GRANDMOM IDA

The one thing that everyone in my family knew about my Grandmother Ida was that she had five husbands (sequentially, not concurrently). So the logical question anyone might ask is whether she divorced or murdered any of them. As it turns out, they all died of natural causes. She survived them all. You might think that her experience of this much loss would have made her a bitter person, but nothing could be further from the truth. She was in fact the most positive optimistic person I have ever known in my life (with my mother running a close second). How lucky I have been! 

Grandmom, as we called her, came from a family of 5 brothers and 2 sisters. She was the second or third youngest. The family came to the US as part of the Great Jewish Exodus from Russia before World War I in 1914. There was some debate as to whether Ida was born in the US or the Ukraine. She insisted that she was born in the US. Her brothers were not willing to concede this, and we overheard them tease her about it a few times. It might seem that it would make little difference. But Grandmom valued being born-in-the-USA. Her older brothers came here speaking Russian as their first language, with a heavy infusion of Yiddish. Grandmom got all of the Yiddish, but not much of the Russian. She was an American, and proud of that fact. This debate has current meaning only to the extent that it makes me either a 2nd or 3rd generation American, from her line, which really doesn't matter.

Grandmom lived most of her life in the Bronx, where I and my brother Bill and sister Janet would visit her. These were exciting trips, where we took the train from Philadelphia to Penn Station and were met at the station and on to a taxi to the apartment building and the 3rd or 4th or 5th floor walkup. The grandfather husband we first got to know was Charles. I believe he was four of five (as the Borg would say). Grandfather number 1 was William, my actual father's father. But he died at the age of 29 from pneumonia that could have been easily cured today. The apartment where Grandmom and Grandad Charles lived was a wonderful playground for us. The very best part was an odd storage shelf that connected under the ceiling from the living room to the kitchen. The most exciting possession stored up there was a very old Civil War sword that Charles had collected for some reason. I think we only saw it once. He was a reserved man and not inclined to let nine year olds go about the apartment brandishing swords, so it was quickly put away. That's all I remember of him.

But Grandmom was an important part of our lives throughout childhood until she died in the late 90's. (I should know the date but I don't.) She would come down to Philadelphia, where most of the family lived, and spend time with her brothers and sisters, my aunts and uncles. Individually and collectively they were an amazing group of people who were my most important role models after my parents. (I have written about "The Uncles" in another essay.) 

When I said Grandmom was positive and optimistic I mean that in the most active sense of those words. She was aggressively optimistic. She was the local sales representative for optimism. She loved everyone. Every child and every person was special. She doted over us. When we were very young her visits meant that we could do things and eat things that were not generally permitted. She would take us to the supermarket and we could get whatever we wanted. For me, this meant whipped cream, a food I deeply love to this day. But cookies and ice cream and cake were also on the "menu." It is a wonder we didn't die from a sugar overdose. It was wonderful. She would play games with us, board games and card games. Monopoly was the usual game, but there were many others. 

And she simply never talked about herself. She never took food for herself until everyone else had been taken care of. It may seem an exaggeration to say this, but she was almost literally selfless. She lived for her family.

There are many stories. The first that must always be told was her behavior around the dinner table. Whether at home or in restaurants, she was obsessed with making sure all the food was eaten. She was a young adult during the Great Depression, when my parents grew up. And we learned of their deprivation in indirect ways. This was one of them. Food was less plentiful and more valuable then. So at the end of the meal, when everyone had stopped eating, she would take the remaining food from our plates and insist that we eat it. When we just couldn't eat any more she would pass forkfulls of food around the table until someone ate it. We soon learned that it was pointless to try to stop her. She was relentless. So eventually we ate all the food just to make her happy and so we could get up from the table. 

Grandmom lived the motto that "if you can't say something nice about someone, don't say anything at all." We had a large extended family of at least 60 aunts, uncles and cousins. And it was rumored that there was one family member that Grandmom did not like. There were several possibilities that were occasionally secretly debated. We all had our guesses about who this was, but the identity was never revealed. Grandmom, of course, said nothing. And no-one dared to ask her. She would have denied it anyway and would have been offended by the question. She was a fount of positive thinking, of encouragement, of praise and of gratitude. To say she was a role model would not be quite right because I never thought for a minute that I could really be like her. I had opinions. I still have opinions. I get grouchy. I don't like everyone. But she sort of proved that at least one version of ideal behavior was actually possible. And the lesson I suppose was that there was some hope for the rest of us.

The last story I'll include here, for now, comes from the Worlds Fair in 1964. It was in Flushing Meadows on Long Island, New York. My brother Bill and I went to New York where we stayed with Grandmom and went to the Fair on our own for two or three days. I was 15 and Bill was 14 at that point. I don't recall why Grandmom didn't come with us. It's possible she had to work. She was a secretary in a real estate firm for many years. But what she did was accompany us on the subway ride out to the fairgrounds to make sure we got there OK. And the last thing she said to us every day as we got off the subway car was "Don't eat no "chazerai." Chazerai is Yiddish for junk food. To this day Bill and I sometimes caution each other about the serious dangers of Chazerai. It was funny in 1963, and it makes me smile every time I think of it. Grandmom was being protective of us, of course. What I didn't appreciate at the time, however, is that she was also trusting us to fend for ourselves in a strange and complex environment like a world's fair. The trust and freedom was never explicitly stated. I don't think we took much notice of it at the time. It seemed normal because that was all we knew. But what bravery on her part it must have taken to let us go, and let us learn on our own. And there is nothing more important that a parent or grandparent can do for their children. I hope I learned something of that in my own parenting. I guess I'll have to wait for Megan, Julie or Aaron's book......

[I will stop here. There is so much more that could be written, that should be written; and I hope to continue. Thanks to Terry for encouraging me to write this, and for teaching creative writing in a way that trusts her students the way Grandmom trusted us.]
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