
If you mention ‘hero’ when talking about New York, most will think of the fireman from 
911. Heroic deeds like theirs stand out in a city that is often thought of as cold and brash.  
I was in New York recently, and met some pretty extraordinary people, in fact I think they 
were everyday heroes. And do you know- there wasn’t a fireman, or policemen, nurse, or 
even wealthy philanthropists in sight. They were ordinary people like you and me. But in 
their own way, they’re just as much heroes as those incredible firemen. Each one of them 
realized that by doing something to help others made their world a better place.   

Well that’s not so extraordinary, but what makes them different to most is that their lives 
are richer because they have acted on that realization. They have made a difference to the 
lives of others and in turn their own, because they see themselves and others as one.  

Here are a few of their stories.

EVERYDAY HEROS
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Gloria Stoga is watched over in her office by a picture of  Arrow’, a Labrador puppy they adopted in 1990 when he was 
released from a guide-dog school for medical reasons.  Gloria was amazed to discover how much time, effort, love and 
money ($25,000) was behind each guide dog’s training.   A large part of the dogs training is socialization at the hands of 
‘puppy raisers’.  After some research, she decided to leave her job, and devote herself fulltime to founding a non-profit 
organization dedicated to training prison inmates to raise puppies to be guide dogs.  Puppies behind bars (www.puppies-
behindbars.com) was formed in 1997 and with Gloria’s belief and efforts overcame resistance, placing 5 puppies in New 
York State’s only maximum-security woman’s prison that year.  The programme is now in 7 men’s and woman’s prisons. 

Many of the men in prison are in for murder, and have had a life of feeling they’re not worth anything.  A low level of 
education means many never have had a good job, and are used to being told they are terrible people because they have 
been in trouble all their lives.  But with the puppies, the tough stuff goes out the window and they feel they are given a 2nd 
chance.  They care and nurture for the dogs 24 hours a day, learning responsibility, love and attachment, and can hold the 
dog and say “I love you”.  

The programme transforms the lives of the inmates through giving and receiving unconditional love, working as a team, 
learning responsibility and patience.  It brought tears to my eye to hear the toughest inmates say “the illusion that I’m not 
worth anything is shattered because someone has trusted me, in fact, trusted me with a life”.  They are given hope, and 
the precious ability to feel like human beings again, knowing they are doing something to help others.  I wonder if Arrow 
looking down from that picture, knows he has guided more than he could ever imagine.

GLORIA

Loren Linder’s soft spoken calm shows an inner peace, perhaps from not taking himself too seriously, but looking out-
wards to others. He has done a few things in his own life from being a performer in a rock band, to a fund raiser for an arts 
service organization.  

A few years ago he started volunteering with the organization called Youth at Risk.  (www.nyyouthatrisk.org ), realizing 
his life feels different when he takes the focus off himself.  It is hard to be depressed or sedentary, realizing the impact he 
makes on someone else’s life.  He gets to confront his own battles and demons, and discover things about himself, while 
being there for someone else.

For the last 9 months he has been mentoring an 18 year old transgender called Jocelyn who has been living as a female 
since 14.   Estranged from her father, she has sunk to being on the street, and recently been arrested and sent for a brief 
stint in prison.  Hours sitting with her on the sidewalk in her moments of crisis has gained her trust, and he has been able 
to show her she is at a fork in the road, and engage her in her dreams.  She realizes now that what it takes to realize those 
dreams may not be the fun thing at the time, but can state what her goals are, and see what she needs to do to achieve 
those goals.

Loren says “to see the smile on her face when she knows she is moving in the direction she wants; to hear she has gotten 
up and gone to school, because that’s what she said she would do” makes him feel like he has accomplished something.  
“Everything else seems inconsequential (thinking of yourself first), and that wouldn’t have my own life moving forward, 
but stagnant”  “That would be moving backward, and you might as well be dead.”

LOREN

Walter Geier is 83, living in Queens, and has a sparkle in his eye that makes you want to stop and hear whatever he has to 
say.   In the late 60’s Walter and his wife Joan were concerned with the unfairness in the system, and economic inequality 
of life for most African-Americans.  Walter felt that what this minority lacked in particular were the skills and confidence 
to start and run successful businesses.  Businesses that could employ thousands in their communities giving them eco-
nomic power.  Joan kept pushing him, asking what could we do about this? Walter felt there needed to be someone to train 
and be a source of information,  saying “they should teach this and that!” Joan was relentless in asking who the ‘they’ was.  
After scouring libraries and finding no courses or books available on the subject, he decided that he would have to do it 
himself in the one night each week he had spare to commit to it.

Walter sent out 25 letters to his business associates and colleagues asking for help in setting up interactive workshops, 
thinking if he got 5 replies, they would have something to start with.  He determined that if he didn’t hear from someone, 
he would not mention it again with them.  Walter got 25 calls within the week.  One to say “you can’t train someone in 
business, it has to be in your blood”, but all 24 others were excited, and were willing to volunteer their time, expertise, and 
boardrooms to hold the classrooms in.  No one was thinking of financial gain, but an individual feeling of personal social 
responsibility. 

The Workshop in Business Oppportunites  (www.wibo.org) is a free interactive workshop that started in Harlem in 1966 
with 15 students, and ran for the next 32 years without funding, relying on volunteers, and free office space.  It is now run 
in thirty locations in eight states and American Indian reservations.  These workshops empower an average of 500 minor-
ity owned business per year.   People who didn’t know where to look for help are learning how to start and run their own 
business, doing fantastic things for their families and communities.  Looking at the smiles on graduates and their family’s 
faces I’m sure makes Walter happy he had that one free night a week.

WALTER



Lindsay Sablan is so passionate about the mission of City Year she is leaving New York soon to help start the programme 
in Los Angeles.  Her face beams a beauty and peace, as she talks non stop about the difference the programme is making 
in peoples lives. 

Started in 1988, City Year (www.cityyear.org) was founded on the belief that one person can make a difference.  Through 
its programmes, young people volunteer for a year of service in schools and disadvantaged communities, getting up early 
on Saturday mornings to undertake service projects, or serving in schools where they are great role models, giving kids 
safe places to learn and have fun.  

Lindsay sees service work as a huge part of her life, quoting a former UCLA basketball coach as saying: “You can’t live 
a perfect day without doing something for someone who will never be able to repay you.”  Lindsay does national service 
because she feels it allows her to give in a way that is much more productive, genuine, and heart-felt than any other.  

“It’s nearly impossible to resist the smile on a little girl’s face when she walks down a hallway painted with vibrant murals 
by volunteers earlier that day” she says.  Getting kids excited about the classroom in school is priceless.  Planning a service 
day and seeing hundreds of people happily serving an under-resourced community early on a Saturday morning sends out 
ripples of hope.  “It puts me in awe to see so much good.  So often society’s focus gets stuck on crime, celebrity gossip, 
criticism, warfare, and all the negative issues.  Service work brings attention to the potential that every person has to help 
the world.  Service brings people together to recognize and actively change society in a positive way.  I am but one person 
in the national service movement, but I am one more person that is creating change.”  

LINDSAY

Ted and  Sofia’s 11 year old daughter Hallie was walking her dog outside her house and was hit and killed by a 4wd.  In 
going through her things, the parents discovered these words on the first page of her old kindergarten notebook:  “people 
be nice to each other.  Love, Hallie” 
This was one of over a thousand beautiful, moving essays, stories, and poems she had written, many inspiring and poign-
ant, dedicated to making the world a better place.  “Superheros” is one of them.

Superheros
“Superheros don’t have to be big guys in red capes or cute little powerpuff girls. Superheros can be those people that you 
see picking up trash, on your way to school. It can even be somebody who helps replant forests. They can be people who 
help at animal shelters, or donate money or food to homeless shelters. Or helping an old lady across the street, or feeding 
a friend’s pet while they’re away. I know that most kids (while growing up) want to be the kind in red capes. But I want to 
be the kind of superhero that I just described.”

Hallie was a superhero!  She had $398 in her dresser drawer she had saved from sharing lunches, and asking for peoples’ 
change with the aim of sending it to help kids in sub-Saharan Africa. 

Hallie’s passion and commitment inspired her family, friends and neighbours to create a foundation in her honour called 
“LOVE, HALLIE” (www.lovehallie.org ).  Several months later this foundation presented $10,000 (along with Hallies’ 
$398) to Oprah Winfrey who flew to Africa to hand over the money to Kids Haven, a shelter in the East Rand to help kids 
affected by aids.

Now, MJ, Hallies older sister, is inspiring people to get involved, working towards controlling Malaria, the leading killer 
of kids in Africa.  MJ says:
 
“I am driven not only by my sister’s inspiration, but by the knowledge that every second, people are experiencing unneces-
sary pain.  A child dies from malaria every thirty seconds in Africa, and it is entirely preventable.  When this is the case, 
passive conversations and sympathy just don’t cut it.  Not helping when there is something you can do is an ethical crime. 
I am a person of positive actions, and I take them.”

“There is no greater feeling than knowing that you’ve saved someone harm, of helping another individual to a happier, 
healthier life.  I value true happiness, and I receive it every time I feel I am a part of making this world a better place.”

HALLIE



Sam Griffin is a bit shy to discuss herself, as we met over coffee in the little French café in her lower east side neighbour-
hood.  She is much more comfortable being on the other side of the spotlite, being a fashion television producer by day and 
a documentary filmmaker when she can fit it in.  Her first feature documentary won the Director’s Award at The Hearts 
& Minds Film Festival “civic action through the cinematic arts” (www.thepooldocumentary.com).   But as she reluctantly 
tells me about what she does for others on her weekends, you can see her passion for compassion burning through her.  For 
the last 8-9 years she has spent two hours a week at Cabrini Center for Nursing and rehabilitation (an old folks nursing 
home) taking residents to and from Saturday mass, amongst other things.  

When asked where the interest in helping others came from she replies “perhaps from my mother, and grandmothers, who 
always seem to have people that they are looking after.”  I also live a long way from family and home so I hope that some-
body else is looking out for my grandmother in the way I look out for somebody else’s in New York. 

She goes on to say:  ”I think it’s our responsibility as a member of society and our communities to not just take and take.  
On the flip-side, I also feel that there is Karmic reward for “good deeds”.  My friend says I just do it to guarantee my way 
into heaven.  Getting up two hours earlier on Saturday morning doesn’t hurt me or cost me a thing, but it does bring some-
thing to the old people who wouldn’t get to mass otherwise (and that is important to them).
“Also, I actually just enjoy many of the residents that I visit with each week.  I look forward to seeing them (well, some; 
not the ones that notice and tell me when I’ve put on weight).”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHRISTIAN MUSHENKO   www.mushenko.com.au 

SAM

Peter Mandlestam is a man of action.  I was lucky to catch him between meetings, and when he turned up he struck me a 
bit like a humming bird: wings folded, looking like a politician in a grey suit.   But when he was in flight telling me about 
his latest project, you could see the dynamic, iridescent powerhouse.  

He credits his sense of social responsibility and drive as a gift from his parents, who were both actively involved in social 
causes.  While in highschool he signed up for a tutoring project helping kids from poorer neighbourhoods, giving him a 
sense of the terrible conditions some people lived in.  From there he began his career as a project manager for the city of 
New York, building and preserving affordable housing.  More recently he founded the non-profit Solar Technology Insti-
tute, working with the UN to provide training, and fundraising to make solar energy available in developing countries.  

His current venture is a company called Blue Water Wind (http://www.bluewaterwind.com), developing offshore wind en-
ergy projects in the US northeast.   He prides himself in these projects bringing clean, stable-priced and renewable energy 
on stream, despite huge amounts of government red tape.  When asked what motivates him in the face of constant obsta-
cles, he says: ““An insurmountable problem is a series of small steps and challenges to be overcome.  I am very aware of 
the moment-to-moment state, which helps me not to be overwhelmed.  Fourteen hours later I have made huge progress 
rather than getting discouraged.” He also loves what he does everyday, and can’t believe he gets paid to do what he loves 
so much.  Perhaps this comes from knowing he is fulfilling his personal imperitive to leave the world in a better place.

He remembers his father telling him when he was terminally ill, that what mattered wasn’t how much money he had earn’t 
as a lawyer in his life, but what he had done to help people.  This moved Peter to realize “life is about the work you do that 
is meaningful and you tell your grandkids about”.  He is working on that legacy.

PETER


