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			HOW THIS BOOK BEGAN

			Jeffrey D. Dunn
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			“Iam, very proudly my mother’s son.” 

			That is how I concluded the eulogy to my mother, Sylvia Guild Dunn, after she passed away on Halloween night in 2015. Long before, I had realized full well that I was mostly the man that she had made. As I wrote my remarks, I knew that I wanted to try to give back some of what she had given to me, and the seedling idea for this book was born.

			My mother was one of the most organized people I have ever known. She was smart, and she was ambitious. She was also a motivator. For the longest time, she exercised her talents leading various women’s groups, from the garden club to the volunteer corps at a local hospital. These were the traditional paths that were open to women of her generation and background. If she had been born in a later generation, I have no doubt that she would have been the leader of a company. She was, quite simply, a woman who lived before her time.

			When I was twelve years old, we moved to a larger house, and all three children finally got their own bedroom. For mine, Mom framed and hung on my walls sayings that were important to her and that she wanted me to take to heart. 

			The first was a part of a poem she hung above my headboard, where I saw it each night when I climbed into bed:

			One ship sails East,

			And another West,

			By the same self-winds that blow,

			’Tis the set of their sails

			And not the gales

			That tells the way that we go.

			She hung another New England adage on the wall to the side of my bed, where I would see it each morning when I got up:

			Use it up, Wear it out, Make it do, Or do without.

			Finally, on the wall next to my student desk, she hung a framed lithograph depicting the famed minuteman statue at the Old North Bridge in Concord, Massachusetts. Inscribed on its base is a part of the Ralph Waldo Emerson poem that commemorated the Battles of Lexington and Concord and the start of the American Revolution, which my early ancestors fought in:

			By the rude bridge that arched the flood,

			Their flags to April’s breeze unfurled,

			Here once the embattled farmers stood 

			And fired the shot heard ‘round the world.

			The wisdom she wanted me to absorb from all of this could be summed up like this:

			•You are responsible for your own success in life; don’t blame others or circumstances.

			•Don’t be wasteful. Be careful with your resources, because there will always be future financial cha-llenges to navigate, and a disposable world isn’t good for people or the planet.

			•Everyone can make a difference. However, you must also be willing to do the right thing and stand up and be counted when the times demand it. The most honorable and courageous people are the ones who stand up for what is right, especially when others do not and when the personal cost of doing so may be very high.

			My mother saw to it that the bedroom in which I grew up served as a daily prompting of how she expected me to go forth and live my life. Those aphorisms became deeply rooted in my brain and, over time, helped to propel me from my childhood bedroom all the way to the boardrooms of Boston, New York, and London. I eventually chose to become the first outsider to lead Sesame Workshop, the remarkable nonprofit educational organization behind Sesame Street, in large part because its mission and work to help children everywhere grow smarter, stronger, and kinder aligned so well with those values and ideals that my mother espoused and instilled in me.

			I also felt that I probably wasn’t alone in the lessons that I had received, which is what has inspired this book. I knew how well my mother had prepared and guided me and that others had likely similarly been deeply influenced by their mothers’ teachings. I thought that if we could capture a broad range of these lessons and inspirations, it would throw a well-deserved spotlight on the importance of mothers in shaping the character of our society.

			This book, then, is all about moms and some of the remarkable men and women that they eventually made. It showcases the lessons that they gifted to their children, which stuck with them and guided them into adulthood and accomplishment in their chosen field. 

			Sherrie Rollins Westin
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			As we began interviewing people for this book, we heard so many compelling stories about people’s mothers—the lives they led and the examples they set. As a listener, you could hear the clear through lines from their mothers to the successful people they became. For me, working on this book constantly made me think of the expression “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

			The more I thought about it, the more I could see that the same could be said for me, even literally. I grew up in the middle of an apple orchard in Roanoke, Virginia, and apples loomed large in many of our family traditions. I have so many fond memories of time spent in the top of those apple trees, with rope ladders and tree forts—and more often than not, my mother was right alongside us! It epitomized my mom’s playful spirit. She kept climbing those apple trees until she was eighty-two years old and only stopped because she fractured her hip when she was in the top of a tree and the branch broke. When I asked her why on earth she was still climbing trees in her eighties, she said she was just stringing up Christmas lights, and they look so much nicer when they go up high. 

			My mother, Charlotte Weeks Sandy, was in her early twenties, just a year after she married my dad, when she had me. She loved motherhood and always had so much fun being a mom. In a sense, my little brothers and I were like her playmates. She loved games and sports and was fiercely competitive. She made sure we learned how to horseback ride, play tennis, water and snow ski, and sail. And, if it was a sport she hadn’t yet taken up, she was right there with us taking lessons. 

			Mom was always coming up with clever ideas for projects and parties. For example, when we bought a new refrigerator, Mom not only turned the huge box it came in into a puppet theater, but she also made us marionettes so we could stage puppet shows for ourselves and our friends.

			In addition to her love of children, Mom loves animals. If an animal was hurt or in need of rescue, the neighborhood kids brought it to Mom. When I was in fourth grade, our yellow lab, Sandy, had thirteen puppies. We were so excited and named each one. Early on, Sandy got an infection, and she could not nurse for several days. The vet told us that the puppies were not going to make it. Mom would have none of it! I remember staying up all night with her as she forced Karo syrup from a medicine dropper into their little mouths, one by one. I helped by keeping track and rotating all thirteen of them throughout the night. And they all made it!

			That is my mom. She is so determined, and she never gives up on anyone or anything. 

			So how far from the tree did this apple fall? I had never given it much thought before this book, because in some obvious ways, our lives are very different. I have worked since right out of college. I did not have children until my late thirties and early forties. And I live outside New York City—a far cry from Roanoke.

			But in many other ways, I can clearly see that I am my mother’s daughter. I like to think I brought much of Mom’s same playful spirit in raising my own two children, Lily and David Palmer. I’ve worked hard to create family and neighborhood traditions, so they will look back on their childhoods with the kind of fond memories I am so fortunate to have. I know I have my mother’s hard work ethic and determination, and for that I am grateful. These are traits my mother has in spades. 

			For the past twenty-seven years, I’ve also been part of another family—the much larger family that is Sesame Workshop, the nonprofit educational organization that produces Sesame Street around the world and helps children everywhere grow smarter, stronger, and kinder. We base our work on research that helps put children on the best path to succeed in school and life. So much of what I’ve learned is what my mother intuitively knew: that childhood play is essential to a child’s healthy development and the most important way for a child to learn is through engagement with a caring adult. 

			But as every mother knows, not all of caring for those entrusted to our care is joyful play. There are anxious moments when we are called on to do all in our power to protect and defend. I had one of those times in the fall of 2021, when members of the Sesame extended family in Afghanistan were in harm’s way. For more than ten years, we produced a local version of Sesame Street in Afghanistan, which focused on gender equity and girls’ education, funded by the U.S. Department of State. When the U.S. pulled its troops out of Afghanistan (and many of our Afghan colleagues were in danger, targeted by the Taliban, and desperate to leave), I began working night and day to try to help evacuate as many as possible. I don’t think I have ever worked as hard or been as determined to try to do what seemed, at times, impossible. In the end, we were able to help fifty escape, and they are now in the process of resettlement in the U.S. and Canada. During the most harrowing and discouraging moments of this daunting task, when we were told again and again that it could not work, I found myself thinking of my mom. Giving up was not an option.

			I would like to think that this apple didn’t fall that far from my mom’s tree after all. I am hugely grateful to her for being the role model she has been as a mother and grandmother. I know we share many traits and values, but there’s one big difference between us: When I’m eighty-two, I will definitely have someone else string up my outdoor Christmas lights! 
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			Negativity Is Noise

			Tory Burch

			 

			My mother, Reva, is my perennial inspiration. It is impossible to sum up what she means to me in a few paragraphs, but I will give it a try.

			So much of what I learned from her about ambition, independence, style, and strength started with her mother, Lillian.

			Lillian was extraordinary and ahead of her time: a concert violinist who played a Stradivarius and became one of the first women orchestra leaders in the United States in the 1920s and ’30s. She was also an incredible mom, a fantastic cook, and someone who always gave back. My grandmother showed her daughter—and me—that you can carve your own path, live on your own terms, and never allow anyone to put you in a box. 

			She raised my mother to be adventurous and independent. My mom went to Emerson College in the ’50s, moved to Greenwich Village, and worked as a model and actress. We grew up hearing stories about her friends and “dates,” including everyone from Steve McQueen (before he was Steve McQueen) to Marlon Brando. In her early twenties, she met my father and knew right away that he was the one. 

			Buddy Robinson was reserved with a wicked sense of humor. He was a man of few words, but when he spoke, everyone listened. He was known to be the ultimate dandy and had an innate sense of style; he designed all his own clothing, lining his dinner jackets with Hermès scarves and wearing Gucci loafers before they were the chic thing to wear.

			My father was the quintessential “bachelor” and had books of the beautiful women he dated, including Grace Kelly. He was forty-three when he met my mother; it was love at first sight. He fell madly in love and knew he finally wanted to get married. And once my parents were together, they were never apart; as my mother put it, they were “crazy for each other” every day for fifty years. 

			One of the decisions they made as a young couple was to raise our family on a “gentleman’s farm” in Valley Forge, Pennsylvania. We moved there in the middle of a snowstorm, when I was a baby. Their idea was to create an oasis away from society—complete with a menagerie of horses, ducks, German shepherds, and cats—and live in a more grounded way, surrounded by nature and family. My brother Jamie described our childhood as “Huck Finn meets Andy Warhol.” Our parents wanted us to have a different kind of childhood—to appreciate all the small miracles of being a kid, whether it was making dandelion wine, drinking hot chocolate after a day of sledding, or climbing trees and collecting rocks. We rarely watched TV, and we learned how to entertain ourselves. 

			They taught us to embrace differences in people and to be open to new ideas. To surround ourselves with beauty and to always be intellectually curious. Every dinner was centered around our family: storytelling, beautiful flowers, and tables always decorated by my mother. 

			People are often surprised to hear I was a complete tomboy back then. Growing up with three brothers, we lived outside—and so did our mom, working in her organic garden for eight hours a day. My brothers and I would only be expected to come home when the dinner bell rang at 6:00 p.m.

			Growing up, my parents taught us to dream big. My mother encouraged me to be ambitious, and from a very young age, she taught me how to believe in myself. When-ever I experienced self-doubt, she would say, “You’re Tory Robinson. You can do anything!”

			Years later, when I started working on my company, she continued to support me unconditionally. My mother told me that I needed to thicken my skin; she knew people would have much to say and that starting a company wouldn’t be easy. She always reminded me to ignore the naysayers, to look forward, and to follow my instincts.

			To my mom, the glass is always half full, and when things got tough, she reminded us that tomorrow is a new day. She always had a lot of advice (and still does), but one of the most important things she would say is that “negativity is noise.” She lived her life by these words and taught me and my brothers to live by them, as well. 

			She raised the four of us equally, and it never occurred to me that I might be treated differently than my brothers because I was a girl. She knew that women faced unique challenges, and in her way she was preparing me for the future. My mom was always telling us stories about women in history at the dinner table, and she spoke about “women’s liberation,” as she called it then. I have vivid memories of my mom telling me about the day she finally got a credit card in her name; she was angry that it took until 1974.

			She was an entrepreneur; when I was in high school, she started a flower business and put my brothers and me to work. We saw how gratifying it was to work hard and see extraordinary results. 

			Every summer, my parents took six-week vacations to Greece, Italy, Morocco, India, and beyond. They met new friends and collected beautiful things along the way, and their wanderlust most definitely rubbed off on me. The unique world they created on our farm was the original inspiration for my company. Photos of their trips were all over my early moodboards, and their style made a lasting impression. They dressed similarly to how they decorated our home: with color and eclecticism. Everything was chic and lived-in, never too perfect or overdone.

			Their style translated to how they lived their lives and how they treated others. My mother used to tell me that I had to treat everyone the same, whether it was the queen of England or the cabdriver. She used to say, “You never learn anything with your mouth open,” and she told my brothers that being a gentleman is not a part-time job. 

			My parents always gave back, and I wanted to do the same since I was a little girl. On the farm, my mom opened our home to an array of people: friends, family, artists, musicians, or anyone who needed a little help. She has incredible compassion and empathy, two things that she instilled in me. I knew that if I ever started a company, my goal would be to create a foundation so I could help others, which I did in 2009 when we established the Tory Burch Foundation. 

			So thank you, Mom: You are divine and sublime. Thank you for always believing in me and my dreams, and for being the best mom I could have ever hoped to have. 
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			Sixty-one Years Is Too Long to Be Without a Mother

			Ken Burns

			 

			My mother, Lyla Smith Tupper, after years and years of illness, died of cancer on April 28, 1965, in Ann Arbor, Michigan, when I was just eleven years old. 

			At that age, grief is so difficult to understand and process. Our family’s situation was compounded by the fact that my father had some kind of undiagnosed mental illness. After the funeral, he never even collected her ashes. Grief has a half-life that is endless, and a large part of my life has been trying to understand the pain I “conveniently” didn’t deal with when I was young. 

			Many years later, when I was approaching forty, I had a conversation with my late father-in-law, an eminent psychologist, and told him that I seemed to be trying to keep my mother alive. I said that all my life, the day of her death, April 28, was always approaching and then receding. I was never present on the actual anniversary. 

			He said to me, “I bet you blow out the candles on your birthday cake and wish for her to come back.” Then, he referred to five or six other intimate things that only I knew I had done to “keep her alive.” How did he know that I asked? He paused and said, “Look at what you do for a living. You wake the dead. You make Abraham Lincoln and Jackie Robinson and Louis Armstrong come alive. Who do you think you are really trying to wake up?”

			And so, at that moment, I began a journey with my younger brother, Ric, to come to terms with her death, to find her ashes—to come to terms with all that had been suppressed and forgotten.

			A couple of years after that fateful conversation with my father-in-law, I participated in a sociological study about the early death of a parent. Two sociologists came to interview me, and after a few hours, I realized that it was going to take a lot longer than I anticipated. They sensed my unease and finally said, “Okay. One more question. What was your mother’s greatest gift to you?” 

			Instantly, I replied, “Dying.” 

			Then, I started to cry. Of course, I did not want her to die. But I also understood, in that instance, that everything I am today is built on the fact that she did die and that I have somehow transformed that loss into something positive: telling the history of my country by “waking the dead.”

			When I was growing up in Delaware, where our family lived before moving to Michigan, my mother was a force on the block, a resource for our neighbors, even as she was dealing with her terminal illness. It had all begun with a diagnosis of breast cancer, then a radical mastectomy. After a few years, her cancer had metastasized, with horrific consequences for her and her family—us. Yet she maintained a remarkable and heroic cheerfulness. She’d get to the top of a flight of stairs and pull out a flask of whiskey and take a sip to pause and to catch her breath. For a while, she was operating on one lung, then half a lung. She possessed exceptional courage. 

			I remember once, as a boy of eight or nine, that my mother was so weak she could not get out of bed. We moved a hospital bed into our living room, and she held forth from there. I remember rubbing her feet when they hurt, and I’d sometimes do it for hours. 

			But whenever my class had a school trip, just as we were getting on the bus, I would get anxious and bail. I understood many years later that I simply didn’t want to leave my mother alone. I didn’t want to enjoy a simple field trip. I wanted to protect her in some way, but, really, she had been protecting me and my brother. 

			She was incredibly loving but also expected much from us. She told us to assume responsibility for ourselves and our actions, one of the many lessons that was constantly imparted by her in the midst of a life that was slowly being taken from her. 

			A few years after she died, I went back to Delaware and met a woman who had shared a hospital room with my mother. “I knew I was getting out, and your mother knew her illness was terminal,” she told me. “Yet, she was cheerful and happy and kept my spirits up the whole time I was there. I still feel remorse that I was not able to do much for her. My admiration for her has not lessened over time. I want you to never forget what an extraordinary woman she was.” 

			She was not the only person who has told me how amazing and strong my mother was. I’ve heard it a lot over the years. People always want me to know that. 

			My mother received her death sentence while she was in her thirties. We boys knew something was wrong, but we didn’t really find out until I was seven years old and my parents told us she had only six months to live. But my mother pulled me aside and said, “I’ll see you to junior high school. Don’t worry. Six months is just what the doctors say.”

			Junior high seemed impossibly far away. In the end, she missed it by just a few months. She stayed alive through a combination of internal strength, willpower, and love for my brother and me. We learned lifelong lessons about strength, fortitude, and generosity from our mother. 

			I’m seventy-two now. She died when she was forty-two. It seems like forever ago. My brother and I still call her “Mommy.” In our minds, she still towers over us in size. I grew to taller than my father, and he had gone from being “Daddy” to “Dad.” But she stayed Mommy to us.

			When my father passed away, it was a completely different kind of experience. I miss him but not in the same all-encompassing ways I still miss my mother. I’ve read the many letters my mom wrote to my dad’s mom, her mother-in-law. They are filled with compassion, tolerance, forbearance, and, of course, courage. While she was battling her own illness, she thought of me and my brother and our future without her. My father had, as I said, untreated mental issues, and my mother wrote about her anxieties to his mother. “What will happen to my boys when I die? Who will care for them? Bobby (my father) is not going to be able to do it.” 

			When she did die, we muddled through, in part because her strength and fortitude had instilled in us something lasting and imperishable.

			All through her seemingly endless sickness, I knew something was desperately wrong. She was hospitalized for long periods of time. My grandmother would come from Baltimore and take care of us. My father was often absent. It was difficult having this deadly sword of Damocles hanging over our lives all the time, and it made my childhood a living hell. My mother’s optimism could not mask the reality of what was happening. There was no question I was loved, but the terror was that I would soon lose that love. 

			When our father told us she had died, my brother cried, and I didn’t. I didn’t cry until I was nearly forty. It was my own personal crisis—going through a divorce—that made me realize how much her death had imprisoned me. That’s what I was talking to my father-in-law about, trying to figure it all out and manage yet another moment of abandonment—now in my adulthood. 

			Anna Karenina, by Leo Tolstoy, begins with the idea that happy families are all alike, and unhappy families are unhappy in their own ways. We accept that grief, or any other kind of unhappiness, is expressed and understood and internalized in so many different ways and that we just have to tolerate the varieties of negative human experience. But I’ve come to think that maybe Tolstoy, whom I greatly admire, got it wrong. My revelation comes from my mother’s positive outlook. Maybe unhappy families are all the same. I think there is great variety in how we experience joy and that we don’t appreciate the dimensions of that joy enough. I still think of my mother as a joyous person despite what she endured, and that, to me, is a remarkable accomplishment. 

			There is a wonderful coda to Lyla’s life. We, of course, didn’t call her by her first name. We never said Lyla. She was always Mommy. We knew her name was Lyla, and we’d hear it once in a while from a relative, but after her death, her name was always draped in a kind of metaphoric black crepe until January 18, 2011, when my oldest daughter, Sarah, had a girl that she named Lyla, after a grandmother she never met. From that moment on, the black crepe disappeared. Now, when we say Lyla, birds sing, the flowers bloom. My daughter had given me—given all of us—an amazing gift. 
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