 49 were graduated. Of those 40, about 25 passed the bar. Of the 25 

that passed the bar in the 1930s, I think two years later there were probably not more than 

six or eight of us who were trying to practice law. 

Times were tough in Portland. There were lawyers who'd been practicing for as 

much as 30 years who couldn't even pay the office rent. They didn't kick them out because 

there was nobody else to rent the space to and it was better occupied, and occasionally 
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they got a little something. People traded things for legal services, too, if they didn't have 

money. 

Being a graduate of an unaccredited school, there was no chance really of getting 

a paying job. My wife — I was married in 1937, after I graduated law school, to my wife, who 

had been at law school and who was in my class, and after the first two years she quit and 

went to Reed, just the opposite of what you would normally do, because she saw there 

was no place for a woman lawyer, and she was intellectually curious. She was a legal 

stenographer, and she talked her boss into giving me a job for nothing. In other words, in 

return for work I got my overhead, and that was a good chance for a graduate of the school 

at that time. 

My wife's name was Louise Oesch. The Americanization of it is Oesch, but I will not 

attempt the German pronunciation, which I can't twist my tongue to. 

  

CH: You met her in school? 

 

HOLMAN: I met her in school, yes. She was the daughter of a Portland policeman and 

lived in Westmoreland. We were married after I was graduated from law school in 1937. 

 

CH: And what was her family background? Where did her family come from? 

 

HOLMAN: She was first generation German. She was three-quarters German and a 

quarter Irish, and I always thought the quarter Irish kicked the hell out of the three-quarters 

German! 

Her mother was born in Leipzig in Germany and was brought to Portland as a five-

year-old girl. My wife's grandmother and her husband had planned to emigrate to America, 

and just before they were to come, her husband died. As a widow woman with two 

children, she came anyway. I've seen pictures of her, and she had a jaw on her that showed 

the kind of determination she apparently had. 
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She established a landscaping business up on Portland Heights and ran that for 

many years. She remarried, but the stories I have heard of family repute was that her 

husband was primarily a sirer of her children and didn't participate much in the business. 

He sat in the corner and smoked his pipe. 

I knew none of these people, her grandparents, because they were dead when I 

married her. 

 

CH: Did you get to know her family pretty well, though? 

 

HOLMAN: Other than her mother and father, no. 

 

CH: Did she have siblings? 

  

HOLMAN: No, she was an only child. She went to the High School of Commerce. She 

went two years to law school, then she went to two years to Reed. Then we were married, 

and she had to go to work to support me. 

 

CH: Going back to your law school years, did you have any other activities? Did you 

have time for any other activities aside from law school? I presume you were pretty busy 

just with law school. 

 

HOLMAN: Night law school was just like a trade school. You went there, you did your 

thing. There was not much social life. They had a legal fraternity, which I joined, but other 

than having one dance a year or something like that, that was it. There were no school 

activities. I had no life other than going to law school, really. 

 

CH: And when you were working, you were… 
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HOLMAN: When I was working — for a while, after the first year, I went to work in Salem, 

and I went back and forth nights. I worked all day and went back and forth nights, and 

there was no time for any other kind of activity, really. 

 

CH: How would you say your political views and your views of the world — what did they 

reflect at the time? 

 

HOLMAN: My father was what I call a liberal Republican, and of course he dominated 

my views growing up and as a young man. For instance, though he was a Republican, I 

know that he voted for LaFollette in 1924, who was a Senator from Nebraska, and who was 

an advocate of public power. I was probably the one kid in town that had a LaFollette 

button. 

  I've been a registered Republican all my life. When I came home from the service, 

a bunch of young people banded together under the Young Republicans banner, and 

frankly, we took over the Republican Party so far as its machinery was concerned because 

it was moribund. We organized a few counties. We got our people elected County 

Chairmen. We elected the State Chairman. These people were, some of them, 

subsequently well-known: Tom McCall, Mark Hatfield, a fellow by the name of Bob Everett, 

who was in the Legislature, Bill Ireland, who was in the Legislature. 

It's not generally known, but we put on a program before the Republican members 

of the Legislature advocating the first laws to be passed in Oregon concerning racial 

freedom, the serving of people in public places, and things of this sort, and we presented 

it to the Legislature, and the first laws that were passed in the late 1940s were because we 

advocated them and sold them to the Legislature as being a smart thing to do politically. 

 

CH: So what other things did being a liberal Republican in that day represent? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, it meant doing things of that kind. If anybody asks me now what my 

politics are, I just tell them I'm a Norma Paulus Republican. 
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CH: What does that mean? 

 

HOLMAN: That means to me that you're liberal, that you foster general Republican 

ideas, but that it has a liberal application. Frankly, though I'm a registered Republican, I 

have not voted the Republican ticket for a long while. Last election I went all the way down 

to a member of the Legislature before I found a Republican I could vote for. I haven't voted 

for a Republican President since the first time Reagan ran. 

I think the religious right has taken over the Republican Party, and I think the 

religious right is dangerous. But as I said, I think they're narrow and rigid. 

  

CH: What other kinds of things do you associate with being liberal? I mean how would 

you define a liberal? 

 

HOLMAN: Letting some of the good things in life filter down to the average, ordinary 

person. In other words, that absolutely everything isn't controlled and dictated by money, 

which is a kind of a vain wish, I guess. 

 

CH: So during your years in law school, were you off during the summer, or did you go 

to law school during the summer, as well? 

 

HOLMAN: No, I did not go to law school during the summer. I worked on road crews, 

normally. 

 

CH: At the time you were going through school, or maybe even in the early part of your 

career, how would you have looked at the role of government in society, what our 

government should be doing? 
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HOLMAN: My theory of government is that — and I don't think anybody would disagree 

about this — government passes the rules, makes the rules, so that we can all live together 

in an orderly society. I think most people will agree that the thing that is desirable is the 

least government that will yet mean an orderly and equitable society. But there is a certain 

percentage of the population which is unable to cope, and those people have to be taken 

care of by government, and where that line is drawn is the subject of most political dispute. 

And I am probably on the liberal side of that rather than on the conservative side of it. 

  From my work in connection with courts, I think I know what makes dependent 

people; it's the manner in which they've been reared and the circumstances under which 

they've been reared, and there are too many of them. If we could only devise some way to 

remake people, it would be fine, to heal the damage that they've suffered through being 

reared under adverse circumstances, but science has not reached that place yet, and 

frankly what can be done for those people, in my opinion, is vastly oversold. After running 

a juvenile court, I came to the conclusion that if a child 15 years of age had been malformed 

emotionally through his rearing that there was no way that society knew to remake him as 

a normal individual. It's something that we attempt to do and should continue to attempt 

to do, but it's the most expensive, long, least likely of success thing that we know. 

 

CH: Did you have this feeling even as you were in law school, or did this form later? 

 

HOLMAN: No. This formed later in connection with doing juvenile work. And doing 

juvenile work, after you've read the first 100 reports on kids that get into court, you find 

that they're repetitious, they're all alike. If you find one that you can't account for the kid 

being as he is, then you may have found one that you can do something about, but it's 

awfully hard to change a person who has been malformed by adverse circumstances. 

I look at it as an emotional problem so far as people's concern. I don't know that 

many people agree with me, but if a child is raised in circumstances where they are fearful 

that, “Everything was bad yesterday, everything's bad today, and as near as I can tell, it will 

probably be worse tomorrow, and that I'm fearful of my well-being: When my father comes 
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home, he kicks hell out of my mother, and he beats me; one day he's fine, and the next 

day he's mean and ornery, and when he starts coming home from work I get sick at my 

stomach” — when a kid is raised in this sort of an insecure environment, he progresses 

normally physically, he progresses normally intellectually, probably, but he doesn't 

progress normally emotionally. He doesn't have emotional growth. 

He's so fearful about his own well-being that he can't consider anyone other than 

himself. It's what makes what we call psychopaths: They're unable to think of anything 

other than their immediate way of being. If you take a child that's three years old and you 

put him in the kitchen and say, “Johnny, you can't have any more cookies; if you take any 

cookies, you're going to be punished; you've had enough, you go ahead and leave them 

alone,” at three years of age you know what he's going to do. He takes another cookie 

because he has a three-year-old's set of emotional controls. He never progresses beyond 

that as an adult. He's unable to feel what he does, how it's translated to other people. He's 

unable to think about anything except his own immediate wants the rest of his life. And it's 

awfully hard to train that out of somebody who's 15 years old. It's damn near impossible. 

 

CH: Finishing off your law school period, you've mentioned a number of times about 

preparing for the bar exam; what was the bar exam like for you, the experience of that? 

 

HOLMAN: The actual bar exam is a traumatic experience, and many people have 

advocated that it be abolished. I am not of this belief; as a matter of fact, I testified in front 

of several legislative committees on behalf of the court that the bar exam should be 

continued. 

My explanation is this: Many people are not suited to pressure. Law practice is a 

pressure profession. If you can't stand the pressure to take a bar exam, I don't know how 

you would ever try a lawsuit or you'd ever deal with the pressures of everyday law practice, 

because they are tremendous. 

And the fact that somebody has gone through law school doesn't mean that they 

will make a good lawyer, particularly as it's done now because they try and — because 
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legal education is tremendously expensive, what they try and do now is winnow out the 

kids that they don't think can make it before they ever start law school, they don't let them 

in. But there's no way you can do that and be foolproof every time, and some people can 

get by law school who are not suited to practice law and should never practice law. This is 

true regardless of what law school it is. I've seen people who graduated from some of the 

most prestigious law schools in the United States who, in my opinion, should never have 

been admitted to practice law. 

 

CH: Did you pass the bar exam on your first try? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. I passed the bar exam on the first try. It was a hot summer day. Some 

way they always seem to select the bar exam on the hottest days of the year. It was two 

days. It was done in the old Salem High School, which is no longer in existence, which had 

no air conditioning of any kind. It was hotter than the hinges of hell. And when I was done, 

I was completely exhausted. 

 

CH: What did you do immediately after the exam? 

  

HOLMAN: I went home. I went home to my folks'. I had quit work, and my last year of 

law school I was back home again because I knew I had to pass the bar, and I was 

beginning to have physical trouble with the working all day and going to school at nights, 

I was beginning to have night sweats and things like this. Tuberculosis is endemic in my 

family, and these are some of the danger signals, and it was a make or break proposition 

so far as I was concerned, and I figured it was the only chance I had, and I went home 

again, and my folks accepted me, and I lived with my folks my last year in law school. 

 

CH: How long was it before you found out the results of the test? 
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HOLMAN: The exam was in the second week of July, and it was in September before 

we found out. The first time that I knew I had passed was when my wife, then to-be, and 

who was in Portland, and who was a legal stenographer, had heard that the results were 

out, and she had called The Oregonian to find out. She told me afterwards the person who 

answered the telephone told her that my name was not on the list, and then he added, 

“He's from Portland, wasn't he?” And when she said, “No,” then he looked for other places 

and found my name. But that was the first indication that I had that I had passed the bar 

exam. 

 

CH: And what did you do, then, when you heard this? 

 

HOLMAN: I didn't do anything in particular. 

 

CH: You didn't celebrate? 

 

HOLMAN: No. 

 

CH: You must have felt a great amount of relief. 

 

HOLMAN: I was greatly relieved, I'll tell you that. I think that year the bar passed 60 

percent of the applicants. Now it passes 80-some-odd percent, as a rule. But at that time, 

I think they only passed 60% of the applicants. 

 

CH: Why do you think it was less back then? 

 

HOLMAN: The kids were not as well educated, and I think the grading was tougher, 

probably. 

 

 [End of Tape 3, Side 1] 
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Tape 3, Side 2 
1998 February 23 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Ralph Holman. This is Tape 3, Side 2. 

What was the first thing you did, then, as soon as you finished law school? Where 

did you go? 

 

HOLMAN: I went to work for the Gift and Inheritance Tax Division of the State 

Treasurer's Office. 

 

CH: And you had worked in the State Treasurer's Office before that, hadn't you? 

 

HOLMAN: I had worked for the State Treasurer's Office before that, mainly as an 

investigator. 

 

CH: Why did you take that particular type of work? Was there any reason, or was it just 

a job? 

 

HOLMAN: It was just a job. 

 

CH: As you were finishing law school, were you inclined to specialize, or were you 

interested in specializing in any part of the law? 

 

HOLMAN: No. Nobody could afford to specialize then, and I didn't know enough about 

it, in any event. 

 

CH: So what kind of work was the case work that you were doing at the State Treasurer's 

Office? 
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HOLMAN: Mostly doing investigation concerning possible evasions of paying gift and 

inheritance taxes. This involved such things as being sent to Eastern Oregon because 

there would be a report come in to the Treasurer's Office that somebody had died, 

presumably with no property, but they knew he had been a wealthy man. And when some 

sort of a report was made like that, there has to be some sort of an investigation made. 

I can remember being sent up there because a man who was reputed to have had 

$100,000, and that was a lot of money in the 1930s, and yet he died without anything, and 

so they sent me up to find out what had happened to his money. Well, it didn't take long. I 

found that he'd bought [Inaudible] utility stocks and lost the whole works. But this sort of 

thing. And also going through probate records, things of this kind. 

 

CH: What did you take from those experiences? How long were you working there? 

 

HOLMAN: I continued to do work for the Department, even after I started to practice 

law in Portland, on a part-time basis. I did it substantially up until the time I went into the 

service. 

 

CH: After you first married to Louise, where did you live? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, after I started to practice in Portland and retained a half-day's work with 

the State Treasurer's Office, we lived in an apartment house about 21st and Northwest 

Flanders, called the Bixby Manor. We had the cheapest apartment in the place. It was on 

the bottom floor, back next to the garbage. There was an old house adjacent which was a 

rooming house, and the fellow that had the place across from us used to have the DT's all 

the time. When somebody upstairs walked across the floor, you thought all the ceiling 

fixtures were coming down, and the bed came down out of the wall. It was just one room 

with a little kitchenette. 

 

CH: Do you know if the place still stands? 
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HOLMAN: Yes, it's still there. It's been refurbished; I don't know what's it's like inside. 

 

CH: That was on Northwest... 

 

HOLMAN: It was on Flanders between 21st and 22nd on the north side of the street. 

 

CH: What happened with your family plans, in terms of having children? 

 

HOLMAN: We never made at that time any particular attempt to have children because 

we didn't think we could afford it. We were both working. My wife subsequently worked in 

the Portland police court down at the police station. She took a civil service examination 

and was hired down there. Then later she became the secretary to the members of the 

District Court of Portland, down at the courthouse. 

 

CH: The federal court? 

 

HOLMAN: No, state court. And she was there until we went into the service. 

Neither one of us had lived in an apartment before, and neither one of us liked it 

very well. I had been fortunate in the securing of a case or two that was lucrative — that I 

had to have somebody else handle for me because I was not experienced enough myself 

— and in 1939 we built a house in Eastmoreland. We couldn't borrow enough money; her 

folks loaned us enough money to make the extra that we needed. Purportedly it had to be 

a gift before the bank would loan us the money, but it wasn't a gift really, we paid it back 

with interest. We lived there until we both went into the service at the beginning of World 

War II. 

 

CH: During that time were you practicing on your own? 
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HOLMAN: I was practicing on my own. I still had the arrangement with the man I was 

with, and I got my office overhead in return for work I did. I was working half time for the 

State. Needless to say, I didn't have a hell of a lot of law practice, but I did get a couple of 

fairly good cases. 

The last thing I did before I went into the service was to pay off the mortgage on 

the house, and I had $500 left; I took a hundred of it when I went into the Service, and my 

wife took the other $400 when she left to go in. And we had a house that was paid for, 

which was rented during the time we were gone. That was our sole asset. 

 

CH: When you were first practicing law in Portland, what was your impression of the bar 

in Portland at that time? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, I didn't have enough practice to make much impression. The members 

of the bar were under stress trying to make a living because there wasn't really much law 

business. I don't suppose in the city of Portland there were over six or eight jobs a year in 

the entire place, and they went to graduates of prestigious law schools or people that were 

top of the class of the local accredited schools. There were virtually no jobs practicing law 

for graduates of the school I went to, which was Northwestern. That school was 

subsequently taken over by Lewis & Clark, of which I am now a trustee, and is fully 

accredited, and it has a high rating among law schools. 

 

CH: What about the bench? Did you have any impressions of the bench at the time? 

  

HOLMAN: No, because I didn't have any business that merited court work very much, 

so I didn't really have any impression. I was in no position to have an impression. I 

subsequently got an impression when I went on the bench myself, but I can discuss that at 

a later time, I think. 
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CH: Okay. Maybe you could describe for me the events leading up to World War II and 

what your impressions were and how you got involved. 

 

HOLMAN: Of course, we all had to register for the draft when World War II came along. 

I knew I was going to have to be involved because I had no children, and I knew eventually 

the draft would take me. I did not want to be in the Army, frankly because I didn't want to 

be given a rifle and put in the mud. I wanted to be in the Navy because I figured I'd get 

three square meals a day and at least have a clean place to sleep. 

I tried to get a commission; I applied twice. I could not get a commission because I 

had no liberal arts college. I was a lawyer, but they weren't much interested in lawyers. As 

a matter of fact, I was told they had Harvard graduates they could not place. 

I kept looking for a place, and finally one day I got an induction notice. I had them 

hold it up for a week or so, and by this time, of course, I was desperate; I went down, and 

I was talking to somebody else, a fellow who was in exactly my same position, and he said 

that he had enlisted in the Seabees. And I said, “What in hell are the Seabees?” 

And he said, “Well, they're naval construction,” and that he'd been given a rate as a 

first-class storekeeper. I said, “Well, how much do you get?” 

“Well,” he said, “I get $96 a month.” Well, that was better than 52, or whatever a 

seaman was paid. 

And I said, “Who gives out these rates?” 

  And he said, “Well, there's a fellow up in the federal building, a chief.” 

So I hot-footed it up there and walked in and told him that I was considering enlisting 

in the Seabees and I wanted to know what was available, and he talked to me a little while, 

and he said, “Well, I can give you first class.” 

Well, the friend who had talked to me said he thought maybe he could get chief, 

and I said, “What's chief?” and he said, “Well, that's the best you can do.” 

So I told the fellow that, well, I wasn't really interested in first class. I thought I might 

enlist if I could get chief. “Well,” he says, “you have to be an auditor to be that.” Well, that 

was the information I wanted. 
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So I went back to the office and put my feet on the desk and figured out how I could 

become an auditor overnight. Well, as I say, I'd been working part time for the State, and I 

knew that to be paid by the State you had to have some sort of a title. So I looked to see 

what my title was, and I was a “Deputy Inheritance Tax Auditor.” So I hot-footed it down to 

Leslie Scott, who was then the State Treasurer, and told him what I had in mind, and I would 

like a letter from him saying that I had been employed so many years by the State as a 

Deputy Inheritance Tax Auditor. 

I took this back to the fellow who was giving out the rates, and I walked in and told 

him I had decided to enlist as chief. Well, he says, “You know you have to be an auditor to 

be that,” and I says, “That's what I am.” And I threw it down on the counter. I was pretty 

sure he didn't know any more about being an auditor than I did. 

  He looked at the letter, and he said, “This is more or less a character reference.” 

And I said, “Yes, except that it shows I've been employed as an auditor for so many 

years.” 

And he said, “Well, I want to talk to you about that.” 

Of course, I knew that was coming, so I was prepared for him, and I started talking 

about profit and loss statements and balance sheets and all this, and auditing corporations 

to find out what the stock valued for inheritance tax purposes — which was all a bunch of 

pure baloney, but I was sure he didn't know any more about it than I did, so he gave me 

the rate. And I enlisted as a Chief Storekeeper, which is the equivalent of a Master Supply 

Sergeant in the Army. 

I didn't know anything more about being an auditor than the man in the moon, but I 

was pretty sure — I was right in one thing: I was pretty sure that being an auditor didn't 

make any difference. I spent all the time I was in the Service handling supplies and cargo, 

and it didn't have anything to do with being an auditor. 

 

CH: I noticed in something I read that you enlisted on July 25, 1941. 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. 
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CH: Could you describe for me your feeling about the approach of the war, things that 

were happening and how you were feeling about it? 

  

HOLMAN: I think Roosevelt changed our minds gradually, which he was a professional 

at doing. You started out with some reluctance about getting involved in the whole thing, 

and you gradually realized that it was probably a necessary thing to do, and when we 

actually got in, you knew you didn't have any choice anymore. 

It was the last time this country has ever been united about one thing, and 

eventually we all were, after Pearl Harbor. 

 

CH: What were you doing when Pearl Harbor happened? 

 

HOLMAN: It was a Sunday, and I was home listening to the radio. 

 

CH: What was your immediate thought after you heard that this had happened? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, you knew it was a foregone conclusion then that we were going to be 

involved. 

 

CH: There was a large movement in the United States, especially in the Midwest, 

towards isolationism. How was the feeling regarding isolationism out here? 

 

HOLMAN: The feeling so far as isolationism was prevalent. It gradually changed as 

circumstances changed. 

My present view is that it was a necessary thing and that Roosevelt knew this and 

he finagled until he brought the country around to the place where we all realized it, and 

it was the last time this country's ever been — after Pearl Harbor, the country was united, 
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there wasn't any doubt about it then. It's the last time we've ever been united about 

anything. 

 

CH: There was a lot of speculation that he knew that Pearl Harbor... 

 

HOLMAN: I doubt that that's true. I've read all those stories and all those books. I think 

there was considerable negligence that was involved by the powers that be — not 

necessarily Roosevelt, or maybe; I don't know. But I don't think there was any deliberate 

plan to let it happen. 

  

CH: Where did you do your basic training? 

 

HOLMAN: Basic training was in Virginia, Camp Parry. 

 

CH: And what was that experience like for you? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, I was 28 years old. I had been sitting on my rear end most of the time, 

and I was out of condition. I weighed 210 pounds in a business suit. 

I can remember the first morning, out for calisthenics. It was a cold January morning 

in the lowlands of Virginia — Camp Parry was out close to Chesapeake Bay, at the mouth 

of the York River, and it was swampy, and the weather there in the wintertime was much 

like it was in Oregon in the wintertime: wet and cold and raw. 

The barracks — Camp Parry had 60,000 people in it. They were putting up a 

barracks each day for a thousand people. They put them up each day as they were to 

come in the next day. 

After I enlisted, I had been left at home for six months because they had no place 

to put us. The barracks were tar paper shacks, no adequate means of heating. They had 

two big stoves in them, but we had nothing to put in the stoves. We got maybe a bucket 
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or two of coal a week, but they would give us saws and axes and send us out into the wet 

brush to try and get something to keep a fire. It was absolutely impossible. 

The Navy had regulations that you were to be given two single blankets, that was 

regulation, and a small pallet, and that was it. Of course those regulations were made for 

shipboard or a heated barracks, and we didn't have it. You'd wake up at four o'clock in the 

morning so cold that you could not sleep. When you turned in at night, instead of taking 

clothes off, you put clothes on. You took nothing off except your shoes. You would put on 

a sweater, you'd put on a watch cap, and we trained every day in coveralls, you'd put on 

your coveralls, you'd hang a towel up at the foot of your bed to keep the wind from blowing 

on you. I think you could have taken a cat by the tail and thrown him through both sides 

without touching a hair, and by four o'clock — they got you up at 5:00, but past four o'clock 

you couldn't sleep, anyway, you were too cold. 

They got us out the first morning at five o'clock and they put on calisthenics, and I 

thought I was back in football practice in high school. In three minutes I was sick as a dog 

and retching because it was just too strenuous and I was out of condition. 

The next morning I was in the rear ranks going through the motions but not very 

strenuously. In two weeks, I was all right. But it took two weeks to get into condition so that 

I could go through calisthenics without become ill. 

 

CH: Did you go through any special training? 

  

HOLMAN: No. They had nothing to train you with. We didn't even have rifles. We were 

given what was supposed to be a modified Marine training because the Seabees were to 

work with the Marines. They had one BAR, a Browning automatic rifle, one .50 caliber 

machine gun, one .30 caliber machine gun, maybe three or four Springfield rifles and a 

carbine. But they just had them for purposes of teaching how to take them apart and put 

them together. You had no rifles to drill with. We drilled with wooden dummies. We had no 

shooting practice of any kind because there was nothing to shoot with. It was a very 

desultory form of training. We were taught to go out and dive in the mud in accordance 
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with hand signals and stuff like that, for whatever that was worth. But really we had no 

training which was subsequently of any benefit. 

 

CH: What happened to you then? 

 

HOLMAN: What happened to me then? My first duty position was at Davisville, Rhode 

Island, which was on Narragansett Bay in Rhode Island. And there was an unusual sort of 

place. It was a big supply base, which had been constructed and operated and was being 

operated by George A. Fuller — I can't remember the full name of it; it was a big 

construction company that built shipyards and everything else, that had been a big donator 

to Roosevelt's campaign funds. And they were operating the base, and there were 

something like five or six thousand civilians on it. 

We were moved in, 240 of us, to handle one particular section, which was called 

Battalion Outfitting; we were outfitting outgoing Seabee battalions. We operated as part of 

the George A. Fuller — Moore, Chapman & Scott, I think it was. We did business on their 

forms. Even though we were in the Navy, we operated as part of their organization. 

 

CH: Almost like a private contractor? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes, that's right. There was a warrant officer who was in charge of us. There 

were about 10 chiefs and 240 of us all together. I was first put in charge of — oh, the word 

escapes me — keeping track of the supplies we had. Then I was subsequently selected by 

the warrant officer to be his assistant. 

 

CH: So it was more like an inventory person? 

 

HOLMAN: Yeah. “Inventory” was the word I was searching for. I was in charge of 

inventory to begin with. 
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I'll never forget the first big shipment we had to make. Frankly, I'd been drunk the 

night before. I would stay on the base for weeks at a time and never leave, and then you'd 

get itchy. And I had a game I played: I'd go into Providence, and I would take not more 

than one drink in a bar, and when I couldn't remember how many drinks I had had, I knew 

it was time to come home, and then I'd come back. 

And I was just waiting for five o'clock to come the next day before I could go to bed 

because I'd been up most of the night before when we got a teletype from Washington 

saying that we had, the base had to load out 80 freight cars of stuff for shipment to 

Bayonne within a certain time to meet a convoy that was leaving. So no one ever went to 

bed. I worked all that night. They first put me in charge of somebody loading oil and gas in 

drums in boxcars. Of course, I didn't know anything about that, but basically these were 

construction people, and as a rule there was somebody who did know. So what you did 

was to say, “Okay, boys, go ahead; anything you want, let me know,” and let them do it. I 

got away with it fine. 

But the next morning — I hadn't been to bed hardly for two nights now — the next 

morning they put me in charge of loading gondolas with bundles of strapped lumber. I 

didn't know anything about this, either. And regrettably, nobody on the crew knew 

anything about it, either. 

I loaded and unloaded one gondola for a day and wore out a carload of lumber. The 

car inspector would come by and say, “No, Chief, it won't ride that way.” And then I'd have 

to take it out and start over again. I destroyed a carload of lumber, but I learned how to do 

it. 

  In the first place, you would think that all railroad gondola cars would be the same 

size. Nothing is further from the truth. One of them is 55 feet five inches long, the next one 

is 52 feet four inches long. One of them is seven feet ten inches wide, the next one's eight 

feet wide. Well, when you have pre-strapped bundled lumber, and it has to fit tightly, this 

poses a problem. I learned that the first thing you had to do was to measure your car. 

 
[End of Tape 3, Side 2] 
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Tape 4, Side 1 
1998 February 23 

 

CH: This is an interview with Ralph Holman at his home in Salem. The interviewer for the 

Oregon Historical Society is Clark Hansen, the date is 2-23-98, and this is Tape 4, Side 1. 

Go ahead. 

 

HOLMAN: Every time you put in a bundle, after measuring the car, you knew how much 

space you had left to make a layer, and you had to find a bundle that would fit tightly. 

Unfortunately, this was not easy because you would think when they bundled two-by-four's 

or one-by-six's that they would bundle them so many wide and so many high, so that they 

were uniform. This was not true. One would be — the one with two-by-four's in it would be 

four high, and the next would six high, and one would be eight wide and the next one 

would be ten wide. So there was no uniformity in the circumference even so far as like kind 

of lumber was concerned. One of the first recommendations that I made was that they 

bundle like-dimensioned lumber the same, so that you knew automatically how much that 

it was. 

But that night I learned how to load lumber. Whenever we had a big shipment 

thereafter, I always was in charge of a crane crew that was loading lumber. But you just 

had to learn, that was all, and you learned by trying to do it and finding out how to do it; 

there was no other way. There was no class in loading lumber or loading anything else of 

any particular kind. 

At that time there were virtually — they had very few officers. As I say, we had one 

warrant officer. I was selected to be his assistant. There was a lieutenant down in the 

administration building who never left it. The warrant officer was subsequently sent away 

to school for something like a month or six weeks and made a J.G., and during his absence 

I ran the 240 men because I had been his assistant. 

After he came back, we got an ensign, and they realized that the ensign had to be 

trained in the field as I had been, and he originally worked in the office with the lieutenant, 

who was now a lieutenant commander, and I was replaced in the field by the ensign and 
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took his place sitting in the office with the lieutenant commander, and that was generally 

handling people who came in, battalions that were being outfitted. 

 

CH: Did you consider yourself lucky to be in a position like that? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, sure. I subsequently left it because I got what was known as the “Texas 

red ass.” We had applications for a commission as officers. I applied; so did some of the 

other members of the department. The only commission that was granted was one of the 

other chiefs, who I could take the commander's file and show you a letter asking that he 

be assigned to other duties because he wasn't fitted for the work, but he had a string of 

college degrees behind his name as long as my arm, and he was the one that was 

commissioned. He was a little guy from Tennessee. All he did was sit on a block of wood, 

whittle and chew tobacco. 

And I said, “This is not for me. I'm getting out.” An application came for a transfer to 

general service, and I applied and it was granted. After that I was in the Seabees no longer. 

I was still a Chief in the Navy, however. 

  

CH: So when you were transferred, then, to general services, did you know what you 

would be doing? 

 

HOLMAN: No. As soon as the transfer was granted — I had been at Narragansett Bay 

for 13 months — I was sent for duty and training with a supply officer in Portland, Maine. I 

was there for five months. It was the only time I was in the service that I didn't get my ass 

worked off. The supply officer was not interested in training me. I was a fifth wheel. He had 

a first class that was running the office; he didn't want that disturbed. It was the only time I 

was in the service that I didn't get worked. 

From there I was sent to Naval Supply Depot, Guam. Now, all this time, or most of 

this time, my wife was in the service because she left about three weeks after I did. 
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CH: Did you try to get assignments together? 

 

HOLMAN: At that time she could not get into the Navy because the Navy had a rule that 

husband and wife could not be in the same service. That was subsequently changed. So 

she applied for a commission in the Coast Guard, but she couldn't pass the physical exam 

on account of her eyes. They said, “Well, you can come back and try it another time. 

Sometimes if you wear a patch over one eye, that will strengthen the other.” She went 

back two or three times, and about the third time she got a strange nurse who was giving 

her the eye test — she had to read the chart. Well, by this time she'd memorized the chart, 

so she passed. And of course whether or not she could read the eye chart had nothing to 

do with whether or not she should have been an officer. 

She was sent from there to Northampton, Massachusetts, Smith College, where she 

was for two months, and then they sent her to the Coast Guard naval training station at 

New London, Connecticut. And she was there a month, and then she was in the first class 

of women officers to be commissioned out of the Coast Guard Academy. As a matter of 

fact, she was the first officer candidate from this naval district, which is the Northwest, first 

woman officer candidate. 

When I was transferred from Virginia to Rhode Island, I was able to meet her one 

weekend in New London, and she wasn't yet commissioned, and as a result they had her 

— she was saluting street car conductors or people who admitted you to cinemas, anyone 

who had a uniform on, she saluted. And finally I said to her, “For crying out loud, these 

officers on the street don't want to be saluted. Their arms would wear out if they did. 

There's too many enlisted people around. Just ignore them, and they'll ignore you.” 

When she was commissioned, they told the girls that they could apply for anything 

but intelligence, and of course this was like waving a red flag at my wife; she applied for 

intelligence, and it was granted to her. And her first assignment was Coast Guard 

Intelligence Headquarters in Washington D.C. I being in Rhode Island, we would meet — 

when we could both get a weekend pass we'd meet in New York, which was once every 

three or four months, as a rule. 
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She was subsequently transferred to Norfolk, Virginia. She started to live in the 

women's bachelor office quarters, the women's B.O.Q. She found out that she was the 

senior woman officer present, so as a result she had to preside at the tea tables and decide 

cat fights, and she wasn't about to do that. And she answered an ad which said “Room to 

rent to Jewish gentleman.” Well, she was not a Jewish gentleman, but she went out and 

talked to the old Jewish lady, who had a son who had gone into the service, and the woman 

took her in, and they became fast friends, and my wife corresponded with her until the old 

lady died. 

 

CH: Your wife sounds like she was a very strong willed person? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes, I think you'd say so. Like all married couples, we had to knock the 

corners off. She had been reared in a female-dominated family, I had been reared in a 

male-dominated family, and that caused a little problems at first because we saw our 

positions differently, as being somewhat different. But we made it all right. 

 

CH: What did she do in intelligence, then? 

 

HOLMAN: Mostly — she did some investigations, but mostly she was concerned with 

the examination of files of applicants for commissions, going over them and seeing the soft 

spots and seeing if there should be more investigation. 

After she had been in Norfolk — and she hated it in Norfolk. She was in an office 

where she felt that the officer in charge was taking advantage of some of the enlisted girls, 

and she couldn't do anything about it, and she didn't like it. And she still had some 

connections in Washington, and I think through those she was able to be reassigned, and 

she was assigned to San Francisco. 

  In the meantime, I had just finished my stint at Portland, Maine, and I knew that I was 

being assigned overseas, but I didn't know where I would be sent. I had gotten leave and 

gone home to see my folks, the only time I was home until after the war was over, and after 
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seeing my folks I then went to Norfolk to spend some days with her. I found out that she 

had just received assignment to San Francisco, with delayed orders so she could go home, 

so she went back to Portland, Maine with me for four or five days, and then she went home 

to see her folks, and then she reported to San Francisco. 

In the meantime, I had received my orders to San Francisco prior to being sent 

overseas. I arrived in San Francisco two days after she did. I, not knowing where she was 

— I knew she was in San Francisco, and she, thinking I was still in Portland, Maine. When I 

arrived I sent a — the first time I could get out of camp I sent her a telegram in care of the 

Coast Guard headquarters, San Francisco, because I knew they'd be able to find her, telling 

her I'd meet her in the lobby of the St. Francis the next night. And that's the first she knew 

that I was even in San Francisco. 

I was there for 30 days before I was shipped out to Guam. But we were fortunate in 

that we were able to see each other occasionally. 

They put me aboard ship at Hueneme, California, the first stop being the Hawaiian 

islands. By this time they were running without convoy between the United States and the 

Hawaiian Islands. I had put a compass in my pocket before I had gone aboard ship. I was 

just a passenger, of course. There were 2500 men aboard. 

 One afternoon, after we had been out about three days, they got — made 

everybody get out on deck and stay there in their life jackets. I took a look at my compass, 

and we sailed all afternoon for the southern tip of South America, and I knew that wasn't 

where we were heading, so I knew there was trouble. Well, there could only be trouble for 

a vessel like that because of a submarine. 

I was in the bottom deck of the forward hold, with one ladder leading out of it, and 

on my deck there were 350 people in about a ninety-by-ninety, roughly, surrounding. One 

ladder leading out of it, way below the water line. I knew if a torpedo was put into it, there 

would only be two people, and they would be the biggest and strongest, that would ever 

get out of the place. That didn't appeal to me, and that night — there were black soldiers 

quartered on the deck above us, which was above the water line — that night, I was a black 
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soldier. I went up, and I looked around until I found a vacant sack, and I just lay down fully 

clothed with my life jacket for the night. 

 

CH: Was there any problem in your doing that? 

 

HOLMAN: No. Nobody bothered me, nobody said anything. 

But I didn't know what the problem was until I got back and read the newspaper, 

and I remember reading a newspaper article that the last ship that was sunk by Japanese 

submarine between the United States and the Hawaiian Islands was sunk on that day, and 

that's what was causing the problem. 

We laid over four or five days at the Hawaiian Islands. I was permitted to get off the 

boat one afternoon. I'm great milk drinker, and I was starved for milk. I started stopping at 

every ice cream and every milk place. I ended up out on the beach eating a steak. I got 

about halfway through it and knew that if I took another bite I was going to lose it all. 

 That was all I saw of the Hawaiian Islands. We laid in Pearl Harbor for four or five 

days, then we joined a convoy that went first to Enewetak. Enewetak was an eye-opener. 

Enewetak is a series of little sand islands around a great big lagoon; in other words, a coral 

atoll. It's about 40 miles across the inside of it. There's just one entrance in and out of it 

which can be navigated, and they had a net over that so that they were safe as long as — 

except for from air attack — as long as they were on the inside. By that time the Japanese 

didn't have much air attack left. 

That was ships and floating dry-docks as far as you could see. Hundreds of them, 

thousands of them. You wouldn't think there were that many damn ships in the world. 

 

CH: Weren't they vulnerable being in an enclosed area like that? 

 

HOLMAN: They were vulnerable only to air attack, and of course there wasn't any air 

attack by that time. It was too far away from any Jap base, and I think they had neutralized 

Truk by that time. 
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CH: Well, Truk was exactly the same kind of situation for the Japanese, wasn't it? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes, that's right. But I think the Americans had neutralized Truk by that time, 

so there wasn't any air threat. And they had lost enough carriers by that time so that they 

couldn't do that. Otherwise, as you say, they would have been vulnerable. 

The place was just alive with them, as far as you could see. You wouldn't have 

thought there would be that many in the world. 

We went from there to Guam. When I got to Guam, I was assigned — I had been 

transferred to the naval supply depot of Guam, which I think was probably the biggest 

naval supply business west of Pearl. They were just building it up when I got there. They 

were unloading two ships at a time. By the time I left, they were unloading 20 ships at a 

time. 

Of course, we were not the only supply activity on the island. The Marine Fifth Field 

Depot was even larger than we were. And when I ultimately left there, we had 435 

warehouses, and we probably had as much stuff stacked outside as we did under cover. 

I've seen as much as $10 million worth of ships' stores, which are candy, watches, 

everything that you would sell at a normal ship's store, laying right out in a torrential rain 

and no cover at all because there was no place to put it. 

I was assigned to the receiving department of the naval supply depot. I was the 

chief storekeeper in that department; in other words, I was the guy who actually — you're 

a straw boss; you're the guy who actually works the men. 

The island was alive with personnel. I understood that ultimately there were 

200,000 service personnel on the island. There were at that time, they indicated, about 

25,000 natives. I'm sure there are more than that now. 

I was there for seven months, and I was injured in a cargo handling accident two 

weeks before V-J Day. I was working at night, ten minutes past 1:00, when a driver lost 

control of his lift truck — we were working outside on pressed coral, which had been rutted 

by rain, water will eventually wear coral, and a driver had come into the lot too fast and 
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had hit something that made him lose control, and I was standing alongside a lift truck with 

the motor running so I couldn't hear anyone coming, telling a boy what I wanted him to 

take off a truck when I was slammed from behind. I was pinned to the machinery. I looked 

down, and my left foot was gone. I had just been talking to the boy who was second in 

charge after me and I yelled at him and said, “For Christ sake, John, get a tourniquet, quick; 

I've lost a foot.” 

I was pinned in an upright position, and he just squatted down and with a bandanna, 

tore it and wrapped it around my stump, and sat there and cinched on it for the 20 minutes 

it took to get me out of the machinery. These things are very heavy, and you can't just pick 

them up and move them sideways. I was pinned by my right thigh. I didn't crush it, but it 

pinned me in an upright position, and every time they would start to move it, it would start 

to pinch that, and I'd tell them to quit. They finally got me out. I got to the hospital in about 

an hour. I was without morphine or anything else for that hour. 

 

CH: And you were in a lot of pain, I presume? 

 

HOLMAN: First few minutes, it's kind of numb, but after that all hell breaks loose, and 

you find out why you groan — your tension goes up resisting that pain and resisting you 

get tighter and tighter, and something has to let loose, and groaning is a means of 

relaxation so that you can do it over again. I finally asked them for something to hang on 

to, because for some reason this seems to help, something you can clench and put 

pressure on. 

 

CH: You described off tape a few minutes ago the segregation that occurred in your 

workforce. Maybe you would describe to me the various categories that you were working 

with. 

  

HOLMAN: Actually, what my job was, you'd get a ship's manifest showing what was on 

the ship, and there would be certain things that would be for you and certain gear that 
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were for other people. Because of the tremendous volume of material that was coming in, 

the activities which were receiving it could not be all built around the harbor. They had to 

be at a distance to make room for the storage of all the material. As a result, we were two 

or three miles from the harbor, and everything was brought to us by truck. As the things 

came in, my job was to supervise the crew, which was segregating the things, and after 

we received it dispatching it to the proper warehouse where that sort of thing was stored. 

It was a receiving, sorting and then re-delivery sort of proposition. 

When we started in, when I was first there they were unloading two ships at a time; 

by the time I was injured, as I said, they were unloading 20 at a time. And the volume you 

cannot imagine. You would receive a shipload of case beer, 180,000 cases. Nothing else 

on the ship except case beer. You can imagine the shrinkage that would occur — and this 

results in another story. 

Of course, there was the opportunity for shrinkage all along this voyage: stevedores 

at the time it was loaded would get a chance at it, merchant seamen would get a crack at 

it on the way across, the Seabees who unloaded it would get a crack at it, the truck drivers 

would get a crack at it when they brought it up, my boys would get a crack at it, the people 

in the warehouse would get a crack at it. By that time, the shrinkage, of course, was 

enormous. And during the term of my service out there, we got a new lieutenant 

commander as the head of our department, and he saw the shortages in beer, and he 

decided that he was going to stop it. 

Well, I had just got started practicing law when I went into the service, and was just 

beginning to get on my feet when Uncle Sam jerked me into the services. And I figured I 

was going to have to do that again and that I had to have some sort of a stake to get 

started. So I had been gambling, with the intent of accumulating money. 

I was taught a lesson aboard ship on the way out. A bunch of little poker games 

would begin, and pretty soon one kid would have all the money. Then a little bigger game 

would begin, and pretty soon he'd have all the money, and then a little bigger game. Well, 

I lasted until about 12 of us had all the money on the ship, but I probably had less than 
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anyone else. And I started playing in the big game. It didn't take them long to take care of 

me. 

When I finally got to Guam and was put in a tent with three other people, and none 

of us had any money, we pooled our resources and we had $1.19 between us, the four of 

us, with which to buy razor blades and toothpaste until we got paid again. 

And I found out that as long as I played with the average ordinary fellow I would do 

very well, but when I played with somebody who knew what they were doing, I'd lose my 

shirt. So the system was to try and play in games where you didn't have particularly 

experienced people, and if you played conservatively and you kept $300 or $400, the 

average player didn't have more than $50; well, eventually you're bound to break him 

before you go broke, and you took his money. As a result of this, I was sending money 

home to my mother-in-law. 

 

 
[End of Tape 4, Side 1] 
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Tape 4, Side 2 
1998 February 23 

 

CH: This in an interview with Ralph Holman; this is Tape 4, Side 2.  

You were making some money and you were sending it home to your mother-in-

law? 

 

HOLMAN: And she was banking it for my wife and I. The only way to get the money 

home was to buy hundred-dollar money orders, which was as large as you could buy at 

the fleet post office. Well, when I was sending money home at $1,000 or $1500 at a clip, 

and they had shortages in beer, and I was supervising the people that were handling the 

beer, it was rather logical to assume that I might have something to do with the shortage. 

As a result of all this, the new lieutenant commander called a meeting of all officers 

and chiefs and said that some people had too much money, and they said they were lucky 

at cards or at dice, but that he didn't believe it, and there weren't going to be any more 

shortages. Well, I knew who he was talking to because I was the only person that had any 

money and was trying to send it home. No one ever asked me where I thought the beer 

was going because I was a suspect. 

One day I was alone with the lieutenant commander, and I didn't like the son of a 

bitch, anyway, because he was a guy who expected to have two boxes of good cigars on 

his desk every other week, no questions asked, but was willing to prosecute the hell out 

of some seaman who took a candy bar out of a broken carton. And I said to him, 

“Commander, are you still concerned about the shortages on beer?”  

And he says, “Yes, Chief, I am.” 

Well, I knew I was being investigated, the boys in the office had told me, and I said, 

“Commander, for your information you're looking in the wrong place.” I wanted him to know 

that I knew what was going on. 

No one ever asked me what I thought was happening, but of course I knew that 

there had to be shortages all along the way, but I think I could have told him where the 

shortages were on the island, and the principal shortage was when it was delivered by 
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truck. The material was all palletized, and as a rule there were two pallets to a truck. Well, 

one khaki-colored cargo carrier, truck, in the Navy looks just like the next one, and what 

was happening was — and I think this was done principally by the Marines, the only 

identification you had, you had a truck number, and you were given a receiving slip 

showing that so many cases had been loaded aboard, and that had to be delivered with 

that many cases when you got up to my activity. However, it was relatively easy to get a 

stray truck, paint the number out, cut a stencil, put a new number on it, smear a little dirt 

on it to make it look old. One driver is a pair of green coveralls in a khaki-colored truck 

looks just like another. They would get loaded, take it out in the brush and dump it, paint 

out the bogus number, put the old number back on it, and they were in business, and 

nobody was the wiser, and I'm sure that's where the majority of it on the island was going. 

There was some incidental theft. I would occasionally catch my fellows with it. I'd 

make — if they still had it and hadn't drunk it up, I'd make them put it back. I didn't put any 

of them on report because if you put a man on report you got no replacement, and it was 

a high-ball operation, and you couldn't afford to have the men not working. 

As a matter of fact, I found that one of my jobs was to fix up the stories of men who 

were picked up for some offense so that they wouldn't be given a court martial. They'd tell 

me that they had to report to the legal officer; well, that meant that the legal officer was 

going to pump them for enough information to give them a court martial — and of course 

most of them were guilty as hell. 

And I would ask what their stories were, and the stories would not be very logical 

or very imaginative, and I would fix up a new story for them and tell that story, and if they 

asked him any question which was embarrassing, regardless of how ridiculous it sounded, 

I'd look them right straight in the eye and say, “I'm sorry, sir, I don't know.” And as a rule 

they wouldn't have — they knew they were guilty, but they didn't have any proof against 

them, and if the kid didn't in effect indict himself they'd turn him loose with the idea that he 

had to have extra duty, which was a subterfuge way in the Navy of punishing people you 

knew were guilty but couldn't prove it. 
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This meant that you had to work extra hours. Well, when you were working from 

6:45 in the morning till six o'clock at night, or from 6:45 at night till six o'clock in the 

morning, seven days a week, holidays, every other day, there wasn't any extra duty to give 

anybody. In other words, everybody was working the maximum hours, anyway, so it was a 

farce; it meant they weren't going to be punished. 

But you had to do this or you would never be able to keep anybody together; you'd 

have been so short of men you wouldn't be able to function. 

 

CH: So that was your motive in priming the guys to... 

 

HOLMAN: That was my motive, trying to protect them so they could work, because 

you're not going to keep kids from being sticky-fingered here or sticky-fingered there, just 

a little. And of course, the water was not fit to drink unless you had ice, and enlisted men 

had no ice, and it didn't take much imagination to want some beer. And as long as they 

were drinking it, that's what it was sent out there for, and the fact that they did it 

surreptitiously didn't worry me a hell of a lot. 

Also, you always accumulated a bunch of people who were not really very good; in 

other words, you don't put people on report, you try to punish them themselves, and I 

always had what I called the “shit detail,” in which I would give them every lousy 

undesirable job that it was possible to give them. 

I had one boy who had been raised in the slums of Philadelphia, and I received 

notice that he was supposed to report to me at 6:45 one morning. The kid never showed 

up. About one o'clock in the afternoon somebody wandered by and said, “Are you Chief 

Holman?”  

And I said, “Yes, I am.” 

“Well,” he says, “I'm so-and so.” 

I said, “Weren't you supposed to report to me at 6:45 this morning?” 

He says, “Yeah, I was.” 

I said, “Where you been?” 
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“Oh, I was out wandering around in the caves.” 

“Why didn't you report to me as you were directed to?” 

  “Oh,” he says, “I can't do this kind of work.” 

I said, “Look, everybody gets two chances. You just used up yours. I'm the guy 

around here who decides whether or not you can do the work. Now get out of here!” And 

I put him on the shit detail. 

I thought he was ignorant and stupid, but I finally got to the place where I had to 

have more checkers, so I took him off the shit detail and I gave him a job checking. Much 

to my surprise, he wrote a good receiving ticket; he did fine. 

All this time the kid was stealing, just little things. I knew this. He'd come by with a 

roll of towels under his arm, “Chief, you care for a towel?”  

“Sure.” I'd take one, or a candy bar or something like this. I knew he was stealing 

this, and I never said anything. And I thought I had made a useful man out of a poor one. 

One day after lunch I didn't go back to work right at one o'clock, and I was laying in 

my tent, and I hear the kid's voice in the adjacent tent, and I knew he was supposed to be 

back to work. His name was Duffy. So I thought, “I wonder what's going on?” So I got up, 

put on my shoes — it was all right for me not to be at work, but Duffy was supposed to be 

at work. I went into the tent, and here's Duffy laying in his sack. I said, “Duffy, why aren't 

you at work?” 

He looked at me and said, “I'm not going to work, and you can't make me.” Right 

out of the clear sky. Been getting along fine up till then.  

I looked at him. I said, “I want to talk to you in my tent.” And I turned around and 

walked out and went back to my tent. I didn't know whether he was coming or whether he 

wasn't. Pretty soon he wanders in. I said, “Duffy, what the hell ails you, anyway?” And he 

lowered his head and wouldn't answer. I said, “Look, you're — when you came to me, your 

record showed that you'd been in the brig more days than you'd been out since you've 

been in the Navy. Other than the day when you were supposed to report to me and didn't, 

I don't have any complaints. I thought you were doing fine. I can't make other people work 
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if you don't work, and I've got to put you on report if you don't. Now, are you going to piss 

away everything, or aren't you?” 

And he mumbled, and pretty soon he wandered out and went to work. As soon as 

he went to work, I went back to the tent where the other kids were, and I said, “Look, you 

sons of bitches, what's going on?” I said, “Duffy's been in all kinds of trouble. With me, he's 

been getting by okay. Now, what the hell goes on to make him kick over the traces, as he 

did to me?” And they all kind of hung their heads. And I said, “Come on, now, give. Tell me 

what goes on.” 

I found out they had been ribbing the kid and telling him that he was brown-nosing 

the chief. Well, the only way that he could prove that he didn't brown-nose the chief was 

to defy me in front of them, and that's what he was doing. I said, “Goddamn it, you lay off 

of the kid. He's had a bad enough time.” 

Well, as time went on, I knew the kid was stealing, and I finally said to him one day, 

I said, “Duffy, who do you think you’re shitting, anyway?” I said, “You're stealing these 

penny-ante things every day, and I know it, and I haven't done anything about it.” I said, 

“What do you suppose the stuff you take in a month would amount up to if you had to go 

ship's stores and buy it?” Well, we finally arrived at something like five or six dollars. I said, 

“You've been in the brig before. You know that in all probability you'll probably be caught 

again eventually, what's going to happen to you when they do? What will happen to you 

then?” 

“Well, I'll probably go back to the brig.” 

“How long, probably?” 

“Oh, 30 days.” 

“Will you get any pay during that 30 days?” 

“No.” 

“Well, will they fine you?” 

“Yeah, they'll fine me.” 

So we figured up his lack of pay and his fines, and of course it was a hell of a lot 

more money than what he was stealing a month. I said, “This looks to me kind of stupid. 
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You know you're going to get caught eventually, and when you do, this is what you're 

going to pay. And it's not worth it, you might as well go buy it. What you're doing is not 

smart.” 

No use talking right and wrong to a kid like this. He'd been raised in the slums of 

Philadelphia. I don't think he knew who his father was, and I think his mother had been a 

whore. 

Well, things went along pretty well. And I'd always told Duffy that if he got fouled 

up, I'd never take him back. I called roll one morning; Duffy wasn't there. So when I was 

done, I said, “Any of you guys know where Duffy is?” 

“Yeah, Chief, Duffy's in the brig.” 

“What happened?” 

  “Well, there was a little beer party in our barracks” — by this time they were sleeping 

in Quonset huts — “in our hut last night, and we were raided by the Master at Arms, and 

Duffy was so drunk he couldn't get away from the tub of beer we had iced up, and he was 

recalcitrant and stuck his fist through the bulkhead, and they threw his ass in the brig.” And 

of course the rest of them were all on report, too, and had to see the legal officer, and I 

had to fix their story up — because I knew they couldn't prove anything on them. 

But there was nothing I could do for Duffy because he was caught red-handed. Well, 

a man who's in the brig is under guard 24 hours a day, and no one could talk to him, no 

one outside the brig could talk to him without the consent of his guards. Well, they had to 

bring him in for chow at noon, and I had to talk to Duffy because I had to tell him not to crib 

on the other kids, because I knew that they couldn't prove it on the other kids, and I didn't 

want to lose the whole bunch of them. 

Duffy had now been in the brig for half a day. The brig was just an open enclave, 

open to the elements, with a wire fence around it and guards patrolling the circumference, 

full light all night long. You slept on the ground, and they worked you with a 16-pound 

sledge breaking coral during the day. Duffy showed me his hands at noon, and they were 

just two paws of raw meat already. 
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Well, eventually I got Duffy back, after 30 days. He sent word in the meantime could 

he come back to me because I had told him if he got in any trouble he couldn't work for 

me anymore. Well, of course I relented and let him come back. Shortly thereafter, not long, 

he came to me one day and said, “Chief, I want a transfer.” 

And I said, “What the hell do you want to transfer for?” 

 “Well,” he says, “I'm not doing this very well.” 

And I said, “Look, as far as I'm concerned you're doing it all right, and I'm the guy 

that decides whether it's all right or not. Now, what the hell is eating you?” Well, I couldn't 

get anything out of him. He had just gotten out of the brig, and he had lost about 20 pounds 

while he was there. The brig in Guam was a rough place. Christ, they had murderers in it, 

they had everything in it. And I said, “You get plenty of sleep and plenty to eat and then 

come back to talk to me in two or three weeks and see if you still feel the same about this.” 

Well, before the two or three weeks was up I was hurt and I never saw Duffy again. 

After I was back in the United States in the hospital, when the war was over, the boys 

started coming back that were working with me overseas. I had corresponded with some 

of them and they knew where I was, and they had called me when a bunch of them came 

in. So I was ambulatory by this time on crutches, so I had gone in to San Francisco to see 

them. And in talking about the people, I said, “What happened to Duffy?” 

“Oh, Duffy went back to the brig, Chief. He got picked up for stealing something.” 

And that was the last I ever heard of Duffy. If he'd had somebody on a 24-hour basis to 

pack him around by the hand and talk to him, he might have been able to make it, but I'm 

sure he spent his life in prison someplace because he was nothing but a petty thief. You 

just can't — when people get that far, no one can take the time to babysit him the rest of 

their life. 

Anyway, my job was the receiving and distribution of material at the naval supply 

depot. I was a chief in the receiving department of the supply depot, which just means that 

you were the foreman who actually worked the men. I eventually got hurt in a cargo-

handling accident. 
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The one really intelligent thing the Navy did was when I got to Portland, I was 

interviewed by an officer as to what my past work had been, and he put me in the place — 

I was assigned to the place where I should have been assigned, where I knew something 

about what had to be done with the work, because I had been on the shipping end of it, 

now I was on the receiving end of it. 

When my officer came to me and said, “Chief, we've got to figure out some way to 

keep track of what we receive and where we send it. Do you have any ideas? If you do, I'd 

like to know what they are” — well, I took the procedure that I'd used under George A. 

Fuller corporation and just reversed it. Everything that was sent out to us was expended 

anyway, and all you had to know was: “Did I receive it, and if so, what happened to it?” 

There was no accountability anymore because it was all classed as expended when it was 

shipped out. 

I was put in the logical place, and the officer who interviewed me did the right thing. 

I was hurt two weeks before the war was over when I was crushed between two heavy lift 

trucks that were used outside. I was talking to one operator while his motor was running, 

telling him what I wanted him to take out of the truck, when another kid at an excessive 

speed coming downhill came into the lot, and he hit a two-by-four or a hole or something, 

and he lost control and he slammed me from behind, and I could not hear him or know he 

was coming because the motor was running on the machine I was — of the driver I was 

talking to. 

The tines slammed my left foot into the big dual tires, cut off my foot and went on 

right through the tires, jackknifed, held me in an upright position so I couldn't fall over, and 

I looked down and my foot was gone. 

 

CH: What was your rehabilitation like? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, of course the immediate thing was I was afraid I was going to bleed to 

death, and I screamed at the kid that was second in charge that I needed a tourniquet, I'd 

lost a foot. He wrapped a bandanna around it. It took them probably 15 or 20 minutes to 
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get me out of the machinery. I was an hour getting to the hospital. I went without morphine 

or anything else for an hour. 

When I got to the hospital, they gave me a spinal, and that cut off the pain. They 

operated and re-amputated it, and I was in the hospital there about a week. I was fortunate 

in one respect: The duty officer the night they brought me in happened to be a friend of 

my brother's, who was a physician in Portland, and he was from Portland, and after that I 

got what was probably classed as preferential treatment. 

I was there about a week, and they gave me some blood transfusions, and then I 

was shipped by airplane from Guam to Hawaiian Islands. I was in the Aiea Heights Hospital 

there for about a week. 

I had an experience on the trip between Pearl and Guam. First, the airplane they 

put me on, they had motor trouble before they ever took off, and we were delayed an hour 

or two in taking off so they could repair whatever was wrong. Apparently they started the 

motor and it threw oil all over someplace. 

  The first stop was Kwajalein, and we got into Kwajalein at about midnight, right in 

the middle of a tropical rainstorm. Well, I knew that something was not right because they 

kept scurrying in and out of the pilot's compartment trying to look at the bottom of the 

plane. So I knew something was wrong. I was on a stretcher, with a steel bar, part of the 

stretcher, above me right at my forehead. I couldn't even turn over because there wasn't 

room to turn over, and I was too broad. I knew the minute the airplane jolted I was going 

to lose the top of my head, and I knew something was wrong, and I thought, “Hell, you're 

not even going to make it yet.” 

They set the plane down in Kwajalein without any trouble at all. Every piece of 

emergency equipment on the base was out to meet us. They thought they'd blown a tire 

on the take-off. Well, of course, in a big four-motored plane if you blew a tire, as soon as it 

slows down on approach on the ground, the one wing tip goes down and you've got a 

disaster facing you. But the tire hadn't blown, and everything was fine. The only thing is I 

went through the whole thing knowing that something was wrong. 
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I was in Pearl Harbor — or in Aiea Heights for about two days when a woman naval 

officer comes by and looked at the tags on the bed and said to me, “Are you Holman?” 

And I said, “Yes, ma'am.” 

And she said, “You don't know me, but I'm Madeline Larson, and I'm a sister of Jean 

Larson, who's a friend of your wife's, and she has heard from your wife that you were 

injured.” And she said, “My job here is to report on the condition of casualties as they come 

through to their next of kin. Is there anything I can do for you?” 

And I said, “Yes, you can get me the hell out of here. I'm done with this war; I want 

to go home.” 

She said, “Well, I'll talk to the flight surgeon, see what I can do.” The next day she 

came back, and she said, “You're going out on Saturday,” which was three or four days 

after that. And I got out of there in a week. Most people were there three or four weeks. 

As a matter of fact, I was there when the atom bomb was dropped and the war was over. 

Had I known that the war was going to be over in two weeks at the time I was hurt, I would 

have not been where a lift truck could have even come close to me. I would have had my 

feet on a desk. But I didn't know it. 

I thought the war was going on for another two years. The people that were 

bombing Japan, some of them, were flying off of Guam, and we were talking to some of 

these people, and they were telling us how they were burning up Japan, which they did. 

But we had heard the same kind of song and dance about Germany, and the war had still 

lasted two years more, and I figured the Japanese thing was going to last the same length 

of time. 

When they dropped the bomb, that didn't prove to be so. But of course we knew 

nothing about the bomb. The ship that packed the bomb out there was in the harbor 

occasionally; it was the cruiser Indianapolis, but of course we didn't know what it was 

packing. That cruiser was subsequently sunk by a Japanese submarine, and the captain 

was court martialed. I don't know how the court martial ever came out. 

 

CH: What was your feeling when the bomb occurred? 
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HOLMAN: Well, I was just glad the war was over, and all these people that say the bomb 

should not have been dropped, as far as I'm concerned, don't know what they're talking 

about. 

The entire population of Japan had been indoctrinated to resist. As a matter of fact, 

the firebombing in Japan killed a hell of a lot more people than the atom bombs ever killed. 

An invasion of Japan was imminent; we knew this because we saw the kind of material we 

were stockpiling at the supply depot. For instance, out in the tropics what are you doing 

with seven warehouses full of winter weather underwear and cold weather gear? You 

know that's not meant for the tropics; you know it's meant for northern Japan. 

Had the bomb not been dropped, there would have been a hell of a lot more lives 

lost, both American and Japanese, than the bomb ever killed. How to make the bomb was 

not public knowledge, but it was existing knowledge. The Russians had already stolen it 

all, and the cat was out of the bag and there was no way of ever putting the cat back in the 

bag. 

 

 [End of Tape 4, Side 2] 
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Tape 5, Side 1 
1988 February 23 

 

CH: This is an interview with Ralph Holman at his home in Salem. The interviewer for the 

Oregon Historical Society is Clark Hansen, the date is 2-23-98, and this is Tape 5, Side 1.  

You were relating about the ending of the war. 

 

HOLMAN: I was in the hospital at Mare Island, a total hospitalization of eight months. I 

didn't get out of the service until March of 1946. That was delayed somewhat by virtue of 

the fact that I had a bad case of jaundice, which set me back a considerable length of time. 

The experience in the naval hospital had certain aspects that I think were of value 

to me. They took all Naval and Marine Corps amputees and concentrated them in two 

hospitals. If you lived west of Mississippi, you went to Mare Island; if you lived east of the 

Mississippi, you went to a hospital in Philadelphia. And they concentrated there all the 

experts that they had in that particular thing, and they not only treated your injury and 

operated on you again, but they also fitted you with artificial legs, and this is one of the 

things that took a long length of time. If the same thing were to happen to me now, I'd 

probably be in the hospital not to exceed a week, and maybe not that. 

The thing that was of value to me was in watching the other patients. I was an old 

man; I was 31 years of age at the time. Of course, all enlisted personnel who were in the 

hospital were together, and all officer personnel were segregated. In other words, if you 

were in enlisted man, you were in a certain part of the hospital, if you were an officer, you 

were in another part of the hospital. 

Being an enlisted man, I was an old man at 31, because the average kid was 

probably 21. I had no particular problem. I knew that the injury I had suffered had nothing 

to do with what I was going to do with the rest of my life and it would not affect it in any 

way. On the other hand, if you're 21 years old and you'd been a football player when you 

were drafted and in your second year of college, and you've lost both feet, and you don't 

know and are not suited or trained to do any particular thing, and all your life's activities 
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have been physical and now that doesn't exist anymore, you have not only a physical 

problem, you have a severe emotional problem. 

And you could watch these kids, and you could pretty well tell who was going to 

survive and be a whole individual emotionally and mentally and who would be successful 

in life and those who were not going to make it. And it had to do not with their physical 

injury, but it had to do with their mental attitude toward what had happened to them. 

You could see two kids alongside of each other, and you'd know that the one who 

was injured much more badly was going to make it and that the other one was not, just 

because one had a grim determination that this wasn't going to make a whole lot of 

difference to him and he was going to do what he wanted, and the other had given up. 

And you could see that already commencing, and you could almost, I thought, pick them 

out. But it had to do entirely with a mental attitude toward what had happened to them and 

not what actually had happened to them. 

It was a wild place. There is no way to control young men when you can't punish 

them, and you can't punish hospital patients. You have a service-connected disability, and 

they have to treat you. All they can do to you is to reduce you in rate, and who cares 

whether they're reduced in rate? The war's over, they're not going to be subject to military 

discipline anymore, and they don't care whether they're a sergeant or a buck private in the 

Marines, it could mean little to them. 

 

CH: Were any of these people given the option of vocational rehabilitation? 

 

HOLMAN: Not at that time, not yet. I think perhaps some of that came later, but it didn't 

come at the hospital level. You had to receive an artificial appendage, arm or leg, whatever 

it was, or plural, arms and legs. You had to learn to do certain things with them, and 

presumably you were kept and trained until you could do those things. 

I know one of the things I was supposed to do was roller skate, and I couldn't even 

learn to do that before I was injured. I told them they might as well plan to keep me for life, 

so they forgot about it. 
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You also saw some things that you didn't think could happen. I'd been in the hospital 

about a month, and there was a fellow next to me by the name of Johnson. He was not a 

child; he was almost as old as I was. He was from Indiana, he was married, and he had two 

children. He had a leg off between the ankle and the knee, and also an arm between the 

wrist and the elbow. 

One day in talking to him, after I'd been there about a month, I said, “Johnny, how 

long have you been in the Service?” 

He said, “Six months.” 

  I said, “Oh, baloney. I've been here a month, and you were here then. What kind of 

a story are you trying to tell me?” 

And he said, “No, that's the truth.” 

I said, “How can you end up here in this condition and only be in the service six 

months by now?” 

And he said, “Let me tell you my story.” He said, “I was drafted late in the war 

because I have a wife and two kids. I was put into the Marine Corps. I was sent to San 

Diego, I was given six weeks boot training, and I was put on board a transport. I was sent 

to Iwo Jima.” He said, “I was not supposed to be combat troops because I hadn't received 

that training yet. I was supposed to be work troops. But they ran out of men. I got shoved 

in. The second day I was on the island, a Jap popped out of a foxhole, my rifle jammed, 

and he blew me up with a hand grenade.” And he said, “Five months from the day I was 

drafted I was back in this hospital, a casualty.” 

Now, you don't believe something like that can happen, but I'm sure that's a true 

story. Untoward things can occur. I was on Guam when Iwo Jima was going on. The reason 

that Iwo Jima had to be invaded was it as an island that was halfway to Tokyo from the 

Mariana Islands of which Guam was a part, and they were bombing Tokyo off of both Guam 

and Saipan by B-29s. 

  On Iwo Jima the Japs had an airfield that were interfering with this, and they had to 

neutralize them. And it was probably one of the bloodiest actions of the war. The Japs had 

— there was only one beach by which it could be invaded. The Japs had guns and tunnels 
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on railroad tracks with sealed doors. They could open the door and run the gun out, and 

they had them zeroed in so that they could blow up any square yard of that beach at any 

time they wanted. And the only way the beachhead was ever made was to run the men in 

faster than they could kill them. Eventually the naval guns were able to neutralize those 

guns, but it took them quite a while, and they slaughtered an awful lot of men, and I could 

understand why they ran out of men. 

While this was going on, the casualties were coming back into Guam. The hospital 

which I was eventually in myself had 6,000 beds. It was only one of the hospitals on the 

island; there were many more. And I was up there to see one of my men who was injured, 

and the executive officer said to me, “Chief, do you have any cots down at the supply 

depot?” 

And I said, “Yes, sir, I'm sure we have.” 

He said, “I need a thousand of them. We have 6,000 beds, and we've run out of 

beds. We don't have beds for the casualties.” 

So I understand why they ran out of men. While I was there they brought a hospital 

ship — I think it was the Mercy, but I'm not sure — into the harbor. It had received a 

kamikaze right where the superstructure met the main deck. It made a round hole that 

looked to me to be about ten feet in diameter. It went into the operating rooms below while 

they were running full blast, had blown up there, and it killed most of the doctors and the 

nurses. Fortunately, it didn't blow the bottom out of the ship. 

 

CH: What did you come away from all this with? What did you take into the rest of your 

life from this? 

  

HOLMAN: Oh, I think in a way I became pessimistic. I do not see any solution to the end 

of war. People have always fought; I'm afraid they're always going to fight. The means of 

human destruction are getting greater and greater. We haven't had another world war 

since then, and I think the atom bomb is the only thing that's probably prevented that, 



Holman  SR 3948 
 

92 
 

because the damage that can be inflicted is so great that nobody dares start a really world 

war. 

How to do atomic things is becoming such common knowledge that it's only a 

matter of time until some madman gets ahold of an atom bomb and uses it. The world is 

getting more and more crowded. My personal feeling is that the biggest problem in the 

world today is overpopulation, and it's going to continue to be that, and that — as 

population gets greater, the amount of resources per person is going to get less and less, 

and that's basically what most wars are about. And therefore I can't see any end to conflict, 

and I don't know whether we're going to be stupid enough to kill ourselves off or not. 

Of course, we are a relative latecomer on this globe, and we now know that not 

more than three and a half or four million years has the human being been in existence. 

We know that there were many forms of life that are now extinct which were here before 

us. I have the philosophy that the human condition on this earth is no different than any 

other animal that has existed, and in the ultimate importance of things we're probably no 

more important, neither less nor more than any other animal or insect. I think in the scheme 

of things that fly that walks across the wall is just as important as I am. I may kill him because 

I'm defending me, but that's the way nature is. I severely doubt whether the human 

existence on earth is going to be as long as the dinosaurs', as far as that goes. 

We now know that about every 65 million years there's some sort of a catastrophe 

that occurs that obliterates most life, and I don't see any reason to believe that the human 

existence is going to last any longer than any other form of life that's ever been here, and 

I don't believe that it will. 

I think man has built up a whole structure of his own importance and that religion is 

one of the things that has resulted from that, but I very seriously doubt that we're any more 

important than any other form of life, and I think that human ego makes us believe that 

we're more important because we happen to be the top mammal of this particular point in 

time, but there's no reason to believe that we're going to continue to be that. 
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CH: How did this affect your experiences of going through the war? I mean, a lot of 

people turn to religion in times of crisis, and this wasn't part of your own structure... 

 

HOLMAN: I am not inclined to be religious. I got turned off on that at a very young age 

because I was so disturbed when I was sent to Sunday School. 

I think religion in the normal condition — we are a Christian people. I agree with 

Christian precepts. I do not believe in all the imaginary fairy stories they tell you about it, 

which was the beginning of the Christian religion. I think there's a right way to live, and 

that's basically the Christian credo, but I don't believe all the fairy stories, nor do I believe 

that there's any supreme power that has any interest in me as an individual, as different 

from any other form of life. 

I'm not sure the war has anything to do with that at all. That's the place I come out. 

I do not try and inflict my beliefs on anyone else because I think that's the worst thing you 

can do. I abhor the idea of trying to inflict your religion upon somebody else, so that they 

will be saved. I can't imagine so much self-importance as to believe that your way of 

thinking is the only and true way to believe and that everyone else has to believe that way. 

I abhor missionaries and what they do. They do more harm than they do good. And 

I never contribute any money to a missionary. I will contribute money to churches, but 

never to missionaries. I think when you're trying to interfere with somebody else's religious 

belief that you're minding somebody else's business, and I think there's nothing but danger 

and trouble to everyone that follows this sort of thing. You can look at — lots of the wars 

have been not only fought for mercantile reasons, but they've been fought for religious 

reasons, and I can't see any justification in it. 

I can see some justification for fighting over things if you're starving to death or 

something like this, but for a religious belief, I cannot see any justification for interfering 

with what anyone else thinks. 

 

CH: So as we went from World War II into the atomic age and the Cold War, did this 

feeling of pessimism over what was happening with the world increase? 
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HOLMAN: No, it hasn't. It hasn't increased, I don't think, except that when you see things 

like are happening in Yugoslavia, those people have fought for thousands of years and 

killed each other, and as soon as we pull out of there, they're going to continue to murder 

each other, just like they did before, and our time and effort will be basically wasted, except 

we put a finger in the dike for a short period of time. But I don't think anything lasting will 

come from it. That hatred that's there is so great that I don't think there's any way of making 

it any different. It's too long-standing. 

 

CH: So in a situation like that, you would just as soon stand back and contain the area 

and let them fight it out? 

 

HOLMAN: Stand back and contain the area and let them kill each other off until it's 

decided because that's ultimately what's going to happen. They've been doing it forever. 

The only thing that kept them quiet for 40 years was Tito when he had power, and he kept 

them from killing each other. They were afraid of him. 

 

CH: So at the end of the war, how long were you in rehabilitation, then? 

 

HOLMAN: Eight months. I was hurt on the 22nd of July. The war was over on August 

8th, I think it was. I was separated from the service in the hospital on Mare Island on the 

12th of March of 1946. 

 

CH: And going into the post-war period, did you feel confident that you could return to 

a normal civilian life? 

 

HOLMAN: I had very serious doubts about my ability to get started practicing law again, 

because I had started during the 1930s when things were really tough. You can't — it's 

difficult to imagine the difference between pre-war and post-war. As I said, I had been 
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trying to accumulate some money, and was successful in accumulating some, to get a start 

because I thought I was going to have to go through the starving period again. 

Nothing was further from the truth. During the war, the population of Oregon had 

increased 30%, by virtue of the people being brought in here to work in the shipyards who 

never left. Also during that time there was full employment. People had no way of spending 

their money because there was nothing to buy: there were no toasters, there were no 

refrigerators, there were no automobiles, no tires or anything like this being made other 

than what were made for war purposes. People buy legal services just like they buy 

anything else. If they've got money, they buy it, if they haven't, they don't. 

No new lawyers had been made. The graduating class of the University of Oregon 

in the one of the war years was one person — that is, the University of Oregon Law School. 

There were only three or four new lawyers being made a year. Old lawyers continued to 

die; mortality didn't change. As a result, you had 30% more population whose pockets were 

filled with money, we had less lawyers, and the lawyers who had stayed home were going 

crazy because they didn't have sufficient manpower to do the business. 

You could walk in any office in Portland and get a job. Before the war, nobody would 

even speak to — or give an interview to somebody from Northwestern because we were 

an unaccredited night school. This situation did not change for many years. I went on the 

Supreme Court in 1965. The second clerk that I had — this was 1966 or 1967 — was a boy 

who had gone to Northwestern. It was still an unaccredited night school. He graduated just 

about the time that Lewis Clark took it over and got it accredited. In other words, his 

education was the same as mine. 

 It's customary along toward the end of the year the clerk talks to the judge about 

where he thinks he should apply. I gave this kid the name of 12 of the most substantial 

firms in Portland. He applied to twelve of them, and he got nine responses that wanted to 

talk to him. Now, this is 1967. This is not 1946.  But still Oregon had not caught up with the 

number of lawyers it needed. This would be something that would have been unheard of 

before the war. 
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And now if anything there's a surplus of lawyers and people saying, “Well, there are 

too many lawyers.” It doesn't make any difference whether you're lawyers, doctors, 

plumbers, whatever, the law of supply and demand still applies. When there are too many 

lawyers, kids don't apply to law school. That situation's occurring right now because the 

law school population is going down. Pretty soon they'll need some more, and then the 

law school population will pick up. It has ups and downs, just like any other form of 

occupation where there becomes a surplus of people. 

 

CH: What happened to your wife during the course of the war? You had taken me up to 

the point where she was in San Francisco. When you came back to San Francisco and 

were in rehabilitation there, where was she at that point? 

 

HOLMAN: She was still in San Francisco and continued to be in San Francisco. About 

the 30th of October she brought me home. She never went back to San Francisco. She 

was on delayed orders. She was not discharged until after the first of the year because her 

orders gave her so much time even at home before her official discharge. Her official 

discharge was sometime in January of 1946, but she never returned to duty at San 

Francisco after she brought me home on the 30th. 

 

CH: And so from there, what did she do? 

  

HOLMAN: While I was in the hospital, one of the nicest things happened to me that has 

ever happened to me. They did not know my emotional or mental condition, but I received 

a letter from the man I had officed with in Portland, and I had also been told by a lawyer in 

Oregon City who had handled some business for him to come and see him when I came 

back, and I got a letter from the man I'd been with in Portland saying, “I have talked to the 

man in Oregon City. You have a job either in my office or his, whichever you prefer, when 

you come back.” That was one of the nicest things that has ever happened to me. As a 

matter of fact, when I did come back I went to Oregon City. 
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 [End of Tape 5, Side 1] 
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Tape 5, Side 2 
1988 February 23 

 

CH: This is an interview with Ralph Holman. This is Tape 5, Side 2.  

Maybe you could repeat that last paragraph. 

 

HOLMAN: I received a letter from the man that I had officed with before saying that, 

“I've talked to the lawyer in Oregon City” — who happened to be a friend of his — “and you 

have a job in his office or mine, whichever you want, when you come back.” 

I thought that was pretty nice when they didn't know what my emotional or mental 

condition was. As a matter of fact, I went to Oregon City when I came back, and I eventually 

became a member of that firm before I went on the bench. 

 

CH: Why did you choose to go to the firm in Oregon City? 

 

HOLMAN: Because I was reared in Clackamas County, and Oregon City was the county 

seat. What business I had had prior to the war, even though I was officing in Portland, 

almost all came out of the community in which I was reared in Clackamas County, and I 

figured that that was where I would belong, and I'm sure I was right. 

My wife did not continue with a regular job. She worked for a public stenographer 

for a while. I discouraged her from working. 

 

CH: Why? 

  

HOLMAN: Because it was unnecessary now. This is something I regret. She had worked 

all her life. She would have preferred to keep working, I'm sure. I think she would have had 

a happier life had she been able to work, and I regret what I did. But we were from an age 

just before women's liberation, and times were changing. Neither her mother nor my 

mother had worked outside the home. 
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My wife was an intelligent person; she was a true intellectual. She didn't necessarily 

want to do anything with it, but she was tremendously curious about everything, and I've 

come to the conclusion that curiosity and intelligence go in tandem. Curiosity is one of the 

signs of intelligence. 

I went to law school with her; I know she's smarter than I am; at least, she got better 

grades in law school, even though she dropped out. I think that her life would have been 

happier had she worked all her life, and I regret now having discouraged her.  

 

CH: Did she follow any pursuits, any particular activities? 

 

HOLMAN: No, other than to buy and read books. I just gave away her library, and it was 

principally — not altogether, but principally her library. It was crammed with history, 

autobiographies, philosophy, good literature. A friend of mine started a Catholic school 

because there were no Catholic schools in Salem any longer, and he and two other fairly 

well-to-do Catholics went together and bought a defunct Protestant school and started a 

Catholic school, seventh through senior in high school. They're taking on an additional 

year each time. Next year they will have a senior class. 

They're trying to establish a library. Well, we named one of the bedrooms in our 

house the [Inaudible] library, and it was chuck full, and I suggested to him that some 

secondhand book dealer was going to get it in a few years when I died at virtually nothing 

and if there was anything in the library that they thought would be of benefit to the school 

library they could have it. He sent the principal over to look at it, and the principal looked 

at it for about two minutes and said, “We'll take it all.” As a result the library is now in 

possession of this private school. And I'm sure my wife, who's now deceased, would be 

happy to know that that's happened to her books. 

 

CH: Could you describe for me the firm in Oregon City that you joined? 
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HOLMAN: The firm that I joined was basically a personal injury plaintiffs' practice. The 

senior partner who had offered me the job was the principal trial lawyer in Clackamas 

County. He was on one side or the other of the majority of cases in Clackamas County. He 

was known as a preeminent trial lawyer. He did defense work, but he did more plaintiffs' 

work. 

In 1948 I was made a partner of that firm, and it was known as Butler, Jack, Beckett 

& Holman. I went on the bench — I was appointed to the circuit bench in Oregon City in 

January of 1950. So actually I was only there four years before I [became a judge]. 

 

CH: During that time did you have any particularly notable cases that you were involved 

in? 

 

HOLMAN: No. It was run-of-the-mill. 

 

CH: And during this time, then, how did the bar, from your perspective, change? 

  

HOLMAN: Well, when I came back to Oregon City, I don't believe there were more than 

probably 25 lawyers in the county all told, including Milwaukie, Oswego, Oregon City, West 

Linn, Canby, Molalla, Estacada, Sandy. I don't think there were over 25 practicing in the 

county. 

Of course, that immediately mushroomed as new lawyers were made. If you 

counted them today there would probably be at least 400. I can tell you because I just 

received this morning — it was made right over there — the new bar yearbook, which lists 

all practicing lawyers and where they're practicing, and they have them listed by location. 

So I could count them and tell you, but my guess is around 400. 

 

CH: During the time that you were a lawyer before you went on to the court, then, did 

you obtain any other certificates to practice in higher courts at that time? 
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HOLMAN: Oh, I was admitted to practice in federal court, as a matter of course when I 

was admitted to practice, but my federal practice was very slight and virtually all my 

experience was in the state courts. 

 

CH: Did you come before any of the federal judges at the time? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. Judge Fee. 

 

CH: What was Alger Fee like? 

 

HOLMAN: I didn't like him. Let me tell you the story about the first time I ever appeared 

in front of him. When you're first admitted to the federal court, your name at that time was 

put on what they called the “shit list.” This meant that you had to service impecunious 

criminals for free for so long, until they let you off the list. 

The first time I was appointed to defend somebody, it was a young man about 20 

years old who had slugged an old man, stolen his W.P.A. [Works Progress Administration] 

check and forged it. Well, as was usual in those times, after talking to the boy I pleaded 

him guilty because he was, and asked that it be referred to the probation officer for a 

report, presentence report. 

The boy told me one story, of course lying to me most of the time, but when the 

probation report came back, there was a hearing before sentence, and I appeared before 

Fee. In my inexperience, I did not say, “My client represents to me,” but I recited the boy's 

history as he had told me as if it were a fact. Fee, of course, was sitting there looking at the 

probation report showing that everything that the kid had told me was probably a damn 

lie. At that time you were not permitted to see the probation report; I had no idea what was 

in it. 

He gave me the damnedest dressing-down you ever saw. He figuratively cut my 

suspender buttons and made derogatory remarks about all my private parts, and he took 

me to pieces — and of course I'm saying figuratively, not actually — for about five minutes. 
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I'm just an inexperienced kid who's appearing in front of a court for the first time. I don't 

know my ass from a hot rock. Yet he works me over. 

He must have known that he worked me over pretty hard because he called a 

recess and he came out into the courtroom and bummed a cigarette off somebody, and 

he says to me, “That's a pretty bad young man you've got there.” And I almost opened my 

mouth and said, “For Christ sake's, you must have thought so, Judge, because you gave 

him eight years.” But fortunately I barely had sense enough to keep my mouth shut. 

I thought he was doing something in public which had better been done in private, 

and which when I went on the bench, when I had to do it, I did it in private, when I got a kid 

who didn't know how. 

After watching Fee as I got older, I came to the conclusion that he was suffering 

under a massive inferiority complex. You'd see him at bar meetings trying to be one of the 

boys, and it was just almost painful to watch him. He didn't know how. I think he was a 

loner. I think he had an inferiority complex, and I think he abused lawyers more than they 

needed to be abused — not that they don't need to be abused occasionally. Occasionally 

you have to do something in public to teach them a lesson because you know they're 

intentionally doing something that's wrong, and then you have to have the guts to make it 

hurt them. After you do that, they never do it again. But you don't do that to green kids, 

and I didn't like him. 

 

CH: I've heard the same thing said about Gus Solomon. Did you ever have that 

experience, or was that too late for... 

 

HOLMAN: I never practiced in front of Solomon because we went on the bench at about 

the same time. What I knew of Gus, Gus was a friend of mine, though not close. I think Gus 

thought favorably of me; from a thing or two that happened through the years, I thought 

this was so. But I have no experience with him as a judge. I served on a bar committee with 

him one time, and I thought everything was fine, but I've had no experience with him as a 

judge because I was on the bench at the same time he was. 
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CH: He had problems getting onto the bench from what I understand because people 

thought he was a communist. 

 

HOLMAN: Yes, that's right. 

 

CH: Do you recall that period? 

  

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. There was — Republicans, particularly, were raising a fuss. I think 

they knew that he came from a kind of a liberal background, and they were accusing him 

of all sorts of communist things. One of the principal firms in Portland stood up for him and, 

I think, helped him through that. 

I've even been a guest at Gus' house with some other lawyers at one time. But he 

could be rough on lawyers, I think, at least he had that reputation. 

 

CH: What was your impression of his tenure? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, I thought it was good. 

Now, mind you, about Fee, I don't think he was ever intentionally unfair to anybody. 

By that, I never ever heard the slightest criticism of his work other than as he sometimes 

treated lawyers. In other words, while I've heard all kinds of things about Gus being tough 

on lawyers, I never heard anybody claim that he wasn't completely impartial, and Fee the 

same way. 

 

CH: What about Claude McCulloch? 

 

HOLMAN: McCulloch, I appeared in front of McCulloch, and he was kind of a kindly 

man. Claude McCulloch was a kindly man. He was a different sort of cat than the other two. 
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CH: And what about Judge McNary? Did you ever appear before him? 

 

HOLMAN: No. No. He was before my time. 

 

CH: And I presume some of the other federal judges you probably never had a chance 

— they came on later; they were all after you were on the bench: William East and Kilkenny 

and Belloni and... 

  

HOLMAN: The only experience I've had with a Kilkenny was as a lawyer trying a case 

in front of me. That's the only experience I've ever had. 

 

CH: Kilkenny trying a case in front of you? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. Before he went on the federal bench. Over in Pendleton. 

 

CH: And what was your impression of him then? 

 

HOLMAN: It didn't take us long to butt heads. Kilkenny practiced in Pendleton, and he 

was the big frog in the puddle, and was used to kind of running things in court. I was sent 

up there to try a case in which he was involved, and it didn't take long before some sort of 

a decision had to be made as to whether he was going to run the court or whether I was. 

So we had a slight disagreement. 

But he's a good trial lawyer and a good lawyer. But he was a big frog in the trial 

puddle up there, and things kind of went the way he wanted them to go, and that wasn't 

necessarily my way. 

 

CH: Jumping ahead, you're talking about lawyers that take over the court; have you had 

that experience very often, people that tried to do that? 
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HOLMAN: Oh, it's not a common failing because few lawyers reach the eminence 

where they can make a stab at doing something like that, but there can only be one guy in 

charge of a courtroom, and things have to be done his way. And this is not always 

acceptable to a trial lawyer who's used to having things done his way. 

 

CH: Do you have a strategy for dealing with people like that? 

  

HOLMAN: No, other than that the argument can only come out one way — that is, if the 

judge is going to continue to control his courtroom. But sometimes you have to put 

somebody's nose out just a little in order to do that. 

And on those particular couple of days, Kilkenny and I did not always see eye to 

eye. No bad feeling on my part because we were both doing what came naturally to us. 

 

CH: Right. Your work — before you went onto the bench, your work was dealing with 

injuries and things like that, the plaintiff’s... 

 

HOLMAN: Not always from the plaintiff's standpoint, but most often from the plaintiff's 

standpoint. You understand that the legal profession was not as specialized as it is now. 

Everybody pretty much did everything. Some people's principal work was mainly funneled 

here, but other things were done as well, particularly in a small-town law office, like Oregon 

City was. 

 

CH: Do you feel that your work was affected by your political or economic outlook? 

 

HOLMAN: Perhaps in a way. I think basically I'm an under-dogger. I started out a small 

frog in a small puddle, and if there's some sort of an athletic contest going on, I'm always 

pulling for the underdog, for some reason. 
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On the other hand, I don't believe that it's proper to deal with people with property 

and who have position in life, I don't believe that it's proper to decide things unfairly against 

them just to give something to somebody who needs it. 

 

CH: Did you ever do any pro bono work? 

  

HOLMAN: At the time I was admitted everybody was required to do it without pay as a 

matter of course because — it was mostly done in criminal work, you know, and the criminal 

volume wasn't as great then. They talk about poor people causing crime; during my 

lifetime, the time when crime was the least was during the Depression. In the community 

in which I was reared, if we were gone for a week we left the doors open so the neighbors 

could get in, and we didn't lock the house. 

 

CH: Do you think that requiring young lawyers to do pro bono work was a good idea? 

 

HOLMAN: Yeah, I didn't see anything wrong with it. Now there's so much criminal work 

that you can't keep up with all of it. They may not be the most expert people in that kind of 

work yet, but essentially what happens is in a majority of cases they are pleaded guilty, 

and they are guilty. There's nothing wrong with that, as long as you show all the good 

things there are to show about the individual when sentencing comes along so that he 

gets a fair shot at it, 

It's a means of getting experience and performing a service. If you get something 

serious, like a murder case or something like that, you don't appoint some green pea. You 

may appoint two people: You may appoint an old hand and then some green pea to do his 

running for him. But it's a way of learning and performing a service. But of course there's 

too much of it now; many lawyers can't do it all. And of course they get paid something 

now, something that would have been a lot of money when I started in, but of course isn't 

now. 
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CH: Did you have any strong influences on your early career that you can recall, people 

or experiences that influenced you in a formative way in the early part of your law career? 

  

HOLMAN: I don't think so. The two people I officed with probably had as much to do 

with anything, which was Elmer Ramsey in Portland and Bill Jack in Oregon City. But this 

was not to an unusual extent. 

I can look back — I'm more inclined to see the bad things. In other words, say you've 

got a lawsuit, I'm more inclined to see the things that would cause me difficulty which might 

cause the loss of the case than it is for me to see the things that might win it. I can see my 

senior law partner, Mr. Jack, in Oregon City testing me out on certain situations and asking 

me what kind of a case it was, and I know that if I said it was a bad case, he said, “Well, 

he's got a chance.” If I said it was a mediocre case, he had a good chance, and if I said he 

had a good chance, he couldn't lose; I could see him immediately upgrading over what I 

thought because with his knowledge and what he knew his ability was, his expectations 

were much greater than mine. 

 

CH: Could you describe your work habits as an attorney? 

  

HOLMAN: You spent whatever hours were necessary, whether it was early morning or 

late at night. Most young lawyers don't have to put in long hours because they don't have 

the business that justifies it. You have to put in a good part of your time being acclimated 

to your community and being involved in community affairs, doing things for the community 

where people will see you in a favorable light, some sort of public service, whether it's 

serving on some board or doing something for which you don't get paid. And a good part 

of your time of a young lawyer starting out has to go through this so that you become 

known favorably within the community, and that's the only way you can do it. You can't 

stand up and say, “I'm the best lawyer in town.” In the first place, you're not, and in the 

second place, everybody would laugh at you. So you have to ingratiate yourself into the 
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community by helping the community and becoming part of it, and that takes up a good 

part of your time. 

 

CH: Some lawyers that I've interviewed thought that one of the routes to achieving the 

same kind of thing was by being elected into the state Legislature and getting to be known 

through the Legislature and coming back to the community as a lawyer. Did you consider 

doing that? 

 

HOLMAN: No. 

 

CH: Why? 

 

HOLMAN: I think because my intentions were judicial from the beginning. When I got 

out of the service, I became, as I've said before, involved in the Young Republican 

organization, and in the original bunch I was the only lawyer. As a result, I didn't have to 

compete with anyone else so far as positions were concerned that I wanted to run for. In 

other words, no one else wanted to become a judge because there weren't any other 

lawyers in the outfit, the original bunch that started out, there were later. People like 

Hatfield and McCall and Unander and all these people were people that were going the 

political way, and I had non-political ambitions. And that way I had no competitors within 

the group. 

The fact that I was appointed a circuit judge at the age of 35, which is younger than 

hell, was directly attributable to being a part of the Young Republican organization. We'd 

elected Sid Unander the state Republican Chairman, Tom McCall, who was the executive 

assistant to the governor, as a result when an opening came in Clackamas County... 

 

 [End of Tape 5, Side 2] 
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Tape 6, Side 1 
1998 February 23 

 

CH: This is an interview with Ralph Holman at his home in Salem. The interviewer for the 

Oregon Historical Society is Clark Hansen, the date is 2-23-98, and this is Tape 6, Side 1. 

 

HOLMAN: You see, Judge Latourette, who was my predecessor, was appointed to the 

Supreme Court. Latourette was a Democrat. Of course, the governor at that time being 

McKay was a Republican. McKay was up for election, and frankly, my candidacy for the 

Supreme Court was a double play. The governor was sold the idea that it was smart to 

appoint a Democrat, saying, “I'm beyond partisan politics so far as the judiciary is 

concerned. This man is a prominent lawyer, a good judge; he's a Democrat, but that doesn't 

make any difference. I appoint him to the Supreme Court.” That would make room for me, 

and that's the way he got to the Supreme Court, believe it or not: to make room for me. 

 

CH: That was the intention all along? 

 

HOLMAN: Yeah. That was the way it was sold to him, by McCall and Unander. 

 

CH: And who was this? The person that was appointed? 

 

HOLMAN: That was appointed to the Supreme Court? 

 

CH: Yes. 

 

HOLMAN: Earl Latourette from Oregon City. 

  You see, when I was appointed judge in January of 1950, Latourette was the only 

circuit judge in the county. I was only 35 years old; I'd only been in town four years. I think 

Tom McCall summed it up pretty well when he called me the night before the appointment 

was made formal, saying, “Ralph, it's in the bag, and you know what this proves to me?” 
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And I said, “No, Tom, what?” 

He said, “Anything is possible.” I don't know how that reflected on me. “Anything is 

possible.” 

 

CH: Just previous to this time there was this very famous airplane crash in which three 

of the top people in the state were killed, and then right after that I believe one of the 

governors died in office, didn't he, not long after that? Didn't this all of a sudden create a 

lot of room for people to move up into those higher offices? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, of course it made room for McKay to move up when [Inaudible] was 

killed, but it wiped out the top of the Republican office-holding hierarchy; there's no doubt 

about that. 

 

CH: So then all of a sudden you had these younger people that were moving up fairly 

quickly? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, of course, we came home from the service, and the Republican, the 

official Republican organization within the state was moribund. We took it over. It was no 

job to take over; all we had to do was to get our people established as precinct 

committeemen in principal counties like Multnomah, Clackamas and Washington Counties, 

and hell, we could take over the state — and we did take over the state, so far as the formal 

Republican Party hierarchy was concerned. 

 

CH: Who was leading the Republican hierarchy at that time? 

  

HOLMAN: Well, of course, the governor was McKay, and I don't remember who had 

been — oh, Ralph [Kake?]. Ralph [Kake?] was a lawyer in Portland, and he was kind of the 

guy that was calling the shots, and without saying yes, no or go to hell to anybody, we just 

replaced him, that was all. 
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CH: And what part did the people from the federal delegation play: McNary and Morse 

and... 

 

HOLMAN: No part in this. 

 

CH: No part? They were off in Washington and... 

 

HOLMAN: That's right. Nobody was paying any attention to us small fry, that's what 

made it so easy to do. 

 

CH: So how did you — did you actually sit down with these other people and devise a 

strategy? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, sure. 

 

CH: And who do you think was most behind doing this? 

 

HOLMAN: We sat down and figured out how many votes we had to take over this 

county and how many to take over that county and who we would get. All you had to do 

was to have three or four people write in your name as precinct committeeman, and they 

ultimately elect the county chairman, and it was no effort. 

 

CH: Was there somebody, though, that was organizing, spearheading, this movement? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, sure. It was a nucleus of it. There was McCall and Unander and a woman 

by the name of McMurtry, who — I've lost track of her. Vivian McMurtry. I kept track of her 

until just recently, and she was in Arizona, and then she disappeared. I think she must have 

died. I saw her two or three times down there. And you saw in the paper where Bill Lambert 
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had died back in Pennsylvania. He was a reporter on the local newspaper. There was 

Unander, and myself, and Bill Ireland and Bob Elliott. And we sat down and organized this. 

McMurtry was kind of the one that was organizing it together. She was one of these 

female dynamos, you know. She was an advertising woman. But as far as we were 

concerned, it was just good fun. 

 

CH: So you were enjoying yourselves? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, sure. We were sprouting our wings and learning to run things. 

 

CH: You've mentioned Sig Unander a few times. How would you profile him? 

 

HOLMAN: Sig was a smart man, a good head. He was raised without an effective father, 

I think, by a bunch of women. I don't think he liked women. I think women sensed that 

because I could — from my wife, from the wives of others of the group, they didn't much 

care for Sig. As a matter of fact, Sig — of course, he had all the damn money he needed. 

He was Simon Benson's grandson. 

He was at my house the night I was appointed judge. We had a party at my house 

the night of the day I was appointed circuit judge. Sig was running for state treasurer, a 

candidate for state treasurer at that time. He shows up at my house in a pair of British 

boots, this silver cigarette holder, and a Jaguar automobile. I had had about three drinks, 

and I walked up to him, and I said, “You know what I think you should do?” 

“No, what?” 

I said, “In the first place, get rid of that pair of British boots you've got on and get 

yourself a plain old pair of oxfords. Take that goddamn Jag you've got downstairs and put 

it in the garage and keep it there and buy yourself a secondhand Ford. And I'll take care 

of the silver cigarette holder,” and I took it out of his mouth, and there was snow on the 

ground, and I went to the door and threw it as far as I could. I says, “Now you can run for 

office.” 
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CH: What was his response? 

 

HOLMAN: He went fine until he had to run up against Mark Hatfield. Mark had the looks 

and the personality that Sig did not have. It was an uneven contest, and Hatfield won. And 

Sig was smart enough to know that politically he was now all done. 

 

CH: This was for governor or secretary of state? 

 

HOLMAN: I've forgotten now whether it was governor or secretary of state. 

 

CH: What year? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, it would be — I was appointed in 1950, and he was a candidate then. 

That would be the 1952 election. 

 

CH: Hatfield was elected governor in 1958, so he would have been... 

 

HOLMAN: It must have been — I don't know. 

 

CH: But in any case, he realized... 

 

HOLMAN: He realized when Hatfield beat him he was all done. He couldn't accept this. 

He went the drink way. He started to drink. He kind of went to pieces because he was 

smart enough to know that he was all done politically, and he had no other ambitions. It 

was a sad thing, too. 

As a matter of fact, he became engaged to his first wife the night of the party I had 

— whom I liked, and I could understand how a woman would have difficulty being married 

to Sig. I'm sure he was pretty arbitrary, and I'm sure being his wife would have been difficult. 
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Basically, I don't think he liked women, other than to have sexual intercourse with them. I 

just don't think he liked women. I think women sensed this. 

 

CH: Would you actually classify him as a misogynist? 

 

HOLMAN: No. I think that intellectually he knew he was done, and he had nothing left. 

And he drank too much; matter of fact was in the asylum once. When he was having trouble 

with his first wife, he went to the door of the lawyer with a gun, and he had to get out of 

that, and he got out of that by going to the asylum. It was sad. He was a man of some 

ability, too. 

 

CH: So what about McKay? You haven't said much about him. 

 

HOLMAN: I never knew McKay, really. He was an automobile dealer. My father was an 

automobile dealer. They knew each other; at least he knew my family, see? I don't think he 

made a very big splash as secretary in the president's cabinet. but I really don't know much 

about him. 

 

CH: Here again we have a Republican governor that then gets appointed to the 

secretary of interior and vacates his sort of position in the ladder of the state Republican 

leadership, so there's another position opening up there. It must have been quite an 

opportunity for some of these people like Tom McCall and Sig Unander and Mark Hatfield 

when they saw all these positions opening up. 

 

HOLMAN: Yeah. Of course, Mark was a natural born politician. As a young man, he was 

terribly handsome. He's not now, but he was as a young man. He was everybody's boy. 

 

CH: And Tom McCall? 
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HOLMAN: Tom, of course, was a local boy. He'd been a radio announcer and become 

known through that. I was much better acquainted with Tom than I was with McKay. 

I thought that Tom, when he ran for governor the last time, I thought he was reaching 

the end of his rope, which actually he was. He was getting, I think, a little egotistical. In 

other words, when so much is made over you and you're so successful for so long, that 

does things to you, it does things to your ego. 

 

CH: In terms of his ego, what did it do to him to have Mark Hatfield sitting right in front 

of him all the time? 

 

HOLMAN: I don't really know. Of course, Mark went the federal way, and McCall steps 

into it. McCall made a good governor. I think he did certain things so far as — oh, like 

fostering the cleanup of the Willamette River and some of his other things that — as far as 

the environment was concerned, which were — he was progressive in the sense that a 

Republican ought to be progressive: cleaning up rivers instead of letting all the 

manufacturers all up and down the place dump all their crap and corruption into it. And 

that's what I mean by being a liberal Republican, and not a dyed-in-the-wool Republican. 

 

CH: Now, you said a little while ago that when you were looking ahead in your life you 

saw yourself headed in a judicial direction. 

 

HOLMAN: I wanted to be a judge. 

 

CH: When did you know that? 

  

HOLMAN: Oh, all the time, I think, after I was admitted to practice I thought I'd like to be 

some day. And all of a sudden, here I am in a position where this may be a chance, see. 
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And it was a long chance, a long shot, and don't let anybody kid you about that. It was a 

damn miracle. 

When I was first appointed, there was only one other young man on the bench, and 

that was Ed Howell, who was appointed the judge over at John Day. And Ed was six months 

younger than I, and he was appointed about three or four months before I was. We were 

both about the same age, but I was about six months older than he. He was appointed first. 

He made a tremendously good judge. At one time he tried virtually every case of 

considerable consequence east of the mountains. They would farm him around to where 

these other old guys couldn't take care of their business. 

Ultimately we ran against each other for the Supreme Court, and I beat him. The 

only reason I beat him was because they can't vote jackrabbits in Eastern Oregon, because 

of the population where I was known over here, not because I was any better judge, 

because I wasn't. Had he lived in the valley, he'd have beaten my ass off, in all probability. 

We were friends; we continued to be friends. During the campaign, we would meet 

each other at political meetings, and we'd go out and have a drink together and needle 

each other about what we'd pulled on each other during the campaign. But nobody ever 

said anything bad about the other. It was nothing but praise. As a matter of fact, the night 

I was elected they had me on radio, and I said the next best thing the governor can do is 

when there's a vacancy is to appoint him. He eventually was appointed to the Supreme 

Court. 

Now, when I came on the circuit bench, it was not a very distinguished bench, I 

thought. There were some drunks, some people who were just plain lazy, some people 

who were over the hill. In places it was pretty bad. I know of one instance where a judge 

had cases which had been tried before him, where he did not have juries, where he had 

to decide them, and it was four years later and they were not decided, after they were 

tried. 

I know of another judge who couldn't make up his mind, and at the time he died he 

had 30 cases under advisement which were undecided, which either had to be settled or 

re-tried again. I know of judges who from one year to the next probably didn't decide a 
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contested case. They heard a few uncontested divorce cases, and walked up and down 

the street and talked to their cronies and smoked a pipe, and whenever a case had to be 

tried, they either disqualified themselves or they were ill, and somebody else had to come 

in and try it. 

I tried a case in Salem in front of one of the Salem judges in which I'm sure the judge 

was not competent. He'd had a stroke. On the bench he'd have trouble enunciating his 

words. I don't think he had the slightest idea what was going on in the court. He decided 

the case against me. It was not a jury case. He decided the case against me, and I appealed 

it to the Supreme Court and got it reversed. This sort of situation was too prevalent. 

 

CH: Why wasn't the Supreme Court dealing with this? 

 

HOLMAN: He's an elected official. People elected him. The Supreme Court can't do 

anything about it. 

 

CH: But the Supreme Court has to administer the lower courts, doesn't it? Couldn't it do 

something to... 

 

HOLMAN: Well, this is part of another story. This ultimately came about. The condition 

of the court was not very good. 

In 1953 — see, I was appointed in 1950 — in 1953 there was a bill before the 

Legislature to appoint a State Court Administrator. The Supreme Court had never had any 

official employees whose duty it was to go around and check on judges. It became 

apparent that the Legislature would not pass such a law unless certain judges consented. 

We had a circuit judges' meeting in Portland, where this was the question: were we going 

to consent or weren't we? The judges were about evenly divided. I was with the group that 

knew we just had to have it because I could see what was happening. 

 

CH: And the people that didn't want it didn't want it because of a territorial thing? 
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HOLMAN: Oh, “Nobody, by God, is going to tell me what to do.” You know, this sort of 

situation. And these old incompetent guys who weren't doing any work were the people 

who were doing it. 

 

CH: And they were against the appointment? 

 

HOLMAN: They were against the appointment — against the bill. We had a bloody 

knock down and drag out in which I'm sure I made enemies which existed until the day 

they died. We beat them by about three votes, I think. It was awful close. Within a year all 

sorts of wonderful things had happened. The guy who was four years delinquent in his 

decisions had made them all up. This was because the State Court Administrator didn't 

have to do anything other than publish the statistics, and they couldn't have the statistics 

published, see? So you didn't have to persuade anybody, as long as you've got the club 

and can use it, they'll do it. And things immediately began to improve. 

  The first court administrator we had was a man by the name of Janel Hill, who ended 

up as the head of the biggest gas company in California, head of a great big corporation. I 

still correspond with him. Part of my time was taking him — of course, all the judges who 

were against the appointment of a state court administrator hated him on sight, you know, 

and they were nothing but making trouble for him all the time, and I was kept busy trying 

to protect him, and so were some other judges. But this man became my friend, and as I 

say, he was very successful. 

When he was up here about two years ago, he drove up here from California. He 

lives in Pasadena now; he's retired. And he was driving a Lexus, and I told him, “I always 

wanted to know a man who could spend $50,000 on an automobile.” Needling him, you 

know. He was a great needler, too. I enjoyed him very much. I took his kids salmon fishing 

and stuff like that, and we became pretty close friends. 

The circuit bench now is much, much better than it was when I became a circuit 

judge in 1950. I really don't think there's any comparison. There were some good judges 
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then, but there were an awful lot of poor ones, too. Not that we're exempt from poor judges 

now; we'll always have a certain percentage of them. It doesn't make any difference 

whether they're butchers, bakers or candlestick makers, a certain number of them are not 

going to be very good, and this is just par for the course. But I can tell you the averages 

are a hell of a lot better now than they were when I became a circuit judge. 

I was in Oregon City for 15 years. When I became a circuit judge, I was the only 

circuit judge in the county. There are now seven. In 1953 we got a new judge, because we 

needed one, so there were two of us. Then about three, four years later we got two judges 

unexpectedly. We hadn't requested any help, but Marion County needed a new judge — 

and they do that by statutory classifications of population: counties between such-and-

such a population and such-and-such a population will have so many judges. Inadvertently, 

they made a classification that included Clackamas County as well as Marion County and 

gave us two more judges at once that we didn't ask for. 

We went from two to four without even asking. Arguably, we could use a third one, 

but we could not use a fourth one. So by agreement with the Supreme Court we agreed 

that one of us would work elsewhere all the time, and one of us would take three months 

and work elsewhere, and then the other one would. With four of us, we'd cover the year 

that way, each working three months outside the county. Mostly it was in Multnomah 

County because they needed the help at that time. Actually, the practical result of it is we 

just became a Multnomah County judge for three months. 

And when you are a visiting judge in another county, you are assigned all the foul 

ball cases that no judge in that county wants to try. All the cases where some guy who's 

not really mentally with it wants to defend himself — there's nothing tougher than trying to 

try a jury case with a... 

 

 [End of Tape 6, Side 1] 
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Tape 6, Side 2 
1998 February 23 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Ralph Holman. This is Tape 6, Side 2. Go right ahead. 

 

HOLMAN: There's nothing tougher than trying a case, a criminal case, where a 

defendant is representing himself, because he knows nothing about the rules of evidence, 

he knows nothing about the procedure, and every time he's eligible to do something you 

have to explain to him his rights. 

Invariably they're unsuccessful. They always do something that convicts them; at 

least in every one that I ever tried that was the case. I'm reminded of one in Portland where 

— this wasn't a serious case at all. This man was known to every judge in Multnomah 

County because he had been before all of them on some sort of a charge or other. And 

this time he was charged with selling fireworks without a permit. He was convicted in the 

lower trial court, in district court, and he appealed it and was representing himself; it was a 

jury case. We got — and there's no way you can control a defendant who doesn't know 

anything about the rules of the evidence. You just let him get up on the stand and tell his 

story, and relevant and irrelevant, he makes his argument in front of the jury. 

When it came time — after I had instructed the jury, I had to explain to him his rights 

so that he could take exceptions to any of my instructions to which he objected. And when 

I told him this, his answer was, “Oh, if the Court please, I don't care about that, but I haven't 

had a fair trial.” 

  Well, of course there's only one answer to that: “Mr. so-and-so, why haven't you had 

a fair trial?” 

His answer was this — now, on the jury were ten women and two men. He pointed 

to the jury, he says, “I'm entitled to a jury of men. These women don't know what this is all 

about.” Now, this is just as they're getting ready to go out and decide it. So with that, the 

jury filed into the jury room, and I was using Judge Baines' courtroom, and the privy in 

Judge Baines' office has a ventilator that goes into the jury room. I was in taking a piss 
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when the jury filed into the jury room and the bailiff locked the door, and as soon as they 

were in the jury room there was an instantaneous burst of laughter. And of course they 

were back in five minutes with a conviction of guilty. 

Another case, which I tried in Clackamas County, my own county: This fellow was 

charged with fingering a little girl, molesting her. As a matter of fact, he was the father-in-

law of the then County Judge, which was not a judicial position but an administrative 

county position. He was tried with a jury and represented by a lawyer and found not guilty. 

He was indicted upon another occasion upon the same girl, which you can't do anymore, 

because when I was in the Supreme Court we said one shot's enough; when you've got 

him the first time you try him for everything that he's guilty of up till that time, instead of 

doing it piecemeal, which of course only makes sense. But that was long after that. This 

time, he's unhappy with his lawyer because his lawyer would not ask him the questions on 

the witness stand so he could tell the story the way he wanted it. So this time, by God, he's 

going to do it right and try it himself. 

What does he do? He gets up on the witness stand, and he said, “Now, ladies and 

gentlemen of the jury, I would not do a thing like this.” He says, “I understand and know 

about things like this because I have a whole library on child sex psychology.” He's done. 

He's done. So they found him guilty. They always do something stupid. 

 

CH: After you got onto the bench, did you miss private practice at all? 

 

HOLMAN: No. I found that private trial practice I didn't have the guts for. You have to 

have the guts of an Army mule. You have to have a sense of — an almost telepathic sense 

of what people are thinking and how certain things affect them. It's just a natural thing that 

you're born with, and it's nothing you can educate anybody to by sending them to law 

school. They can learn all the rules of evidence and all that sort of thing, but that doesn't 

make you a good trial lawyer. You have to have an instinct for people and what motivates 

them. And you're either born that way or you're not. And I came to the conclusion that I 

didn't have it during a trial; I was in misery, I was packing my client around on my back all 
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the time, and I couldn't eat and I couldn't sleep, and it wasn't for me. I was happy to get out 

of the practice, frankly. 

  You can say, “Well, how do you have trouble of this kind and still be a judge?” As 

long as I could do what appeared to me to be correct and in conformance with the law, 

this didn't bother me. If I represented the old lady who was not going to eat if she was non-

suited in a case because I didn't present it properly, that would bear down on me. But if I 

felt the old lady didn't have a case and I non-suited her so she wasn't going to eat, that 

didn't bother me. If I'm wrong, they can appeal it. I'm giving it my best shot under the law 

and the facts, and that didn't bother me. 

Fortunately, I was in a court which was extremely busy to start out, and the only way 

I could keep my head above water was to give it my first judgment. There wasn't time to 

sit back in your chambers and worry about, “Now, what should I do about this?” I disciplined 

myself to where when I tried a case in which I had to make the ultimate decision — unless 

I had to look up some law, and most cases are decided on facts, not law — I knew as much 

about it then as I would ever know about it, and there's no obvious reason for delaying it. 

And I made myself make a decision before I'd ever leave the bench. 

If you accumulate a bunch of that stuff and it starts worrying you, you're in equipoise: 

you can't move either way. You just can't function anymore. And that's the way you get 30 

cases that are undecided. You just can't do that. If you make the call, and you make it 

wrong, lawyers will forgive you for that, but they will never forgive you if you don't make a 

call. 

 

CH: Now, one thing you hadn't mentioned was when you were appointed to the bench, 

what was the response your family had? You had spent the last year... 

 

HOLMAN: I think my family was greatly surprised. 

 

CH: Really? 
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HOLMAN: Why, sure. There was no reason to think I was going to be a judge at 35 

years of age. My God, the average age of appointed judges then was probably 55. 

  

CH: Did being appointed — did you lose any income by being a judge or was it better 

income? 

 

HOLMAN: I lost a little income. I was making, not much, but some more than the job 

paid. The job only paid $7500 a year in 1950. It pays now $70,000, $75,000, something 

like that. When I retired from the Supreme Court, my pay was only $48,400. That's the most 

money I ever made in my life, other than by playing the stock market. 

 

CH: Did somebody recommend you for the nomination? 

 

HOLMAN: There was no survey of the lawyers made like they do now. You know, now 

they normally they have an election to see how the judges within the jurisdiction think it 

ought to go. But nothing like that; it was just announced overnight: “This appointment to 

the Supreme Court, this appointment to the circuit court.” Most people didn't even know 

there was ever going to be an opening. And the only reason there was an opening was 

that part of the play was so — the governor was a two-part play, see? One to the Supreme 

Court, one to the Circuit Court. So it just blossomed overnight on everybody. 

 

CH: What do you consider to have been the main factor in your being appointed to the 

court? 

 

HOLMAN: My political connections with the Young Republican organization. Plain as 

the nose on your face. Not because of any inherent noted great ability on my part. Hell, I 

was too young to ever have any. 

 

CH: Was there any reaction by the legal community? 
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HOLMAN: Only great surprise. 

 

CH: And were you surprised? 

  

HOLMAN: Yeah. Sure. I didn't think it was a possible play. I knew it was a long shot. 

 

CH: You mentioned that. That's right. So the circuit court was the court of first... 

 

HOLMAN: It was the highest trial court. 

 

CH: And so what was the structure of the court system at that point, how was it set up? 

 

HOLMAN: The structure at that point was justices of the peace, district courts, which 

had a limited jurisdiction, and circuit court, which was the top trial court and the sole court 

of general jurisdiction. 

 

CH: What about the municipal courts or the county courts? 

 

HOLMAN: The county courts were administrative, for doing county business, that's all. 

It was just a county court by courtesy of the name, that was all. They didn't have judicial 

functions in most counties. Some counties, the county judge may have had juvenile 

jurisdiction, but that was short-lived. That was soon abolished. 

 

CH: And then there was a separate tax court then? 

 

HOLMAN: There was no separate tax court then. 

 

CH: When did the tax court come along? 
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HOLMAN: That's been made since then. 

 

CH: When did the tax court come along? 

 

HOLMAN: I don't remember, but I would guess late 1950s, early 1960s. 

 

CH: So you handled all the tax... 

 

HOLMAN: I handled every kind of litigation there was: criminal, civil, juvenile, 

everything. 

  

CH: And was — did you feel that there was any kind of a period of initiation for you? 

 

HOLMAN: Let me tell you a joke — and this actually happened. When you're first 

appointed, if you're in a firm which is actively engaged in trial courts, your name is all over 

all the pleadings of the cases that are immediately going to be tried, and you can't try them. 

And I came from that kind of a firm. So the thing that they do is to assign somebody else 

from someplace else in your place, and you are assigned elsewhere until those cases get 

run through the funnel. 

I was assigned to Multnomah County, and Walter Tews, who was then the presiding 

judge of Multnomah County, was assigned to Clackamas County. Walter Tews was the 

presiding judge. Presiding judge normally hears all the motions and demurrers and all the 

preliminary matters in lawsuits. I walk on the bench my first morning as a circuit judge in 

Multnomah County with a whole courtroom full of lawyers and a stack of motions about 

yea high. It's explained to me that it's the judge's habit to first call each motion and ask the 

lawyers how long it will take, and then to take the quick ones first so the lawyers could get 

out of the courtroom and back to work because, Christ, there's 30 or 40 of them sitting 

here, see? 
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So I'm going through this process of calling each one, and I come to a case in which 

Bob Motts is there to hear a motion on behalf of his firm. Now, that has to be a long time 

ago because Bob Motts became the senior partner of one of the biggest law firms in 

Portland, and if he's up hearing a motion on Monday morning, that has to be a long time 

ago, because one of his minions would be doing it shortly. 

  And Bob's opponent gets up and says, “If the Court please, I think it will only take a 

minute.” 

So Motts gets to his feet, and he says, “Well, if the Court please, I don't think that 

I'm even going to be able to explain what's involved in that length of time.”  

And knowing Motts, because he's tried cases in front of me, and feeling pretty 

cocky, I said to him, “Why, Mr. Motts, I'm surprised that a man of your ability can't do any 

better than that.” 

As soon as the words got out of my mouth, I knew I'd asked for it. Without any 

hesitation whatsoever, he says, “If the Court please, there are two things involved here: 

that of understanding as well as explanation.”  

He just went boom!, like this. All I could do was laugh and say, “I asked for it and 

got it.” Because I had asked for it, and I got it right straight between the eyes. 

 

CH: Did you feel that you had to prove yourself when you first came onto the bench, 

especially being so young? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, sure. You had to act like a judge, and you had to do things with dispatch, 

and you knew you were on trial, and it's just human nature to try to do the best you can. 

Bob Motts I think knew me well enough to know that I wasn't really going to take offense 

at anything like this, you know, because I'd really made an untoward comment that a judge 

normally wouldn't make, and he knew i was needling him, and he gave it to me right back 

right straight between the eyes. And all you could do is laugh and say, “I asked for it.” 
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CH: You said a few minutes ago that you were very busy. How important was 

productivity at this point for you in your new position in the court? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, there was only one judge, and of course after the war the volume began 

to pick up, and there wasn't a moment to spare most places anyplace because there was 

always something else that had to be done, and you had to dispose of business as quickly 

as you could, and you couldn't take anything under advisement which wasn't absolutely 

necessarily — and that was the best possible training for a judge starting out because if 

you get used to taking everything under advisement, you're in trouble before long. 

 

CH: Didn't you have to very soon after your appointment come up for an election? 

 

HOLMAN: I had to come up for election within four months of the time I was appointed. 

I was appointed in January, and the primaries were in May, and I had to run for election, 

and I had two opponents; one had been County Clerk some years prior for a long period 

of time but had subsequently gone to work in Salem for the Attorney General and had 

been gone for about eight years. The other — of course, most people knew I was a 

Republican, and there was a Democratic lawyer in town who decided that he was going to 

take a crack at it and try and foster the Democratic part of it as best he could. 

But my best thing was the fact that my name was Holman, and the Holman name 

had already been advertised through Rufus Holman politically, so the name was familiar, 

and name familiarity elected me, what the hell. There was no run-off because in the 

primaries I got 60% of the total vote. 

  

CH: And you were running as an incumbent, too, right? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes, that's right. 

 

CH: So on the ballot, it would say “incumbent” under you name? 
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HOLMAN: Yeah. And that's necessary because other than that you're just another John 

Henry; nobody knows who you are or where you're coming from. I never had any 

opposition as a circuit judge after that. Then when in 1965 I ran for the Supreme Court, and 

it was a vacant position. Judge Rothman, who was a very elderly man, I think he was 78 or 

something like that, they had passed a law which said you could not run for election after 

you were 75, and his term was up when he was about 78, and he couldn't run again. And 

though in my opinion he was over the hill, he did not part willingly, and he would not resign 

so the governor could appoint somebody, and just let his term expire, and this meant there 

was a vacant office here with no incumbent. 

And four people filed: Judge Howell in Eastern Oregon, Judge Fort in Eugene, 

myself, and — oh, a fellow who was a complete know-nothing. He subsequently became a 

judge of the Court of Appeals by election. What the hell was his name? He had a brother 

who was a physician. What's the name of the founder of Willamette University? His name 

was the same. 

 

CH: I'm sorry, I... 

 

HOLMAN: I told you the other day, but I can't recall the name now. 

  Four of us ran for election. Nobody got a majority. Howell and I — I got about 40%t 

of the vote; Howell got about 25%, and the rest of it was divided between the other two. 

Howell and I ran it off. I beat Howell because there just aren't that many people in Eastern 

Oregon where he was from. He was an excellent judge. You just couldn't beat him for 

character and ability. 

The night I was appointed, when I talked on the radio, I said the best thing a 

governor can do is appoint him to the next appointment, that he was an excellent judge 

and a gentleman and he knew what he was doing. There never was any back-biting 

between the two of us; we were friends. 
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CH: Could you describe for me your work habits as a judge? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, if I could get a case settled so I could go fishing, I did that. But generally 

speaking, I thought I worked at it hard. 

 

CH: Did you do a lot of pretrial preparation? 

 

HOLMAN: No. There's no time for that. You finish one on Wednesday night, and you 

start another one on Thursday morning. And you look over the file in advance. You look at 

the file when you set your docket, so it doesn't come as a complete surprise to you. But 

then you have an hour or so before court in the morning, as a rule, to look at it. 

My theory about files was to push them hard, to work good hours, to get disposed 

of the case as quickly as possible because the longer it strung out, the more chance there 

is for something untoward to happen. If you keep people working hard, they get tired, and 

lawyers as a rule are working harder than a judge is. And pretty soon, along toward five 

o'clock, when he knows there's a possibility you may run till 5:30, things that seemed awful 

important in the morning don't seem as important to that lawyer at 5:30 in the afternoon, 

and therefore things go with dispatch. 

 

CH: Was the experience of being a judge different than what you had thought it would 

be prior to getting onto the bench? 

 

HOLMAN: Not really. Some cases you just had to stay with until you killed them off, 

because occasionally you would get two lawyers who wouldn't quit. 

I can remember a case which was scheduled to start Monday morning. We didn't 

start Monday morning because we thought there might be some chance for settlement 

and it was not a jury case. And the parties were given some time, but it wasn't possible to 

get it settled, and we had to try it. 
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Friday it was still going, a case that normally you would have tried in a day and a 

half, maybe. I held court on Saturday. Saturday night at midnight, I stopped the clock. At 

one o'clock in the morning Sunday morning they finally ran out of gas. It was a case in 

which there was a multiplicity of facts concerning different factions and amounts of money. 

It was a controversy concerning an automobile dealership. I had been keeping score as 

best I could. I never got off the bench. I said to the lawyers, “I don't know how this is going 

to come out money-wise. I'm telling the court reporter to give you a transcript of what I say 

now, you can give it to your auditors and figure out how much money it is.” And I went right 

down the list of items. It probably took me three-quarters of an hour. And that was it. 

Now, I finished about two o'clock on Sunday morning. If I had continued that until 

Monday morning, they would have gone for three or four days more. But exhaustion sets 

in pretty soon, you know. 

  

CH: So that's part of your strategy? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes, occasionally a case comes you've just got to kill off. I don't know 

how many murder cases I tried, a considerable number. I never tried one for more than a 

week. Of course, you can't do that now; hell, they wouldn't even have a jury, I suppose, in 

a week by now. But it never took more than a week. There were some long days, and 

sometimes we ran a long time on Friday night, but by God, we always got done in a week. 

But you have to really push to do that. 

Lawsuits are the kind of things that are inclined to string out if you give them any 

chance at all. In my opinion to be a decent trial judge, you have to be a pusher. In other 

words, you have to keep their nose to the grindstone. 

 

CH: What else makes for a good trial? 

 

HOLMAN: Lawyers who know what they're doing. It's a complete shambles when you 

get a good lawyer on one side and the green pea on the other — or even when you get 
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two green peas together; they object to everything. And you think, “Jesus, I never heard 

that objection before, but it sounds pretty good if there's anything to it.” And they just work 

the hell out of you. 

Also, I always had the theory, to the disgust of some expert lawyers, that this wasn't 

a contest between who had the best lawyer but what the equities were in the case. 

Therefore, if it was an uneven thing that was going on, I would tell the other guy, always in 

the presence of the other lawyer, so there was nothing done that he wouldn't know. but 

hell, I would say such things as — the kid would prove a case he hadn't pleaded. Normally, 

you just non-suit it, and he's got to start over again. But hell, we've already wasted a 

goddamn day and heard all the facts. I'd bring the kid in in the presence of the other lawyer 

and tell him how to redraw his complaint; if he didn't understand, I'd have my secretary do 

it, take it to my secretary and have her do it. The other lawyer is standing there tearing his 

hair out because here I am drawing this kid's pleading. But we've got a lawsuit that's ready 

to decide, and because the goddamned papers are wrong, why should we... 

 

 [End of Tape 6, Side 2] 
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Tape 7, Side 1 
1998 February 23 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Ralph Holman at his home in Salem. The interviewer for the 

Oregon Historical Society is Clark Hansen, the date is 2-23-98, and this is Tape 7, Side 1. 

When you were in circuit court, what — did you have any cases that you considered 

to be particularly difficult, that were more difficult than others? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, the thing that stresses you out often are cases of — where there's a lot 

of publicity, because you're afraid of something going wrong. A murder case is old hat 

nowadays, but back in the 1950s, if there was a murder case going, it was of consequence 

not just in Clackamas County, where I was, but it was a big play in The Oregonian and the 

whole works, because there weren't very many murders going on. It's an everyday 

occurrence now. 

As a result, these kind of cases put some pressure on you. And juvenile work put 

an awful lot of pressure on me, because there was so little — really there's so little you can 

do, and the stakes are so high so far as kids are concerned, that it distresses you that you 

can't do more than you're able to do. 

There was one other case of some consequence and public interest, and that was 

a case known as the textbook case in which there was a dispute between the local taxing 

authority and school districts and St. John's Catholic School, and the issue was whether or 

not the public should pay for textbooks in private schools. And that was litigated, and it 

was of sufficient consequence that a man was sent out from New York City to help the 

State's position and contrary to the interests of the Catholic school. He was a man that was 

nationally known in that sort of litigation. 

 

CH: Who brought him out? 
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HOLMAN: The lawyers who were representing the school district, of course, had to 

consent to him coming out, but the people who actually sent him out here and paid his 

way out here were the national people, who were church-state separatists. It was the 

national organization who was interested in preserving the state-church separation that 

sent him out here, and I'm sure they paid him for that. 

 

CH: On those murder cases, were there any where you weren't really sure what the 

proper verdict would be? 

 

HOLMAN: No. I never saw a case that the slightest bit of doubt — a conviction that had 

the slightest bit of doubt about the guilt. 

The first case I had to try that the man was executed I'd been on the bench, I think, 

about eight months. The witnesses were almost all Federal Bureau of Investigation men. It 

was a situation in which a man was released from the state penitentiary after serving eight 

years. The Federal Bureau of Investigation was looking for an escapee from the 

penitentiary, which they thought he would lead them to. So they picked him up the moment 

he walked out of the front door of the penitentiary, they picked him up under surveillance, 

and they had on him what they called loose surveillance, which at that time was two 12-

hour shifts, each shift having seven men, two automobiles, with walkie-talkies back and 

forth. They followed him all that day. 

The strange thing about the case was that the day shift knew that he had rearmed 

himself; they didn't tell the night shift. He was seen to strike up a conversation with a 

stranger and leave in the stranger's car. They followed him. He eventually drove out onto 

a lonely rural road. They either had to drop him or whistle him down then. They dropped 

him; when they made the choice, they didn't know he was armed. They didn't know 

whether the man was a confederate or whether he was just some innocent citizen. He 

turned out to be an innocent citizen and he took him out and killed him. 

He was in an area where they knew that they could pick him up the next morning 

when he came in. They picked him up alone. He'd been in prison for eight years; he'd gone 
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in when he was 18. He now had the car that the other man had. It was a pickup. He was 

obviously learning to drive it, stopping, starting, turning. 

They followed him and watched him while he robbed a bank. He killed the man to 

get his automobile so he could rob a bank. He's now been out a little more than 24 hours, 

or hardly 24 hours. 

 

CH: Why were they watching him do these things and not intervening? 

 

HOLMAN: When he went in to hold up the bank, they were standing in the window 

watching him. 

 

CH: But didn't they try to do anything to prevent him from... 

  

HOLMAN: Not to prevent him, only to arrest him when he came out. And when he came 

out and they tried to arrest him, he shot the F.B.I. man who was at the door. Some other 

people across the street shot him down as he was running down the street, unfortunately 

did not kill him. 

And within not much more than 24 hours of liberty, he had rearmed himself, which 

is a felony if you're a convict, he had kidnapped a man, he had stolen his automobile, he 

had killed him, he had robbed a bank and shot a federal officer resisting arrest, all within 

24 hours of release. After he was on death row he damn near escaped. 

 

CH: How? 

 

HOLMAN: He got as far as the wall and got shot down. The rope he was on getting over 

the wall — he'd have probably gotten away, except that his confederate he was escaping 

with was slow, and he was waiting for him and he got shot down going over the wall. But 

it didn't kill him. They executed him. 
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CH: So you didn't have any trouble with that at all? 

 

HOLMAN: No. No. 

 

CH: And were there any others that you had trouble with later? 

 

HOLMAN: Not really. 

 

CH: Did you ever have any post-trial relationships with any litigants? 

 

HOLMAN: Only in an indirect manner, and this shows you — this is an illustration that 

judges are far from being omnipotent. This started out as a complaint against the father for 

having sexual intercourse with his daughter. The girl was about 15. She complained about 

her father having intercourse with her, and it was tried in front of me, and the lawyers 

agreed that I should try it without a jury. 

  The girl told a tale; she said that they had two cows, that she and her father would 

go down to the barn to milk the cows, that her father would take her the in hay mow and 

have sexual intercourse with her, that he kept in the hay mow, or in the barn, stored away, 

a small bottle of turpentine and a bag of sugar, that he, after having intercourse with her, 

would give her a teaspoonful of sugar with a couple of drops of turpentine on it to keep 

her from getting pregnant. 

About this time I took a recess, and I went back to my red-headed secretary, and I 

said, “Ye gods, Isabel, did you ever hear of taking turpentine and sugar to keep from 

getting pregnant?” 

And she says, “Why, sure.” 

I said, “Where in the hell did you hear it?” 

She said, “From my mother.” 

I said, “Where does your mother come from?” 

She said, “Missouri.” 
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I said, “I'll bet that's a colloquialism.” I go right back on the bench, and I say to the 

man who's on the witness stand, I said, “Sir, this has nothing to do with the outcome of this 

lawsuit, but I'm just idly curious. Where did you come from when you came to Oregon?” 

And he says, “Oh, I came from Missouri.” 

  She also told a story that the sleeping arrangements were in the same bedroom; 

her mother and father slept in one bed — these all happened around the edges of places 

like Molalla and Sandy and Estacada and places like this, back in the boondocks. Not all 

of them, but the majority of them. That her sister — that two of her sisters slept in a second 

bed, and that she and another sister slept in a third bed, all in the same bedroom. That her 

father would come and take her out of the bed with her sister and have intercourse with 

her on the bedroom floor in the presence of all these other people. The other people did 

not testify. They were in the courtroom; they never said boo. 

Well, a judge has legal rules, you know, I can't believe the girl if no one else is 

testifying and all these people are present. And I don't believe her in this, I don't believe 

her in this. Not guilty. Okay. 

There's a hell of a hullabaloo. Girl's going to jump out the window and all this sort 

of stuff. Well, the district attorney correctly believed that the old man was guilty, so he 

turned around and indicted him on another charge on the same girl at a different time. You 

can't do that now; when I was on the Supreme Court we said you do it all at once. 

This time damn sure they didn't try it in front of no judge, they take a jury. The jury 

promptly convicts him. He's sent to the penitentiary by the judge who tried it. I didn't try it. 

But then we've got a problem because in this family there's a five-year-old girl, there's a 

15-year-old sister, there's an 18-year-old, and there's a 22 or 23-year-old girl. Mother goes 

off her rocker about the time father goes to the penitentiary and goes to the asylum. 

There's nobody really to take care of this little girl. 

So the Juvenile Department goes out to make an investigation concerning the need 

of this little girl for a foster home. Now everybody's willing to talk. They were so 

goddamned scared of the old man that none of them would take the stand. Now he's at 
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the penitentiary, and they don't have to worry about him coming home and kicking the shit 

out of them, and they unload. 

The five-year-old is his daughter by his oldest daughter. He's both the father and 

the grandfather of the same child. Now, Holman said he wasn't guilty; the jury said he was. 

I'm asking you which was right? 

So I figured that in cases in which I had to decide the facts, that if I called it correctly 

75% of the time I was doing real good. The other 25%, just a miscarriage of justice, that's 

all. Long as you're doing it by human means, there's no way of telling for sure who's lying 

and who's telling the truth, and most lawsuits come down to who's lying and who's telling 

the truth. Some people lie very convincingly; some people under the pressure of court tell 

the truth very unconvincingly. 

People get the impression, “Well, if it's gone through court, that must be right.” 

That's not always so. The majority of the time, maybe, but not always so. Just because 

people are human. People make mistakes. 

 

CH: Were there any of your cases that you felt had a lasting impact over the years? I 

think that you had mentioned that the textbook case was probably one that was fairly 

significant. 

 

HOLMAN: I'm sure it was final so far as the man who was executed. No, I don't I think 

there was any other of great impact. It was just run-of-the-mill. 

 

CH: Did you have any particular method of writing opinions? 

  

HOLMAN: In trial court, it was only in a very extraordinary case that I wrote anything. 

When you're a trial judge, you may be affirmed for various reasons you don't suspect. If 

you write an opinion and state the grounds on which you held as you did, you prevent 

them from finding another reason for affirming you if you were wrong. And if you say 

nothing, they have to assume that you considered everything. 
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So if you're a trial judge, you don't write anything unless you know that it's going to 

be appealed and you think that one of the lawyers is really not competent to present the 

guts of the lawsuit. Then you write it — in other words, what you're doing is writing a brief, 

in effect, for the ruling that you made and the way you decided the case because you 

doubt the lawyer's competence to do it. 

 

CH: Did you ever resent being reversed by higher courts? 

 

HOLMAN: Not really, unless I thought that for some reason they misunderstood what 

was going on. I was a trial judge, and if I was affirmed by a hundred-page opinion, I figured 

I was wrong and it took them a hundred pages to try and affirm me because they felt the 

outcome was proper even though it was doubtful under the law. 

I tried one case concerning the River Mill Dam in Estacada, in which the City of 

Estacada got the idea that “if we just run the city limits out to cover the River Mill Dam, their 

assessed value is twice that of the city, and they'll pay two-thirds of our taxes.” So they 

took the statute, they complied with it in every respect, they ran out a long goose neck like 

this. Nobody much to vote in here, you know, and the dam doesn't have a vote. Maybe 

they've got one or two houses here they've got lined up to vote for it, and that's all it takes. 

So they run the goose neck out here, and they've got P.G.E. paying two-thirds of their 

taxes. This is contested by P.G.E., and they had complied with the statute entirely, but it 

was just a plain steal. And I just said, “I'm not going to allow it,” and I didn't. 

It took the Supreme Court damn near 100 pages to affirm that opinion by, I think, 

something like four to two or four to three. Well, you know, I was wrong; the guy had 

complied with the law. But it was a damn steal, and the Supreme Court wasn't going to 

permit it, either. So you always figured when it took a hundred pages, you must have been 

wrong. 

 

CH: But you felt vindicated in the way you handled the case? 
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HOLMAN: Yes. 

 

CH: Now, when you decided to run for the Supreme Court, was there any particular 

reason? 

 

HOLMAN: Yeah, because I knew I couldn't be appointed. 

 

CH: You described that before. 

 

CH: I had tried to be appointed before, knew that I couldn't, and I was either — I had 

made up my mind I was either going to build a new house out on the bluff of the river, if I 

was defeated, and I'd be in Oregon City the rest of my life, or I was going to come to Salem, 

one or the other. And this would do it one way or the other. 

I can tell you that running for statewide office, when you do not belong to a political 

party and are not running on their ticket, is not an easy thing to do. Now, if you're a 

candidate of a political party, you've got these political people in each area who pass you 

around, you know, and arrange for a meeting here and a meeting here and a meeting here. 

I didn't have anybody to arrange nothing. In other words, there's nobody except Holman, 

who wants to go to the Supreme Court. 

As a result, you have to rely on lawyers who are favorable to your candidacy to 

arrange something for you, but you have to get out and make an appearance. You drive 

with one hand, you eat a cookie or an apple with another. You do this for four or five 

months. 

 

CH: How much did it cost, do you think? 

 

HOLMAN: I had, when I was elected, the most expensive judgeship I think Oregon had 

ever known, which is real peanuts now. I think in the four candidates and the runoff and 

everything, something was expended by everybody, something maybe approaching 
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$100,000. A lawyer in Portland raised most of the money for me. Under the statute, there 

was a limit to what I could contribute, and I contributed that much; it was inconsequential, 

four or five thousand dollars, I think. 

The rest of the money was raised by him, and he raised for me, I think essentially 

$60,000, and that was the most expensive judgeship, I think, the state had ever known at 

that time. Of course now, what the hell, you can't run for councilman and not spend 

$60,000, you know. 

So you had to have billboard advertising, you had to have radio advertising. This 

was in 1965. I couldn't afford television. That was beyond anybody. But the other people 

had money problems just like I had money problems because they're in the same shoes. 

I found that small radio stations are an untapped source of publicity that's not 

thought of. A small radio station, like the one in Dallas, for instance, or the one in Pendleton, 

they don't have money to buy programming, and they're hard up for something to put on 

the air. And they welcome somebody who wants to come on a question-and-answer 

program and make a little talk and then invite questions and answers and stuff like this. 

You get into one of those places, they'll give you an hour, cost you nothing. And all the 

housewives, you know, are doing their ironing or something, got the radio turned on. Well, 

they hear the name Holman and judge. They don't know anybody else. They're going to 

vote for you. They don't hear about anybody else. 

I availed myself of this. Also, small town newspapers. They don't have anything to 

publish, like in Florence or Molalla or anyplace, you know, out of the way places. They'll 

publish anything you want as a news item, you know: “Holman was here, and he said thus 

and so.” But you've got to go there. You've got to call at the office. You've got to leave 

your stuff. You've got to have it prepared. 

This takes a lot out of you. The two nights before election, I'd had a lawyer that I 

went to law school with arrange for speaking engagements to one of her service clubs 

over in Forest Grove, and I went over there, and it was a dinner thing, and I hadn't had any 

decent food, and they had some good fried chicken, and I ate a dinner. I came home, and 

about one o'clock I woke up, and God, I was deathly ill. I just laid — I couldn't even get out 
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of bed, I just laid my head over the edge of the bed and started puking on the floor, and 

because I'm allergic I sleep in rooms without rugs, and there's a chip to every house, and 

I puked up everything I'd eaten for the last three days, just frozen solid in my stomach, so 

much so that — a double bed, it ran through to the other side and out the other side. 

My wife called the doctor. He came up in the middle of the night. As soon as he 

decided I wasn't having a heart attack, he said, “Well, you've got gut trouble of some sort. 

I'll make an appointment to have your fluoroscoped tomorrow.” Which I did. The guy who 

fluoroscoped me said, “I don't know what you're doing, but whatever you're doing, you'd 

better cut it out.” He said, “The outlet to your stomach is all swelled up and inflamed, and 

you may have an ulcer now, I don't know, but if not, you're going to have one.” 

Well, I still had one more speech to make, and I was here in Salem. And I spoke that 

day. I made a speech at lunch, and that was all over. But I had reached complete 

exhaustion. I made it, but just barely. I don't ever want to go through it again — and I never 

had to go through it again because I never had an opponent after that. 

 

CH: You've mentioned a number of instances in your life where you've driven yourself 

to that point, the bar exam situation, this situation, I think that as a child you said that you 

were pretty anxious at times. Does this say anything about your makeup?  

 

HOLMAN: Yeah. I was taught to be a fighter. In other words, my father programmed us 

to succeed. Life was real, life was earnest, life was tough. You gave it everything you had. 

That's the way you were reared. 

 

CH: Speaking of your parents, did they see you get onto the Supreme Court? 

  

HOLMAN: No. My mother did; my father did not. My father — had he not accomplished 

through his children the things that he knew he was really capable of, he would have been 

a pretty bitter man. I said to my brother when I went on the Supreme Court — he was alive 
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when I was appointed a circuit judge; he was not when I went on the Supreme Court — 

and I said to my older brother, “You know the one thing I regret?” 

He said, “Yeah, I know. The old man's dead.” He would have gotten a great bang 

out of it. And each one of us was programmed where he wanted us to go. My brother 

became a doctor where he said the doctors had kept him broke all his life, and the only 

way he was going to get even was to rear one. He was a frustrated lawyer, I became a 

lawyer. My younger brother took over his business. And that's where he wanted each one 

of us. 

 

 [End of Tape 7, Side 1] 
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Tape 7, Side 2 
1998 February 23 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Judge Holman. This is Tape 7, Side 2. 

I was reading in The Oregonian once about what they considered the qualifications 

for an ideal Supreme Court Justice. 

 

HOLMAN: I don't think there is any such thing, but go ahead. 

 

CH: They said that the ideal candidates will have thick skins, good brains, a touch of 

humor, and fingers that produce effortlessly readable prose at high speed. 

 

HOLMAN: Well, that would be the ideal, perhaps, but it's seldom reached. I found that I 

enjoyed writing opinions. I found out that I did not enjoy particularly looking up law, but 

that's what I had clerks for. I found that my English training was deficient. I tried to make 

sure that I surrounded myself with people who were extremely efficient in that respect. I 

used to occasionally get into an argument as to what was proper English usage with my 

secretary, and I always told her that she didn't play fair because she had a book and I didn't 

have any book. I never won an argument; I lost them all. 

Now, mind you, what you write is read for correct English and also for other errors 

by a clerk, some kid who's a college graduate, sometimes an English major. It is also read 

by my secretary, who may not be able to read it for legal reasoning, but can read it for 

English usage. It is read by six other judges, who if you have made an English mistake also 

pick you. You have probably rewritten it at least six times before it's ever circulated to 

another judge. 

Two years after it’s published, you pick up the thing and read it, and here's an 

English mistake which jumps right out and grabs you. In looking at one of those, there was 

such a mistake, which I think was corrected in the printed volume, perhaps, because I see 

my secretary had corrected it with a pen, in which I had used “was” instead of “were.” Now, 



Holman  SR 3948 
 

144 
 

all these people have read the damn thing, and nobody had picked it up until after it was 

published in the temporary reports before it was put in the final volume. She probably 

caught it before it went into the volume, but you can pick up ones in the permanent volume 

that are still there. All those people had missed it. 

You have to have, I think, reasonably good brains so far as — and a knack for legal 

reasoning. Lots of smart people don't have a knack for legal reasoning. You saw that in 

law school. You had people with advanced college degrees who couldn't cut it. But judges 

vary. 

Probably the best writer was Ted Goodwin, when he was on the Supreme Court, 

who eventually became a Chief Judge of the Ninth Circuit. Ted was such a good writer that 

you had to be careful: He could drag you down a primrose path, and you didn't know you 

were being had. But he was probably the best writer of the bunch. 

Frankly, I think Kenneth O'Connell was the best brain on the Court while I was there. 

He was the guy who knew how all the law fit together, and he knew where all the legal 

fallacies were, and there are many legal fallacies. Most of those fallacies are covered up 

by submitting something to a jury if you can't otherwise explain it, making a jury issue out 

of something that's unexplainable legally. 

But he was — he retired before I did, and I virtually got down on my bended knees 

and said, “Ken, I'm as smart as the rest of these guys, but I'm not as smart as you are, and 

when I get stuck, where the hell am I going if you quit?” 

 

CH: How was being on the Supreme Court a different experience than being in... 

 

HOLMAN: No relationship at all between that and the trial bench. Just as different as 

day and night. Essentially you're dealing with people as a trial judge. When you get to the 

Supreme Court all you're dealing with is the written word. You have lawyers come up and 

argue a case in front of you, but you don't have any conversation with them or anything 

like this. You're pretty much separated from human contact. 
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CH: Is there any point where the Supreme Court can review the facts of a case? 

 

HOLMAN: In a certain kind of case there is, yes, where you can review the facts, but 

you never hear the people testify; all you get is a written record of what they say. It's a kind 

of a cloister. I was 50 years old when I came to the Supreme Court. I have never really 

become acquainted in Salem. First, I had no children that were in the school. As a result, 

there was not that means of getting acquainted. I worked every night, virtually, every 

weekend. There was no time for a social life. My poor wife, I'd work at night until I broke 

out in a sweat. When I broke out in a sweat, I knew I was all done, that I wasn't going to 

accomplish anything from now on, that I was exhausted and I'd better go to bed. 

She in the meantime had to keep still and not bother me because you can't carry 

on a conversation and do that kind of work. So it's tough on a wife. She gets damn little 

attention. A wife gets isolated, too. 

I don't know how many hours I averaged a week, but I'm sure it was in excess of 

60, and this is a never-ending thing. You get done with one case, and anther meets you. 

Some cases can be done in a day or two. Another case may take a month. I was just reading 

one of my opinions, which was one of the seminal cases on products liability; I read for a 

month before I ever started to compose anything at all. I read everything I could get my 

hands on on the subject that was in existence. 

A case like that takes a lot of time, and it takes a lot out of you. Another case may 

come along, it's perfunctory, and you can do it in a day. But if a court system is acting as it 

should, those cases don't get to the Supreme Court. 

But you see, when I first came on the Supreme Court there was no intermediate 

court of appeals. The pressure got so great that we just couldn't swallow it, and we 

established the Court of Appeals. As a matter of fact, I was designated by the Court to 

draw up a plan for the Court of Appeals. I drew the plan for the Court of Appeals, I 

presented it to the Legislature, who had to approve it. I first presented it to the State Bar 

at the state convention because the bar had to approve it or the Legislature wasn't going 

to touch it, and then I presented it to the Legislature. 
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CH: How long did all that take? 

  

HOLMAN: The process took about a year. The first thing I did was go to the clerk of the 

court — it was apparent that at that time we couldn't justify a full court of appeals. So that 

meant that the Court of Appeals had to take a certain kind of cases on the way to us and 

screen them, and others came directly to us. 

I had to know what the proportion of those cases were before I could make any sort 

of a distribution. We started out with a five-man Court of Appeals. Eventually it was 

enlarged, as we knew it would be, to cover the whole gamut, but we had to get the nose 

of the camel in the tent, you know, to start out with. 

So I went to the clerk, and he went back seven years, and while there are more than 

one kind of issue in a lawsuit, to take the principal issue in each lawsuit and see what kind 

of category it was and then try and adjust the division that way. It turned out to be a waste 

of time, and the reason it turned out to be a waste of time, it was right on the turn of the 

drug trade, it was right when drugs started, and all of a sudden the criminal business just 

blew out of all proportion to what it had ever been, five or six times as great. As a result, 

the proportion was skewed because of the change in the litigation, and therefore it turned 

out I could have used “by guess and by gosh” and probably done better. 

But I was trying to get what the past record showed, but the past record wasn't at 

all indicative of what the future was because that was just when the drug business came 

in and the criminal business just ballooned. 

 

CH: What other kinds of categories did you have? 

 

HOLMAN: Types of case: contract cases, personal injury cases, criminal cases, things 

of this kind. 
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Eventually it went clear across the board. There are a few cases that come directly to the 

Supreme Court, but those are cases which are going to end up there, anyway. 

 

CH: Election... 

 

HOLMAN: Yeah, election stuff and certain other types of particular things that are going 

to get there, anyway, and you get them there as quickly as you can and decided so they 

don't go through the intermediate appellate court. 

The best court is — well, not necessarily the best, but the most efficient court is one 

that has been together a long time without change. Now, I was junior man on the court for 

six years. Six years without a position change. That was an efficient court because, except 

for me — and within a year or two that became apparent — except for me, all the battles 

had been fought. You knew where everybody was going to stand, probably, on a certain 

type of case. Everything that ever happens to a judge during his life determines how he 

looks at something, and they try and discount all that and say, “We follow the law,” and 

whatnot — partially true, but not generally. People are inclined to look at things depending 

upon where their background and experience has been. 

Pretty soon you know that about each of the judges that have been together for a 

long time, and you don't fight the battles anymore because you know so-and-so stands 

here, and so-and-so stands here, and that's been fought out and you know that's not going 

to change, so you don't waste that time. You don't waste that time. 

Normally, the way disputes are decided, at least on the Oregon Supreme Court 

when I was there, cases are assigned to a particular judge to write an opinion. First the 

briefs are distributed to everybody, and we used to try — when the pressure was on, we 

tried to hear 30 cases a month. That meant we heard six cases a day for five days. It took 

up a week. Now, a week of the month is gone already. 

After we've heard all the cases, normally at the completion of each day, we have a 

short conference in which everybody expresses their offhand opinion — nothing that 
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they're held to, but just, “This looks this way to me when I've read the brief and heard the 

argument.” If you're undecided, you say you're undecided. 

The Chief Justice then assigns the cases to each judge, normally assigning a judge 

to what looks like a man who's on the majority side. Sometimes everybody's in agreement, 

but that's not always so. When there might be a split, he tries to assign it to a judge who is 

among what appears to be the majority. That judge writes an opinion. Then somebody 

who disagrees has to write a dissent, and he writes a dissent. 

The judge who writes the majority opinion then has a chance to rewrite his to 

answer this. This may go back four or five times. They're arguing in print before the rest of 

the court with the written opinions being passed back and forth among all the judges, and 

they're sitting there going like this, reading the stuff that you write. But that's the way it's 

argued out. 

Eventually there has to come a termination of this. We had one judge on the court 

who always wrote last. Didn't make any difference; if you wrote ten times, he wrote eleven. 

Always. Whether he dissented or whether he was in the affirmants. 

 

CH: Who was that? 

  

HOLMAN: That was Tongue. 

 

CH: Tom Tongue? 

 

HOLMAN: Yeah. Always wrote last, always. 

 

CH: Had to have the last word? 

 

HOLMAN: Yep. You know you could never have the last say if he was because he'd 

never quit. 
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CH: Was it hard to keep up with a case when it's prolonged like this? 

 

HOLMAN: It's difficult, and it takes time. Occasionally things are changed. I can 

remember one case in which I was assigned a case concerning a labor law question, with 

which I have no familiarity. I write an opinion; Bud [Lim?] dissents. I write, he writes. I write, 

he writes. Finally, I know this has got to be terminated some way, so I bring everything 

home one weekend and start going over it again. All of a sudden the light dawns: I'm 

wrong. I've fought for weeks, and now I know I'm wrong. What do I do? No use trying to 

bull it through. Courts have no respect for you. You might even win, and it turns out you're 

wrong. 

When we had conference that week, I just said, “Bud's right and I'm wrong.” And I 

said, “Bud can write it.” And Bud's a gentleman, says, “No, Ralph, you spent the time on it, 

you go ahead and write it.” So I wrote it his way. But this happens. 

But when you realize you're wrong, the thing to do is say, “I'm wrong.” Every once 

in a while it does happen. Not very often, but it does happen. 

 

CH: I would imagine a fellow judge would have a lot of respect for someone that just 

comes out and... 

  

HOLMAN: They have respect for you then, and they know you're not a phony, that 

you're doing your best, and that you're not afraid to admit you're wrong. 

 

CH: But at the same time is there sort of a process of initiation that you go through when 

you first come onto the court, where they're testing you out or... 

 

HOLMAN: That wasn't too difficult for me because I had been up here as a pro tem 

judge before I'd ever run for election. I had been here. And I can remember — this was 

when Judge Lusk was appointed a Senator for a few months… 
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CH: Before Maurine Neuberger… 

 

HOLMAN: Yeah, that's right. And I was taking his place and sitting in his office, using his 

secretary. The first case that was assigned to me, I wrote an opinion, went to conference. 

When I came back, my secretary said, “What happened?”  

I said, “Why, it was approved.” 

She looks at me. She says, “Just like that, no objections of any kind?” I said no. She 

said, in effect, “You'll learn.” 

The first one was too easy, because normally you do go through a period of 

indoctrination when people start picking everything from the English on down, you know, 

and they pick you pretty hard. And I can tell you — now, in conference what happened was 

that the Chief Justice presented his opinions first, then the next senior presented his and 

the next senior presented his, till you got down to the tail-end Charlie, and of course for 

six years I was tail-end Charlie. You have to justify that opinion. They start picking it apart. 

 

CH: But I've heard on the opposite side, the newest member has to vote first? 

 

HOLMAN: Yeah, as a rule. That's right. And I can tell you, after you've been worked over 

in conference, you come out with sweaty armpits. And unfortunately, animosities arise on 

courts. You try and keep the subject covered so the public does not see it. 

There were two when I was on the court — and I'm not going to tell you who were 

involved — but there were two times that two different sets of judges made life 

disagreeable for each other and all the rest of the court, too. As a matter of fact, it got so 

bad in one instance that — I was kind of the next senior man who was not involved — we 

hated to go to conference, we got out of there as quickly as we could, and I was about to 

the place where I was going to the other judges and say, “Look, we've got to stop this. If 

you will back me up, when they get into the next fight in conference, I'm going to slam my 

goddamned books down on the table and get up and say, 'Look, I'm tired of all this horse 

shit, and I'm not going to attend any more of it. When you guys decide to get along, I'll 
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come back to conference. Until then, I'm leaving,' and I'll turn around and walk out and 

have everybody walk out with me and leave them sitting there.” 

 

CH: This is animosity back and forth between two people? 

  

HOLMAN: It was just between the two. And I was getting ready to approach the rest of 

them to see if they might not support me in something like this, and all of a sudden it was 

all over. One of them became so upset that his doctor told him he had to cut it out, and 

after that he would not talk. He would not argue with the man at all. He would say nothing. 

It takes two people to argue. When one of them won't say anything, it's over. But he was 

just going to pieces emotionally and nervously, and the doctor told him he had to quit. 

 

CH: Did the animosity remain... 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yeah, sure. It remained, but it wasn't interfering anymore. Because they 

weren't fighting in conference, it wasn't interfering with what we were trying to do. The 

animosity was always there. 

And the other never got that bad, but that animosity was there and remained there. 

But these are things you try and keep from appearing in public because there's nothing to 

be gained by washing that sort of a thing in public. Also, if you've got somebody who's 

incompetent, you don't publicize — the lawyers soon find out. They know because they 

look at the stuff he writes — or doesn't write. But no mention is ever made of the 

incompetency in a public manner. 

Fortunately, we never had more than one man who occupied that position, and he 

was ultimately replaced. We got another man who wasn't the smartest man in the world, 

but at least he was somebody who tried and was willing to work, which the first guy was 

not. He was the guy I said was a good judge despite being lazy and drunk and intellectually 

dishonest — other than that, he was a fine judge. 
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CH: Did you know at a certain point that you were accepted by the others as a peer? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. 

 

CH: When did that come? 

  

HOLMAN: Within the first year or so. You know it when you change a rule. In other 

words, the law has been thus and so, you've got a case which presents that issue, and you 

decide, “Look, this doesn't make sense. It ought to be this way.” And you reverse that prior 

case and say the law ought to be this way and they go with you. Then they respect you. 

When you've got enough support on the court that you can change the law, they respect 

you then. 

 

CH: I've heard about other little initiations that the youngest in seniority coming on has 

to deal with, that they get the smallest office, which is called a broom closet? 

 

HOLMAN: I was in the coat closet for six years. And actually, I think it was intended as 

a privy for secretaries, perhaps, or something like that, because they turned out not to have 

one on that floor, and it was narrow and long and an inconvenient place, and that was what 

it looked like to be. 

But mind you, when I moved into that building, they had no air conditioning, and the 

building was built the year I was born, and the windows did not hold, and I literally sat at 

my desk in the wintertime in my overcoat. In the summer, it was exposed to the south 

exposure, and it was hotter than the hinges of hell, and you had no way of cooling it off. 

 

CH: I also heard that the youngest justice has to get up and answer the door when 

somebody knocks at the door during conference? 

 

HOLMAN: Yeah, sure. 
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CH: So everybody takes that in stride? 

  

HOLMAN: Oh, everybody takes that in stride. I moved up to where I was senior man to 

the — normally, unless there is something wrong with a judge, radically wrong, at the time 

I was there, as a rule when your turn came, you became Chief Justice. 

You see, I was on a committee on the administration of justice when I was on the 

circuit court, and there was a legislative committee set up on the administration of justice 

for a reorganization of the court system. Before, the rule was the man was Chief Justice 

who had never been Chief Justice before. This normally meant the newest man on the 

court. 

 

 [End of Tape 7, Side 2] 
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Tape 8, Side 1 
1998 February 25 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Ralph M. Holman at his home in Salem, Oregon. The 

interviewer for the Oregon Historical Society is Clark Hansen, the date is 2-25-98, and this 

is Tape 8, Side 1. 

First of all, you had something that you wanted to tell about... 

 

HOLMAN: When I was a trial judge, I was assigned by the Supreme Court to take care 

of the criminal docket in Klamath Falls for a year and a half. This was not exactly convenient 

because I was living in Oregon City. The reason for this was that they'd had difficulty finding 

someone to act as a district attorney in Klamath Falls, and they ended up by appointing a 

young man who had no experience at all. And they had a trial judge down there who, in 

my opinion, was truly psychotic. The kid of course was green, and the judge instead of 

helping him was on him like a chicken on a June bug, and made life miserable for him. And 

as a result of this, the district attorney disqualified the judge in every criminal case. You 

could do that by filing an affidavit of prejudice; he had a statutory right to do it. The judge 

was truly psychotic. What's the word when somebody is terrible fearful? 

 

CH: Paranoid? 

  

HOLMAN: Paranoid. I think he was paranoid, without a doubt. He looked like a judge. 

He was a big, ruddy, red-faced man, gray haired. He looked like the personification of 

power and authority. I think he was one of the most fearful men I've ever seen. 

There was only one courtroom in Klamath Falls, and I had to use it, and there was 

only one office and he was occupying it, and I still had to use that, so I couldn't avoid him. 

And to illustrate what I'm talking about, one day when I was down there — he would have 

his desk all covered with books, and he'd say, “Oh, I have a terrible problem here,” and he 

would talk to me about it. He would just be in equipoise, not able to decide it either way, 
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and he would explain it to me, and it would be something that it didn't make any difference 

what he did; it wasn't going to be reversible error one way or the other in the lawsuit. And 

I would say to him, “Van, you can do anything you goddamn please.” But that wasn't the 

answer that he wanted. 

Finally one day, the thing that really made me believe he was off base, he said, “You 

know what's really causing this trouble down here, don't you?” Well, I wasn't interested in 

discussing with him, I was trying to walk a narrow line with not going off on either side. He 

said, “The real difficulty down here is that there's a communist conspiracy in Klamath Falls 

to discredit justice.” Well, of course the communists never heard of Klamath County or 

Klamath Falls. 

  This man, in my opinion, was dangerous. He was judge there for a considerable 

length of time. He finally died. He ran for the Supreme Court once and fortunately was 

defeated. He had a son who was a lawyer who was an excellent lawyer because he 

appeared in front of us when I was on the Supreme Court, and he was a good lawyer. But 

these people occur. In other words, the law of averages catches up with you, and you get 

a foul ball once in a while. 

 

CH: But can't the Supreme Court do anything? 

 

HOLMAN: They could now, but of course when I say a man's paranoid, that's just my 

opinion. He could have probably gone to six doctors who said he was perfectly sane, but 

he was terribly fearful. In other words, there was a boogie man behind every bush, I'm sure. 

I know when I was on the Supreme Court we had another judge that I would have 

won money that I — on every appeal I would have bet that he's wrong, and if you bet he 

was right, I would own you. He could have done better flipping a coin. He had an instinct 

for what was wrong. But these people occur. Not very many of them, but occasionally you 

get one, and this is why I say I think the bench now is — the trial bench is much better than 

it was then, by far. 

All right. Now let's go to the Supreme Court, so we end this eventually. 
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CH: Okay. Well, one thing I wanted to ask you about was your staff and who you had on 

your staff and the most notable people on your staff. 

  

HOLMAN: A Supreme Court judge is entitled to a clerk and a secretary, and that is your 

staff. The Court may have some extra clerks and normally has a chief clerk to whom fall 

the difficult cases that the Court's having trouble with. A good part of the time when I was 

there we had a woman who I think had one of the best legal minds I've ever seen, and she 

also had the knack of getting along with people. And when the Court got in vast 

disagreement and it was puzzled and not sure, they would refer the case to her, and she 

would write a report, and of course she had to come out as some of us felt and come out 

against the way some of us felt, but nobody ever took offense at her. She could do that 

successfully. 

 

CH: Do you recall what her name was? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. As a matter of fact, I took her to dinner the other night. Her name is 

Mildred Carmack. She subsequently left the Court and went into private practice and did 

appellate work for one of the big firms in Portland. I became very fond of her. She was a 

nice person. I was concerned because I took her to dinner the other night, and I found out 

she'd just been operated on for cancer. She was on chemotherapy. 

 

CH: Could you describe how your association with other judges on the Supreme Court 

evolved over the years? Did you have much association with them outside of the 

courtroom? 

 

HOLMAN: With some of them yes, with some of them no. You found that you were — 

well, some of them you wouldn't have associated with, and some of them didn't want to 
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associate with you or you didn't want to associate with them — not because you disliked 

them, necessarily, but they just weren't your kind of person. 

  The people I probably associated the most with when I was on the court — though 

you don't associate with each other a lot because you see each other every day — there 

were two people that I probably was closer to than anyone else. One was Judge Goodwin, 

and the other was Judge Howell. Judge Howell was the person I ran against when I came 

on the court, and we were almost the same age and appointed at almost the same time. 

We were the first young men that had been appointed to the court for years. 

 

CH: Were there occasions for congregating and socializing? 

 

HOLMAN: When I first went on the court, the wife of the Chief Justice, and apparently 

the Chief Justice, thought that we ought to have an annual dinner or something, and as a 

matter of fact, one of those dinners was here at the house because she thought we had — 

they lived in an apartment; we had the house and could do it, so she thought we ought to 

do it, so we did. But when he wasn't Chief Justice anymore, we didn't have any more 

dinners. 

 

CH: What about with attorneys? Were there attorneys that you associated with? 

 

HOLMAN: Not much, no, because when you're on the Court you don't have much 

association with attorneys. When I was a trial judge, I associated with lots of attorneys, but 

after you're on the Supreme Court, you don't have any occasion to see them other than 

when they come and appear in the courtroom, and you don't have association with them 

like you would if you were conducting a trial. In other words, they come for an hour and 

they're gone, and you've got another case the next hour and you've got another lawyer, 

and you don't have time to talk to them even if you wanted to. 

So your connections with lawyers after you're on the Court are not always close. 

There were some lawyers that were your friends before you were on the Supreme Court, 
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and those you continue to have some association with outside the courtroom, if you go 

fishing with them or something like that. 

  

CH: You were describing the other day the judicial conferences within the Supreme 

Court, and I was wondering, were there judges that you worked more closely with and that, 

you know, you referred to or... 

 

HOLMAN: Yes, there were persons that you recognized that were smarter than you 

were. As I told you, I thought the smartest man there was Judge O'Connell, and I often 

conferred with him. When I really got stuck on something, that's where I went because, 

frankly, I thought I was about as smart as the rest of them were, but that doesn't mean that 

they might not have ideas that you do not; you conferred with judges privately all the time 

when you were writing opinions. You would discuss with them what you were doing, and 

they would discuss with you what they were doing, and you would talk with them in hopes 

that they had a better idea. 

Also, if you've got — we had one man on the court that we all knew was not 

competent, and he drank too much and was testy. For instance, Judge Goodwin and I had 

an agreement: We couldn't even depend on him for an honest statement of the facts; the 

facts would come out however he wanted the case to come out. And Judge Goodwin and 

I had an agreement that we would take turns choosing him so that he wasn't mad at one 

guy all the time, because he'd get mad at you and blaze out at you. You just wanted to go 

pick him up by the nape of the neck and drop him out the window, but you couldn't do 

that. And we would take turns, so he wouldn't be mad at the same individual. 

 

CH: Would the other judges be able to isolate him, in a way? 

  

HOLMAN: Oh, sure. In a way. In other words, it involved more work for everybody else, 

but his opinions were taken care of eventually so they came out right, or at least I think 
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most of them did, because he had all the other people looking down his neck. Everybody 

knew that he wasn't really capable, and everybody was watching him all the time. 

 

CH: In the conferences, were they more formal or more casual? How would you describe 

your judicial conferences? 

 

HOLMAN: Of course, you had a set procedure that you followed as to who presented 

his cases first, who presented his cases last, but they were fairly informal. 

 

CH: And were the exchanges that took place between the judges — would the judges 

really challenge each other? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. Oh, yes.  And get into hellish arguments sometimes. The person I'm 

talking about would sometimes have too many drinks when he came to conference, and 

when you chose him, he'd get mad, and he'd lower the boom on you. But you just had to 

put up with it. 

 

CH: Was there any discussion in taking some formal action against him? 

 

HOLMAN: No. No. There was never that. He was finally defeated for election, 

fortunately. 

 

CH: How did your workload on the Supreme Court vary from that on the Circuit Court? 

  

HOLMAN: I worked many more hours and much harder than I did as a trial judge. As a 

trial judge, you're dealing with people in court, and there can be intense periods of tension, 

but it doesn't last for very long; in other words, it's over at five o'clock in the evening. The 

Supreme Court is not this way. Almost everybody worked nights, almost everybody 
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worked weekends, and I put in many, many more hours on the Supreme Court than I did 

as a trial judge. 

 

CH: The Supreme Court can refuse to hear cases, however? 

 

HOLMAN: It can now. It did not when I first came on the court. When I first came on the 

court, everybody had a right of appeal as a matter of course, if they wanted to exercise it. 

That was up until the time the Court of Appeals was formed, and that was one of the 

reasons the Court of Appeals was formed, there just became more appeals than we could 

handle. 

And a lot of this was done by a change in the culture and the great influx of criminal 

cases, most of which, or a good big part of which, arose out of the drug trade, either by 

virtue of people holding somebody up to get money to buy drugs or by actual drug cases. 

 

CH: Do you know on average how many petitions a year the court would hear? 

 

HOLMAN: We heard 30 cases a month, eleven months out of the year. Normally we 

didn't hear cases in August, but that didn't mean that lots of us didn't work August. We 

would take our vacation some other time because you always had a backlog that you were 

trying to keep up with. 

And of course when I say we worked nights, let me tell you how it went. We heard 

30 cases a month. We heard six cases a day for five days. We started out at nine o'clock 

in the morning, hear three in the morning and three in the afternoon. All right, we've taken 

a week out of the month already, and we've got 30 cases. 

Now, before we heard those cases, we had to read the briefs, and I found that on 

the average, some briefs were long and difficult, some briefs were short and didn't take 

much time, but on the average I could not do better than read one brief an hour. All right, 

now you've added another 30 hours of reading briefs before you spent the 30 hours 

hearing it. So now you've got two weeks taken up if you're doing it during the daytime, but 
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of course nobody read briefs during the daytime, they read briefs at home at night. So 

there's 60 hours before the cases have ever been assigned to anybody. 

Then if you've got seven people and you've got 30 cases, you divided 30 into 

seven, and you've got approximately four cases a month. Okay, say you're assigned four 

cases, maybe more or less, depending on how big a backlog you've accumulated. So when 

you're assigned four cases, each case has a record, and you then have to read the record 

of the case. It may have a five or six hundred page record of the testimony, if the testimony 

becomes relevant. As a rule you didn't have to read all the testimony. As a rule you only 

had to read that part of the testimony which was relevant to the grounds of appeal, but 

nevertheless, you had to read some, as a rule. 

Then if it entailed legal research, and it always entailed some — some you could do 

in a day or so, but sometimes it would take a month just on one case, just to do the 

research. 

 

CH: Did you have any control over the cases that were assigned to you? 

 

HOLMAN: No. The Chief Justice did that. 

 

CH: But could you ask for certain cases or... 

 

HOLMAN: No. Nobody ever asked for a case, as far as I know. 

  

CH: Do you feel that the Chief Justice was generally aware of and sensitive to another 

judge's expertise in a certain area? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. Not only his expertise, but he knew how many cases he'd been 

assigned that were undecided, so he knew what his backlog was, too. Never having been 

Chief Justice, I can't say for sure what they did, but by watching them, I think they all did 

pretty much the same thing. People became recognized as a result of opinions they wrote 
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as having some knowledge concerning a certain branch of the law, and if that branch was 

the main issue in a lawsuit, normally that judge would be assigned that case. But about 

every third or fourth one would be assigned to somebody else so that it wouldn't get 

ingrown, somebody else would take a look at it occasionally to make sure that the guy that 

was writing most of the opinions wasn't making a mistake that the others didn't recognize. 

So it's true that you developed a certain expertise. 

I found that I was getting a large percentage of cases which are not very exciting 

construing insurance contracts and things of that kind, disputes concerning what we call 

conflict of laws, meaning is this — was this case brought in the proper state, was it truly an 

Oregon case or should it have been tried in some other state, and that's not very exciting, 

either. And of course my personal opinion is as far as conflict of law is concerned, an 

excessive amount of time was taken up with the question that didn't have anything to do 

with the right or wrong of the case, and that as a matter of fact if it was a true conflict, there 

was no logical way of deciding it and that you were wasting a lot of time for no event and 

all you needed was an arbitrary rule so the lawyers knew where to file it, and that would 

have taken care of it. 

 

CH: Was there much conflict in whether a case would go into the state system or into 

the federal system? 

 

HOLMAN: No. That did not take up too much time. The time that was taken up was 

whether or not it was brought in the right state, normally, and this is because the grounds 

for getting into the federal court are pretty much statutory; by federal law and the 

Constitution, they take a certain kind of cases. 

 

CH: Did the work that you did in the Supreme Court vary much from what you thought 

it would be? 
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HOLMAN: No, not really, because I had been up there as a temporary judge before I 

ever ran for the office, and it was pretty much the same. 

 

CH: Did you realize you'd be working as hard as you did, nights and weekends? 

 

HOLMAN: I did because I had been there on a temporary basis. But of course as time 

went by, the situation got worse and worse because the criminal cases started to pile in, 

and the number of appeals that were filed were increasing by leaps and bounds — for two 

reasons: first, because of the increase in the criminal work, and secondly, because a 

change of culture in the lawyers. Lots of emphasis in the teaching was now being put on 

appeals. When I was first admitted to practice, if you had a case at the Supreme Court, that 

was something to talk about, that was something unusual. But it became just a matter of 

course, just like it was an absolute right, and everybody appealed damn near every case 

— not that bad, really, but kids that were going to law school were almost taught that an 

appeal was just a matter of due process, you did it automatically, and the culture was 

changing. 

Of course, I have some ideas that I'm sure are not general ideas about our court 

system. We go around beating our chests and bragging about our court system and say 

it's the best in the world and all of this. As a matter of fact, it's not, in my opinion, and this 

is because of historical circumstance. 

We are the only country in the world that has two court systems: a federal system 

and a state system. And that came about by historical circumstance. We had thirteen 

independent colonies at the time of the revolution; each colony had its own court system 

that had no connection with any other colony's court system. There were great misgivings 

by the colonies when the United States was formed, and they weren't about to give up 

their own court system. Yet it was apparent that you had to have a federal court system to 

decide all sorts of things, disputes between people of different states, disputes between 

different states, all of this sort of thing. Also, violation of the federal constitution. So they 

set up a federal system. 
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Now, it's an awful poor lawyer that can't find a federal question in every criminal 

case. As a result, we go all through the state system, then we turn around and claim there's 

a federal question and go all through the federal system with them. And there is no system 

in the world which is more expensive to operate and takes more time because of this 

duplicity than the one that we have. In England, England wasn't composed that way; in 

other words, they've just got one court system in England, and you start out at the bottom 

and you run through it, and you're done. 

  

CH: Well, how do you feel about lawyers who look for constitutional implications in 

cases? 

 

HOLMAN: So much emphasis is put on constitutional law in the schools that when a kid 

gets out of school he's about in the condition that he wants to make a constitutional 

question every time an old lady is sued for a grocery bill. It's just considered good law 

practice; it gives you another chance to get your client off. 

 

CH: Is there anything that can be done about that? 

 

HOLMAN: No. There's nothing that can be done about it. 

 

 

 [End of Tape 8, Side 1] 
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Tape 8, Side 2 
1998 February 25 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Judge Ralph Holman. This is Tape 8, Side 2. Go ahead. 

 

HOLMAN: I once wrote an article in the DePauw Law Review and went back and made 

a speech in which I advocated that the federal system take all criminal cases because there 

was always a federal question in them, anyway. I wasn't foolish enough to think that it 

would ever happen because we've gone the other way too long, and I don't think anything 

is ever going to be done about it. But it makes our court system much more cumbersome 

than any court system in any other country. 

 

CH: Why do you think this tendency arose in the first place? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, the tendency arose in the first place because each colony of the 13 

colonies was going to keep its court system because they didn't trust any of the other 

colonies, and they wanted to take care of their own litigation because they were fearful of 

the other colonies, but they had to set up some sort of a federal system to decide the 

nature of disputes that are in the federal courts. 

 

CH: But do you think it's happening much more now? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. 

 

CH: And why do you think so? 

  

HOLMAN: Because the United States government has taken over and passed laws 

concerning almost every part of our lives, and as a result the federal practice has increased 
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by leaps and bounds. But it's only in the criminal cases, and of course we've made many 

more things crimes. 

People don't seem to realize that as populations get greater, there have to be more 

rules and regulations because people rubbing up against each other is what makes 

disputes. If you have a state that has ten people in it, they're seldom going to see each 

other, and there's not going to be any disputes about anything. If you put 100,000 in the 

same thing, the amount of litigation is going to increase at a greater rate than the increase 

in population because there are progressively more contacts between people. Everybody 

has hundreds of thousands of contacts with other people every day. 

 

CH: Have you seen any kind of comparison between various states per capita, say 

between Oregon and California or Oregon and Montana, that kind of thing, to show some 

kind of a population correspondence... 

 

HOLMAN: I have seen no particular statistics that way, but all you have to do is look at 

the dockets in the various counties in this state. Fifty percent or more of the legal business 

in the state is done in Multnomah County. That's where the people are and that's where 

business is conducted. It's not conducted in Burns or Klamath Falls or Lakeview or 

something like that, and you don't have many cases filed in those counties. Proportionately 

you have more filed in the counties where the population is great because that's where 

the litigation goes on. That's where the people are. 

 

CH: As far as the cases that you generally heard before the Supreme Court, were there 

cases that were more typical? Was there a more typical kind of case? 

  

HOLMAN: Not really. You have injury cases, where people receive injuries, and you 

have criminal cases, which are two big classifications. Of course, the largest classification 

by far are the criminal cases. 
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CH: I had heard that you had a specialization in product liability. Is that true? 

 

HOLMAN: I wrote some of the early cases in products liability. As a matter of fact, as a 

result of that I was asked to attend a seminar down in California, which was being put on 

by the Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh — I think it's Pittsburgh; either Pittsburgh 

or Philadelphia, but I think it was Pittsburgh. This was in the early days, when it was first 

getting started. As a matter of fact, the first products liability case I wrote, I spent a month 

just reading before I ever even started to write. 

 

CH: Is that because it was a whole new area? 

 

HOLMAN: Because it was a new area. 

 

CH: Are the other judges, and especially the Chief Justice, are they sympathetic when 

you have something like that? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. They realize that you've got a tough cookie. 

My opinions were not the first opinions that were written. One or two other judges 

had written opinions on the subject, but I don't think anybody had sat down and tried to do 

a real exhaustive thing on it. Actually, the theory kind of grew up without having any 

foundation or basis that was generally recognized as — by everyone as being within these 

bounds, and it was an attempt on my part to try and martial an argument so that you could 

distinguish really what the circumference of the subject was and within what kind of cases 

you could bring such an action. 

 

CH: I hear a lot now about punitive damages; we've all heard a lot about that, and they 

seem to have increased a lot. What is your feeling about the high punitive damages that 

occur now? 
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HOLMAN: Well, the punitive damages are normally returned against wealthy 

corporations. and there's, I think, a reason for it. I take the Wall Street Journal. You can pick 

up the Wall Street Journal or you can pick up any first-rate daily newspaper, and every day 

you can pick two or three instances out of it where some big corporation is either accused 

or has been held liable for taking advantage of small people. Now, I'm not saying that all 

corporations are that way, but I'm saying that there is enough of it going on, and whenever 

it happens, it's of great notice. I think the majority of wealthy corporations are probably run 

all right, but when we hear about people defrauding somebody of $300 million in the sale 

of bogus stock or things like this — and you can pick up the paper every day and read 

about them, and the average juror does, he immediately connotes illicit dealings with 

wealthy corporations. And it's just the way of the little man evens things up. In other words, 

he's indoctrinated with that every day by the newspapers, and when he gets on the jury 

and some big outfit, wealthy outfit gets sued, he says, “We'll take care of the bastards and 

we'll even it up,” and that's exactly what's happening. 

 

CH: Do you think that the punitive damages should all go to the individual, or do you 

think they should be set up in funds for the particular kind of situation? 

  

HOLMAN: No. What should be done is that there should be a limit on the amount that 

he himself can recover — not the amount of the judgment, but all above a certain amount 

ought to go to the government because it doesn't make any sense to give $21 million to 

some fellow who has been injured or who has been defrauded of some money. 

I don't think the average person stops to think what $21 million is and how much 

income it can bring. Just the income can be more money than the average person could 

spend unless he's a damn fool, on a really big judgment. If it is a big wealthy corporation, 

and if it's true that they have stepped beyond the pale, I don't see anything wrong with 

giving a judgment against them for $21 million, but I don't think the $21 million all ought to 

go to the person that's been defrauded. 
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CH: You think it should go to the government for a specific purpose? 

 

HOLMAN: It ought to go for the purpose of law enforcement and prosecution of other 

people who do the same thing. 

 

CH: What about the percentage that lawyers are able to take from punitive damages? 

  

HOLMAN: That is controlled by the court, and if it's truly a big case, people do not 

realize the amount of work that's involved and the number of employees that the lawyer 

has to have to adequately prosecute that kind of a case. Also, unless you give a lawyer a 

percentage of the damages — not necessarily punitive damages, but any damages; some 

people don't think that the lawyer's fee ever ought to be based on damages — there are 

all kinds of people who are injured, who are defrauded, who can't afford to just go out and 

hire a lawyer, they don't have that kind of money. The only way they can get a lawyer is to 

give the lawyer part of the proceeds if he's successful, what's called a contingent fee. And 

I don't see anything particularly wrong with it. If it really gets out of hand, the Court's 

normally in a position to do something about it. But it's customary when a person comes 

to a lawyer who, say, has been injured in an automobile accident, he's signed up on what 

they call a contingent fee, whereby the lawyer gets a certain percentage depending on 

the amount of work he has to do, whether it has to be tried, whether it has to be appealed. 

I operated, as I say, primarily in a plaintiffs' practice, and if it's operated as a lawyer 

should, he settles a case when he thinks his client is going to get the proper amount of 

money, despite the fact if it went longer he might get more money for his fee. He settles it 

at the time that he thinks it's going to give his client the greatest amount of money. But of 

course lawyers are like plumbers and candle makers and doctors and everybody else, you 

get a certain amount that are greedy and want to take advantage, but that's just human 

nature, and it's not just lawyers, it's everybody: there are a certain percentage that are that 

kind of people. 

 



Holman  SR 3948 
 

170 
 

CH: Are there particular lawyers that have come before the Supreme Court that you 

really admire? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. 

 

CH: Can you recall any that you have a great amount of respect for? 

  

HOLMAN: Well, you must realize that I've been retired 18 years, and most of those 

lawyers are retired, too, now. There were certain trial lawyers that I thought were very 

good. There were certain public lawyers that were very good. There were certain ones 

that were poor, too. The surprising thing is not that sometimes big law firms — the fact that 

you belong to a big law firm doesn't necessarily mean that you're completely competent, 

because I've seen them have incompetent people — or people that I thought were 

incompetent represent them. 

 

CH: What makes for a good argument in terms of coming before the Supreme Court? 

 

HOLMAN: Some people have the knack of presenting things in a logical and persuasive 

manner. Other people do not. All I can say is that they are resourceful and they know how 

to present an argument, and they're able to bore in and isolate the thing which should 

decide that case. Lots of times cases get to the Supreme Court and neither side has ever 

isolated the real problem that's in the case. And the first thing you have to do in writing an 

opinion is decide what the issues are that ought to decide that case, and they may be 

issues that the lawyers have never talked about. This is why I said as a trial judge that I 

normally only wrote memoranda on those cases where I doubted that the lawyer was 

resourceful enough to present what I thought was the real issue in the case and that the 

Court would never get a shot at it if I didn't. 

 

CH: Now, when the lawyers come before the Court, do they present written arguments? 
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HOLMAN: No, not as a rule. 

 

CH: They're all oral? 

  

HOLMAN: Normally they're oral. They can, if they want, present you a brief upon their 

side of the argument; some of them do, some of them don't. I never did when I was 

practicing unless the trial judge asked for a brief. 

 

CH: How would you describe the most difficult cases you've had sitting on the Supreme 

Court? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, the difficult cases are where you're dealing with something where law 

is being formed that is new, like products liability. As I say, I spent a month before I ever 

started writing my first opinion. Those are the cases, the cases where new law is being 

made. 

You see, people wonder why all the law is not settled. Well, all the law is not settled 

because as civilization changes, problems change. It used to be that a man was considered 

as owning everything on his property as far down as you could go and the atmosphere 

above it as far up as it went. Then somebody came along and invented an airplane. Well, 

how are you going to fly an airplane without violating everybody's air space? The whole 

thing's been changed. 

There weren't many wrecks when they had horses and wagons, but somebody 

invented an automobile, and all of a sudden you've got all this automobile litigation. Every 

time something new comes on the program, the Legislature draws a whole new bunch of 

laws concerning it which have to be interpreted, and it poses all kinds of problems that the 

Legislature can't even imagine. 
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CH: Were there areas while you were on the bench where very significant new law was 

developed? 

  

HOLMAN: Products liability was one, yes. In criminal law, lots of things were refined and 

changed, particularly as a result of the Supreme Court becoming more liberal so far as the 

rights of individuals were concerned, the Warren court, and this caused all kinds of 

difficulties because the criminal rules were pretty much set up until that time. 

 

CH: Were there decisions or opinions that you wrote for the court and the majority of 

the court that you feel have had lasting significance over the years? 

 

HOLMAN: Not too much, no. The law changes too fast. There have been more changes 

in the law in the last 50 years than there was in the previous 300. Generally speaking, 

we're talking about — you see, you must realize that courts make law. People think, “Well, 

the Legislature passes the law.” There's no way that the Legislature can anticipate all the 

possible arguments that people are going to get in and pass laws that will govern them. 

So this is one of the primary differences between European law, continental 

European law, and English law. English law had what they called the common law, in which 

the courts tried to adjudicate problems between each other equitably by making rules. The 

Legislature can usurp that and make rules if they want to, and if so, courts have to follow 

them. But there's no way that the Legislature can pass a law for every imaginable dispute. 

As a result, what is known as the common law has grown up in our system of government, 

and actually courts make more law than Legislatures do, because generally courts make 

the rules that decide disputes between people generally. A Legislature can step in 

wherever it wants, but it's impossible for them to anticipate all the problems. 

 

CH: Well, there's a lot of controversy these days about judicial activism. 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. 
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CH: And this sort of touches on that area. 

  

HOLMAN: It surely does. 

 

CH: How do you feel about that — or do you feel that the Legislature is not performing 

its role in bringing forth the laws that are necessary? 

 

HOLMAN: Occasionally Legislatures dodge, but society is changing so rapidly, and 

common law as adjudicated by courts generally changes with public opinion and the way 

the general public evaluate things. It lags behind the way the people think maybe 20, 30, 

40 years, but eventually it changes. And public opinion changes quite rapidly; as a result 

the common law's going to change quite rapidly. 

 

CH: Do you feel that judges are very much influenced by public opinion? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. And that's because every judge, his opinions and his feelings and 

his motivation is created by everything that's ever happened to him during his lifetime, and 

as society changes, the environment in which judges are reared changes. And as a result 

of this, common law changes because public opinion changes, and the judge is merely an 

extension of public opinion because he was raised in the community that had that opinion, 

see? 

 

CH: What about the cases that are very highly publicized, and there are opinion polls 

that come out during the case and... 

 

HOLMAN: Every time you change the law, somebody's ox gets gored, because before 

the law was changed, he was in an advantageous position, but now he's no longer in that 

advantageous position because public opinion has changed as to what his position ought 
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to be, and he's going to squeal. And as much as the law changes, the more squealing 

there's going to be. 

  

CH: On some of the specific issues that came before the Court, in 1964 the death penalty 

was repealed. First of all, how did you feel about that? 

 

HOLMAN: There are two logical arguments that can be made, it seems to me. First, 

there is a certain kind of person that is dangerous, that will always be dangerous. There 

are certain kinds of crimes that are so atrocious that the public opinion demands that 

something violent be done. In my opinion, there are certain people in this world who ought 

to be disposed of, and in that respect I'm in favor of capital punishment. 

There's only one drawback, and that is the litigation that it takes to execute 

somebody because of our system is so voluminous and so expensive, and it goes on for 

such a protracted period of time, that it's hardly worth it. 

 

CH: Do you think it should be streamlined? 

 

HOLMAN: I don't think it can be streamlined, unless you change our constitution, 

particularly where you've got to go through two court systems. For this reason, I have 

disparate feelings about this. I don't have any compunctions about executing somebody 

who's dangerous. 

And people think, “Well, we ought to put them in prison for life.” Okay. No one ever 

stops to realize what happens to a person if you put him or her in prison and that person 

knows that they will never get out, that they have no prospects of it. You make an animal 

out of a person. There's nothing worse that can happen. It's worse than being killed, in my 

opinion. If life imprisonment really means life imprisonment — it doesn't in most instances, 

but if it did, and lots of people hope that it means that, they don't fully realize what they're 

doing to a person: They make an animal out of a man. And he's even dangerous when he's 

in prison because I know of a lot of people who have been sent to prison who have killed 
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guards, killed other inmates, all kinds of things, because they're just dangerous people, 

even after they're in prison. Unless you put them in solitary, there's no way to keep them 

from having to associate with somebody else, and if they're killers, they're killers. 

 

CH: People also cite the expense of keeping someone... 

 

HOLMAN: It costs at least a minimum of $20,000 a year to keep a man in prison, 

probably more than that now because that's an old figure. 

 

CH: Do you feel that the death penalty acts as a deterrent to criminals, potential 

criminals? 

 

HOLMAN: Not always, because most people who kill, kill through passion, and of 

course people who kill through passion shouldn't be executed. Most deaths are caused 

within families, between friends or relatives, and these are crimes of passion. It's the 

deliberate, senseless killing and robberies, and just plain killing, that — where the people 

ought to be executed. The question is, is it worth the time, the effort and the money to do 

it to them. But if you're really going to put them in for life imprisonment, I think we're kinder 

to them if we execute them because these people become animals. 

 

 [End of Tape 8, Side 2] 
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Tape 9, Side 1 
1998 February 25 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Ralph Holman at his home in Salem. The interviewer for the 

Oregon Historical Society is Clark Hansen, the date is 2-25-98, and this is Tape 9, Side 1. 

In general, what do you see as the relationship between punishment and reform? 

 

HOLMAN: There are some people that the death penalty does act as some protection, 

I think, from violent acts. Frequently you know of situations in which somebody does 

something and immediately wants to know whether he's in a death penalty state or not. I 

think that it can and does act as a deterrent so far as some people are concerned. Nobody 

can prove that one way or another. 

 

CH: But what about in terms of crime in general, not necessarily capital crime, but other 

types of crime? 

 

HOLMAN: Crime generally, I think that laws against crime act as a deterrent, but there's 

a certain class of people to which consequences are nonexistent, that it's not a deterrent. 

If a man's a psychopath, what happens tomorrow is as if it just doesn't exist, and that person 

is going to violate, regardless of whether or not he knows he's going to be punished or not 

because tomorrow doesn't exist so far as he's concerned, or consequences don't exist so 

far as he's concerned, or the pain that he gives to other people doesn't exist as far as he's 

concerned. I think laws against crime are particularly helpful for white collar crimes, 

because they're not crimes of passion. 

  

CH: Why do you feel that the death penalty — people in Oregon have vacillated so much 

on the death penalty? It was first introduced in 1864, and then later it was repealed, 

abolished in 1914, then reinstated in 1920, and then in 1964 it was repealed, and then in 
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1984, you know, it came back. Why do you think people vacillate so much on capital 

punishment? 

 

HOLMAN: Because these things switch back and forth as violent crimes occur. In other 

words, something particularly atrocious will be done, and everybody will feel this man 

ought to be punished by death. Then time will go by, and that will fade, and they'll go back 

the other way. The public is pushed back and forth by generally what happens within the 

state where they are, and it's just being human, that's all. 

 

CH: In some of the other areas of law, one thing that Oregon is noted for is its 

environmental law, and I believe that you said that you'd had some involvement on the 

beach laws? 

 

HOLMAN: I sat on the Oregon beach case in which we said that the dry sand area 

between the high tide and the beginning of vegetation, that the public had a right to 

occupy it, despite that someone may have purported to have a deed or to own it down to 

the high water mark. 

 

CH: Is this the case in reference to the motel owner in Cannon Beach? 

  

HOLMAN: I don't remember now what the occasion was for the case that we had in the 

Supreme Court that was of so much public interest. I don't now remember the facts upon 

which it was based, but I'm sure that it was based on a situation at least similar to that 

because in some states the law is different, and the property owner can keep you off the 

dry sand area, and you can only walk along the water's edge. 

There was no law prior to our opinion which — other than maybe some statutory 

law some places — which said that that particular property could be used by the public to 

the exclusion of the underlying landowner. And frankly, the Court knew that you just 
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couldn't — that it had been used that way forever and considered that way by everybody, 

and we just knew that it couldn't be private property. 

 

CH: Wasn't the beach, a long time ago wasn't it just considered a highway? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, the highway part was the wet sand part of it, because you can't run an 

automobile very well over the dry sand. And we evolved a theory to justify it, but frankly, 

there were no opinions upon which we could base it. In other words, we made new law. 

I was asked by an instructor at — back in Connecticut they have a school back there 

that college kids go to that has to do — it's an oceanic sort of thing, and they brought a 

class of kids all the way out to Oregon, not too long ago, and I happened to be acquainted 

with one of those kids, and when he found out that I had sat on this case — because they 

had been studying it — he wanted to know how we arrived at that basis, and I had to tell 

him we just couldn't permit it to be private property, that was all, and we made some law 

to prevent it. 

 

CH: Were there other environmental laws that you were involved with that made new 

law? 

  

HOLMAN: We had quite a few environmental cases, but it was all construction of 

statutory law, because you know, during McCall's tenure as governor there were all kinds 

of environmental statutes that were passed, and of course we had to construe all those, 

and particular land use laws. Judge Howell took a — that was considered to be one of his 

areas, eventually became one of his areas of expertise, and he wrote a good many of 

those. But that was all decisions on statutory construction. 

 

CH: Anything significant there that you'd like to mention? 

 

HOLMAN: No. 
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CH: What about on social issues: abortion, divorce... 

 

HOLMAN: That's all governed by statute in Oregon, pretty much, except abortion's not, 

of course. The federal courts have done that under the United States Constitution. 

 

CH: Right. You've talked about some of the other social issues, drugs, for instance. What 

about in the areas of sale of alcohol? 

 

HOLMAN: Prohibition? Of course that has to be statutory, if you're going to prevent it at 

all. I can tell you that of all the drugs, alcohol causes more problems than any other. People 

don't think of it as a drug, but it is. If it were possible to keep law enforcement — if it were 

possible to enforce prohibition and keep corruption out of law enforcement, I would be a 

prohibitionist, but it's impossible. People's desire for it is so great they're going to drink 

alcoholic beverages regardless of what the law is, and all you do is get law enforcement 

officers bought off, and it destroys law enforcement. 

 

CH: What about other drugs, then? 

  

HOLMAN: Other drugs — that isn't true of other drugs, at least everyday use by almost 

everybody is not true of them, and I think you have to make an attempt to control them. 

That's just my opinion; there's no way you can prove which is the best way to go. 

 

CH: Some people have suggested decriminalization of certain drugs as a way of... 

 

HOLMAN: In other words, you would take the money out of them by — if someone 

wants morphine and is an addict and has to have it, their claim is that if you give it to them 

it will take the profit out of it, and we won't have any drug problem anymore. I don't know 

whether that's so or not; I doubt it. 
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CH: We talked a little bit about the relationship between the state and the federal 

government, and Oregon is a little different in that it has some policies regarding federal 

lands like the O&C disbursements that came to the counties. Is that something that you 

got involved with at all? 

 

HOLMAN: No. I don't have any recollection of being — that the court was involved in 

that. 

 

CH: What about marine regulations or federal power regulations and things like that? 

 

HOLMAN: Most all that's federal court stuff. 

 

CH: One area that seems to be discussed a little bit more these days is on the issue of 

paralegals. Is there a place for the paralegal? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, sure. Sure, there is. In other words, it's a means of having somebody 

under supervision do semi-legal work which would have to be charged at a much greater 

rate if it was done by a lawyer. There's nothing wrong with it, and it's all right. It all has to 

be done under legal supervision, and it's just a means of doing things in a less expensive 

way. 

  

CH: Is there a position for them as an independent business? 

 

HOLMAN: No. They have to be working under the supervision of some lawyer. 

 

CH: The Supreme Court defined the practice of law as “consultation, explanation, 

recommendation or advice, or other assistance in selecting particular forms and filling out 
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any part of the forms or suggesting or advising how the forms should be used.” Is that 

unnecessarily strict? 

 

HOLMAN: No. A person without legal training shouldn't be in effect practicing law. 

There's no object in licensing lawyers if you're going to let somebody else do it all. By this 

I don't mean all lawyers are good. I don't even mean to say that there may be an occasional 

person who, without training, could do it. But as a general rule, it would be too dangerous, 

and the public that would be served by them without supervision would be getting into too 

much trouble. 

 

CH: I'm just trying to recall certain cases that might have come before you. Did the 

Oregon v. Tanner case, did that come before the Court while you were on it? 

 

HOLMAN: Oregon versus who? 

 

CH: Oregon v. Tanner. It involved application of the judicially-created exclusionary rule 

which said that if the police violate the constitution in their search, any evidence obtained 

as a result of the search will be barred from the ensuing trial. Was that — did that happen 

after you retired? 

 

HOLMAN: No. This was a — you're talking about the Supreme Court of the United States 

now, aren't you? I don't remember such a case specifically. It must have come at some 

other time. 

  

CH: Well, it was a constitutional issue, so then maybe it was in the federal court, then. 

 

HOLMAN: So far as federal constitutional problems are concerned, the state courts 

have to follow whatever the federal courts say. 
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CH: How did you feel about official sitting by the court outside of the court? 

 

HOLMAN: It's a good thing. It gives the public wider knowledge of what the Court's 

doing. Normally, you went to one of the places where they've got a law school, and it gave 

the students an opportunity to see what goes on, and of course, while we have a courtroom 

and the public can come, people that are going to school outside Willamette University, 

which happens to be where they can come and watch the Supreme Court if they want to, 

it's a good idea to take it to them and give them an opportunity to see what goes on, what 

public officials do. 

 

CH: You've mentioned a couple times here about the clerks that you've had. How did 

you work with your clerks, and what made a good clerk? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, when I would get a new clerk each year, in effect I would say this to 

them: “If we're working on a case, and you believe I am wrong, I want you to keep at me 

until you are sure that I understand your position.” You know, you don't have to be on a 

multiple court long before you find that people think they're talking about the same 

problem, but they're not. They're talking on different levels and about different things, 

though they think they're talking about the same thing. 

And I would say to the clerk, “I want you to keep me at until you're sure that I 

understand your position. If I then disagree with you, that's all she wrote because I'm paid 

to make the decision, and after that, forget it. But I want you to be sure that I understand 

your position if you think I'm making a mistake.” 

Then you as a rule assign a case to research. You'll be researching one while your 

clerk's researching another. And your clerk will write you a memorandum. You normally 

have a discussion with him before he goes to work on the case as to what you think the 

essential points are and where you think that the research should be made. He may find 

that the research should be made someplace else, but at least you start him out that way. 
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He writes a memorandum for you. If it's a good memorandum, many of these young 

people are more articulate and better writers than you are, and I didn't have any pride in 

personal language. If the kid expressed an idea in a paragraph that I thought fit and that I 

couldn't do any better, that paragraph went right into the opinion. This gives them, also, a 

sense of participating, which I think is helpful. 

 

CH: Do you feel that you have much influence over the way they thought or affected the 

way they thought? 

 

HOLMAN: I doubt that. I doubt that. If I disagree with them, I disagree with them, and 

it's got to be changed. But if I agreed with them, and they happened to be a kid who was 

a good writer, and he could write just as well or better than I, I have no problem using his 

language. 

 

CH: Did you follow the careers of any of your clerks? 

  

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. I try to keep track of them. I had 15 clerks — let's see — I think about 

four of them are doing judicial work now, either as judges or federal hearing officers or 

state hearing officers. 

 

CH: So you've maintained contact, then, with some of them? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. Some of them I've lost track of, one or two of them, but most of them 

I have contact with. As a matter of fact, I went down and stayed a week with one of them. 

He's got a kid named after me. 

 

CH: How does that make you feel? 
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HOLMAN: Oh, this is a kid I'm very fond of, and my wife became fond of him, too. Hell, 

he used to come up and have lunch with her, and I didn't know anything about it. But it was 

a kid who we just happened to hit it off with. 

These kids when they first come in, they're over-awed. They're talking about 

Justices of the Supreme Court. And I would start in needling them a little bit occasionally, 

and I always knew I had it made with a kid when he needled me back. Then I knew that 

our relationship was going to be all right. 

Some of them never did. I think one of the poor clerks that I had had come out of 

the Army — I had several that way, but this one in particular, it was “Yes, sir,” and “No, sir,” 

and he wouldn't contest me. Doesn't make a good clerk. 

 

CH: So for you that was an important requisite? 

  

HOLMAN: Yes, that was an important requisite because I don't think I'm God Almighty. 

I don't think I've got the pipeline to God that makes me right legally all the time. I've found 

that I'm vulnerable too many times to have that sort of an idea. I selected this kid in the first 

instance because I thought he was supposed to be smart, and I want the advantage of that 

smartness. And I had clerks that were smarter than I was. They weren't as experienced, 

but I'm sure their I.Q. was a damn sight higher than mine. 

 

CH: Looking at some of the people that you sat on the Court with, when you came onto 

the Court, was Chief Justice MacAllister still on the Court? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. 

 

CH: And he was still Chief Justice? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. 
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CH: What was your impression of him? 

 

HOLMAN: He was probably the best internal administrator that we had. Even though 

he came from the Legislature, he was president of the senate, he did not have a good 

relationship with the Legislature. He was always telling them what they ought to do, instead 

of asking them, and this does not go over with legislators. 

He had been an alcoholic at one time. He had himself under rigid control. He never 

drank, and he overcame his disability, but you could see the tension in the man. I have 

seen him sit on the bench with a pencil in his hand, a wooden lead pencil, he'd break it in 

two, he'd take the pieces and break them in two — you could see that pent up tension in 

him. 

He was not a man that I ever got close to. Our relationship was always strictly 

business. He had extreme difficulty when he first came on the Court. I think he wrote 

something like six opinions his first year on the Court. He eventually — he was having 

difficulty making up his mind. Eventually he evolved so he was writing his share, but of 

course he had been on the Court quite a while when I came on the Court; he was Chief 

Justice when I came on the Court. He overcame that difficulty, also. 

 

CH: What about Gordon Sloan? 

 

HOLMAN: I don't have anything to say about him. 

 

CH: Okay. What about Chief Justice William Parry? 

 

HOLMAN: Parry was everybody's friend, easily approachable. I don't think he was a 

great scholar. He got along well with the Legislature. He was Chief Justice when I drew 

the — I didn't actually draw the statutes, but I drew the plan — for the Court of Appeals. I 

think it was fortunate that he was Chief Justice at the time because he had a good 

relationship with the Legislature. 
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He had certain prejudices that I think everybody else on the Court recognized. Of course, 

that was probably true of all of us. I think that prejudice was colored by the kind of work 

that he had done when he was a practicing lawyer. Of course, when a guy gets on the 

Supreme Court, he's the sum total of everything that's ever happened to him in his lifetime, 

and that all affects the way he thinks. 

 

CH: What about Arno Denecke? 

 

HOLMAN: Denecke was also everybody's friend. He was the man immediately next 

senior to me. He was the Chief Justice when I retired. 

 

 [End of Tape 9, Side 1] 
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Tape 9, Side 2 
1998 February 25 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Judge Ralph Holman. This is Tape 9, Side 2. 

Did you have any impression of George Rossman, the man you replaced? 

 

HOLMAN: Yeah. He was over-verbose in what he wrote. When he retired, I think he was 

78 years old, and he was then too old to be doing what he was doing, in my opinion. I think 

he was a fine man. 

 

CH: Did he retire strictly on his own? 

 

HOLMAN: The Legislature passed a law that said you could not run for a judicial position 

after you were 75 years of age, and I don't have any quarrel with that law. He was 78 when 

he had to retire because he couldn't run again, and he was very bitter about it. As a result, 

he just let his term expire. That's the only way I ever got on the Court, because I knew I 

couldn't be appointed, and there was a vacancy for which anybody could run, and which 

the governor couldn't make an appointment because the term had just expired. And he 

wouldn't resign one day early, he felt so strongly about it, because he didn't think he should 

have to retire. 

 

CH: But you're thankful that they have the law? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yeah, it gave me an opportunity, and I think he was pretty much past his 

usefulness, anyway. 

 

CH: What about Dean Bryson? 
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HOLMAN: Dean came from Portland. He took Gordon Sloan's place; he defeated 

Gordon Sloan in an election. In my opinion, he was a hard worker, conscientious. Not a 

terribly smart man, but did well with problems that had to do with banking and money and 

things of this kind. He was a conscientious hard worker. 

 

CH: I believe that Bud Lent was on the Court? 

 

HOLMAN: Bud Lent was on the Court. Bud Lent is smart. He had a prejudice — as I say, 

I'm sure we all must have had them. You had to know something about Bud's background 

to explain his prejudice. His father was a longshoreman. His father in the early 1930s was 

involved in the fracas in Portland between the police and the longshoremen. Bud Lent did 

not like policemen. 

 

CH: And he had a strong inclination towards labor law, didn't he? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. I told you about the instance where I was assigned the labor case, 

and we disputed it for a long time, and I finally decided I was wrong and he was right. And 

he was smart. 

 

CH: I guess having done Bud Lent's oral history, I got to know him as well as you can in 

that period of time, and he seemed to me to be a fairly complex person. Would you agree 

with that? I would imagine a lot of the people on the Supreme Court were complex in that 

by and large they were intelligent and had a lot of things that had happened in their lives, 

and how they got to where they were. 

 

HOLMAN: Of course, Bud had been in the Legislature. He practiced mostly labor law. 

  

CH: I guess what I'm leading up to is how does an intelligent person — not necessarily 

Bud Lent, but you've mentioned a couple people here who have had, you said, prejudices. 
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How do they deal with their prejudices in affecting their decisions that come out of the 

Court? 

 

HOLMAN: I'm sure that each one of us — with one possible exception — attempted to 

not let that affect what we did. But I don't think that it's possible to entirely take that out of 

the matrix, whether it's me, or whether it's somebody else, because everything that 

happens to you, everything that you are, affects the way you think. Past experiences 

necessarily make up a part of what you are, and I don't think you can entirely get rid of 

your prejudices. 

I think the principal prejudice that I have is religion. I distrust people who purport to 

do things for religious purposes because I believe religion is an emotional thing and that 

you don't always come out right when you do things by emotion. Now, that's my prejudice. 

I'm aware of this, and when it comes to church and state and their separation, I think they 

ought to be separated entirely. But that's a prejudice that I evolved concerning my 

experiences. 

You try and prevent that from coloring what you do, but I don't think you can do it, 

not entirely. Almost everyone on that Court has a prejudice of some sort, because they're 

a human being, and all human beings have prejudice. If you don't have a prejudice, you're 

a pretty milk-toast individual, and most judges aren't milquetoast individuals. 

 

CH: But wouldn't you say that some people have prejudices and they are aware of them, 

and they try to deal with them effectively, and others perhaps they don't, maybe they're 

not aware of them if they have them, or they are aware of them and they don't try to counter 

them? 

  

HOLMAN: That's right. But most judges, I'm sure, were aware of their prejudices and 

tried to ameliorate them, to some extent. But you never can do it entirely. There were few 

judges that I was on the Court with that didn't have them, including myself. 
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CH: We've talked about Kenneth O'Connell and Tom Tung and Ed Howell and Hans 

Linde, a little bit on Arno Denecke. Is there anybody else that you sat on the Supreme 

Court with that you would like to comment on? I'm not sure who else there was during that 

time. 

 

HOLMAN: I don't really like to comment on any of them. I don't think there is, no. 

 

CH: Are there people that have served on the Court since you retired that you have 

particular admiration for? 

 

HOLMAN: I can tell you very frankly that I think there are too many people with political 

backgrounds who are on the Court now and whose relationship with the law was tenuous; 

they were primarily politicians rather than lawyers. I think the Court's been hurt by that. 

 

CH: Why is the Court hurt by having someone with a political background? 

 

HOLMAN: It's not necessarily hurt because one individual has a political background, 

but when too many of them have political backgrounds, I don't even object to that if they're 

good lawyers, but they get known through politics, and some of them are not really good 

lawyers. They've become known for their political reasons, and people know them and 

elect them, and they get appointed that way. 

 

CH: Do you follow people that have been on the Court since you retired? 

  

HOLMAN: Not any more, no. It's been too long ago. I stay away from the place. You're 

a fifth wheel if you show up, all you do is get under people's feet, and I don't think it's the 

place for a retired judge. 
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I have opinions about some of them that I'm not going to voice. I don't think the 

Court is as good as it used to be; I don't think it has the caliber of people on it that it used 

to have. 

 

CH: Because it has so many politically oriented people on it? 

 

HOLMAN: Primarily, yes. 

 

CH: When I think about the people who have been on the Court who are not political — 

or at least that I know, I'm not sure if they are or not — but there's been, for instance, Ed 

Peterson and Bob Jones... 

 

HOLMAN: I was on the Court with Peterson. 

 

CH: He became Chief Justice, didn't he, after you retired? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. Long after I retired, yeah. 

 

CH: And what was your impression of him? 

 

HOLMAN: Good man. He was the newest member on the Court when I retired, only 

been there for a year or two, but fine. 

 

CH: Was Jake Tanzer on the Court? 

 

HOLMAN: Jake Tanzer took my place when I retired. I don't know why he quit. 

 

CH: Did he go back into practice? 
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HOLMAN: Yes. He was only on the Court a couple years, and he quit and went back 

into practice, and I don't know whether it was because of his need for money or because 

he disliked the people he was working with. I would not be surprised if it was not a 

combination. But I don't know; I'm just speculating. 

 

CH: Other people that I've heard people talk about in a positive way, Susan Graber has 

been a top producer... 

 

HOLMAN: My present impression is that she's the best lawyer there. That's my 

impression. 

 

CH: I think a lot of people speculated that she is probably due to rise in the... 

 

HOLMAN: In the paper this morning, she's back in Washington now to appear in front 

of the committee for appointment to the Circuit Court of Appeals. 

 

CH: There was Richard Unis and Skip Durham. 

 

HOLMAN: They were all on after I left. 

 

CH: Were there judges that you had had experience with that were particularly 

persuasive in persuading other judges in their opinions or their logic or their views? 

 

HOLMAN: I thought O'Connell was good. As I say, I thought he was the smartest man 

there. And I had some resistance to him when I came on the Court, and after working with 

him, I learned more law from him than I ever knew existed. He knew how it all went 

together. 

 

CH: You're saying, then, that he was not only smart but he was also very effective? 
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HOLMAN: Oh, yes. He engendered some enemies because he wasn't always the most 

diplomatic person in the world. 

 

CH: Do you consider him, though, to have had high leadership qualities? 

 

HOLMAN: Not leadership qualities, no. 

  

CH: Is that important in a judge being effective in the bench? 

 

HOLMAN: No. It depends on how persuasive he is and how smart the other judges think 

he is. And I became a convert, even though I wasn't a convert when I went on there. But 

after a certain association with him, I realized that here was somebody who about legal 

problems was smarter than I was. 

 

CH: What other factors affect one's persuasiveness? Expertise, seniority, personality, 

craftsmanship? 

 

HOLMAN: How well they reason legally. Nothing else. You may like somebody very 

much as an individual, and at the same time you may not think he's too smart. 

 

CH: What kinds of attempts have been made in recent years to streamline the Court, 

and how do you feel about them? 

 

HOLMAN: I don't know of any way you can streamline it. If the Court can now — except 

in certain instances — can now take whatever cases it wants; in other words, it can pick 

and choose what it thinks it should take. That is the last streamlining that you can do on a 

court like that. I don't know how you can streamline it any more than that. 
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When you had an absolute right to appeal every case to the Supreme Court, there 

was no way you could streamline anything. You were a victim of circumstance. Well, that's 

been changed, and I don't know of anything else you can do. 

 

CH: What about things like affirming without opinion? 

  

HOLMAN: The Supreme Court should never take cases that are going to be affirmed 

without opinion. That isn't the kind of cases you ought to take at all; it should never exist. 

It should only take a case that takes some explanation, or you shouldn't have taken it in 

the first place, you should have left it alone. 

 

CH: So what about things like page limits? 

 

HOLMAN: No, you can't do that. Depends on the case. You can't make arbitrary 

decisions that way because it doesn't fit with the very nature of what you're doing. 

 

CH: What about legislative initiative to curtail the amount of cases going into the Court? 

You know, there have been attempts in terms of de novo review and... 

 

HOLMAN: I think that so far as de novo review is concerned — you see, historically the 

Supreme Court has de novo review in certain kinds of cases. That, I think, can conveniently 

be done away with. I think the trial judge's guess in most instances is just as good as the 

Supreme Court's guess is about deciding the facts. The trial judge at least has a chance to 

look at the people, and the Supreme Court does not. That is one possible place that there 

could be some change, but I don't think that's going to make a whole lot of difference 

because as a rule if there's some justification for what the trial judge did, as a rule the 

Supreme Court leaves it alone. 
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CH: Chief Justice Ed Peterson said in 1987 that, “Judges and lawyers need to focus on 

settling disputes before they get into the courtroom.” Do you feel that that is the case, that 

that should happen? 

  

HOLMAN: I used to settle about as many cases before trial as anybody you can find. It 

was known as being “Holmanized.” Lots of lawyers resented this and thought I brought 

too much pressure on them, but of course it wasn't before — it wasn't what Peterson was 

talking about, I don't think, because he was talking about before they ever got to the 

courtroom. Well, of course, the judges normally settle things the morning of trial. Well, of 

course, the day's shot already. But I always felt that a poor settlement was better than a 

trial, net result for everybody. 

 

CH: Peterson also said that the court system no longer has the luxury of allowing 

litigants to come and go with pretrial matters in the courtroom until the parties are ready 

to go to trial. 

 

[Tape stops] 

 

HOLMAN: There was a push on to adopt the federal rules of procedure. That started as 

far back as the early 1940s. Most of those have been subsequently adopted by the State. 

Those federal rules were made for complex cases; the average state case is not that 

complex. All lawyers are now trained to take advantage of those federal rules, which is 

much advanced interrogation and motions and all this sort of things, and pre-trials and all 

this. The average state case does not justify that, in my opinion. 

 

CH: So do you think that there should be some legislation or some rule established 

regarding that? 

 

HOLMAN: There has been, and that's what's caused it. 
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CH: So should everything be left alone, then, or... 

 

HOLMAN: Well, the damage has been done, and it's awful hard to un-ring a bell. When 

I started as a trial judge, we commonly tried a case a day. You can't try a case a day 

anymore. I'm not sure that the results are any better, either. I never tried a murder case 

that took over a week. Hell, now they don't even get a jury in a week. And I'm not sure that 

the results are any different or any better. 

Big-time federal litigation now goes like this: They take the testimony in advance of 

everyone; it's called a deposition when you take a person's testimony that way; it's done 

before trial. They make motions for the disclosure of all evidence, stuff like this. They build 

up a great volume of information so that each side knows everything about the other side's 

case. Then the case is not tried. It gets settled. There's so much money involved that 

neither side can afford to take the chance, and so it will be settled. 

Judge Schwab has a son who is the head trial man of a big firm in San Francisco. 

He seldom tries a case. There are cases involving hundreds of millions of dollars, ninety-

nine times out of a hundred they're settled. People can't afford to take the chance on losing 

them, and it gets settled some way. And that's easier after you know everything about 

everybody else, the other side. 

Average state case is not of that consequence, yet we have essentially the same 

procedure if you want to exercise it. And of course, the kids that are going to school are 

all taught to exercise it, and it just makes for longer litigation, but I'm not sure the result in 

the average state case is any better. 

 

 
[End of Tape 9, Side 2] 
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Tape 10, Side 1 
1998 February 27 

 

 

CH: This is an interview with Judge Ralph Holman in Salem, Oregon. The interviewer is 

Clark Hansen, the date is 2-27-98, and this is Tape 10, Side 1. 

I was reading an article in 1979, just before your retirement, and it had a comment 

here from Justice Thomas Tongue, who said Holman would be missed in judicial 

conferences for his bluntness. He said Holman is the author of the Court's “Oh, my God!” 

rule, whereby the Court decides to review a case from the Oregon Court of Appeals, if the 

Justices, upon looking at it, respond, “Oh, my God!” 

 

HOLMAN: Tom and I were fishing friends, fished together. We got along. However, we 

were probably on the opposite side of cases almost as much as anyone there. We 

remained friends even though this was so. 

Tom became very critical of the Court. He thought that we were not doing enough, 

though everybody was working to full capacity, I thought. If you will go back into his record, 

you will find that he was not really a team player, he was always out of step. As a member 

of the bar, he was always criticizing the bar, and he was inclined to be very critical of 

everyone else. I kind of had the feeling he was only happy when he was out of step. 

But there was nothing wrong with his mental capabilities; he was a good judge, 

even though he disagreed with me on matters of philosophy, I think, primarily, but when 

you put a difference of philosophy into facts, you often come out — I had the feeling that 

he was very plaintiff-minded. Even though I came out of primarily a plaintiffs' firm, I had the 

feeling that he tended toward the plaintiffs' side, principally in personal injury cases. 

 

CH: Did you feel you had any similar type of bias towards the plaintiff? 

 

HOLMAN: I don't think I did. I tried not to have, and I don't think I did. I know that I did 

not have it as much as Tom had it because that's where we used to disagree mostly. 
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CH: Do you think he was aware of that? 

 

HOLMAN: I don't think he was aware of it, no. 

 

CH: Are there certain factors that go into a judge's evolution that would make him be 

more inclined towards or against plaintiffs? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, sure. What his past history was. Though we both came out of plaintiffs' 

firms, it seemed to me that he tended that way. I know he tended that way more than I did 

because this was the principal thing upon which we used to disagree. 

 

CH: Can you recall any specific cases? 

 

HOLMAN: No, they were always run-of-the-mill personal injury cases. 

 

CH: And so could you tell me a little bit more about the “Oh, my God” rule and how that 

evolved? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, it's not clear to me from what you read whether I said “Oh, my God” 

because I thought the result in the lower court was awful, or “Oh, my God, are we going to 

take another one?” 

 

CH: Well, I wasn't sure, either. That's the reason why I was asking. 

  

HOLMAN: So I don't know what he had reference to. I probably expressed myself a little 

more forcibly sometimes than some of the others did; I can understand that. But I don't 

know really what he had reference to. 
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CH: Well, it says here in the next paragraph that Justice Edwin Peterson recalled an 

instance where Holman, mulling how to word an opinion said, quote, “I want to make this 

as equivocal as possible.”  

 

HOLMAN: Well, that was because the case probably didn't demand that a stand need 

be taken, and if you made it equivocal, we could thereafter go either way when the 

question was presented squarely. 

 

CH: We were talking about some of the possible changes in the court or different things 

that are happening. How do you feel about the use of video cameras instead of court 

stenographers to record testimony? 

 

HOLMAN: It depends upon the kind of court you're talking about: If it's an appellate 

court, I don't think it makes any difference. In other words, I don't see any reason why those 

hearings shouldn't be televised. 

I am against, and always have been against, and even have debated it on TV, about 

pictures in the courtroom. First, the news media only wants to televise those cases which 

are of wide public interest because otherwise nobody's interested, and they're wasting 

their time and money. As a result, everybody involved in that lawsuit becomes an actor. I 

don't care who you are or whether you're a judge, whether you're a lawyer, whether you're 

a witness, whether you're a litigant. You know that you're now appearing in something that 

is not only public, but it's super-public because everybody will be watching you. 

And people do not react normally under that sort of a situation. If they will play a 

bigger part by overemphasizing a little something, they will overemphasize it. This is just 

human nature; you can't stop this. And if justice is what you're after, it can be malformed 

by virtue of the people becoming actors, and there's no way that I see to prevent it. 

I think the Simpson case was an example of what you can — of what can happen in 

a situation like that. That case went on forever, and there was no excuse for it going on 

forever. They had a judge who wasn't controlling things. Things got out of his control. 
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There's only one way of stopping something like that, and that is you work the people until 

they're so tired they can't function anymore, and things that they would otherwise do, they 

know it's not important, and they don't do it. 

In my time I've killed off a case or two that way that I knew wasn't ever going to 

terminate unless somebody just worked the lawyers to exhaustion. And I don't care how 

many lawyers there are, you can still work them to exhaustion. They're working harder than 

the judge is. The judge has to be willing to sacrifice himself and sit there for hours, but I've 

done it until early Sunday morning, on occasion, in order to terminate a case that I knew 

otherwise would take another week. And the results are no different. But the judge let it 

get away from him, and the media took over. 

 

CH: But what about the use of video cameras in place of a stenographer for recording 

purposes? 

  

HOLMAN: You're still going to have to record the sound, and I don't see anything that 

can be gained by it, frankly. I've never heard anybody advocate this, as a matter of fact. 

They either want to televise it or they don't. I never have heard it talked about as a means 

of recording testimony. It would be much more expensive, it would seem to me, anyway. 

 

CH: Going on, could you describe for me how the Chief Justice is chosen? 

 

HOLMAN: The Chief Justice is chosen by a vote of the other judges. This didn't used to 

be so; this was changed in 1957. The rule was before then that the man who was senior 

who had never been Chief Justice became Chief Justice. This meant, as a rule, that within 

a year or two after coming on the Court the junior man became Chief Justice, even though 

he'd been there but a short time, because the terms were only for two years, and as a 

result of a legislative interim committee that was formed in 1955, I think it was, and reported 

at the 1957 Legislature — I was a member of that committee, and I plugged for a permanent 
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Chief Justice because I think just simple administration dictates that you don't trade around 

every two years. 

There was a compromise involved in which the method of choosing the Chief 

Justice was changed, and the term was extended to six years, and he was elected by the 

Court. By urging that change, I kept myself from ever being Chief Justice. I never worked 

up to where I was senior man when there were six-year terms, and normally the senior 

man was elected Chief Justice unless there was something wrong with him that the other 

judges wouldn't permit it — I only know of that happening in one instance. 

  

CH: Could you describe the administrative responsibilities that the Chief Justice has? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, the administrative responsibilities of the Chief Justice have changed 

markedly, and I think it's all for the better. 

 

CH: How so? 

 

HOLMAN: Prior to there being an administrative officer of the court — the State Court 

Administrator, which was enacted in 1953 — prior to that time the Court had the power and 

exercised the power to assign justices around, and presumably had supervision, but it was 

never spelled out very well, and it was kind of a hit-or-miss proposition, and every circuit 

judge has his own little fief. 

Establishing a State Court Administrator and the exercise of control over circuit 

judges through that means enabled the Chief Justice to have a lot better control. The mere 

fact that they published statistics on what various courts and judges were doing in itself 

was the largest thing to bring about change because now the lazy guys had to go to work, 

and the people who wouldn't decide things had to decide things because they'd look bad 

on paper if they didn't. Somebody was keeping tabs on them, in other words. 

Also, there have been other changes. The presiding judge in each local judicial 

district used to be determined locally, and differently in different jurisdictions. For instance, 
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when I was a circuit judge in Clackamas County, the judge who was senior in terms of 

service was the presiding judge. This wasn't true in all counties. 

Now the law has been changed, and the Chief Justice selects the presiding judge 

in each county, and I think that's good. I don't think it's bad. It keeps judges of multiple-

judge courts from trading it around and taking turns and things like that. There's somebody 

outside who's looking at what the abilities of the people are and is responsible for 

appointing, and he's not going to appoint somebody bad because if he does, the Chief 

Justice looks bad. And I think that's a good change. 

There is another thing about the court system that a little concerns me now. I 

worked consistently when I was a judge to try to get the judicial situation changed so we 

got away from justices of the peace, who are not legally trained, and so that that work 

would get into district court. I just about succeeded in helping bring that about, but now I 

think the tendency is going the other way all of a sudden, and I don't think as a whole that's 

a good idea. I think you ought to have trained people where possible. 

You see, now there is only one trial court. It used to be district court, which had 

jurisdiction up to a certain amount and for a certain kind of minor crimes. Now all district 

judges have in effect been made circuit judges, so there's only one trial level, and that's 

the circuit court trial level, and what justices of the peace there are now. 

 

CH: So there really are no more district court judges? 

 

HOLMAN: No, no more district court judges. Everybody's paid the same. They've been 

paid the same for a long time — when I say a long time, ten years, maybe. But my 

understanding is now that there are nothing but circuit judges; they've all been made circuit 

judges. 

  Actually, we used to use them that way, anyway, quite a bit. When I was presiding 

judge in Clackamas County, I at the first of the year would — at that time we had one district 

judge, and the first of the year I would get an assignment for him by the Supreme Court to 

the circuit bench, and a circuit judge can go down and act as a district judge at any time 
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without assignment, and we used to trade back and forth all the time, convenience for the 

court, because it made sense. In other words, we worked like a group of judges rather than 

circuit judges and district judges. 

In some counties this was a matter of contention because no circuit judge wanted 

to sit as a district judge. Hell, when I was presiding circuit judge in Oregon City, I used to 

go down and try district court cases all the time, and so did all the other judges. And when 

we needed some help, why, the district judge, who happened to be a competent judge, 

would come up and help us, which was the only sensible way of working. But jealousy gets 

involved sometimes. 

 

CH: There's a Court Administrator now? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. 

 

CH: But that is in more recent years, isn't it? 

  

HOLMAN: Since 1953. It was apparent that something had to be done because the 

circuit bench was in trouble, in my opinion, when I was first appointed. We had a lot of 

people who were way past their prime, a lot of people who were not capable, a lot of 

people who didn't work, a lot of people who wouldn't decide their cases. I know of an 

instance in which there was a circuit judge who had cases under advisement and 

undecided for as high as four years. A year after we got a State Court Administrator, he 

was caught up, because otherwise the figures on what he had not done would show. And 

just the mere fact that you're keeping track of people makes them work. 

At first, the going was pretty rough. The first Court Administrator — we had a bloody 

knock-down-and-drag-out. We had a circuit court meeting, because it was apparent the 

Legislature was not going to pass a law regarding a state court administrator unless the 

circuit judges approved, and we had a bloody knock-down-and-drag-out. I made enemies, 

I'm sure, which existed until the time they died. 



Holman  SR 3948 
 

204 
 

 

CH: Why was it so contentious? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, you can express it as, “Nobody's going to tell me what to do.” It's that 

sort of an attitude, see? Nobody was trying to decide cases for them at all or tell them how 

to decide cases. 

 

CH: Well, with the Legislature why was it so contentious? 

 

HOLMAN: Circuit judges in most counties were the highest paid employee there. They 

were the big frogs in a small puddle, and they were normally on close terms with the 

legislators from that county, and the legislators weren't going to do something a circuit 

judge didn't want done. 

 

CH: It's a six-year term to be Chief, isn't it? 

 

HOLMAN: On the Supreme Court? Yes. 

 

CH: But you can step down at any time and still remain on the Court? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. 

 

CH: How was it that the Court would deal with the Legislature? I mean, what were the 

dealings like? They had to work on budgets and staffing and wages and court-appointed 

lawyers and things like that. Was that... 

  

HOLMAN: Well, I can think of two things in which the Court had me appear in front of 

the Legislature. One was when there was a bill to abolish the bar examination, and the 
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Court did not approve of this, and they sent me over to testify against it — not once, but 

twice, as I recall. It was introduced two different times while I was on the Supreme Court. 

Also, when I was on the Supreme Court I was selected by the Court to try and draw 

a plan for the Court of Appeals. At that time we had no court of appeals, when I was first 

on the Court, and because there was an appeal as a matter of right, there became more 

appeals than we could possibly handle, and we were falling behind. And as a result, I went 

to each judge and got his personal ideas of what ought to be done because I knew the 

plan wasn't going anyplace unless the Court approved of it. 

I also went to the court clerk and asked him for a survey of the kind of cases we 

were hearing because it was apparent that we couldn't justify an intermediate court of 

appeals clear across the board. There were more than we could handle, but not enough 

cases to justify that. And that meant that certain kinds of cases would go first to the Court 

of Appeals and could only come to the Supreme Court when the Supreme Court decided 

to take them. And because the work had to be apportioned between the courts, I had to 

know what kind of cases we had and what the proportion was. 

  The statistics turned out to be no good, and the reason for that was that this was 

just at the time when drugs got into our society, and as a result of this, the number of 

criminal cases increased by leaps and bounds, and as a result the whole proportion was 

skewed. Of course, this has subsequently been taken care of, because we now have a 

Court of Appeals which hears everything except for a few peculiar individual things where 

it's necessary that a decision be rendered very rapidly, or that are going to the Supreme 

Court anyway, and some of those types of cases come directly to the Supreme Court in 

order to get a quick answer to them. But other than that, everything now comes through 

the Court of Appeals, which started out with five Court of Appeals judges, and there are 

now ten. 

 

CH: I've heard from people on the Court of Appeals that their workload is very heavy. 
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HOLMAN: Their workload is too heavy. I don't think there are sufficient judges to handle 

it adequately, regardless of how hard they work. They're able to do it by not writing 

opinions in some cases, but that's the only way that they're able to do it. 

 

CH: Should it be expanded to accommodate that workload? 

 

HOLMAN: I think it ought to be expanded to accommodate that workload, and there's 

some internal matters which ought to be changed. I don't know how this works now 

because I haven't been there for a long time, but originally every Court of Appeals judge, 

even though it was divided into three-man banks, every Court of Appeals judge was 

required to read and pass on every opinion. Well, you just can't do this, and I don't know 

whether they're still doing it or not. I heard the other day that they weren't, but I don't know 

whether this is so or not. 

Actually, they ought to act as independent courts of three men each, and then it 

ought to be the Supreme Court's job to take those cases when various banks of the Court 

of Appeals disagree. But I don't know whether it's working that way now or not. The way it 

was working originally, I didn't think that it was being done advantageously. 

 

CH: So you're saying that all the cases first go through a three-man bank, and then go 

to... 

 

HOLMAN: That's in effect what they were doing, and I don't think you can do that. 

There's just too many cases. I don't think anything is gained by that. 

 

CH: So you think that can be streamlined? 

 

HOLMAN: It was started that way when there were five men and only two banks, and 

the Chief Justice could do it pretty well. And the first Chief Justice was a dominant man, 

and that's the way it was started, and it grew that way. And I always claimed they were 
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making a mistake, and I was told the other day that it had been changed, but I don't know 

whether it has or not. 

 

CH: I understand that you had a fairly close relationship with Judge Herb Schwab. 

 

HOLMAN: That's right. I have three close personal friends, and he's one of them. And 

he was the original Chief Judge of the Court of Appeals. 

 

CH: Why was he selected to be the first? 

 

HOLMAN: Because he's one hell of an administrator, that's why. He's smart, he's 

aggressive, and he knows how to maneuver. 

 

CH: What are the administrative responsibilities of the Chief Justice of the Court of 

Appeals? 

HOLMAN: He assigns the cases to the various banks of three judges, and he also, of 

course, dictates the manner in which the Court operates, when it has conferences and how 

many and all this sort of thing. 

  

CH: The job of administrating the Court by the Chief Justice — it probably takes a lot of 

time away from his ability to handle cases, doesn't it? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. It does now, if the job is done, because his responsibilities have 

gotten greater and greater. 

 

 

[End of Tape 10, Side 1] 
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Tape 10, Side 2 
1998 February 27 

 

CH: This is Tape 10, Side 2.  

You were talking about the administrative responsibilities of the Chief Justice. 

 

HOLMAN: The Chief Justice's job now is not primarily an opinion-writing job; it's 

primarily in administrative job because his supervision, not only of the Supreme Court but 

of the entire court system, is such that too much of his time is taken up doing something 

else. 

 

[Tape stops] 

 

CH: Does it make you or other justices on the Supreme Court feel awkward having to 

go to the Legislature to, you know, grovel before them for money? 

 

HOLMAN: It never bothered me, but of course I never was Chief Justice. The 

appearances that I made were concerning a specific thing, and I wasn't embarrassed by it 

at all. The quickest way a Chief Justice can get in trouble is to start telling the Legislature 

what they have to do. 

 

CH: You were mentioning that before about a judge who went before the Legislature 

and told them that they should be doing it this way and that way, and it was a problem. 

 

HOLMAN: Judge McAllister had this problem, even though he came from the 

Legislature, and I never was able to understand it. McAllister was a good internal 

administrator, but he did not have good relationships with the Legislature, and the Chief 

Justice has to have good relations with the Legislature. When something needs changing, 

he has to be able to sell it to the Legislature. 
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CH: Does the executive branch of the government have any kind of similar relationship 

with the court system? They don't have any control, like the Legislature dues, over money, 

do they? 

 

HOLMAN: The Legislature has control over the Supreme Court's money and the court 

system's money, but there's no other side to the coin. 

 

CH: Although, as we were saying the other day, some legislators complain that the court 

is doing too much judicial activism, they're becoming judicial legislators. 

 

HOLMAN: Well, you're not going to have common law and not have courts make law, 

because courts make more law than the Legislature does and always have, because the 

Legislature — there's no way the Legislature can pass a law which covers every possible 

relationship between humankind. If a Legislature does pass a law which affects anything 

other than the state or federal constitution, it can change any law that it wants, and courts 

have to follow it. Of course, the Legislature can't change the state constitution or pass any 

law which is in conflict with it, and when they do pass a law which is in conflict with it, the 

Court has the power to say that they unconstitutionally exercised the law and can terminate 

it. 

But this is only in that limited instance that the Court has any control over what the 

Legislature does. The Legislature can change a law that courts have to follow on anything 

else which is a matter of public concern. 

 

CH: How would you describe the Supreme Court's relationship with the Court of 

Appeals? I know they work closely together. 

  

HOLMAN: There has never been any friction of any amount that I know of, at least it 

didn't occur while I was there. Of course, I retired before Schwab did, and he was the only 
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Chief Judge of the Court of Appeals that existed when I terminated my service, and he was 

smart enough to see that there wasn't any friction. 

 

CH: Did you hear any resentment or feel any resentment towards the Supreme Court by 

judges on the Court of Appeals for them being overturned? 

 

HOLMAN: I never heard of it. Of course, it always hurts when you get reversed, but I 

never heard of any difficulty of that kind while I was on the Court. I'm sure we got cursed 

privately a time or two, but that's only natural. 

 

CH: When I was interviewing Justice Carson, he was saying that sometimes he really felt 

like he was cloistered away in the Supreme Court and it was like being in a monastery — I 

don't know if he actually said it was like being in a monastery, but he gave that impression. 

Do you feel that the Supreme Court is, you know, out of communication with everything 

going on around it, or too isolated? 

  

HOLMAN: I don't think it's too isolated. It is isolated, but I don't think it's too isolated. It's 

that kind of a job. As a rule, when a man gets on the Supreme Court, his philosophy of life 

is not going to be changed by being on the Supreme Court, and the fact that his position 

is such that you don't associate with other lawyers as much as you should, which is the 

only people that he's limited in associating with, I don't think that it's bad. I just think it's 

part of the job. And you are cloistered. If you're working, you don't have any time much for 

social life, and I think that has done more to cloister a Supreme Court judge than anything 

else. 

 

CH: Going on, I had some questions for you about the Court and the legal profession in 

general. 

 

HOLMAN: You mean the practice of law? 
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CH: Yeah, the practice of law. The legal profession. I had some just general questions. 

 

HOLMAN: Well, shoot. 

 

CH: Okay. I read where Justice Graber said that the extent to which society relies on the 

judicial system is unhealthy in that it's not necessarily for vindicating human rights issues. 

She said, quote, “There are at least four institutions in our society that probably can and 

should come into play before judges are called on,” and she referred to those as the family, 

the educational system, the Legislature and the executive branch of government, that 

there is an excessive reliance on the judiciary, which is bad because the law is limited in 

what it can accomplish. 

  

HOLMAN: There are certain things that basically are difficult to control by courts, like 

abortion and things of that kind, which are really not legal problems, they're social 

problems, primarily. But you see, society generally — life is made easier for people if it's 

the responsibility of government to do things for them. I think the school system has been 

the victim of that more than anything else. They not only feed the kids, they transport them, 

they examine their eyes and their ears and their nose to see if they're well, they have 

school nurses and all of this sort of thing. So in other words, society has given to the school 

system the job of raising their children, and this is one of the reasons that the school system 

does not function well and is as terribly expensive as it is, but people want all these things 

done for them instead of doing them themselves. 

If a person is running for public office, he spends all his time explaining to people 

what he will do for them if they elect him. If he were to say, “I'm not going to do these 

things for you, and I don't think government should do them for you,” his own wife wouldn't 

vote for him. This is the basic weakness of a democracy. 

Every form of government, in my opinion, has within it its own weakness. If it's a 

monarchy, the government is run for the desires of one individual. If it's a autocracy of 
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some sort, it's run for a class of people. If it's a democracy, it's run for the what the majority 

of the people want, and the majority of the people are just as selfish as anybody in an 

autocracy or anybody who is a monarch. Human selfishness is the weakness in every form 

of government, and you can't change that. People want government to do more for them 

to make their life easier, whether it's to the benefit of the country as a whole or whether it 

isn't. 

 

CH: But do you think that a democracy is better in that it has checks and balances? 

 

HOLMAN: No system is good. Democracy is just the least venal, that's all. 

 

CH: Well, I guess that seems like a fairly pessimistic view of life. 

  

HOLMAN: Well, you were talking about Holman and the “Oh, my God” statements. 

Maybe that's what they had reference to, was statements of that kind. 

 

CH: Can I ask you something about lower courts and their relationship to the Supreme 

Court? Should lower court judges be legal innovators, thus illuminating issues for the 

Supreme Court, or should they merely apply the law, leaving legal innovation to legislators 

and the Supreme Court? 

 

HOLMAN: That's a loaded question if I ever heard one. It's a question like, “Have you 

quit beating your wife?” 

By and large, it's the lower courts' job to follow what the Supreme Court says the 

law is regardless of whether they like it or not. Having said that, I will admit having ignored 

it when I was a trial judge, and it was in this respect: The law provides that a child is a valid 

witness, I think if they're over the age of ten, I think that's the figure now. A child below the 

age of ten can act as a witness, but only after he's been examined by the judge so the 

judge can determine whether or not he thinks the child can make a valid witness. 
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This comes into play primarily in criminal cases, in divorce cases, and cases for 

alienation of affection. In divorce cases and alienation of affection cases, litigants are 

always calling on children to testify against their mother or their father. In a divorce case, 

they're fighting over the kids, among other things. They bring in the children to testify as 

to the unseemly sexual acts that they have seen their mother or father do to justify the 

mother's or father's complaint against the other spouse, or to justify the securing of money 

from the man or woman that they claim has broken up the marriage. 

 This is tremendously destructive of children, and even though the statute permitted 

it, I would not permit it in my court. 

 

CH: How would you keep it from happening? 

 

HOLMAN: I would just say, “I'm not going to allow the child to testify.” 

 

CH: Wouldn't that be grounds for appeal? 

 

HOLMAN: Sure. And you get reversed, and that's all right. Matter of fact, after I was on 

the Supreme Court I was reversed in a case in which I would not let a child testify against 

his parents under those circumstances. There's no more sure way of destroying a child 

than requiring that of them, and it should not be allowed, in my opinion, but it is. And I just 

wouldn't permit it in my court, that's all. I don't care what the statute said. 

As I say, I was reversed after I was on the Supreme Court for a case that I'd tried 

before I came there by the rest of the Court. I think an opinion could be written to the 

contrary so you could avoid this, but the Court didn't see fit to do it. 

 

CH: Did you have to recuse yourself? 
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HOLMAN: Oh, sure. I didn't participate in the argument or decision at all. When it 

became an issue before the Court, when that case was being discussed I excused myself 

and left the room. 

 

CH: But in terms of — I guess what you're saying, then, is when you were on the lower 

court you felt like you should be a legal innovator, and when you were on the Supreme 

Court, you felt like they should just apply the law down below. 

  

HOLMAN: Well, generally speaking they have to apply the law. You can't go off and ride 

your horse always, but occasionally there's something that I think is so important that you 

try and do something about it. 

 

CH: Were there factions on the Supreme Court, or ideological groups? 

 

HOLMAN: Of course there are. There is in any court. And the most efficient Supreme 

Court is one that has been together without change for a long time. For instance, I was 

junior man on the court for six years. All the battles had been fought. You know where 

everybody stood philosophically on almost every kind of a case, and you don't waste your 

time arguing about it anymore because you've been over that argument numerous times 

before and you know how it always comes out, so there are just a certain number of 

dissents and that's all there is to it, but you don't argue about it anymore. You don't take 

the time because all those battles have been won or lost, and you know how a majority of 

the Court stands, and that's the way it goes. You may dissent, but you don't spend time 

arguing about it anymore trying to convince anybody that they're wrong because It's not 

possible. 

 

CH: But then when somebody new comes onto the court, does that change? 

 



Holman  SR 3948 
 

215 
 

HOLMAN: When somebody new comes on the Court, some of the battles have to be 

fought over again, depending on what his philosophy is because his vote may change the 

lineup. 

 

CH: And is that good? 

 

HOLMAN: It's not efficient so far as disposing of business is concerned, I can tell you 

that, but I don't know whether it's good or bad. You can't keep people from being human 

and having different philosophies about what the law ought to be. 

  

CH: But if someone new comes on the Court, does anybody else on the Court try to 

explain to him, “Look, you know, this is what's been going on”? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, the two factions will fight over his vote; there's no doubt about that. 

 

CH: So is there any way that you could describe how the factions broke out? I mean, 

was it strictly ideological, or were there certain types of cases that you knew where people 

would stand? 

 

HOLMAN: There are certain types of cases where you knew where people would stand. 

 

CH: Like what? 

 

HOLMAN: Just take a common old personal injury case. You knew that if possible there 

were certain people who were going to come out on the plaintiff's side and there were 

certain people who were going to come out on the defendant's side. 

 

CH: Regardless? 
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HOLMAN: Not regardless, but if it's anywhere near an even break, and some cases are 

almost an even break as to what you do, and you knew there were certain people that had 

a tendency to go plaintiff-wise, you knew there were certain people that had tendencies 

to go defendant-wise — not in every case, no. 

And there were certain factions about law enforcement, too. There were certain 

people that were in favor of stringent rules in law enforcement, and there were certain 

other people who didn't feel that way. And while they agreed on a majority if things, there 

were marginal cases in which you knew which way in all probability they were going to fall 

off. 

  

CH: What about on the Court of Appeals; were there also factions there? 

 

HOLMAN: I can't tell because I once served for 30 days after I retired as a member of 

the Court of Appeals as a temporary judge, but other than just operating in the three-man 

bank to which I was assigned for a month, I did not have any basis for determining that. 

 

CH: What kind of communication or advice or supervision do the Supreme Court judges 

give to lower court judges, outside of their written opinions? Any? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, the Chief Justice selects the presiding judge so far as the multiple-

judge districts are concerned. You can argue that the Chief Justice has more power than 

that, and he probably does. But as a practical matter, a smart Chief Justice doesn't actually 

attempt to exercise it. 

 

CH: But in terms of legal advice or anything like that? Do people on the Supreme Court 

give advice to other judges in lower courts? 

 

HOLMAN: No. Not other than by written opinion. 
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CH: When the Supreme Court was trying to reach agreement, do you believe that there 

was sufficient collegial deliberation in general? 

 

HOLMAN: Too much sometimes. Not always, but sometimes. Sometimes it went on for 

a long period of time. What actually happens is that immediately after hearing the cases, 

there's a short conference of the judges, and the Court is polled to see how they stand, if 

anybody's made up their mind after hearing arguments and reading the briefs. 

 

CH: And what happens then? 

  

HOLMAN: Everybody expresses a tentative opinion or says, “I don't have any opinion, 

one way or the other.” 

 

CH: And what does that accomplish by doing that? 

 

HOLMAN: It enables the Chief Justice to assign the case to the side which looks like 

will have a majority, if there is a difference of opinion. In many cases there is no difference 

of opinion. 

Then if somebody disagrees with that opinion, they have to write a dissent. Then 

normally the writer of what he hopes will be the majority opinion, the one to whom it was 

originally assigned, he normally rewrites his opinion and tries to answer the criticism that 

is made of his opinion by the dissent. Then the dissent may take another crack of it, and 

the other members of the Court are sitting there like a tennis game. In other words, the 

case is argued before them by the two people who are the proponents of the different 

sides of the opinion, and as a result of this, when it finally settles out and both sides have 

written all they want to write, then the Court makes a choice. 

 

CH: Is that debate between those two judges helpful for the rest of the members? 
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HOLMAN: Oh, I'm sure that it has to be. 

 

CH: Does the person who's writing an opinion have an extra responsibility in achieving 

agreement? 

 

HOLMAN: He just does the best he can by legal argument to convince the members of 

the Court that his side is right, and the other man's doing the same thing. 

 

CH: Are the judges going around to the other offices speaking to the other judges 

individually? 

  

HOLMAN: Oh, sure. All the time we're consulting with other judges and talking with 

them in chambers about matters that are in dispute. I can remember one situation in which 

Judge Lent and I disagreed on a labor case which had been assigned to me to write, and 

I was writing a majority opinion, and eventually I became convinced that he was right and 

I was wrong, and I finally admitted that I thought I was wrong. 

I know of another instance where Judge Howell was writing an opinion, and Judge 

O'Connell was writing a dissent. They purported to disagree on something. I in effect was 

a third party, but I thought I saw that they really weren't in disagreement but they were 

talking on a different level. They thought they were talking about the same thing, but they 

weren't really talking about the same thing. So I said to Howell, “Let me have a chance to 

write the paragraph” — it was just a part of it that they were disagreeing on — I said, “Give 

me a chance to write that paragraph and see if I can write something that O'Connell will 

agree with and that you will agree with.” 

I rewrote the paragraph. I took it to O'Connell and said, “Do you have any objection 

to this as a substitute for what you're disagreeing about?” 

He read it, and he said, “No, I don't.” 

I took it to Howell. I said, “Howell, do you have any objection to this?” 
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He said, “No, I don't.” So it went into Howell's opinion, and there wasn't any 

disagreement. So there's all kinds of agreement by people. 

 

CH: Does the Chief Justice have any responsibility in helping reach agreement? 

  

HOLMAN: Yes. For instance, I know of a situation in which he called me in, and another 

judge had written an opinion which obviously wasn't going to wash, and he called me in 

and said, “Holman, you're the guy who's going to have to do something about this.” I had 

not been assigned to the case, and I said, “Yes, I knew that something was going to have 

to be done, and I've already started to work on it.” 

He said, “Well, I'll assign it to you.” 

And I said, “No, don't assign it to me. Let me write a memorandum fur the individual 

to whom you have assigned it.” So I did write that memorandum. My memorandum 

appeared in that judge's opinion, and it was approved. So all sorts of things go on. 

 

CH: There's criticism of the Court that there is difficulty arriving at decisions, that there 

is no majority for any single position, and that even though the plurality decision settles 

matters for the parties in question, they provide less conclusive guidance to lawyers and 

lower court judges who must use them as precedents in future cases. 

 

HOLMAN: There isn't any doubt that that is a valid criticism in that it does not give to 

lower courts... 

 

 
[End of Tape 10, Side 2] 
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Tape 11, Side 1 
1998 February 27 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Judge Ralph Holman, and this is Tape 11, Side 1. 

We were talking about the decisions and whether they give guidance to lower court 

judges. 

 

HOLMAN: This is something that doesn't happen. When a Supreme Court opinion is 

busted up so that the members of the Court have three or four different positions, and 

even though there may be a plurality — or maybe that's not the word, but most people join 

one view which becomes the opinion of the Court, the thing is so busted up that it doesn't 

act as any benefit for the instruction of lower courts. And it's regrettable when that 

happens, and you try and prevent it. But it does occur, very occasionally. 

 

CH: How are internal rules adopted by the Court? 

 

HOLMAN: There's no written internal rules of which I know, and I think there are very 

few internal rules of any kind, at least I was not conscious of it. There are certain rules that 

grow up just by usage, but if there are written rules, I never saw them. 

 

CH: Well, I read in The Oregonian — this was in recent years — that there was a new 

internal rule requiring dissenting justices to submit their written opinions within a month 

after the majority opinion was ready for publication. 

  

HOLMAN: There was no such rule when I was on the Court. If there is such a rule, it was 

just an internal one that was adopted by a majority of the Court, and that's all. They're 

running their business, and they can have any kind of a rule they want. If they want that 

kind of a rule, they can have it. I think it's a good rule, incidentally. 
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CH: I had heard that it was aimed at the most frequent dissenters at the time, which were 

Fadeley and Unis. 

 

HOLMAN: I would suspect — while I never worked with either one of them, I would 

suspect by what I know about the reputations of both of them, I would suspect that that is 

true. 

 

[Tape stops] 

 

CH: What are the purposes of dissent in the lower courts, then? 

 

HOLMAN: The purpose of dissent where? 

 

CH: In the lower courts, for the Supreme Court. Is there a good purpose for dissent by 

judges on the lower courts below the Supreme Court? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, there's no way a judge on a lower court can dissent. 

 

CH: What about for the Court of Appeals? 

 

HOLMAN: The Court of Appeals can, when that opinion is written, but there can be no 

dissent below that because there's just one trial judge. It's really an argument for the 

Supreme Court if it's going to be appealed. 

 

CH: What about for the Supreme Court? Is there an importance for dissent on the 

Supreme Court? 

  

HOLMAN: Yeah. This case may not be decided that way, but that question can come 

up again in a future case, and the Court at that time may be persuaded that the dissent 
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was correct. In other words, it's an aid to ultimately maybe changing a rule, and the 

Supreme Court does change the rules. There was a typical example of a trial lawyer losing 

both sides of the same question that came in front of us, and this happened to be by a 

lawyer who is one of my three very best friends. 

He came up to the Court advocating that the rule should be changed, and he was 

unsuccessful. The rule was not changed, and he lost his appeal. Two years later, he came 

up to the Court on the other side, saying that the rule should remain the same because of 

the position of his client in that case. By this time, we were ready to agree with his dissent, 

and we changed the rule, so he lost both sides of the same question. 

 

CH: Do you think that dissent offers a sort of a seed to be planted for... 

 

HOLMAN: That's right. 

 

CH: Especially dealing with majority decision that might be unworkable in the future? 

 

HOLMAN: Sometimes a rule gets changed without any dissent being made. I can think 

of one rule which I changed in an opinion of mine, which was adopted by the Court, and 

at a time when the writer of the original opinion establishing the rule was still working on 

the Court as a temporary judge. So sometimes — in this particular instance, it was a rule 

regarding the statute of limitations as to whether something could be presented to the 

Court. In other words, the plaintiff in the case would have been prevented by — the Court's 

prior application of the statute of limitations would have barred his claim, even though he 

didn't know he had a claim until after the statute had elapsed. And I changed that rule, and 

the Court adopted it. 

  But there are all different ways that rules get changed. As the public's thinking about 

things changes, courts change — but they change later, afterwards. In other words, it's 

normally 20 or 30 years after public opinion has changed before courts change. 
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CH: Comparing your court with other courts, either in the state or the federal system or 

the supreme courts of other states, how do you feel that the Supreme Court here is in 

terms of legal innovation? Or do you know? 

 

HOLMAN: Courts of certain states, supreme courts of certain states, develop 

reputations. At one time the Supreme Court of California, because of the judges that were 

on it, was considered a good court. That's the way it was when I first went on the Supreme 

Court. By the time I left 15 years later, the Supreme Court of California was not in good 

repute. The forceful and the good-thinking people with ability were no longer on the court. 

 

CH: Why? When did it change? 

 

HOLMAN: It was just a difference in personnel. In other words, the whole thing changed. 

I got to the place where I didn't pay much attention to the Supreme Court of California 

anymore and what they did because they were a bunch of wild-asses, they'd go off any 

direction. 

 

CH: How did you feel about that whole public debate over the Supreme Court judge — 

is it Rose Byrd? 

 

HOLMAN: The woman? 

 

CH: Yes. 

  

HOLMAN: I was not close enough to it to have any feeling. I'm sure that, by virtue of a 

woman — had she been a man, I doubt any of it would ever have happened. But on the 

other hand, she could have been criticized for trying to go too far too fast. So I really don't 

know enough about the basics because I wasn't in California, and I really don't know what 

the merits of the whole thing were. 
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CH: Why is it that you don't hear any discussions publicly about the ideological makeup 

of the Supreme Court here, whereas you hear about it all the time in terms of the U.S. 

Supreme Court. But in terms of — I don't think people are really aware of even who's on 

the Supreme Court in Oregon. 

 

HOLMAN: This is primarily because the newspaper gives publicity to the United States 

Supreme Court that they don't to the supreme courts of the various states. The Supreme 

Court of the state of Oregon, I think, during my term there I think had a fairly good 

reputation, I think a better a reputation than it enjoys now. That sounds like I'm prejudiced 

in my favor; perhaps I am. But what I know about the personnel that were on the Court 

then and the personnel that's on the Court now, I think it's a valid criticism. 

 

CH: How have demands on the Supreme Court changed since you retired? 

 

HOLMAN: I don't think the demands have changed any. When I retired, we had already 

adopted pretty well a full Court of Appeals. As a result, there was no more pressure on the 

Court so far as volume of work then than now. I don't think it's changed any. 

 

CH: We were talking about internal rules that were adopted by the Supreme Court. Are 

there any unofficial rules of the game in the Supreme Court? Are there certain things a 

member should or should not do if they want to be accepted or acknowledged or 

respected? 

  

HOLMAN: Well, of course the thing that determines how you stand with the rest of the 

Court is how smart they think you are. The thing that's fatal to you is if they think you're 

playing games because there's no time for that. You just basically have to make your own 

reputation within the Court by the work you do. Some are able to do it, some aren't. 
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I think that I was fortunate during the time I was there because in looking at the 

other people, I thought that there was never more than one man who could not hold his 

own, and out of a seven-man court, that's an awful good average, and much better than 

most courts with at least seven people on them. I think they mostly were people of ability. 

 

[Tape stops] 

 

CH: How has the nature of the cases coming before the Court changed over the years? 

You've mentioned that drugs became much more important. Were there other things, or 

are there other problems facing the Court? 

 

HOLMAN: There are two aspects that you can look at this from. Criminal cases became 

much more prominent. Also, land use problems didn't exist before, and while land use has 

become prominent now and the Legislature passed all sorts of land use laws as to what — 

those statutes all had to be construed, and for a period of time this occupied quite a portion 

of the Court's time because it was something new. Every time something new comes on 

the scene — products liability also came on the scene and for a period of time occupied a 

lot of the Court's time. 

 

CH: What about situations where — like Measure 11 comes along, or a measure 

mandating certain criminal sentences or... 

  

HOLMAN: That normally does not play a big part in the picture. Those statutes have to 

be construed and applied, but normally that does not take a major amount of time. 

 

CH: Or the “three strikes, you're out,” those kinds of laws? 

 

HOLMAN: No, they don't occupy much time because if the statutes are well-drawn, they 

don't occupy a whole lot of time. 
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CH: In 1994 there was an 18-member task force that determined that there was a two-

tier system of justice in Oregon, one for whites and the other one for blacks or minorities. 

Do you feel that that was the case when you were on the Court? 

 

HOLMAN: No, and I very sincerely doubt that it was the case when the committee made 

the report. Unless something in the evidence discloses it, you don't even know whether 

the persons that are involved are black or white. 

 

CH: But they said that minorities, for instance, are more likely to be arrested than — so I 

mean it could start way below where the courts actually had anything to do with it. 

  

HOLMAN: My attitude toward that is this — and of course, this is something that's 

subject to opinion and something that's hard to prove or disprove. My opinion is, for 

instance, that blacks and Chicanos are different people with different backgrounds, and 

because of their financial condition in life are subject to a lot more stresses, and by virtue 

of this, they're more likely to commit crimes. And I doubt very seriously whether there is 

much prejudice so far as the application of the law is concerned. There may be prejudice 

by particular police officers by virtue of their experience, and this may have some play in 

it, but so far as court determinations are concerned, I don't think it has a thing to do with it. 

I don't think there is any prejudice that way. 

 

CH: Do you think that there's enough effort within the law schools to recruit minorities 

as lawyers? Or do you think they should? 

 

HOLMAN: There's a problem there, and that problem is really a basic constitutional one 

about which they're fighting now. You're damned if you do and damned if you don't. By 

virtue of economics and schools where Negroes, for instance, normally are educated, and 

because black people have different values and are raised differently, you get very few 
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blacks that are educationally qualified to become lawyers. And as a result of this, it's 

difficult to find people who can pass the courses and pass the bar exam who are black. 

On the other hand, if you say, “Well, for that reason we're going to give blacks 

preference,” then you start butting your head into the constitution so far as discrimination 

is concerned. You're discriminating against whites who are better qualified. So you can 

take your choice in that argument. 

 

CH: What about getting more minorities on juries? 

 

HOLMAN: I think that in places of large population, localities or cities of large 

populations in which black people are inclined to cluster, my guess is that the juries are 

fairly well proportional to — at least in Oregon fairly well proportional to what the race is. If 

you try cases in Portland now, you'll find a considerable number proportionately of black 

people on the panels, I think. I don't know how it is elsewhere because I have not served 

elsewhere. 

  

CH: We've talked a little bit in the past about dealing with judicial discipline, but we really 

haven't gotten into any detail. And first of all, maybe you could explain to me the role of 

the Supreme Court in administering judicial discipline. 

 

HOLMAN: Well, the way it works now is that there's a committee that complaints can be 

made to if it is thought that a judge has done something which is improper to do, and that 

committee makes a recommendation to the Supreme Court, and then the Supreme Court 

considers the matter, and they either discipline the judge or they don't. 

We had an example of that when a complaint was made against a judge of the 

Supreme Court, which of course makes it awkward because the Court itself has to give the 

ultimate answer to the question. This was ultimately avoided when Judge Fadeley 

resigned. 
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CH: Is that a particularly awkward situation for the members of the Supreme Court when 

they have to judge one of their own? 

 

HOLMAN: It most certainly is when you have to work with a guy every day, but I don't 

know of any better answer to it, any better way of doing it, and no one to my knowledge 

has suggested a better way of doing it. Ultimately the authority has to repose in the 

Supreme Court, and members of the Supreme Court shouldn't be beyond criticism, either, 

so I don't think there is any answer to it. 

 

CH: Were there examples of judicial discipline that you had to deal with while you were 

on the Supreme Court? 

  

HOLMAN: There were none that I can remember. I don't think there were any during 

the time of my 15 years that I was on the Court. We had to decide disputes sometimes 

between judges in the same district. There was a district down in Coos Bay where there 

were two judges, and they could not agree, and there was always a fight as to who was 

going to be the presiding judge, and of course it couldn't be decided because there were 

only two of them, and each one voted for himself. As a result, the Supreme Court had to 

decide it, but that's not a matter of discipline; that's just a matter of a way of getting a 

decision made. 

 

CH: Occasionally you hear these rather peculiar cases; for instance, there was a judge 

in Eastern Oregon who in making his decisions would flip a coin, Judge Ralph Currin. I 

don't know if you heard about that or not, but... 

 

HOLMAN: What was his name? 

 

CH: Ralph Currin, from Eastern Oregon. 
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HOLMAN: I don't know that I did. 

 

CH: Well, that probably happened after you retired, but you never had cases like that 

while you were on the Court? 

 

HOLMAN: No. I thought I knew some trial judges, though, when I was on the bench who 

would have been better off if they had decided their cases that way. 

 

CH: How influential do you think the Court was on forming public policy — or do you 

think that is even a role of the Court? 

 

HOLMAN: I think it works the other way. I think public policy changes court minds, I 

don't think courts change public policy mind. 

 

CH: Does the Court try to? 

  

HOLMAN: The reason that courts lag behind public opinion is because members of the 

Court have to grow up through society and be old enough to become members of the 

Court, and during that length of time their philosophies are changed — or made, rather, 

not changed. As a result, rules don't get changed until those people have gotten old 

enough to get on the Supreme Court, so they lag behind 20 or 30 years. And court 

opinions do change with the change of public opinion because people get a different idea 

as to what is right and what is wrong. 

 

CH: Is it a good stabilizing factor that perhaps there is a lag between public opinion... 

 

HOLMAN: Yes, because public opinion can change very rapidly, and it can vary back 

and forth. We have an illustration of that about the death penalty in this state. It vacillates, 
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dependent upon what latest egregious crime has been committed, and of course court 

rules shouldn't be changed that rapidly. 

 

CH: Did you ever feel that you had to judge one way on a case or write an opinion or 

vote on one side where you really felt by your conscience or morality or whatever to vote 

the other way? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes. I have written opinions with which I did not like the result. 

 

CH: Can you describe what was going through your mind at the time or what kind of a 

dilemma that was for you? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, the rule that I was applying would be a universal one which I disagreed 

with but which I knew could not be changed because I'd just be wasting my time. Cases 

came out that I didn't like the result, but I felt that I had to write the opinion that way 

because that's what the law indicated they should be. 

 

CH: So in a case like that, you disagreed with the law? 

  

HOLMAN: I disagreed with the law. 

 

CH: But you felt that you had to support the law? 

 

HOLMAN: That's right, because it was one of universal adoption. Lots of cases just 

seem to come out wrong, for some reason, but you try and follow the rules. Occasionally 

you try to change them where you think they can be changed, but some of them shouldn't 

be changed. 

In other words, a law that applies to everybody generally doesn't necessarily always 

come out right for individual parties. 
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CH: When you were on the Court, did Oregon's super-majority jury system, was that in 

effect? 

 

HOLMAN: I'm not sure what you're referring to. 

 

CH: You know, Oregon has a super-majority jury system where at least ten jurors must 

agree to a felony verdict because there are fewer hung juries and fewer retrials? 

 

HOLMAN: I think that's good; I don't think it's bad. In most jurisdictions, criminal cases 

have to be unanimous, and I think this is a mistake. All you've got to do is have one foul 

ball or one stupe on the jury, and the whole thing is thrown out of kilter. I think it's better 

the way we do it. 

 

 [End of Tape 11, Side 1] 
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Tape 11, Side 2 
1998 February 27 

 
 

HOLMAN: People can legitimately change their minds. I've done it. 

 

CH: So you feel that jurors have... 

 

HOLMAN: I think that you're going to get more miscarriages of justice under the 

absolute rule where everybody has to vote the same way in order to convict anybody. I 

think there are more miscarriages of justice under that than there is under the other rule.  

 

CH: What is your opinion of the effectiveness and competence of juries to understand 

complex law and the judge's directions? 

 

HOLMAN: I'm an advocate of the jury system. I do not think juries understand some of 

the complicated instructions that the law requires that they be given, but I am convinced 

that juries have an innate feeling for what is right and for what is wrong. 

I talked to many jurors after their terms had expired when I was in Clackamas County 

as a trial judge. At one time the University of Chicago Law School had a program that 

investigated the jury system, and they selected various trial judges of courts that they 

thought were representative of the country generally, and I happened to be one of the 

judges that they selected. And after every jury case which I tried, I had to fill out a report 

for them which had such questions in it, basically: What was the case about; what was the 

principal issue in it? What, in your opinion, was the competence of the lawyers who tried 

the case? What decision would you have made had you been a juror? — and things of that 

kind. It was a really exhaustive questionnaire. 

As a result of this, I came to the conclusion that I was agreeing with my juries in at 

least 80 percent of the cases. I also found in talking to jurors after their term of service was 

up, when I would ask them why they decided a case as they did, that they would give me 
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normally a completely irrelevant answer, even though I agreed with the result. And I came 

to the conclusion that they didn't understand the fine points, but they had an instinct for 

what was right and for what was wrong. 

Also, most cases are not decided on legal issues. Most cases are decided on factual 

issues, and this is true regardless of whether the case is tried by the Court or whether the 

case is tried by a jury. There's a certain type of case in which juries have never been used, 

and that's — I won't attempt to explain that here, but it's purely of English historical 

significance. 

I think that jurors are just as capable of deciding factual issues as to who is lying 

and who's telling the truth as judges are, and I believe that by virtue of my own experience 

as a trial judge, because having been a trial judge in one community for 15 years, I 

subsequently saw the results of some decisions I made that were on a factual basis, and I 

came to realize that I had made a mistake. 

Now, you're going to say what happens when the trier of the fact makes a mistake 

as to who's lying and who's telling the truth, and all I can say is that as long as you're doing 

it by human means, which is the only means we have, people are going to make mistakes 

because some people lie very convincingly and some people tell the truth very 

unconvincingly, particularly when they're under the pressures they are when they're a 

witness in a lawsuit. I think juries do just as a good a job of that. 

As a matter of fact, at one time I tried a case without a jury which happened to be a 

criminal case because the lawyers consented that I try it without a jury, and you can do it 

quicker that way. I reached a certain opinion. That same question was retried before a jury, 

and they decided it differently. I subsequently discovered that I had called the facts wrong 

and the jury had called them right by virtue of a subsequent investigation which had to be 

made. 

I think juries are just as competent to do that, and I think they have an instinctive 

feeling for what's right and wrong, even though they may not understand technical rules. 

I'm a supporter and advocate of the jury system. 
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CH: In 1994, a divided Oregon Supreme Court decided that grand juries can issue 

indictments with fewer than all seven members present. Do you think that was a proper 

ruling? 

 

HOLMAN: I don't see anything wrong with it. As long as a majority of seven people 

agreed with it, it was going to be the result in any event. 

 

CH: What is your feeling about uniform sentencing and indeterminate sentencing? 

 

HOLMAN: There is no way that you can lay down a set of rules which reaches the 

proper sentence in each case. And they're attempting to do it, and I don't think it's capable 

of being done. People can change. You've taken away from the trial judge a lot of 

discretion as to what the proper result may be or sentence may be in a particular case, and 

I'm not sure this is wise. I don't know. 

At the time I was a trial judge, trial judges had pretty wide discretion. And that 

doesn't mean that we didn't make mistakes. We did make mistakes, but I think mistakes 

can be made regardless of what the rules are. 

I know of certain cases in which I did make mistakes, and I cost a man's life once by 

making a mistake, and this is hard to realize and admit that you did, but I did it. 

 

CH: Was that the case that you referred to, the first murder sentencing you had? 

 

HOLMAN: No. This was — I'd been on the bench just a short time, and a young man 

was picked up in the burglarizing of a drugstore, he was stealing drugs. Actually, he was 

traveling with a couple of Los Angeles thugs who knew that he had to have the drugs to 

feed his habit, and therefore he would steal the drugs, and the ones he didn't use they 

would take and sell. 
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This was when I was first on the bench, and you have to learn certain things to be a judge, 

and when you learn them things can occur that shouldn't occur. 

This man had the damnedest war record you ever saw. He had repeatedly taken 

machine gun nests singlehandedly and things of this kind where it was almost sure death 

and gotten away with it. This was his first felony, and I was impressed with his record and 

thought maybe the country owed him a little something, and I put him on probation. I had 

sent him down to the state asylum. They had gotten him off the drugs, they had taken him 

through withdrawal. I thought he was entitled to another chance, even though they told 

me that he had an unstable personality. 

Five years later, I would have not put him on probation. I did. Within a year, he shot 

and killed a police officer in Los Angeles. I subsequently found that he had been in some 

trouble during that time which had never been reported to me, so I had no opportunity to 

ever revoke the probation. 

Five years later, I would have not considered probation for the man. All the warning 

signals were there for me to see, but I didn't know how to read them. In other words, what 

would be a worse bet than a man who is capable of quick unthinking lethal action. If he'd 

ever stopped to consider anything, he wouldn't have taken all those machine gun places 

singlehandedly and had that kind of a war record. Where can you find a worse risk than a 

man who is capable of that and yet has an unstable personality? You couldn't find a worse 

bet in the world. And all the signals were there for me to read, and I wasn't experienced 

enough to read them. You have to learn to be a judge. 

 

CH: Did that leave you with any remorse? 

 

HOLMAN: Of course. It's not pleasant to know you've caused somebody's death by 

making a mistake, and that was the result here. 

 

CH: Was there any publicity over that case? 
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HOLMAN: No. Nobody ever knew about it except me. 

 

CH: Anything else like that? 

 

HOLMAN: That was the most worst. 

 

CH: So what is the lesson that you came away with from that? 

 

HOLMAN: The lesson I came away with was that you don't take chances with people 

who are capable of quick, lethal, unthinking action who are unstable. They're just 

dangerous to have at large. Particularly people who have had the drug habit. 

  

CH: While you were sitting on the Supreme Court, were there cases that went on to the 

U.S. Supreme Court? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes. 

 

CH: Are there any notable cases that you can recall? 

 

HOLMAN: No. I had my opinions reversed a time or two by the United States Supreme 

Court. One case concerning pornography, I came to the conclusion ultimately that the 

Supreme Court said that there was no such thing as pornography because in the situation 

in which I wrote the opinion and said it was pornography, you can't imagine a worse thing 

that was published than this, and if that's not pornography, nothing is pornography. And if 

that's the way the rule's supposed to be, okay, that's the way the rule's supposed to be. 

Another one was a situation in which a judge on the Supreme Court had written an 

opinion which appeared to, and I think did, include the decision in the case that I tried. I 

did not like the result, but after all, that's what the Supreme Court of the United States said 
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the rule was, and even though the result didn't seem equitable to me, that was the one I 

applied. 

The same judge who had laid down the rule which I followed was still on the Court. 

He wrote the opinion reversing me. He just changed the rule — without saying so, he just 

changed his rule enough to let the field goal go through; he just moved it over a foot or 

two so the kick would go through. I didn't think that I had that privilege. He was the ultimate 

decider, and he thought he did. 

 

CH: What was that involving; do you recall? 

 

HOLMAN: I can't even remember specifically now so that I can intelligently discuss it 

because it's been so long ago. 

Incidentally, the losing party who got me reversed in the Supreme Court of the 

United States was the lawyer in Portland who raised the money for me when I ran for the 

Supreme Court. 

 

CH: Who was that? 

 

HOLMAN: Gunther Kraus. I don't know whether you ever knew Gunther Kraus or not. 

 

CH: No, I didn't. 

 

HOLMAN: He was a prominent Portland lawyer, and he had been the member of the 

bar who raised $60,000 for me when I ran, which was a lot of money at that time. We're 

talking about 1950. It was probably more money than any single individual ever spent on 

a Supreme Court race up till that time. 
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CH: You mentioned pornography law. Are there other laws that specifically give you a 

difficult time or are a problem for you? Things that stand out as being particularly 

egregious. 

 

HOLMAN: No, I don't think so. Some of the rules that the Supreme Court of the United 

States changed or established concerning criminal cases during the time the governor of 

California was the Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court, Warren, some of 

those at the time seemed to me to have been proper rules but adopted at the wrong time. 

They enlarged the rights of criminal defendants at a time when criminal occurrences were 

proliferating. 

Of course, during my lifetime, the time there was the least crime was during the 

Depression when people were poor. Though they say poverty creates crime, that wasn't 

true during the Depression because it was relatively crime free except for a little 

gangsterism in some of the big cities. Times are prosperous now, and we have all kinds of 

problems, particularly because of drugs. 

 

CH: How would you describe the way your judicial philosophy has evolved over the 

years? 

 

HOLMAN: Mine or... 

 

CH: Yes, yours. 

 

HOLMAN: With age, I have become less sure that I know anything for sure. When I was 

young, I used to have fairly definite ideas. I'm not really completely sure about anything 

anymore. As life taught me lessons, I became less sure that what I thought was right was 

actually right. 

 

CH: Did that help you to make decisions or hinder? 
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HOLMAN: Oh, it hinders you. You've got too many doubts. You see more sides to the 

problem. 

 

CH: Do you think this has changed much since you retired? Has it changed more that 

way since you retired? 

 

HOLMAN: I think even more so. I think even more so. 

 

CH: Do you think you could go back onto the Supreme Court? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, I'm too old to go back on the Supreme Court; I couldn't ever stand the 

pressure. I couldn't do the volume of work that's involved. I don't have the stamina 

anymore. I'm almost 84 years old, and I'm an advocate of young judges, generally, not old 

judges. There are several reasons for that. 

The first is if you select judges who are younger, as a rule you can get people with 

better qualifications because they are not yet making the money and adopted a lifestyle 

which makes it impossible to get by on a judge's pay. So I think you can select a higher 

caliber person if you select them when they're young. 

Also, the State has an investment when they appoint somebody a judge. They're 

given what is now a fairly liberal allowance as a pension when they retire. The State is 

ultimately better off if they get 30 or 40 years of service out of that individual before they 

give him a pension than they do if he's there 10 or 15 years. 

For instance, I was appointed at age 35. The last legal activity I engaged in was ten 

years after I retired. The last case I tried was a jury case in Portland when I was 75. In effect, 

they got 40 years of service out of me, the last ten years not as exhaustive as the first 30, 

but they got 30 years service as a serving judge and ten years of service whenever they 

wanted to use me to call me back. They got more for their money than they do on the 

average judge, who's appointed when he's 50. 
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And for those reasons, I'm an advocate of appointing younger people. If I was the 

appointive power, I would try to appoint no trial judge who was over 40 years of age, and 

I would try to appoint no Supreme Court judge who was over 50 years of age, because I 

think you can select a better person, and you get more for your money. 

 

CH: What about judges going on to do arbitration and mediation work? 

 

HOLMAN: I don't see anything wrong with that. I did some of it, and I got to the place I 

couldn't hear any longer, my hearing became so deficient I didn't dare try anymore. 

Matter of fact, I tried all sort of arbitration hearings for the Association of National 

Security Dealers. Matter of fact, I was sent to Alaska as the presiding officer of a five-man 

board trying disputes between Indians and bond brokers. 

  

CH: Do you think that a judgeship should be the terminating point in a lawyer's career? 

 

HOLMAN: Most — so far as practicing law, probably yes, if he's been on the bench for 

any length of time. 

 

CH: Why? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, when I retired from the Supreme Court, I had not practiced law for 30 

years. When you're on the Supreme Court, you don't have to keep up with all the changes 

in the statutes and everything that are made, and this is because it's the lawyers' job to tell 

you what the law is concerning a particular situation. 

I don't believe I was competent to practice law when I retired from the Supreme 

Court. I'd been out of the game too long. 
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CH: I've never heard anybody say that before, that they feel like it's the lawyers' 

responsibility to let the judge know what the law is. I mean, it seems it should be the other 

way around. 

 

HOLMAN: As a trial judge, you don't have time to go back and look at law on every case 

you try because you end one at five o'clock one day and you start another one at nine 

o'clock the next morning. Occasionally you are in some doubt and do take the time, but 

not very often. 

 

CH: So you're leaving it, then, for the two lawyers to let you know what the law is, and if 

the... 

 

HOLMAN: That's favorable to their respective sides. 

 

CH: And if one of them doesn't — if there's a law out there that exists regarding it that 

they haven't brought up... 

  

HOLMAN: If he doesn't call it to your attention and you don't know anything about it, it's 

not applied. 

On the Supreme Court, you have a duty to lay down the law, but it's the law which 

has been briefed by both sides, you've got a bunch of other people on the Court who are 

looking at the same thing, and normally you get a shot at everything that covers it. But that 

doesn't make you — your interplay with how you do things in the practice of law doesn't 

have a damn thing to do with what you do on the Court, mostly, and I just don't think I was 

competent to try and practice law after I got off the bench. I had no desire to do it, I made 

no effort to do it, but I don't think I was competent to practice law. While I may know some 

abstract law, I don't think I would have been very good at its advocation in the trial of a 

specific case. 

 [End of Tape 11, Side 2] 
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Tape 12, Side 1 
1998 February 27 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Ralph Holman at his home in West Salem, Oregon. The 

interviewer for the Oregon Historical Society is Clark Hansen, the date is 2-27-98, and this 

is Tape 12, Side 1. 

Go ahead — you were talking about decisions by the Court. 

 

HOLMAN: I don't remember now what the prior discussion was. We were talking off the 

record about somebody talking about legal fallacies. Well, of course there are certain legal 

fallacies, and as a rule we cover those fallacies up by not laying down a rule but submitting 

them to the jury. 

In other words, let me give you an example. We talk about negligence, and 

negligence is the doing of that or the not doing of that which a reasonable, prudent man 

would do under the same or similar circumstances. Who the hell knows what that is? It may 

mean one thing to you. It may mean another thing to me. It will mean still something else 

to someone else. Well, we laid down what seems like a fine rule, but it's no rule at all 

because it just leaves it up to the individual people who are trying that case as to whether 

they think the result is reasonable or whether they don't, or whether the actions of a person 

were reasonable or whether they were not. 

Negligence is not capable of a definition, and we have people who think that we all 

ought to pay so much money and all people who are injured ought to receive a certain 

amount, whether it's by accident or otherwise, and that we would be better off to put it into 

a bureaucracy and have them do that. There are other people who believe that it's all right 

the way we're doing it because people have an instinct for what's reasonable and what 

isn't reasonable and we ought to leave it up to that. But it's incapable of a rule. So we cover 

that up by stating a general rule which really doesn't mean anything. 
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CH: Going back to what we were talking about before, do you think that it's important 

for people in the legal profession, for judges, to have informal contacts with one another 

— Bar Association meetings and conferences, judicial conferences and things like that? 

Do you think that these are important for judges in evolution of their own philosophy or... 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, I don't think it's tremendously important one way or the other. I think that 

you have to have some connection with lawyers and keep your irons in the fire if you want 

to continue to hold the job, but I don't think makes a whole lot of difference as to how 

judges decide things. 

 

CH: What's been the nature of your association with the A.B.A. and the Oregon Bar 

Association? 

 

HOLMAN: I was a member of the American Bar Association at one time. Of course, I 

had to be a member of the local Oregon bar in order to practice. I served principally in the 

Oregon bar upon the committee for judicial administration. As a matter of fact, this was 

why the Court selected me to try and draw a plan for the Court of Appeals because I was 

the only member of the Court that was a member of that committee. And of course 

whoever drew the plan had to sell it to the bar committee on judicial administration as a 

start, and I'm sure I was selected for that reason. 

I served on a legislative interim committee on the administration of justice which 

was established by the 1955 Legislature. While I was active in it so far as other matters are 

concerned, I was the chairman of the subcommittee that was in charge of juvenile law, and 

we wrote a whole new juvenile act, or established a plan for one. We didn't write the actual 

statutes themselves. 

 

CH: Were you a member of any other judicial or legal associations? 

 

HOLMAN: No, not really. 
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CH: In general, what's been the hardest part of your job? Overall, what would you say 

was the hardest part of being a judge on the Supreme Court? 

 

HOLMAN: Well, being a trial judge has certain things that are difficult. Supreme Court 

may have other things that are difficult. I think the hardest part was the long hours, the 

amount of time that I had to expend in order to do a halfway adequate job. I'm sure I must 

have averaged 60 hours a week or in excess because I worked virtually every night and 

every weekend, and most of the other judges on the Court did, too. I think it was just 

exhaustive insofar as the amount of time that was involved. If you're a trial judge, you've 

got a whole different situation. 

 

CH: And what did you enjoy most about being a judge and about your career? Was there 

a certain aspect of it that you enjoyed more than anything else? 

  

HOLMAN: I enjoyed the writing part of being a Supreme Court judge more than any 

other part of it. I don't think I was particularly good at it, but I enjoyed trying to set down an 

exact idea in a form that was easily understandable that would be persuasive. I don't think 

I was particularly good at it. I think my English was deficient, but I surrounded myself with 

people who were not deficient in that respect and who could clean up what I did. It's best 

to know your own failings. 

As a trial judge, everybody enjoys the authority, I suppose; that's just human. You're 

playing God with people's lives, and some of that's real difficult. I found that so far as the 

trial work was concerned, that that I did in connection with children and juvenile work — 

and I was in a place where originally I was the only judge there and I had to do everything 

— I found this particularly trying. It was difficult for me because I could see that the children 

that were in difficulty were the result of their environment, and I couldn't do anything to 

change their environment. All you could do was take them away from their parents and 

hope the change of environment might help, but you can't take all children away from their 
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parents, this is just not practical. And I felt that I was fighting a losing battle and that I really 

wasn't accomplishing very much. 

 

CH: What effect did being a judge have on your social life — I mean, aside from the fact 

that you had to work so many hours? 

 

HOLMAN: As long as I was a trial judge, I didn't let it interfere with my social life. I 

continued to associate with the lawyers I had associated with before, and I lived no 

differently than I would have under other circumstances, and I made an effort not to change 

it. 

As a Supreme Court judge, I didn't have any time for any social life. Not only that, I 

moved to a new community at the age of 50, and you don't start making friends much after 

the age of 50. You don't have kids in the school system, so you don't get acquainted there, 

and your time is fully occupied, in any event. And you just don't have time for much social 

life when you're on the Supreme Court in any event. 

 

CH: Was your wife fairly understanding of your situation? 

 

HOLMAN: Yes, she was, and she suffered by it, I'm sure. When I would come home at 

night and work, she had to remain quiet and leave me alone because you can't carry on a 

conversation with somebody and work at the same time. When I'd work on weekends, the 

same thing was true. She was pretty much isolated because I couldn't act as a husband's 

supposed to act. She didn't have the communication with me that you would normally have, 

and this was difficult for her. 

 

CH: Was she involved in other activities? 

 

HOLMAN: Not in Salem. She was some when I was a trial judge, but not here because 

she came here late in life, too, and this didn't make it easy for her, either. 
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CH: So how did she spend her time, then? 

 

HOLMAN: My wife was basically an intellectual. She was interested in everything. She 

was smart. I don't know if she was smarter than I; I went to law school with her, and her 

grades were better than mine. She didn't finish law school because there was really no 

position for a woman in the law much at that time. She quit law school and went two years 

to Reed. 

Then we were married when I graduated from law school. Up until the time we both 

went into the service, she worked all the time. I think she was happier working, and when 

I came back from the service there was no need for her to work any longer, and I 

discouraged her working, and I'm sure I made a mistake because I think she would have 

been happier if she'd continued to be gainfully occupied, not because she needed the 

money, but it would have kept her doing something. 

She occupied her time with doing such things as on her own figuring out musical 

theory and things like this which are tremendously difficult. I would guess that she probably 

had an I.Q. of at least 160. 

 

CH: Did she have any outlets for all these intellectual interests? 

 

HOLMAN: She was an intellectual, and she just wanted to know. She didn't particularly 

want to do anything with them, but she wanted to know. I always told her that she should 

have been married to a college professor because she would have taken every damn 

course in that college. She enjoyed going to school. 

She was interested in a multiplicity of things. Her reading was omnivorous, and she 

didn't care for fashion or for clothes or for parties or anything like that. The only thing she 

was interested in was books, primarily. 

 

CH: So she spent most of her days, then, reading and things like that? 
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HOLMAN: Yes. She became partially isolated for other reasons. At age 50, she became 

an insulin diabetic and occasionally would have an insulin reaction which embarrassed her 

mightily. It's just like being drunk, or at least that's the way you appear to other people. 

Also, she began having problems that we could not account for. I would come 

home, and I would find her in distress, and she would say, “You know, I was working out 

in the yard today, and all of a sudden everything was different for just an instant.” And I 

could see she was disturbed about this. 

It came to fruition in 1964 at Thanksgiving time. My mother and her companion were 

coming for dinner, Thanksgiving Day dinner, and Thanksgiving Day in the morning, my wife 

had put the turkey in the oven and whatnot, and I was lying in bed reading. And pretty 

soon she called to me, and she said, “Ralph, what day is this?” 

And I said, “What in hell are you talking about?” I said, “You know what day it is.” 

And she said, “No, I'm serious. What day is it?” And I could tell she was disturbed. 

And I said, “Well, you damn fool, you know it's Thanksgiving, don't you?” 

And she said, “No. Is today Thanksgiving?” 

And I said, “Go look and see what's in the oven.” She had no memory of putting the 

turkey in there or no memory of what day it was. She had had an epileptic seizure. 

As a result of this, I sent her down to the medical school. My brother was dean of 

the medical school. She was put through a course of tests by the head of that department. 

She happened to go down there and a doctor saw her that in talking to my brother 

afterwards I could sense that he thought we'd seen the wrong guy even though we'd seen 

the head of the department, a man who he subsequently got rid of and got somebody in 

their place. The guy could not diagnose her. They were talking about cutting nerves and 

an operation and all this sort of stuff, and I was not for that. 

But about that time my brother got rid of the head of the department and hired a 

Japanese doctor — not Japanese; he was an American but of Japanese heritage — from 

the California system, the University of San Francisco. And he diagnosed her within the 

first week of seeing her. She had a melanoma, which is a form of tumor which grows inside 



Holman  SR 3948 
 

248 
 

the skull between the lining of the brain and the skull. It doesn't actively entwine its tendrils 

into the brain, but it takes up space and puts pressure on the brain. Melanoma is not the 

right word; that's for skin cancer. I've forgotten the word now, but it's a particular kind of 

cancer — not cancer, it's not a cancerous thing — it's a particular kind of growth, tumor. 

As a result, she was operated on when she was in — oh, I suppose she was past 60 

years of age when she was operated on. Things did not go well at first. She could neither 

talk nor write, and the doctor said, “Well, this could only be caused by one thing, and that's 

pressure. That means there has to be fluid in the cavity that's pressing on her brain. And 

the answer to that is we go through the hole we made in the skull and withdraw that.” 

And they did it in the hospital while I was there, did it right in her room. And when 

he was done he said, “Well, I didn't get an amount of fluid which I thought would put the 

kind of pressure on that she's obviously having.” 

And I thought, “Oh, my God, better she died on the operating table than have this 

happen because this means she can't read, and she can't talk and make sense, she can't 

write.” And I could tell by looking at her that she was fully intelligent but that she just 

couldn't — all of a sudden she couldn't function. 

I came back to Salem and tried to work the next morning, and I couldn't do it. I finally 

left, and I arrived at the hospital at about two o'clock in the afternoon, and as I walked 

through the door she said, “I can read! I can write!” 

And I said, “What happened?” 

She said, “I don't know, but about eleven o'clock it was just like somebody had put 

up the window blind, and all of a sudden I can function.” This did not keep her from 

continuing to have seizures. She's now got two things: She's taking the insulin as a diabetic, 

she's taking seizure medicine, but it's not effective — even after the tumor was taken out, 

it had been there for such a long time — the doctor said it had been growing for 25 years, 

and I could account for a lot of things that I couldn't account for otherwise now. 

The doctor who operated on her was on the hospital staff, and she said to him after 

the operation and after she was over it, “Doctor, are you sure you got it all?” 
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He looked at her and he said, “What the hell do you care? It took 25 years to get 

that way, and you don't have 25 years more,” which was pretty blunt, but which we both 

appreciated. In other words, he was giving us the pure scoop; it really didn't make any 

difference. They'd relieved all the pressure they could and there wasn't time for the thing 

to grow again. It was almost as big as an egg. 

But this tended to isolate her because she could get a seizure at any time. I can 

think of an occasion she went to lunch with a friend of hers, and all of a sudden she looks 

at her friend sitting across the table and says, “Who are you?” 

Well, seizures had that effect. They impaired her memory, which would come back 

gradually for a period of about an hour, and then she'd be all right, and then she'd 

remember things. But it gradually affected her long-term memory. I found that she was 

doing things that would recall things to her — like we'd go to Europe, and every day she 

would write what we did, and she'd write it in the form of a letter that she sent to somebody, 

but when she came back she got that letter from the person. I know now it was so she 

could remember what had occurred. 

She would meet people on the street that she should have known, and she would 

not remember them. Well, this isolated her, particularly when I was working 60 hours a 

week. She couldn't drive anymore. 

 

CH: Because she might have a seizure? 

 

HOLMAN: Oh, yes, because she might have a seizure, either an insulin reaction or a 

seizure. Her father had had an insulin reaction and had been in the hospital, and he came 

to our house to recover afterwards, and he never left because he could no longer really 

take care of himself. And this was good for my wife because it gave her company at home. 

It was 13 years before he died. He died right where you're sitting. He just keeled over with 

a heart attack. And when I die, that's the way I want to die. But she wouldn't go anyplace 

unless I was with her. 
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CH: But didn't the insulin medicine that she was taking or the anti-convulsant that she 

was taking, control... 

 

HOLMAN: No. 

 

CH: That didn't control the situation? 

  

HOLMAN: That didn't control the seizures, neither before or after the operation. Her 

brain had been permanently deformed by the thing, and she was too old for it to 

recuperate. 

In other words, she became isolated and a hermit. She couldn't leave here except 

with me because she couldn't drive, and she had a few friends that would come and see 

her, but other than this, she just didn't see people anymore much, unless she was with me, 

and I didn't have the time until I retired. And it was extremely difficult for her. 

 

CH: So what happened after your retirement, then? 

 

HOLMAN: What happened after our retirement? We traveled extensively. We both 

enjoyed it, and finally her diabetes got so that it had affected her heart, and she didn't have 

the stamina to get through airports, and then we didn't travel by airplane anymore, but we 

traveled around a considerable amount by automobile. Because this is the way she 

traveled best then. 

I've been lucky all my life. You know, marriage is a gamble. Nobody really knows 

whether they'll get along with their husband and wife until they're married and actually try 

it, and we had our rough times because — to begin with, because she was raised in a family 

which was run by her mother, and I was raised in a family which was run by my father, and 

we saw our jobs in a different light, and this caused some knocking off of the corners, but 

we had a good marriage. And when you have a good marriage, that's lucky. 
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CH: Did you ever regret not having children? 

  

HOLMAN: Not really. I think the biggest problem in the world today, in my opinion, is 

overpopulation, and I don't think the world is going to be any worse off because I didn't 

have any children. 

 

CH: So I guess, then, since we're talking about this, how did this all play out with her in 

the end? 

 

HOLMAN: The diabetes eventually destroyed her immune system, and she had 

pneumonia repetitively. And pretty soon the drugs wore out which were the answer to 

pneumonia, and when that happened she got pneumonia and died. 

 

 [End of Tape 12, Side 1] 
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Tape 12, Side 2 
1998 February 27 

 
 

CH: This is an interview with Judge Holman. This is Tape 12, Side 2. 

You were saying that your wife had had strong feelings and it kept her from going 

to Germany? 

 

HOLMAN: My wife was the first officer candidate, woman officer candidate in the Coast 

Guard, and in the first class of women who were ever commissioned out of the Coast Guard 

Academy. They sent her to Smith College for two months and then to the Coast Guard 

Academy for a month before they commissioned them. 

I don't think the service was a particularly happy experience for her. We had to bust 

up our home. We were both in the service. She couldn't get over the fact that people were 

now actually attempting to kill each other. 

We traveled extensively during our lifetime. Matter of fact, I think the two of us went 

eleven times to Europe. She would never go to Germany because, even though she was 

three-quarters German and her mother was born in Germany, she would not go there 

because she says, “I will not go to a place who did what these people did to the Jews.” I 

don't have anything else, I don't believe. 

 

CH: You were also saying that she was very strong... 

  

HOLMAN: She was an independent woman, and she had extreme difficulty because of 

her diabetes and because of her epilepsy, she became isolated and almost totally 

dependent when she couldn't drive, and she was so embarrassed by seizures that she 

wouldn't go anyplace without me, and I was busy and occupied until I retired and couldn't 

go places with her, and she became isolated as a result of this and she lost her 

independence, and this was terrible for her because she was an independent person. 
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CH: Going on, when did you decide to retire? 

 

HOLMAN: I decided to retire when I was diagnosed with prostate cancer in 1979. I was 

64 years old. Cancer is endemic in the males in my family. I thought I didn't have much 

more time, and I thought that if I was ever going to do any playing, I'd better get with it. 

I retired when I was 65 — or six months after I was 65, and I retired on the same day 

and the same month that I was appointed to the bench originally, exactly 30 years 

previously. 

As a matter of fact, I've been operated on for cancer twice since then, I've lost 19 

inches of large and small bowel and my right kidney, the operation being six years ago. 

And I'm still here, and I've been retired 18 years. I never expected to be. I've been extremely 

lucky. 

Three completely different kinds of cancer. There hasn't been any metastasizing, at 

least as far as I know, as yet, but it's three different kinds of cancer. I'm convinced that 

cancer is caused by defective genetic structure which involves your disease-fighting 

ability, that it depends upon what kind of genes you inherited because they say it's 

endemic in the male part of my family. It didn't used to be that we lived long enough to 

have cancer, but primarily cancer is a problem of the aged, and now we're living much 

longer, and that in my opinion is why we have so much more of it. They died of something 

else before they were old enough to get cancer, and in past times that's why there wasn't 

so much of it. 

  

CH: Aside from your travel, have you done other things in your retirement? 

 

HOLMAN: I fish. I was unable to do a lot of fishing before my wife died. I've been a 

fisherman all my life, but I was limited in what I could do because my wife could not be left 

alone. When I left I would have to have somebody stay with her, and she did not like that. 

But since then I've wandered around the world fishing. I have fished in the Bahamas, 
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Christmas Island, Russia, Montana, Utah, British Columbia, Alaska, Chile, Argentina, and I 

expect to continue to do so as long as I'm capable of it. 

I cannot wade because of two things: age, now, but even before that I couldn't 

because I have an artificial leg, and you don't have the feeling or sense of balance which 

permits you to wade. I therefore like to dry fly fish, to fly fish in any event, and I have to do 

so out of a boat because I can't wade. And this means that there are certain places in the 

world where you can do that advantageously, and others you can't. So I select places 

where I can fly fish out of a boat. 

 

CH: Have you been involved in any other types of civic functions or activities or 

organizations or anything like that? 

 

HOLMAN: Not really. 

 

CH: Did you ever consider moving back to Molalla? 

 

HOLMAN: To Molalla? 

 

CH: Or Clackamas County? 

  

HOLMAN: No, not really, because I love the house I'm living in. I never expected to have 

a house like I have. I was able to buy it because the person who owned it was in dire 

financial circumstances when I moved to Salem, and I was able to buy a house that 

normally I would not be able to buy. And I enjoy living in this house, I love it, and I don't 

want to leave it until I have to. 

I think people largely make a mistake when they move when they retire because 

you have to start all over again in another community, and this is not always easy to do at 

that age. As a matter of fact, I'd been away from Oregon City for 15 years when I retired, 

and neither my wife nor I wanted to leave this house, and I didn't have any more 
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connections in Clackamas County much, so I stayed here. And I expect to continue to stay 

here. 

Fortunately, I was able to find somebody to live here with me. A friend of my wife's 

and mine needed a place to live when my wife died, and she moved in, and it has worked 

out very well. She does her thing; I do mine. I'm not alone, there's somebody around. I am 

amused at the reaction of younger people to this situation. Invariably when they find that 

somebody is living here, they say “girlfriend or housekeeper?” And my answer is, “Neither,” 

and they do not understand this because those are the only two relationships that they 

recognize. 

We're just two elderly people that are living together for our mutual convenience, 

and she does her thing, and I do mine. Right now she's up in Eastern Washington skiing 

for two weeks. She'll be back in another week, and there's somebody here in the house 

when I leave to go to Chile for two or three weeks or to Russia or someplace like that, 

there's somebody here taking care of things, and she enjoys living here, and I enjoy living 

here, and we do our own thing, and we're just two elderly people that are living together 

for our mutual convenience. Young people don't understand this. 

  

CH: Well, you would think that young people, since a lot of young people live together, 

that they would understand it. But maybe they have a different standard for the adults in 

society. 

 

HOLMAN: I'm amused because at my age I'm incapable of making a pass, and even if I 

did, I'm sure that I'd find myself on the floor looking up when it happened. 

 

CH: Well, when you look back over your life, what do you find to have been your most 

satisfying accomplishments? 

 

HOLMAN: I was able to accomplish and be so much more successful than I ever 

expected to be, there's no comparison. There's a certain amount of luck that's involved 
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with this, but when I was graduated from high school, I did not think that I had any 

prospects. I had been reared with the idea that I would go to college, but there was no 

opportunity for me to go to college. It was 1932, and I had an older brother who was in a 

tuberculosis sanitarium, and I knew that this was not possible. 

I have received a lot of good breaks. I have been lucky. I was raised by my parents 

to try and achieve, and truly, I think I have lived the American dream. Financially I am now 

fairly well off. I do what I want to do, and I don't do what I don't want to do, and there are 

damn few people who can say this. 

I see so many people who are dissatisfied with what life has dealt out to them. I feel 

entirely different. I feel like I'm the most fortunate individual that you could possibly find 

and that life has been good to me, and while we all have regrets about certain things, I 

think I've been extremely fortunate and extremely lucky. 

  

CH: Is there anything else you would like to add to all this? 

 

HOLMAN: I'm sure that I've added too much already. 

 

CH: Not at all. I appreciate the time that you've spent, being so cooperative in putting 

this all together and submitting to twelve hours of on-tape interviews. I know that it's taken 

a lot of time and it takes effort to do this, and I appreciate your contribution. 

 

 [End of Tape 12, Side 2] 
 [End of Interview] 
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