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From the Heart...






. . . Life Skills for Today





By Sharon L. Benedict MS, ACC
Sharing Time and Life Before They Are Gone

(Topic of the Month: Reflection)

In the past week, my Uncle Ray passed away at the glorious age of 95. Part of the GI generation, he was the last elder on my side of the family in that life-changing generation. As I reflected on his life and others of the GI generation, I find myself more than ever experiencing a greater sadness at the loss of the magnificence of his era. So, here’s a reflective history and moment of gratitude for those near and dear to us who are still around today. 


According to William Strauss and Neil Howe, renowned generation researchers, the GI generation born 1901 to 1924 (age 83 to 106) experienced more monumental national and global changes in their life time than most of us today. Their core ethics, values, and basic characteristics included loyalty, dedication, sacrifice, and honor. They were hardworking, respected authority, were team player and high achievers. GIs were also fearless but not reckless; they were patriotic, idealistic, had a strong moral conscience, and belief in the common good. They were generally ever optimistic, and financial and social conservatives. They were an unusually powerful generation in politics, institution building, and expanding the economy. 

Their view of family and relationships were traditional—basically a breadwinner husband, homemaker wife, obedient/dutiful children living the good life together. GI education, careers, and workforce included the largest jump in educational achievements, the highest number of Nobel Prize winners, and sparked the modern “senior citizen” movement w/ Social Security, Medicare, and the AARP.


Their lifestyle, life goals, and expectations included achieving a higher standard of living and education than their parents; enjoying a good job, mild future, and a comfortable modest house for family. What was most important and their greatest concerns were to live in a solid, friendly community, have well-deserved retirement benefits, and continue to build America’s prestige as a world power. They were an energetic nation of champions who expected to build a legacy and to be remembered. 

The GI generation grew up with the Great San Francisco earthquake, the Roaring 20’s, Prohibition, Pretty Boy Floyd, Al Capone, women’s suffrage, legendary movie stars, and the Scopes Trial. They also lived through the depression, were victorious in World War II, and provided all the United States presidents from Kennedy to Bush. As a generation, these people have been the glue that has held many of our nation’s institutions together. There patriotism was unparalleled throughout two world wars as nuclear power was unleashed and America became a superpower.


Civic-minded and heroic, the first GI wave gave us Will Rogers, Louis Armstrong, Walt Disney, Charles Lindbergh, Bob Hope, John Wayne, Frank Sinatra, Kathryn Hepburn, Ronald Reagan, Billy Graham, Judy Garland, John Steinbeck, Arthur Godfrey, and Sidney Poitier. The Rose Bowl opened and university enrollment soared. Roosevelt was elected with 85 percent support from voters under age 30. With Pearl Harbor, WWII, VE and VJ-Day, the GI bills began paying out benefits. 

Then Kennedy brought the “best and brightest” to the White House; and Bush and Reagan spread democracy in Eastern Europe and USSR. 

These GI children grew up being “special” at the turn of the century—raised by their Missionary generational type parents determined to produce good kids more than any other generation. Their children were the beneficiaries of new playgrounds, boy & girl scouting clubs, vitamins, and child-labor restrictions. The emphasis on school and learning resulted in the sharpest rise ever recorded, including Nobel laureates. Yet, racial, gender roles, and income still had a wide gap. The music of the era was Jazz, Blues, Ballads, Ziegfeld Follies, George Gershwin, Radio, Folk- Bluegrass, Gospel, Mountain Music. Popular culture was rising with phrases like—Over There, GI Joe, the Greatest Generation, Dust Bowl, Jitterbug, Tokyo Rose, New Frontier, a Great Society, and America’s Greatest Generation. Their cultural contribution included the movie Casablanca, John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, Walt Disney’s Snow White & the Seven Dwarfs, Theodore White’s The Making of the President: 1960, and John Kennedy’s Profiles in Courage. 

This was truly a generation never to be forgotten. So, as you reflect about your own family, I encourage you to call those GI elders still here. I am so glad I did for my Uncle Ray before it was too late. Offer them your caring hello and gratitude for their lives. Get to know them better. Ask to hear their story. Take time to hear it all. Even record it for your children and grandchildren. Then for those relationships that are still a little rough on the edges, you just may find creative and attractive ways to share your love and faith with them in ways that will soften those edges and bring comfort—even faith into their hearts near the time of their goodbyes. 


As you share time with them, there is nothing more endearing than doing the simple things together, along with some sweet laughter and delight in those moments together. Then you will forever remember how important they were in your family and our nation’s legacy, reaching far into the 21st century in ways we still don’t really know. 

If you no longer have GI elders in your family, share what you know about them to your children and grandchildren. Visit your local senior center to spend time with those elders needing your encouragement, love, and gratitude. You will be forever touched and changed by their presence in your life. Then maybe, you too will experience those precious moments of sharing and loving from the next generation, even your own children, who will care for you in your elder years.
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