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Part 1 Thoughts on Mothers










Chapter 1 Maternal Musings





My mother was the source from which I derived the guiding principles of my life.

—John Wesley




I am all the time talking about you, and bragging, to one person or another. I am like the Ancient Mariner, who had a tale in his heart he must unfold to all. I am always button-holing somebody and saying, “Someday you must meet my mother.” And then I am off. And nothing stops me till the waiters close up the café. I do love you so much, my mother.… If I didn’t keep calling you mother, anybody reading this would think I was writing to my sweetheart. And he would be quite right.

—Edna St. Vincent Millay




If the whole world were put into one scale, and my mother in the other, the world would kick the beam.

—Lord Langdale




It seems to me that my mother was the most splendid woman I ever knew.… I have met a lot of people knocking around the world since, but I have never met a more thoroughly refined woman than my mother. If I have amounted to anything, it will be due to her.

—Charles Chaplin




God bless my mother; all that I am or ever hope to be I owe to her.

—Abraham Lincoln




That lovely voice; how I should weep for joy if I could hear it now!

—Colette, in My Mother’s House




I had the most satisfactory of childhoods because Mother, small, delicate-boned, witty, and articulate, turned out to be exactly my age.

—Kay Boyle




Whatever beauty or poetry is to be found in my little book is owing to your interest in and encouragement of all my efforts from the first to the last; and if ever I do anything to be proud of, my greatest happiness will be that I can thank you for that, as I may do for all the good there is in me; and I shall be content to write if it gives you pleasure.

—Louisa May Alcott, in a letter to her mother




My mother gave me the example of the completely dedicated life. In my father this was translated into action, and in my mother into silence. We all live from what woman has taught us of the sublime.

—Pope Paul II




Motherhood is priced

Of God, at price no man may dare

To lessen or misunderstand.

—Helen Fiske Hunt Jackson




You are like an everlasting friendship. You are like a secret almost too wonderful to keep. You are like the beginning, end, and everything in between. You are like a spring shower. You are like the sun shining on me and keeping me warm. You are like a wild flower in the meadow. You are like a very knowledgeable volume of encyclopedias. You are like you and I love you.

—Laurel O. Hoye, aged eight, of her mother




My own momma done better than she could and my momma’s momma, she done better than I could. And everybody’s momma done better than any right to expect she would. And that’s the truth.

—June Jordan




I… have a cup of coffee with my mother. We get along very well, veterans of a guerilla war we never understood.

—Joan Didion




A mother is a mother still, the holiest thing alive.

—Samuel Taylor Coleridge




I am aglow with the rapture of the revelation that she is the most beautiful thing in the whole world, my mother.

—Adele Wiseman




I had grown big, but my mother was bigger, and that would always be so.

—Jamaica Kincaid




A man loves his sweetheart the most, his wife the best, but his mother the longest.

—Irish proverb




My mother was a wit, but never a sentimental one. Once, when somebody in our house stepped on our cat’s paw, she turned to the cat and said sternly, “I told you not to go around barefoot!”

—Zero Mostel




By no amount of agile exercising of a wistful imagination could my mother have been called lenient. Generous she was; indulgent, never. Kind, yes; permissive, never. In her world, people she accepted paddled their own canoes, pulled their own weight, put their own shoulders to their own plows and pushed like hell.

—Maya Angelou




Yes, Mother… I can see you are flawed. You have not hidden it. That is your greatest gift to me.

—Alice Walker




My mother had a great deal of trouble with me but I think she enjoyed it.

—Mark Twain




My mother phones daily to ask, “Did you just try to reach me?” When I reply, “No,” she adds, “So if you’re not too busy, call me while I’m still alive,” and hangs up.

—Erma Bombeck




My mother loved children—she would have given anything if I had been one.

—Groucho Marx




One day mother called me… and she said, “Forty-nine million Americans saw you on television tonight. One of them is the father of my future grandchild, but he’s never going to call you because you wore your glasses.”

—Lesley Stahl




Even if I say my mother was mean, I still love her and anyhow she wasn’t that mean. I exaggerate everything I fear.

—Anne Sexton, to her daughter




My mother said that if I listened to her, later I would know what she knew; where true words came from, always from up high, above everything else. And if I didn’t listen to her, she said my ear would bend too easily to other people, all saying words that had no lasting meaning, because they came from the bottom of their hearts, where their own desires lived, a place where I could not belong.

—Amy Tan




Whatever success comes to me seems incomplete because you are so often not at my side to be glad with me.

—Helen Keller, to her mother




In all my efforts to read, my mother shared fully my ambition and sympathized with me in every way she could. If I have done anything in life worth attention, I feel sure I inherited the disposition from my mother.

—Booker T. Washington




Mother is the name for God in the lips and hearts of little children.

—William Makepeace Thackeray




No doubt each one of your children thinks that he or she loves you most, and so do I.… For me you are the most beautiful and wonderful person in the whole world; merely the fact that you are alive makes the whole world different.

—Karen Blixen (Isak Dinesen), in a letter to her mother




My mother is everywhere… In the perfume of a rose,

The eyes of a tiger, The pages of a book, The food that we partake,

The whistling wind of the desert,

The blazing gems of sunset,

The crystal light of full moon,

The opal veils of sunshine.

—Grace Seton-Thompson




Every mother is like Moses. She does not enter the promised land. She prepares a world she will not see.

—Pope Paul VI




At that moment, I missed my mother more than I had ever imagined possible and only wanted to live somewhere quiet and beautiful with her alone, but also at that moment I only wanted to see her lying dead, and in a coffin at my feet.

—Jamaica Kincaid




My Mother! When I learn’d that thou wast dead, Say, wast thou conscious of the tears I shed? However’d thy spirit o’er thy sorring son, Wretch ever then, life’s journey just begun? Perhaps thou gav’st me, though unseen, a kiss; Perhaps a tear, if souls can weep in bliss—Ah, that maternal smile! It answers—Yes.

—William Cooper




Mom, I love you and I thank you for what you did for me, but I’ll never tell you, so I’ll have to put it in a song.

—Garth Brooks




Motherhood is neither a duty nor a privilege, but simply the way that humanity can satisfy the desire for physical immortality and triumph over the fear of death.

—Rebecca West




My mother was my first jealous lover.

—Barbara Grizzuti Harrison




I think my life began waking up and loving my mother’s face.

—George Eliot
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