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With my younger brother, David, Dad is the Lone
Ranger and Buzz Lightyear all rolled up into one

superhero. Dad comes racing to the rescue whenever David
needs money. My brother rarely hears the word, “No.”

With me, it’s a different story. Do n’t get me wrong: Dad is
an exceedingly generous and doting father to me, too. I would
not hold my present wealth if not for his vision and continued
g e n e rosity through annual gifts and allowances. But with
David, Dad has great difficulty setting financial limits, where a s
with me, he sets appropriate boundaries. Most of the time, it
feels as if there is no end to my bro t h e r’s open line of credit at
The Great Bank of Da d d y. This difference in how my father
t reats the two of us has created considerable tension in my re l a-
tionship with my bro t h e r.

The tension began shortly after Da v i d’s trust matured when he
reached age 30. (The terms of
the trusts and the amounts
gifted to our trusts we re com-
pletely equal. To d a y, we are
both in our forties.) For me,
learning to manage my
money became a passion.
Meanwhile, my brother blew
his entire inheritance within a
f ew years. Dad elected to
completely subsidize Da v i d
(for reasons he feels are valid), and he continues to do so. 

I could nitpick with examples of my brother receiving more than
I, but the real story is how I’ve made peace with the differe n c e s .

He re is how I did it: I befriended my bro t h e r. I simply grew to
understand that it is not his fault that he is spoiled and
overindulged. How can I fault him for having no boundaries
with Dad when Dad has few boundaries with him? It has been
that way since childhood. When David had a bad day, he would
ride his bike to the toy store and say, “Charge it” in grand style.
Dad always blew his top when the bill came in, but he never sent
the toys back. Like most wealthy children, David and I both had
too many toys, but occasionally Dad made me work for a special
one. For instance, I bought my first bike at age six with five dol-
lars saved from my weekly allowance of 35 cents. I have no idea
if my brother was ever encouraged to play by these same ru l e s .

The main thing I remember is that my allowance stayed in my
Snoopy piggy bank and sat on my desk. Meanwhile, my bro t h e r
was deemed fiscally irresponsible by age six or seven, and his
a l l owance stayed locked in Da d’s desk. He had to ask for “w i t h-
drawals.” I believe this set co-dependency in motion.

Befriending my brother as an adult has been easier because I
h a ve discove red that being the “good kid” comes with fringe
benefits. I have my father’s respect. Dad is leaving no strings
attached to my portion of his estate. I will not be mired down in
a trust. I have also been designated to have limited, durable
p ower-of-attorney over his estate. In contrast, Dad has chosen to
keep my bro t h e r’s portion of his future inheritance in trust until
he sees fiscal responsibility from his son.

Not long ago, I freed myself from anger toward Dad by ask-
ing for a very modest “raise” in his will. At first, this was a

shock to the entire fam-
ily system. Dad ranted
and yelled and, in gen-
eral, blew his top. I cried
and felt devastated. It
was not about the
money—it was that,
once again, I felt as if
there were no reward for
being good. But I was
w rong. After a few

weeks, Dad changed his mind and agreed to my request.
I also asked Dad to create an estate planning document,

listing our individual annual gifts should he become incapac-
itated. As his limited, durable power-of-attorney, I need Dad
to clearly state exactly how much money I am supposed to
dole out to my brother each year.

I have also set my own boundaries. I’ve made it clear that I will
encourage my younger sibling in any way possible, but The Mi d -
Si zed Bank of Natalie is not open and will not be opened. I have
also declined requests to become my bro t h e r’s future tru s t e e .

Ironically, my younger brother is becoming my advocate.
He is beginning to voice his belief that this inequality in cur-
rent giving is not fair to me. I have no idea what will become
of my brother’s attempt to advocate on my behalf, but it
touches my heart to know that he cares.             ■

“I could nitpick with examples 

of my brother receiving more than I,

but the real story is how I’ve made

peace with the differences.”

Visitors to New York City go to Harlem 
to see the Apollo Theatre and to eat at
Sylvia’s (www.sylviassoulfood.com), 
a renowned restaurant named after Sylvia
Woods. Van Woods is the oldest of Sylvia
and her husband Herbert’s four children.

My family has been able to do a lot
with our family business—a

successful restaurant in Ha r l e m —
because of two things: We are hard work-
ers, and we stick together when
difficulties arise. We are close-knit mainly
because of my mother, who is the nucleus
of eve rything. I believe that closeness in a
family develops because there is a central
person whom others rally around. T h a t
person is able to transform negativity
into something positive .

I was the first-born and the others
thought I was shown favoritism. That
was true emotionally, but not materi-
ally. Being older than my siblings, I did
not grow up in the family business as
they did. Not wanting to be on the
family’s payroll, I created other busi-
nesses. When our generation took over
the restaurant, the family asked me to
come back into it. Since I didn’t know
how to cook or serve customers, I took
on buying the real estate and handling
the expansion of the business. I got
c redit for being the brains behind
things while my sisters and brother
were doing the physical work. (I have
always thought my brother and sisters
should get more credit for their work,
but the media often focus on the indi-
vidual rather than the group.) This is
where some tension started.

We have always divided everything

six ways, among our two parents and
the four children. We now have 17
grandchildren in the family—so the
number of people living off the busi-
ness has grown. The rest of my siblings
think we should continue to divide
everything equally, but I don’t. For
things that I created, I feel I should
have a larger share—to make up for the
sacrifices that I made in the past; I
i n vested my money in expanding the
business and creating new businesses,
rather than investing in a beautiful home.

The original business was the restau-
rant. Then I arranged for us to create a
restaurant franchise. We took on a large
investor—a big, blue-blooded, financial
institution, J.P. Morgan. It was very

unusual for them to invest in a small
black business. I also created a packaged
food product that we sell around the
c o u n t ry. Because it is food-re l a t e d
under the Sylvia’s name, even though I
did all the creative work, I’m obliged to
share the ownership equally with my
siblings. I believe that as the owner-rep-
resentative I have the right to pull more
cash from it than they do. What I have
is my creativity, and I feel it’s only fair
for me to be compensated for it.

Our parents we re unhappy with our
d i s a g reements. Since we didn’t want to
see our mother unhappy, we always
re s o l ved our differences. All she had to do
was say, “Why are you all doing this?
W h a t’s wrong with yo u ? ” continued on p. 25
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