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(Families

Jane Howard

L& Abour the Author TEETE I

Jane T. Howard (1936-1996) was an American journalist, editor, writer,
and college teacher. She received her A.B. degree from the University of
Michigan in 1956. She also received an honorary D. Litt. from Grinnell
College in 1979 and an honorary Doctor of Humane Letters from Hamline
University in 1984. Howard worked for Life magazine from 1956 to 1972.
She wrote numerous features for Life including interviews with Vladimir
Nabokov, Truman Capote, John Updike and Jacqueline Susann. Begin-
ning in 1989 she worked for several years at Lears magazine as a contributing
editor and author of the monthly interview column “A Woman For Lears.” As a
freelance writer Howard contributed to many pul)lications. Among her books are
Please Touch: A Guided Tour of the Human Potential Movement (1970), the autobio-
graphicalA Diﬂ‘erent Woman (1973), Families (1978), and the l)iography Margaret
Mead: A Life (1990). At the time of her death, Howard was writing a book under
the worlzing title Lost in the Interior which was to be a personal and historical ac-
count of the Midwest. This essay is an excerpt from her book Families. Tl-lougl-l it

was written in 1978, many of the issues it raises continue to be part of popular

dialogue about what makes a goocl family.
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€@  Each of usis born into one family not of those of the old. The new ones by definition

our choosing. If we’re going to go around de-
vising new ones, we might as well have the
luxury of picking their members ourselves.
Clever picking might result in new families
whose benefits would surpass or at least equal
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cannot spawn us — as soon as they do that, they
stop being new — but there is plenty they can
do. I have seen them work wonders. As a mem-
ber in reasonable standing of six or seven tribes
in addition to the one I was born to, I have been



trying to figure which earmarks are common to
both kinds of families.

©® (1) Good families have a chief, or a
heroine, or a founder — someone around whom
others cluster, whose achievements as the Yid-
dish word has it, let them kvell, and whose ex-
ample spurs them on to like feats. Some blood
dynasties produce such figures regularly; oth-
ers languish for as many as five generations be-
tween demigods, wondering with each new
pregnancy whether this, at last, might be the
messianic baby who will redeem us. Look, is
there not something gubernatorial about her
footstep, or musical about the way he bangs with
his spoon on his cup? All clans, of all kinds,
need such a figure now and then. Sometimes
clans based on water rather than blood harbor
several such personages at one time. The
Bloomsbury Group' in London six decades ago
was not much hampered by its lack of a tempo-
ral history.

® (2) Good families have a switchboard op-
erator — someone like my mother who cannot
help but keep track of what all the others are up
to, who plays Houston Mission Control” to ev-
eryone else’s Apollo”. This role, like the fore-
going one, is assumed rather than assigned.
Someone always volunteers for it. That person
often also has the instincts of an archivist, and
feels driven to keep scrapbooks and photograph
albums up to date, so that the clan can see proof
of its own continuity.

(4] (3) Good families are much to all their
members, but everything to none. Good fami-
lies are fortresses with many windows and doors
to the outer world. The blood clans I feel most
drawn to were founded by parents who are
nearly as devoted to whatever it is they do out-
side as they are to each other and their children.
Their curiosity and passion are contagious.
Everybody, where they live, is busy. Paint is

spattered on eyeglasses. Mud lurks under
fingernails. Person-to-person calls come in the
middle of the night from Tokyo and Brussels.
Catchers’ mitts, ballet slippers, overdue library
books and other signs of extra-familial concerns
are everywhere.

©  (4) Good families are hospitable. Know-
ing that hosts need guests as much as guests need
hosts, they are generous with honorary mem-
berships for friends, whom they urge to come
early and often and to stay late. Such clans exude
a vivid sense of surrounding rings of relatives,
neighbors, teachers, students and godparents,
any of whom at any time might break or slide into
the inner circle. Inside that circle a wholesome,
tacit emotional feudalism develops: you give me
protection, I'll give you fealty. Such treaties be-
gin with, but soon go far beyond, the jolly ex-
change of pie at Thanksgiving for cake on
birthdays. It means you can ask me to supervise
your children for the fortnight you will be in
the hospital, and that however inconvenient this
might be for me, I shall manage to. It means I
can phone you on what for me is a dreary,
wretched Sunday afternoon and for you is the
eve of a deadline, knowing you will tell me to
come right over, if only to watch you type. It
means we need not dissemble. (“To yield to
seeming,” as Martin Buber® wrote, “is man’s

Yiddish: & % 4%, 1RibiE O KA 6 B FR
&),

kvell: 2R7%E; H#/FE.

spur: ¥, HR.

demigod: FAFFA; LHEFFHA.

messianic: #H# A4,

redeem: 3% K.

gubernatorial: M K I 4y, AL IEARTTEY.
harbor: sb4k A 3hid, &FH K.
fealty: #&; &%, '
dissemble: #&4% .
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