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INTRODUCTION



“When she stopped conforming to the conventional picture of femininity she finally began to enjoy being a woman.”


—BETTY FRIEDAN
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Plenty of children get asked, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” but only a few lucky adults have that question thrown their way. Fortunately, I’m one of them.


When my daughter, Christine, was just seven years old, she tumbled into the kitchen one Saturday morning and declared, “Mommy, I’m going to be a marine biologist when I grow up. What will you be?”


My heart swelled and my brain somersaulted. At the time I was a wife to my college sweetheart, a mother to two daughters, and a physical therapist with a promising career. I’d been so focused on getting through the present, I hadn’t thought about who or what I might become in the future. By fixing all my attention on my family and my career, I’d lost sight of myself. My intuitive daughter, however, had not. She sensed there were bigger things in store for me.


And she was right.


The years that followed brought huge, bittersweet changes. I strayed from my marriage and divorced my husband. I followed in the footsteps of my late grandmother and took a life-changing trip to Ireland, the land of my ancestors, where I danced with horsemen and communed with priestesses. I wrote my first book, Unbridled, about those experiences and created a foundation to support women, including the wives of wounded warriors, that continues to grow. I launched myself into a life of writing, speaking, and advocating for women to be all they can be that culminated with my second book, Wounded Warrior, Wounded Wife.


When all was said and done, I’d completely remade myself in ways I never could have predicted. But I wasn’t done. Far from it. I had a long way to go, and I’m still not there. I will forever be in the process of becoming the person I was meant to be.


My daughter knew even then that I was on a path of transformation. She knew I was meant to dig deeper into myself. Maybe she saw my desire to connect with other women and amplify their voices. That desire is something that had been dormant for decades, but once it woke it stretched its wings and took flight. Now nearly everything I do centers on women and their stories. Strong women. Remarkable women. Women like you.


I wrote this book to celebrate the stories of trailblazing women who, in shaping our past and present, have pushed the boundaries of what women can be in the world. Some belong to history, some to Hollywood, and some to myth. Some of these women relied on their intelligence and ingenuity to succeed, while others leveraged their creativity, curiosity, or talent. They tapped the gifts they were born with and worked hard to cultivate skills. They listened to their hearts and demolished obstacles. They harnessed their inner fire to step up as leaders and stand out as individuals.


Their milestone accomplishments and contributions have forever etched these women’s names into history books and halls of fame. Yet I also find their life stories remarkable for their ordinariness—for what they share in common with the lives of women everywhere. My life has taken many unexpected turns, but I’m always astonished to discover that while no two women are the same, the paths we walk so often feel deeply familiar.


That’s why I’ve chosen to render the stories of the heroic women in these pages as expressions of four ancient archetypes all women carry within ourselves—qualities that in different measure make all our lives heroic: Mother, Lover, Warrior, Sage. I see these figures everywhere: in art and culture, in entertainment and politics, and in my own life and the lives of those around me. Like all archetypes in what Jung called our collective unconscious, they are present in our psyches and lurk in our imaginations.


You may not have thought of yourself in these specific terms before—Mother, Lover, Warrior, Sage—but they resonate, don’t they? At one time or another in our lives, we’re likely to embody each of them—or two or more of them at once.


Many of the women in this book are paired with archetypes you might find surprising. Some, such as pioneering nurse Clara Barton and early environmentalist Rachel Carson, evoke the nurturing Mother despite never raising children of their own. One of the world’s most famous mothers, Mother Teresa, embodies the open-hearted Lover. Many of the Warriors in these pages can also be heralded as Sages, and so on.


What’s important is that as you read their stories, I hope you’ll see a little of yourself in each of them. Perhaps meeting them in a new framework will inspire you to dig deeper within yourself and unearth unexpected aspects of the Mother, Lover, Warrior, and Sage in you.


So let’s dive in and connect with forty-three inspiring women from across the globe, across time, and across our imaginations. May they push us to chase our dreams with abandon and encourage us to be nurturing, loving, daring, wise—and wonderfully complex.




“Biology is the least that makes someone a mother.”


—OPRAH WINFREY
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Part 1: Mother



The Nurturing, Healing, Empathic Side of a Woman
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The word mother is both a noun (a person: your mother, my mother) and a verb (to mother, as in to care for someone). We tend to conceptualize a mother as one who has birthed or raised her own children, but that’s not always the case. Many women lead their fullest lives when they claim the mother within themselves—whether they have children or not.


A Mother is simply a soul who nurtures, and we don’t just nurture our children. We provide care for our spouses, our partners, our friends, our neighbors, our businesses, our communities, and our extended, adoptive, or chosen families. And when we do, we tap the archetypical maternal strength within us.


Some of the mothers you’ll meet in this book cared for children, but not always their own. Pearl S. Buck, for instance, founded Welcome House, the first international and interracial adoption agency. Pearl herself adopted mixed-race children, and Welcome House has found homes—yes, mothers—for thousands of children who desperately needed families. Rachel Carson was a loving mother to our planet, and Clara Barton healed countless wounded soldiers.


Anne Sullivan’s book about working with Helen Keller inspired me to pursue a degree in physical therapy. As a nurturer and a healer, I relate to the teacher within her. Oprah’s Leadership Academy for Girls inspired me to nurture other young women after my children became independent adults, and her empathic and compassionate example inspires me in my work.


As you read these women’s stories, look beyond the traditional definition of motherhood when you consider the Mother archetype within you. Any aspect of yourself rooted in empathy and caregiving, healing and selflessness, is tied to the Mother.





MOTHER | Eve | The First Woman



“Now the man called his wife’s name Eve,
because she was the mother of all the living.”


—GENESIS 3:20


The story of Adam and Eve is known the world over. Even people who have never picked up a Bible can tell you the basics of this tale. Eve’s dramatic entry into the Bible continues to have a huge impact on how we view women and femininity.


According to the Old Testament Book of Genesis, God created Adam from the dust of the ground and Eve from one of Adam’s ribs. God placed them both in the garden of Eden, telling them to enjoy themselves and each other. He told Adam: “From any tree of the garden you may eat freely; but from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat from it you will surely die.”


But Eve encountered a talking serpent who assured her she could eat from the tree of knowledge without fear of dying. He also told her that if she did, she’d become wise, like God. Eve ate the forbidden fruit from the tree and convinced Adam to do the same. When God found out, he was furious and cast them out of the Garden of Eden, banishing them and all their offspring. He cursed Adam with a lifetime of hard work and Eve with suffering through the pain of childbirth.


Eve’s actions—and people’s interpretations of them—have spawned endless stereotypes about women. As a cultural figure, Eve is often maligned and widely misunderstood. Those who cling to patriarchal power structures have long used the traditional telling of her story to suggest that if the first woman was treacherous and disobedient, then all women must possess these qualities; thus, women must be controlled to prevent them from luring men from the path God has set for them.


But Eve is also revered as the mother of consciousness. Along with her offspring, she birthed new ideas. After her fall from grace, we became aware—for better or worse—that actions have consequences. Some regard Eve as a risk-taking rebel who questioned authority and gifted humankind with self-knowledge and moral judgment—the very qualities that many would say make us fully human.


Whether we condemn her for committing “original sin” or admire her for seeking out wisdom and independent moral responsibility, Eve has an indelible place in our consciousness as the mythical first woman and first mother.
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MOTHER | Clara Barton | Red Cross Founder



(DECEMBER 25, 1821–APRIL 12, 1912)


“I may be compelled to face danger, but never fear it, and while our soldiers can stand and fight, I can stand and feed and nurse them.”


–CLARA BARTON


Although she did her groundbreaking work almost one hundred years after America won our independence, there’s no denying that pioneering nurse Clara Barton changed our nation—and the world—for the better.


With her endlessly compassionate and protective nature, she embodied the Mother archetype.


Born on Christmas Day in Oxford, Massachusetts, Clarissa Harlowe Barton was called simply “Clara” by her family and friends. During a time when women were expected to keep house and keep quiet, Clara was a rebel. She soaked up every bit of education she could get and schooled herself in the ways of the world, but she was always on the lookout for ways to help others.


When her brother David was injured in an accident, ten-year-old Clara put herself in charge of tending to him. The doctor taught her how to administer his medication, and under her watchful eye, he eventually made a full recovery. Though she wouldn’t dedicate herself to nursing until more than a decade later, Clara had found her calling.


At her parents’ urging, a shy eighteen-year-old Clara began her teaching career, culminating twelve years later in her founding of a New Jersey free school. She served briefly as headmaster but resigned after the school hired a man for the position at twice the pay, making Clara his assistant. After leaving teaching, Clara moved to Washington, DC, and became one of the first female clerks at the US Patent Office, this time earning a salary equal to that of the male clerks. She would later say, “I may sometimes be willing to teach for nothing, but if paid at all, I shall never do a man’s work for less than a man’s pay,”


Living in DC set the stage for Clara’s legendary career as a nurse. When the Civil War erupted in 1861, she threw herself into service tending to Union soldiers at a DC infirmary and gathering a small force of volunteers and nurses to help. While the public was in a state of panic, Clara knew she was needed on the battlefield and campaigned to go to the front lines.


The following year, Clara arrived at a Virginia field hospital with a wagon load of much needed supplies and traveled with the Union Army from there. She tended to injured and distraught soldiers in every major battle in Maryland, Virginia, and South Carolina, earning the nickname “Angel of the Battlefield.” Time after time, she put the health, comfort, and safety of the troops ahead of her own.


After the war, Clara found herself a point of contact for families looking for men who had been reported missing. Over the course of four years, she and her assistants responded to more than sixty-three thousand letters and identified more than twenty-two thousand missing men.


And still she worked unflaggingly to help others. During a trip to Europe, she connected with the International Red Cross, a relief organization she aided during the Franco-Prussian War. Seeing the organization’s incredible work and its clear universal value, she began to campaign for the creation of an American arm of the group. It took more than a decade of work, but eventually the American Red Cross was founded with Clara as its first leader.


Although she never married or had children of her own, Clara Barton’s fiercely protective and nurturing energy saved or changed countless lives. Her steadfast service honored her country and compatriots, and for that we honor her as a true heroine.
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MOTHER | Jane Addams | Mother of Social Work



(SEPTEMBER 6, 1860–MAY 21, 1935)


“The good we secure for ourselves is precarious and uncertain, is floating in mid-air, until it is secured for all of us and incorporated into our common life.”


—JANE ADDAMS


Jane Addams has come to be known as the “Mother of Social Work.” An advocate for the poor and under-privileged, Jane also firmly believed that world peace was not just possible but vital.


From Privilege to Purpose


“We are learning that a standard of social ethics is not attained by traveling a sequestered byway, but by mixing on the thronged and common road where all must turn out for one another, and at least see the size of one another’s burdens.”


—JANE ADDAMS


Laura Jane Addams didn’t start from humble beginnings; she was born into a wealthy and well-connected family in Cedarville, Illinois. Her father had been a Civil War officer, went on to run a thriving milling business, and served in the Illinois state senate. Jane grew up in a household that never lacked for money and regularly received letters from President Abraham Lincoln.


But Jane’s childhood was not without hardship. Her mother died in childbirth when Jane was only two, losing the child. She lived a sheltered but strained life in another way: because she was born with a spinal defect, she was kept indoors. Fortunately, such confinement suited her personality as a deeply contemplative young girl. Though surgery eventually corrected the issue, ill health would plague Jane her entire life and leave her feeling exhausted and depressed. But that wouldn’t stop her resolve to care for and elevate others.


First, she had to find her place in the world. After years of study, Jane floundered in her twenties, trying and abandoning several careers in search of the right fit. She entered medical school, but her own health caused near-constant problems, and she soon dropped out. She traveled to Europe in the hope of discovering her calling but returned home aimless as ever. She lived with her stepmother in Cedarville and Baltimore, reading avidly and pondering what to do with her life. Then, on a second European jaunt with her school friend Ellen Gates Starr, Jane finally found her calling in the most unlikely of places: the slums of London.


Birth of Hull-House


“Nothing could be worse than the fear that one had given up too soon, wand left one unexpended effort that might have saved the world.”


—JANE ADDAMS
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While in London, Jane visited a settlement house she’d read about called Toynbee Hall. Graduates from Oxford and Cambridge lived there, educating, supporting, and helping the residents of the impoverished Whitechapel industrial district. The house’s purpose was to connect people of privilege with people in need of aid, to redistribute both knowledge and wealth more fairly among the classes.


Seeing all the good Toynbee Hall had done for the local community changed Jane’s life. She’d already been considering ways she could help struggling Americans, and she decided creating a settlement house was the answer. Jane couldn’t wait to bring what she’d learned back home to America, and Ellen shared her enthusiasm.


Determined to make their dream a reality, Jane and Ellen opened Hull-House on the second floor of a dilapidated mansion in a Chicago neighborhood filled with poor immigrants. The two women declared as their mission: “. . . to provide a center for a higher civic and social life; to institute and maintain educational and philanthropic enterprises, and to investigate and improve the conditions in the industrial districts of Chicago.” They raised money for the house and recruited young women from wealthy families to work there, providing services to assist the poor. They looked after neighborhood children, nursed the sick, and even served as ad hoc therapists who listened to the troubles of anyone who needed a sympathetic ear. By its second year, Hull-House hosted nearly two thousand people every week.


When Hull-House first opened, it served a neighborhood populated by Italian, Irish, German, Greek, Bohemian, Russian, and Polish immigrants. Over the decades that followed, African Americans and Mexicans began to move into the neighborhood and participate in the house’s activities. All were welcome, all supported. Jane had found her life’s work, and it turned out to be working tirelessly on behalf of those who lacked the opportunities she’d been afforded.


Champion of Social Reform


“What after all has maintained the human race on this old Globe despite all the calamities of nature and all the tragic failings of mankind, if not faith in new possibilities, and courage to advocate them?”


—JANE ADDAMS


An eloquent writer, Jane wrote a book about her experience in the settlement movement called Twenty Years at Hull-House. In it, she made an impassioned case for backing up one’s moral convictions with meaningful action:


We continually forget that the sphere of morals is the sphere of action, that speculation in regard to morality is but observation and must remain in the sphere of intellectual comment, that a situation does not really become moral until we are confronted with the question of what shall be done in a concrete case, and are obliged to act upon our theory.


With Jane as one of its greatest champions, the idea of settlement houses as vehicles for sustainable community service spread across the country. By 1900, the United States had more than one hundred settlement houses. By 1911, Chicago alone had thirty-five. Hull-House itself grew steadily, offering immigrants services, classes, and cultural integration through an art studio and gallery, music school, drama group, public kitchen, coffee house, gymnasium, swimming pool, book bindery, library, employment bureau, labor museum, and kindergarten.



Empathy versus Objectivism



“The blessing which we associate with a life of refinement and cultivation can be made universal and must be made universal if they are to be permanent.”


—JANE ADDAMS


Jane’s dedication to the poor was striking, given her own background of privilege. She founded her belief system in equality, with the conviction that all humans are created equal regardless of their origins or circumstances. This ideal flew in the face of ideas held by some of her peers—for example, Ayn Rand, author of Atlas Shrugged and The Fountainhead, who believed society was best served by allowing people to thrive or fail on their own.


Even though Hull-House was a success, Jane wasn’t ready to slow down. She served on the Chicago school board and became the first female president of the National Conference of Social Work. She also chaired the Women’s Peace Party, where she drew up plans to make world peace possible. She wrote books on social reform, gave speeches about the value of social work, and fought for women’s suffrage. She was even instrumental in creating the American Civil Liberties Union.


In 1931, Jane was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for her decade of work with the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom. Unfortunately, five years before that, she’d had a serious heart attack and her health had begun to decline. In fact, she couldn’t receive her award in person as she was in the hospital battling for her life. Jane lived at Hull-House until the very end, a testament to her dedication and love.


Jane Addams raised no children of her own, but she was every bit the selfless Mother. Her love of humanity— every last bit of it, from the beautiful to the mundane—thrummed in her veins and drove her to foster real change in the world around her. Even in the face of ailing health. Jane saw helping others as a civic duty, and she taught our nation the importance of using our power to lift up those who cannot lift themselves.



MOTHER | Anne Sullivan | Teacher of the Blind



(APRIL 14, 1866–OCTOBER 20, 1936)


“Children require guidance and sympathy far more than instruction.”


—ANNE SULLIVAN


Mark Twain called her a “miracle worker,” and the play by that name immortalized Helen Keller’s teacher and companion as The Miracle Worker for generations to come. Thanks to her indomitable spirit, Anne Sullivan’s accomplishments have inspired educators around the world to bring out the best in students regardless of their circumstances. Her compassion and pioneering teaching approaches earned her a spot in the National Women’s Hall of Fame.


Anne Sullivan had a childhood straight out of a Charles Dickens novel. Her parents were illiterate Irish immigrants who’d fled the Great Famine in Ireland in search of a better life in Massachusetts, but all they found was misery. Anne’s mother died of tuberculosis when she was eight years old, and her alcoholic father abandoned Anne and her brother Jimmie when she was only ten. They were made wards of the state and sent to a poor house in Tewksbury where Jimmie died. At age five, Anne herself had contracted trachoma, a bacterial eye infection that struck her blind. Two operations on her eyes proved unsuccessful.


Anne’s fortunes began to change when at age fourteen she enrolled in Boston’s Perkins School for the Blind. In the school’s structured, nurturing environment, Anne thrived. At twenty, she graduated from Perkins the valedictorian of her class. She’d also undergone more operations on her eyes, which improved her vision.
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