LYDA HILL:
Responsive to the
needs of all,
all over the world
A business entrepreneur, environmentalist, volunteer and
innovative philanthropist, Lyda Hill is, quintessentially, an
adventure-seeker. One of the most enterprising businesswomen in
the country, she also is one of the most philanthropic, having pledged
to give away her entire fortune – most of it during her lifetime.
Born into a family of Texas leaders – her grandfather was
oil magnate H.L. Hunt – Miss Hill developed a lifelong thirst
for knowledge and an ingrained desire to give back to the
community in which she was raised.
President of LH Holdings, a real estate, tourism and venture
investment ﬁrm, she is an inquisitive traveler and lifelong
athlete who has trekked, skied and snorkeled in more than 100
countries. She credits her broad experiences, both at home and
overseas, for keeping her grounded and “open to the incredible
needs of others, all over the world.”
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President of the Lyda Hill Foundation, an organization
that supports increased understanding of nature and science,
the celebrated civic leader had her ﬁrst foray into business
development in 1967, when she founded Hill World Travel.
The agency quickly became the largest travel agency in Dallas
and was one of the largest in the country when she sold it 15
years later.
Her many real estate preservation projects include the awardwinning redevelopment of the Fort Worth Stockyards, which
transformed the area into a historic tourist attraction.
Countless nonproﬁt organizations have beneﬁted from
Miss Hill’s leadership as chairman or president, including the
Visiting Nurse Association of Texas, the Dallas Chapter of the
World Presidents’ Organization, the Crystal Charity Ball, the
Junior League of Dallas, the Dallas and Texas Chapters of the
American Heart Association, Easter Seals North Texas and
the Women’s Texas Golf Association. She chaired the Public
Affairs Committee of the Southwestern Medical Foundation
Board of Trustees for many years and now serves as an
Honorary Trustee of the Foundation.
In addition to her volunteer leadership, she has made
multiple seven-ﬁgure gifts to many Dallas organizations,
including to UT Southwestern for the Lyda Hill Endowment
for Systems Biology (see pages 22-23).
She has received numerous awards and honors, including
the Betty Ford Individual Philanthropy Award from Susan G.
Komen for the Cure; the Luminary Award from the Committee
of 200; a Lifetime Achievement Award from the Volunteer
Center of North Texas; and distinguished alumnus awards
from the Hockaday School, Hollins University and
Leadership Dallas.
In the 1980s she launched the Volunteer Connection, an
enormously successful pilot project she created in the Dallas/
Fort Worth area to promote volunteerism. The initiative, which
was widely duplicated nationwide, received high honors from
local and national leaders and earned the prestigious President’s
Volunteer Action Award. The project also earned Miss Hill a
spot on the President’s [Ronald Reagan’s] Advisory Council on
Private Sector Initiatives.
She describes her most recent business ventures as
“philanthropreneurial.” She is particularly proud of her work
with the Garden of the Gods Park in Colorado Springs,
where she summered as a child and still has a second home;
her conservation efforts in the Arctic Ocean; and her new
biomedical research company, Remeditex.
Spirited, candid, and unpretentious, Miss Hill sat down with us to
talk about her past accomplishments and future ambitions.

Q: You are widely regarded as a trailblazer. You’ve
already succeeded in so many different arenas,
yet you continue to take on more every year.
Where do you get your boundless energy?

You know, I think I was just born with it. I’ve never been a
person who likes to sit still for very long. The older you get,
the harder it is to stay in shape, so I exercise seven days a week
and try to stay active year-round. I hike in the summer, ski
in the winter, and do all kinds of things in between. I love a
good challenge, and I try to stay on my feet. There are a lot of
entrepreneurs like me, who don’t like being in boxes, and I
think that has continued to be one of the driving forces behind
a lot of the things I do. I don’t like being penned in.

Q: You’ve joined a handful of other great philanthropists, including Warren Buffett and Bill and
Melinda Gates, in committing to giving away the
majority of your wealth during your lifetime. Can
you please explain how you arrived at such an
important decision?

Warren Buffett and Bill Gates started an organization called
The Giving Pledge last year with the realization that there were
a whole lot of people who were philanthropic, but who might
need peer support when deciding how and where to donate.
They also thought they could encourage billionaires to become
role models for others who are inclined to give. I was eager to
join because I wanted to meet those folks and knew I could
learn from them. I’ve also found that it’s easier to make the
money than it is to give it away right. We, as a group, can afford
to do things that most people cannot, but with that comes a
high level of responsibility. I have no qualms about giving all
my money away, but I want to make sure it’s done in a way that
is truly impactful.
Q: How do you go about choosing a cause or
organization to support?

I’m a bit of a risk-taker, so I sometimes seek out organizations
that are underserved or projects that are off the beaten path. No
matter who you are, I believe you have to look to the future, so I
try to ﬁnd ways that [my support] will help not just now, but 25,
30, 40, even 100 years into the future. I don’t think people want
handouts; they want opportunities to work, to preserve what
they have, and to learn life skills. I always keep that in mind.
Q: You recently created a $100 million company,
Remeditex, with the mission of developing early-stage
biomedical science programs and making Texas an
international hub for biotechnology. Please tell us
about your passion for this ﬁeld, and why you think
it’s so important for global advancement.

Q: Who or what have been the greatest inﬂuences
in your life?

In many ways I’ve modeled myself after my mother, who
was always involved in so much. As a kid, I went along with
her when she volunteered, and it just became a part of life. I
remember her taking me to what is now Easter Seals, and how
excited I was the day I got to crank letters through the postage
machine. [The experience] also gave me the opportunity to
work with disabled people, which I think made me look at
things very differently.

There’s a big gap in getting work out of the lab and into a format
that venture capitalists can invest in, so I created Remeditex as a
means of ﬁlling that void. Scientists will tell you that, until you
have someone who’ll put some money into their research, it’s not
going anywhere. The reason for the gap is that the failure rate
is so high, so most philanthropists simply won’t take that level
of risk, and traditional grants often run out before the research
is commercially viable. Scientists refer to this gap in funding as
the “the valley of death,” because that’s where so much research
dies. We have many medical schools in Texas, but so much of
the research being done just isn’t seeing the light of day. I want
Texas to be a hotbed of venture capital investments, and I want
people to know that – if they want to invest in life science – this
is where they need to be.
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Q: You created the Volunteer Connection in our
community years ago, which promoted
volunteerism throughout the Dallas-Fort Worth
area. What motivated you to start the organization,
and what was the philosophy behind it?

Everybody can volunteer; everybody can contribute. It’s just
a matter of ﬁguring out what organization ﬁts your priorities.
Volunteer Connection really was created to solve a problem. In
a mobile society like ours, there are a lot of people who want
to volunteer, and a lot of agencies that need the volunteers, so
we wanted to ﬁnd a way to put them together. I initially just set
out to prove that it could work, but it was so overwhelmingly
successful that I didn’t need to prove anything. The model
eventually was replicated in 70 cities across America. Although
the original Volunteer Connection is gone now, the need is still
great, so we’re creating a new organization – Voly – that will use
social media to help people connect with each other and with
volunteer opportunities. We need to reach young people and
make them realize that the most fun you can have in life is to give
to others. The real rewards come from what you give, not from
what you get. It’s an old saying, but anyone who has spent any
time volunteering knows it’s true.
Q: What do you think the future holds for you
personally?
Q: The guiding principal behind the Lyda Hill
Foundation is “Science is the answer.” Can you
please explain why this idea has become so
central to your philanthropic life?

I truly believe that every issue our world faces – poverty, disease,
climate change, or war – can be successfully approached in a
scientiﬁc way. Whatever our problems are, science can help
solve them. Even things that people don’t conventionally link to
science, like crime and other social issues, can be examined in a
scientiﬁc way. I also think that science has so much to teach us –
and it is often the one “truth” about which people can’t argue.
Q: You have served a leadership role at
Southwestern Medical Foundation for nearly two
decades and were instrumental in guiding the
publication of Perspectives magazine. Why have
you continued to support the organization?

I’m practical. I love and need to see results, and Southwestern
Medical Foundation helps UT Southwestern deliver them in
spades. It has created thousands of jobs, produced great science,
and pushed the boundaries of technology over and over again.
It is a wonderful part of our community and one of the best
medical institutions worldwide. You never know what you have
at home until you travel, and I’ve traveled quite a bit. We have a
jewel here in Dallas, and I want more people to recognize it.
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Q: If you could have the opportunity to solve one
problem related to health and medicine, what
would it be?

I guess it would have to be cancer, which has touched my life
in a very personal way. I was diagnosed with breast cancer and
had my ﬁrst mastectomy 33 years ago, and my family has lost
a number of people younger than I am to the disease. And,
frankly, cancer impacts everyone in some way. It is such a
complex disease that I also think that when we ﬁnd the answer
to cancer, we’ll ﬁnd the answer to a lot of other things.
Q: You are a lifelong athlete and a vocal advocate
of physical ﬁtness. Please explain why you feel so
strongly about exercise?

Science tells us that exercise helps you live longer; it’s as simple
as that. When you’re ﬁt, disease comes later in life and is less
likely to take you down. And, beyond that, exercise is one of
the things that makes you feel good about yourself, particularly
in light of all the dietary challenges that Americans face. I
also believe that our attitude about aging has a lot to do with
how we age, and there’s a large segment of the population that
needs a change in attitude. It’s not the number of facelifts; it’s
the number of workouts that is going to make the difference.
You’re given this body, and what you put in is what you’re
going to get out.

I’m so excited, because there’s so much to do. There’s so much
to learn. They say the older you get, the more you get like you –
and I think that’s deﬁnitely the case for me. I’m getting to
explore things I’ve always loved – science and medicine. This
is the next chapter in my life. The ﬁrst, when I was young, was
the learning chapter; and then I had the entrepreneurial chapter,
when I concentrated on building businesses; and now I’m lucky
enough to be in the philanthropy chapter.
Q: How do you feel about being honored with the
Charles Cameron Sprague Community Service Award?

Being recognized by your peers is always the most special honor
of all. I’m delighted that I’ve identiﬁed projects that people have
wanted to be a part of through the years, and I’ve been fortunate
to have led organizations that people have wanted to join. If
you run in front of the band fast enough, you’ll look like you’re
leading it! You have to get out there early! It is particularly
wonderful to receive an award named for Charlie Sprague, who
was a great leader. I’m also moved to be in the phenomenal
company of all those who’ve received this wonderful honor
ahead of me.
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