James B. Gardiner, 1907-2003

I was sitting in Jim Gardiner’s ollice one fzll afternoon as he was recounting some ol his
earlics! memories of conversations with his grandfather. He lold me that his grandfather
would freguently discuss talks be had had with fis grandfather, lim’s great-great
grandfather. Tinterrupted Jim 1o ask when his grandfather was born. He said.
“Hmmmim, ahour 1854, | puess.” “And how about his grandfather’s grandfather?” |
asked. “Gee,” suid Jim. “1 guess sometime in the late 17005

Waow! As the late-sutumn shadows crept into Jim's office, it dawned on me that [ was
sitting here with someone who had a near-direct connection with his 18™ Century
zneestors. The entire history of our country began 1o fash before my eves: Irom George
Washington to George W, from 13 colonies to 3i) states, from quill pens to computer
kevboards. | was blown away, but couldn’t find 4 way 1o convey my sense ol awe 1o Jim.
I just kept nodding while Jim described these long-ago conversations as if they had taken
place yestenday

Dot Jim is so fondly remembered here today nol just for his longevity or incredible work
history. He's remembered because he was an exceptional human being whe through
steel-willed determination and sood fortune happenad 10 grace this planet for nearfy a
century

Whatever Jim did, he did well. |e was definitely mor a multi-tasker. If he was having a
conversation with you, vou'd never calch him checking his blackberry or sneaking peeks
at his compulter sereen. Jim was engaged in that conversation and. most importantly, he
would fivien to what vou were saving, [ remember Jim recalling things 1 had told him
vears carlier, things | had long lorgotten until Jim reminded me of them,

Jim was also a gentleman, a word that has somehow fallen from lashion over he past few
decades. Evervbody recognized Lhat in Jim and loved him for it Another thing we loved
and respecied about Jim was his dedication to his work. Jim could enjoy himsell, no
doubt about that, but he believed the primary parpose we were put on this earth was to
work — lo use our skills, abilities and knowledge toward a common objective, hopelully
for the betterment of others,

In the mid-1980s, [ began to realize how fortunate | was to work with and know this
exceplional man. By 1988, when Jim was 81 years old. T knew I wanted to write an
article ahout him for the Diepariment newsletter, Alier all, how many more years could
he 2o on atwork? Linle did | know it would be another 14 vears before Jim would call it
3 carcer.

There was, however, one very important stumbling block e wriling the article: Jim's
reluctance to pul any portion of his life in print. You sce Jim instinetively shunned the
limelight and I knew it would be no easy sell convincing him to agree to an article.



[ was right. Jim’s initial response to the iden was: “Nobady wants to hear about me.” [
had to tell him, with all due respect, that was not true. People did want 1o hear his story.
An article about him could serve as an nspiration 1o others. | truly believed that.
Hewever. Jim was nol so easily convinced, so we worked out 8 compromise, He would
allow me o t2ll his story provided 1 also include material an the public pension funds he
OV CTHIW

So the linal piece was a bifurcated article focusing on Jim Gardiner the man as well as
sonne of the history, challenges and responsibilities associaled with regulating public
pension funds in Mew Yaork State. | conducted a series of interviews with Jim during this
time and it was through these Interviews that T first leamed some of the amazing stories
behind James Gardiner, actuary extraordingire.

The stories chronicled 20" Century America — starting with his ineredible ten-week.
15,000 mile odvssey acress this country with his pal Gil Fitzhugh: to his first day at
MetLife, just six weeks prior to the 1929 Stock Market Crash; to his Washington's
Hirthday wager that he and Gil could drive to central Florida and back over the (hree-day
week-cnd: and Lastly 10 those legendary World 'Trade Center climbs.

They were like the tales Albert Finney spins in Tim Burton’s film, “Big Fish.” except all
Jim’s stories were true and did not include, Tor the most part, pianis, dwarves or witches.
The article on Fm was well received and. most importantly, Jim was pleased with 11

As we all know, lim was a self-effacing fellow — that was part of his churm. He never
thought his cxploits were any big deal. He just sel near-impossible goals for himself and
Ihen went about the husiness of achieving them.

I remember when Linda Chanda, Hob Stern and [ prepared a timeline for Jim's 937
Birthday that he hung in his office for others W see. Some dayvs alier the celebration, fim
was showing the timeline to his daughter, Cyvnthia. He read the 1964 historical entry
“Beatles appear on Ed Sullivan™ and thought about that for a second and said, “FHd
Sullivan, | never watched that show much.” His daughter chimed in “Daddy, you never
watched any show much, we never had o TV, remember? “0Oh ves,” said Jim, “still
don’t Fm just so darn busy with other things.™

Naww [romm anvone else that remark might seem pretentious or condescending. but from
Jim it was the most natural response in the world, He never had a TV; he didn't ook
down on those who did. he just didn’t have the time for one himself.

| alzo remember when [ first learned Jim was leaving work cach Friday evening to vy o
Virginia o be with his wife Alice for the weck-end. Each Sunday cvening, he would fly
back and be ready for work Monday morning. At age Y0, Jim was keeping to a schedule
that would have cxhausted a man hall his age,



And he loved those walks up and down the World Trade Center! I joined him ence for
the climb and. as was his tradition, we stopped every five floors to record our time and
Jim's pulse. My legs never ached as badly as they did after that 110-leor ¢limb

Ihere are 5o many other vivid memorics of Jim — Jim behind the wheel ol his 1959
monsier Cadillac; Jim dancing with Benita to the piano music at Brownie's during Barry
Cireenhouse’s 607 hirthday get-together; Jim celebrating his 95* birthday with all of us
Just two vears apo. I'm oso glad we decided 1o do that,

Jim has always been g source ol inspiration 1o me, & model 0 emulate, an honest-to-
gooidness hero ina workaday world so devoid of heroes. There were days when, o be
honest. T didn’t want to be in the oflice (as hard as that may be o helieve), when |
dragged myself in feeling a linle down. a lintle depressed . . . but then I would sce Jim
guictly working in his ollice and feel ashamed of myself.

Well Jim may have made us all fzel ashamed of ourselves from time o time, but he also
made us feel more aptimistic. After all, if at his age. Jim could have such a great attitude
and approach cach day with such vigor and enthusiasm, there was hope for all ol us. lim
served as a daily reminder that our senior years need not be consumed by pain, fear and
darkness. Until the day he died. Jim never gave in o old age — nol mentally, mo
phiysically, not spiritually.

A couple of months prior to his death, Jim gave me a biography of Franz Hoffman, a
renowned statistician [rom the carly 20" Century who had warked lor years at Prudential,
bt 5 larpely forgotten today. | saw Jim a couple of wecks later at Karen Fazio's
farewell breaklast and of course he asked me il'T had startedd the book yet

I had (o admit that [ hadn’t explaining that 1 was “a lilde behind in my reading ™ 1 could
see the disappointment on Jim's face and resolved to begin the book the following week.
The day Jim died, 1 was finishing the book on the Long Fsland Rail Road and looking
forward to discussing it with Jim.

As we know, those discussions never took place. So, Jim, just in case yvou're listening this
fmorning:

=1 loved the book. Thanks for everything”
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