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Throughout most of my photographic career, I have been interested in creating 

portrait photographs of notable people, particularly those who have exemplified 

bravery in their lives through specific acts of courage. In the process of contemplating 

these images, several questions emerged for me: How do we as a people and how do we 

individually define courage? In fact, what exactly is courage? Can a person be thought 

of as courageous through a singular act or must courage be shown more than once, 

even sustained throughout a lifetime? And, what does it take? What character traits 

are present for a person to be courageous?   

Courage can be defined in many ways. It can be characterized as strength, a 

strong will and a feeling of confidence and bravery, often by accepting a significant 

personal risk or sacrifice. It also can be demonstrated by overcoming one’s fear, facing 

head on a danger or difficulty. Courage can involve a generous heart or noble spirit 

that fearlessly serves others possessing sometimes at great risk to one’s own well-being.

My questions and journey of exploring the theme of courage set me on 

a path that led me to the people included in this book:  They are pioneers, icons, 

artists, explorers, activists and laureates. This volume is a salute to the brave, often 

unsung person or persons, who live among us in our communities. Each one is unique. 

And none is comparable to the other. 

My years-long search was thought –provoking and challenging. It revealed a 

collective thread of humanity possessing and illuminating certain virtues. These 

qualities o#ered an array of perspectives when seen through a lens focused on courage 

and how it is defined. There seemed to be obvious choices and also some which were 

controversial.  Some seemed to define courage at one point in their lives, only to negate 

their valor later in contradictory acts or perhaps through a significant lack of action. 

However, this volume only serves to explore the topic of courage, it might or might 

not answer or define it.  Ultimately you and every other reader will decide—What does 

courage mean to you?  How do you define it? 

Preface
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The great poet Dr. Maya Angelou said, “Courage is the most important of all the 

virtues because without it, you cannot practice any of the other virtues consistently.” 

In my experience with those who grace these pages, none sees himself or herself as 

a hero, they see themselves as ordinary people. Neil Armstrong told me that he did 

not think of his achievement as first man on the moon as being a result of personal 

accomplishment but simply as a matter of circumstance.

I hope this book will provide an open forum to inspire you to recognize not 

only the courage in the individuals profiled but also in your own heart and life. 

Courage can take on multi-layers so that the courageous acts are often not easily seen 

or immediately recognized. Courage is not limited to grand or bold acts; it is often 

manifested in the small steps, the way forward, which frequently involves blind trust 

and faith and an unknown outcome.

All of us are on this road together, which is filled with happiness and hardship, 

intertwined in and throughout our lives. This is, of course, what binds us together even 

though sometimes it is difficult to remember that striking commonality.  Perhaps it is 

in recognizing and accepting human failings, hardships, sorrows and the brokenness of 

others that we discover and accept our own brokenness. This revelation of our common 

humanity will bring us together in kinship and solidarity, creating the foundation that 

can contain and sustain acts of courage. Uniting rather than dividing, extinguishing 

hatred and division, and in the ultimate act of courage, opening up the paths of peace. In 

these days of division, we seem to have forgotten that we belong to each other. 

When we bring wholeness and peace to each other with compassion and 

tolerance, we will begin to provide the essential hope we all need for and in our 

humanity. And, when we do that, perhaps we can then begin to answer the question:  

What is courage?

Michael Collopy



India — 2010
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“Be kind whenever possible.   
It is always possible.”

The 14th Dalai Lama
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“I learned that courage was 
not the absence of fear, but 
the triumph over it. The 
brave man is not he who does 
not feel afraid, but he who 
conquers that fear.”

Nelson Mandela



Seattle, Washington — 1999
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“Don’t exchange girls for cows;    
give them an education instead.”

Hellen Nkuraiya
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“One child, one teacher, one 
pen and one book can change 
the world.”

Malala Yousafzai



Oxford, England — 2014
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The White House, Washington, D.C. — 2011

“You cannot be afraid to speak 
up and speak out for what 
you believe. You have to have 
courage, raw courage.”

John Lewis 
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“Honor the hands that harvest 
your crops.”

“We criticize and separate 
ourselves from the process. 
We’ve got to jump right in 
there with both feet.”

Dolores Huerta
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“If there is one thing I’ve 
known in my years on this 
planet, it’s that the happiest 
and most fulfilled people I’ve 
know are those who devoted 
themselves to something bi$er 
and more profound than 
merely their own self-interest.”

John Glenn



Bakersfield, California — 1996
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“Let us develop respect 
for all living things. 
Let us try to replace 
violence and intolerance 
with understanding and 
compassion. And love.”

Jane Goodall
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“Somebody has to stand when 
other people are sitting. 
Somebody has to speak when 
other people are quiet.”

Bryan Stevenson
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“You must not gamble your 
children’s future on the flip of 
a coin. Instead, you must unite 
behind the science. You must 
take action. You must do the 
impossible. Because giving up 
can never ever be an option.”

Greta Thunberg
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