The Lord of the Puzzle Ring

-as seen in Stamford Plus magazine-

The high-flying adventure of a pilot with guts, vision and never-ending determination to reach another milestone in his life at 98 years of age – Stamford’s own Jose Grant

by Peter Gerstenzang

A pilot, jeweler, adventurer, barnstormer and designer, Joe Grant is full of energy and liveliness and he has the century mark well in sight. 

It’s poetic justice that Stamford resident Jose Grant owns and operates a jewelry store in the heart of the city’s business district. Grant himself is a sort of hidden gem of a person, a local treasure that more people need to know about. Once they get to meet Jose, or “Joe,” as he’s usually called, people may also want to act and think like him. Not to mention shop in his elegant store. Although, about to turn the astonishing age of 99 on March 24, 2007 (he was born on March 24, 1908), this former commercial (and stunt) pilot has an upbeat attitude and a life of accomplishment that many Baby Boomers would envy. And he’s not done yet.

“I grew up in a small town in northern Florida, called Moccasin Branch,” says Grant, a trim, compact man who dresses in an elegant suit and has traces of cotton-colored hair on the sides of his head. “We didn’t have any money to speak of, but, oh, we were so happy there.” Grant produces a picture of a white, immaculately maintained church. “This is where I went to school. It’s called St. Ambrose and I went there over 90 years ago! My wife and I went to visit it recently; it’s still in great shape. Some of my happiest memories took place near and behind the church. We use to skinny-dip in the lake in the back, all of us boys of course. And we played baseball all the time as well. Nobody had a real ball. They were too expensive, so we had to make them. You used string and rags and wrapped them together. They worked pretty well, but I have to say they never lasted past one game.”

Grant also talks about the big entertainment that he and his friends and family looked forward to every year.

“Once a year,” he says, still sounding as excited as the child he once was, “we had a big fair in my hometown. The food is the main thing I remember. We used old iron tubs to scald the hogs for our pork dish. I also recall that the cooks made something called chicken perlot, with sweet bay and other seasonings. It was the most delicious thing I think I’ve eaten to this day.”

The school that Grant attended was seven miles from his home, but he says, “I was lucky. I had a mule and wagon to take me there. Lots of kids walked the whole way. And in bare feet, too! We all went around in bare feet. But I remember those times fondly. I think of myself as a rich man, because I have all these memories from all the years. The older we get, the richer we get. Tell your readers not to fear growing older. All of the memories they accumulate over the years are worth the price of aging.”

As a young man, before his life as one of Stamford’s most respected jewelers began, Grant took to flying: first as a pilot in the army during World War II, then as a stunt pilot to make a few extra bucks. In fact, his first pilot license was signed by Col. Clarence Young, who was the Assistant Secretary of Commerce for Aeronautics between 1929 and 1933. Ultimately, Joe flew for the commercial airlines. As we stand in the middle of his quiet, well-lit store, it’s hard to believe that this jovial, gentle senior flew a Boeing 307, but he’s got the facts and figures to back his stories up.

“During the Second World War, I flew the first-ever pressurized airplane, mostly across Africa. I mostly flew other pilots to their destinations.” Joe then was handpicked and asked to become the pilot for the King of Saudi Arabia, “The King was a lovely guy, very generous to his people. I eventually taught his sons to fly as well,” says Joe.

It was during this time in his life that Grant learned the skill that would serve him so well in his later years.

“News and stories among pilots fly faster than an airplane,” Grant says, his eyes twinkling, “I heard about some very interesting “puzzle” rings that an Armenian fellow was making at the old Shepard’s Hotel in Cairo. As soon as my pilot duties got me to the city, I immediately went to the hotel and purchased a ring. During those long flights, the other pilots and I would pass this puzzle ring around to see if we could figure out how to take the ‘puzzle’ apart and put it back together. Eventually, I sort of cracked the code. Then, years later, I decided to get some silver wire and started making my own rings. My fellow pilots were my first customers.”

After the war, the endlessly adventurous Grant became a stunt pilot – for a while, at least.

“My fellow pilots and I were what you’d call ‘Barnstormers.’ We’d put on exhibitions for crowds to make a living. We would do death-defying loop de loops, bring the plane right down, close to the ground, and pull out at the last second, that sort of stuff. I lost several friends during that period, though, including a man named Pig Dietz. He did a spin and didn’t pull out of it. He hit the ground and was killed instantly. A lot of guys left a smoking wreck on the ground. One day, I did something similar, a very chancy stunt. Something went wrong and I was headed for a crash. Well, I pulled out at the last minute but my troubles weren’t over yet. I found myself heading for a grove of trees! Somehow I managed to avoid them, too and ultimately landed safely. As you can imagine, after this I decided stunt flying was much too dangerous. I quit barnstorming and eventually went to work for TWA. During this period, I found that I had quite a bit of time on my hands between flights. I figured, ‘Everybody likes rings. 
Why don’t I try making some?’ So, this is when my ring designing and selling went into high gear.”

Grant, who had studied design at the Maryland Institute, started selling the rings to other commercial pilots and then to regular customers. When he was retired at the mandatory for pilots age of 60, he started selling the puzzle rings out of his house before he opened his store on Summer Street in Stamford.

“We opened the store here in Stamford, my wife Marga and I, 18 years ago. Back then I sold mostly the puzzle rings. I designed them all, too. Now, as you can see we sell all sorts of jewelry (necklaces, bracelets, earrings), and the puzzle rings are sort of trailing behind. They account for maybe ten percent of my business.”

But for the time being, we look at the rings that began the career of this successful Stamford merchant.

“They go from about $15 to as high as $5,000,” Grant says. When I ask him why they are called puzzle rings (they look intricate, beautiful, and solid), he takes one out and puts it on the counter. With a few, deft movements, this man, nearly a century old, takes the ring apart until it looks like a bunch of small, beautiful links in a chain. Then, in just a few short minutes, he loops all the links back together and it’s a solid ring again. Grant finishes this amazing demonstration with a bit of comedy.

Unfortunately, I can’t do the fine work needed to make them now, because I have such terrible arthritis in my hands. Plus, I broke this finger, here. I still have strength, but my hand can’t do the designing work anymore. My son, Edward (who’s puttering around near us; Joe fondly refers to him as “his boss”), does those sorts of things (Grant also has a grown daughter, living in Australia). I went to the doctor about a year ago, to see if there was something he could do to get me back into action. I told him my problem. He examined me. Then, he said, ‘Joe, there’s nothing I can do for you. What the hell do you expect at 97?’” Grant laughs loudly at this diagnosis. “Well, at least he didn’t lie to me.”

Not all of Grant’s jewelry ideas have been a huge success. He points out a series of lovely, colored, polished stones resting near a group of puzzle rings.

“They look beautiful, don’t they?” Grant asked. “Unfortunately, they didn’t really take off with the customers. But you can’t win with everything. I feel pretty philosophical about it.”

Grant roams a bit at this point. He tells me about meeting President Truman (“What a great guy!”), about making a ring for the late senator (and presidential nominee) Barry Goldwater. He says one of his rings is going to be in a museum in London (“Can you imagine, one of my designs in a museum?”). Grant also says with all the places he’s lived in the world, that Stamford is probably his favorite.

“Well, I’ve lived in the state of Connecticut for 53 years. So, that should tell you something. And I’ve had this store here (at 3000 Summer Street) for 18. I’ve seen the city get built up and become busier and more industrial, but it’s still a great place to live and do business. I just wish the taxes weren’t so high, but I guess everyone feels that way, no matter where they live, right?”

Then, there’s the matter of advice. One certainly needs to ask a man this upbeat and successful, who has been happily married for “only” 46 years (Marga is in the front office making appointments on the phone and, occasionally, straightening her husband out on his stories), what he recommends that younger people do to have a busy and happy life.

As anybody might guess, Grant is not at a loss for words and he has plenty of them when it comes to life and how to live it.

“I tell everybody who’s younger than I am – and that’s pretty much everybody – always have one more thing you want to do; keep one more dream on the horizon. For instance, I am hoping to make a very intricate dolphin ring, the most intricate puzzle ring I’ve ever made, featuring three dolphins. I’d love to sell them to a cruise line to sell on their ships. Or maybe interest the Miami Dolphins in them. So far, my son hasn’t okayed my plans. But I’m still working on him!”

And speaking of one more thing, Grant and his wife are looking forward to a gala affair in our nation’s capital, which will celebrate his 99th birthday.

“We don’t know too many of the details yet,” says Grant. “All I know is one of the sons of the King of Saudi Arabia, the boy I taught to fly all those years ago, has stayed in touch with me. He wants to give me a big birthday in March. Where, exactly, I don’t know. But it should be a lot of fun. So, with that and my plans to someday bring out my dolphin puzzle ring, I have two things on the horizon. Each one of them is pretty exciting to think about. And they both should keep me going for a while.”■

