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A Personal Remembrance of Dolly Parton 
 

  

Greetings to my VIP Friends, 

 

Those of you who receive these occasional notes from me know that I usually use this space to 
share a little of what I’ve been doing lately and perhaps offer a glimpse of what may be coming 
next. I am always grateful, more than I can say, for your interest in those activities and 
adventures. But there will be another time for that. This time, I want to use this space for 
something else. 
 

I want to remember Dolly Parton. 
 

                                                                                            

 

Like millions of people around the world, I have found it difficult to accept that Dolly is gone. She 
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was one of those rare people who somehow seemed as though she would always be 
here…writing another song, telling another story, dreaming another dream, making us laugh, 
encouraging us, and reminding us never to take ourselves too seriously. 
 

In the days since her passing, I came across a moving video by Neal K. Shah, a caregiving 
researcher and CEO of CareYaya. His reflections on Dolly’s life, and particularly the final chapter 
of it, brought together several facts I had never fully connected before. I am indebted to him for 
much of the information that follows. 
 

And the more I learned, the more I realized that perhaps one of the most remarkable things about 
Dolly Parton was not simply what she accomplished. It was how she lived. 
 

                                                                                           

 

A Clear Blue Morning 

 

Just days before her 80th birthday in January, Dolly released a new recording of one of her most 
uplifting songs, “Light of a Clear Blue Morning.” She was joined by Lainey Wilson, Miley Cyrus, 
Queen Latifah and Reba McEntire, with David Foster at the piano and the Christ Church Choir 
providing additional voices. But this wasn’t simply an all-star celebration of Dolly’s milestone 
birthday. The net proceeds were designated for pediatric cancer research at Monroe Carell Jr. 
Children’s Hospital at Vanderbilt in Nashville. 
 

Seven months later, Dolly herself would die at Vanderbilt after what her representatives 
described as a brief battle with cancer. The coincidence is almost unbearably poignant. But 
Dolly’s commitment to children with cancer had begun more than three decades earlier. 
 

In 1993, Dolly’s four-year-old niece, Hannah Dennison, was diagnosed with leukemia and 
underwent years of treatment at Vanderbilt. Dolly walked those hospital corridors with her family. 
She later called Hannah her “chemo hero” and even wrote a song inspired by her. Years later, 
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Dolly pledged $1 million to Vanderbilt’s pediatric cancer program, and a butterfly garden was 
created at the hospital in Hannah’s honor. Think about that chronology. 

 

This was not a celebrity reacting to her own diagnosis by suddenly becoming interested in cancer 
research. It was a commitment stretching across more than thirty years. 
 

That was Dolly. 
 

The giving so often happened quietly, long before anyone had a reason to applaud. 

 

The Private Dolly 

 

Dolly chose to keep the specifics of her final illness private. In an age when almost every detail of 
a public figure’s life can become public property, she apparently decided that this part of her life 
belonged to her. I respect that enormously. 
 

We knew she was experiencing health challenges. We knew performances had been postponed. 
We knew she wasn’t always able to be where she wanted to be. But Dolly did not give the world a 
running medical bulletin. Instead, she kept working. She kept planning. She kept dreaming. 
 

Only four days before her death, she spoke publicly about continuing to heal, continuing to work, 
and still having things she wanted to accomplish. That may be the part of her final chapter that 
moves me most. Not because Dolly was pretending that everything was going to be okay. But 
because whatever she knew about the road ahead, she apparently still believed there was life to 
be lived that day. And she intended to live it. 
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A Little Piece of Dolly in My Own Life 

 

When I wrote my book 88 Keys to Music Business Success, I knew the longtime woman who ran 
Dolly’s music publishing company. I asked her a rather audacious question: Would Dolly possibly 
consider reading the book and offering an endorsement? 

 

She asked. And Dolly said yes. What came back was everything one could hope for from Dolly 
Parton: warm, funny, perceptive, and absolutely on target. Needless to say, her endorsement 
went straight onto the top front of the book, and used in all online promotional places for the 
book. 
 

I was enormously proud and humbled to have Dolly Parton’s name attached to something I had 
written. I sent her a personally inscribed copy as a thank-you. At the end of my inscription, there 
was really only one way I could possibly sign off. I wrote: 
 

“I will always love you.” 

 

Dolly graciously affirmed receiving those words from me. She had given them to the world. I 
simply borrowed them for a moment to say thank you. 
 

The Left Turn 

On the evening of the day Dolly died, I was driving home from a dinner. There is a point along that 
route where turning right would have gotten me home a little sooner. Instead, I turned left. 
Another turn just down the road put me on Crockett Road, where Dolly and her beloved husband, 
Carl Dean, had lived for decades, and a road I have driven a million times. 

In fact, years ago I actually encountered Dolly there. As I was driving up Crockett Road, she 
yielded to me before turning left into a somewhat secluded back entrance to her property. Even 
with sunglasses and a kerchief covering her hair, it was unmistakably Dolly! 

Their home is only a few minutes from mine, and through more than twenty years of living in this 
area of Nashville, I have sometimes jokingly said that Dolly was “my neighbor.” 

That night, somehow, I wanted to go by. I certainly wasn’t alone. 

Countless cars were moving slowly past the property in both directions. People had gathered 
near the gates. Endless flowers, balloons, and signs cascaded lovingly and reverently from the 
main gate to the street. Some people had gotten out of their cars and walked to the entrance gate 
simply to stand there for a moment and pay their respects. I snapped this picture: 
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Nobody had summoned these visitors. There was no ceremony. They simply came. I understood. 
I had felt it too. 
 

The Life Behind the Rhinestones 

 

It is easy to remember the rhinestones. The wigs. The laugh. The extraordinary voice. “Jolene.” 
“Coat of Many Colors.” “9 to 5.” “I Will Always Love You.” Dollywood. The movies. The awards. But 
those things alone don't explain the extraordinary outpouring of love that followed Dolly’s death. I 
think people sensed something deeper. 
 

This woman who grew up as one of twelve children in the mountains of East Tennessee somehow 
never forgot what it felt like to have very little. She made a fortune, and gave enormous amounts 
of it away. 
 

Her father never learned to read, so Dolly created the Imagination Library. What began as a 
program for children in her home county eventually placed hundreds of millions of books into the 
hands of children around the world. When families in East Tennessee lost their homes to 
devastating wildfires, Dolly helped. When medical researchers needed support, Dolly helped. 
When children with cancer needed hope, Dolly helped. And often, she did it without making the 
giving about herself. That may ultimately be one of the greatest lessons of Dolly Parton’s life. 
Success gave her a bigger stage. She used it to sing. But she also used it to serve. 
 

https://us.list-manage.com/jK8LS_9pi5A?e=661556692b&c2id=c0f3c83c701d6b8f021173555f2a9c3a
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Dream More 

 

Several years ago, I read Dolly’s wonderful book Dream More. I enjoyed it so much that I later 
bought the audiobook so I could hear Dolly read those words herself. 
 

Her philosophy has stayed with me. Dolly believed in dreaming, but hers wasn't some passive, 
wish-upon-a-star kind of dreaming. Dolly worked. She dreamed, and then she did something 
about the dream. She created. She worked. She gave. She failed sometimes. She laughed. She 
tried something else. And then she dreamed some more. 
 

Perhaps that is why knowing that she was still thinking about future projects near the end of her 
life is so touching and inspiring to me. Dolly wasn't dreaming because someone had guaranteed 
her another twenty years. She was dreaming because she was still here. There was still 
something to create. Someone to encourage. Something to give. One more song to sing. And 
perhaps that is the greatest lesson I will carry forward from her life: Dolly spent a lifetime telling 
us to dream more. Right up until the end, she showed us how. I want to remember that, and I 
want to live that way. 
 

Her Song Goes On 

 

There have been and there will be many more celebrations of Dolly Parton in the days, months, 
and years ahead. There should be. People will continue singing her songs. Children who weren't 
alive when Dolly was will receive books from the Imagination Library. People will visit Dollywood. 
Her music will be discovered by generations yet unborn. And somewhere, someone who has 
been told that his or her dream is impossible will encounter Dolly’s remarkable story and 
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think: Well, maybe. That's quite a legacy. 
 

The songs remain. The laughter remains. The books placed into children’s hands remain. The 
dreams she encouraged remain. The acts of generosity remain. And the example remains. 
 

So let's keep dreaming. Let's keep creating. Let's keep working. I’ll try to give more. And every 
now and then, when I need a little encouragement, I suspect I’ll hear that unmistakable East 
Tennessee voice reminding me: 
 

Dream more. 
 

Thank you, Dolly. Your song goes on. 

 

Grace and Peace,  
Mark 

  

                                                                            A Video Worth Watching 

 

Much of the information that inspired this reflection came from a moving video by caregiving 
researcher Neal K. Shah. His perspective on Dolly’s generosity, her connection to childhood 
cancer, and the privacy with which she faced her own final illness gave me an even greater 
appreciation for the remarkable woman behind the rhinestones. 

 

Watch Neal K. Shah’s tribute to Dolly Parton on YouTube: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LaGRStZ0nkM 
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