The Magnificent Seven

-- by Michael Brodie, Director of Assisted Living 

Irving Cypen Tower is an independent senior living apartment building nestled on a corner of the 20-acre tropically landscaped Douglas Gardens campus of the Miami Jewish Home and Hospital for the Aged, as is its sister building Hazel Cypen Tower, an assisted living facility.  Although all of the seniors who live in these buildings are unique individuals with fascinating stories to tell, we are blessed to have an elite group in residence – seven men and woman who have reached that rare milestone of living to be 100 years old or more.  

Several years ago, we had our first centenarian living in Irving Cypen Tower.  She never admitted her age, due to an irrational fear that it might be a factor in her continued stay in an independent building.  Therefore, she never had the pleasure of receiving the gifts bestowed on this special day -- a birthday cake large enough for everyone in the dining room, a rousing rendition of “Happy Birthday” sung by the entire staff, and the admiration of all the “younger” tenants.

Annette Seldon is our oldest – although she wouldn’t like it if you said so.  Ever the lady, she insists she is not as old as her records indicate because they were falsified in the past for some inexplicable reason. In addition to an exceptional sense of humor, Annette has highly selective hearing.  I came upon her feeding the birds one day, a big no-no here where pigeon pollution is a serious problem.  “Were you feeding the birds?” I asked.  “I cannot answer that question,” replied Annette.  “Oh,” I said, “you’re pleading the fifth.”  “What’s that?” she asked.  “That,” I explained, “is when you refuse to answer a question on the grounds that you might incriminate yourself.”  “Yeah,” she said, nodding with just a hint of a smile, “that sounds about right.”

Because he is frail at this point in his life, Morris Davidson has his good moments and his bad ones.  He still has a powerful body, although you can see that he has been getting progressively thinner.  Every year at Passover and again on Holocaust Memorial Day, Morris sings the Song of the Partisans in Yiddish: “They tried to erase us, to destroy us.  But we are still here!”  He sings it with passion, power and faith, and each year I am a little surprised but hugely gratified that he is still here, still singing that song.

Lena Rubinstein has stopped exercising the way she used to, as per her doctor’s instructions.  Since fitness exercises in the Towers are led by volunteers and staff, I participate myself and enjoy leading my session every Wednesday.  Despite the fact that they are chair-based exercises, they can be quite taxing as anyone who has done the series of leg lifts can attest.  Lena, sitting down, used to lift her legs almost above her head when she was 99.  In her youth, she was a show dancer and her long legs still look lovely.  Shortness of breath keeps her seated more and more, but when Lena stands up she is ramrod straight, with her head held high and proud.

Max Kramer is an irascible but lovable man who tries to put the best face on every day and every interaction.  Even when frustrated by his slower steps and the hassle of being dependent on a walker, he is always ready with a smile.  Ask him how he feels and he will give you his stock answer, said with just a hint of sarcasm: “How should I feel?  I’m alive, aren’t I?”

Even at her age, Esther Hochheiser is as sharp as ever.  She moved in when she was 96 -- 5 years ago -- and doesn’t seem to be aging at all.  Esther wastes no motion.  She doesn’t speak unless it is necessary, but when she does, she is brief, succinct and gets right to the point.  Although she doesn’t suffer fools gladly and will let you know in no uncertain terms if you do not meet her expectations, she is judicious about criticism and appreciative about the good things she sees.  Her ability with figures is undiminished, and she keeps everything about her neat, clean and organized.

Ella Lewis is still a bit of a rebel, although she seems to be settling down now that she has passed her big 100th birthday.  She was always a member of “high society” and takes great pride in never having had to make her bed in her entire life.  Ella gets involved with everyone and everything, constantly wants to know what is going on, and doesn’t complain at all about any aches and pains of her own – if indeed there are any.  She always presents a picture of robust health, and still walks our resident Shiitsu – Savannah – who also qualifies as a nonagenarian in dog years.

Margie Stern has lived here for nearly a dozen years, celebrating both her 90th and 100th birthdays during her stay.  There is only one word to describe her and that is “beautiful.”  Not “still beautiful,” but just beautiful.  Margie has achieved grace in aging and made it her own.  She also needs more help than she used to, but you would never know it.  The light in her eyes and the warmth of her smile speak to giving to the world around her, showing by example what it is to rise above all the aggravations of aging, the pains little and big, even the loneliness as old friends disappear.  Yet she is still reaching out for a new day, every day.  Margie was ill on the day we took pictures for this article and told me on a bedside visit that, “It is so hard some days it doesn’t seem worth it.  But (smiling with her next belabored breath) how are you and how is your family?”  Perhaps it is her profound interest in other people that keeps her going and keeps a smile on her pretty face.

So what do they have in common, these elder statesmen and women, these representatives of a bygone age?  First of all, good genes help but also healthy living, a great attitude and a measure of good luck have combined to keep them on this earth.  They have obviously benefited by being in a retirement environment which eases the travails of daily living with wholesome food, housekeeping services and easy socialization, as well as good access to medical care.

Most important, they all have great senses of humor – sometimes dry, sometimes bawdy and robust – but they are all self deprecating in one way or another and do not take themselves too seriously.  The love of a good laugh, especially at one’s own expense, is clearly associated with long life.  They all have happy memories, looking back at life through a positive lens, even through war, dislocation, illness, loss of a spouse and, tragically, the loss of a child.  Their glass has always been half full, not half empty, as they have rolled with the punches that are inevitably thrown at those with so much history. 

They take pride in their longevity, but mostly in what they have been privileged to see and experience over the years.  Death is not as feared as much as losing their independence.  They have lived with mortality so long it has become a familiar acquaintance, an expected but long delayed visitor.  They don’t see themselves as so different, just a little older.  But I will tell you they are different.  They are special in every way.  They live for today, and appreciate every day they get.  Their ability to wake up every morning and live a full day, extracting the essence like you would squeeze the sweet juice out of an orange, makes them the heroes and the role models for us all. 

P.S. While we were writing this article, Bella Goldberg, who lives in HCT, also turned 100.  So revise the title to: “The Incredible Eight!”
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