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I can remember that I always loved it to have a 
sleep over at my grandmother and grandfather. 
Everything in their house felt bigger, brighter and 
more quiet than back at home. There was a huge 
attic with the most extraordinary stuff and a 
special billiard room. I slept there silently.  
And I enjoyed the sunrays shining through the 
window in the morning. I got up and it took a long 
time before it was bedtime. The breakfast was 
always delicious. My grandmother didn’t follow  
the trend to use healthy margarine on brown bread. 
A piece of fresh white bread lay on the table, with 
a butter dish with real butter and a bowl of fresh 
roast beef. She gave me cookies, ice cream and 
candy without a doubt, but I remember the fresh 

white bread with the real butter and roast beef. 
And the fresh walnuts from the garden. There 
were elongated boxes with fresh strawberries on 
the table when the weather was fine. I enjoyed 
helping to pick in the vegetable garden. Before 
we drove home, we made always a stop at my 
other grandmother and grandfather. They lived 
in a smaller house. Mostly full with the brothers 
and sister of my father. There lay huge piles of 
magazines. We got cookies in strange forms and 
there was a deep attic with steep stairs. 

All four of my grandparents were different.  
My grandfathers didn’t look similar, nor did my 
grandmothers. My grandfather on father’s side 
was real quiet; he smoked a cigar and loved 
to play chest with me. My other grandfather 
was always busy; he put me to work, gave me 
some money and kept arguments about the 
importance of making yourself useful in society. 
One grandmother was a friendly grumbler which 
I mostly didn’t understand, but who I never saw 
angry, annoyed or stressed. She waddled a bit 
when she walked. My other grandmother was 
always helpful. When I searched for an eraser 
to erase something, she wouldn’t rest until she 
found one for me. 

FOREWORD
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When I have to think about what my grandparents 
meant to me, it is carelessness. I can’t remember 
that any of my grandparents was ever angry with 
me or annoyed by me. I can’t remember I did 
anything wrong in their eyes. There was always  
a huge freedom. I could plan the days the way  

I wanted, I could explore the attic,  
looking for grasshoppers, playing billiards 
with my grandfather and backyard 
gardening with my grandmother. 

A book with advice for grandfathers and 
grandmothers is thin in my opinion.  

Pay attention to your grandchildren when they ask 
for it and give the freedom to do what they like. 
On the other hand, it may be good to realise how 
special it is to be a grandparent. How unique is 
it that you live on decades after you raised your 
own children, hopefully in good health. That is rare 
in the animal kingdom and some biologists and 
anthropologists see it as one of the most important 
elements, which make humans humane. That we 
keep taking care for our children is a fact, even 
when they are grownups and have children on their 
own. This makes space for creativity and freedom. 
Of course, times has change. Grandparents were 
important because they could remember a well in 
times of drought from far on or because they had 

knowledge of their grandparents about poisons of 
some of the plants in the old days. Nowadays the 
roles seem to turn where grandparents have to 
ask their grandchildren how the world works. How 
it is possible to stay in contact with a computer 
and what the new social manners are. 
However, the core stayed the same: 
raising human children is tough. 
The more the help parents got –the 
more raisers a child got- the better. 
Grandfathers and grandmothers can 
play a huge part in this. 

Gerard Janssen 
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Congratulations!
Maybe it was a whole shock, maybe it didn’t go the way  
you imagined, maybe it comes to soon, or maybe you are 
dancing out of joy. In any case: it’s time. You’ll become a 
grandparent. Or maybe you already are. Maybe you don’t  
feel like a grandparent. You don’t satisfy the clichéd image  
of an old man or woman with silver hair, a gentle look in the 
eyes and a tender smile on the face. Maybe you still feel like 
the old punker or flygirl you used to be. But even when you 
don’t feel like it, you now belong with the third generation. 
The whole party starts all over: diapers, runny noses,  
sticky little fingers, tears and trampling feet. But from a  
totally different aspect now; without the 
stress of proving yourself, dramatic situations 
nor arguments. You can easily observe  
how their little fingers grab, how the baby is 
trying to roll over. How the little one smiles 
over a floating duck in the water and how 
his arms are longer than you thought when 
he pulls your beautiful tableware from table. 
You will get a new relationship with your son, 
daughter, son-in-law or daughter-in-law.  
Hassles are a part of it (but you probably 
already knew that). You will get needed  
sometimes and sometimes you have to keep some distance, 
but never think you are just an extra person, which caress 
or brings candy so now and then. Grandparenthood is more 
than just a dessert. 
Scientist says grandparents were crucial in the development 
from ape to human. Without grandparents there wouldn’t be 
art, culture and techniques. Grandparenthood is hot shit. 

CONGRATULATIONS! 
YOU ARE A  

GRANDMOTHER/
GRANDFATHER

Without 
grandparents 
there wouldn’t 
be art, culture 
and techniques
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Pilot whales
Some toothed wales, like the pilot whale, has 
menopauses just like humans and live long 
on after their fertile age. Female pilot whales 
can live up until they are sixty years, although 
they can’t have children after they are in the 
forties.  They got a stronger connection with 
the younger pilot whales after their menopause. 
Pilot whales parent dive deep to catch fishes. 
The grandparents take care of the little ones 
when the parents disappear in the dark depths. 

Monkeys
At some apes, like the Languire apes and the 
Japanese macaques, it’s the elderly females who 
sacrifice themselves when the group is under an 
attack. They are not afraid to get hurt when they 
can protect their children and grandchildren 
from attackers.  The younger, fertile females 
and children stay at a safe distance when it is 
dangerous. Elderly Japanese macaques bring 
peace into a group. They are more relax and less 
busy than the younger monkeys. 

Seychelles warbler
Some of the females of the rare Seychelles 
warblers quit laying eggs themselves and help 
their daughters breeding their eggs and feeding 
their grandchicks.

Elephants
A group elephants is led by an elderly female elephant 
that watch over her sisters, grown up daughters and 
grandchildren. She knows where the wells are and 
where the food is, and she teaches her daughters how 
to watch over a dead elephant. Older male elephants 
play an important role at  restraining the younger male 
elephants. 

Grandfathers and grandmothers are rare in 
the animal kingdom. When animals become 
a grandparent, they involve rarely with their 
grandchildren. But there are some exceptions!

GRANDPARENTS AT ANIMALS
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You know 
you’re a 

grandparent, 
when you 

believe a phone 
is something to 

call with. 
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Until the age of nineteen, most women do not get children, and 
neither from the age of forty-five or so.  But women could reach 
the age of eighty or ninety. That is odd when you realise it seems 
to be all about getting as much children as possible in biology. 
Evolutionary biologists ask themselves why women are unfertile 
half their lives for centuries. 

  
Grandmother hypothesis

Kristen Hawkes, of the university of Utah, has an answer on  
that question. She spent time with the Hadza, people from  
hunters and gatherers in North-Tanzania, from September 1985 
until July 1986. Hunters and gatherers move around in groups 
of twenty, twenty-five. The men hunt, the women dig out tubers. 
The assumption is they live the same as our ancestors, until the 
farming made its entry approximately  
twenty thousand years ago. Hawkes kept  
by who did what in the camp. How many 
calories the men brought into the camp,  
how many tubers the women collected and 
how much the children ate. She was not  
interested in the elderly women initially.  
Until she noticed the elderly women worked 
harder than the younger women. It turned out that grandmothers 
walked long distances, worked hard, were handier in digging out 
the deepest tumblers, even after their sixtieth. When it came  
to delivering food, they were much more reliable than the male 
hunters, who came home with nothing at some days. Hawkes 
noticed the male hunters prefer to come home with a huge catch 
once a week, than a rabbit daily. They showed more interest in 
their statue as a hunter than being a reliable food supplier.  
Hawkes observations brought her to formulate the grandmother 

The Grandmother effectGrootmoedereffect

THE POWER OF 
THE GRANNIES

Why are women only half their lives fertile  
if we’re the result of ‘survival of the fittest’? 
It is because they have to do more  
important stuff. 

The elderly women 
worked harder 
than the younger 
women

Grandparents
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thesis. A woman with a child could bear a second child sooner 
with a helping grandmother around. So women old enough to 
become a grandmother get more grandchildren, which spread 
the genes that provide a long life over humanity. It was more 
clever to stop getting children from a certain age evolutionary, 
and to put all your energy in the children of your children. 

 
    Patriach thesis

However the grandmother thesis is still the best explanation 
for the existence of a long post-reproductive phase at women, 

the theory is controversial as well. 
Anthropologist Sarah Hrdy thinks 
Hawkes makes the role of grand-
mothers to big, and that other  
relatives play a huge part at  
raising a child as well. It seems that 
a father, older brothers or sisters, 
uncles or aunts or even a grand-
father can refill the role of a grand-
mother in cases where there is not 
one. The competitive theory of the 

grandmother thesis is the patriarch thesis. Men can be dominant 
longer with the help of weapons even when their strength  
degreases. They are able to win young females for them and  
getting children because of their high social status. The men that 
become the oldest are the ones who get the most children, 
which will have the genes of a man who gets old. The Dutch 
scientist David van Bodegom found a foundation for the patriarch 
thesis In North-Ghana, where he studied an agricultural society. 
When a man could effort it, he will marry a younger woman 
every ten years from 20 years or so. 

A man who reached the age of eighty, got almost twenty  
percent more children this way than a man who passed away 
at age of fifty. The patriarch thesis gives an explanation for  
why genes, which provide aging at humans, can spread.  
The reason why women get their menopauses this soon  
is less clear. Only one percent of the newborns in  
The Netherlands have a father older than forty. The survival 
rates of babies are that high in a western country such as 
The Netherlands, a grandmother can barely influence that. 
Research of Ralf Kaptijn and Fleur 
Thomese from the VU in Amsterdam 
showed that women with a mother 
who babysit a lot for children of their 
brother or sister, got children on their 
own earlier than average.  

It was more clever to stop 
getting children from a 

certain age evolutionary, 
and to put all your 

energy in the children of 
your children

When a man could 
effort it, he will  
marry a younger  
woman every ten 
years from 20 years 
or so

Opa & Oma


