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ARECORD 10 LETTER CARRI-
ERS —including five who joined
forces to rescue elderly residents

from an apartment fire—were honored at
the annual NALC Heroes of the Year lun-
cheon held September 18 in Washington for
feats of bravery, quick thinking and com-
passion above and beyond the delivery of
the mail 
in service to their customers.

“America’s letter carriers develop a special
sense about the neighborhoods they visit 
as they go about their duties—a sense of
what’s right as well as what’s wrong,” said
NALC President William H. Young. “They 
are uniquely able to step in and offer aid
when a patron is in medical distress or 
danger, not only because of their jobs, 
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“Letter carriers,” he said, “touch the
lives of their patrons in remarkable
ways, both on the clock and off.”

Young stressed that the NALC mem-
bers recognized at the ceremony are
not isolated examples of letter carrier
heroism and sense of humanity. “We
know that there are hundreds more

out there, every single day,” he said.
“Fact is, most carriers brush aside
praise. They say ‘it’s just part of the
job’ and leave it at that.”

The “Proud to Serve” section of 
The Postal Record documents many 
of these tales of courage, valor and
self-sacrifice—examples of letter 
carriers intervening when a customer
is threatened or delivering aid to a
person in distress, such as an accident
victim or patron suffering a medical
emergency. Each summer, an inde-
pendent committee of judges reads
through these accounts from the 
preceding year and selects the win-
ners of the annual awards.

Before he introduced this year’s
recipients, Young acknowledged some
special guests attending the ceremony,

including USPS Executive Vice Presi-
dent Anthony J. Vegliante and Vice
President of Labor Relations Doug
Tulino; Postal Regulatory Commission
Vice Chairman Mark Acton and 
Commissioners Ruth Goldway and
Nanci Langley; National Rural Letter
Carriers’ Association President Don

Cantriel; and Reps. Charles
A. Gonzalez (D-TX) and
David Loebsack (D-IA).

Above: President William H. Young
is joined by USPS Vice President,
Labor Relations Doug Tulino and
two of the independent judges in
congratulating the 10 award win-
ners for their bravery and caring.

Right: Young was the master of
ceremonies for the luncheon.
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The 2008 NALC Heroes of the Year
are:

National Heroes of the Year: Five letter
carriers from Greater East Bay, California
Branch 1111—Alan Girard, Rick Quinonez,
Gilbert Rangel, Tonya Joseph and Karen
Hill—who worked together to evacuate
more than 100 senior citizens from a
burning assisted living high rise located
next to the carriers’ post office.

National Humanitarian of the Year:
David Lundy of High Point, North Carolina
Branch 936, who, with help from his wife
Carolyn, battled through a year’s worth
of red tape to secure badly needed help
for an elderly patron on his route.

Eastern Region Hero: Paul Gereffi of 
Ft. Lauderdale, Florida Branch 2550,
who intervened in one man’s vicious
knife attack on another, helping to keep
the assailant subdued until authorities
could arrive.

Central Region Hero: Dean Dunkel of
Cedar Rapids, Iowa Branch 373, who saw
a car skid off the road and flip over during
a torrential rainstorm and braved rushing
water to reach the partially submerged
vehicle and pull the driver to safety.

Western Region Hero: Raymond Rivera
Jr. of San Antonio, Texas Branch 421,
who grabbed and wrestled a ferocious
pit bull that was attacking two little girls
playing near his home, keeping the dog
pinned for some 40 minutes waiting for
animal control officials to arrive.

Special Carrier Alert Award: Rhonda
Russell of New York City, New York
Branch 36, who suspected identity theft
when she noticed a large amount of
credit card and other financial mail
going to a home owned by an 85-year-
old woman on her route.

President Young used the occasion to
reinforce the NALC’s position in opposi-
tion to any attempt to give letter carrier
work to subcontractors.

“People trust their letter carriers. They
know that the blue uniform means that
our people represent honest, hard work

in service of the public,”
Young said. “They know
we deliver the finest and
most affordable postal 
service in the world. They
know you cannot out-
source that job to China 
or anywhere else.”

In brief remarks, Rep.
Gonzalez lauded all the heroes and
observed that Brother Rivera’s deci-
sion to tackle the pit bull was “counter-
intuitive,” something usually left to
police, fire and rescue officials. “The
truth is, many of us would not have
done this,” Gonzalez said, calling his
constituent “an inspiration to all of us.”

Rep. Loebsack thanked letter carriers
“for all that you do”—not only the head-
line heroic acts, but also the depend-
able, day-to-day delivery of mail—and
presented Brother Dunkel with a special
flag flown over the U.S. Capitol. 

Serving as judges this year were Chief
Phil Guercio, Montgomery County,
Maryland’s Department of Fire and 
Rescue Services; Director Shelby Hall-
mark of the Office of Workers’ Compen-
sation Programs; and Jordan “Bud” Bis-
cardo, AFL-CIO Community Services
liaison at the United Way of America.

Stories and articles printed in The
Postal Record between July 2007 and
June 2008 served as the basis for the
judges’ selections. More detailed
accounts of each hero’s actions begin 
on page 18. ✉

Top: Iowa Rep. David Loebsack
thanks Dean Dunkel for repre-
senting the best of Iowa.

Above: Rep. Charles Gonzalez (l)
congratulates Raymond Rivera
Jr. during the ceremony for
putting his own safety at risk to
save two little girls.

Karen Hill’s family joins the luncheon
crowd in honoring the heroes.



On a beautiful Saturday afternoon last
October, letter carrier Alan Girard
had just finished his route and was

heading back to Piedmont station when he
smelled smoke. The Greater East Bay, 
California Branch 1111 letter carrier looked
around for the source and was horrified
when he found it—a six-story retirement
home right next door to the post office.

Standing across the street, Girard could
see flames inside the window of a second-
floor apartment and he reflexively cringed
and covered his eyes when the pane of glass
suddenly shattered and flames shot out.

Girard comes from a family of fire fight-
ers, so perhaps his next action was not 
surprising. He found his passkey to the
building and went inside, where he discov-
ered that, while there was plenty of smoke
filling the hallways, there was no fire 
alarm ringing. He pulled the alarm to notify
the fire department, then raced up to the
source of the fire on the second floor, bang-
ing on doors and ordering residents to
head to the stairwells along the way.

Meanwhile, Tonya Joseph had clocked
out next door and was leaving when she,
too, saw the blaze. She dashed back into

the office and urgently told her colleague
Rick Quinonez to call 911. As he dialed the
number, Joseph hollered to two other carri-
ers, Karen Hill and Gilbert Rangel, and the
three of them dashed over to the apart-
ment building to help, followed closely by
Quinonez.

By the time the four letter carriers
joined Girard on the scene, the fire had
spread from the second to third floor 
of the building. Girard and Quinonez
worked their way from bottom to top 

on one side,
while Joseph,
Hill and Rangel
took the other.

All told, this
group of letter
carrier heroes
working togeth-

er rescued 124 elderly residents from
the burning building, which is why the
judges selected them without hesitation
as the 2008 NALC National Heroes of
the Year,

“All five of these men and women did
some amazing work in a short span of
time,” the judges said. “They kept their
cool and saved dozens of lives.”

Each carrier helped numerous individuals
down the stairwells to safety, often lifting
up those who could not walk down on their
own. Fire fighters soon arrived, but their
work had been made a bit easier thanks 
to five letter carriers who had managed to
complete the rescue portion of the opera-
tion. Sadly, one person died in the fire—
the 87-year-old woman who lived in the
apartment where the fire started.

“I’m a California letter carrier,” President
Young said as he presented the award,
“and it makes me extra proud to stand with
these brothers and sisters today.

“These five people ran into a burning
building on a Saturday afternoon. They
risked their lives to rescue some elderly
residents. If that isn’t the very definition of
‘hero,’ I don’t know what is.” ✉
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National Heroes of theYear

Five carriers join forces
in dramatic fire rescueFive carriers join forces
in dramatic fire rescue

Alan Girard
Tonya Joseph
Rick Quinonez
Karen Hill
Gilbert Rangel

—
Greater East Bay, CA, Branch 1111

Top: The five National Heroes of
the Year, clockwise from top left:
Tonya Joseph, Gilbert Rangel,
Richard Quinonez, Alan Girard and
Karen Hill.



National Humanitarian of theYear

Every so often, letter carrier David
Lundy would see one of his
patrons standing out in her yard.

She was usually wearing the same
sweatshirt, which he chalked up to a
simple quirk in behavior.

Eventually, Lundy, a member of High
Point, North Carolina Branch 936, real-
ized he was seeing her less and less
often. If fact, he thought, she never
seemed to come outside at all anymore.

“Sometimes, I’d knock on her door,”
Lundy recalled, “and she would just come
to the window and say she was OK.”

Lundy had delivered mail on the
route for 20 of his 25 years as a letter
carrier, so he had amassed considerable
knowledge of the neighborhood and
about the woman in particular.

“I worried because I never saw her put
garbage out,” he said. Once, when she
opened the door to sign for a package, he
saw garbage bags and newspapers piled
hip-high inside a darkened house.

Outside, the yard was overgrown and
the porches were falling down from dis-
repair.

He mentioned the patron to his wife,
Carolyn, who worked for the High
Point assistant chief of police. She
arranged for patrol officers to check
on the woman, “but she just shooed
them off,” Carolyn said.

The couple contacted several area
social service agencies for help, but
quickly found themselves butting up
against bureaucratic inertia. One office
said that since the 76-year-old woman
was not starving, they could not step in.
Another told the Lundys that since the
woman owned the house, she was enti-
tled to do whatever she wanted with it.

No one would have faulted the Lundys
for throwing up their hands in surrender,
satisfied they had tried their best. But giv-
ing up was not an option for this NALC
member and his wife, which is why the
judges honored them with the union’s
2008 Humanitarian of the Year Award.

“David saw this sad situation every
day and was so moved that he was able
to involve his wife to help make a differ-
ence,” the judges said. “What an amaz-
ing story of teamwork.”

Carolyn persuaded her boss to assign
an officer to the case, and also gathered
evidence on her own from utility compa-
nies that clearly showed something had
gone awry in the woman’s life. For exam-
ple, the house had used no water and
almost no electricity in more than a year.

The only relative the Lundys could
locate was a distant cousin.“I was afraid
she would die alone in the house,” Dave
said. For Carolyn, it became personal.
“What if this were my own mother or
grandmother?” she asked herself.

Following an effort that ran from the
end of 2006 through 2007, a local magis-
trate at last ordered the troubled woman
moved to a new, clean assisted living

facility. But by no means
did the Lundys consider
their work done. The
couple has visited the
woman several times,
and on a recent visit, she
gratefully gave the pair a
big hug.

“Dave and Carolyn’s
remarkable generosity
of spirit helped some-
body they hardly knew,”
President Young noted.
“A perfect stranger’s
quality of life has been
significantly improved,
all thanks to the hard
work of a letter carrier
and his wife.” ✉

David Lundy | Branch 936, High Point, NC
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Neglected by many,
patron finds better
life thanks to carrierNeglected by many,
patron finds better
life thanks to carrier

Above: David Lundy displays the certificate
declaring him the Humanitarian of the Year.

Below: Lundy with his wife, Carolyn, who
played a major role in helping an elderly
woman in need. Also pictured is their son,
Kevin.



Eastern R egion Hero of theYear

Driving along his
route last April,
Paul Gereffi saw

something unquestionably
out of the ordinary: two
men struggling behind an
office building, both with
blood on them. One of 
the men motioned to him
frantically, signaling that he
should call for help. The Ft.
Lauderdale, Florida Branch
2550 member called 911
immediately.

The letter carrier would
later learn that an unhappy
employee had gone after
his boss with a steak knife,
stabbing him several times before
attempting to flee. The victim pursued
his attacker and when Gereffi first 
saw the pair, the victim had tackled 
the attacker and was wrestling him to

the ground. 
Gereffi kept the

dispatcher on the
line while the
struggle contin-
ued. When he saw
that the attacker
was on the verge
of slipping away, 
he abandoned the
safety of his vehi-
cle and, joined by
another bystander,
approached the
wriggling attacker.
In their most
intimidating man-
ner, they stood
over the man and

ordered him to stay on the ground
until the police came.

The police arrived a few minutes later
and arrested the man. The victim was
hospitalized in critical condition because
of the five stab wounds inflicted by the
attacker, but recovered from his injuries.

The judges were impressed when they
came upon Gereffi’s story among the
hundreds they reviewed. “This was a
classic case of putting your life at risk,”
they noted. “He didn’t know what he was
getting into. He took a chance and it paid
off.” They tapped him as the NALC’s
Eastern Region Hero of the Year.

Gereffi didn’t brag about his role in
this incident, saying he was only doing
what anybody would have done. 

President Young had his own view.
“As I see it, Paul Gereffi is the kind of
guy who cares enough about his com-
munity to help stop a violent crime. He
acted with quick intelligence and with
courage,” he said. ✉

Paul Gereffi | Ft. Lauderdale, FL Branch 2550

Stepping into
a knife fightStepping into
a knife fight
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Above right: Paul Gereffi of Ft.
Lauderdale, Florida Branch
2550 receives the Eastern
Region Hero of the Year award.

Below: Gereffi’s wife, Terry,
joined him at the luncheon.



As Dean Dunkel was driving home
from work in a torrential rain
storm, a vehicle ahead of him

suddenly hydroplaned on the wet pave-
ment and went into a spin. The car
struck a concrete drain on the roadway
and flipped over, sliding toward a deep
ditch flooded with rainwater.

The car came to rest upside-
down, wedged nose-first
against the storm drain, with
rushing water slowly filling the
passenger compartment.

The Cedar Rapids, Iowa
Branch 373 member, having
managed to avoid the out-of-
control car, pull over to the shoulder
and stopped. Without a thought, he
left his car and ran toward the wreck.
When he saw that the driver’s side
was completely submerged in water,
he jumped up on the car’s underside,
crawled over to the passenger side,
and let himself down into the rushing
water.

The windows were shut. Dunkel
looked inside and his heart sank when
he saw two child seats. A woman was
trapped in the driver’s seat, dazed and
trying to move. Dunkel shouted
through the closed window, “Are the
children with you?” Fortunately, she
shook her head, “No.”

Dunkel could not get into the car, but
he kept a cool head and shouted com-
mands to the driver. With his guidance,
the woman regained her wits and
responded. Once she hit the door-lock
switch, Dunkel was able to open the
rear passenger-side door. Following the
carrier’s instructions, she unbuckled
her seat belt and climbed to the rear
seat. Once she was there, Dunkel
grabbed her arms and pulled her out of
the car to safety.

Remarkably, the woman was able to
stand and had not been injured. As she
escaped from the car, more people

arrived. They helped both Dunkel and
the driver to climb back over the car
and away from the flooded ditch.

“He acted on instinct,” the judges
remarked in honoring Dunkel as
NALC’s Central Region Hero of the
Year.

“It took physical courage and a cool
determination to rescue the woman
from her flooded automobile. Obviously,
Dean Dunkel had plenty of both,” said
President Young. ✉
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Central R egion Hero of theYear

Keeping a cool head
in a flooded ditch

Dean Dunkel | Cedar Rapids, IA Branch 373

Keeping a cool head
in a flooded ditch

Attention branch officers: 
Send us stories about your branch’s heroes and other exceptional mem-

bers. We’re looking for newspaper clippings or other reports of heroic or

humanitarian service by NALC members. Send materials to The Postal

Record at NALC Headquarters, 100 Indiana Ave. NW, Washington,

DC 20001-2144. We also welcome digital photos, which can be sent by 

e-mail to postalrecord@nalc.org. Reports on continuing branch activities

that help the community at large are also sought for consideration for 

the Branch Service Award, which was not presented this year.

Above: President Young
recounts Dean Dunkel’s
amazing rescue story to the
award banquet’s audience.



R ivera’s story
sounds like
something

straight out of a
nightmare.

The day had been
going along smoothly,
business as usual.
The San Antonio,
Texas Branch 421
member had finished

his route and returned to his suburban
home. He and his wife, Diane, were
talking in their front yard when they
heard a terrible shrieking. They ran
toward the commotion.

A block away, two 9-year-old girls
had been playing on the sidewalk. On
the opposite side of the street a man
was walking his dogs—two pit bulls.
Suddenly, one of the dogs escaped,
running at the girls and savagely
attacking them. The dog owner ran to
grab the dog, but that only enabled the
second pit bull to join in the attack.

Rivera reached the scene just as 
the bigger pit bull latched its jaws
onto one girl’s face. The carrier was
horrified, but he did not hesitate. He
got behind the dog and grabbed it
bodily, pulling the pit bull away until 
it unclenched its jaws and let go of 

the girl. Rivera held on tight,
applying a choke-hold to
restrain the struggling animal.

Other neighbors witnessed
the pandemonium and jumped
in to restrain the second pit
bull. The police arrived, but
did not take the dog off

Rivera’s hands. So he held onto the
ferocious beast for more than 40 min-
utes to prevent another attack. Finally,
a neighbor arrived with a rope to hog-
tie the animal.

The injured girl needed more than
100 stitches, plus hours of reconstruc-
tive surgery, but Rivera’s act of
courage may well have saved her life.
It certainly impressed the judges, who
declared him the Western Region Hero
of the Year for 2008.

A six-year carrier, Rivera refuses to
take full credit for the rescue. “My
neighborhood really stepped up,” he
said. “Other people were with me, 
working to restrain the second dog 
and caring for the injured girls. Every-
body helped.”

“Ray, you have shown astounding
courage and a deep commitment to
help others,” said President Young as
he presented the award. “You saved 
a child, and made us all proud to
know you.” ✉
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Western R egion Hero of theYear
Raymond Rivera Jr. | San Antonio, TX, Branch 421 

Suburban serenity
becomes nightmareSuburban serenity
becomes nightmare

After receiving his award
(above), Raymond Rivera Jr.
was congratulated by his
family, including mother
Josephine Tamez (l), wife
Diane, and son Jordan.
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Special Carrier A lert Award

R honda Russell has carried the
mail for nearly 20 years, 15 of
them on the same route in the

Bronx, New York. During that time, she
has gotten to know her customers well,
and they, her.

One patron was an 85-year-old woman
who lived alone following the deaths of
first her husband, then her daughter.
Not long ago, the woman broke her hip
and found herself confined to single
room in her house.

A short time afterward, a man moved
into the neighborhood, just a few doors
down. He showed special interest in his
elderly neighbor, helping around the
house, running errands and gaining her
confidence. In fact, this con man con-
vinced the woman to let him move in,
“under the guise of taking care of her,”
Russell said.

The member of New York City, 
New York Branch 36 was already sus-
picious of this arrangement, and that
feeling grew when she noticed a num-
ber of credit cards were coming to the
woman’s house, addressed both to her
and to her deceased daughter.

Russell also learned the man was iso-
lating the woman, shooing away home
care attendants trying to check on her
well-being. “He even moved the phone
out of her reach,” the carrier said. “She
was a prisoner in her own home.”

This was more than enough to 
spur Russell to action—action that
earned her the 2008 Special Carrier
Alert Award.

On her own time, Russell began
checking in on the woman, sometimes

preparing meals for her, and
contacting social workers,
who eventually were able to
place the woman in a nurs-
ing home, away from her
live-in con man.

But Russell knew there
was more to do. When she
contacted the woman’s bank,
she discovered the man 
had already pilfered nearly
$10,000 from her savings,
and even persuaded her to
take out a second mortgage.

Thanks to Russell’s
tenacity, police eventually
were able to make a case
against the man, who was
sent to prison for identity
theft and grand larceny.

“Just think if that man had
continued, unchecked,” the
judges said. “Sister Russell
not only saved her patron’s
life, she saved her from cer-
tain financial ruin as well.”

Since 1982, the NALC and the
Postal Service have sponsored the
Carrier Alert Program, allowing 
elderly or disabled customers to
arrange for their letter carriers to
keep an eye out for their safety and
alert authorities if something is amiss.

“Rhonda Russell did a lot more than
just alert the authorities,” President
Young noted. “This letter carrier
became an advocate for a customer 
who couldn’t help or defend herself. 
And as a result, an elderly woman is 
safe and a crook is behind bars.”

The Special Carrier Alert
Award is given annually to one
individual whose actions typify
the thousands upon thousands
of NALC members who may
not risk their lives, but nonethe-
less deliver that extra service to
their patrons that makes every
letter carrier proud. ✉

Rhonda Russell | New York, NY, Branch 36

Carrier confounds con manCarrier confounds con man

Above: President William H. Young
presents the Special Carrier Alert
Award to Rhonda Russell.

Below left: Russell’s mother, Julie,
was on hand to capture the moment.


