 
How four people have made the world a better place

We all look at ourselves and our world and imagine how things – and we – could be better. Visionaries, however, devote themselves to following their vision and to bringing reality closer to the ideal that sometimes only they can see.

Peace Pilgrim

On January 1, 1953, 44-year old Mildred Lisette Norman left her home in California with just the clothes on her back. She didn’t stop walking until her death in 1981. The reason? To promote peace. She adopted the name Peace Pilgrim, and by 1964, she had walked 40,000 kilometres. Peace Pilgrim found freedom in living simply. She had no possessions other than her clothes, carried no money, and never asked for food or shelter. She vowed to ‘remain a wanderer until mankind has learned the way of peace, walking until given shelter and fasting until given food’. Her message? ‘One little person, giving all of her time to peace, makes news. Many people, giving some of their time, can make history.’

Jiro Ono

Jiro Ono’s story shows that an intensely personal vision can be as powerful as the desire to save the world – and can touch people’s lives. Ono was born in 1925 and has been making sushi since he left home at the age of nine. At 85, he said ‘All I want to do is make better sushi.’ ‘Once you decide on your occupation’, says Ono, ‘you must immerse yourself in your work. You have to fall in love with your work. Never complain about your job. You must dedicate your life to mastering your skill. That’s the secret of success.’ Although he’s been working at it for most of his life, Jiro remains constantly on the lookout for ways to improve. Years ago, he learned to massage an octopus for 30 minutes before preparing it. Then he realized that a 45-minute massage improved the texture of octopus, so he added fifteen minutes to the process. The deep admiration that Jiro’s food inspires, and the respect his customers have for his art make his restaurant in Tokyo one of the hardest in the world to get a reservation for.
Georges Bwelle 

‘To make people laugh, to reduce the pain, that’s why I’m doing this’, says Dr Georges Bwelle. You might not think Bwelle has much to laugh about, having experienced, from both sides, the sadly under-resourced medical care in his home country of Cameroon, Central Africa. For 21 years, Bwelle cared for his father through a long illness. What started as a broken arm turned into an infection that eventually spread to the brain. Whenever the situation became worse, he’d take his father to hospital only to find that the necessary medical equipment and experience simply didn’t exist in his country. Eventually, his father lost the battle and died. As a direct result of these experiences, Bwelle decided to pursue a career as a doctor. In 2008, he started a nonprofit organization offering free medical assistance to people in need of a doctor. Now, every Friday, he and 30 other volunteers, including medical students, drive long distances over difficult roads to visit rural villages that need medical help. They’ve treated tens of thousands of patients. ‘I am so happy when I am doing this work’, Bwelle said. ‘And I think about my father. I hope he sees what I am doing.’
Albina Ruiz

When Albina Ruiz left her rural village in Peru in the 1990s to study in Lima, she was shocked to find ‘waste pickers’ crawling over piles of garbage, trying to make a living out of what they found there. Most of them had bare feet and hands and were frequently ill. As far as she could see, there was no reason for this situation to continue. Upon completing her university studies, Albina devoted herself to helping the waste pickers, setting up a business providing uniforms, masks and gloves so that the refuse collectors could work safely. She also supplied them with carts so they could deliver waste to recycling stations in return for payment. In addition, she gave the workers a management system that included training, affordable equipment and clothing, and a reliable source of pay. Perhaps most importantly, she gave them a voice. Her group – Ciudad Saludable (Healthy City) – has, in addition, trained waste-management business professionals from other countries in how to create effective waste-handling systems and created employment for workers in countries as far away as India.
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