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This is a book about the lives and views of grandmothers, as told by grandmothers themselves.  So, you might ask, who wants to read about a lot of wrinkled old ladies?  Well, for a start, wrinkled old ladies themselves, who tend to be largely ignored in books and the media.  Plus the not-so-wrinkled, since some women become grandmothers in their forties or even earlier and some, who are not yet grandmothers, have an interest in understanding the stage of life they will be reaching soon.  Not to mention the occasional person who might like to know what that quiet woman in the corner seat is thinking about.

The main reason I wanted to write this book is because I have found being a grandmother fascinating.  Not just fascinating, but completely and surprisingly so.  I had no idea of the significance it would have in my life.  My own grandmothers were moderately absent – one because she lived a long distance away and we saw her very infrequently and the other because she had only a very limited interest in her grandchildren.  My children, also, had little involvement with their grandmothers – my husband’s mother had died before they were born and my mother was a long way away and more engaged in her career.  So, for me, there was no model for this stage in my life and certainly no very positive one.

Yet from the moment of birth of my first grandson, I felt immensely involved.  I was keen to watch him – and the second, his cousin, who came along three years later – develop.  I felt they were both very much part of my life and my planning. I did not want to go away for too long, because I wanted to keep up with changes in their lives.  I not only adored them and the fun I had with them, but I liked the ‘me’ that I became with them.  I realised that it was much easier to be a granny than a mother ­and felt I was doing better at it.  I probably became a bore to family and friends, talking about them and the funny things they said, although no one has ever told me so.  

Yes, being a grandmother added a whole new layer to my life.  But this was not solely due to the new members of the family to love and to worry about.  There were also new territories to be negotiated, like when and how to offer advice to the parents without getting their backs up.  As I took on occasional childcare, I had to remember both the practical and the more complex emotional sides of looking after them.  And perhaps most surprising of all, I had to come to terms with a very new image of myself as a grandmother – the older generation, with all that this implies.

It seemed such an obvious focus for a book that I was surprised it had not been done before, at least in this way.  I checked it out and found the occasional book by an individual grandmother and a considerable number of books offering advice, with various titles around the theme of how to be a good granny.  Indeed, I found one enticingly subtitled ‘how to be a bad grandmother’.  But I didn’t want to give advice – I wanted to show how it felt from the inside.  Of course, there may be much to be learned from what these grandmothers have to say and different readers may take different messages from their thoughts.  But my focus was on letting them talk about their lives.

This book is not about the grandchildren, no matter how many clever things they say or do.  Evidently, some grandchildren, when they learned of this project, automatically assumed that such a book would be about them – as one teenage granddaughter asked ‘What do they want to know about me?’ The grandmothers themselves, however, had no difficulty understanding that they – and their emotions – were the focus of attention, although some were keen to talk about their grandchildren as well.

As I was writing this book, one friend asked if I had a thesis – was there a particular point that I was trying to make, using the interviews to prove it?  The answer is a resounding no.  It was never my intention to prove anything, aside from the multiplicity of perspectives and experiences of grandmothers in different circumstances.  I did not know what I would find when I set out, and can only say that I was delighted with the varied nature of the responses.

One question was how to find my grandmothers.  When I first told friends that I was planning this book and looking for people to interview, more often than not if they were grandmothers themselves, they would say cheerfully ‘You could interview me’.  But it is unprofessional to interview anyone you know, so I had to decline.  I began by approaching people in a park and shopping centre and found two or three in this way.  But I then discovered that while I could not interview my friends, I could interview their friends.  So I asked neighbours about their friends and friends about their friends and neighbours.  I asked people I knew from various activities I do and, on occasion, local shopkeepers.  One woman phoned me and asked to take part without my ever knowing how she heard of the project.  As I was very concerned to talk to people with a range of backgrounds, I always talked briefly to the women on the phone to learn something about them prior to the interview.  This also, of course, gave them a chance to ask more about the planned book.

What can be said is that these grandmothers come in all shapes and sizes.  Some are old, some are surprisingly young, some elegant and some struggling.  In the end, we spoke to twenty-seven grandmothers.  All but one lived in London (the exception was interviewed on a visit to London), but they lived in all corners of this diverse city – East, West, North and South London.  We interviewed one living in Kensington (for those not familiar with London, this is one of the richest areas) and several in Tower Hamlets (one of the poorest).  The majority were born in the UK – indeed, many of these were born in London itself – but because London is a very cosmopolitan place, a considerable number also came from elsewhere.  Their countries of origin included, in no particular order, Australia, France, Pakistan, Iran, Nigeria, Sweden, Zimbabwe, Egypt and Barbados.  They also spanned the major religions: Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Hindu.  

The ages of those we interviewed ranged from 46 to 88, but many had first become grandmothers long before – the youngest at age 36. They had worked in a myriad of occupations, including a former teacher, writer, postwoman, civil servant, child-minder, finance director, singer, and cleaner, to name some examples.  A few had been housewives all their lives.  Some continued to work.  Some had only one grandchild, while some had grandchildren in high numbers, the jackpot going to a woman with eleven. The ages of the grandchildren ranged from a few months to age 29. Three were great-grandmothers and a couple of others had great-grandchildren on the way.  

This is not, of course, a ‘representative’ sample, nor was it meant to be.  There are probably surveys that can tell you the proportion of grandmothers who look after their grandchildren full-time or see their grandchild less than once a month.  This was never the purpose of this book.  Instead, it was intended to provide a sense of the texture of grandmothers’ lives – the complexities of their feelings and the diversity of their experiences.  The same project, undertaken at another time or by another person, would interview twenty-seven completely different people.  Their individual stories and the way they expressed themselves would clearly not be identical, but I suspect the general picture would be very much the same.

Interviews of the kind used for this book are very open and fluid – there is no formal questionnaire and no effort to put people’s responses into pre-set boxes.  Instead, there is a rough ‘topic guide’, developed in advance, that helps the interviewer to remember the range of issues to be covered.  But essentially, each interview is a conversation and each invariably goes in a slightly different direction.  Indeed, not every person is even asked every question.  Sometimes, time runs out.  A person might have a particularly compelling story to tell.  Sometimes, we think of an interesting line of questioning only after the first interviews have taken place.

All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim, that is word for word.  It is this process that allowed me to use the interviews thoroughly.  I read them over very carefully many times and then edited down the contributions so they were manageable to read.  I made the decision to correct the English of those who were not native English speakers or who did not always speak grammatically, as I feel it gives people more dignity to be presented in this way.  In all other ways, these are the words of the grandmothers themselves and many different voices can be heard.

Because the interviews were very intimate and open discussions, some grandmothers shared thoughts that they would not want traced back to them, particularly about relationships within their family.  This caused me a dilemma in how to use the contributions without hurting the person – or their family – in any way.  I had always said that no real names would be used.  In the end, I decided not even to use pseudonyms because those with very individual and recognisable stories might be traced through. Very occasionally, I have mildly changed certain details so that no one could be fully identified by family or friends.  This may be annoying to the reader, who might like to note the thoughts of individual women, but it is a necessary protection to the grandmothers themselves who spoke with such honesty about their lives.

I am, of course, enormously grateful to my interviewer, Paul Vallance, who carried out the discussions with great sensitivity and skill.  He had to respond quickly and thoughtfully to very different individuals and circumstances.  A number of those interviewed commented subsequently on how pleasurable it was to reflect on the issues raised, some of which they had not directly thought about before.  I am also grateful to my two transcribers, who had to listen to the discussions through the occasional veil of barking dogs, whirring dishwashers, local car alarms and the like, which seem be much more of a distraction in a recording than in real life.  I must also thank highly all the friends, acquaintances and neighbours who allowed me to pester them for the names and contact details of grandmothers they knew.  

And most of all, I give tremendous thanks to all the grandmothers in this book, who dug deeply both into their memories and into their innermost thoughts about their current circumstances to recount a range of complex – often happy, but sometimes painful – experiences.  The book could not, needless to say, have been written without them.
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Chapter 1 

The Joy of Grandmothers
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Television documentaries often begin with short clips from the main body of the programme, serving as a ‘taster’ for what is to come.  In this short introduction, a few women talk about being a grandmother, again to serve as a taster for the main text.  These are not repeated anywhere else, however.

First, there is the fact that the joy of being a grandmother comes as a complete surprise:

For years and years my friends used to come up to me and say, with great enthusiasm ‘I’m a granny!’  And I would think, well, you haven’t done anything.  How can you be so excited, as if you’ve achieved something?  You’re only a granny – it’s not as though you’ve produced the baby.  Producing the baby is the great thing.  So I ignored all my friends, I wasn’t interested in their grandchildren at all.  

And then I had my own grandchildren and I just fell in love with them – each one is more wonderful and more perfect and more of a marvel than the one before.  I’ve got more involved in looking at them and observing them as time has gone.  

grandmother of five

Second, there is the love and involvement with so many new people as a result:

Being a grandmother is such a different stage of life.  It’s very maturing in a way – and it’s also a tremendous challenge.  There is this beautiful love relationship unencumbered by excessive responsibility. And you see all the family strands playing through.  It’s like a form of weaving, the fabric of families coming together and you start to write another story together – I find that so moving.  Suddenly we’re making this new fabric. It is quite amazing – it’s wonderful, very enriching – this other stage of life.  

grandmother of three

Being a grandmother – and sometimes also a great-grandmother – becomes central to a woman’s life:

I’ve been a grandparent for 30 years now, so it’s hard to think of myself as not being one.  You have this whole bunch of people who you want to keep connections with.  All my life, in a way, has been centred around the family.  Emotionally, they take up an awful lot of my life and my thinking. And I’ve got a very busy life – I’ve got lots of friends, I do a lot of stuff – but they are the core of my life.  I think about them every day.

grandmother of eight

Perhaps especially so when a loved husband has died:

My grandchildren have given me a reason to live after my husband passed away.  When I got the grandchildren, I was so happy, I felt I had a reason to live now. I get up every morning thinking of them – I’m going to cook for them, or I’m going to bring them from their school, or it’s half-term and they are going to come and stay with me.  All the time, that keeps me going.  

There are moments when I think what have I got in my life now?  And there is nothing –  but the next minute I think Oh, I’ve got the grandchildren – I feel that I’m living for them.  

grandmother of four

Yet there can be a sadness from watching life take its inevitable course:

It’s a little sad watching them grow older, but it’s how things are.  Khalil Gibran, I think, said children are the arrows – you’ve got the bow and the parent shoots the arrow, but they’re no longer yours.  They have to live their own lives.  Grandparenting is a bit like that.  You have to help them as the springboard to start them off and hope and pray that they will live well.  That they will live and love and laugh – and care about themselves and about other people.

grandmother of two

And it can be seen as almost a secret club:

I had a lovely card from a close friend who is also a granny which said, ‘Welcome to the best club in the world!’  And it’s just how it felt.  Quite a few of us, friends who are also grannies, are just are a bit smug about it from time to time, saying ‘Oh, isn’t it nice to be a granny, isn’t it lovely.’ 

There’s all that business about having the best deal because you have the pleasure of the children without that relentlessness and that anxiety and responsibility.  It’s such a privilege and you feel such an important part of a team, you are a necessary support.  When you’re retired, it gives your life shape and meaning.  

grandmother of two

Finally, and fundamentally, it makes a woman think about the trajectory of life:

Both becoming a grandmother and retiring – the two things at different times – each time you question the fragility of your life.  You feel you are moving up, passing on.  It makes you question things about life and how long you have to live.  

There’s another generation that has come up – and you belong to the one who would have to leave to make room.  And you think, am I going to see them as adults?  I’m not eternal.  I’d just like to see what’s going to happen. 

grandmother of two
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Chapter 2 

Becoming a Grandmother
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The first step in being a grandmother is becoming one through the birth of a baby to a son or daughter.  It is totally accepted that this is a period of great excitement, combined with trepidation, for the prospective parents, but perhaps it is less well appreciated that similar emotions beset the prospective grandparents as well.  This section discusses the processes of pregnancy and birth from a grandmother’s point of view.
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Being told about the pregnancy
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Hearing the news
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Grandmothers seem to remember exactly the moment when they learned that their daughter or daughter-in-law was expecting their first grandchild:

They were going to a wedding and she was trying on a dress and my son said ‘The only problem is that she looks pregnant in that one, doesn’t she?’  And I said no, because I thought it was an offensive thing to say. And then I added, ‘She’s not, is she?’ and he nodded his head and she nodded, too.  

I just whooped, I jumped for joy. It had been a long time coming, because I was 63, no signs of any grandchildren, so I was absolutely delighted. 

grandmother of one

They’d been married for some years, I knew that they both wanted children, it was completely in the normal order of things – but I hadn’t anticipated it.  So it was a shock, it took me by surprise.  My knees went out from underneath me and I slid down the wall and sat on the floor.  I didn’t expect to feel that kind of physical response, it was quite dramatic.  You suddenly well up with some really strong feelings – excitement and joy, but also anxiety and fear for your daughter.  Because having a child is such hard work.  Not the labour and childbirth, but it’s such a big thing to take on.  

grandmother of two

News of the subsequent grandchildren is still a special moment, but it somehow has less weight:

For the second child, they gave me a present last Christmas.  It’s a silver and glass heart.  And my son had written on it, ‘Hi, Nanny, can’t wait to meet you.  Be here around July or August, with love from Number Two’.  It was really lovely.  

grandmother of one

The pregnancy may have been expected for some time:

When children get married, you do think that sooner or later you are going to be a grandmother, but we didn’t talk about it much.  When my daughter first got married, she said she wanted to have some time before starting a family. But after five years of her marriage, I knew that she wanted a baby.  

She came in the house, her face was glowing, she had a funny smile and I knew what it was. I said, ‘Is it yes?’ and she said, ‘Yes, I’ve just came from the hospital, and I wanted you to be the first to know’. I hugged both of them and said, ‘Come, we’ll tell Daddy.’ 

grandmother of four

Or it can come as a great surprise:

I’d been waiting for a long time and thought it wasn’t going to happen.  I can remember being about age 40 and thinking I could be a granny, because I had my children young.  And twenty years later, my son was in a relationship, but it looked like they weren’t interested in having children. 

I wasn’t pestering them every two minutes, but I was thinking about it – it was the elephant in the room.  Maybe once a year, I’d say something like, ‘Are you thinking, at some point, you might have children?’  Something fairly tentative.  My son actually said at one point I was very good at not asking all the time.  

grandmother of two

My daughter has polycystic ovaries and they told her that she’d never be able to have children.  And about two months after that, she said she didn’t feel well, she kept being sick, and she was putting on weight.  I finally asked if she was pregnant and she started crying, and said yes.  She was frightened to tell me because she wasn’t married.  But we were pleased, we couldn’t wait. 

grandmother of one

Occasionally, grandparents will get involved in helping the process along:

My son and his wife thought that they couldn’t have any children.  They were trying for about 18 months, and began to go to various fertility people. My husband said, ‘I don’t care how much money it costs, I’m going to make sure that they can have a child.’  He told my son to make whatever appointments they needed and he would pay for it.  And while they were making all these appointments, she got pregnant.  

grandmother of five

In some cases, the announcement is full of uneasiness for one reason or another:

She rang me up when she was already 20 weeks pregnant. I was a bit disappointed that she hadn’t told me straight away.  She wasn’t married, she’d had a miscarriage the year before, and she was anticipating that I wouldn’t be pleased. She was right.  

It was a rather bizarre conversation – ‘I’m just ringing to tell you that I’m pregnant.’ ‘Oh! How many weeks?’ ‘Twenty.’ ‘Oh, right, ok.’ And ‘Have a nice holiday – goodbye.’ That was it.  I was a bit shell-shocked.

grandmother of three

My daughter was 18, not married, but she had a partner.  I was concerned that she was happy about it and that they would be able to cope.  It was all about support, really – supporting her. There was nothing particular wrong, but you think, was it an accident?  She was very happy, absolutely.  

grandmother of one

For one woman, grandchildren seem to come in threes, like the proverbial buses:  

My daughter was quite young, 23, and it was out of the blue.  I think he was a mistake, but a nice mistake and I was pleased for her. The following week, my other daughter rang – they’d been trying for ages, it seemed like it was never going to happen. I thought oh, we’re going to have two together.  And when she had her 12 week scan, we realised that she was having twins – so, three.  When they were born, I went from two grandchildren to five!  

grandmother of six

Becoming a great-grandmother is even more of a shock:

My daughter phoned and told me ‘Mum, you’re going to be a great-grandmum.’  I said, ‘What – am I?’  I was happy for her.  But it felt like it’s not happening to me, I don’t feel that old. 

grandmother of ten
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First thoughts
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Many things go through a woman’s mind when she learns of a pregnancy in the next generation.  There are, of course, many people to be told:

I called my mum.  She was over the moon, it was going to be her first great-grandchild.  My other kids were, too.  One knew before me, so when I went to tell her, she was laughing and said, ‘I knew, Mum.  I knew before you.’  She was all excited.  And then we told my seven-year-old and he just couldn’t wait. He just thought that maybe they take a pill and a baby comes. 


grandmother of one



A number of grandmothers relive their own early years:

When my daughter told me that she was expecting, I felt like it’s not her – I’m expecting!  It’s a very funny feeling, I went back so many years to when I was expecting her and it was like I’m going to have a baby again.  I was very happy and excited, I’m going to be mum again.

grandmother of four

In some cultures, preparing for a grandchild begins very early:

Once our daughter started work, we started looking for a prospective husband for her, because that’s how we do in our Indian community.  We used to tell her, you’ve got to start thinking of getting married and having children. 

My husband was worried that she should find an Indian partner.  He used to pester her about always being too busy with her work. In our community, once the children are grown up, you start by word of mouth, people ask, ‘Oh, your daughter’s grown-up, is she interested to get married? I know a nice young person...’  

grandmother of two

And the announcement has a more profound effect for some grandmothers-to-be:

I was 51.  It was a shock. I think the immediate thought was I’m not ready to be a grandparent, it sounds old.  I still felt that I was very busy parenting.  But maybe it was just the thought of going into another phase of life, I’m moving into another generation.  And it’s a signifier of mortality, I suppose.  That initial feeling was quite short-lived – and then I was delighted.

grandmother of three

She told me on the phone.  Of course I knew she was going to have a baby, but with a lot of things that happen in your life, like the death of one’s parents, you move up a rung of some ladder and you become the next stage yourself.  I think maybe in the back of my mind, that’s what happened – I’d moved on somehow. 

grandmother of eight
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Involvement in the pregnancy
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Levels of involvement
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Grandmothers vary in the extent to which they are involved in their daughter or daughter-in-law’s pregnancies.  Some live too far away or simply do not feel they are particularly needed at this point:  

Her husband was a tremendous support and he’s an exceptionally constant and attentive father – they didn’t need me. I just watched her get terribly big. I did spend time with her, but not hugely.  

grandmother of two

I was not so much involved because they lived some distance away – and I was still working.  But I went to the 20-week scan with them.  Seeing the baby on the scanner was very moving – just to think there’s this little extension of you inside the mum’s tummy – you just can’t believe it’s happening.  

grandmother of one

Some pay a bit more attention to the pregnant daughter or daughter-in-law than previously:

Old fashioned grandmas would cook and say you’ve got to eat for two now.  I don’t believe in all that, you don’t want them to be putting on unnecessary weight.  But I did take care of them.  I would urge her to come and eat here.  That way, I know that I’ve cooked a proper meal for her. I even offered to make some particular food if she fancied it.  

grandmother of two

It is also a time for some discussions:

When my daughter was expecting her first child, I asked what she needed from me, because my mother had died before she was born.  I therefore hadn’t any experience of a mother-grandmother relationship. – I told her that we would have to learn along the way.

grandmother of two

And some are heavily involved:

I went to all her hospital appointments and all her ante-natal classes, because her husband works nights. We couldn’t wait for the scan to find out whether it was a girl or a boy.  She had pictures done for us of the baby and we pinned them on the board.  Every time she went for a different scan, we put them on the board to see its progress.  

grandmother of one

I was going out to buy the clothing, looking at prams – I was really excited. I told everyone.  She had a lot of back problems and ended up coming to stay with me.  I just wanted to take care of her, to make sure nothing happened.  If I felt she was overdoing it a bit, I’d be urging her to sit down.  It was more work for me, but I was at home anyway. 

grandmother of one

Some grandmothers, even those who live a long way away, do a fair amount of worrying:

I try not to worry, but you do.  It’s worry more about my child than the baby.  The mother is your child and until the baby comes, it’s the mother you’re very concerned about.  They’re still your children.  

With one, they thought the baby was Down’s Syndrome and my daughter was in a terrible state.  We discussed would she have a termination, but she decided she wouldn’t.  She paid for a special test – and it turned out she wasn’t Down’s Syndrome after all.  In fact, she’s a very bright little girl. 

grandmother of eleven

And some save little mementoes from this period:

She went for a few scans and I went with her – it was really exciting.  At her first one, the 12 weeks, we got all the little scan photos.  We put the scans up on little photo frames and in my purse.  We got a few for the family and handed them out as well.  

grandmother of one

My son had been told he has a low sperm count and he would probably never have children, but then she got pregnant. Just took a pregnancy test out of the pound shop, the little thing with the pink stripe down it.  I’ve still got it upstairs, put away.  

grandmother of two
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Giving advice
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The traditional mother probably gave a lot of advice to her pregnant daughter or daughter-in-law.  Current mothers appear to be more cautious about this, often because they see their children getting advice elsewhere:

I’m pretty sure she got a lot of information on what to expect from professionals – ‘always expect the unexpected’ sort of thing.  Nurses, all the maternity team, those kind of people. I was never a knitting baby clothes kind of person – I can’t knit. I just wanted to do whatever she wanted me to do and to help in any way I could.  

grandmother of one

She’s a very tough, independent young woman.  We’re not the sort of mother and daughter who ring each other every morning.  I suppose she did talk about things, but I was more of a long-stop.  She talked more to friends of her own age, who had had children, and people she met along the way at these NCT classes.  I wasn’t her main source of advice. 
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