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Making bonds: Abigail Disney finds the greatest reward from her philanthropic work in human connections




bigail Disney dis-

trusts epiphanies.

But then remem-

bers she recently
had one.

“I went with my family for *

the weekend to Miaml and
we were sitting around the
pool and I just looked
around and thought: ‘If you
could just get a’bottom line
figure for what was spent on
plastic surgery just here at
the swimming pool." The
boobs and the eyes. Aargh,
it's so sad,” says the philan-
thropist and Disney heiress.

“Everybody is spending all
this money in search of
something that I guarantee
you they would find easler if
they just took it, and instead
of a boob job, went and got
involved with [philan-
thropy]... They wouldn't
[care] about what their sag-
ging boobs looked like any
more if they found a better
way of belng connected into
the world.”

Disney, founder and presi-
dent of the Daphne Founda-
tion and vice-chairwoman of
Shamrock Holdings, which
manages the Disney family's
investments, found her con-
nection in early 1989. That
was when she met Gretchen
Buchenholz, a child advocate
and founder of the Assocla-
tion to Benefit Children, a
non-profit organisation that
provides educational models
for needy children and their
families.

At the time, Disney was a
graduate student at Colum-
bia University and strug-
gling with her doctoral dis-
sertation. She was also tired
of what she calls her “metro
section” phase, *I had been
randomly throwing cheques
at things. 1 would read the B
sections of the New York
Times and something would
break my.heart and I would
anonymously send money,”
she says.

Buchenholz, who was pre-
paring to open Variety
House, a treatment centre
and nursery for crack-
affected bables and those
with HIV/Aids, wasted no
time putting the new volun-
teer to work folding laundry
and, later, carrying bables.

“When I .started- the
laundry-doing and baby-
carrying, it's very. interest-
ing that I was spending
12-hour days in the library
getting nothing done and

-suddenly I was spending

elght-hour days [with
Gretchen] and three-hour
days in the library and I was
getting five times as much
done,” Disney says. “And
there was no accident there.
I was starving for humanity
and I had forgotten that it
was like vitamin C. I had
just forgotten to give myself
what I needed. But that's on
a small and individual scale
an example of what philan-
thropy did for me on a much
larger scale.”

Disney is sitting crossed-
legged and barefoot on a
couch in Buchenholz's office
at Cassidy's Place, ABC's
preschool for poor children,
many of whom have special
needs. Warm and honest, the
47-year-old is passionate
about her work and blunt
about the contradictions of
her life. While privilege is
often isolating, she says, phi-
lanthropy can reconnect us
to the world.

“l was sort of lost in the
wilderness. I found
Gretchen, I did some laun-
dry, suddenly work on my
dissertation kicked right in
because I think 1 was just
hungry for humans and rele-
vance in a sense that any-
thing I was doing was mat-
tering,” she says. "Through
Gretchen I connected to

-foundation - work and- one

door led to another door to
another door, which got me
to The New York Women's
Foundation and that was the
rest of the education.”

Disney is honorary chair-
woman of the board:of
NYWF and has been
involved for about 15 years.
She is also a board member
of the White House Project,
a non-profit organisation
dedicated to encouraging
women to succeed in politi-
cal life.

“Women in philanthropy
are important for the same
reason that having women
in politics is important -
because we need to get all
of the voices to all of the
tables because all of the
dialogues are enriched
and more valid as a result,”
Disney says.

At NYWF's recent fund-
raising breakfast, Disney
asked the 2,500 people in the
audience — mostly women -
to rethink their giving. Then
she put herself on the line.

“I am challenging you to
make two gifts,” she said.
"Why? Because I don't
believe in eitherfor. What 1
believe in, and what will
kick-start change, Is both/
and. If you make the two
gifts and they fulfil the
requirements I am about to
list, I will match both of
your gifts, dollar for dollar,
in the form of a grant to The
New York Women's Founda-
tion of up to $1m."”

She didn't stop there. “I

want you to give until it
hurts,” she said.

But has she?

“I feel very vulnerable to
the accusation that I don't
give till it hurts because I
live very well, and travel
with my kids and have a
nice house and the rest of
it, so before I made that
challenge, 1 felt I had to
spend some time really

a nephew of the late Walt
Disney.)

Disney is open about her
life. "My name sort of sets
me apart and it causes peo-
ple to offer me more credit
for things when I'm right,
and less credit for things
when 'I'm wrong. And it
tends to take neutrality out
of everybody’s reactions and
that works in my favour and
inst me,” she says. "And

‘It takes a strong
personality to take
the reins when
Daddy made the
reins and chose the
people who are
riding with you'

thinking about that and
really talking to my husband
about it and so when 1 made
the $1lm challenge it defi-
nitely was one that hurt.
There are a lot of things we
are going to have to give up
in order to get that done. I
just didn’t feel right talking
to those people in that room
unless I was putting my
money were my mouth
was."”

But, she adds: "The prob-
lem is: in my position in life,
I'll never feel like I give
enough.”

‘That “position”, of course,
is thanks to her famous
sumame, (Her father, Roy, Is

What's in a name? Stepping out of the shadows

Many female philanthropists
are stepping out of the d
shadows and allowing their |
names to adomn institutions
they have financed - and
not just in conjunction with
their husbands' names, such
as the Carmen and John
Thain labour and delivery

- unit at the Children's
Hospital of New York-
Presbyterian, or The Joan

and Sanford 1. Weill medical -

college and graduate school
of medical sciences of
Cornell University.

The University of South
Carolina’s Moore School of
Business, for example, is
named after Darla Moore, a
former banker who gave her
alma mater $25m in 1998.

Martha Taylor is
co-founder ‘of the Women's
Philanthropy’ Institute, part
of the Center on
Philanthropy at Indiana |
University and vice-president
of the University of
Wisconsin Foundation. She
says that while many
women no longer make

their planned gifts
anonymously, they are still
reluctant to put their names
on buildings. =
When people see men's
names on plaques, they
“think men are really
generous and women aren't,
so it's a self-fulfilling
prophecy,” she says.
“Women naming buildings
on their gifts demonstrates
that women are
leaders. .. [and] know the
importance of good role
models.” .

then, of course, there is the
fact that no matter how I
might rough it 1 can always
go to the fancy hotel if I
want and knowing that is
always In your back pocket
is existentially very different
than what it is to other peo-

ple.”
So when she set up her
family foundation, she

named it the Daphne Foun-
dation, an anagram of her,
and her husband, Pierre
Hauser’s, initials.

"My name is complicated.
If I throw my name on to a
foundation then it becomes
about something entirely
else,” Disney says.

But she concedes there are
times when trotting out the
Disney name {is necessary.
“When I have used my name
it's been because I've
thought that if Abby Disney
jumps in, the water is fine
and other people will jump
in too, and it has worked
that way a lot. Some people
just need the first one to
jump in," she says. “If you
feel your money is going to
push other money into the
ring, then you had better use
your name."”

It took time for Disney to
become comfortable with
large gifts.

“I held back on that kind
of gift for a lot of years
because I simply had a very
mundane problem that a lot
of women in my position
have, which is I was afraid
of it. It felt like I was going
to make it all go away, it
really felt like one of those
little spores that you touch
and it turns to powder. 1
really had a genuine fear
that I was going to.be a bag
lady,” Disney says. "And
once I started really getting
in there and managing it
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myself and taking some own-
ership of it, I saw that it's
not dust at all, you can move
it around, it changes, and
grows and does all the stuff
it's supposed to do. It's not
that hard. And, having fig-
ured that out, I feel like I'm
driving the train now.”

It is the fear of exposure,
she says, that often keeps
wealthy women from being
upfront about their philan-

thropy. “There are ways to

be upfront about your giv-
ing: it's not necessarily
about the hospital wing
being named after you but
it's incredibly important as a
tool for drawing other
money in,” she says.

It takes courage, she adds,
to be bold about giving, espe-
clally when wealth is inher-
ited. "It takes a pretty strong
personality to take the reins
when Daddy made the reins
and Daddy chose the people
who are riding with you and
it's all in Daddy's office.
‘That's hard to do.”

In between juggling her
philanthropic work, four

children, and business life, *

Disney is producing a docu-
mentary {ilm about the criti-
cal role of women in bring:
ing about peace in Liberia. .

"I could trace for you the
direct line from folding Jaun-
dry in Gretchen’s living
room to finding myself in
Monrovia talking to these
remarkable women who
challenged Charles Taylor to
stop the civil war there, and
it was just by connecting the
dots,” she says.

The greatest reward of her
work, Disney says, is the
human connection. “I am
richer than I could ever
imagine being in friendships
and relationships and what
could be better than that? I
would take that over a Rolex
watch any day of the week. [
don't go around in a Chanel
suit, and I bite my finger-
nails, and 1"n1 not fabulous,
and I'm not thin and all the
rest of it, but I will tell you, I
am a happy girl.”

Tuesday: Part Four - a con-
versation with Susan Berres-

Jord,. president- of - the Ford

Foundation
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