

    [image: ]

  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            
               
[image: ]  
                  
               

            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            For my grandchildren: 
 Chloe, Max, Oscar, Guy and Freddie
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            INTRODUCTION
            

         
 
         
            ‘Don’t have children, only grandchildren.’
            
 
            Gore Vidal

         
 
         The surge of joy when I held my first grandchild in my arms took me completely by surprise, in spite of the fact that I had been looking forward to that moment with almost unbearable excitement for nearly nine months. The relationship between grandparents and grandchildren comes at a time when, for many of us, other relationships and friendships have settled into a customary and predictable pattern. It may turn out to be one of the most fulfilling and mutually rewarding of our lives.
         
 
         It is a relationship that, until recently, has only been available to a minority. For centuries the average expectation of life was so short that relatively few men and women lived to see their grandchildren grow up. Even in our grandparents’ generation, the symptoms of age appeared early, and if we remember them at all, we tend to remember them as old and somewhat remote. But things have changed. Today in Britain there are 16.5 million grandparents, and most of us are very different from the stereotypical grey-haired person dressed in black. One in every two people is a grandparent by the age of 54. Furthermore, we all expect to live much longer and remain healthier than grandparents did in the past.
         
 
         This change has come about so fast that it is, perhaps, not surprising there is little advice available for grandparents who are keen to fulfil their role in the best possible way. When grandmothers meet, they love to discuss their grandchildren, to compare notes and to boast a little. They also talk about the lack of useful information. When my first grandchild was born, eager to do everything right, I looked through the index of half a dozen of the most popular childcare manuals. ‘Grandparents’ only got a mention in one book; it gave just two out of 600 pages to the relationship between parents and ‘in-laws’, which it treated more as a problem to be wary of than as something positive. ‘There are so many books written for parents,’ we grandmothers say to each other, ‘why are there none for grandparents?’ Well, there is one now.
         
 
         You may wonder what makes me think I am qualified to write it. I am not a childcare expert or a psychologist. But I am an enthusiastic, loving and closely involved grandmother of four children. I have talked to or corresponded with more than 200 grandmothers and 50 mothers, and the internet has given me access to many more. All the advice offered in this book comes from the horse’s mouth. It is based on the direct, real-life experience of grandmothers and their families, backed up, where necessary, by technical expertise taken from the childcare books our children use. And just to keep a balance between the generations, I have kept by me Dr Spock’s Baby and Child Care. I no longer have my well-thumbed copy from the 1960s, and had to go out and buy a new one. The latest edition runs to 800 pages, an indication of how daunting the task of bringing up children has become for the new generation.
         
 
         The task seems even more daunting when both parents are working. Nearly half of all mothers are at work, and the inevitable result is that they are able to spend less time with their children than they would like. This is where we come in – time, that precious commodity, is the best gift we can offer our grandchildren. In the modern, high-tech world in which everything moves so fast, grannies are there to apply the brakes.
         
 
         In my discussions with grandparents and parents two phrases came up again and again. One was ‘unconditional love’; the other was ‘hands-on’. The unconditional love flows in both directions, and is a never-ending source of wonder and joy. We expect and anticipate our own love for our grandchildren, but their love for us comes as a delightful surprise. You do not have to work for it, it simply flows unbidden. It does flourish all the more, however, if given fertile ground in which to grow, and that is where ‘hands-on’ becomes so important. The more you do for and with your grandchildren, the closer you become.
         
 
         My book is designed to help you achieve this closeness. Even the best grannies sometimes encounter difficulties, and I hope The Good Granny Guide will help you deal with them. It contains tips on how to gain a grandchild’s confidence and trust, how to resolve such problems as jealousy, homesickness and temper tantrums, and how to build good relationships with the other adults in your grandchildren’s lives.
         
 
         Some of the advice offered may seem blindingly obvious. You will forgive this if you have ever found yourself opening a cupboard and then forgetting what you went to fetch, or entering a room and pausing on the threshold to try and recall why you are there. These things happen to grannies.
         
 
         Granny and Grandpa 
         
 
         
            
               Oh we sailed on the sloop John B 
               
 
               My grandfather and me. 
               
 
               Around Nassau town we did roam, 
               
 
               Drinking all night 
               
 
               We got into a fight… 
               
 
               (Lyric: The Beach Boys)

            

         
 
         Some people have asked why this book is not for grandfathers as well as grandmothers. The answer is, in many ways it is. It is called The Good Granny Guide because I am a granny and most of my research was carried out among grannies. But grandfathers are just as important, and they are certainly more closely involved than they used to be a generation ago.
         
 
         I remember both my grandfathers as rather remote, forbidding figures. My paternal grandpa did his best to entertain us by screwing his monocle into his eye then dropping it by raising a bushy eyebrow. My maternal grandfather, known as ‘Pompa’ to his grandchildren, read aloud better than anyone I have come across before or since. He specialised in the Uncle Remus stories about Brer Fox and Brer Rabbit and my brother Peter knew the stories by heart. (Peter had beautiful golden curls which ladies found irresistibly tactile, and on one occasion, when a complete stranger approached to stroke the curls, Peter was heard to say, ‘Better not come near me, Brer Fox – I’m monstrous full of fleas this morning.’)
         
 
         
            MUMS SAY: 
My dad is retired so he has more free time to spend with his grandchildren than he did with us when we were little.
            
 
            My dad isn’t one to show his feelings, but it is plain to see that he adores his granddaughter. On the day she was born, he went through the village they live in, telling everyone he met and beaming from ear to ear.
 
            I adored Mum’s dad and he adored me. We were completely inseparable. He was completely different from my father and never shouted or got cross and had oodles of time to just devote to me.
            
 
            I think it’s really admirable when men who had very traditional lives manage to get involved with their grandchildren, even if it’s not cuddling or chatting.
 
            Their grandpa has made for them: a wooden easel; a doll’s cot; a toy ironing board; a puppet theatre; a bird table; a playhouse for the garden; an engine shed,  turntable, tunnel and goods yard for their wooden railway…  etc. etc.
            
 
            A GRANDFATHER SAYS: 
Being a grandfather is wonderful. I don’t like to use the  word spiritual but a new atmosphere comes upon you.  It’s a new kind of achievement, a new feeling about the  line going on. (Billy Connolly quoted in Yours magazine).
            

         
 
         Above all, I hope this book will be read as a celebration  of the special grandparent-grandchild relationship,  spanning five generations. It records precious memories  of our own grandparents and of our mothers and fathers  as grandparents to our children. To these memories we  can now add the wonder and delight of our own experiences  with our grandchildren, and the sheer happiness  they bring us.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         

         
            PART 1 – FAMILY MATTERS
            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
            CHAPTER 1 – YOU’RE GOING TO BE A GRANDMOTHER
            

         
 
         Nobody decides to become a grandparent, it just  happens to you – though the biological clock seems  to tick for grannies just as it does for mothers. Indeed  women who love babies can become broody for grandchildren  even before their own children have grown up.  My mother could never pass a pram in the street without  looking inside it.
         
 
         There is nothing you can do to bring your grandchild  into the world – dropping hints or nagging will have no  effect other than to cause your daughter or daughter-in-law extreme irritation. But eventually the day comes  when she announces she is pregnant. And then everything  changes, including and especially your relationship with your children and their partners.
         
 
         
            MUMS SAY:
 Telling my mother I was pregnant for the first time was a very special experience. I have never felt so close to her.
            
 
            Having my own children has brought me much closer to my mum. I can now empathise with her emotions regarding us, and understand more fully the psychological roller-coaster of motherhood.
            
 
            GRANNIES SAY:
 That was the only thing I wanted in my life: a grandchild.
            
 
            From the moment my daughter and her partner moved in together, I thought of little else.

         
 
         Until now, in spite of the fact that your offspring have left home, you have probably maintained a parent-child relationship, with all that that implies. Such relationships are memorably lampooned in a ‘Monty Python’ sketch, when John Cleese appears in a pinstripe suit and a bowler hat.
         
 
         ‘He’s such a clever little boy, aren’t you? Coochy-coochy-coo,’ says Terry Jones, playing the part of Cleese’s mother, and chucking him under the chin.
         
 
         His mother’s friend (Michael Palin) says, ‘Ooh, he’s a chirpy little fellow… does he talk? Does he talk, eh?’
 
         ‘Of course I talk,’ Cleese replies petulantly, ‘I’m the Minister for Overseas Development.’
 
         As parents we may well continue to treat government ministers and high-flying career women as children until they give birth to the next generation. We go on letting them bring their washing home at weekends, and still feel entitled to lecture them about early nights and healthy diets. But as soon as there is a baby on the way, our children themselves acquire parent status. They have finally grown up, and we must consider our nests well and truly empty. If your children used to defer to you and respect your opinions, don’t be surprised if they gradually grow out of the habit, and begin expecting you to defer to them, even in matters of child-rearing – especially in matters of child-rearing.
         
 
         Grandparents-in-waiting are often surprised and impressed by the wonderful confidence of our children’s generation. Our daughters and daughters-in-law seem to think they know much more than we do about pregnancy and babies. The advice we can offer on morning sickness, stretch marks, bootees and baby-grows falls on deaf ears unless it happens to coincide with the latest handbook. Good grannies-to-be save their expertise till they are asked for it, and even then it is best to proceed with caution.
         
 
         If being made redundant as a parent makes you sad, take comfort. It makes you free to take on a wonderful new role that only you can fill: and what is more, you can write your own script to ensure a star performance.
 
         How things have changed
 
         
            MUMS SAY:
 These days we rely on grandparents more for childcare, because more mothers work – but it used to be like this long ago. Fundamentally things have not changed much – it is an eternal relationship.
            
 
            My mum is definitely more hands on than my nana was, but because today’s grannies are more likely to still be working they can have less time available for their grandchildren.
 
            My mum is more young at heart than I remember my grandparents being.
 
            Mum thinks the eco-friendly washing powder I use is rubbish and it doesn’t get the stains out. She’s sometimes right but I don’t care. 
            
 
            A lot has changed since mum had her own children and some of her ideas are outdated but I know her words of advice come from the heart. After having a child myself I can appreciate all her efforts, and I count my blessings every day for having such a wonderful mother.
            
 
            My mother has made it clear that her approach was very different from my own co-sleeping, breastfeeding, baby-wearing style of parenting.
 
            GRANNIES SAY:
 There are far fewer grandchildren in most families now: I was one of 12 grandchildren on my father’s side and one of 17 on my mother’s.
            
 
            We are younger in outlook than our own grandparents were, and still living our own lives.
 
            Grandparents these days are much closer to their grandchildren.
 
            As mothers we handled problems differently, not pandering to every whim but being firm but fair. We were more concerned about table manners and appearance.
            
 
            Today’s parents are over-protective; there is too much ‘be careful, mind you don’t…’ As a result, children are more restricted in independence, although they do travel more widely and are culturally more adventurous.
            

         
 
          
         The role of grandmothers varies in different places and at different times in history. In places where, traditionally, able-bodied women have gathered food or tended crops while the men hunted, grandmothers have always played an important part in bringing up children, contributing to the survival of the species by releasing younger women for labour. In such societies grannies have taken over almost all the mother’s tasks except breastfeeding. And even that function has occasionally been performed by a grandmother: cases have been recorded in South Africa of postmenopausal grandmothers suckling their newborn grandchildren and, after a month of persevering, producing enough milk to successfully breastfeed a child for as long as two years.
         
 
         Traditionally, at all times and in all places, grandmothers have also played a strong teaching role, passing on stories, songs and games, showing their grandchildren the rudiments of cooking by allowing them to stir the pot and lick the bowl, and giving them their own lump of dough to roll out and shape into a gingerbread man.
         
 
         Even in the western world, in some modern industrial societies, it is still normal for grandmothers to play the key role in bringing the new generation up. In Italy, for example, there is very little provision of organised childcare quite simply because there is no call for it; it is taken for granted that the grandparents will look after the grandchildren.
         
 
         But in Britain the pattern has changed during our lifetime, and is still changing. Grandparents are no longer likely to be living in the same village or town as their children, as would have been the case a generation ago. Still, thanks to improved transport and increased car ownership, frequent, regular visits are possible for many families.
 
         The major change is that many of us are likely to live longer. In spite of the fact that, on average, women are giving birth later, grandparents are relatively young (in a recent study, one third were found to be under 60). Today’s women can expect to live to 84 so we are likely to spend between 25 and 30 years as grandparents, and it will not be unusual for us to have several great-grandchildren before our days are numbered.
         
 
         And, while some women are eager to continue in work well beyond the age at which they become grandmothers, there are still clearly plenty of grannies who prioritise their time to help with the care of their grandchildren. There has been a phenomenal increase in the number of private nurseries to meet the needs of the 70-odd per cent of mothers who now go back to work before their baby’s first birthday. But in most families grannies are the preferred carers, and, in spite of their own work commitments, more than a third manage to provide childcare for a staggering three days a week or equivalent time. The true value of unpaid grandparental care in the UK has been calculated at over £1 billion a year – though this figure was based on the insultingly low rate of £2.97 an hour (Future Foundation 2002). Politically, there are moves afoot to recognise the contribution grandparents make to the economy by paying them. I believe if any government offered them such a paltry wage, most grannies would consign it to the nappy bucket.
         
 
         A new image
 
         Women who are scarcely into middle age when they become grandmothers may not feel ready to embrace the traditional role of a granny. They certainly won’t want to look like a granny. Queen Victoria, for one, whose first grandchild was born when she was 39, was not above boasting about her youthful appearance. ‘I own it seems very funny to me to be a grandmamma,’ she wrote to her daughter, ‘and so many people tell me they can’t believe it!’
         
 
         Even many grannies more advanced in years take a pride in their youthful appearance and lifestyle and, as much as they love their grandchildren, would prefer not to advertise their granny status to the rest of the world. To them, the words ‘Grandma’, ‘Granny’ or ‘Nana’ conjure up that mythical silver-haired old lady who sits knitting. Modern grannies may prefer their grandchildren to call them by their first name, or by some neutral nickname that does not give the game away. Others have names invented by their grandchildren, which have stuck. My maternal grandparents were known as ‘Ginny’ and ‘Pompa’ to their thirteen grandchildren; and my first grandson called me ‘Mum’ for a while because that is what he heard his mother calling me. I have come across grannies called ‘Lally’, ‘Midge’, ‘Mim’, ‘Minda’, ‘Wah-Wah’ and ‘Zsa-Zsa’ to name but a few.
         
 
         
            GRANNIES SAY:
 I’m absolutely not going to be called Nana or Grandma or any of that stuff. My grandchildren call me by name, like everyone else.
            
 
            I don’t mind what they call me – I seem to have ended up as Ga-ga!

         
 
         Much has been written about the dashing lifestyle of the new generation of pensioners, the ‘silver surfers’. They are more likely to be auburn, blonde or brunette than silver-haired, and they might just as well be found waiting for a big wave on a Californian beach, or windsurfing in the Aegean than surfing the internet. These grannies take up new hobbies and sports for the first time, go on adventure holidays in distant places, or even take a gap year. They take full advantage of the fact that their nest is empty, that they have retired from employment, and are free at last to spend their savings on enjoying life. And surveys have found that, naturally enough, such grannies may be neither available nor willing to babysit. They would rather be abseiling in Brecon, SCUBA-diving in the Seychelles or trekking in Nepal.
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         ‘Children don’t have a right to feel resentful about their parents not spending time with grandchildren,’ Emma Soames, editor of Saga magazine, has said in an interview in the Daily Telegraph. ‘The way older people live and spend their time is changing and it does not include being an unpaid nanny.’
         
 
         
            GRANNIES SAY:
 We grandmothers are as well educated as our children and our thirst is to get back to using that brain which was put on hold during our child-rearing years. I love my grandchildren to bits, but how I yearn to be free!
            
 
            Think carefully about what you can reasonably do, and make that offer. Don’t be bullied into doing more than you want to, and do what you want to do gracefully and willingly.
 
            MUMS SAY:
 There never seems to be a good time to have a heart to heart with my in-laws as they are always about to pop off on a cruise.
            
 
            My son’s grandparents are all around 70 years old and are all much more active than me – swimmers, magistrates, hockey umpires, globe-trotters etc.
            
 
            When her grandchildren were born, my mother let us know she would not get too involved with them… ‘I’m going to live life for myself now.’ 

         
 
          
         However, grandparents who see themselves as unpaid nannies are in a minority. Most grandparents value highly the opportunity to establish a deep and lasting rapport with their grandchildren by talking to them, listening to them and playing with them. They want to make sure their grandchildren have a carefree and happy childhood, and may rejoice in the fact that nature has arranged things in such a way that, by the time their grandchildren come along, even those among them with serious careers are beginning to welcome the opportunity to live their life at a slower pace. Parents may be in a hurry, but grandparents should never be.
         
 
         
            A MUMS SAY:
 I don’t see why any grandparent should feel obliged to spend full days with their grandchildren. My own parents see their grandchildren probably once every couple of months and they only live 40 minutes away. They have full and hectic lives themselves and I wouldn’t dream of asking more of them.
            
 
            GRANNIES SAY:
 I am happy to be ‘used’. That’s what grannies are for.
            
 
            My grandchildren are my absolute priority. They give me a new lease of life and take the stiffness out of being old. 
            
 
            It is so much easier to be a grandparent than a parent – so easy now to stand back and not get caught up in the ‘drama’.
 
            Enjoy your grandchildren. They are a great privilege.

         
 
         A privilege rather than a chore. For many of the grandmothers I corresponded with, this idea went to the very heart of what grandparenting is all about. It is a point nicely demonstrated by the story of the youngest granny I have met, who was 35 when her first grandchild was born. (In Britain there are more schoolgirl mothers than in any other European country, and if their mothers also gave birth at an early age, it would be possible for them to be grannies at 30 – although that would be very exceptional.)
 
         Youngest Granny’s first daughter was born when she was 16 going on 17, and her daughter had her first child at 19. Youngest Granny’s father had his first child at 19 and became a great grandfather at 56. For a while, then, till her own grandmother died at the age of 94, Youngest Granny had five generations of the family living. She puts it all down to her farming ancestry on both sides and ‘naughty teenager’ genes.
 
         The situation was further complicated for Youngest Granny by her giving birth to her second child at the age of 40, 23 years after her first daughter was born. So her second daughter already had a nephew at birth, and is just a few months younger than her own niece. Youngest Granny says that, although her younger daughter and her granddaughter are the same age, she has a different relationship with each of them, loving them ‘in entirely different ways. ‘With my grandchildren there is the sense that they are someone else’s children and therefore I don’t have the same sense of responsibility,’ she says. ‘I don’t have to make decisions regarding their education, discipline, what they eat, etc. Having said that, I do worship the ground they walk on!’
         
 
         So a child’s grandparents are not just two spare sets of parents: understudies, waiting in the wings for their big moment when the parents slip on a banana skin. Good grandparents may be prepared to do everything a parent does and more, but they should never forget that the children are not their own. That old cliché about grandparents being able to spoil the child rotten, then hand it back to the parents, is, as clichés usually are, often repeated because there is a lot of truth in it. In the end, the parents, not the grandparents, carry responsibility for their child’s physical, emotional and moral development. 
         
 
         If you try to hijack responsibility in any of these areas (and there may be times when the parents are so tired and confused that they will be willing accomplices), you are distorting the parent-child relationship, and that can lead to long-term trouble.
 
         The golden rule for grandparents is never to criticise, even obliquely, the way parents bring up their children; you may not agree with it, but it is none of your business. You are not there at all times to witness the on-going implementation of their parental philosophy. What you see is just the tip of the iceberg, and your best course is to watch, listen and try to understand what your children are trying to achieve. With luck your non-interference will be rewarded by recognition of the grandparental right to spoil.
 
         
            MUMS SAY:
 After raising four boys of her own I think my mother-in-law deserves to just enjoy her grandchildren and feed them sponge fingers and ice-cream for tea if she wants to.
            
 
            I don’t want my mum to see looking after her grandchild as a chore, or as work. I want her to have fun with her the way I think only grandparents can.
            

         
 
         
         
 
         Choosing your role
 
         Making the decision about what kind of granny you want to be can prove a marvellously liberating experience: a chance to reinvent yourself at will. You may have fond memories of one or both of your grandmothers, or of your mother as grandmother to your children, and taking them as role models will give you a happy sense of continuity. But your personality may be very different from theirs, and it is best not to try and force yourself into a role that is difficult to sustain. It is more realistic to follow your own character and instincts. Does one of the following descriptions fit you?
         
 
         
Just an Old-fashioned Gran
         
 
         
            MUMS SAY:
 She is a cuddly, warm, homely, curtain-making, frilly tablecloth sort of granny.
            
 
            My mother-in-law is a first-time grandma and she often offers advice which I listen to; but a lot of it, e.g. picking cradle cap off, or using talcum powder on the baby’s bottom, is the opposite of what the professionals now recommend.
            
 
            When we’d just started toilet training and our son was having a few accidents his gran wanted to smack him!! 
            
 
            My mother was appalled by my ‘demand feeding’ chaos, and told me so.
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         The best kind of old-fashioned granny may well look the part; she may be a cuddly shape, have grey hair, wear a cardigan and slippers, and drop off in front of the telly with her knitting in her lap, snoring gently. She is probably shocked by the way her daughter or daughter-in-law brings up her babies, but she will be philosophical about it, and accept that things have changed, without complaining audibly. In time, she will come round to seeing how successful their methods are, and give praise where it is due.
         
 
         However, there is also a less accommodating kind of old-fashioned granny. She can be quite aggressive, and determined to let parents know that she doesn’t hold with new-fangled ways of doing things. She is likely to say annoying things like, ‘a good smack/bedtime at 6.30/tapioca pudding never did any of you any harm.’
 
         Interestingly, until recently the Old-fashioned Gran looked doomed to extinction, and yet the latest trend in childcare, advocated by the popular expert Gina Ford, is very much in line with her ideas – except, of course, for the ‘good smack’.
         
 
         
The Glam Gran
         
 
         She descends on the newborn’s cradle like a fairy godmother bearing gifts of designer baby clothes, cashmere wraps and Tiffany teething rings. In the bad old days before disposable nappies, one such glamorous granny arrived in the maternity ward with a present for her daughter-in-law. It was an exquisite satin and lace nightgown and negligée from Fortnum & Mason. All the young mother could see as she gazed at this generous present were £ signs, adding up to rather more than the price of the washing machine she longed for.
         
 
         
            
[image: ] 
            

         
 
         The Glam Gran should never try to turn herself into the nappy-changing, nose-wiping type. She won’t succeed. Being warm-hearted, she is always keen to take the baby in her arms for a cuddle, but as soon as she detects damp at either end, she passes the parcel. She doesn’t really do babies, darling. But she has plenty of other things going for her.
         
 
         She will come into her own when her grandchildren are older, helping them paint their toenails with her nail varnish, giving brilliant presents and thinking up wonderful treats.
         
 
         
            MUMS SAY:
 My mother-in-law is a very ‘glam’ grandma and everything in her house is either peach or gold. She has a perma tan, at least three holidays a year and a very toxic perfume. She can captivate her grandson for hours with sophisticated chatter.
            
 
            She is the most unlikely granny. She gets all her clothes from Topshop, New Look and H&M to look young and trendy. She is very glamorous. Usually she pulls it off, but sometimes it is a bit scary! 

         
 
         
The Hands-On Granny
         
 
         She is the Glam Gran’s opposite number. She knows by instinct how to get a burp out of a baby, and how to comfort a colicky one. She even quite likes the smell of baby vomit and won’t mind if her grandchild messes up her hair and sticks his fingers up her nose. Instead of the cashmere wrap, her offering to the newborn is a hand-knitted matinée jacket with matching bootees and bonnet.
         
 
         She always has tissues about her person for mopping dribble and wiping noses, and will spend hours on the floor playing with toddlers. Nothing is too much trouble and she will come to the rescue at a moment’s notice. Both her daughter and her daughter-in-law often ask for her advice and even act on it, because she really does know all about babies and she gives her advice tactfully.
         
 
         As her grandchildren get older she will make almost anything for them, training herself, for example, to become a skilful fletcher, making the best ever bows and arrows.
 
         
            MUMS SAY:
 My mum was absolutely great. She adored the children and loved spending time with them be it winding, feeding, bathing, playing, reading, taking them out, etc.
            
 
            My granny knitted for Britain.
 
            My mother was a splendid grandmother to my children, from coming to stay while I had my babies and coping with everything, to having a teenager to stay for a term while she crammed for university.
            

         
 
         
The Wise Woman of the Tribe
         
 
         This granny is in the tradition of Mother Goose, storyteller and guardian of tales, rhymes and songs to be passed from one generation to the next. It was an immensely important role in the days when most people could not read, and today’s grandmother has the same important function: to keep the traditional culture alive by singing the songs and telling the stories. She is also the custodian of her family’s history. How else would we know about great-uncle Eric who died in a Liverpool hotel after consuming a great deal of oysters and champagne, having backed the winner of the Grand National? Then there was great-aunt Amy, who took to her chaise-longue at the age of 22 when her husband was killed in World War I, and was never seen with her feet on the ground again.
         
 
         The Wise Woman knows all there is to know about the ancestors, and will pass it on to her grandchildren, naming the names of mustachio-ed gentlemen in faded photographs, and ladies with big hair, and ample bosoms and hips. Katherine Whitehorn, writing in Saga magazine, urges us to ‘tell them stories about their more colourful aunts, cousins or ancestors; you are the continuity between the generations, and even kids who just regard them as stories will become grown-ups who are interested in their roots.’
         
 
         
            A GRANDCHILD SAYS:
 Granny told us wonderful stories, and although she often repeated the same anecdotes without realising it, she was not the sort to bore on interminably.
            
 
            A GRANNY SAYS:
 The new generation are no longer brought up, at least in the home, on foundational stories that introduce the Christian faith which is their heritage. But the values being dinned in are the same at a deep level.
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         The Wise Woman is also the guardian of lotions and potions. She has a secret store of gripe water, syrup of figs and other traditional remedies for childish ailments. My maternal grandmother had a pot of magic ointment to rub on bruises and grazes, known to her grand children as ‘Mardy Veen’. When I was old enough to read the name on the jar, I found it was called ‘Pomade Divine’.
         
 
         The Wise Woman can always find a dock leaf to rub on a nettle sting. Her extensive repertoire of superstitions and old wives tales includes infallible methods of weather forecasting; she teaches her grandchildren to scan the clouds for enough blue sky to make a pair of sailor’s trousers, and to look in the fields to see if the cows are lying down (a sure sign it is going to rain). She sometimes issues rather alarming warnings; for example, ‘If you don’t stop making hideous faces, the wind will change and your face will be stuck forever.’ Our grandmother naughtily assured us that this was what had happened to a very plain great-aunt.
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Sporty Granny
         
 
         She breezes in, straight from the golf course or the tennis court, energy radiating from her. Following the principle that children will have fun if granny is having fun, and granny will have fun if she is doing what she enjoys, Sporty Grannies can be counted on to share their enthusiasm with their grandchildren, and get them off to a good start in their chosen sport or sports.
         
 
         
            MUMS SAY:
 My grandmother did her exercises on the beach, throwing her legs over her head like the old lady in Babar. 
            
 
            My mother-in-law takes the children on ‘Adventure’ walks and climbs trees with them.
 
            She goes to the gym, plays golf, is NEVER caught sitting on the sofa eating chocolate and watching TV! She adores her grandchildren and is a wonderful granny.
            
 
            My mother is unstoppable. She spends hours bowling cricket balls for the children.

         
 
         
Rock’n’roll Granny 
         
 
         She may or may not qualify for her bus pass. It is completely irrelevant, since she makes no concessions to her age or her granny status in the way she dresses and her lifestyle in general. A friend of mine is just such a granny, and made an appearance in the very first Teletubbies series.
         
 
         For this occasion her two granddaughters, Delilah and Cecilia, were filmed ‘Packing to stay with granny’. When the little suitcases were packed and ready, children and camera crew waited at the front door for granny to arrive and take them home with her. With a screech of brakes, a brand new scarlet jeep complete with black and white cowhide seats drew up, and out stepped granny, her long legs encased in tight leather trousers, her lipstick the same colour as the jeep. 
         
 
         
            
[image: ] 
            

         
 
         Daughters and daughters-in-law often despair of Rock’n’roll Granny, complaining about ‘the smoking and drinking, the junk food, the late nights,’ but they forgive everything because granny and her grandchildren are madly in love with each other. Often a self-confessed bad mother, she makes up for it with the new generation and, as well as providing endless fun, she turns out to be a fund of wise advice.
         
 
         
            MUMS SAY:
 My mum-in-law smokes like a chimney, drives a ‘ute’ and a quad bike, hardly eats but is fanatical about decent wine. She loves to be made to laugh. She doesn’t seem to have a maternal bone in her body, but loves her grandson to distraction and thinks he is the brightest, most wonderful child that ever walked the planet.
            
 
            She has just had her eyebrows tattooed on and always travels with her Carmen rollers. She may not have been the best mother but has proved to be an outstanding grandmother. She is completely herself, with a crazy lifestyle and provides huge colour in the children’s lives. They adore her. 
            
 
            My mother and my children are involved in a long love affair. I am odd man out.
 
            My mother-in-law drinks like a fish and swears like a trooper. She is the life and soul of ever party and tells great stories about her wild past. I have a soft spot for her and her grandchild simply worships the ground she walks on.

         
 
         
The Granny from Hell 
         
 
         One version of this alarming species of granny was the character immortalised in the 1950s and 60s by the cartoonist Giles. He showed grandma riding a motorbike, at the head of a posse of Hell’s Angels, terrorising the neighbourhood.
         
 
         The idea was taken up by Monty Python’s Flying Circus in a sketch called ‘Hell’s Grannies’. It showed a gang of old ladies using their handbags to beat up cowering young men. ‘Over these streets hangs a pall of fear…’ said the voice-over. A policeman described pension days as the worst – ‘They go mad. As soon as they get their hands on their money they blow it all on milk, bread, tea, tins of meat for the cat…’
         
 
         A young man blames the grannies’ hooliganism on addiction: ‘Our gran used to be happy until she started on the crochet… Now she can’t do without it. Twenty balls of wool a day, sometimes. If she can’t have it she gets violent.’
         
 
         In the past, real life grandmothers were seldom violent but could be frightening. Old age itself can, alas, be unattractive and alarming, and old-fashioned standards of behaviour can be bewildering. One mid-20th-century granny is described by her granddaughter (now herself a granny) as ‘formidable: deportment, impeccable table manners and being seen and not heard were what counted. My mother treated her as if she were the Queen and expected us to do the same. We were terrified of her.’ Another remembers both her grandmothers as ‘horrible, really, and very, very old.’ One was neurotic and fretful, the other permanently depressed, and both seemed unreal creatures with whom no true relationship existed.
         
  
         
            MUMS SAY:
 My father’s mother was a dreadful witch of a woman – she was cruel and unkind and we hated her. She lived in Ealing, and used to watch out of the window when I was coming to visit. As soon as she saw me, she would put her head out and order me to walk round the block 50 times before I could come in for tea.
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            Grandma was quite hairy and a bit scary.
 
            She was a monster autocrat and smelt of stale eau de cologne. She made us recite poetry and never gave us cake for tea.

         
 
         Nowadays such characters are more likely to be met with in fiction than in the real world. There is a dark side to grannies in folk tales and fairy stories. To the Sakai tribe in Malaya the Queen of Hell is a giantess known as Granny Longbreasts. She washes the souls of the sinful in a cauldron of boiling water.
 
         The granny figure is sometimes unequivocally wicked, like the witch in Hansel and Gretel, or the terrifying Russian demon Baba Yaga, with her iron teeth. Baba Yaga lives in a house on chicken’s legs and rides round the sky in a mortar, beating the ground with a pestle and sweeping away her tracks with a birch broom. As for our well-loved fairy tale, Little Red Riding Hood, in which the gentle, harmless granny metamorphoses into the wicked wolf, what can one say? These stories do grannies no favours at all. 
         
 
         
Mad Granny 
         
 
         
            ‘You’ve got mad hair this morning, Granny Jane’
            
 
            Oscar               

         
 
         Eccentricity is not usually considered desirable in a parent, but is quite acceptable in a grandparent. I recently saw a seven-year-old boy announce to a television interviewer, ‘My granddad is absolutely bonkers,’ and it was said with real pride.
         
 
         ‘Bonkers’ would also have been an apt description of Diana Holman-Hunt’s paternal grandmother, described in Diana’s funny and touching book, My Grandmothers and I. The widow of the pre-Raphaelite painter Holman Hunt, her grandmother was known simply as ‘Grand’, to Diana, and lived in solitary squalor in a large, cold house near Holland Park.
         
 
         The house was stuffed full of pictures, furniture and objets, from Italian Renaissance Old Master paintings and stage props worn by Holman Hunt’s models, to a thunderbolt found on the South Downs by Edward Lear and a bundle of Lord Kitchener’s letters.
         
 
         Grand greatly embarrassed Diana by making her go to a party bare-foot, dressed as the Greek goddess Diana in a white robe ‘like a choirboy’s surplice’, bound up with silver ribbons, when she could have worn her red velvet party frock and black kid shoes with silver buckles. ‘“When we go in,” Grand whispered, “hold your head high and say ‘prune’. You must learn to make an entrance and it makes your mouth look smaller.”’
         
 
         One of Grand’s eccentricities was to set up burglar alarms each night, home-made from bells on tripwires, and piles of tins.
 
         
Supergran
         
 
         
            ‘My grandmother… was the most important person to me throughout my childhood… She could speak French, German and Italian faultlessly, without the slightest trace of accent. She knew Shakespeare, Milton and the eighteenth century poets intimately. She could repeat the signs of the Zodiac and the names of the Nine Muses. She had a minute knowledge of English history according to the Whig tradition. French, German and Italian classics were familiar to her…’
            
 
            Bertrand Russell, Autobiography, 1961

         
 
         If Bertrand Russell’s grandmother represents one kind of Supergran, Elinor Glyn’s (fictional) grandmother’s talents and priorities were rather different. In her novel Reflections of Ambrosine, Elinor wrote: ‘Grandmamma… has been especially particular about deportment. I have never been allowed to lean back in my chair or loll on a sofa, and she has taught me how to go in and out of a room and how to enter a carriage… She has also made me go through all kinds of exercises to insure suppleness, and to move from the hips. And the day she told me she was pleased I shall never forget.
         
 
         ‘There are three things she says a woman ought to look: straight as a dart, supple as a snake, and proud as a tiger-lily.’
 
         We may not wish to take either of these extreme examples as our role model, but we still aspire to be Supergran. One purpose of this book is to encourage us in this goal, with a little bit of help from our friends. And it is not such an unattainable one. The truth is that, because of the phenomenon of mutual, unconditional love, our grandchildren in their naive and trusting way, often believe us to be Supergrans without much effort on our part. One of my own proudest moments was when Max, aged five, said out of the blue, ‘I think you’re fantastic, Granny Jane.’
         
 
         Here are some testimonials to Supergrans of all kinds, written by their children and grandchildren:
 
         
            She always assumed we were innocent of any misdemeanours; a refreshing change from our parents who assumed we were guilty until proven otherwise! 
            
 
            She spent lots of time talking to us, asking about school, friends, etc, and just listening: she was always interested in our replies.
 
            Both grandparents were very supportive of us in all our endeavours, always giving subtle encouragement. And I think this helped build our confidence and our belief in ourselves. By comparison, our parents seemed to take our achievements for granted.
 
            I am very close to my grandmother and find her easier to live with than my mother.
 
            Grandparents can get closer to their grandchildren due to the generation gap. It’s a case of ‘Don’t mind the gap,’ if you ask me.
 
            My grandmother was an oasis of calm in a very disordered childhood. A gentle but powerful presence.
            
 
            She puts so much energy into her relationship with the children, and understands them so well. They absolutely adore her.
            
 
            I simply don’t know what I would do without her. When I thank her she just says her mother did it for her.
 
            She is incredibly gentle and patient, and has unreserved love for my children. She is my sounding board on almost everything to do with them. 
            
 
            My mum even now is still my rock. I love her enjoyment of her grandchildren, and the fact that although she is very, very good to them, she doesn’t spoil them or let them get away with bad manners, etc.
            

         
 
         Here is another thoughtful description of a real-life perfect granny, worth quoting in full: ‘My mother has just turned 70. She is glamorous despite hardly ever dressing up; she is fiercely intelligent but never makes anyone feel stupid. She gives both me and her daughter-in-law ‘granny weekends’ off from childcare every year; she drives 90 minutes every week to appear in my house, do half my housework, all my gardening and cheer up my son. She will happily listen to any of us moaning on about our lives. She has used her retirement to globetrot to Costa Rica, Namibia, Australia, etc. whereas I only really want to go to France. I love her so much and I really hope she emulates her own mother and lives to 97.’
         
 
         Mothers and daughters tend to have a bit of a head-start in the relationship stakes. When it comes to mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law, though, the picture is rather bleaker. On the whole, during my research, I have found that these two parties do not give each other good references, so it is particularly heart-warming to find this daughter-in-law praising her mother-in-law with such affectionate enthusiasm: ‘She’s truly wonderful; in her 70s she is still working at various jobs, but will always drop everything if any of her eleven grandchildren or four daughters-in-law need her. Always supportive, never judgmental, she writes to me once a year to thank me for being such a nice wife to her boy and good mother to her youngest grandchild!’
         
 
         Some of these model grannies who are able to give a great deal of time and energy to their relationship with their grandchildren, might make others with less of either commodity to give feel inadequate by comparison. But there is no need for that. We all give what we are able to give, and it is sometimes a mistake to be over-zealous. I have come across examples of families who resent capable but bossy grannies who try to run their children’s lives. One granny’s attention was so overwhelming that two of her children virtually broke off relations with her.
         
 
         Most of our children would prefer us to follow the example of a granny who, according to her daughter-in-law ‘never gave advice unless directly asked, never criticised my methods of child-rearing, just played with the children, listened to them and talked to them.’ It is quality, not quantity of care and attention that is most important.
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