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I’m a Matriarch and I’m OK!
Recently three apparently random happenings coincided in my life to form the impetus for this month’s column. The first was a week-long TV retrospective of Monty Python’s Flying Circus, 40 years after the fact; the second was my daughter’s four day visit for an extended family celebration of her grandmother’s 90th birthday; and the third was a “late-life” crisis I was in the throes of. 

The latter grew from the sudden realization that I had never taken time to “find myself,” didn’t know “who I was,” nor “where I was going.” As a teenager, when my peers were busy exploring their inner souls and later when I my angst-seared friends were quoting Socrates’ injunction, “The unexamined life is not worth living,” I just scoffed and retorted, “And the unlived life is not worth examining,” as I got on with my homework, my marriage, my job, my child-raising. But now—on the wrong side of my mid-sixties, I suddenly found myself roiling in self-doubt, questioning my worth to society or anybody, even going so far as to glance briefly at the self-help section at the library.
The problem, as I assessed it, was though I am still a wife, I’m not as much of one as I used to be. My husband, in retirement, has taken over the kitchen and the evening meal. This is great and I’m the envy of all my friends; however, it means I can never find the soy sauce or discover where he’s hidden the paring knives. Also, it means his gourmet experiments routinely arrive on the table after 9 p.m., by which time I usually have to be awakened from deep REM-cycle sleep. My housekeeping has never been stellar and has now become defunct.

The kids are grown and have families of their own. Grandmotherly duties are wonderful and fulfilling, but too few and far between. I’m no longer a daughter, no longer a caregiver, no longer a professor or researcher. In fact, I discovered after considerable Socratic examination, I’m only two things: a painter of Basset Hounds and a Liberal—not necessarily in that order.
Then my daughter Liesl arrived early for the birthday weekend, and we sat down to watch the Monty Python documentary, recorded on our hi-tech TV (which I can’t operate). After the classic clip of Michael Palin singing, “I’m a Lumberjack and I’m Okay,” Liesl turned to me and began singing, “She’s a Matriarch and She’s Okay…” For the next two days as Liesl jogged, slept, wrote, and dieted, I prepared beds and meals for the onslaught of hungry relatives, with the snippet of “She’s a Matriarch” repeating endlessly in my head. Finally it hit me. My identity! I am a matriarch! That’s my new role. That’s what I am!

Defining a Matriarch
In most of my columns, I attempt to inform readers by sharing tried-and-true examples from my own life experience. Since I’ve only recently taken on the mantle of matriarch, I present here what I consider to be the ideal matriarchal traits, behaviors, and responsibilities—not necessarily those in which I have yet reached perfection. I realize that I am omitting here the perhaps equally important role of patriarch. I tried interviewing husband Jack on the subject for inclusion here, but there was an NFL game in progress, followed by another one, and he said he’d get back to me—so we’ll have to wait until spring for his input.
Maintaining Family Ties

Maintaining close family ties is a primary duty of a matriarch. This becomes more difficult the more generations in your group and the farther apart they live. Email is the best way to accomplish this. The matriarch must make sure that even the most elderly members of her family have email access, even if she has to buy it for them. Creating a group email address that includes all members for Family Updates encourages frequent communication and news-sharing. 
The purpose of family updates is to keep members abreast of family news, e.g., “Grandma fell down behind Hi Neighbor and bruised her arm—send her a get well message”; Don’t forget Papa’s birthday is Jan. 13. We won’t celebrate until President’s Day weekend, but send a card NOW!” Omit the name of the family member about whom you’re writing in the address line.

The idea is to avoid hurt feelings within the family and strengthen bonds. In this way you can avoid playing gotcha. Do not expect your kids, parents, cousins to remember birthdays or anniversaries. They won’t. The small joy of saying, “I knew you’d forget your sister’s birthday again this year” is dwarfed by their actually coming through. Include your own birthday too, subtly, as in, “Papa and I are trying to decide where to go out to eat on my birthday next week.” Save them from themselves and their self-involvement.

Lean over backwards in your dealings with in-laws. Though comedians fixate on mothers-in-law when considering this category, the real challenge is daughters-in-law, because, of course, they control access to the beloved grandchildren. Do not criticize your daughters-in-law ever, to your sons, to your daughters, to your spouse, your parents, your neighbors, or in a newspaper column—word might get out. Do whatever your daughters-in-law want, never question their views or opinions, especially when it comes to childrearing or dealing with husbands. 
Approve of everything they do. If they work, praise their energy; if they stay at home, praise their dedication to the children; if they shoplift, praise their dexterity; if they blow the family budget on the Home Shopping Network, praise their exquisite taste. This behavior applies to sons-in-law as well, though on the whole they’re less sensitive. You can’t win any way, so don’t jeopardize the family circle by targeting the in-laws.. 
Establishing Tradition and Maintaining Holidays
Garnering the holidays and wresting the primary celebratory days away from parents-in-law is undoubtedly the most important and daunting role of the matriarch. On several occasions I have found it necessary to include the parents- and sibling-in-laws in the fray in order to retain hegemony over the event. The trick is to mark your territory early in their marriages. Jack and I have designated all birthdays plus Valentine’s Day, Easter, 4th of July, Labor Day, Thanksgiving, and Christmas as Schillinger holidays. The in-laws can choose from all the rest—Martin Luther King Day, St. Patrick’s Day, Flag Day, Constitution Day, Arbor Day, etc.
There are a few simple tasks you have to do to make sure your kids and their families want to come to your house on these and other occasions, including: 
1. turn your home into a full-service 5-star hotel, accommodating everyone from newborns on up, each bedroom equipped with an en suite bathroom and baby-care facilities; 

2. offer a huge pre-approved menu of everyone’s favorite foods; also a well-stocked kitchen open 24/7;  refuse to let your kids bring anything, unless they really want to. If they do bring a dish, go mad over it and insist on getting the recipe;
3. provide outlandish but tasteful decorations for each occasion, making the décor refer back to childhood traditions but always adding something new and completely different; 
4. clean the house until you and the patriarch are ready to drop;

5. smile, laugh, suggest endless new activities and field trips, and be the last one in the household to go to bed; act as if all the preparation was nothing, and that you won’t spend the next two weeks in a torpor of exhaustion.
Listening and Advising
Though the family patriarch shares many of the tasks associated with throwing holiday extravaganzas, as I see it it’s the matriarch who oversees the listening, approving, and advising responsibilities for the family. It’s a one-way street and you just have to accept it.
I answer my kids and my mother-in-law’s phone calls no matter when they come in, supper time, the middle of the night, the crack of dawn, during a dinner party, during life-threatening illnesses. My kids have given up land lines as hopelessly passé, and are equipped with cell phones at all times except when showering. Unfortunately cell phones come with caller ID, which gives them the option of screening out my calls. 

When and if they do later return my calls, it’s usually in that wasted time of day commuters refer to as “drive-time,” which we retired folks call “supper-time.” They have a real knack for nailing it.

After a blow-by-blow account of their day, their problems, and triumphs, they usually end with, “And how are you and Papa?” It doesn’t matter how I reply. “My doctor thinks I have swine flu,” or “We’ve decided to go to Prague next month,” or “Papa shot an 81 at Shenvalee golf course this morning,” the answer is always the same, “That’s good. Well, got to go now.”
A matriarch’s job is to listen, cluck sympathetically, and remember, not to contribute to the substance of the conversation. Remembering is crucial so that when the next phone call comes in you can follow through: “Did your poison ivy clear up?” “Did Auggie decide to go as the letter A or a palm tree for Halloween?” “Did you get up the courage to fire your administrative assistant?”

Giving advice is far back there, not nearly as vital as listening and approving or remembering. If advice is actually asked for, don’t hold back. Give real advice, not the kind a psychiatrist would give. For example:

Daughter’s Problem:  Jennifer and I were going together to Miami for a long weekend. But she got sick. We bought out plane tickets and booked our hotel together . I’m going anyway by myself. Should I send her a big bouquet of flowers? 
Shrink’s Answer: Would you feel better if you bought her the flowers?
My Answer:  What a waste of money! No woman wants flowers from another woman. Bring her a mug with Miami written on it, or maybe a tee-shirt.

Son Problem: We’re having Sam and his girlfriend over tonight and I want to make a flan for dessert. Can you give me your recipe?
Shrink’s Answer: Why do you think you want to make a flan for Sam and his girlfriend?

My Answer: I can give you the recipe, but you won’t be able to make the caramelized sugar until I show you how. It’s tricky and you’ll lose patience. Buy a box of Duncan Hines Angel Food Cake mix and bake it in the special tube pan I gave you for Christmas. Serve it with strawberries and ice cream. It’s easy and foolproof.
This approach may be extended to even more serious questions—if, and only if, your advice is sought, e.g., “Do you think we should pick up and move to Arizona so I can play golf all year?” “Should I tell my boss I think he’s an idiot?”

If my analysis of the role of a matriarch seems limited, it’s because I’ve only just become aware of being one. At the moment, the line between matriarchy and martyrdom seems somewhat blurred to me, but I have no doubt the differences will become clearer as time passes and my skill set develops. 
As food for further thought, I’m closing with the lyrics to “I’m a Matriarch and I’m Okay,” which inspired my recent revelation. For words to the original Monty Python “I’m a Lumber Jack” song, see www.geocities.com/fang_club/lumberjack_song.html .
I’M A MATRIARCH SONG

I’m a matriarch and I’m okay.

I toss all night and I grouse all day.

Chorus Refrain (made up of 8 women in their 60s)
She’s a matriarch and she’s okay.
She’ll toss all night and she’ll grouse all day.

I soothe my kids,  

Hear out their woes,

And don’t tell them of mine.

I listen to Chris Matthews,

And have a glass of wine.

Chorus Refrain
My children all have cell phones

That have caller I.D. 

And when I call, they don’t pick up

Because they know it’s me. 

Chorus Refrain
At holidays they seek me out

Cause no one cooks like Maw.

But when I ask them to help out,  

They will not lift a paw.

Chorus Refrain
Now they’ve got babies of their own,

And like to groan and moan, 

But I don’t say, that at their age,

My kids were all full-grown.

I’m a matriarch and I’m okay.

I toss all night and I grouse all day.

Chorus Refrain 
