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I first met Stuart Gustafson in late 2008, when he and his wife came into my Elder Law Firm seeking information about how to properly plan for their family. The three of us talked about their goals, concerns, and what they wanted to accomplish. We discussed how to properly plan to address those concerns and the legacy they wanted to leave their children. We ended up working together to put a plan in place. A couple months later, Stuart brought his mother in to see me to prepare an elder-focused estate plan for her. Stuart impressed me from the beginning of our relationship because he grasped the fundamental concept that as people get older, their needs change, including their estate/asset protection planning needs. Stuart understood that general estate planning simply is not adequate to address the specialized needs of people as they get into their 50’s, 60’s, and older.

Stuart also impressed me because typically in our society, it is the eldest offspring that ends up being the primary responsible person for making sure that everything is handled properly for the parents. But Stuart was decidedly different. It was clear that he had a very close relationship with his mother, and he recognized his mom needed a specialist. Stuart had the type of relationship with his mom where she listened to her youngest son’s advice, yet he was completely respectful of her wishes. Even though she was 91 when I first met her, Stella maintained her independence and autonomy. 

Stella was quite an impressive individual and it was obvious Stuart loved her very much. Stella passed away in January, 2012, and left a legacy which her entire family appreciates. Her attention to all members of the family in putting together a thoughtful plan epitomized her generous and loving spirit.  

As an elder law attorney, many of my clients suffer from serious, chronic health issues such as Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s, Lou Gehrig’s disease, and many others. Coping with these health issues is incredibly difficult. When the family must address legal and financial issues, such as how to pay for incredibly expensive long-term care, the situation often becomes overwhelming. I’ve learned that we can all gain from the experience and knowledge of those who are older and wiser than we are. I am constantly impressed by the strength, wisdom and fortitude of my clients and their families, as they deal with some of life’s most difficult challenges, and do so with grace, humility, and humor. 

The dictionary defines legacy as “something transmitted by or received from an ancestor or predecessor.” While often used in a financial sense, the concept of passing on a legacy more importantly refers to something much more enduring. How we deal with life’s most challenging circumstances really defines our values and who we are. It is this concept of legacy – something more than the transient nature of physical wealth – that has an enduring influence on our own lives and on the lives of those around us. We need only examine our own lives to realize that our parents left an indelible legacy on us. The question then becomes, “What is the legacy that we’re going to leave behind?” This is a question worth asking.

In this, Remembering Our Parents, author and speaker Stuart Gustafson brings together over five dozen stories and sayings from people of all walks of life. These stories will make you reflect and ask, “What is my legacy?” You’ll see that not all parents gave the best advice. Some gave great advice, but didn’t follow it themselves. No matter the circumstances, the legacy these parents left behind provided a framework for a healthy child to grow up, mature, and navigate the adult world. Remembering Our Parents will bring out a variety of emotions in you, but these stories will not leave you unmoved. And perhaps, just perhaps, one or more of these stories will resonate with you, and change your life as well as the lives of those that you influence, helping shape your own legacy. 

To your legacy – may it be strong, enduring and truly reflective of you!

Peter C. Sisson, CELA, EPLS*

Boise, Idaho

August, 2012

* Board Certified Elder Law Attorney

* Board Certified Estate Planning Law Specialist

www.IdahoElderLaw.com
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Why should we care about things that our parents said or did so many years ago? After all, that was “their generation,” things that “old folks” said and did – those don’t apply to “us”; we’re the “new generation.” At least that’s what one soft drink manufacturer wants us to believe. But is that really so?

Who is it that makes up the current generation? That really depends on who is doing the asking. My generation is the set of baby boomers, those who are in their late fifties to mid-sixties; so this is the current generation to me. We are the ones who’ve seen our parents get grayer, older, and more frail. Some have entered retirement homes, assisted living residences, or nursing facilities. Some of us are even moving from our own homes into one of these places that can take better care of us than we can for ourselves. And, sadly, many of us have seen our parents, spouses, and even siblings, pass away. Such is the cycle of life.

What, then, are we to make of the sayings we heard from our parents over and over again? And why do we care about repeating some of the stories about them; why do those portraits in words seem so real and alive today as if our parents were standing right next to us?

How do we make sense of the things our parents said and did many years ago? They’re from a generation that was raised without all the technological advances that are in the world today. So, how relevant can what was important to them be important to us? Remember, “they” are from the older generation; “we” are from today.

There are more questions that can be asked, and perhaps should be asked. But this is not a book of questions; it is one that provides clues to the answers of our many questions, if not the answers themselves. The purpose of this book is to remind us all of the importance of legacy. One standard dictionary definition of legacy is that it’s a legal term that refers to a willed gift of money or personal property. Another one, the more relevant one, is that legacy is what’s been handed down or passed along from an ancestor or a predecessor.

Now that we know what legacy is, our questions all get folded up into one six-word question, “Why should we care about legacy?” As you read through this book, it’s my hope that your answer to that question becomes clear. I have an answer to it, and I’m pretty confident that my answer will be different from yours because we all have different pasts, presents and futures. The legacy that I’ve received from my parents isn’t the same as what you’ve received from yours. You might even have some legacy from aunts, uncles, and grandparents. I don’t because our family was the one family out of six on Dad’s side and three on Mom’s side that moved frequently – Dad was in the Navy, and changing assignments meant we moved every two or three years. But I loved it!

Let me tell you why I think that legacy is important. Recall what I said earlier: “Legacy is what’s been handed down or passed along from an ancestor or a predecessor.” What this means to me is that our parents’ knowledge of life and how they went through it has shaped us to be who we are. Some people may revolt from that, some may embrace it, and some may just continue on as if the legacy was never there. The simple truth, however, is that your legacy is there, and it has helped mold you into the person you are, you want to be, or who you don’t want to be.

It’s up to you to decide how you want to deal with the legacy that’s been passed along to you. Given that each of us is a unique individual, combining that with the completely different legacy that each receives, the odds are staggering that any two persons would have the same response to the legacy that’s been given to them. The United States Census Bureau has estimated that the world’s population is about 7 billion. So if you multiply 7 billion (the number of unique individuals) times 7 billion (each of us receives a different legacy), the total number of possible reactions to those legacies is 49,000,000,000,000,000,000. For the sake of “simpler math,” let’s round that number up to 50,000,000,000,000,000,000, meaning that the odds of any two people reacting in the same way to their legacy is an extremely small number: 0.000000000000000002%.

Given that small number, it’s safe to say that how you react to your legacy is different from how I react to mine. I think it’s also safe to say that many of us don’t even think about our legacy until we start to see the passing of parents, siblings, friends, people our age. That was essentially how it started with me, although the path to get there was long and different; here’s how it went.

The summer of 1964 was going to be “my summer” with Dad. My elder brother was at college on an NROTC summer assignment, and my other brother had graduated from high school. I had just completed 11th grade, and was looking forward to my last year in high school before leaving home for college. It was a typical hot summer in the Imperial Valley in Southern California; temperatures of 110° were not uncommon. What helped to make this summer different was that my grandparents were coming from Florida to visit us. Grandpa and Hedwig (Dad’s step-mom) were in their early 80s, but were still full of life, and they drove across country to stay at our house for a few weeks.

The excitement ended shortly after they arrived, however. I think they got to our house on a Tuesday or Wednesday. That weekend, on Sunday, July 19, 1964, Dad took Grandpa, my brother, and a friend to go fishing after church. Five miles out of town, Dad’s car was hit head-on by another car – Dad and Grandpa were killed instantly, as was the other driver. Tests showed that the other driver, whose family I’ve recently connected with, had a blood alcohol level that was double the legal limit. My perfect summer ended that day when we received a telephone call from the hospital; that was the first we knew anything was wrong. There were no cell phones or smart texting devices back then; you relied on word of mouth, mailed letters, and dialed telephone calls to communicate.

Fast forward 41 years to 2005 when it dawned on me that there were a lot of questions that I wish I’d been able to ask my dad. From that realization came a short self-published book that morphed into a nationally published book from Adams Media, Questions to Bring You Closer to Dad. That was followed by Questions to Bring You Closer to Mom, and then Questions to Bring You Closer to Grandma & Grandpa. The main goal of each of those books was to help readers begin the conversation with the ones they love, and who love them. I heard from many readers who used the book to help them re-connect with dear family members.

I began to use the Questions to Bring You Closer to Mom book with my own mother as she was then 90 years old. We would start talking about one of the questions, and then she would begin telling me some story about her childhood – that was far more important than the actual answer to the question. I didn’t realize it at the time, but Mom was passing along her legacy. Mom died in January 2012 at the age of 94. We never completed the Questions book, but I continued to learn more about her as we talked, sang songs, and watched some of her favorite TV programs. Mom’s legacy continues on even after her final breath, just as Dad’s is still with me.

As the title says, this book contains stories and sayings from Mom and Dad – stories and sayings that have been contributed by many people. The stories are what the authors remember about their parents, typically stories that have inspired them to do what they’ve done, to become whom they’ve become. Some of the stories were harder to write than others – they brought out the emotions, the tears, and the sorrow of having lost a loved one. But the strength from the stories is what has enabled these writers (some are professional writers; some write just for themselves) to push on despite obstacles thrown in their way, to take a less-traveled path, and to realize that life is meant to be enjoyed. These people who’ve been willing to share their emotions with you have embraced the legacy that’s been bestowed upon them, and they want to share their experiences with you.

There are also sayings in the book, and not all of them are from “our parents.” Some of them are from notable people who have expressed a desire to share their own personal thoughts on legacy. You might agree with some of these sayings; you might not. The intent of them is to ask you to think about legacy and what it means to you, or what it might mean to you after you’ve had more time to consider its meaning.

I am extremely grateful to all who’ve made a contribution to this book. Particular thanks go to the well-known, talented, and extraordinary people who’ve sent me sayings for the book. These people are busy, and they’re deluged with so many requests; their willingness to share some of their time and sincere thoughts show that they truly believe there is a strong value in knowing and preserving legacy. As you read their sayings, try to picture how you can incorporate them into your own thought processes. In alphabetical order, my thanks go to Bobby Allison; Rubén Amaro, Sr.; Ian M. Baker-Finch; Bruce Baumgartner; Dirk Benedict; Lance Burton; Anna Fermin; Colonel Wesley L. Fox, USMC, Retired; Bernie Kopell. While you may know of these people in their public persona, their contributions to this book are also an indication of their acknowledgement of the importance of legacy.

A gratitude that is impossible to measure is also extended to the people who were willing to share their precious stories with you. To give them more credit than just a name in this front part of the book, I’ve included a short bio of the contributor, along with the QR (Quick Response) Code symbol for each person’s website. The purpose of the QR Code is so that you can scan it with your smart phone or other scanning device and jump instantly to the website. A sample QR Code symbol for the website LegacyDoctor.com is given at the end of this section. In alphabetical order, I offer up my sincere thanks to Denise Altman; Rubén Amaro, Sr.; Paige Arnof-Fenn; Mary Bailey; Ezechiel Bambolo, Jr.; Christine Baumgartner; Mary Anne Benedetto; Robert Bennett; Suzanne G. Beyer; Karen Braun; Marlene Caroselli; Bill Corbett; Brittany Crawford; Shara Darden; Douglas Esper; Fred Fields; Pat Foy; Tina M. Games; Cornelia Gibson; Mary Greenwood; Alison Hodgson; Stephanie Legatos; Jim Levy; Cathie Smith LoCicero; Marjorie Lombard; Carolyn Mattocks; Shari McGuire; John Morella; Millie Reddig; Suzann Robins; Jennifer Rosenwald; Carol Round; Nancy Schimmel; Randall Shelton; Christine Tsien Silvers; Darlene Smith; Elaine Smith; Neale Sourna; Morgan St. James; Darlene Tenes; Francine L. Trevens; Nancy Weil; Edie Weinstein; Susie Wilde.

A final “Thank you” goes to you, the reader. Your interest in legacy is important, and its value will be revealed in case you haven’t already seen it. Life is one continuing journey, and I wish you
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