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			To my mother, Gloria Barron,

			who guided many others on the trail

			and 

			To my good friend

			who has always lived his life

			by the ideals in this book

		

		
	
		
			PREFACE

			BY ROBERT COLES, M.D.

			What follows are stories about individuals who have made a great moral difference in the lives of so many of us who are eager to find our way through life productively and meaningfully. T. A. Barron—an American writer with many stories to tell us, be we children or far along in years—has chosen to look backward and upward in this book. He introduces us to some brave and selfless people from the past who have followed the summons of their conscience, even when such a response has meant death. And we also meet many more people, nearer to our own time, who have stood exceedingly tall ethically, no matter what dangers they faced.

			For this book’s author—as well as for us, his grateful readers—the “heroic life” of such remarkable people can become a most instructive and helpful guide. As the title of this book reminds us, right off, we can cover great distance while here alive! We hike (as Tom Barron stirs us to consider) across the seasons given us by luck, chance, and circumstance. And so we seek directions—not to mention some sense of the overall point of the particular journey that is ours. In a sense, then, this book offers moral companions for this trip we take: people assembled for us to know their lives, their words, and their deeds. The result is a psychological and spiritual gift that will enrich us as we head across our given spell of seasons toward that last moment when life departs.

			As I read this book, and encountered the honorable and courageous people it celebrates, I marveled at these vulnerable human beings who did so much good, no matter the odds against them. Barron thought of certain “heroes”—people who gave others a vision of what is desirable, but, even more helpful and inspiring, of what is possible. Their decisions made, words spoken, and acts taken send a loud and clear signal to the rest of us. So as we hike along, take our various steps, choose our own pathways, and keep our eyes open for detours—whether challenging or dangerous, enlivening or deadly—these heroic people will be very much with us. They will be there in our thoughts while we take our promising or perilous strides through life.

			The “hero’s trail” of this book is meant to be the reader’s possible privilege. We are given moral stories, examples, and qualities that will help us be more knowing and kindly every day—both with ourselves and with others who are near us now and later at our side! Here then, ahead, is a map that graces us with the ideas and ideals of other travelers who dared to put their thinking into action.

			Many of us will be glad, for sure, that T. A. Barron took the time, and called upon the energy, to connect us to the moral giants in this book. Here is so much grace to regard closely, to hold tight in mind, heart, and soul, as we keep moving on our own hiking trails through life.

			—Robert Coles, M.D.

			Robert Coles, M.D., child psychologist, is the Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Children of Crisis and The Spiritual Life of Children.

		

		
	
		
			Every great journey begins with a single step.

			—Lao-tzu

		

		
			INTRODUCTION: THE POWER OF HEROES

		

		
			As I walk along the trail of life, sometimes strolling and sometimes stumbling, one thing is clear:

			We all need heroes. We need them to be our guides on this often twisting and difficult trail. For heroes, real heroes, can help us know just how far we can go, just how high we can climb.

			Today, it seems, we need heroes more than ever. Why? Because our modern society is seriously confused about something important—the difference between a hero and a celebrity.

			A celebrity is defined by fame. That sort of status comes from qualities that are easy to spot—a good throwing arm, a pretty face, a lovely voice, or a great dance move. All these things are nice, of course. And they can be very entertaining. But they aren’t usually the kinds of qualities that make a lasting impact on the world.

			A hero, by contrast, is defined by character. And character is about qualities that aren’t visible at all—until they show up through actions. Actions that can quite literally change the world.

			Qualities like courage. Perseverance. Generosity. Com-passion. And hope.

			Or you could put it this way: A hero is someone who, faced with a tough challenge, reaches down inside and finds those qualities. That person could be a girl or a boy; a prominent leader or the neighbor next door; a member of any race, culture, or economic group. But in every case, it’s someone whose special qualities of character make a real difference.

			To be sure, some heroes become so well known they also become celebrities. Abraham Lincoln is one example. So are Nelson Mandela, Jane Goodall, Anne Frank, Wilma Rudolph, Albert Einstein, the Dalai Lama, Mother Teresa, Helen Keller, Chief Seattle, Ruby Bridges, Confucius, Beethoven, Marie Curie, Leonardo da Vinci, John Muir, Benjamin Franklin, Rachel Carson, Mohandas Gandhi, and Martin Luther King Jr.—just to name a sampling.

			Yet the two ideas remain quite different. For a celebrity, what counts is fame. For a hero, what counts is character.

			Still, you might well ask two key questions:

			What does it really mean to be a hero?

			Who can be one?

			Those two key questions are what this book is all about. My hope is, in the pages that follow, you’ll meet some people whose examples will offer some answers.

			To start with, let’s remember that many heroic acts aren’t at all dramatic. Sometimes it takes courage just to walk down the trail of life. Yes—just to keep walking, to keep trying, to keep going even when we stumble or twist an ankle or get lost.

			Yet each step we take—each choice we make—can make a difference. And sometimes, that difference can be truly heroic.

			Maybe you know some people who do that—and who inspire you to do that, as well. They are real heroes, even if their songs are unsung. And they’re all around us!

			These folks hold our lives together. They’re always there for us. They keep us going no matter how hard the trail or high the climb.

			How? Simply through their unselfish devotion to helping others, supporting families, teaching children, protecting the environment, seeking peace, and so much more. You see, these heroes don’t want fame or glory or money. Quite often, they don’t even want credit for what they’ve done. No, they just want to help.

			Lao-tzu, the Chinese philosopher, pointed out long ago that even the greatest journey begins with a single step. That is true, and well worth remembering. But frankly, I would have said it differently: Every journey begins with a single person. A hiker—and whatever inner qualities he or she brings to the trail.

			That’s true whether the journey is long or short. It could be a full-blown expedition to traverse a whole continent, or a brief side trip to explore a slot canyon. Among the many young heroes we will meet in the coming pages, some embark on lifelong expeditions—to triumph over blindness or polio, to fight discrimination, or to bring a bold new idea into the world. Others take strenuous side trips, ones that require great courage and determination. But in every case, it’s the inner qualities that define the hero—and the hero’s journey.

			Just how do we reveal our inner qualities? Through our choices. For every choice matters, whether it’s big or small, conscious or unconscious, repeated or rare. And every choice is an expression of who we are.

			Our choices, then, are like footsteps. Each one takes us farther down the trail, affecting the route we take, the pace we set, and the deeds we do along the way. In addition, each one is shaped by two primary forces: our own inner selves, and the trail itself—the landscape of life.

			In this way, our inner qualities shape our choices. Our choices become our footsteps. And our footsteps become our journey.

			Hold on, you might object. Is it really true that anyone can do something heroic? If so, why is that so hard to believe?

			Part of the trouble is that people—especially young people—hear a whole lot more about celebrities than about heroes. That’s true today in every form of media, whether electronic or print, audio or visual.

			Worse yet, young people are too often treated as nothing but consumers—as a target market for advertisers. The underlying message of this media blitz is that people’s self-worth comes from what they buy—which drink, which shoes, which car, which phone. Not who they really are deep inside.

			How can this be changed? By thinking of ourselves not just as consumers—but as creators. Yes—creators of our own lives, our own futures, our own worlds.

			And how does that happen? One way is simply to share the stories of heroes, whether from the world of fiction or from real life. We can take heart from people who have struggled against great obstacles and found the inner strength to survive—and maybe even to triumph.

			There is a potential hero, a future difference maker, in every one of us. Each person, from whatever background, is a bundle of untapped energy—a positive force who can help others along the trail of life.

			That’s especially true of young people. Which is why, more than a decade ago, I founded a national award to celebrate young people of all descriptions who are making a positive difference to our world. Now the Gloria Barron Prize for Young Heroes (named after my mother, who was a real hero in my life) honors twenty-five terrific young people every year. You will meet many of them in the pages of this book.

			Regardless of age, gender, race, culture, or economic background, these amazing people have shown that even the youngest among us can make a genuine, lasting impact. Just as they can inspire us all.

			All it takes, really, is belief. For if we believe in our own power . . . we just might use it. The more we cherish our highest ideals, the more we’ll honor those ideals in words and deeds. And the more we believe that what we have to say matters—the more we’ll realize that we, ourselves, matter.

			And now . . . are you ready for a walk? Come with me, then, as we meet some remarkable trail guides—young people who may seem, at first, different from one another in every possible way.

			Except one. These young people, when they found themselves on a rough part of the trail, all made the same surprising discovery: They reached down inside and pulled out the qualities of a hero.

			Before we start walking on the hero’s trail, let’s pause briefly to check our gear. For this trip we won’t need the usual stuff—boots, sleeping bag, or tent. Don’t even bother to bring a traditional compass.

			The hero’s journey requires different things altogether. Perseverance, for a start. Plus plenty of courage, creativity, and hope. And let’s not forget that essential survival tool: a sense of humor. Also a special kind of compass, one that’s carried not in your pocket but in your heart.

			All right, then—let’s hit the trail. Enjoy the journey!

			—T. A. Barron

		

	
		
			I am grateful for the courage of youth.

			—Eleanor Roosevelt

			Chapter 1: HEROES OF COURAGE

			All morning we hike. Shafts of light slice through the dark spruce   trees. Resins, tart and sweet, fill the air. The trail seems very quiet . . . though every few minutes, a wild mountain wind howls across the ridge, shaking the treetops and sprinkling us with needles.

			“Time to eat!” you announce, looking hopeful.

			“For a kid like you, it’s always time to eat.” I point at your arm in a sling. “Even with your broken arm.”

			You grin. “So when do we eat?”

			“As soon as I get this stone out of my boot.”

			“All right,” you reply. “I’ll go ahead and find a good spot. But don’t take too long, or I’ll eat both our lunches.”

			“Quick as a wink,” I reply.

			You stride off. I lean back against an old spruce that creaks with every gust of wind, and start unlacing my boot.

			At that instant, a powerful gust rips through the trees. It shrieks like a locomotive. Branches sway and rattle; cones litter the ground. My own tree bends—then suddenly snaps. Shards of wood shoot into the air.

			I dive out of the way, but not fast enough. A huge branch crashes down on my chest! I struggle to lift it. But no—too heavy. It’s hard to breathe. Even a little.

			“Help!” I cry, hoping you’ll hear. But my voice is swallowed by the wind.

			Again, I try to shove the branch aside. But it’s no use. I twist, trying to wriggle out from under its weight. Pain burns through my chest. I can’t move. Can’t breathe . . .

			Just then you dash toward me. Despite your own injuries, you grab the branch and heave. Sweat beads on your brow. And you’re shaking with pain.

			Slowly, the branch starts to budge. You look as if you’re going to faint, but you keep lifting.

			At last . . . it’s off! The branch falls to the ground—and you almost do the same. All I can do is gasp for air.

			“Don’t worry,” you say. “We’ll get you out of here.” You try your best to smile. “Quick as a wink.”

			•   •   •

			Courage takes many forms. Sometimes, as in the hiking episode above, courage must be summoned in an instant. And sometimes it must be sustained over long periods of time. But in every case, that courage can change everything.

			Let’s start by looking at courage in crisis. One instant you’re a companion or just a passerby—and the next instant you’re called on to help. Maybe even to save someone’s life.

			For this kind of hero, there is usually no warning. Everything around you seems calm. Quiet. And then—an emergency explodes right in your face.

			“I am not afraid of storms, for I am learning to sail my ship.”

			—Louisa May Alcott

			That moment of crisis can be all it takes to change an ordinary, everyday person into a hero of courage. That is, if he or she has the right stuff down inside. But here’s something fascinating: It’s very hard to know if a person has the makings of this kind of hero before a crisis actually happens.

			Take, for example, the final voyage of the Titanic. In the frenzied moments before the great ship sank, many passengers panicked. Because there weren’t enough lifeboats to go around, some people trampled others to get on board. Others, who had already found a lifeboat, used oars to beat off any newcomers. And yet . . . at the very same time, some passengers volunteered to stand aside so that others could be saved. Some even led more feeble people into lifeboats, then went back to help again.

			Or take another example from more recent times:

			On September 11, 2001, Americans suffered an attack by terrorists who were driven by hatred, arrogance, and cowardice. Those attackers destroyed thousands of innocent people’s lives, as well as the World Trade Center in New York and part of the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. But they didn’t come close to destroying the heroism of our people. Hundreds of dedicated firefighters, emergency workers, police officers, and ordinary citizens showed the courage to plunge in and try to help—even when that put their own lives at risk. Some rushed into the collapsing buildings; others sacrificed themselves on a threatened airplane to prevent even more deaths. And after the attack, people from all around the world responded with literally millions of acts of compassion and support.

			What made all this possible? Why were some people in those terrible situations able to act so heroically?

			Character. It took a mixture of several character qualities, including generosity, steadfastness, love, loyalty, and courage.

			By the way, every example of heroism in this book—as in life—reflects a mixture of qualities, not only one. But in most cases, one quality seems to rise above the rest. And, in these cases, I think, it’s courage.

			Exactly how does true courage show itself? And how do the essential ingredients of courage come together in a person so that, when the crunch time arrives, that person does what’s most needed?

			For clues, let’s start by looking at two examples of courageous young people—one from history and one from legend.
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			One day in 1607, crisis suddenly struck the village of a Native American girl named Pocahontas. Her name meant “playful one” in the language of her people, the Potomac tribe of Chesapeake Bay. But on that day, when she was just twelve years old, Pocahontas was forced to choose between her playful ways and something deadly serious.

			It probably started out like an ordinary morning. Pocahontas would have been doing her morning chores, gathering corn or weaving a basket, when suddenly shouts filled the air. Tribal warriors had captured John Smith, leader of the settlers who had established the new outpost of Jamestown, Virginia. Though the tribe had been friendly at first to the newcomers, goodwill had given way to mistrust. Now Smith, judged guilty of trying to destroy the tribe, was being dragged to his death. Seconds later, Chief Powhatan—the father of Pocahontas—raised his stone club to smash the intruder’s head.

			Pocahontas could have just ignored the whole thing. After all, she had plenty of chores to do. And besides, Smith was an invader. Not to mention a white man, who wore strange garb and spoke a whole different tongue. And who was Pocahontas to interfere with the tribal elders? With her own father?

			So many reasons to do nothing! Yet Pocahontas had a choice. To act or not. To walk the tougher trail—or stay safely uninvolved. And she had just an instant to decide.

			My guess is that she realized that this man, for all his strangeness, was still a man. A human being, like herself. And if she didn’t help him—right then on the spot—no one else would. So she bravely dashed over and threw herself in front of him.

			After a tense moment, her father lowered his club. John Smith lived.

			“I have been terrified every day of my life, but that has never stopped me from doing everything I wanted to do.”

			—Georgia O’Keeffe

			Now, let’s compare that example of courage with another one—a fabled boy from an old Dutch tale, Peter of Holland.

			Every
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