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Irene Lee

“Did you hear about the rose that grew from a crack in the con-
crete? Proving nature’s law is wrong, it learned to walk without having 
feet. Funny it seems, but by keeping its dreams, it learned to breathe 
fresh air. Long live the rose that grew from concrete when no one else 
ever cared.”

–Tupac Shakur (1971-1996), The Rose That Grew From Concrete

What is a “hero”? If you asked me this question 
several years ago, my answer probably would 
have been something along the lines of “Super-

man” or “Wonder Woman” — someone powerful, impor-
tant and fearless. Back then, heroes were the characters you 
saw in comic books or TV shows. They were different from 
everyone else, and the only way you could be one was if 
you had lived inside the TV screen or within the pages of a 
pulp-fiction book.
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I was born and raised in a small city called Her-
cules, located in the eastern part of Northern 
California’s Bay Area. My parents, who im-

migrated to the U.S. in the 1970s, settled in Cali-
fornia after they were married to raise my sister 
and me.

Like most first-generation immigrants, my 
parents were hard working, working-class, small 
business owners who went through a dozen dif-
ferent “mom and pop” stores by the time I en-
tered high school. When I was younger, if I wasn’t 
helping out at their stores, I rarely saw them dur-
ing the week. For as far back as I can remember 
(and until this day), they worked seven days a 
week, fourteen hours a day to pay for the bills, 
put food on the table, and sent my sister and me 
to school.

My hometown was really small, really di-
verse, and had a large immigrant community. All 
throughout elementary to high school, my friends, 
classmates, and teachers were of all different eth-
nic and racial backgrounds. In high school, our 
entire student body consisted of mostly Asian 
American, African American and Hispanic stu-
dents with a smaller number of white and other 
ethnic groups. 

But even as multicultural as my community 
was at the time, I often felt detached from my own 
ethnic and racial identity as a Korean American/
Asian American student. Why? Well, being born 
a second-generation Korean American, I felt like 
my values, beliefs and interests were different 
than my parents, for example, who were raised 
in Korea. I spoke mostly English at school and 
at home. I didn’t like Korean food growing up (I 
know, insane, right?). And even though most of 

my closest friends were Asian, I found myself try-
ing to avoid things or situations — like the “rice 
rocket” Asian racer crews at school or watching 
the Korean video rentals my parents would bring 
home every week — that made me look or feel too 
stereotypically Asian. 

I didn’t feel close to my Korean roots or Asian 
American identity — not because I was necessar-
ily ashamed of it, but more because, back then, I 
didn’t feel like I had a history or community to 
look up to and be proud of. Growing up, I felt that 
Asian Americans and other ethnic minorities 
didn’t have much of a place in the media, in society 
or even in history textbooks. When I turned on 
the television to watch my favorite show, flipped 
open a magazine or studied for my next U.S. his-
tory test, Asian American faces and names just 
weren’t there. I felt like the Asian American com-
munity was invisible in mainstream society. 

In elementary through high school, although 
I learned a lot about African American history 
through lessons on the Civil Rights Movements 
or the making of colonial America, none of my 
classes ever taught me about the histories of Chi-
canos/as, Latinos, American Indians or Asian 
Americans. In history class, I wrote plenty of 
study note cards and five-paragraph essays on in-
fluential leaders like the Rev. Martin Luther King 
Jr. and President Franklin Roosevelt. But some-
how, the names of figures like Fred Korematsu 
or Philip Vera Cruz never came up on an exam 
question or were even mentioned in assigned 
readings. 

It wasn’t until I took classes during college 
in ethnic studies that I began learning a whole 
other part to U.S. history — a part that honors 

“When I turned on the television to watch my favorite show, 
flipped open a magazine or studied for my next U.S. history test, 
Asian American faces and names just weren’t there. I felt like the 
Asian American community was invisible in mainstream society.”
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the contributions of Asian Americans and other 
individuals of all different ethnic and racial back-
grounds. 

One of the first stories that I learned about in 
an Asian American Studies class was of the Vin-
cent Chin case. I remember seeing a black and 
white photo of Lily Chin standing at the center of 
a stage, up at a podium, looking out into a crowd 
of people and images of her son’s picture posted 
on picket signs behind her. This image immedi-
ately caught my attention because here was this 
first-generation Chinese woman who, at the time 
barely spoke English, but still found the courage 
to speak up against hate crimes and reach out to 
communities of all colors to come together and 
promote awareness. For me, this image spoke to 
the way people of color across the country share 
common experiences and can relate to one an-
other, despite our different backgrounds or the 
misunderstandings we have about each other. 
Because when it boils down to sink or swim, do 
or die, all people of color in this country fight 
against the battle of being ignored and treated 
unequally.

After having learned about the experiences of 
more leaders like Fred Korematsu, Beulah Kwoh, 
or Philip Vera Cruz, the meaning of the word 
“hero” to me now has nothing to do with being 
different or more special than everyone else. In-
stead, it has everything to do with finding power 
in the most unlikely places and people. 

In a society like ours, where everything from 
the color of your skin to the way you wear your 
hair could make you a subject of criticism, it isn’t 
easy to find the courage to speak up for yourself 
and others. Martin Luther King Jr. once said that 

faith is “taking the first step even when you don’t 
see the whole staircase.” In that case, I would say 
then that a “hero” isn’t someone who has super-
human strength, a flapping cape or the ability to 
single-handedly rescue people from collapsing 
buildings. Heroes are not unlike you and me. 
They are ordinary people who make the extraor-
dinary decision to stand up, against the odds, and 
fight for what they believe in and the people they 
love. The heroes of this book, like so many others 
throughout history, not only dared to dream up a 
better world, but also took action to find out what 
it would take to live in it. 

So then, what makes an ordinary person a 
hero? It is the courage to jump in headfirst 
(while you don’t always know where you’ll 

end up), always remembering where you came 
from and never giving up on the hope for a better 
tomorrow. 

Although each one of these heroes came from 
different walks of life, they share one simple but 
important thing in common. They were all just 
regular people who found the courage to fight 
for what they believed in. None of the heroes and 
civil rights leaders in this book came from a rich, 
famous, or even privileged background. Most 
of them were immigrants, part of the working 
class, and did not have the opportunity to pur-
sue a higher education, like going to college. In a 
way, they were the underdogs of society, the anti-
superhero. But still, these people were able to in-
spire national movements, overturn U.S. federal 
laws and make their issues, and the issues of oth-
ers, known to the public. 

“For me, this image spoke to the way people of color across the 
country share common experiences and can relate to one another, 
despite our different backgrounds or the misunderstandings we 
have about each other. Because when it boils down to sink or 
swim, do or die, all people of color in this country fight against the 
battle of being ignored and treated unequally.”
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In spite of all the barriers they faced, these in-
dividuals refused to sit in silence while their 
voices, hardships and the people they loved 

were being ignored. And in their struggles, they 
not only fought for their own rights, but also 
crossed racial boundaries and reached out to 
different communities. For me, it is that kind of 
deep compassion for others and fiery determina-
tion that defines what a true hero is.

Remembering what the late rap artist and so-
cial activist Tupac Shakur said about the rose that 
grew from concrete, the failures and triumphs of 
these heroes remind me never to underestimate 
the power of my own voice. Like the rose, that 
defied nature’s laws by blooming from a crack in 
the concrete, we have the power to defy our own 
odds and achieve what we want most. No mat-
ter how small or unimportant you or I might feel 
in this world at times, each one of us has what it 
takes to do something and be someone important 
in society. 

The chapters in this book have more to do 
with than just letting you, the reader, learn about 
what these people were able to accomplish in their 

lifetimes. The story of each individual is a way for 
us to know of and be inspired by the heroes of our 
past, pass the torch, and find ways for you and I 
to understand what it means to inherit this lega-
cy. In other words, the pages of this book should 
not be about memorizing bullet-pointed history 
facts, tucking that knowledge away in the back of 
our minds, and pulling it back out when an exam 
rolls around. Instead, it should be about taking in 
what we now know about the past, looking to the 
future, and discovering that we have the power 
to shape what that might look like in the years 
to come. You and I are a part of today’s genera-
tion, society, and world. It is up to us to continue 
the legacy that leaders in history like Rosa Parks, 
K.W. Lee, Cesar Chavez and so many others have 
helped build. 

You and I have the ability to do something 
important — right now, today — to make a dif-
ference in your life, others’ lives, and our society. 
The question is not whether or not we have the 
power to make change, but it is how we plan on 
doing it.

“Heroes are not unlike you and me. They are 
ordinary people who make the extraordinary 
decision to stand up, against the odds, and 
fight for what they believe in and the people 
they love. The heroes of this book, like so many 
others throughout history, not only dared to 
dream up a better world, but also took action to 
find out what it would take to live in it.”

Photo: Irene marching with fellow strikers at a Fall 2008 demonstration 
held in Long Beach, California, in protest of Proposition 8.PH
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What We Can Do

Take a step back and think about what is most important to you. What issues interest 
you and what can you do to get involved? Here are some ways you and I can make a posi-
tive difference in our own communities and society:

•	 Get active on campus. Find a club on campus that does activities that really inter-
ests you and join it. Be an active member and tell your friends about it! Joining a club that 
you’re really into is a great way to meet other students that share the same interests and 
goals as you. Not only can you use your involvement in a school club to voice your opin-
ions and become a part of an organized group, but you can also learn what it takes to set 
a goal, work with others, and find ways to help each other to achieve your individual and 
group goals. 

•	 Reach out into your local community. Start by getting involved in your local orga-
nizations. For example, your local church, sports teams or community service groups are 
great places to start becoming an active member of the community and contributing to 
a great cause. By becoming active in local neighborhood groups, you can practice how to 
communicate with a group of people, voice your opinion, and become a better leader in 
your own community. 

•	 Volunteer for service learning projects. Think about something you’re really inter-
ested in and then find a place to volunteer for it. For example, if you really like working 
with younger kids, find a daycare or an after-school program that needs volunteers to 
work with kids in areas like math or English tutoring. That way, you can do something that 
you find fun and feel good about, while making a positive impact in someone else’s life! 

•	 Get out the vote. Voting and being involved in the political process is one of the 
most important ways that you can get your opinions heard. If you’re of voting age and 
haven’t registered to vote, go to your local DMV, Post Office, or other government office 
where you can fill out a registration form and get more information about voting. The 
mayor of your city, the laws that get passed, and the president of the United States of 
America is chosen based on your votes and mine!

•	 Want to find other ways to make a difference? While voting is an important way 
to make a difference in government policy, it is only one of the many ways you can get 
involved. Go research online, volunteer for a political campaign or write letters to your lo-
cal government officials. Learn about what types of issues are affecting your community 
and find out what your mayor, governor or other local officials are doing about it. It is just 
as much our responsibility to make sure the officials we vote for and elect are properly 
addressing our communities’ needs as it is to vote. The future of our cities and the types 
of laws that will affect us today and in the future is in our hands. So, stand up for what 
you believe in and make your voice heard. Your opinions and beliefs are important and 
can and do make a difference!
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