My grandmother Margaret is the undisputed head of our family, and acts as a connection for all
my relations spread across the country. My understanding of ageing is directly influenced by my
relationship with her. People in my family regularly reach their 100’s: my great-grandma lived to
be 103, Margaret celebrated her 103’rd birthday this year, and many of her siblings also lived
well into their 90’s and 100’s. This has shaped my concepts of ageing, not as something to be
feared, but as a natural progression of life and a time of peace, ease, respect and connection.
Margaret was born in 1917, in Saskatchewan to a white settler family, and spent 103 years living
on the prairies working on the farm and raising a family. She is a WWII war veteran, a world
traveler, a painter, writer, and excellent cook. When I was 5 years old, she moved from the family
farm where she had lived for nearly 60 years, into the city to be close to myself and my siblings her youngest grandchildren. For the last 20 years she has been a constant in my life - a source of
comfort, knowledge, good food and love. These are the lessons I've learned from her guidance.

Grandma teaches that a good life is a simple one, where you love well
and live well. In her worldview, being busy and connected to the earth
are integral for health and wellbeing. Into her 100's, she has always had
flowers and vegetables growing and every year we go through the rituals
of planting, weeding, watering and harvesting. When I asked what she
thought a good life was for old people, she spoke about connection.
How she never felt unimportant because someone always needed her family was always connected. She has helped with childcare, teaching
new mothers in my family how to make cloth diapers, and has been
involved in years of planting in all the family gardens. In this sense, her
years as an old one relate to the Anderson reading describing old age as
"a very productive stage of life. Old people have much to contribute in
that they are the teachers of history, traditions, language and philosophy.
They are also keepers of the law, nurturers, advisors and leaders in
ceremonial practices" (2011, p.3). After a fall that moved her into a full
service care home this year, she talks about how different it is to go from
"being the boss" to relying on others, and no longer having power in her
daily life. Self determination and independence have always been
central in her life, and the drastic change has been very difficult for her.
Dealing directly with ageist stereotypes in her homecare has been
incredibly frustrating for her, and the inability of the staff to see her as an
autonomous person has resulted in my family looking for a new home
that can accommodate her needs while respecting her personhood.

My Matriarch

A Good Life

Margaret's experience of ageing is a great case study, not only because any excuse to spend
time talking with her is a treat for me, but also, due to her incredible 103 years of life - she has a
lot of experience being an old person. Throughout our conversation, I was able to pull out many
pieces of her life that connected to course theories. The gendered burden of care, for example,
is something she has experienced all her life and continues to this day. Women are more likely
to be expected to care for grandchildren and other family members while being financially
disadvantaged due to gender (Dolbin-MacNab & Yancura, 2018), which is apparent in my
grandmother's life.
Widely held beliefs about ageing are incredibly negative, painting it as "a time of lost
independency, freedom, health and attractiveness, respect and financial ability that all
culminate in death."(Azulai, 2014, p.4). This narrow and stereotyped view of ageing blinds
people to the richness of experience of old ones, and their strengths and capabilities. In
Agronin's article, they speak to old age as a time of transference of knowledge and "meaningful
intergenerational relationships" (2014, p. 35) which myself and Margaret believe to be a much
more fitting understanding of ageing.

The Role of Grandma

Learning from
the woman who
leads my family

Connections to Theory

My grandmother has had many roles in my life. She is the gathering place for my extended
family, the axis that we revolve around and rely on to bring us together. Every family event is
organized around her – especially in her advanced age she cannot travel so the family
gathers where she is. She is a holder of history; being born in 1917, she has seen the world
go by. Her memory is a steel trap, and she often retells the stories of long passed relatives,
storms that wracked the farm, times of illness and difficulty or times of plenty. She is a teacher;
the times I spent with her in the garden are priceless to me because she taught me how to be
connected to the earth, how to pay attention to the plants and seasons, how to train peas and
beans to climb. In this sense, I see many parallels between my grandmother and the roles of
grandmothers in Indigenous communities described in Kim Anderson’s (2011) chapters on
grandmothers. In many of the stories told, grandmothers were culture keepers, spiritual
leaders and teachers (Anderson 2011), and this resonates with my experience growing up
with and being taught by Margaret.
Grandma was also always a safe place for myself or my siblings to go when home wasn't safe.
We would stay with her for weekends, or sometimes on school nights, until it was okay for us
to return home. She provided stability and comfort in times of turmoil, and kept our family
united so that no outside interventions were necessary.

Gender Matters

Implications for
Practice

Being a farmer’s wife meant that according to the government, my
grandma never worked. If not for her life insurance policy and
Veterans pension, she wouldn’t have been able to sustain herself.
Living in a care home is incredibly expensive, and Margaret also acts
as financial support to one of my aunts who is unable to work full time
due to disability.
Grandma has also been free childcare all my life, taking myself & my
siblings whenever my mom (or any of my aunts) needed a break. This
generational interdependence (Dolbin-MacNab & Yancura, 2018) was
lifesaving for us. In my family my grandma is viewed as the head of the
family, and that position comes with a lot of respect and
consideration. However to the rest of the world, she’s a little old lady, a
position that comes with almost no power at all. In our talks she spoke
to how differently the world perceives her, how they only see the small
body, thin skin, slow walk. They don’t see that she is a veteran, a
farmer, accomplished painter, or that she raised 7 kids, 13 grandkids,
and 16 great grandkids.

Old ones are undervalued and stereotyped in the dominant western culture. Their rights to
self-determination are often undermined and ageist principles keep them from being able to
self advocate. We can learn from Indigenous understandings of age and ageing – Elders in
Indigenous communities hold places of respect and power – just like my grandmother
Margaret does in my family. As an emerging social worker, it will be important for me to
recognize the inherent value of old ones; their personhood does not diminish with time.
Ageist beliefs that old ones are "frail, dependent, and incapable of socialization" (Azulai, 2014,
p. 7) contribute to the stripping away of their rights and dignity. For an anti-oppressive
practice, I must examine my biases for ageist stereotypes - positive or negative - and seek to
understand how these biases could implicate me as an oppressor.
In practice, when working with old ones or Elders, it will be important to recognize the lived
experience of the person, and respect their rights to autonomy and self determination, while
balancing their needs for support and connection. Additionally, understanding the
intersections of age, race, gender and socioeconomic class will aid me in the continued work
for social justice. Learning from Margaret has been one of the greatest gifts of my life, and the
lessons she has taught me will enrich my practice as she has enriched my life.

Lessons from
My Matriarch
Megan McGill Yates
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