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‘

A HERO CAN BE ANYONE, EVEN A MAN DOING 

SOMETHING AS SIMPLE AND REASSURING AS 

PUTTING A COAT AROUND A YOUNG BOY 

’

S SHOULDERS 

TO LET HIM KNOW THE WORLD HADN’T ENDED.

’

- Batman 

I want you to picture a hero. Who are you imagining? Someone 

who can fly? Turn invisible? Lift a car off someone with just their 

little finger? Someone in an uncomfortable-looking costume and an 

expensive-looking car? 

Most people don’t think they’re hero es. In fact, even after people do 

incredibly brave things, they’ll often say something like: ‘I’m not a 

hero, I’m just an ordinary human being’. 

This made me wonder what it actually means to be a ‘hero’. Can 

an ordinary human be a hero too? Could I ever be a hero? What 

about you? 

 

Before I wrote the book you’re holding now, I wrote about the 

lives of three hundred different people for a series of books about 

individuals who dared to be different. Each person was chosen 

What Is a Superhero?

What Is a Superhero?
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because they did, said, sang or made something that improved the 

lives of those around them. Some of them made discoveries among 

the stars, some put their lives on the line for peace, some raised 

money for those less fortunate than themselves and others spread 

joy through music, literature or art. 

To me, each of those people were hero es. Why? Well,

 I would d

 I would d

efine

efine

 

‘

hero

hero

’

 like this: 

 like this: 
A hero
is someone who 
wants to live  
in a better world 
and decides
TO DO SOMETHING 
about it.

That’s the definition I believe to be true, at least. If you look ‘hero’ 

up 

in the dictionary, it might say something slightly different, but this isn’t 

a dictionary, it’s my book and I get to decide what it says. (It could 

say ‘pizza is a vegetable’ or ‘headlice make good pets’ if I wanted it to, 

though I’ll try to keep things as close to the truth as possible.)

The cape-wearing superhero es in our films and comics still fit nicely 

into this definition: they want to make the world a better place 

and they all try to do something about it. Whether they were born 
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with supernatural powers or slowly 

developed their abilities through 

painstaking practice, hero es try to help 

others whenever they get the chance. 

Batman wants to rid Gotham of crime. Black 

Panther protects Wakanda. Superman clears 

crooks off the streets of Metropolis. Wonder 

Woman even seems to spend a lot of her time 

fighting in the Second World War. 

And our world is filled with people like this, too. They may not leap 

between buildings or soar through clouds, but that do esn’t mean they 

haven’t devoted their lives to making the world a kinder, safer, better 

place. They have found and developed skills, passions, talents and 

beliefs, and these become the ‘superpowers’ which they use to help 

others. Some spend their free weekends running marathons to raise 

money for charity. Others feed the homeless on the streets of their 

cities. A few dive into caves to rescue trapped children. Some children 

grow and cut off their own hair to make wigs for people who have lost 

theirs. Others notice someone at school being bullied and decide to 

stand up for them. 

There are so many ways we can be forces for good that almost every 

passion, talent, interest, knowledge, strength or skill can be put to use. 

Whether you want to rescue llamas, end bullying, discover vaccines, 

cook for the hungry or play the trombone for those who need cheering 

up, I hope there’s something in this book that will inspire you to find 

your superpower and use it for good. 
But not all heroes wear capes.
?
?
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1

 Earmuﬀs were invented by Chester Greenwood when he was just fifteen, and on December 17

th

 1903  

  the Wright Brothers made the ﬁrst ﬂight in their plane. 

Since learning about the lives of so many people, I’ve become much 

better at quizzes than I was before, I can tell you who invented 

earmuffs, and I know what year the first plane took to the skies.

1

 But 

more importantly than that, I’ve started to understand what it means 

to be a hero. 

This book is my attempt to tell you what I’ve learned. Along the way, 

I want to introduce you to some of my hero es. Most of them aren’t 

particularly famous. Most of them think of themselves as ordinary 

people. But all of them have done extraordinary things. 

If you’re anything like me, you might sometimes feel quite daunted 

while reading about the lives of so many incredible people. How 

do I compare? you might be thinking. How will I ever join the ranks 

of those amazing people? The good news is that you don’t have to 

be like those people, you just have to be like you. Which is lucky, 

because … 

no one is more like you than you are. 

no one is more like you than you are. 

And once you’ve settled on just being you, you can get to work on 

honing your superpowers. It do esn’t matter how big or small they 

are, it only matters that you use them to make a difference, whether 

it’s by helping a stray cat, a member of your family, your school, 

your country or even your entire planet. 

Over the next few pages, I hope to prove that you are as capable of 

changing the world as any of the people we’re about to meet. You 

exist, you’re you, and you’re holding this book in your hands. That’s 

all you need to get started. 
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‘
SHOOT FOR THE MOON, EVEN IF YOU 
MISS, YOU
’
LL LAND AMONG THE STARS.
’

- Norman Vincent Peale

 

When I was around half the size I am now, I spent most nights secretly 

reading under my duvet by the light of my phone. I’d found a book 

called 

Hero es of Polar Exploration

 at a jumble sale. The book told 

the stories of people venturing to the coldest places on earth and, 

quite often, dying in them. These early explorers battled to survive 

in treacherous lands as they tried to gather scientific data on forces 

never before encountered by humans. Their to es froze and fell off, 

they starved, they started to see things that weren’t there and many 

spent years lost in the icy wilderness. I was obsessed. 

Soon, I was reading all I could about Antarctica and the Arctic. I spent 

my free time drawing maps. I planned expeditions across ice shelves 

and learned the different parts of a ship. When I read that Ernest 

Shackleton survived a polar winter by eating his dogs, I asked myself 

whether I too would eat my dog if I became an explorer. (I decided I 

wouldn’t and that I’d just try and remember to bring enough cheese 

and onion crisps to last the whole journey.)

1
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I have since found out that discovering your passion between the 

pages of a book is quite common. Written words can set off ideas in 

the imagination that might persist for our entire lives. Take Joanne Liu, 

for example:

1  

MSF (also known as Doctors Without Borders) is a group of doctors who oﬀer medical help to who ever in the world

    

  needs it most, regardless of who or where they are. This often means working in dangerous war zones, places that

  

  have been devastated by natural disasters and countries in which deadly diseases are spreading.

Joanne was thirteen when she read a book about a man  

working for an organisation called Me

´

decins  

sans Fronti

`

eres (MSF) in Afghanistan.

1
this is the  
kind of meaning  
I’d like to have  
in my life.

Joanne thought about that doctor

  

working all by himself in the lonely

 

mountains. She thought,
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Joanne studied hard at school and became a doctor. Nearly twenty 

years after she’d first read that book, Joanne joined MSF. She 

has since helped countless victims of disasters, wars, famines 

and diseases. 

In 2013, Joanne became the president of the entire MSF 

organisation. She led a team of over 35,000 people across 

the globe, caring for whoever needed their help.

And it all started when she picked 

up that book.
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Of course, Joanne might not be the type of hero we see in films, but if 

leading an organisation that helps people in danger isn’t heroic, then 

I’m not really sure what is. 

Like me, Joanne found her dream between the covers of a book. But 

that’s not the only place we can look for dreams. We can find them 

anywhere, which makes it important to look out for things that inspire 

us. Whenever I couldn’t find something in my bedroom, my mum 

would say, ‘It’s not going to jump out and hit you in the face.’ Unless 

I was looking for my sister, she was usually right. What also became 

clear was that the things I was looking for were never in the places I 

expected them to be. If they were, it wouldn’t be so hard to find them. 

Socks aren’t hard to find when they’re in the sock drawer. They’re hard 

to find when they’re in the fridge or the biscuit jar or the sweet tin that 

do esn’t have sweets in it anymore, just old batteries and sticky coins. 
Dreams too  

can often be found  
in the places  
where people 
least expect  
to find them.
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They can leap out of books or films or songs or games you play 

with friends. They can arrive fully formed or they can grow slowly 

inside us, as we learn more and more about certain topics, places, 

people or events. 

One friend of mine was ten years old when he went to the British 

Museum on a school trip and stumbled into the exhibit on Egyptians. 

He was instantly hooked. He’s now an Egyptologist who spends a 

lot of time pottering around ancient tombs and trying to decipher 

messages that are over two thousand years old. 

Another friend of mine was taken to the circus every year as a child 

but didn’t take up juggling until he was thirty, after years spent 

being an accountant. Juggling was a dream that had been inside him 

since childhood, it just needed a little time to come out. And now he 

performs at festivals and fairs all over England. No one has to decide 

 

exactly what they want to do with their life while they’re young.
You also don’t have 
to ever settle 
on just one dream.

Dreams can grow 

and change, as we do.
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Ellen was so captivated 

by this book she  

started saving up  

for her own boat.

For three years, she skipped  

 school meals

1

 and saved  

   enough money to buy her  

          first little vessel.  

Ten years later, Ellen 

sailed alone around the 

world on a wildly 

dangerous journey.

Take the case of Ellen MacArthur, who found herself reading an 

entirely different kind of book to Joanne or me. Ellen’s book was  

an adventure story called 

Swallows and Amazons

.

1  

I'm not encouraging you to spend your lunch money on boats. You'r

e probably human, so you deﬁnitely need food.  

   If you want to raise money for a project you care about, try asking your par

ents for extra chores or looking for small  

  bits of work like washing cars or delivering papers.
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At certain points, the nearest humans to Ellen were the 

astronauts on the International Space Station somewhere up 

above her. She was utterly alone through the raging storms.  

Ellen went on many more 

voyages and saw things 

that made her realise how 

vital it is to look after 

our planet. 
If we don't stop 
polluting the earth, 
we'll all be in  
deep trouble. 

Now retired from 

professional sailing, Ellen 

has created a foundation 

that aims to help the 

planet by reusing, recycling 

and re-purposing materials. 

She has also founded a 

trust that rebuilds the 

confidence of sick children 

by teaching  

them how  

to sail.
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From a young age, Ellen had big dreams and goals. Once she’d 

achieved them, she found she had developed new dreams that 

involved using everything she’d learned to try and help others.  

‘How could sailing improve the lives of young people?’ she 

wondered. And how could she look after the beautiful planet she'd 

spent years sailing across?

For me, that’s what makes Ellen a hero. She sailed around the world, 

realised just how much the planet needed her help and decided to 

do something about it. She achieved her dream and found a new one 

along the way. 

And just like Joanne, it all started when she picked 

And just like Joanne, it all started when she picked 

up a book. 

up a book. 

While learning about their two stories, I started to wonder what might 

have happened if neither Joanne nor Ellen had picked up those certain 

books. Would their lives have taken different paths?

 

Or

 

were

 

they 

always destined to find their way to their passions?

 

I think they would have both found their dreams 

eventually, because both Ellen and Joanne had one 

very important thing in common: curiosity. There

 

was a reason they’d opened those books; they wanted

 

to know more. However they arrive, whether it’s through

 

novels

 

or museums or circuses, our dreams come from

 

paying attention to the world. They come from being

 

curious. They drift in through open eyes and ears, like

 

seeds

 

looking for places to grow. 
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