
Remembering with Grandpa 

How’s my favorite granddaughter? Have you seen her today? 

What used to be an ongoing joke between my grandfather and his eight 

granddaughters has now become strikingly ironic. Because although most days 

he knows exactly who we are, I’m afraid that someday, sooner than later, it will 

no longer be a joke, and Grandpa won’t know who his family is. 

Richard Dean Johnson, better known as Dick or RDJ, is a kind, 

compassionate and generous 81-year-old man. This is all evident in an exchange 

between my grandmother and him. 

Grandpa winks and his eyes glisten behind his thick eyeglasses as he and 

my grandma, Marjorie, retell the story of meeting in Butte, Neb.  

Grandpa tries his best to recall what the day was like when he was sitting 

in a barber’s chair and Grandma walked by the window with her girl friends. He 

goes into detail about what those girls ended up doing later in life. Of course, 

these things aren’t very relevant to the story, and Grandma knows it.  

“You’re getting ahead of yourself,” Grandma interjects. 

He was a man who held many jobs at once, but now he is content living the 

retired life. 

After they married in 1956, they moved a few times and raised four kids, 

three daughters and one son. Grandpa served 35 years in the Army National 

Guard and retired as a Colonel, was mayor of Sheldahl, Iowa, for a short time 

and provided his financial expertise for 24 years as Iowa’s Auditor of State.  



I remember him leaving one of my high school basketball games to go to a 

meeting and coming back with the program signed by a one of Iowa’s 

government officials. He also called out Governor Branstad in the ’90s for 

keeping two different sets of books and not being transparent with the people of 

Iowa. But if there weren’t online archives and thousands of documents still in my 

grandpa’s study, I’m not certain that he would be able to tell much about what 

happened during that period of time.  

When he finished his final term as Auditor of State, he began serving as a 

member of several boards, including Lincolnway Energy and VisionBank. He 

continued this involvement until the beginning of 2016 when he stepped down 

from his last board. His memory loss has never made anyone question his 

intelligence. He has the knowledge; he just can’t remember. “Richard Johnson is 

the smartest man in the room,” one of the board members said. “He has 

forgotten more than anyone else here ever knew.”  

He was a talker, but now he is a listener.  

Within the past few years, a lot has changed. My grandpa used to talk a 

person’s ear off. When I was younger, we made an annual trip to the state fair. 

During that time, we barely made it 10 steps before we stopped to be introduced 

to yet another old friend of his. He was a talker, and we were just taught to be 

patient and respect that while hoping we wouldn’t melt in the summer heat. He’s 

not like that anymore. 

You see, a few years ago, he began to lose his memory.  

Now, conversation is a burden that he patiently bears.  



Talking to someone who has Alzheimer’s is like playing a game. They 

can’t come up with the exact word for what they want to say, so they talk around 

it, describing it. 

One of my first memories of Grandpa not being able to come up with the 

right word was when we were deciding where to go to lunch. He said something 

along the lines of, “We should go to the place, you know, where they make the 

sandwich and you can choose your bread and what you want on it.” He was 

talking about Subway. 

When someone has Alzheimer’s, they can’t make the connections in their 

brain.  

“The biggest thing is that he cannot process information very quickly, and 

some information not at all,” JoAnn Leach, my mom, said. “Things that would 

have been a snap to him just can’t be processed.”  

Sometimes during conversation, I pause to watch my grandfather. Today, 

he sits quietly with his legs crossed at the knee, looking around the room. He 

wears a wedding ring on one hand and a National Guard ring on the other. These 

old, wrinkled hands, placed carefully on his lap, show the signs of aging. He’s 

watching conversations occur all around him, and yet he sits silently.  

“I just can’t come up with the words,” Grandpa says. 

 Conversation is tiring. It’s like sitting in a room filled with people who are 

speaking a language you once learned but haven’t used in years. You can pick 

out bits and pieces, but none of it makes any sense.  



There’s an obvious discomfort that, if you’re looking for it, looms over 

Grandpa when he’s with the entire family. There are a lot of people around, and 

he doesn’t want to disrupt the flow of the conversation by speaking. 

Now it’s as if no one has time to wait for him to form his sentences. His 

version of communication generally doesn’t include any proper nouns. It’s just a 

lot of filler words. With this lack of a vocabulary, people become quick to correct 

the words he misspeaks, leaving him drained and defeated.   

Grandpa’s role within the family has also changed in subtle ways. He’s 

become more of a silent leader. As the head of the household, he was always 

respected for who he was. When we’d get together as a family, he’d almost 

always pray for the meal. The combination of a larger family and the effects of 

Alzheimer’s make him less comfortable praying in front of everyone. In recent 

years, he’s opted to pass this duty off to someone else.  

Sitting at the table for lunch, my grandma runs the conversation. Whether 

it’s because there’s a lack of words or that he’s embarrassed by his inability to 

process, no one knows what keeps Grandpa quiet now. And how could we know 

when he can’t tell us? Generally when he pipes in, it’s to start a new 

conversation, as if he has been practicing one sentence in his head until he feels 

confident enough to vocalize it.  

As I interview him and really delve into his past life, especially the parts 

that are most familiar to him, I watch him transform into a different person. He 

once again crosses his leg, this time with his foot resting on his other knee; he 



begins to speak quickly while using his hands for emphasis. His face gleams with 

excitement, and his voice gets louder and more confident.   

He’s remembering, really remembering. As he tells me of his time at the 

Auditor’s office, I can tell that it’s something he’s completely familiar with. There’s 

no need for him to slow down and second-guess what he’s telling me. 

He was an adventurous driver, but now his driving is constantly 

questioned.  

Two summers ago, grandpa was driving and fell asleep at the wheel while 

coming into Sheldahl. The damage done to the other car was very minor 

because of how slowly he was going, but his license was revoked. This accident 

really took a toll on Grandpa. As the doctors did endless amounts of tests, he 

wasn’t able to drive, so the rest of the family had to be chauffeurs, shuffling him 

from board meeting to board meeting.  

After several months, the doctors determined that Grandpa needed a 

CPAP to help him sleep at night. Shortly thereafter, his license was reinstated, 

but he had to get it renewed every six months. A recent victory in his driving 

journey occurred earlier this year when his license was renewed for two years. 

He used to find joy in certain things, but now some of his interests have 

changed. 

As his memory faded, things that were a joy to him became more of a 

burden. Specifically Wyndham. Wyndham is a timeshare my parents and 

grandparents purchased about 13 years ago in Branson, Mo. I remember the 

time specifically because my siblings and I were forced into a playroom for about 



seven hours while all of the details were worked out. Of course, the adults were 

thrilled. They even tried to make everything better with the new sun visors that 

they received after all of the paperwork was signed.  

Grandpa loved Wyndham. As my mom, JoAnn, remembers, Grandpa 

wanted to be the head of the account so that he could have control of it.  

“Grandpa was always in control,” Mom said.  

But as time marched on, Wyndham became a burden for my grandpa. 

What used to be an exciting outlet for planning vacations turned to stress, a 

credit card he didn’t need and constant emails he didn’t want to receive.  

So his children divided it fairly and took it off his plate.  

Although Alzheimer’s hasn’t changed his personality, the way that 

Grandpa uses his time has changed. He spends time in his office. It’s one of his 

sacred places, but his focus has changed. Now, instead of conducting business, 

he occupies his time shredding documents and sending emails. Maybe his office 

is a reminder of what he once was. Maybe it reminds him of what he’s 

accomplished. The office is a safe place.  

When he is outside, his yard work is more limited, partially for safety 

reasons, and partially due to his memory loss. There are tasks that he used to 

know how to do well, such as using a chainsaw to cut down a tree, that he would 

never try to do anymore. He spends time picking up branches or mowing the 

lawn.  

 Since his memory and ability to communicate have declined, Grandpa 

relies more on his cell phone. When he works outside doing projects, he takes 



photos with his phone so that he can show them to people later. Although he 

can’t describe the task of putting up a ladder and removing leaves from the 

gutter, he can show you photos of before and after. This is a way that he has 

adapted to his inability to communicate at times.  

His most recent fascination is sorting the garbage. This is something he 

never did up until last year when he began thoroughly sifting through the 

paperwork in his office.  He opens the trashcan in the house and takes anything 

burnable and separates it from all the other garbage. Things that most people 

would either recycle or keep in the trash, he takes out to his burn pile and sets to 

flames along with the discarded sticks and anything else he can rummage up 

around the yard. 

He also spends more time in the kitchen. Although he jokes about not 

liking to brag, he boasts of being the Gourmet Chef of Sheldahl. His specialty: 

Cookies made from the tubs of dough he purchases in bulk at Sam’s Club. There 

are times when he makes dozens more than are necessary, but he finds joy in 

this simple task. I remember a time when my college roommate and I went over 

to my grandparents’ house to drop something off. I told her beforehand that 

although we were on a time crunch, this would not end up being a short visit. We 

walked away from that trip with over 200 cookies in Ziploc bags.  

He was, and still is, an ornery man.  

For many years, my grandpa loved to tell the Dog Jaw joke. His eyes 

would light up as he told a lengthy story about his old dog, Jake. He’d use 

convincing hand gestures, and get everyone in the room on the edge of his or 



her seat. As the poor victim of this cruel prank became more invested in the 

story, Grandpa would get them close enough to feel the lump and look at the 

scar on his jawline. Once they were close enough, he’d let out a loud yelp that 

was sure to make the listeners jump, even if they were ready for it. Since he told 

the story so often, it grew to be a sort of initiation into our family. 

 Now the joke is over. He simply barks to greet people. With a boyish grin 

on his weathered face, he says to my grandma, “Marj, people like to be barked 

at.”  

It’s this sort of odd behavior that concerns my grandma, yet simple 

occurrences like these show that his personality is still the same, even if he’s 

losing his memory.  

“He’s always had that ornery twinkle in his eye,” Grandma said. “Oh yes, 

it’s still there.” 

Even so, sometimes my grandma finds it difficult to accept the differences 

that have resulted due to Grandpa’s Alzheimer’s. There has been a lot of change 

in their relationship during the past several years, and for her, the change has not 

always been easy.  

“Mom reacts because she is so used to him behaving a certain way, and 

he doesn’t act that way anymore,” my mom once told me. “It’s frustrating 

because he’s not the same.” 

He was a young man, but now he is a loving husband, father, grandpa and 

great grandpa. 



Throughout their lifetime, Grandma and Grandpa were able to travel and 

see much of the world. After the accident, Grandpa became less comfortable 

driving to destinations further from home. My grandma does a bit more driving, 

and when they make long trips, one of their kids accompanies them. 

“When I look back, God has given me opportunities to do things all over 

the world,” Grandpa said. “I look back now and I am very thankful because I can’t 

do that now. My brain just isn’t there.”  

Grandma tries to stay positive about life with Grandpa. “He has such an 

active brain. (Alzheimer’s) is not something I thought we’d deal with,” she says. 

“But, everything happens for a reason.”  

Their son, David, thinks similarly; “Failing bodies and memory are just part 

of the life cycle.”  

Though my grandpa’s memory is failing, they spend time together 

regularly. “Our relationship has always been centered in things we randomly do 

together when we have openings in our schedules,” Uncle David tells me. “None 

of that has changed.”  

A simple Google search will give you thousands of different “remedies” for 

slowing down the effects of Alzheimer’s, and we’ve tried many of them with 

Grandpa. We’ve lathered coconut oil on his head, made several visits to the 

neurologist to change prescriptions, tried various exercises and even made a 

booklet that has a photo of each family member in it. Some of these things will 

actually help his memory, but others at least help us feel like we’re doing 

something. 



Alzheimer’s is not normal, and as of now, there is no cure. My grandpa’s 

memory won’t get any better, but we can enjoy life with him while he can 

remember us. We can do our best to research on behalf of Grandpa and 

continue to interact with him, but the harsh reality is, it’ll only get worse from 

here. Experiencing life with someone who has Alzheimer’s isn’t easy. It’s not 

perfect, nor is it what society deems a beautiful life, but it’s real, and it’s what we 

now have to share together.  

 


