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Hero.  It is such a simple word, yet it has so many different interpretations.  What 

is a hero?  Superman?  Hercules?  Abraham Lincoln?  Martin Luther King Jr.?  Parents?  

Michael Jordan?   When asked this question, the first thing that came to mind was all the 

unrealistic superheroes I have come to know through comic books and movies.  Some 

people may see a hero as a tall, muscular man that comes to save the day or the athlete 

that just made the gaming winning shot.  However, with more thought I realized that 

heroes are all around us in every day life; all we have to do is take a step back and make 

some time to notice them.   

 Throughout history, many prominent figures stand out as being heroes.  Our 

sixteenth president, Abraham Lincoln, was seen in the eyes of all slaves as a hero.  His 

creation of the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, led into the idea for the 13th 

Amendment, which abolished slavery and is continuing to prohibit it today, gave all 

African-Americans hope for a better life.  Unfortunately, after the freeing of the slaves 

they were still highly discriminated against until more individuals stepped up to struggle 

for individual rights.   

In the fight for civil rights, Martin Luther King Jr. was seen as one of the key 

heroes in that uphill battle.  King stood up against racism in a time when it was extremely 

dangerous to do so.  One hundred years after the freeing of the slaves; King led the 

March on Washington, delivering, at the end, one of the most famous speeches in history, 

“I Have a Dream.”  King will always be seen as a hero to all African-Americans in the 

past, present, and future for standing up for what he knew was right, in a time when it 

was so risky to do so and encouraging other to join in.     



 Batman, Superman, Spiderman, the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Hercules, and 

Wonderwoman are all examples of what the fictional media wants us to view as a hero.  

Millions flocked to theaters to watch the three movies of Spiderman.  They watched as 

Peter Parker saved the day from villains, in his quest to get his girl, Mary Jane.  This past 

summer, Batman starred in another film of his own, “The Dark Knight.”  This film 

produced a number one box office rating for several weeks as fans gathered in theaters to 

watch their so-called hero save the city from the Joker.  Most of these movies, TV shows, 

and comic books that involve this “superhero” saving the day and getting what he wants 

at the end, but is that really what a hero is?  According to the Merriam-Webster’s Online 

Dictionary a hero can be, “A  mythological or legendary figure often of divine descent 

endowed with great strength or ability (or) the central figure in an event, period, or 

movement.” 

The complexity of the word “hero” comes into play when there are conflicting 

points of view on a person.  One person may see someone as a hero when, in fact, 

someone else may see them as a villain or a terrorist.  For example, Adolf Hitler, in our 

eyes can be easily thought of being one of the cruelest people in history for murdering all 

thousands and thousands of innocent human beings during the Holocaust.  However, to 

his followers he said exactly what they wanted to hear even though, without them 

knowing, he would turn around and do something completely different.  In their eyes he 

was a hero.  Is it possible for someone to be a hero and a villain?   

On September 11, 2001 heroes were made in many different ways.  The terrorists 

that sacrificed their lives to kill so many of our fellow Americans were seen as heroes 

back in their home country.  In our eyes, they were ripping apart family after family and 



beginning a countrywide panic.  Many American heroes were made on that day.  United 

Airlines flight 93 was planned by the terrorists to hit the White House; however, those 

plans were short lived.  A group of passengers heard about the two airplanes that had 

already crashed into the World Trade Center and they took action against the terrorists 

who planned on taking their plane down.  Because of their bravery hundreds of lives were 

saved.  Numerous other individuals were named heroes on that day, from the firefighters 

that worked at ground zero, to the numerous civilians that tried to help people to safety, 

to the New York City mayor, Rudy Giuliani, for trying to comfort NYC when it was in a 

state of disaster. 

Nation-wide heroes may be remembered the most, but all of the local heroes add 

up to make the biggest impact on individual lives.  A couple years ago, Alena, from 

Hawaii, and her grandfather got stuck in a sinking car.  Alena’s grandfather instructed her 

to go into the backseat and get the last gasp of air; after taking that final breath, Alena 

tried taking another one but only got water and was fully immersed in the murky 

darkness and passed out.  Larry, a bystander standing on the shore, jumped into the water 

after only seeing the debris and bubbles on the surface; he was completely unaware of the 

submerged car.  He went in the dark water completely blind of what he would find; after 

quickly feeling the car, Larry eventually got the backdoor open and felt Alena’s hair.  He 

got a strong grip on it and pulled her to shore along with the help of others.  Her 

grandfather was pulled to shore shortly after by firefighters.  He passed away not much 

later after being revived.  On Oprah’s show, Alena had this special message for Larry, 

“You are my hero, and I think that you're a person that would risk your life, basically, to 



save a stranger and that's really admirable, and you're strong and quick thinking, and 

without you, I think it could have turned out a lot differently"(Oprah). 

 During that same year, Amy Hawkins, mother of two, risked her life to save her 

sons, Jair and Cole.  She realized that a storm was approaching their house and hurried 

her boys into a corner in her basement.  Amy laid on top of her sons just as the tornado 

was about to hit the house.  Later, when rescue workers showed up, the three were found 

huddled together under a pile of bricks; Jair and Cole only suffered minor injuries, while 

Amy was uncovered with a broken back, making her paralyzed from the waist down.  

Rescue workers from the scene made it clear that if Amy hadn’t covered up her children 

they could have died or suffered from major injuries.  On the Oprah show Jair said, “My 

mom saved me and my brother's lives, and she is the biggest hero that I know” (Oprah).   

Taking away from Alena and Amy’s stories you make the assumption that you 

can only be a hero from saving someone’s life; however, from childhood to adulthood 

our individual definition and understanding of a hero will grow with us.  When I was 

little my hero was my big brother, Ryan, I wanted to be just like him; I followed him 

everywhere.  I remember one time my brother stayed home on a Friday night just to play 

games and watch movies with my younger brother, Eli, and I.  You could clearly see the 

joy on my face the whole night because I was so happy I could spend the night with him.  

My other hero just happened to be my favorite TV character for that week and I always 

made sure that was clear to everyone.  As I have matured, my thought of what a hero is 

has gone more in depth.  I have pondered about how big of a gesture one has to make in 

order to really be called a hero.  Do they have to save someone’s life to become a hero?  

As I see it, the answer is no.  There are silent heroes all around us, many of them we are 



too busy to open our eyes up to see.  We never give full credit to all of the little heroes 

that have built the steps to where we are today, like our teachers, coaches, family, friends, 

and counselors.  The simple gestures they make to help us in their free time to improve 

our lives is what makes them heroes in my eyes.   

Each one of us has that certain hero or heroes in our life, but few of us see them 

all.  Our heroes represent the best of ourselves.  Even though the dictionary defines it as, 

“a man admired for his achievements and noble qualities; one that shows great courage; 

the central figure in an event, period, or movement” (Merriam-Webster) and others, true 

heroes are defined by their accomplishments.  As it turns out we don’t have to dress up in 

spandex suits or make a game winning shot to be a hero.  A hero is your best friend, Rosa 

Parks, your older brother, your parents, soldiers, Spiderman, your grandma, your 

counselor; it is someone who has made a significant impact on someone else’s life to 

change it for the better, not just in the present, but in the past and the future too.  
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