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Kick the Can: On the Power of Tradition, Memory, and a Polish Grandma 

By Ben Riggs 

 

Peeling potatoes isn’t something I often do. When I do, it’s because I can’t do much else in the 

kitchen. One year I was helping my wife with our contribution to a Thanksgiving dinner; we 

were responsible for the mashed potatoes: the holy grail of sides. As I stood over our gun-metal 

garbage can, forcing the dull peeler along the dry skin of a potato, suddenly I was transported. I 

saw my nine-year-old self standing at the top of the basement stairs at my grandma’s house in 

Pittsburgh, holding an empty Canada Dry can. To my left, at the edge of the top step, sat an old, 

faithful aluminum Folgers can full of potatoes.  

 

Memories are powerful—and are perhaps mankind’s best shot at time travel. One mundane act 

transports us miles and years away; another brings us back. Slice. Again, I stand in my Ohio 

kitchen, inhaling the dusty smell of peeled potatoes. Slice. I’m jettisoned down a neural pathway 

and I-70 toward Lower Burrell, Pennsylvania, to my grandma’s yellow-walled, white-linoleum-

floored kitchen filled with the evening sounds of Jeopardy! from the living room around the 

corner. The door in the kitchen to the basement hangs open. My empty soda can now sits at the 

top, waiting to be sent through the musty cellar air toward the bottom. And a nine-year-old takes 

aim.  

 

Kick-the-can was the premier way to send an empty recyclable vessel to the basement, close to 

the recycling bins in the garage. It was also the best way to avoid Grandma’s basement at night. 

My brother, our cousin, and I would drink Dr. Pepper and ginger ale like water for a week, store 

the empty cans next to the kitchen sink, and, when the pile grew too large, open the basement 

door to score field goal after field goal. 

 

I’ve never kicked a football through the uprights, but at the top of Grandma’s stairs, I felt I was 

trying to score the last points at a championship football game—tied score, thirty seconds left on 

the clock, no timeouts left. Once the can was placed, I’d begin my approach, give it a precise 

kick, and then, Plink! We relied on the noise the can made to gauge whether a kick was 

respectable. If the can crashed down the stairs like a blind tinman on roller skates, the kick 

needed work. If it sailed—straight and true—between the stairs and the ceiling, sending a dull 

thud up the stairwell, I was bound for the NFL draft. As useful as the can noise was, however, 

the bona fide score keeper was the pro herself: Grandma. 

 

As a veteran can kicker, chief referee, and winsome cheerleader, Grandma ruled the roost. She 

was fair and brutally honest, handing down scores as low as 4 (out of 10) to her grandsons. And 

she was our biggest fan. She’d root for us the way she did for the Steelers against the Ravens. If 

she gave me an 8 or higher, I’d want to tell the entire block.  

 

I’ve not heard that plink from the bottom of her stairwell in the four years since she opened that 

basement door for the final time. Slice. This year, as I peel potatoes into my garbage can, my 

soul echoes with a thousand memories. Up they will reverberate from the musty cellar of a feisty 

Polish grandmother’s kitchen in Pittsburgh. 

 



Slice. 

 

Plink. 

 

It’s good. 
 


