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Foreword









How far that little candle throws his beams!




So shines a good deed in a naughty world.




—William Shakespeare









In the late summer of 1968, I watched from my bedroom window as police in riot gear battled protesters and bystanders in Chicago’s Lincoln Park. Earlier that spring, I’d heard my parents talk in hushed voices about the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. The jungles of Vietnam burned nightly on our TV screens, and the aftermath of Richard Speck’s murderous rampage—eight nurses killed right in my neighborhood—continued to dominate the front pages of the newspaper.




Those were turbulent and violent times, especially confusing for a fourth-grader. But I was fortunate, because what I recall most vividly from my childhood are not these violent images, but the stories of bravery, generosity, and heroic endeavor shared by my parents and their friends around our dinner table. It was there that my siblings and I heard about a white manufacturer who refused to build a factory in the South with two separate sets of water fountains and bathrooms for “coloreds” and whites, and a woman who left her sorority in protest because they opposed her having a Japanese boyfriend. I sat spellbound as a Jewish visitor told us how a Christian family rescued him from a war-torn Poland, raised him, and then returned him to his mother’s arms after World War II was over.




Stories like these (and there were many more) showed me how courageous, honorable, giving, and fair people could be even—perhaps especially—in bad times. Hearing these tales, I imagined myself in the shoes of the people described, confronted by similar challenges, and I hoped I’d make similarly courageous choices.




I was ten when I got the idea of starting a “good news” newspaper, filled strictly with news of good works. I realized even then that real-life stories of sacrifice, heroism, and courage make great copy. My good newspaper would trumpet the best of humanity and provide a counterpoint to the “if it bleeds, it leads” ethic that buries good news in the back pages.




I grew up, and my dream of a good news newspaper got tabled, as dreams sometimes do. But even as I went on to a career in journalism and a family of my own, the idea stayed with me. The chance to realize this childhood dream came in the mid-nineties, when two friends, the accomplished filmmakers Jeanne Meyers and Rita Stern, approached me aboutMy Hero.




They were mothers of young children at the time, as was I, and like most parents, eager to make the world a better place for their kids. Specifically, they were concerned that traditional heroes were conspicuously absent from the great grab bag of popular culture offered to our kids, eclipsed by superheroes, pop stars, and celebrities. Jeanne and Rita’s point was that heroes were still all around us, but they weren’t getting airtime.




Their solution: a web site called myhero.com, which would celebrate heroes and heroism. Here children and their parents could read and post stories of courage and inspiration to share with people around the world. This truly was my good news newspaper—only better.




The mission of the My Hero web site is to spotlight real-life stories that “Celebrate the Best of Humanity.” That’s what visitors have been doing since 1995. My hero.com now welcomes more than a million visitors each month. Clearly we weren’t the only ones starving for some good news!




The stories we receive from visitors to our web site testify to the fact that heroism comes in many shapes, sometimes unexpected. They also remind us of the boundless generosity and goodwill of our fellow men and women. Kids often write about their favorite sports idols, civil rights leaders, musicians, and movie stars. Yet there is also an unending stream of tributes paid to unsung heroes: neighbors, grandparents, nurses, or that special teacher, and, in one instance, a sister who had declared a temporary cease-fire in a particularly bitter sibling dispute—just long enough to donate her kidney to the brother who’d have died without it.




One of the privileges of working on the web site is to have a ringside seat at a steady stream of stories about remarkable heroes. Reading these sparked a question that was the catalyst for this book: “Who inspires the heroes who so inspire the rest of us?” From what reservoir do our heroes drawtheir strength and inspiration?




As you will see in the pages that follow, we have gathered a broad spectrum of contributors. Included here are military heroes, first responders, and sports greats, Nobel Prize recipients, legendary artists, and world-class scientists; world leaders and ordinary people who have done extraordinary things. Our contributors come from all walks of life and from around the globe, but if they have one thing in common, it’s this: Because of them the world is richer and brighter. These are the people who have inspired us and others, by word, action, and deed. In this book, they share stories about the people who inspiredthem.




If we have learned anything from the stories collected in this book, it’s that a single stone thrown in a pond can produce ripples that will extend farther than anyone can imagine at the moment of impact. An act of heroism isn’t quantifiable; there’s no measure of the lives it will touch. No matter who our contributors chose as heros, or why, their choices reveal how their own paths were illuminated, and by doing so shed precious light on our own.
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for The My Hero Project















Introduction









I believe in the power of heroes.




What is a hero? There are as many different answers to that question as there are people in the world, and that’s a good thing: we need different kinds of role models for different kinds of people. I personally think a hero is a leader who has a positive impact on people. A hero is someone who acts and through those actions changes the world.




Sometimes heroes make their impact by giving a voice to people who don’t have one, or by helping people to help themselves. That’s a powerful form of heroism for me. If nobody believes in you enough to show you the way, to guide and encourage you, then why would you invest in yourself? Just knowing that someone else cares can make you care too.




Hope is everything. Before you can achieve anything, you have to have a dream: as I like to say, “You have to dream it to do it.” We need heroes to show us what’s possible, through their words or by example. Watching Bill Russell showed me the kind of basketball player I wanted to be: a player who shared the ball and the credit for a win with his teammates. Spending time with Jerry Buss taught me what kind of businessman I wanted to be: a man of his word who treats people with compassion and respect, and someone who gives back to the community. Most important, watching my father night after night in my family’s home showed me the kind of man I wanted to be: a loving husband and a good father who always works hard and does the right thing.




When people think of heroes, they often think first of world leaders, people from the history books or in the public eye. I would never take away from the impact that some of those people have had; I list Martin Luther King, Jr., who stood up for our rights through nonviolence and lost his life for what he believed in, as one of mine. But, as you’ll see over and over in this book, sometimes the most effective heroes are local people you can meet and see and talk to. I first learned about business from Greg Eaton and Joel Ferguson in Lansing, Michigan—the first African-Americans I ever met who owned their own businesses. They sat with me and shared their own stories, answered my questions, and encouraged my dreams. “I want to be like them,” I thought, and seeing what they had accomplished gave me hope.




By educating and encouraging us, whether personally or just by example, our heroes help us make our dreams realities. Every successful person needed some help to get there. For me, the real heroes are the people who remember that when they arrive. A hero turns around, looks back at where he came from, and asks what he can do to bring other people along so that they can realize their own dreams. A hero does what he can to create other leaders, never forgetting that once upon a time, he was the one with the outstretched hand.




The imprint our heroes make on us stays with us forever. When I was growing up, my mother always taught me how important it is to share your blessings. As a kid, that meant shoveling other people’s driveways without payment, even though I needed that dollar! Now, sharing my blessings means all the work we do through the Magic Johnson Foundation: building clinics and giving scholarships and bringing opportunities to neighborhoods that other people thought could never change. There’s not a day that goes by in my life that I don’t use something my parents gave me, and I hope that my own children will be able to say the same thing about me.




We don’t have to look far and wide for our heroes; they’re all around us. I’m proud to raise the money to build clinics to help children with HIV/AIDS, but to me, the true heroes are the kids who struggle every day with the disease and the doctors and nurses who care for them. I’m glad I can provide college scholarships to kids who couldn’t otherwise afford it, but it’s the little girl who does her homework lying flat on her belly on the floor to avoid stray bullets from drive-by shootings in her neighborhood who really earns my respect. Where people saw a blighted urban wasteland, I saw communities that needed movie theaters and coffee shops like any other community—and I am inspired by the members of those communities who have come together heroically to make that dream happen.




We’ll always need heroes. We need people to help kids stay in school and ways to help them pay for college, and we need kids with the drive and dedication to go. It will take heroes to make sure that revitalized neighborhoods continue to flourish for the next generation and the ones after that. In particular, I see how badly we need heroes in minority communities.




As a society, we need to put heroes front and center. We need to show respect for people who have done great things and done them the right way, with integrity and hard work. We need to support people who care about other people and who will invest in our youth and our communities. We need to learn from those who have the courage and strength to take a unpopular stand and meet the consequences head-on. In the pages that follow, you’ll find many of these stories. I hope they inspire you as they have inspired me.




When heroes act, they take the concept of hope and they make it real, something you can see and feel and touch. We all have the power to be a hero within us. If every one of us grabs the opportunity to make a difference, we’re going to hear a whole lot more children saying “I have a chance,” and that’s the kind of change that can change the world.
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Muhammad Ali









“Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee…”









During the 1996 Atlanta Summer Olympics, the world looked on as a determined Muhammad Ali accepted the Olympic torch and, with hands shaking from the effects of Parkinson’s disease, lit the flame that would burn throughout the sixteen-day event. It was just one of the many times the legendary boxer and humanitarian has lit up the world.




In a career that included 56 wins, three world championships, and a gold medal from the 1960 Rome Olympics, Ali demonstrated not just pure power and athleticism, but bravery, integrity, and a generosity that transcends athletics, race, religion, and politics. In addition to his prowess in the ring, Ali dedicated his life to fighting for his own and others’ civil rights.




With his legendary charm, wit, and steadfast allegiance to his principles, Ali has become an iconic figure who inspires those who share his personal views—and those who don’t. Beloved and respected around the globe, he has made an impacton many continents. Just before the start of the first Gulf War, for example, Ali negotiated the release of fifteen hostages held in Iraq. He has been honored as a United Nations Messenger of Peace and is a major contributor to numerous humanitarian causes throughout the world, donating both publicly and anonymously. In 2005, the Muhammad Ali Center opened its doors in Louisville, Kentucky, to help young people “find greatness within,” by focusing on the themes that have carried Ali so gracefully through his own life: confidence, conviction, dedication, respect, spirituality, and generosity.
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Nelson Mandela is my hero. His story has come to symbolize the struggle against the apartheid machine in South Africa. Apartheid, the terrible, and often violent, institutionalized racism that for so long held South African society in its grip, was not an easy policy to fight against—especially since he was oppressed within the system. Mandela understands what it means to fight against enormous odds; he went to prison for nearly three decades for his work, because he knew there was no alternative. He believes that every human being is of equal value.




Mandela is my hero because he survived many years of life as a subject of colonialism. As a child in Africa, Mandela was a victim of the European colonial project that involved “civilizing” indigenous folks by silencing African lifeways in favor of so-called Eurocentric high culture. Perhaps finding his Xhosa name, Rolihlahla, too cumbersome or primitive, a teacher assigned him the decidedly more English “Nelson” when he was a student at a British colonial boarding school.




Mandela is my hero because he embraces all people like brothers and sisters. He is one of the greatest civil rights leaders in world history. Mandela is my hero because his spirit cannot be crushed. Imprisoned for his political views in the early 1960s, Mandela refused to compromise his position, which was equality and justice for all people. He sacrificed his own freedom for the self-determination of all South Africans. He is courageous and uncompromising.




Mandela is my hero because he is a man of great personal honor, strength, and integrity, but he was always fighting for something greater than himself, and that was the freedom of an entire nation. It is painful to imagine that this man, who radiates so much love, who espoused so many truths, could have spent so much of his life in prison.




Mandela is my hero because he triumphed over injustice, and not in a small way. Almost unimaginable just a few years before, Nelson Mandela became the first democratically elected president of South Africa in 1994 and served in that position for five years.




More than anyone in the world, Mandela embodies the hopes and dreams of a true, lasting justice and equality, not just for South Africans but for all people. It is Mandela—through his unselfish and constant presence on the international stage raising awareness about AIDS, peace, debt relief, the environment—who most inspires us to think responsibly of our fellow man and of our planet.




Nelson Mandela has always inspired me to think beyond myself, to think of people in the wider world as part of a common humanity. I am blessed by his friendship. I love him for what he has accomplished, for what he has been through, for his journey forward. He remains a hallmark of what itreally means to give of oneself selflessly—which is, indeed, a gift for us all.
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Dr. Robert Ballard









There’s something about Dr. Robert Ballard that brings out the inner nine-year-old in all of us. Maybe it’s his stories of discovering buried treasure, giant worms, and underwater volcanoes. Or the robot submarines he designed to explore the sunken decks of theLusitania,the Bismarck,and Brittanica.Or the fact that he descended 12,000 feet in 1985 to find one of the most famous shipwrecks in history, the RMS Titanic.




With over a hundred deep-sea expeditions to his credit, Ballard moves through the underwater landscape with the precision of a scientist and the excitement of an explorer. His new work in the Black Sea has unearthed ships that date to the time of Ancient Greece and the Phoenician trade routes. This legendary oceanographer is also the founder of JASON, a project that allows hundreds of thousands of children to learn about deep-sea exploration interactively. In this way, Ballard is able to share his sense of wonder and discovery with a whole new generation of explorers.
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The desire to explore is the most natural thing in the world. We’re born with it. Can you imagine spending your whole life in a closed room, without ever trying the knob on the door? Not a chance! You’ll jiggle that handle at the first opportunity. Unfortunately, too often in childhood, the pilot light of our curiosity gets blown out. I was lucky; mine never did. I grew up in San Diego, surrounded by the sea, and I was obsessed with movies like20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, Journey Beneath the Sea, Sea Hunt, Mr. Peabody and the Mermaid, andCreature from the Black Lagoon. I dreamt of travel and exploration, of great journeys and discoveries. Many of the characters I was introduced to then became my heroes, and remain so today: Jason and his Argonauts, Odysseus, Captain Nemo, and Captain James Cook. Mythical or real, they were all great explorers, and all of them were larger than life. My heroes weren’t perfect, but I think there’s something to be learned from the more flawed aspects of their personalities as well. Most of them didn’t ride into the sunset with a “Happily Ever After.” Cook died because he made a mistake. He turned his back, and got into a situation from which he couldn’t extract himself. Jason’s wife killed their children after he betrayed her. Nemo, fictional though he may be, was a very angry man. He didn’t process the anger, and it consumed him. Those are things to watch out for.




If I had to distill the one thing that I’ve learned from my heroes, it would be leadership. All of these men were great leaders. I always find myself asking, how did they get people to follow them into harm’s way—and how did they bring them back alive? Cook was proud of how few men he lost. A forty percent mortality rate was standard on most crews, but the numbers on his ships were much, much smaller. He worried about the people under his command, and took care of them. That, to me, is the sign of a great leader. Tragically, huge numbers of his crew died later of disease in the Dutch Indies; it broke his heart.




Joseph Campbell (another one of my heroes, an explorer of the mind) has said that life is “the act of becoming”; one never arrives. Everyone’s on a journey, making a trip through time and space. Explorers—like Jason, and Odysseus, and Captain Cook—just do it in an orchestrated way. Their journeys are epic ones. I have found that their journeys have a predictable pattern to them, and I have found, over the course of my life, that mine have, as well.




All the great journeys begin with a dream. Christopher Columbus said, “I want to find a western route to India.” For Jason, it was the Golden Fleece. For me, it was theTitanic. That dream is the driving force, the impetus, the quest. Life is a giant quest, and in many cases, we never get the answer. But that should never extinguish the desire to know.




Once you’ve embarked on your journey, that’s when you discover how important preparation is, because Neptune will always test you. All of my heroes were tested. It took Odysseus ten years to get home! Preparation has a lot to do with how you survive that test. When you read Cook’s journals, you see a committed, intelligent, disciplined, patriotic man; I admire those qualities in him. He did his homework. And he was cool under fire, which is a necessity when you lead; for an explorer, it can often mean the difference between life and death. But it takes more than preparation or a cool head, because the hardest part of Neptune’s test is always the test of your heart, your passion.




My heroes have taught me that failure is a given, and it is the greatest teacher you’ll ever meet. The real question isn’t “How can I make it through life without screwing up,” but “What will I do when that happens?” Will I—canI—process the failure? Odysseus had enough passion to keep getting back up off the mat, no matter how many times he was knocked down. Jason had it, Cook had it, and Nemo had it. You have to have it, in order to pass the test.




When the test is passed, Neptune pulls back the veil of secrecy and there’s the truth. But the quest is not yet finished. As far as I’m concerned, the journey of a true explorer is not over until you have shared the truth you have discovered with the world. That’s what an explorer does—he comes back, and communicates what he’s learned. He educates. He doesn’t just say, “I had a great time.” He says, “I collected all this information, and I made all these maps, and I brought back something to share with society.” That process is vitally important, not just for the society it enriches, but for the explorer. Sharing what he’s learned releases him, so that he can dream again. That’s one of the reasons that I’m a big believer in passing the torch. There’s no question in my mind that the golden age of exploration is in front of us, not behind us. We’re reaching out with the Hubble telescope to the edge of the big bang. We’re probing the moons of Saturn. We’re looking for life on Mars. There’s a staggering amount still to learn, just about the inside of the human body alone. New frontiers are everywhere we look.




The next generation is going to smoke us. They’re going to blow us out of the water the way we blew our parents’ generation away. The school kids that I talk to, the graduate students who come out to sea with me—they’re the next Odysseuses, the next Cooks. It’s an honor to think that a story I tell them or something I can show them might inspire them the way the stories of Jason and Nemo inspired me. Because these kids are going to go where no one has gone before. They’re going to stand on our shoulders and see things we never dreamed of seeing—and I, for one, can’t wait.
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Yogi Berra









Yogi Berra is an American original, almost as renowned for his inimitable philosophy as he is for his baseball brilliance. No other sports figure has more entries inBartlett’s Familiar Quotations,and no other player in the history of baseball has won more championship rings. Yet what truly makes him a beloved national treasure may be his humility, kindness, and genuineness.




Perhaps no more unlikely-looking an athlete ever strode onto a playing field. In fact, Yogi’s squat, gnome-like body inspired caricature and jokes. Yet there was nothing funny about how he rose from barefoot sandlotter to Hall of Fame heights as catcher for the New York Yankees and one of the greatest dynasties in sports history.




Lawrence Peter Berra, the son of Italian immigrants, was born in St. Louis on May 12, 1925. He got his nickname when some of his childhood buddies saw a resemblance between him and an Indian fakir they’d seen in a movie. Though he quit school at age 14 to help support his family, he had a genius for playing the game that transcended his physical configuration. His unlikely baseball odyssey was interrupted by World War II, when he served in the Navy and participated in the D-Day invasion of Omaha Beach on June 6, 1944.




In a playing career that spanned 17 full seasons (1947–63) and the “Golden Age of Baseball,” he appeared in a record 14 World Series, 10 of which the Yankees won. Astonishingly agile defensively, he was also one of the game’s greatest clutch hitters and won the Most Valuable Player Award in the American League three times. As a manager, he won pennants in both leagues, with the Yankees in 1964 and the Mets in 1973.




Despite becoming a national celebrity, he’s been delightfully unchanged by it all. He’s faithfully devoted to his wife of 56 years, Carmen, and the rest of his family, which includes three sons and 10 grandchildren. The values reflected in his life and accomplishments—respect, tolerance, and sportsmanship—inspired the creation of the Yogi Berra Museum & Learning Center, on the campus of Montclair State University in New Jersey, in 1998.




[image: space]






Where I came from in St. Louis is called The Hill. It’s strictly an Italian neighborhood, most people there came from the Old Country. My pop, Pietro, was one of them. He came from Malvaglio, a little town in northern Italy, around 1913. He couldn’t speak much English. But he found steady work as a laborer in the brickyard, and coming from where he came from, felt lucky to have it.




The Hill was no slum. It was a respectable neighborhood. People worked hard and lived in small, brick bungalows. Those houses were handed down to family members, generation to generation, and still are. To me, the Hill will always be a special place, where family and church and sports were the important things. It’s where my Pop worked hard trying to support us five kids—Tony, Mike, John, me, and my younger sister, Josie. Today, Josie still lives in the Hill, in our old house at 5447 Elizabeth Ave.




Pop was the boss. He had rules and you’d better obey them. If you were late for Mass or forgot to go to Confession on Saturday afternoon, you’d catch heck. With Pop you better live up to your word. Tell him you’ll be home a certain time, you better be there. Like when the 4:30 whistle blew at the Laclede-Christy brickworks. My job was to run to the tavern to get a tankard of beer for him and bring it home. If the beer wasn’t on the table waiting for him, I’d be in trouble, and I knew it.




He never liked me playing ball. Being from the Old Country, he still wasn’t used to the ways of America. He didn’t believe you could make an honest dollar chasing after balls with a stick and a glove. “Baseball? A bum’s game,” he’d say. He’d always get mad if I came home dirty or with torn pants.




All the kids on The Hill lived for sports. We played in the street, in the schoolyard, and in the park. We played every game there was, soccer, baseball, corkball, football, even boxing.




Of course, things got a bit tough during the Depression. Money was something you had to think about a lot. It bothered Pop that my brothers were more interested in playing than working. They were all real good ballplayers, too. Tony was the oldest, everyone called him “Lefty.” He was a pitcher and outfielder, the best player on The Hill, and the Cleveland Indians wanted to sign him. But Pop said “No” and no it was. So Tony went to work in Ward’s bakery. Mike and John were also real good amateur players—both the St. Louis Cardinals and Browns were interested in them. But Pop would have none of it. Mike got a job in the shoe factory and John waited tables at Ruggieri’s. To Pop, these were honest jobs, something to depend on.




I still remember watching my brothers play—they were gifted players. When I was about 12 or 13 they played a barnstorming black team whose catcher was Josh Gibson. Mostly, though, I loved to play and that’s all I did. Me and Joe Garagiola, my buddy from across the street, organized a sports club called the Stags. We used splintered bats and taped-up balls and we played and played.




I didn’t care much for school in those days. So after the eighth grade, I quit to go to work, like my older brothers. I worked in a coal yard, on a Coca-Cola truck, and Mike helped my get a job at the Johansen shoe factory. It helped put a few dollars in the household. But I never kept a job for long—it interfered with my ballplaying. I was playing American Legion ball when I was 15, that’s when I first got the nickname “Yogi.” A couple of years later, my Legion manager Leo Browne arranged for me to try out with the St. Louis Cardinals. But Branch Rickey, who was running the Cardinals, wouldn’t give me a $500 signing bonus he gave to Garagiola. I thought I was doomed to work in some shop or factory, like my brothers.




But after the 1942 season, Browne told John Schulte, a Yankee coach who came from St. Louis, that the Yankees could sign me for $500. Schulte was going to come to our house with a contract. I couldn’t have been more excited, or more depressed since I knew Pop wouldn’t go for it.




I rushed home to talk to my brothers. That night after dinner, Tony, Mike, and John had a long argument with Pop. They lobbied hard for me, saying it’s what I had to do, it’s my life, it’s my chance. They kept saying baseball was a business, people pay to see it. And look at DiMaggio, he’s Italian and making good money playing baseball.




My brothers might’ve been better players than me. But I was the lucky one. They ganged up on Pop that night, pleading with him to give me the chance they never got. They even told him they’d work extra to bring home more money to make up for me. When Pop finally said yes, my life changed forever.




When someone asks me about my heroes that’s easy: It’s Tony, Mike, and John, my older brothers. I’ve never forgotten their sacrifices. Not only of their own dreams, but of their efforts on my behalf. They were good men, dedicated to family their whole lives. They are all gone but I remain indebted. During my playing days with the Yankees, I once told Pop if he had let my brothers play he would’ve been a millionaire. He said, “Blame your mother.”
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