
Jean Guttman 

 
     No physical monument marks the passage of Jean Guttman’s life — no obelisk, no plaque, no 

gravestone. Such markers could never capture her character and its impact, which will instead 

live on through her devoted family and friends. She was a brilliant, caring, gentle, and generous 

woman who helped and inspired nearly everyone who crossed her path. 

     Consider the people she invited to live in her house. Sylvie Vandermousen-Evrard, a high 

school exchange student from Belgium, spent 8 months at Jean and Allan Guttman’s home in 

Scarsdale, New York. Sylvie quickly came to call her “mommy” and became part of the family. 

Boonoom Thyraththongsay was a Southeast Asian refugee who also lived with the Guttmans. 

Jean helped him learn English, find a job, drive a car, and taught him how to negotiate life in 

American society. Soon after his arrival, Boonoom began to call her “Mom.” When Jean moved 

from New York to Newton, Massachusetts after Allan’s death she offered help to a friend and 

her two children. The family needed a stable residence and she invited them to move in with her. 

Her close relationship with the children continued even after the death of their mother, and up to 

the moment of her own death. Jean threw open her house whenever she saw an opportunity to 

help — including the person who repaired her house, and the granddaughter of an old friend. 

When people knocked, she opened the door. 

      Jean always maintained a beautiful garden, nurturing it and coaxing even the most reluctant 

flowers and vegetables to bloom.  That nurturing green-thumb was also reflected in Jean’s 

connections with children. Her favorite position was on the floor next to a child, deeply engaged 

in play or conversation. She was sensitive to the vulnerability of young children and devoted 

herself to protecting them and helping to ensure they were properly educated. After she 

graduated from Cornell University, she attended classes at the Bank Street College of Education. 



Throughout her life she volunteered or worked at a variety of programs with a special focus on 

children. She helped sustain an early day care center for children of women who could not afford 

other care in White Plains, New York and was active in the founding of the Westchester Ethical 

Culture Nursery School. When she moved to Newton she volunteered at the “Visiting Moms” 

program of Jewish Family and Children’s Services — a program of home visits to new mothers 

feeling isolated. She also volunteered at an early intervention program dedicated to helping 

families with children at risk for developmental delays. And she was a devoted and much loved 

volunteer at the library of the Mason Rice School and at the Newton Public Library.  

     Not only did Jean Guttman’s generosity and care extend to the world at large, but also to her 

friends and loving family —her three children, 7 grandchildren, 7 great-grandchildren, in-laws, 

and nieces and nephews. Just as she was to so many others, she was momma, mother, mopper, 

Grandma Jean, and Grammy to us all. She will be remembered every time we listen to a child 

laugh, see flowers bloom, or open our doors to offer help. 

 
 


