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Courier Life’s Brooklyn Women of Distinction  
and congratulate the 2014 honorees.

We salute the
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“W
omen hold up half the sky,” states the old Chinese 
expression, and we at Community Newspaper 
Group and Courier Life Publications say the follow-
ing pages prove the point.

Our 2014 Brooklyn Women of Distinction magazine celebrates 25 of 
the borough’s best and brightest female workers, nominated by their 
peers and selected by an independent panel for distinguishing them-
selves in their chosen fi elds.

They represent all walks of life and a range of professions, yet they 
all have one thing in common — a commitment to hard work, while 
advancing Brooklyn’s reputation as a borough of distinction.

They are the women we see shopping in our stores, walking in our 
streets, and sitting next to us on the bus or train, yet their remarkable 
contributions of good citizenship have amended our communities for 
years to come.

We appreciate the opportunity to celebrate their accomplishments, 
and we hope that you enjoy reading their uplifting stories as much as 
we did bringing them to you.

Vince DiMiceli, Shavana Abruzzo, and Courtney Donahue
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We are proud to support the 
Women of Distinction Gala

Congratulations to all honorees!
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May 21, 2014

CNG Community Newspaper Group
1 Metro Tech North
Brooklyn, NY 11201

Dear Friends,

Brooklyn is home to some of the most influential news organizations in journalism, as well as 
those in the arts, which offers a rich array of exhibitions, musical venues, museums, restaurants 
and galleries for the enjoyment of its visitors and residents.  I extend my greetings and 
congratulations to Publisher Cliff Luster, and Courier Life Publications and the CNG team as well 
as supporters and special guests as you host the Fourth Annual Brooklyn’s Women of Distinction.

Women are among the primary characters of the fascinating tale that is Brooklyn’s story of 
success, without whose labor, intelligence, creativity and heart our borough could not have 
thrived and prospered. It is therefore fitting that we recognize and take note of the tremendous 
contributions of women to our borough and beyond. Courier Life Publications pays tribute to 25 
amazing women whose commitment, dedication and excellence in their fields has earned them 
our respect and gratitude. It is with great pleasure that I join with those who honor these dynamic, 
compassionate and selfless women who epitomize what Brooklyn is all about.

On behalf of all 2.5 million Brooklynites, I salute and commend Courier Life Publications and 
the CNG team for working so hard to make this extraordinary evening possible. I congratulate 
all of the honorees and wish them continued success in all of their endeavors. May there be more 
occasions for us to celebrate together, as One Brooklyn, in the months and years ahead.

Sincerely,

Eric Adams
Brooklyn Borough President
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150 55th Street  |  Brooklyn, New York 11220

718-630-RXRX (7979)

CONGRATULATES OUR OWN

WENDY Z. GOLDSTEIN
President and CEO

for her inspired leadership 

of Lutheran HealthCare 

and her geniune 

commitment to the 

communities we serve.

www.LutheranHealthCare.org
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

H
ealth advocate Verna Du-
Berry Ademu-John and 
200 other volunteers rolled 
up their sleeves last sum-

mer to erect a park at the Willoughby 
Courts apartment complex in Bedford-
Stuyvesant, complete with a jungle 
gym, monkey bars, a slide, and flowers 
— a magnum opus they accomplished 
in less than seven hours.

“It took a community working to-
gether to build a playground in a day,” 
says the program manager for the 
Partnership for a Healthier Brooklyn 
at the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration 
Corporation. “The children’s smiling 
faces told the story.”

The park, built in conjunction with 
Forest City Ratner and KaBOOM!, is a 
crown jewel of Ademu-John’s collabo-
rations with a borough-wide coalition 
of individuals, community groups, 
stores, and faith-based organizations 
to address the leading causes of death, 
while promoting active and tobacco-
free living, healthy eating, and reduc-
ing underage and excessive alcohol 
use, to advance the city’s robust health 
campaign.

The uphill road begins with a per-
sonal commitment, she claims.

“If we have the information and act 
on it, we can live a fuller, more benefi-
cial life that can help others, instead of 
having to experience the suffering that 
many of us do,” says the “50-some-
thing” pioneer, who helped to institute 
a farmer’s market at Marcy Plaza last 
year with the Brooklyn Rescue Mission 
urban farm, and introduced a healthy 
retail initiative at the Foodtown at Ful-
ton Street and Brooklyn Avenue, to en-
courage fresh food options. 

Featured displays at Foodtown’s 
aisles and check-out counters — once 
girth-expanding frontiers for soft 
drinks, chocolate, confectionery, 
and chips — now offer healthier sub-
stitutes, such as coconut water, kale 
chips, and locally-sourced produce, 
much to the delight of shopper Sharon 
Leverett.

“Vegetables and fruits are the first 
thing I see now when I walk in through 

the door, and they’re all fresh!” she 
says. “I see juices, nuts, and whole 
grains in places where there used to 
be candy, cookies, and cakes — it’s a 
healthier alternative for me and my 
family.”

Monthly meetings of the Ingersoll 
Houses’ residents association in Fort 
Greene now come with nutritious 
snacks, thanks to Ademu-John’s “work-
place agreements.”

“We have come a long way from hav-
ing cookies, cakes, soda, and chips,” 
reads an e-mail from the organizers. 
“It was exciting to see the kids run back 
for more fruit, and watch some of the 
people try hummus for the first time, 
and like it.”

The Woman of Distinction is aug-
menting positive behaviors with vigor-
ous programs at Restoration, the na-
tion’s oldest community development 
corporation whose wide-ranging port-

folio includes financial counseling, 
help with benefits and services, and 
promoting education — with a college 
on campus.

Ademu-John accessed free CitiBikes 
for residents, distributed signs at Long 
Island University’s Brooklyn site en-
couraging people to ditch the eleva-
tor for a brisk trot up the stairs, and 
launched a sonic stairwell at Restora-
tion’s Youth Arts Academy — an eye-
pleaser with murals of famous actors, 
artists, and musicians, and accom-
panied by narratives and music — to 
spike interest in putting a healthy foot 
forward.

“Folks can now take the stairs and 
be entertained going up or down,” says 
the honoree, who works with building 
managers to adopt smoke-free policies, 
a move approved by the Bridge Street 
Development Corporation for one of its 
apartment houses.

Ademu-John is also at the forefront 
of alerting youngsters to the hidden 
harms of alcohol abuse beyond drunk 
driving, like passing out, rape, sex 
abuse, violence, and suicide.

“Not many people realize that alco-
hol is the third leading cause of pre-
ventable death,” she says.

One recent partnership had students 
environmentally scan their communi-
ties for the number of bars, liquor stores, 
and alcohol-related advertising. Anoth-
er joint effort invited people to jot their 
alcohol tales on index cards, with some 
of them making it onto a poster show-
cased at Columbia University’s Health 
Disparities Conference in March. 

The harrowing accounts include 
the rape of a 24-year-old college stu-
dent after she passed out from drink-
ing, and the terror felt by a 10-year-old 
girl who fled for her life from a friend’s 
house after the father began brandish-
ing a knife in a drunken rage.

Restoration’s approach to individual 
and collective well being is as revolu-
tionary as it is creative, but it hails from 
a place of concern and consideration, 
insists Verna DuBerry Ademu-John.

“We’re not pointing fingers,” she 
says. “We’re highlighting the healthy 
things, and giving you options to ac-
cess them.”

Verna DuBerry aDemu-John
Program manager helps Brooklynites to be health smart

Bio file

occupation: Program 
manager for the Partnership for 
a Healthier Brooklyn

company: Bedford-stuyvesant 
restoration corporation

claim to fame: “Helping to 
make the healthy choice the 
easy choice.”

favorite place: Brooklyn

person i aDmire: “my late 
mother-in-law, Jeredine 
Ademu-John, because her 
faith, generosity, and kindness 
lives on in the people she 
touched.”

motto: “choose to be joyful.”
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On behalf of the staff of 
The YWCA of Brooklyn,  

we would like 
to congratulate our boss,

Martha Kamber 
on her selection as one of 

CNG’s 2014 
Women of Distinction!

The Sterling School Staff is proud to 
congratulate Ruth Arberman on being 

honored as a Brooklyn Woman Of Distinction. 
Her generosity and breadth of knowledge are 

an inspiration to all who’ve been
privileged to work with her.

Verna,
Our heartiest congratulations and best wishes on 
this well-deserved recognition. The borough of 
Brooklyn is rich in blessings due in part to your 
tireless contributions over the years. We applaud 
your giving spirit and look forward to hearing 
about and sharing in your future successes.
May God continue to grant you favor and blessings.
All of our love, Stephanie, Ian, Christian, Kaitlyn and mom.

Congratulations 
Annette!

“Always the best woman 

for the job!”

With love, Jane

The Yemeni American Association  
of Greater New York wishes to congratulate

Mrs. Kathrine Khatari
for being acknowledged as a Woman of Distinction.

The Yemeni American Association and I,  
Sadik Kaid, salute Mrs. Khatari for her tireless 
effort to help the community in general and our 

association in particular.

YAA of Greater New York
Sadik Kaid

Christine
We are delighted to celebrate & 
honor you for your unending, 

outstanding achievements
Congratulations!

NaNcy & DaNNy

Water

ANNETTE FISHER
Vanguard

Pathfinder
Pioneer

Proud PESID Member
Caryn Isaacs, Patient Advocate

GetHealthHelp.com

Congratulations to 
Verna Ademu-John 
for being selected as one of

Brooklyn’s Women of Distinction. 
Your dedication and service to your 

community is an inspiration. 

 www.bsdcorp.org 

N. Cheng & Co., P.C.
Certifi ed Public Accountants

40 Exchange Place, Suite 1206 • New York, NY 10005
Voice (212) 785-0100  •  Fax (212) 785-9168  •  www.ncheng.com

The Staff and Management of N. Cheng & Co., P.C.
extend their best wishes to

Martha Kamber
for being selected as one of Brooklyn’s

Women of Distinction
for being selected as one of Brooklyn’s

CONGRATULATIONS 

GERRITSEN BEACH PODIATRY
Frank L. Spinner, D.P.M.

2726 Gerritsen Ave. • 718-648-4163
ABMSP Board Certifi ed

Annette Fisher
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

H
er son’s first complete sen-
tence was, “Daddy, ma-
neuver the car carefully, 
please,” but Cobble Hill 

reading specialist Ruth Arberman was 
left idling when she tried to find an ele-
mentary school with a program for her 
articulate boy, after he was diagnosed 
in 1996 with dyslexia — a language 
processing disorder he shared with Al-
bert Einstein, Whoopi Goldberg, and 
his mom.

She located one in Brooklyn, but it 
had a long waiting list.

“I didn’t know what I was going to 
do,” says Arberman, who stumbled 
upon the solution one day in the wait-
ing room of the State College of Op-
tometry at S.U.N.Y. where she ran an 
award-winning reading program, 
while discussing her predicament with 
other parents of highly intelligent chil-
dren unable to read, write or spell at 
grade level.

“One parent said, ‘Wherever you go, 
we’ll go,’ ” she says.

Arberman, 60, came home and told 
her husband, who suggested she start 
her own primary school. The idea in-
trigued her.

“I thought I could make the school 
that I really want for my child,” says 
the educator, whose own dyslexia went 
undiagnosed, and who learned to read 
from the bird walks she took as a girl 
with the Audubon Society, enabling her 
to connect words with actual experi-
ences.

Arberman scoured the internet — 
then a fledgling tool — to bone up on 
curriculums and state regulations. Al-
bany gave her the nod after she created 
a syllabus based on the Orton-Gilling-
ham Approach, a phonics-based in-
dustry gold standard. 

In 1999, she opened The Sterling 
School in a vacant storefront on Pacific 
Street, between Smith and Hoyt streets 
in Boerum Hill, with five students, and 
herself as principal, teacher, and chief 
cook and bottle washer. 

Today, nine staff teach 24 students 
with dyslexia or attention deficit disor-
der to read, write, do math, spell, study 

language arts, cook, sew, play chess, 
and learn other skills in an individual-
ized, integrated, and friendly environ-
ment where the children vie to sit at 
Arberman’s table for lunch. 

She seizes those moments to diffuse 
their anxieties.

“When I tell them that I have dys-
lexia, there is a sigh of relief — it’s as 
if they’re thinking, look she’s running 
a school, it must be okay,” says Arber-
man, who has trained city and private 
school teachers, and whose institute 
has drawn visits from Danish school 
officials looking to improve their own 
programs. 

“Most children, once you tell them 
we know what this is and we know 
what to do about it, it makes them feel 
a whole lot better,” she adds.

They are her best advertisement.
“I really could not go to school be-

fore, it was difficult for me,” says an 
11-year-old Sterling student, whose 
family requested anonymity. “But now 
I love it.” 

His mother remembers the turning 
point that changed her son’s life.

“As soon as he walked in the door 
on his first day, he felt an immedi-
ate comfort,” she says. “Before, he 
was very shy and would never say 

what he felt, now you can’t turn him 
off!”

Credit that to Arberman’s stimulat-
ing curriculum that keeps students 
plugged in with exciting field trips and 
absorbing projects. 

Their novel scheme to reduce noise 
in their lunchroom with bubble wrap, 
sound-diffusing paint, and cardboard 
carpeting is on the website of the Hall 
of Science, which selected the Woman 
of Distinction for its coveted Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Math-
ematics fellowship in 2012.

Her triumphs are indisputable:
One alum is studying geo-mapping 

and urban planning at the University 
of Southern California. Another is an 
electrician at NBC television. One more 
is a chef who studied in Paris. Arber-
man’s son Ethan is a computer special-
ist who works for an Internet Technol-
ogy firm, while overseeing Sterling’s 
computers. And she has opened new 
opportunities for students otherwise 
doomed to failure, recognizing their 
unconventional gifts as unique path-
ways to success.

“Children need to see themselves 
as somebody who can learn because 
what may be a disability in third grade 
doesn’t have to become a life disabil-
ity,” says Ruth Arberman, whose advo-
cacy for the learning disabled contin-
ues to be in a class of its own.

ruth arBerman
Reading specialist is in a class of her own

Bio file

occupation: founding 
principal 

company: the sterling school

claim to fame: “Giving hope 
and skills to children and their 
families.”

favorite place: “my bubble 
bath.”

person i aDmire: “my mother 
ethel Greenberg because when 
i was a kid and struggling, she 
always said, ‘you know you can 
hire a secretary!’ ”

motto: “live in the present.”
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Wendy Goldstein 
and the Women of Distinction Honorees of 2014

Thank you for your hard work and dedication                                                                  

Enrico Ascher, M.D.
Anil Hingorani, M.D.  &  Natalie Marks, M.D

The Vascular Institute of New York
Setting the Standard for Medical Excellence

960 50th Street, Brooklyn, NY 11219
Call: 718-438-3800

www.vascularnyc.com

The Board of Directors of the YWCA of Brooklyn 

would like to congratulate our CEO

Martha KaMber
on her selection as one 

of CNG’s 2014 
Women of Distinction

On this great accomplishment
I can’t think of anyone 

more deserving of this honor,
Dad would be so very proud of you 

as I am today

Love Mom

Congratulations Christine

Landi’s salutes the 2014
BrookLyn Women of distinction

EstablishEd 1928

LANDI’S
Pork Store

5909 Ave. N (Bet. e. 59th & Ralph) · (718) 763-3230
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

A 
new client in his 40s with ear-
ly-stage dementia posed a di-
lemma for Josephine Brown, 
program director of New 

York Memory Center in Park Slope. 
He wasn’t suited to the services avail-

able for people with advanced memory 
loss, and he wasn’t eligible for disabil-
ity funding.

“We didn’t have any way to help him 
because he didn’t fit in anywhere,” says 
Brown, who was determined to find a 
solution.

She secured a grant from the 
Brookdale Foundation Group, and 
spent the next several months con-
ducting research with a colleague to 
create the nation’s first early interven-
tion and support program for people in 
the initial stages of Alzheimer’s disease 
and related dementias.

The new Lotus Club allowed the man 
to participate in a peer support group, 
attend cognitive therapy classes, and 
enjoy supervised trips to ball games 
and the New York Aquarium, while 
making new friends in a club-like set-
ting without suffering the isolation of-
ten accompanying an early diagnosis.

“Now all the facilities have a pro-
gram like ours,” says Brown, whose 
job title doesn’t begin to address her 
manifold duties at the community-
based facility, founded in 1983 as the 
Park Slope Geriatric Day Center, where 
she trains staff and oversees multiple 
memory-enhancing programs — in-
cluding music, dance, yoga, medita-
tion, poetry, and exercise therapies 
— designed to slow the rate of disease 
progression, reduce agitation, and 
improve disease-related behavioral 
symptoms.

Brown arrives at work at 7 am and 
spends up to 13 hours making sure her 
charges enjoy their day beyond their 
physical and emotional limitations. 

She is outside most mornings help-
ing them off the bus, and at their side 
assisting them on the computer. She 
makes sure their meal times are a 
pleasant experience, and supervises 
their toileting. She roots for them when 
they create paintings in an art therapy 

class, and then arranges for their mas-
terpieces to be displayed at New York 
Methodist Hospital and other commu-
nity venues. And she coordinates vis-
its with area students to form lasting, 
inter-generational friendships.

Her initiatives take weary guardians 
into consideration, too.

Brown helped to introduce the Mem-
ory Arts Cafe — a popular series of free 
cultural events for families, co-pro-
duced by the Alzheimer’s Poetry Proj-
ect — to reduce caregiver burnout.

“We give them a family atmosphere 
where caregivers get peace of mind and 
clients get a sense of purpose,” says the 
Woman of Distinction, 55, who trains 
social workers at other managed-care 
facilities to handle their workloads.

Manhattan lawyer Michael Marcus 
says Brown has helped his family cope 
with his father’s debilitating battle 
with Alzheimer’s disease.

“When you look back at your life, you 
look at the memories, and my dad has 
lost all that,” says Marcus, adding that 

Brown has visited with his family on 
weekends and been a phone call away 
in her efforts to guide, advise, equip, 
prepare, and brainstorm strategy 
along every step of the way.

“Josephine has been a blessing be-
cause she has laid out a timeline so 
that we can prepare at each stage for 
what is going to occur,” he says. “She 
has taught us to meet my father in his 
own world, and it has helped allow him 
to stay in his home for a longer period 
of time.”

Marcus is overjoyed at some of the 
social skills his father, a former stock 
broker and saxophone enthusiast, has 
reclaimed since becoming a center 
member, including entertaining his 
peers with jokes and Frank Sinatra 
songs.

“He can’t remember what he has 
done there when he gets home, but 
because I have observed it firsthand, 
I know when he’s there he’s enjoying 
himself,” he says.

The high praise is a towering tes-
tament to Josephine Brown’s work, 
which bears a distinction all its own 
for uplifting people at a low juncture in 
their lives, while leaving a memorable 
mark on her own.

“We are all related,” she says. “My 
work gives me a feeling of contentment 
and joy because it means something to 
me.”

Josephine Brown
Program director makes new memories for dementia sufferers

Bio file

occupation: Program director

company: the new york 
memory center

claim to fame: “i help people 
with memory loss to live and be 
happy.”

favorite place: “my living 
room.”

person i aDmire: “our 
former executive director, 
marianne nicolosi, for being 
a creative and educational 
force.”

motto: “it is what it is.”
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Congratulations to our Woman of Distinction
Jamee Schleifer

We love you madly, dance with you proudly, laugh with you 
loudly, and will forever be inspired by you!

Love your crew,
Barbara, Lancelot, Marie, Susan & Nancy

would like to extend 
our warmest appreciation 

to two distinguished Brooklyn women, 

Mrs. Lilya Gelfand & Mrs. Olga Novikova
for their commitment  and dedication to our organization. 

These women are aglow with the effervescent spirit of altruism 
and the gift of giving, despite their limited time schedule. 

In addition to being brilliant entrepreneurs, they are also devoted 
mothers, caring daughters and attentive wives.

We thank them for their continuous presence with BPF, and 
wish them the best of luck in their future endeavors! 

Be Proud Foundation is a charitable non-profi t 
organization founded in 2003 on the basis of 
cultural unity and respect among communities. 

2805 East 26th Street, #2-D
Brooklyn, NY 11235 

Tel. 718-788-7773 

The Center of Allergy, Asthma & Immunology

Gadi avshalomov, m.d.
diplomate of the american Board of allergy and immunology

Congratulates the 
2014 Brooklyn  

Women of Distinction
SpeCIAlIzIng In IndenTIfICATIon & TreATmenT of 

Hay Fever & Seasonal Allergies • Pet & Food Allergies
Sinus Conditions & Asthma • Environmental Allergies

Mold Spores & Dust Mites

2084 E. 67th Street • Brooklyn, NY • 718-444-8014
Follow us on FB & Twitter • Visit us at: www.allergyimmologydr.com

Carlo A. Scissura 
President & CEO

CongrAtulAteS the 

2014  
Brooklyn Women of DiStinCtion
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

K
imberly R. Cline, Long Island 
University’s new president, is 
a chief executive who shuns 
the ivory tower.

She sprang from her seat at the Bar-
clays Center on a frigid Sunday in Feb-
ruary to cheer the L.I.U. Blackbirds, 
when the men’s basketball team tri-
umphed over the St. Francis Terriers, 
69-68, on the herringbone-patterned 
home court of the Brooklyn Nets.

“It was my privilege to come and 
watch,” says Cline, who traveled from 
her home on Long Island on her day off 
to rally the hoopsters, and immerse 
herself in the college community she 
inherited in July when she was ap-
pointed head of the seven-campus 
learning institute.

Delighted students responded by 
making a beeline for the affable prez.

“They came running up to me, and 
hugged me,” says Cline, 55, a North 
Carolina native whose down-home 
manner belies her critical position as 
an L.I.U. ambassador, but one equally 
efficient power-broking with corpora-
tions and donors, brainstorming with 
faculty, and chatting with students in 
the cafeteria.

Blackbirds’ senior point guard Jason 
Brickman considered her attendance 
a home win.

“I think it’s great that President 
Cline was at our game,” he says. “For 
her to take the time to come watch us 
play is awesome, and shows that she 
supports us as student athletes.”

Cline scored her own slam dunk 
when she became the first woman 
president of the 87-year-old college, 
whose distinguished alumni include 
Rose Bird, the first woman chief jus-
tice on the Supreme Court of Califor-
nia, Terry Semel, the former chair-
man and C.E.O. of Yahoo!, and Velma 
Scantlebury, America’s first black fe-
male transplant surgeon.

The Woman of Distinction’s mo-
mentum is driving the ball home.

Her aptly named L.I.U. Promise 
program pledges to help students 
chart their academic victories by as-
signing them “success coaches.” The 

on-campus mentors help pupils fast-
track enrollment, select the right 
major and scholarships, and identify 
internships and study-abroad oppor-
tunities, while creating e-portfolios 
and introducing them to prospective 
employers, in some cases spurring ca-
reers before they graduate.

Modernism is key to the helmswom-
an’s future plans for her scholars.

“I want to help prepare students for 
an ultimate career in life, and make 
sure they have the support they need,” 
says Cline, who devotes her time and 
talents to the New York State Depart-
ment of Education’s Advisory Commit-
tee on the Statewide Plan for Higher 
Education, the East Coast Conference 
Presidents’ Council, and the American 

Council on Education’s Women’s Net-
work Board, among other institutions. 

She envisions an entrepreneurial 
ecosystem at L.I.U. to tap emerging 
tech talent.

Cline led the team that persuaded 
ThoughtBox creator and venture cap-
italist Mark Fasciano to relocate his 
high-profile business incubator to the 
Brookville campus in December, with 
plans to launch the program at the 
university’s Brooklyn site by fall. 

The exciting hatchery, renamed 
ThoughtBox@LIU, is part of an on-
campus innovation quadrangle in-
cluding an entrepreneurship center, a 
branding center, a stock trading floor, 
and a site for student-run businesses.

It is a win-win enterprise: Student 

techies have an opportunity to work 
on their startups, and the small tech-
nological companies nurtured by 
ThoughtBox can interact with them 
and the faculty while gaining access 
to research facilities and cultural 
amenities.

“If you are a student who wants to 
be an entrepreneur, you can now work 
on that idea here,” says Cline, whom 
university officials recruited through 
a lengthy, nationwide search with a 
head-hunting firm because they were 
impressed by her take-charge efforts 
in past jobs.

She boosted student enrollment at 
Mercy College, where she was presi-
dent from 2008 to 2013, from around 
9,000 to more than 11,000. 

She also introduced new measures 
during her prior nine-year tenure as 
vice chancellor and chief financial 
officer at the State University of New 
York, where her initiatives included 
helping to reduce the application pro-
cess time from more than a month to 
less than a week.

The amazing feats have all been in a 
day’s work for the visionary, who lives 
by a rule that has served her well.

“To me, everyday we should be ask-
ing ourselves, ‘Did I do a good job to-
day?’ ” says Kimberly R. Cline, who 
deserves a resounding “yes” for help-
ing to equip the next generation with 
ground-breaking tools to launch the 
career of their dreams.

KimBerly r. Cline
College prez envisions an entrepreneurial ecosystem at LIU

Bio file

occupation: President

company: long island 
University

claim to fame: “Helping to 
create a high quality educational 
environment for students”

favorite place: fire island 

person i aDmire: “John ryan, 
c.e.o. of the center for creative 
leadership, for his mentorship.”

motto: “Be humble, but be 
effective.”
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Brooklyn Community Services envisions ONE Brooklyn Community, where all
members of our community can access an excellent education, job opportunities,
safe and affordable housing, and quality and affordable health care and wellness
programs. Learn more atWeAreBCS.org/ONEBrooklynCommunity.

BROOKLYN COMMUNITY SERVICES IS PROUD TO CONGRATULATE
LISA JONES FOR BEING SELECTED AS ONE OF BROOKLYN’S WOMEN OF
DISTINCTION FOR 2014 FOR HER TIRELESS EFFORTS TO RESTORE AND
REHABILITATE CONEY ISLAND AFTER HURRICANE SANDY.

WEWOULD LIKE TO THANK ALL OF THE 2014 HONOREES FOR MAKING
AN IMPACT IN THE BOROUGHWE LOVE.

View our 
complete

course 
catalog 

and register 
online at

www.bqcm.org

Check out our exciting new classes for
early childhood, youth, teens & adults!

NOW ENROLLING STUDENTS 
FOR OUR FALL SEMESTER

S O M E  O F  O U R  N E W  C L A S S E S :

Musictales! Music Play
Music Makes Me Move  
Group Piano Group Guitar   
Ain’t Nuttin’ But the Blues Band
Songwriting Rock Band
The Art of Improvisation
Music History

For more 
information,     
call us at
718.622.3300 

58 Seventh Avenue
Brooklyn, NY 11217
www.bqcm.org

Brooklyn
Conservatory
of Music

Congratulates  
the Brooklyn Women of Distinction
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

D
onna Mae DePola has 
walked in the shoes of the 
people she now helps con-
quer incest, addiction, and 

trauma issues, along her heroic jour-
ney to self-preservation.

The founder, president, and chief ex-
ecutive officer of the Resource Training 
and Counseling Center in Sunset Park 
was 5 years old when her alcoholic fa-
ther began sexually molesting her. 

He jangled coins in his pocket while 
climbing the stairs to her room during 
a ritual of terror she endured silently 
for 12 years, before pulling a knife on 
him one day.

“I told him I would kill him if he 
didn’t stop,” says DePola, who never 
carries loose change around, and who 
entitled her memoir “Twelve Tins” af-
ter the dozen cans of film she found 
in the dropped ceiling of her father’s 
home following his death, document-
ing the rapes.

She has never viewed the filthy foot-
age.

“It would leave an everlasting im-
print on my whole, entire soul,” says 
DePola, 64, who started using drugs at 
age 9. 

“Quaaludes, then ups, downs, mush-
rooms, acid — anything to make the 
pain go away,” she adds.

She became a daily cocaine user and 
a sexually promiscuous teen.

“I used sex to make guys like me,” 
claims DePola, who married a Norwe-
gian seaman on a whim and moved to 
Norway to escape her agony.

The marriage was short-lived and De-
Pola returned home, tormented by her 
inner demons, imprisoned by drugs, 
and hampered by a short fuse. She kept 
up appearances through a succession 
of jobs, including working as a nurse’s 
aide, a deli owner and operator, and an 
emergency medical technician who 
helped to found the Bravo ambulance 
service in Bay Ridge.

“I was doing $4,000 worth of coke a 
week, but I never missed a day of work,” 
says DePola who married and divorced 
again.

Her turning point came in 1985. 

Seated in the office of the coffee shop 
she ran at Lutheran Medical Center 
— where her mother was having open 
heart surgery — she stared glumly at 
the mound of cocaine on her desk, her 
life flashing before her.

“I couldn’t believe that I was letting 
this white powder control my life,” De-
Pola says. “I didn’t realize it had turned 
me into a miserable, mean person.”

She finally sobered up, after several 
attempts at rehab and a stint in a psychi-
atric hospital, opening the Sunset Park 
center in 1994 with a business partner 
— three avenue blocks away from the 
childhood home of her nightmares.

Today, DePola is a mighty weapon 
in New York’s arsenal of support ser-
vices.

She has four training schools across 
the city and state for alcohol and sub-
stance abuse counselors to attain their 
credentials, with upwards of 4,000 
graduates and counting. She opened 
a counseling institute a few years 
ago at the original Sunset Park site to 
help people in recovery. And her work 
is bolstered by thousands of success 
stories, such as the joyous reunion be-
tween a former crack-addict and her 10 
children, who were once in foster care 
but now watched proudly as their mom 

graduated from the center — a special 
occasion she attended in a white wed-
ding dress.

“She told me she wore it because she 
was married to her new life,” says De-
Pola, more than half of whose workers 
are former addicts or victims of trau-
ma, but all of whom are her devoted 
fans.

Sarah Schmitt, once a pill-and-
booze-soaked corrections officer who 
runs the 24-hour hotline, says DePola’s 
gut instinct is fearless — and spot-on.

The Woman of Distinction flew into 
action when a hulking trainee erupted 
in rage, yelling and slamming his desk, 
claims Schmitt, who states the 6-foot-
plus man towered over DePola, but his 
anger melted away when she placed 
her hand on his arm, looked him in the 
eye, and said, “I understand.”

“Donna treated him with dignity,” 
says Schmitt. “She lives beyond a level 
of courage and generosity that is unlike 
anything you’d ever see in a person.”

Donna Mae DePola has been to pur-
gatory and back for salvation, but she 
claims it was preordained.

“I’ve been put on this earth to help 
others,” she says. “And I do it every day 
with a smile on my face to let people 
know there is hope for them, as there 
was for me.” 

Donna mae Depola
Heroic counselor helps others gain salvation

Bio file

occupation: President and 
c.e.o.

company: the resource 
training and counseling 
center

claim to fame: “caring for 
people who are less fortunate 
than i am.”

favorite place: Work

person i aDmire: “oprah 
Winfrey because she came from 
nothing and created her own 
empire.”

motto: “the only person you 
try to be better than is the 
person you were yesterday.”
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The Bridge Street AWME Church Family
congratulates our esteemed member

Verna DuBerry Ademu-John
and all the Women of Distinction

Bridge Street AWME Church
277 Stuyvesant Avenue, Brooklyn, NY 11211

718-452-3936
Rev. David B. Cousin, Sr., Pastor

Best Wishes to

Wendy Z. Goldstein

Congratulations 
to the 2014 Brooklyn 
Women of Distinction

Country Club Caterers
5945 Strickland Ave. Brooklyn 11234

www.ElCaribeCaterers.com • 718-531-1200

Congrats to our Parent Coordinator

Verna D. Ademu-John
for a well deserved honor from Troop 259

BRIDGE STREET AWME CHURCH
277 Stuyvesant Avenue

Tuesdays 6:30pm

Assemblyman 
Steven Cymbrowitz

thanks the honorees for all their efforts
to make Brooklyn an even better place.to make Brooklyn an even better place.
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

D
istraught people from Peru, 
England, and Australia con-
tact Bay Ridge resident Su-
san Eaton for information 

and a shoulder to cry on in their battle 
with multiple hereditary exostoses, 
a rare bone disease affecting one in 
50,000 people, worldwide.

“They don’t know what to expect, 
and they need someone to talk to,” 
says Eaton, who cofounded the 
M.H.E. Research Foundation be-
cause she had nowhere to turn to 
after her son Vincent was diagnosed 
at seven months with the incurable 
medical condition that develops 
lumps on bones and stunts growth. 
“I tell them to take life one bump at 
a time.”

Today, the resilient young man — 
the youngest of Eaton’s three children 
— is a sophomore at Villanova Uni-
versity studying to be an orthopedic 
surgeon. He has undergone 32 opera-
tions and conquered cancer, costing 
him two ribs after a spur turned ma-
lignant.

Vincent’s tough mom has played an 
integral role in his progress, making 
the day before his surgeries a family 
party day, while working to support 
the wider M.H.E. community.

“Life is precious, you have to make 
the best of whatever it throws your 
way, and it was our mission to help 
find a cure,” says Eaton, 52, the advo-
cacy and fund-raising arm of the vol-
untary, charitable organization she 
cofounded in 2002 with her husband 
Craig Eaton, chairman of the Brooklyn 
Republican Party, and Sarah Ziegler, 
the mother of a child with M.H.E.

She christened the disorder “an or-
phan disease.”

“M.H.E. is not on the radar, and 
we’re trying to get it on the map,” 
says Eaton, whose foundation offers 
an unprecedented frame of reference 
for people like Judith Taylor of Aus-
tralia.

The Perth resident, whose son has 
coped with M.H.E. for 40 years, lo-
cated Eaton on the internet last year 
and claims she has been a source of 

strength in their lonely struggle.
“I had not met any other family who 

had this disorder before finding Su-
san,” says Taylor. “From one mother to 
another, she has been an inspiration, 
and reached out to me and answered 
many of my concerns — her founda-
tion gives hope to me and my son that 
one day no other family will have to 
endure the pain of watching their 
child suffer.”

Eaton’s group — the first that crops 
up when you Google M.H.E. — helps 
people locate physicians, informa-
tion, referrals, research updates, and 
connect with others. It also navigates 
parents of young children through 

what can be grueling school years.
“There might be mobility, pain, fa-

tigue, social, and medical issues that 
need to be addressed,” says Eaton, 
who was ill prepared for some of them 
herself.

She was horrified when a physi-
cian informed her that Vincent’s left 
arm had stopped growing and that he 
would need a surgically placed device 
called an external fixator to regener-
ate growth — with her as his chief 
home nurse.

“He told me that I would have to ad-
just the screws four times a day,” she 
says. “I almost passed out in his office, 
I was getting sick to my stomach.”

Eaton panned her squeamishness, 
as she probed the facts.

“I did my own research, and I tell 
others to do the same — they have to 
let doctors know that they are knowl-
edgeable, and ask about options to 
surgery,” she says. “I make sure they 
understand that my son’s case is an 
extreme one, and they can’t think this 
is going to happen to them or their 
child.”

She coordinates her fund-raisers 
— organized with help from Vincent, 
and his siblings Christopher, 25, and 
Danielle, 22 — with the same intelli-
gence, naming them “Funtasias.”

Last year’s benefit at El Caribe 
Country Club in Mill Basin came on 
the heels of multiple deaths in Eaton’s 
family, but provided a grand time for 
attendees and raised $45,000.

“My beef with good causes is if you’re 
pulling people out of their homes and 
charging them a fixed amount of mon-
ey, then you can’t make them sit there 
and listen to speech after speech,” she 
says. “When I do a fund-raiser, I want 
it to be fun.”

Susan Eaton’s heartbreaking odys-
sey to a tenuous place is not for the 
faint hearted, and her attitude is no 
less compelling.

“At times, there’s a thundercloud 
hanging over us, but falling apart has 
never been an option,” she says.

susan eaton
Fund-raiser boosts hope for bone-disease patients

Bio file

occupation: cofounder and 
director of fund-raising

company: m.H.e. research 
foundation 

claim to fame: “Helping to 
raise awareness about m.H.e 
around the world.”

favorite place: “my house, 
when it is full of family.”

person i aDmire: “the late 
mother teresa because of her 
selflessness and willingness to 
help others.”

motto: “live in the moment.”
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Your baby should be born healthy. We can help with:
• Free budget counseling • Free case management • Free Parenting Classes
• Visiting nurse available • Free Nutrition Traning • Free Parenting Option Counseling
• Free Support Groups • Free Layette, Baby Diapers, Formula 

PREGNANT?
NEED  
HELP?

www.pregnancyforlife.com • 800.592.4357
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

V
isitation Academy was once 
an inebriates’ home where 
General Ulysses S. Grant — 
overly fond of the bottle — 

came to dry out after the Civil War, 
but supporters toast the Bay Ridge 
school these days for its squeaky-clean 
academic record and sober neighborli-
ness.

Credit that to Arlene Figaro, a Visita-
tion alumna who scarcely imagined 
that one day she would become its First 
Lady.

“I walked these floors as a child and 
I wasn’t the smartest one in the class, 
but look who got brought back to be 
the principal,” laughs Figaro, who has 
made Visitation a highly ranked school 
since her appointment in 2001.

It is routinely selected for prestigious 
financial aid awards, such as the Mary-
mount Butler and Sacred Heart Head-
mistress scholarships, and Figaro’s 
students make all the top schools, with 
even average pupils topping the honor 
roll.

Yet the notable credentials are just 
part of their overall education, claims 
the Woman of Distinction, who refers 
frequently to the motto of Visitation’s 
patron, St. Francis de Sales: “Be who 
you are, and be it well.”

“I teach my girls to believe in them-
selves and to have confidence, which is 
50 percent of the work,” says the lifelong, 
“50-plus-year-old” Ridgite, whose work 
is steeped in the waterfront communi-
ty first developed in the late 1800s as a 
summer playground for the privileged, 
earning it the nickname of “Brooklyn’s 
Gold Coast.”

The sprawling enclave remains as 
distinctive, today, claims Figaro.

“Some people think we are very tran-
sient here and not community-mind-
ed,” she says. “But Bay Ridge is a like 
small town, we know our neighbors, we 
know our schools, and everyone comes 
together at community meetings look-
ing to help each other.”

Figaro has worked at Redeemer St. 
John Nursery School and St. Finbar 
School, and cannot walk the streets 
without running into an acquaintance, 

thanks to her continued efforts to inte-
grate the community.

She is a constant blip on the Ridge 
radar, whether leading costumed 
munchkins as grand marshal of the 
popular Ragamuffin Parade; or help-
ing to launch a pre-school at the former 
Arabic Lutheran Church; or serving on 
the board of Fontbonne Hall Academy; 
or collecting enough presents to fill 
two trucks for annual toy drives at Fort 
Hamilton Army Base; or helping the 
underprivileged through groups such 
as the Mapleton Kiwanis, Community 
Mayors, Reaching Out Community Ser-
vices, and Ronald McDonald House; or 
raising money to keep unwanted pets 
away from the slaughter house; or fill-

ing multiple SUVs with personal items 
for domestic abuse victims; or helping 
to coordinate autism walks; or assist-
ing gravely injured soldiers through the 
Wounded Warrior Project.

A school bake sale for Valentine’s Day 
last year raised $4,000 dollars for the 
Stephen Siller Tunnel to Towers and 
Gary Sinise foundations to help build a 
smart home for Kensington veteran and 
triple amputee Bryan Dilberian, who 
lost both legs and an arm in Afghani-
stan.

The normally reclusive war hero was 
so touched by the thoughtful gesture 
that he came to Visitation to personally 
thank Figaro and her students, who feted 
him with patriotic songs and homemade 

“From Our Heart to Your Heart” posters.
The magnanimity also moved Fort 

Hamilton Army Base’s voluntary com-
munity liaison Larry Morrish, who at-
tended the event.

“It was beyond superb,” says Mor-
rish, who claims Figaro is modest about 
the charitable projects she launches at 
her school. “Arlene doesn’t look for any 
credit, but she is the most outstanding 
example of a giving and caring person 
that you could mention.”

After Hurricane Sandy, Visitation 
raised thousands of dollars for storm 
victims, finding some of them shel-
ter through local realtors, and bring-
ing several displaced students into the 
school without charging them tuition, 
while donating money to overlooked 
firefighters and security guards at 
Breezy Point.

Arlene Figaro’s intuitive curriculum 
has made her school as distinctive as its 
principal, and her academic skills and 
acts of kindness will resonate for years 
to come with the students she primes 
for success and good citizenship.

“It helps children to know there they 
are a part of something bigger than 
themselves, that we are all neighbors 
and if there’s anyway we can help you, 
we are there for you,” says Arlene Figa-
ro, delivering a lesson all Brooklynites 
can be proud to learn.

arlene Figaro
Principal delivers a lesson in good citizenship

Bio file

occupation: Principal

company: Visitation Academy

claim to fame: “educating 
children and developing the 
character to be able to say that i 
made a difference.”

favorite place: metropolitan 
opera House

person i aDmire: “former 
secretary of state condoleezza 
rice for her unshakable belief in 
her own ability to succeed.” 

 motto: “Be who you are, and 
be it well.” — st. francis de 
sales
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The Board of Directors and Staff of
HeartShare Human Services of New York

salute

Courier Life
for honoring each of the incomparable
2014 Brooklyn Women of Distinction,

and extend our warmest and sincerest
best wishes and congratulations to

Christine Buckley Strehle
an outstanding member of the HeartShare Board of Directors

and
our dear friend and gifted humanitarian

Susan Eaton,

both of whom prove daily that “having it all”
takes love, commitment and hard work.
Giving, not taking, gets the job done!

We truly are honored that they have chosen to be
part of the HeartShare family.

Paul J. Torre William R. Guarinello
Chairman, Board of Directors President & CEO
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

L
oan officer Annette Fisher was 
helping a wheelchair-bound 
senior with her reverse mort-
gage application, when she 

noticed the woman didn’t have a ramp 
outside her house.

“I saw that she couldn’t get in and 
out,” says Fisher, also a certified senior 
advisor, who arranged for the client to 
have a temporary slope installed in-
stead of hassling with the permits and 
high costs of obtaining a permanent 
one.

“Just because you’re in a wheel-
chair doesn’t mean that you should 
just wither away,” says the Sea Gate 
resident, whose free advocacy for the 
golden generation flies in the face of fi-
nancial cut-throats out to make a buck 
instead of a difference.

Fisher’s work as a loan originator and 
a real estate agent has been a spring-
board for the referral service network 
she formed in 2010 to connect seniors 
and their caregivers with legal, medi-
cal, real estate, home care, and other 
vital resources in their community.

Clients of People Empowering Se-
niors Independence and Dignity — a 
membership-free offshoot of Fisher’s 
elder-friendly marketing and advertis-
ing company Golden Maturity — have 
become like family to her.

A lonely widower having trouble 
coming to terms with his grief stopped 
going out because he felt there was no-
where for him to go, until Fisher alert-
ed him to a senior center five blocks 
away, with a slew of activities designed 
to give him a new lease on life.

“It helped to put him in a different 
frame of mind,” she says. “If you can 
keep people going and being active, it 
gives them a reason to live.”

Another client, a 90-year-old woman 
with two accountants, hadn’t claimed 
her federal discounts for 25 years, until 
Fisher took the unusual step of looking 
over her tax bill and informed her that 
she was eligible for enhanced benefits 
through a state tax program for quali-
fying senior homeowners.

“Nobody had filled out that part of 
the form for her,” says the honoree, 

53, who rallies clients at monthly net-
working meetings she coordinates at 
assisted living facilities and restau-
rants, including Cebu Bar and Bistro in 
Bay Ridge, and at the seminars, expos, 
and senior appreciation days she holds 
throughout the year with other elder-
care groups. 

Fisher’s efforts to improve the lives 
of elders include creating WalletICE, 
a free, potentially life-saving, wallet-

sized card containing the carrier’s 
emergency contact, medical, and liv-
ing-wish information, and publishing 
“Seniors Get Your Ducks in a Row,” 
an advice and information book with 
tips from a dietician, an elder-care at-
torney, a realtor, and a cyber expert, 
among other industry professionals.

Her work is as tireless as it is unpre-
dictable. 

Fisher has grieved with clients, been 

there for caregivers grappling with the 
fate of a loved one on life support, and 
battled greedy tradesmen on behalf of 
helpless seniors on a fixed income.

Kensington resident Lydia Samu-
els, 79, was at her wit’s end when the 
contractor remodeling her kitchen did 
a shoddy job, leaving the trim work 
unfinished, the moldings improperly 
installed, and piles of debris scattered 
everywhere.

Fisher was having none of it. 
She told the contractor to finish the 

job or she would report him — forth-
with — to the Department of Consum-
er Affairs and the district attorney’s 
office. 

The contractor stepped up and fixed 
the problems within a week, claims 
Samuels.

“Annette was wonderful, who else are 
you going to get to do things like that 
for you?” says the senior. “Nobody!”

Annette Fisher, once a successful 
graphic artist, switched careers be-
cause she longed for more job satisfac-
tion. The Woman of Distinction has 
fulfilled that wish and then some, par-
laying her entrepreneurial spirit into 
multiple premiums and bonuses for a 
community often overlooked.

“Seniors appreciate what you do for 
them,” she says. “And I tell them I am 
there for them till the day they are no 
longer on the planet.”

annette Fisher
Fiscal expert has a file of charitable works

Bio file

occupation: loan originator, 
real estate agent, and company 
founder.

company: Golden maturity, inc.

claim to fame: “educating 
seniors about their right to a 
better and more dignified life.”

favorite place: the beach

person i aDmire: “my mother 
Joyce soden because she never 
gives up.”

motto: “We can’t become who 
we want to be by remaining who 
we are.”
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

B
righton Beach tour operator 
Liliya Gelfand was traveling 
to Cape Cod in the 1990s with 
50 tourists on a Fourth of July 

trip when the bus broke down on Inter-
state 95, infuriating passengers whose 
worst nightmare had come alive in the 
dark ages before cell phones or the in-
ternet.

“They were yelling at me and threat-
ening to sue me,” claims the New Tours 
founder who braced her nerves, pulled 
into a nearby rest stop, and spent the 
next several hours depositing a small 
fortune into a coin-operated phone 
box to call for help, while keeping her 
angry travelers at bay with promises of 
free tours to make up for the inconve-
nience.

A repair crew finally arrived and fixed 
the bus, just in time for them to make 
the fireworks display. 

Gelfand spent the rest of the trip tak-
ing the group on a comprehensive tour 
of the historic peninsula, stopping to 
sight-see, visit museums, and whale 
watch, while trekking to Plymouth, 
Martha’s Vineyard, Sandwich, and oth-
er time-honored towns, sharing  juicy 
tidbits about their illustrious pasts.

On the trip home she reminded the 
travelers to call her office and book 
their free tours, but to her surprise they 
refused.

“They told me to forget about the 
compensation because they had en-
joyed such a good time,” says Gelfand, 
60, whose master skills ended up being  
her saving grace.

Successful tour guides must be walk-
ing encyclopedias with a keen knowl-
edge of the history, culture, customs, 
theater, architecture, and famous peo-
ple associated with a destination, while 
being friendly, prepared for emergen-
cies, and on the edge of the latest news 
and information, she claims.

“He or she cannot know less than 
the people on the bus,” says the former 
tour guide who formed her company in 
1991, shortly after moving to the U.S. 
from the former Soviet Union with her 
husband Mikhail, ahead of the huge 
wave of Russian-speaking immigrants 

who came to Brooklyn after the social-
ist state collapsed, dubbing Brighton 
Beach “Little Odessa.”

The Woman of Distinction’s plan 
to educate and enlighten the settlers 
about their new homeland with coast-
to-coast tours was an ambitious one 
because she was a recent immigrant 
herself.

She joined multiple libraries, read 
everything she could get her hands on, 
and took night college courses to learn 
about American history, politics, and 
traditions.

“I started my education all over 
again,” says Gelfand, whose hard work 
paid off. 

Today, she is the proud recipient 
of industry awards, including one 

from Borough Hall; New Tours serves 
more than 30,000 tourists annually; 
its award-winning trips include tours 
to Boston, Niagara Falls, Florida, 
California, Las Vegas, Alaska, and 
Canada; and her clients — some of 
whom have met and married on her 
getaways — return with friends and 
family. 

“I feel very good about that because 
this is what we are working for, to make 
people happy,” says Gelfand, also a 
community philanthropist whose 
charitable works include sponsoring 
events for the New York Association of 
Holocaust Survivors and the American 
Association of Invalid and Veterans of 
World War II, and participating in an-
nual toy and food drives.

Raisa Chernina, founder of the 
BeProud Foundation, marvels at her 
selflessness.

“Liliya lost a lot of things during Hur-
ricane Sandy, but she said to me, ‘Do you 
know anyone who needs anything?’ ” 
says Chernina, adding that Gelfand 
donates tours as prizes for her group’s 
annual “Your Highness Grandmother” 
pageants, and looks out for people in 
dire straits.

“Liliya spent hours last year help-
ing to package 600 parcels of food for 
our Passover food distribution,” says 
Chernina. “She is a kind and generous 
person, and you can always count on 
her to help.”

Gelfand’s savvy skills have also kept 
her business afloat over the years, as she 
successfully steered New Tours through 
devastating events that can spell doom 
for the tourist trade, including terror 
attacks, health epidemics, political un-
rest, and natural disasters. 

She lost a tour bus, and computer and 
phone access to Sandy, but continued 
working from her brother’s home.

“We are like the stock market, every-
thing affects our business,” says Liliya 
Gelfand, who toils around the clock to 
accommodate global time zones, but 
refuses to retire because wanderlust 
speaks to her soul.

“Traveling makes people think differ-
ently, it brings families closer together, 
and it fills the heart,” she says. “What is 
better than that?”

liliya gelFanD
Tour operator goes the distance for her travelers

Bio file

occupation: founding 
president and c.e.o.

company: new tours

claim to fame: “to make 
people happy traveling around 
the world.”

favorite place: new york

person i aDmire: “my good 
friend nelly Braginsky, who 
tragically lost her son Alex on 
9-11, for her strong spirit.”

motto: “Get up and go.”
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Dear Mom, 
Congratulations! We are 
so proud of you. Thank you 
for all you do for us and the 
community. We love you!

Love, 
Daddy, Caroline, John, 

Kyle, Kevin, Terence and 
Michael

Christine 
Strehle

Congratulations
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By shavana aBruzzo

W
endy Z. Goldstein had the 
odds stacked against her 
when she was appointed 
president and C.E.O. in 

2001 of Lutheran Medical Center — a 
community teaching hospital in Sun-
set Park, and the heart of the Lutheran 
HealthCare system.

The staff was leaving. The board was 
aging. The quality was slipping. The 
finances were crashing. And she was 
a practicing Jew tasked with reviving 
a Christian-based health facility lan-
guishing on the site of a former aban-
doned factory that trustees had bought 
for a buck from Mayor John Lindsay in 
the 1970s.

“It was an institution that had largely 
lost its way,” says Goldstein, the former 
director of Mount Sinai Hospital with 
more than 30 years experience at some 
of the country’s finest academic medi-
cal establishments, including Memorial 
Sloan Kettering Cancer Center and New 
York University Medical Center. “It had 
all the elements of success, but there 
was no vision for how to bring them to-
gether.”

One hurdle was restoring Lutheran’s 
relationship with the church. The sole 
corporate member was distanced from 
the hospital due to the borough’s dwin-
dling Lutheran community — a far cry 
from 1883 when Sister Elizabeth Fedde 
of Norway founded the facility to serve 
Scandinavian Lutherans who dominat-
ed Sunset Park and christened its areas 
“Little Norway” and “Finntown.”

Goldstein wanted to make Lutheran 
more than a word on the awning. 

She began visiting church officials at 
the presiding synod in Chicago, insti-
tuted a community service awards pro-
gram commemorating the foundress, 
and participated in local events such as 
the Norwegian Day Parade in Bay Ridge, 
waving to crowds from atop a decorated 
Lutheran float.

Her unprecedented creation of the 
position of senior vice president for mis-
sion and spiritual care helped to launch 
a faith-health coalition of more than 50 
congregations, a counseling center and 
a parish nurse program, in addition to 

annual Mission Week celebrations.
The new office is a major artery in the 

neighborhood, claims Bishop Robert 
Rimbo, head of the Metropolitan New 
York Synod and a Lutheran board mem-
ber.

“It really is the life of the community,” 
says the clergyman, who credits Gold-
stein with working steadfastly to unify 
the church and Lutheran HealthCare. 

He recalls being pleasantly surprised 
at how many of the workers she knew by 
name when they walked along the hos-
pital corridor last year.

“That demonstrated to me Wendy’s 
ability to connect with the people, as 
well as her amazing ability to know what 
is going on in the institution,” he says.

The Woman of Distinction’s other goal 

has been to make Lutheran the provider 
of choice.

“I had to find a niche,” says Goldstein, 
62, a resident of Scarsdale, N.Y. “Why 
come to Lutheran, what will Lutheran do 
better than anybody else in Brooklyn?”

Her “aha” moment came during a 
lecture she attended on using cultural 
competence as a business method.

“I realized the way to distinguish 
yourself is not to appeal to one ethnic 
group, but to create an environment 
that all ethnic groups can feel good 
in,” says the honoree, who oversaw 
Lutheran’s complete transformation, 
securing more than $200 million in 
state, federal, and other funds, while 
appointing a vice president for cultural 
competence to serve the area’s Ortho-

dox Jews, Latinos, Arabs, and Chinese 
populations.

The results were astounding: Lu-
theran’s multi-lingual medical staff in-
creased by 125 percent, and its hospital 
discharges by more than 30 percent. 
Dozens of ambulatory sites were added. 
The Chinese inpatient health care units 
are Brooklyn’s first, offering round-the-
clock care by staff trained in the beliefs 
and customs of their patients, with au-
thentic Chinese meals prepared by a 
Chinese cook. A $93-million makeover 
overhauled the hospital, the core of Lu-
theran’s network of family health cen-
ters, a nursing home, a community care 
organization, and senior housing. And 
Albany decided to keep Lutheran open, 
while closing 107-year-old Victory Me-
morial Hospital in Bay Ridge.

The recovery was divinely inspired, 
according to Wendy Z. Goldstein.

“Everyone is put on the earth to make 
it better,” she says. “My faith’s tradition 
of ‘Tikun Olam’ — ‘to heal the world’ 
— enabled me to steer a course back to-
ward the church.”

Today, thanks to her determined ef-
forts, the once-flatlining Christian hos-
pital is alive and well, with a thriving 
corporate strategy and a core mission 
rededicated to its inclusivity. 

wenDy Z. golDstein
Hospital boss heals ailing institution

Bio file

occupation: President and 
c.e.o.

company: lutheran Healthcare

claim to fame: “i became the 
first woman vice president at 
memorial sloan kettering at 29 
with two year-old twins.”

favorite place: “Anywhere 
with my kids!”

person i aDmire: “margaret 
sanger who, as a mother of 
three, fought to legalize birth 
control and whose efforts led 
to the founding of Planned 
Parenthood.”

motto: “sacred cows make the 
best hamburgers.”
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Congratulations to 

Dr. Melinda Keller
 

“A real life saver”
 

Your grateful patient,
Evelyn Finn

Congratulations
Christine Buckley Strehle

 

For all you do for so many, so often and 
never look for acknowledgement!

You have touched more lives than you know!

No one deserves this more than you! 

We love you and are very proud of you!

 
Love Always,

Audrey and Brian 
Kathyann and Marty
Margaret and Jimmy

If you’re struggling to care for a 
loved one with Alzheimer’s or other 
challenges with aging, we can help.

“Mom’s getting more confused. 
                She forgot to eat again.”

“What if she wanders off?  
          That would be horrible.”

   “We need to keep her safe at home. 
               We need more help.”

HomeInstead.com/504
718.891.4663

Home Instead Senior Care-Brooklyn                                                      
congratulates

Annette
Fisher

for her work in the community.

Congratulations, Annette!

Companion Services

We’re Here To Help
Mary Maroney RN  •  Marie Sayour

Lifelong Bay Ridge Residents

718-720-7242
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

L
ewis Avenue, between Mac-
Donough and Decatur streets 
was prime sirloin for drug-deal-
ers and petty crooks in 2000, 

when innkeeper Monique Greenwood 
— a former editor-in-chief of Essence 
magazine — bought a pair of mixed-use 
buildings on the Bedford-Stuyvesant, 
block, and jump-started a small-busi-
ness revolution that transformed the 
sagging strip into a bustling commer-
cial corridor and fueled a neighborhood 
renaissance.

Greenwood, who owns and operates 
Akwaaba Mansion Bed & Breakfast on 
MacDonough Street, became a landlord 
on a mission to reclaim the historic area 
which birthed the Teddy bear, estab-
lished one of the nation’s first free-black 
communities, and was once a vacation 
destination for wealthy financiers, but 
now had fallen prey to urban decay.

She scrutinized tenants looking to 
launch businesses in her storefronts, in-
sisting they open choice shops, live in the 
vicinity, and commit to hiring locally. 

“I wasn’t looking for a liquor store,” 
she says. “I wanted well-rounded, small 
businesses that gave neighborhood kids 
a shot at work experience, and where 
you didn’t have to pass money through 
a bullet-proof glass.”

A book store, an antique shop, a coffee 
house, and a restaurant opened within 
a year, igniting the change that Green-
wood — author of the self-help book 
“Having What Matters: The Black Wom-
an’s Guide to Creating the Life You Re-
ally Want” (HarperCollins 2001) — had 
hoped for.

The Woman of Distinction — on a roll 
— helped to create the Shops of Lewis 
Avenue Merchants Association and 
served on Community Board 3. She in-
stituted sidewalk soirees that extended 
four blocks away to Halsey Street, and 
started annual Christmas tree lightings 
at Fulton Park, once the blighted play-
ground of junkies and crack peddlers.

Marlene Calixte, owner of Marlene 
Hair Stylist on Lewis Avenue, says she 
looks forward to attending the Yuletide 
celebrations, and claims Greenwood has 
re-energized the area.

“Monique started the changes here 
because she wasn’t afraid to buy the 
buildings,” says Calixte. “Before you 
would have to look over your shoulder, 
but now people are not afraid of walking 
on the block.”

City Hall and the Brooklyn Chamber 
of Commerce recognized Greenwood’s 
work, hailing her with small business of 
the year awards.

“It was a way of acknowledging the 
community as well,” she says. “Because 
you cannot do that on your own, with-
out the customers and the community 
where you operate.”

Greenwood, 54, is undeniably a smooth 
operator, but one without the airs and 
graces of a former media mover-shaker 
who has directed Queen Latifah and Den-
zel Washington on cover shoots, and set 

such lasting publishing trends as Essence’s 
popular “Street Scene” series about looks 
sported by real black women.

She splits her time these days between 
her pair of bed and breakfasts in New 
Jersey, another one in Washington, D.C., 
her deluxe resort and spa in Pennsylva-
nia, and her Brooklyn inn — an Italian-
ate villa she opened in 1995, restoring its 
architectural details, including 14-foot 
ceilings and ornate fireplaces, as part of 
a decor combining Afro-elegance with 
antiques.

Greenwood named her empire Ak-
waaba — “welcome” in Twi, a language 
of Ghana — because it spoke to the am-
bience she sought for her guests.

“‘Welcome’ is the most hospitable 
word you can use,” says the hotelier, who 
cooks meals, ensures the rooms are ap-

pointed with rose petals, champagne, 
music, and a cozy bubble bath, and even 
shovels snow off patrons’ cars to make 
their stays memorable.

The attention has not gone unnoticed.
“I love this place, it’s my home away 

from home when I’m in the city,” en-
thused hip-hop artist and actor Mos Def 
on her website, after a visit to her Brook-
lyn inn.

Another guest discovered the spec-
tacular scope of the Akwaaba experi-
ence, when he called to say he wanted to 
propose to his girlfriend at one of Green-
wood’s bed and breakfasts.

“I told him we’d make it a real sur-
prise, and that he should pack her bags 
and bring one of her formal gowns,” says 
the honoree, who set up a private din-
ing room and cooked the sweethearts a 
sumptuous steak dinner.

Monique Greenwood’s belief in neigh-
borliness has expanded her business 
holdings, and helped to position Bed-
ford-Stuyvesant for success and pros-
perity — but it hasn’t been all about dol-
lars and cents.

“There’s a different way business 
gets done when you know you’re serv-
ing your next door neighbor or the lady 
around the corner,” says the industrial-
ist, whose vision for living well has im-
proved countless lives and reclaimed a 
community.

monique greenwooD
Innkeeper jump-starts a community renaissance

Bio file

occupation: owner and “chief 
enjoyment officer”

company: Akwaaba Bed & 
Breakfast inns

claim to fame: “living my 
best life and inspiring others to 
do the same.”

favorite place: “my own bed, 
where i rarely sleep!”

person i aDmire: “my 
daughter Glynn Pogue because 
her passion, compassion, and 
positive spirit give me faith in 
the next generation.”

motto: “make it happen.”
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Supporting education and medical research. Join us at bcacampaign.com and facebook.com/bcacampaign

WE’RE
STRONGER
TOGETHER.

Let’s defeat breast cancer.
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congratulates
Verna DuBerry Ademu-John

Thank you for all you have done 
to make Brooklyn healthier!

prominis
Medical Services

The Sanz Family would like to congratulate
all the Women of Distinction Honorees

Thank you for all you do!

Engagements • Bridal Showers • Rehearsal Dinners • Small Weddings

—Up to 120 Guests—

THE DAILY NEWS

Authentic Spanish & Mexican Cuisine
“Mexican and Spanish fare meld in this elegant restaurant, garden dining 

in fi ne weather and fi replace to warm up the gray days of winter.” 
– New York Magazine

114 Bay Ridge Ave., Brooklyn • (718) 833-8865
www.casapepe.com

For their individual contributions toward the collective benefit for the Borough of Brooklyn!

Congratulations To:

The Bedford-Stuyvesant Gateway BID wishes to congratulate this years honorees.

Over 350 stores on Fulton Street between Troy and Classon Avenues, and on Nostrand Avenue from Atlantic Avenue to Halsey Street
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

S
hattered, sobbing people poured 
into the trailer near MCU Park 
like a post-apocalyptic human 
river after Hurricane Sandy, as-

tonishing Coney Island relief worker 
Lisa Jones who was new on the job and 
racing around the clock to help residents 
who had lost everything.

“It was like a war zone, and every-
one was in survival mode,” says Jones, 
director of Brooklyn Community Ser-
vices’ storm assistance team. “People 
didn’t have power, water, food, or 
clothing, and they needed a place to go 
to get direction.” 

Jones’ personal history — a tapestry 
of tragedy and triumph — gave context 
to the hardships ahead. 

She had overcome a troubled child-
hood, buried more than a dozen teens 
as a former community organizer with 
an anti-gun violence program in Red 
Hook and Crown Heights, and she was 
still recuperating from a recent life-
threatening illness.

“I’ve seen a lot of grief in my life, and 
as a result I see the glass half-full all 
the time,” says the former co-director 
of the Red Hook Community Center 
Beacon program and ex-program con-
sultant for Girl Scouts U.S.A. “You can 
take a disaster and say, ‘What can I do 
to make this better?’ ” 

The positive attitude helped as she 
combed the People’s Playground with 
her workers, canvassing door-to-door, 
entering pitch-black high rises and 
basements with flashlights, and reach-
ing out to schools, churches, and busi-
nesses, to distribute basic essentials, 
supplies, and token cash, while navi-
gating the catastrophic problems of the 
crowds that showed up at the trailer and 
at the community rallies she organized.

Their stories were haunting.
A group of Mexican day laborers, 

who lost their livelihoods because 
floods swept their tools away, revealed 
a pressing new need when they told her 
that Sandy had emotionally scarred 
their families.

“Their kids were afraid to take show-
ers and hid every time it rained,” says 
Jones, who brought in counselors to 

help them and others experiencing 
similar stresses work through their or-
deals.

The Woman of Distinction is a 
guardian angel, claims wheelchair-
bound Beverly Williams, who has Lou 
Gehrig’s Disease and was trapped in 
her beachfront house for weeks before 
contacting Jones, who immediately 
rushed to her aid.

“I lost everything, but Lisa came, put 
her arms around me, and told me, ‘Don’t 
worry, we’ll take care of you,’ ” says Wil-
liams, adding Jones gave her a bed, 
clothing, silverware, and crockery, and 
helped her to apply for expanded federal 

funds and secure another home, while 
visiting her regularly after she settled in.

“Lisa gave me my life back,” says the 
appreciative woman, who received the 
group’s inaugural Human Spirit Award 
— an uplifting reminder of a terrible 
time she proudly displays on her new 
coffee table. “It’s one thing for someone 
to give you things, but it’s another for a 
person to actually pick up your spirit.”

Yet, more than a year later, many 
storm victims are still sleeping on floors 
in unrepaired homes, claims Jones, 50, 
also executive director of the Astella De-
velopment Corporation.

“As time passes, more and more ser-

vices disappear,” says the urban warrior, 
an accomplished metal sculptor work-
ing to rekindle the flame with Brooklyn 
Community Services’ new  One Brook-
lyn Community campaign, and the 
group’s merger with Astella.

“We need to have a collective con-
sciousness so that we can understand 
that no one need is greater than anoth-
er, and that we can all come together 
and make some positive change,” says 
Jones, a recipient of service awards from 
the Coney Island Community Council 
and New York Disaster Interfaith Ser-
vices.

Her positive changes have healed and 
uplifted the borough through such out-
reach efforts as mural beautifications 
and new programs for youngsters in 
need of support services.

Two brothers unfamiliar with cam-
eras ended up being natural shutterbugs 
after attending a photography class she 
launched at the Citizens Committee of 
New York City, with one sibling receiving 
a camp scholarship and the other selling 
his masterpiece in a traveling exhibi-
tion, inspiriting everyone involved with 
the project.

“There was a sense of belonging, and 
a sense of joy and accomplishment,” 
says Lisa Jones, who has succeeded in 
achieving those lofty ideals — time and 
again — for people in need.

lisa Jones
Advocate turns storm warrior after Hurricane Sandy 

Bio file

occupation: Director of 
coney island programs; 
executive director 

company: Brooklyn 
community services; Astella 
Development corporation

claim to fame: “i’ve worked 
hard to help improve the lives of 
others.”

favorite place: the beach 

person i aDmire: “my 
grandmother lilly mae Johnson 
for seeing the good in all.”

motto: “tragedy is an opening 
for some good to come.”
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congratulates all 
of the honorees

Congratulations 

Verna DuBerry Ademu-John 

 
IsabahlIa Farmers market 

June 28–November 1, 2014, 8 am–4 pm
718-498-3174

Congratulations to
Verna DuBerry 

Ademu-John
Brooklyn’s Women of Distinction 

LOZANO DESIGN 
Graphic Design / Printing Services 
1745 Broadway, 17th fl. NYC 10019 
212.255.6829 
www.lozanodesign.com

We salute the 2014

Brooklyn Women of Distinction

Saluting ALL of the 
wonderful women 

in our unique borough

www.takeiteasytiger.com
F - Facebook.com/takeiteasytiger
t - twitter.com/takeiteasytiger

congratulations to
Verna D. aDemu-John

we are prouD

Congratulations 
Ruth!

Love
Helen, Warren, & Amanda Leibowitz

CONGRATS ANNETTE!
 “You Go Girl”

LOVE, DEBRA
“Getting Healthy One Meal At A Time”

…Nutrition & Diabetes Education…

Email: DebraSGross@gmail.com
Or call (917) 670-1203

“Live Light Live Right” at Brookdale supports 
Mrs. Verna Duberry Ademu-John as a  

Brooklyn’s Women of Distinction Honoree  
for her work in the community.

Our four-part replicable childhood obesity 
treatment model is backed by scientific 

principles and rigorous evaluation. It includes: 
Medical Evaluation; Nutritional and Behavior 

Counseling; Education and Community 
Outreach; Supervised Physical Fitness Classes. 

Sponsored by ‘The Robin Hood Foundation’  

Please visit our website at www.livelight.org  or call us at 
718-240-5857 or 718-240-8125. 

Best Wishes —  
Sarita Dhuper MD, FACC & The Live Light Right Team

Email: info@iaafestival.org  Website: www.iaafestival.org

“Preserving & Honoring Our Heritage”

Donate $3 At the Gate & Win Prizes Daily

10AM to 9PM (Rain or Shine)
Commodore Barry Park

Navy St. 9 (Park & Flushing Aves.)
Brooklyn, New York 11205

Information 718-638-6700

Thursday
      July 3rd 2014
                to
Sunday
      July 6th 2014

Victoria Mitchell
 Congratulations on your 

well deserved honor
 

From Kayla, Miriam & Warren
The Henry Family
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By shavana aBruzzo

T
he Rev. Dr. Emma Jordan-
Simpson was shocked to 
learn that a playground at 
the city’s Tompkins Houses 

in Bedford-Stuyvesant was built like 
a penitentiary, with the word “jail” 
printed brazenly on its prison-or-
ange jungle gym. 

The executive pastor of the Concord 
Baptist Church of Christ and the for-
mer head of the Children’s Defense 
Fund New York went to take a look for 
herself.

“It was intentionally designed like a 
jail!” says Jordan-Simpson, who was 
incensed to see the janitor giving it a 
lick of polish. “He was shining it up and 
buffing it.”

She snapped pictures and spoke to 
distraught grandmothers who said they 
had tried to remove the offensive word 
for the past eight years, but the city only 
repainted it and scolded them for defac-
ing public property.

“It was part of the cradle to prison 
pipeline, but nobody was paying at-
tention because nobody listens to poor 
people,” says Jordan-Simpson, who 
knew the diabolical statistics — one in 
three black, and one in six Latino, boys 
risked landing in prison during their 
lifetimes.

The clergywoman called Brooklyn 
Community Foundation founding 
president Marilyn Gelber, who contact-
ed the Daily News, which ran a front-
page story embarrassing city officials 
into removing the sign and eventually 
redesigning the playground. 

Yet the mountain may not have been 
moved, if not for the Woman of Distinc-
tion’s red alert.

“Emma has both a generosity of spirit 
and a strong and powerful voice when 
it comes to defending the interests of 
young people growing up in Brooklyn,” 
says Gelber, who invited Jordan-Simp-
son to sit on her advisory committee 
when the state planned to close upstate 
detention facilities and transition young 
people back into the community.

Youth incarceration is an American 
apartheid that endangers children, 
leading to marginalized lives and in 

some cases premature death, according 
to the honoree, 51, whose own child-
hood was tumultuous.

She grew up in Newark, N.J. — one of 
seven children of a single mother who 
worked two jobs — in a blighted climate 
that collided with the aftermath of the 
1967 Newark riots that left 26 people 
dead and hundreds injured.

“Hunger, poverty, substandard hous-
ing, these issues were my issues,” says 
Jordan-Simpson, who delivered her 
first sermon at age 17 about the Lord’s 
Prayer to a crowd of rapt youngsters 
who also came from homes with absen-
tee fathers.

“It was important for me to talk about 
what it meant to have an ‘Our Father’ 
beyond our earthly parents,” says Jor-
dan-Simpson, whose prayers have been 
published by the Schomburg Center for 
Research in Black Culture. “I felt called 
to help them.”

The vocational journey has taken 

her through grassroots knolls and in-
ternational pastures on behalf of un-
der-served children, including leading 
visits to city youth detention centers 
with local clergy members, creating 
the social justice blog “A Voice in Ra-
mah,” helping to launch collabora-
tions between aspiring artists and 
the Brooklyn Academy of Music for 
the acclaimed DanceAfrica festivals, 
and addressing social justice issues at 
Fisk and Columbia universities, while 
speaking out against structural pov-
erty at the University of Greifswald in 
Germany. 

Poignant, chance moments have 
stayed with her, such as the trip to 
a now-defunct detention facility in 
Crown Heights.

“They brought in a group of young 
boys and the youngest one was 11 years 
old, and all I could think about was put-
ting him in jail could not be the best 
answer we could have for him,” says 

Jordan-Simpson, who has worked to 
pave a more hopeful way.

She instituted college showers to 
equip first-generation college students 
with dorm essentials, as past executive 
director of Girls Incorporated of New 
York City.

“They had the grades, they had the 
scholarships, but they didn’t have the 
basic things like bedding, lamps, and 
toiletries,” she says.

Jordan-Simpson continues to power 
the next generation at her 167-year-old 
church, where she is the second woman 
ever ordained. 

When youngsters at Concord’s sum-
mer Freedom School expressed dismay 
over education budget cuts, she had 
them make posters and took them on 
the subway to rally outside the New 
York Stock Exchange.

“They marched outside with signs 
that read, ‘I’m a valuable resource’ and 
‘Invest in our future,’” she says. “We 
educated them on how decisions are 
made.” 

America’s debate on vulnerable chil-
dren and the issues they face might con-
found lesser mortals, but Rev. Dr. Emma 
Jordan-Simpson meets the maelstrom 
with a sweet, spiritual message.

“Bring your faith and understand that 
this is a journey — there is no deadline,” 
she says.

reV. Dr. emma JorDan-simpson
Clergywoman fights for youth with her faith-powered message 

Bio file

occupation: executive pastor

company: concord Baptist 
church of christ

claim to fame: “i’ve raised 
awareness about the cradle to 
prison pipeline.”

favorite place: Prospect 
Park

person i aDmire: “Abolitionist 
Harriet tubman because she 
believed in freedom.”

motto: “teaching others to 
stand up and fight is the only 
way our struggle survives.” — 
ella Baker [1903–1986]
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718-848-3344
158-18 B Cross 

Bay Blvd., 
Howard Beach, 

Queens, NY 11414

718-451-3344
1557 Ralph Ave., 

Brooklyn, NY 11236
(Edible To Go not avail-

able at this location)

718-622-3344
1357 Fulton Street, 
Brooklyn, NY 11216 

SMOOTHIES • PARFAITS • FRUIT SALADS • DIPPED FRUIT

Gourmet Chocolate
Dipped FruitFruit Sundae and Parfait

EDIBLE ARRANGEMENTS® & Design and all other marks noted are trademarks of Edible Arrangements, LLC. ©2014 Edible Arrangements, LLC. All rights reserved.

Make life a little sweeter.™

EdibleArrangements.com

GET YOUR FRUIT TO GO

Congratulations 

to the 2014 

Brooklyn 

Women

of Distinction

CONGRATULATIONS 
to our terrific Program Director

Josephine Brown
Your knowledge, caring, creativity, and understanding 

truly helps people living with memory loss LIVE.

With love and gratitude from all of us —  
staff, board, caregivers, members, consultants, volunteers 

Meeting the needs of people living with Alzheimer’s and dementia-related disorders

CONGRATULATIONS TO

Christine Buckley Strehle

From your friends at
The Shamrock A.C.
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By shavana aBruzzo

T
he construction helmet on 
Martha Kamber’s desk bears 
witness to her work as the 
tough-as-nails chief execu-

tive officer of the YWCA of Brooklyn, 
an organization dedicated to eliminat-
ing racism, empowering women, and 
promoting peace, justice, freedom, 
and human dignity, but one that had 
become a weary warrior — until she 
came along.

The hard hat symbolizes Kamber’s 
struggle to regenerate and wrest the fi-
nancially strapped Boerum Hill facil-
ity from the clutches of greedy devel-
opers, some of them willing to shell out 
$25 million for the crumbling, 11-story 
structure built in 1927 that contained 
a women’s residence, an art deco the-
ater, office space, a gym, and a pool.

She arrived seven years ago to find 
the place in shambles. The roof leaked. 
The pool dripped into the day-care 
room. The gym was failing. And there 
was no safety system in place.

“By day four, I was pretty sure I had 
made a mistake,” says the social justice 
and community development advo-
cate, who was not ready for the battle 
ahead with contractors, architects, 
and building inspectors. “I knew noth-
ing about boiler issues.”

A bigger picture propelled her on-
wards.

“I was uniquely unqualified, but I be-
lieved in the organization,” says Kam-
ber, a Sunset Park resident who worried 
about the 200 low-income women who 
lived on the top five floors, many of 
whom were former abuse victims, but 
all of whom represented generations 
of destitute females who had sought 
temporary refuge there over the years 
or made it their home. “I thought if 
we put these women out on the street, 
then who are we, and what is our com-
mitment to our mission?” 

The Woman of Distinction’s concern 
was deeply personal.

Kamber grew up in an unstable home 
where she witnessed her father fre-
quently beat her mother, who sought 
solace in drugs and alcohol. She was 
bounced from home to home, and lived 

on the streets as a teen. And she raised 
her daughter as a single parent.

“I suffered a lot of the same things as 
these women,” says Kamber, 52, whose 
first job was in a battered women’s 
shelter at a YWCA in her home state of 
Massachusetts.

Since then, she has lobbied and ral-
lied on behalf of abused women every-
where, including working extensively 
to decriminalize sexually trafficked 
minors forced into prostitution, and 
marching in Albany last year to pro-
mote the Women’s Equality Agenda 
for equal pay, access to reproductive 
health, and freedom from discrimina-
tion and violence.

“I discovered not only a political and 
social context for the brutality of my 
childhood, but also an opportunity to 
turn my experience into something 

positive,” says Kamber, who rose to the 
occasion. 

She raised $32 million for a five-year 
renovation at the YWCA that added 
four more floors of housing, upgraded 
the heating system, and installed new 
windows and eco-friendly fixtures, 
among other improvements.

She availed the venue free of charge 
to civic groups, and made it a Commu-
nity Supported Agriculture site, while 
bringing in area-based groups, includ-
ing S.A.G.E., a service and advocacy 
group for gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 
transgender elders, and Roulette In-
termedium, a music organization that 
restored the 90-year-old theater. 

She also helped to institute a men-
torship program for women entrepre-
neurs with merchants along Atlantic 
Avenue, as a member of the belt’s busi-

ness improvement district. 
The bold investments exhilarated the 

downtrodden, with one former abuse 
victim realizing her dreams to become 
a nutritionist after Kamber motivated 
her to obtain her degree, and arranged 
employment for her at a hospital. 

Once subdued women are express-
ing themselves, too, some for the first 
time.

Bernadette McKnight came to the 
YWCA in 2010 to escape a boyfriend’s 
beatings, and says her watershed mo-
ment came when she delivered a eu-
logy at a memorial Kamber organized 
for deceased residents last year.

“I used to keep things inside, but I 
knew all of those women and it made 
me feel good to be able to share my 
thoughts about them,” she says.

Kamber’s love and support has made 
all the difference in her life, shares 
McKnight.

“Martha came up to my studio when 
I moved in, and she hugged and greet-
ed me, and she told me that I wouldn’t 
have to worry about anything anymore 
— and I haven’t,” she says.

Consider the glowing words as much 
a confirmation of Martha Kamber’s 
work to restore grace and dignity to 
persecuted woman, as the hard hat 
perched on her desk.

martha KamBer
YWCA exec restores grace to abused women

Bio file

occupation: c.e.o.

company: yWcA of Brooklyn

claim to fame: “Working 
for 30 years to level the 
playing field for women and 
children.”

favorite place: “my garden.”

person i aDmire: “late rep. 
shirley chisholm [1924–2005] 
because she shattered barriers 
and opened possibilities for 
future generations of women 
leaders.”

motto: “you must do the thing 
you think you cannot do.” — 
eleanor roosevelt
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Congratulations to this year’s 
Brooklyn Women of Distinction Honorees, 

with special recognition to our very own
Verna DuBerry Ademu-John

HealthierNYC.org

Earl Brown
Executive Director

Verna’s dedication 
to the health and 
wellness of Brooklyn 
residents serves as an 
inspiration to us all.

Martha’s Place
 

Congratulates  
the 2014

Brooklyn Women 
of Distinction

 
All the best on your 

future successes

Councilman Vincent J. Gentile 
proudly congratulates

And all of this year’s  
Women of Distinction!

Thank you for all you do.

Annette Fisher

Arlene Figaro

Donna Mae DePola

Kathy Khatari

Victoria Mitchell

Wendy Goldstein



   Brooklyn’s Women of Distinction 2014   37

B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

B
orough Park chiropractor Dr. 
Melinda Keller was speaking 
to students at Bishop Kear-
ney High School about spinal 

health when she adjusted the talk to 
one of her other specialties — self-im-
provement.

“I spoke about chiropractic for about 
six minutes and spent the next 30 min-
utes talking about positive attitude, 
self-esteem, setting goals, and visual-
ization because when you see some-
thing in your mind you can attract it 
into your life,” says the founder of the 
Brooklyn Spine Center. “I wanted the 
students to move towards becoming 
their best selves.”

Keller is a dab hand at realigning 
youth visions into realities.

She helped to institute a self-empow-
erment program for teens in foster care 
based on the C.A.N.I. philosophy of 
constant and never-ending improve-
ment, as a board member at the Angel 
Guardian Home. 

Youngsters were able to dream up, set, 
and achieve their goals, and be rewarded 
with prizes donated by area merchants, 
says the Woman of Distinction, who has 
dedicated her life to helping people be-
come a better version of themselves, her 
generosity of spirit compressed in her 
work and deeds — a dual force that has 
made her a neighborhood healer and a 
community benefactor.

Keller donates annual scholarships 
— anonymously — to underprivi-
leged students at four Brooklyn dance 
schools. She has traveled to Long Is-
land to give complimentary spine 
adjustments to retired nuns in their 
mother houses. She inserts quarters 
for strangers in their expired park-
ing meters — “just because.” And she 
coaches a school basketball league on 
Staten Island, motivating hoopsters to 
visualize a slam dunk, and then go for 
the winning shot.

“I like to give back because I am 
healthy, blessed, love my life, and love 
what I do,” says the wife and mother of 
three school-age children.

But her commitment to well-being 
has a herniated past.

Keller became a chiropractor — a 
health care practitioner specializing in 
a drug-free, hands-on approach to spi-
nal care — because she witnessed the 
epic failures of traditional therapies as 
a child.

“I grew up with a sick mother who was 
hospitalized more than she wasn’t, and I 
had a yearning for people to be healthy,” 
says the honoree, 56, who has enabled 
the wheelchair-bound to walk again, 
and alleviated the symptoms of asth-
matics, insomniacs, and others suffer-
ing from maladies seemingly unrelated 
to the spine, through chiropractic — an 
ancient medical discipline Hippocrates 
promoted to improve and strengthen 
the tubular bundle of nervous tissue 
and support cells that are the brain’s 

chief messenger to the body.
“Get knowledge of the spine, for this is 

the requisite for many diseases,” the fa-
mous Greek physician wrote in 500 BC.

Yet, conventional medicine offers a 
costly and ofttimes needless route to 
vertebral wellness, according to dy-
namicchiropractic.com. 

Medicare and Medicaid expenses for 
non-surgical and surgical back prob-
lems cost taxpayers a whopping $3.8 
billion last year, while up to 40 percent 
of spine surgeries may be unnecessary, 
reports the industry website.

Chiropractic is not a magic pill, says 
Keller, but people should be mindful of 
its significant capabilities before going 
under the knife.

“If there is a natural treatment that is 

very inexpensive, that goes to the cause 
of the problem with no risk of anesthe-
sia and surgery, then everyone should 
explore it and see if they are a candi-
date,” says the chiropractor, whose ap-
pointment book reads like a who’s who 
of luminaries. 

Guardian Angels founder and media 
personality Curtis Sliwa  is her patient, 
as is prominent Bay Ridge cardiologist 
Dr. Robert Zaloom, whose testimoni-
als are aired in Keller’s office.

Zaloom — affiliated with Lutheran 
Medical Center, and Lenox Hill and 
Mount Sinai hospitals — suffered 
from such debilitating back pain that 
his wife had to help him put his shoes 
and socks on, until Keller corrected his 
problem with a course of treatments.

“I was on the floor unable to move 
because I was in chronic pain every 
single day,” says Zaloom, who returns 
for routine adjustments, sometimes 
finding himself sitting next to one of 
his cardiology patients in the packed 
waiting room of Keller’s 33-year-old 
practice. “Going to Melinda was life 
changing for me.”

Dr. Melinda Keller is as much a life 
coach as she is a chiropractor, helping 
people to coordinate their good health 
through natural forces.

“The power that made the body heals 
the body,” she says, with the authority 
of one in the know.

melinDa Keller
Chiropractor inspires others to be the best version of themselves

Bio file

occupation: chiropractor

company: Brooklyn spine 
center

claim to fame: “inspiring 
others to be the best version of 
themselves.”

favorite place: the ocean

person i aDmire: “Hillary 
rodham clinton for her ability 
to rise above adversity, and her 
choice to work tirelessly.”

motto: “A candle loses 
nothing by lighting another 
candle.”
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Ruth Arberman
Words can never express  

the gratitude we have for all you do for us.

Your Support is Priceless

Love always,
Your Students at Sterling

The AmericAre compAnies
sAluTe Joan Krystal levy and
the sephardic nursing  
& rehab center
for its excellence
and commitment to the
community.

TUSCAN COUNTRY CUISINE

Three Cheers
For the 2014 Honorees!

 
From your friends

at

We are so proud of our Woman of Distinction!

Congratulations  

Verna D. Ademu-John 
for this well deserved honor 

You are deeply committed to your family and 
community and we love you for it!

With our devotion, 
Gustavus, Ladè & Liland

Congratulations 

Verna DuBerry Ademu-John
on being honored as one of Brooklyn’s Women of Distinction for 
2014. Your hard work and dedication is an inspiration to us all. 

Your Friends & Colleagues...
Romona Rodgers 

Dara Cooper, Sonya Alonge 
NYC Food and Fitness Partnership

Tamecca Tillard, Laryssa Green 
The Coalition for the Improvement of Bedford Stuyvesant

Robert Henry-Jones 
The Partnership for a Healthier Brooklyn at BSRC

Congratulations to
Queen Madame Victoria Mitchell

from your friends at

It has been our honor and pleasure to watch you 
mature through the years into the beautiful & 

caring woman you are today!
Congratulations!

D & Vinny Ragusa

Christine Buckley Strehle,

Josephine Brown

Congratulations on a well deserved award

2014 BROOKLYN WOMEN OF DISTINCTION 

From Bob & Rhonda
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By shavana aBruzzo

K
atherine Khatari would be 
named the Hijabed Heroine of 
Bay Ridge, if she was an action 
figure.

The Muslim-American activist, who 
starts her conversations with “Hello, 
darling,” has saber-rattled with dope-
heads, wrestled petty public school of-
ficials into submission, and helped to 
crush the authority of rogue regimes, as 
a community relations specialist for the 
Brooklyn district attorney, a member of 
Community Board 10 — the first ever in 
a hijab — and a retired mom-and-pop 
store owner with her pulse on the bor-
ough’s grapevine.

Khatari, a former Catholic who con-
verted to Islam, is fearlessly candid 
about critical issues facing her adopted 
community.

“We have an epidemic of kids dying 
in Bay Ridge and everyone is in denial 
about it,” the 52-year-old mother of six 
thundered at a drug awareness forum in 
October. “It’s mostly Arab kids dealing 
and dying.”

Famously private Arab Americans 
were moved enough to participate in a 
candlelit rally she organized that month 
in memory of an Egyptian-American 
teen who died from a drug overdose. 

Hafida Torres, a Moroccan American 
who attended the march, attests to Kha-
tari’s far-flung reach.

“Kathy knows everything and every-
one, she gets things done, she is an in-
valuable asset to the whole community,” 
says Torres, who formed two immigrant 
advocacy groups with Khatari’s help.

The Woman of Distinction’s methods 
are not for the timid.

One day last fall, as she walked home 
along Fifth Avenue lugging groceries, a 
commotion near 72nd Street stopped 
her in her tracks.

“I heard a woman screaming and I 
just took off,” says Khatari, who sped to 
the intersection to find two brothers she 
knew duking it out in front of their horri-
fied mother.

One teen, seemingly strung out on 
drugs, stomped away on the other’s 
head, while Khatari tried to separate the 
frenzied pair, ignoring the fists flying in 

her face. She ordered the aggressor to 
leave and told his sibling to go home, but 
the latter reappeared with a knife just as 
gun-toting cops arrived, recalls Khatari. 

Sandwiched in the mayhem, she hol-
lered to the youth, “Drop the knife before 
they blow your brains out!” — a warning 
he quickly heeded.

Khatari’s steel guts were further put to 
the test after 9-11, leaving her astride two 
cultures. 

She dispatched care parcels to Ground 
Zero, where cops and firemen in her own 
family were among the rescue workers. 
She wore her hijab to interfaith vigils, 
discovering hope in the crowds that 
wished her peace. In between, she urged 
her traumatized children to take the 

high road when they were attacked and 
called terrorists.

“They were getting labeled alongside 
these lowlifes who did this atrocious 
act, while I was teaching them to respect 
people who were hurting,” says Khatari, 
who couldn’t ignore the rising anti-Arab 
sentiment.

She gave school officials a piece of her 
mind when an 11-year-old Arab Ameri-
can boy was suspended for bringing a 
fart pellet he bought at the corner store 
to class.

“I thought he was harshly punished 
because what makes a boy more excited 
at that age than a stinky, old fart?” says 
Khatari, who bought a bunch of the pel-
lets from the same store and dumped 

them on the desks of baffled school of-
ficials.

“I told them the boy had exercised 
bad judgement, but the bigger issue was 
what our stores were selling to our kids,” 
says Khatari, whose action inspired the 
Parent-Teacher Association to ask the 
store owner to stop the sales.

Her hard-nosed efforts have helped 
to regulate hookah bars, prompted fed-
eral authorities to ban chemicals used in 
synthetic drugs sold over the counter to 
minors, and delivered victims from the 
stranglehold of oppressive nations.

In 2011, Khatari was approached by the 
distraught relatives of an Arab-American 
woman being abused and held against 
her will in Yemen. She worked with Rep. 
Michael Grimm (R–Bay Ridge) to help 
secure her release, and was surprised 
when the grateful woman rushed to see 
her as soon as her plane landed.

“She came straight from the airport, 
she was so emaciated that another week 
and she would have passed away,” says 
Khatari. “She hugged me and cried, 
and I thought that could have been my 
daughter.”

The “Hijabed Heroine” has been alter-
nately spat on and glorified in her fight 
for a better Brooklyn, but her driving 
force has remained unchanged.

“You try to do what’s right,” says Kath-
erine Khatari, speaking her mind — as 
usual. 

Katherine Khatari
Ridge activist bridges the ethnic gap

Bio file

occupation: community 
relations specialist

company: kings county 
District Attorney’s office.

claim to fame: “Bridging the 
ethnic gap.”

favorite place: Home

person i aDmire: “my uncle 
Jack Pritchard, one of the 
most-decorated firemen in 
fDny history, for selflessly 
rescuing people from burning 
buildings.” 

motto: “no guts, no glory.”
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Congratulations 
Christine Buckley Strehle 

on being recognized as a Women of Distinction!

You share your heart so freely with everyone you meet and 
touch lives by your simple selfless acts.

 
Your love and devotion to your family 

and to your family business is an achievement in itself. 
Your commitment to the Brooklyn and Rockaway Communities 

is evident in all you do. 

We know your Dad is so proud of how you continued his 
legacy with such grace.

We are blessed and proud to have you as part of our family.

We love you

The Stackpole & Carlton Families

CONGRATULATIONS 
MELINDA

To a Woman of Distinction!
I’ve known you for a long time.

Your good friend,
Dr. Steven Levine – DC
South Orange Chiropractic

thanks our  SPONSORS of  DISTINCTION
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By shavana aBruzzo

A 
student of adjunct profes-
sor Joan Krystal-Levy at 
the Touro College Graduate 
School of Social Work was so 

disheartened about a problem on her 
field assignment that she came to class 
wanting to quit the program, abiding 
the lesson silently.

“I was going to chuck the whole thing 
and just give up, ” says the working 
mom of six, who requested anonymity 
because of her sensitive field cases.

An e-mail the next morning from 
her instructor flabbergasted her. 
“Joan wrote, ‘You seemed quiet in class, 
is something bothering you?’” she says. 
“I was so taken aback by her caring.”

Krystal-Levy — a licensed social 
worker from Marine Park and a Touro 
alumna — kept a vigil over her student 
for the next several weeks with a flurry of 
encouraging phone calls and e-mails.

“She let me know that dropping out 
wasn’t an option,” says the pupil, who 
was motivated enough to resume her 
studies. “Joan stands out as someone 
who really cares, and that’s refreshing.”

Krystal-Levy is among a rare breed of 
professionals with dual careers, and she 
employs her Midas touch with equal 
aplomb as director of social services at 
the Sephardic Nursing and Rehabilita-
tion Center in Bensonhurst, where ne-
glected caregivers are among her chief 
concerns.

“When someone is in here because 
they suffer from dementia and can no 
longer be cared for at home, the family 
suffers great guilt in making that deci-
sion,” she says.

One caregiver was so conflicted over 
putting his mother in the nursing home 
that he wished she would pass away, un-
til Krystal-Levy reconciled his shame.

“I was able to make him understand 
that he was not a bad son because he 
was making the only decision that 
could be made,” she says.

Another guardian, irked that his ail-
ing father was selling his car to a strang-
er instead of offering it to his grandson, 
began venting about unresolved child-
hood issues, until Krystal-Levy coun-
seled him and helped him to reconnect 

with his dad.
“I made it okay for him to be vulner-

able,” says the honoree, who is as con-
scientious off the clock.

One evening she was leaving for the 
day, when she saw the daughter of a 
heart-attack patient waiting in front of 
the facility. She approached the woman 
and learned that her mother was being 
re-admitted by ambulance, but was 
worried that her non-resuscitation di-
rective might not be honored if she died 
during the night.

Krystal-Levy returned to her office 
and made the arrangements.

“I didn’t wait until the next day be-
cause I recognized the importance of 
her wishes,” she says.

The attention to duty can be traced to 
her unconventional childhood.

Krystal-Levy moved into her ma-
ternal grandmother’s home with her 
mother and her sister Madelyn after her 
parents divorced, although her father 
remained a constant, devoted presence. 
She realized it was the quality of life 
within the home and not the quantity 
of parents who lived together that in-
fluenced the child, she claims, finding 
herself in the role of peacekeeper and 
caregiver of three generations of wom-
en. 

“I was like a social worker,” she says. 
“Someone who knew that the solution 
is only a good one if it doesn’t destroy 
the person’s spirit.”

Yet her own resolve imploded when 
her husband died unexpectedly in 
2003.

“I was left in shock and despair,” says 
the woman, whose sister — her “rock” 
— helped her work through her grief and 
persuaded her to return to school for her 
master’s degree and license.

Krystal-Levy studied full time, worked 
full time, and graduated on the Dean’s 
list with a 4.0 grade point average, even-
tually finding a second chance at love 
with a man named Michael. 

The Woman of Distinction has con-
tinued to help others, through it all. 

A homeless man she gave a coat and 
a blanket to informed her that “another 
very nice woman” was feeding him.

“I found out the woman was my 
mother!” says Krystal-Levy, who rou-
tinely carries warm clothing in her 
trunk to give away to destitute people, 
and who traveled to the Rockaways and 
Gerritsen Beach to talk with heartsick 
volunteers after Hurricane Sandy. 

“I went there and focused on the care-
givers because they were the people 
who were not prepared for what they 
were seeing,” she says, her kind gesture 
speaking volumes about her gift to hear 
— and acknowledge — the silent pleas 
of others.

Joan Krystal-leVy
Social worker and professor embraces dual careers

Bio file

occupation: Director of social 
services; adjunct professor

company: sephardic nursing 
and rehabilitation center; touro 
college Graduate school of 
social Work

claim to fame: “the ability 
to listen and hear what is not 
said.”

favorite place: sedona, Ariz. 

person i aDmire: “my sister 
madelyn Hill, the smartest, 
most ethical, and most spirited 
person, i know; she keeps me 
strong and smiling.”

motto: “if God leads you to it, 
He will lead you through it.”
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www.wm.com

It Starts With Commitment
As the leading provider of comprehensive environmental
solutions, Waste Management is committed to making a
difference for the communities we serve.

We are delighted to recognize the achievements of
Brooklyn’s Women of Distinction. Your creativity, energy
and imagination inspire us all and are helping to make this
great borough an even better place to live and work.

We salute your leadership and thank you for your commitment.

Congratulations 
to two uniquely awesome women:

Ruth Arberman
The Sterling School

Jamee Schleifer
Momz in Da Hood etc.

From their sons, husbands, nephews, brother and brother-in laws, Ethan, Gabe, Jeff and Michael, 
and Mom and Mom-in-Law, Joyce
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By shavana aBruzzo

T
he Mekong Delta in south-
western Vietnam is a biologi-
cal treasure trove and the na-
tion’s rice basket, but poverty 

has forced many inhabitants to live 
with illiteracy, as they struggle to sur-
vive in the watery landscape of green 
fields and sleepy villages, threaded 
with brown waterways fed by the 
mighty Mekong River.

Their plight struck a nerve with Bay 
Ridge resident Kathleen Longo, di-
rector of corporate programs at Estée 
Lauder Companies, after she heard 
during a chance encounter that strug-
gling families had to pay for books, 
uniforms, transportation, and school 
building maintenance costs, while 
more than 70 percent of school drop-
outs were girls because educating boys 
was considered more valuable.

“Without an education, these girls 
are vulnerable to human trafficking 
and other exploitive or abusive situa-
tions,” says Longo, who brainstormed 
with the Asia Foundation and her col-
leagues on the charitable contribu-
tions committee to launch the Estée 
Lauder Scholars Program in 2010.

Four years later, more than 200 
young Vietnamese girls are proud Es-
tée Lauder scholars with access to sec-
ondary-school education, including 
Hieu Thi Thanh Tran who was accept-
ed into the delta’s An Giang University 
and hopes to become a teacher, and 
Vo Thanh Ngoc who once supported 
herself selling fruit from an old fruit 
cart her father abandoned when he left 
home, but is now studying information 
technology at the college. 

Without financial help they could not 
afford to stay in school, says the senior 
director of Asia Foundation’s Women’s 
Empowerment Program. 

“This program is making a dramatic 
impact on the lives of young Vietnam-
ese women,” says Carol Yost. “Kathleen 
recognized that an education opens up 
a world of opportunities.” 

Longo sees it as a matter of birth-
right. 

“What we so easily take for granted 
here, they see as a privilege,” says 

the executive, who works with phil-
anthropic and prospective partners 
seeking support from the cosmetics 
giant that Queens-raised Estée Lauder 
created with four skin care products in 
1946, famously quipping, “Telephone, 
Telegraph, Tell-a-Woman,” in the be-
lief that if women liked her products 
they would spread the word.

Today, the company is an interna-
tional, $10-billion conglomerate, put-
ting its best face forward for women’s 
health, women’s empowerment, edu-
cation, health and human services, 
and emergency disaster relief — with 
Longo helping to lead the way.

She manages myriad projects ev-
eryday on behalf of the organizations 
Estée Lauder supports, including co-
ordinating the company’s presence 
at fund-raising events and evaluating 
fund-raising requests from philan-

thropic partners, such as the New York 
Restoration Project to plant one million 
trees in the city, Project Sunshine that 
provides recreational and social pro-
grams for children facing medical chal-
lenges, and the Breast Cancer Research 
Foundation, established by Evelyn H. 
Lauder, co-creator of the ubiquitous 
pink ribbon recognized worldwide as 
the symbol of breast health.

The 27-year employee keeps ahead 
of developments with fund-raising, 
grant-making, and philanthropy cer-
tificate programs she takes at New York 
University, relying on a time-tested 
blueprint for success.

“My number one goal is to be a good 
partner to every organization we sup-
port,” says Longo, who is as proficient 
talking corporate strategy as she is vol-
unteering at a soup kitchen.

The Woman of Distinction donned a 

hair net, apron, and gloves in the win-
ter to serve pancakes, sausages, and 
oatmeal to the working poor at the New 
York Common Pantry in Manhattan.

“These men and women were my 
neighbors, my fellow New Yorkers, and 
I was reminded that while there are ma-
jor crises and social issues all around 
the world, there is still a lot to be done 
in my own backyard,” says Longo, 58, 
whose company was awarded the pan-
try’s coveted Corporate Partner Award 
in March. “Volunteering allows me to 
touch lives in real time.”

She also participates in Project Sun-
shine’s Teen Turnaround event, a fun 
and relaxing Estée Lauder partnership 
that offers makeovers, mini facials, and 
nail painting to under-served teenage 
girls heading into a new school year.

“We do our best to provide them with 
a bit of a confidence boost, something 
we’ve all needed at one point in our 
lives,” says Longo.

Estée Lauder built her empire on 
the premise that every woman can be 
beautiful, and career employees like 
Kathleen Longo are promoting the ide-
al by helping to change the face of the 
industry with corporate programs that 
are more than skin deep.

Kathleen longo
Estée Lauder exec ensures corporate charity is more than skin deep

Bio file

occupation: Director of 
corporate programs 

company: estée lauder 

claim to fame: “A chance 
meeting led to establishing a 
scholarship program that has 
provided access to secondary 
schools for more than 200 girls 
in Vietnam.”  

favorite place: narrows 
Botanical Gardens

person i aDmire: “my late 
grandmother, rose Duwe, 
because she was strong, told it 
like it was, and family was her 
priority.” 

motto: “no ask, no christmas 
box.”  
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For advertising information 
call: 

Stephanie Stellaccio
(718) 260-2575 

sstellaccio@cnglocal.com

Celebrate Brooklyn’s Women of Distinction
Order Tickets for Family & Friends: $100 per person

FOR INFORMATION 
Call Jennifer Stern: (718) 260-8302

Email Stephanie Stellaccio: sstellaccio@cnglocal.com

Name:______________________________________________________ 

Address_____________________________________________________

Tel. ________________________________________________________

Email_______________________________________________________

❏ Check Enclosed                                                        Quantity _________   

❏ Master Card   ❏ VISA   ❏ AMEX 

Card #__________________________ EXP.__________ Sec. Code_____

Fax to (718) 260-2579 or Mail: 
One MetroTech Center North 10th Floor Brooklyn, NY 11201
Ticket orders must be in no later than May 12, 2014

Gala Dinner & Awards
Wednesday, May 21 • 5:30PM — 9PM at

Join us for

C O U N T R Y  C L U B  C AT E R E R S
5945 Strickland Ave, Mill Basin 

Letitia James
NYC Public Advocate

Ellen Freudenheim 
Brooklyn Expert for About.com 

Guide to Brooklyn

Our Keynote Speaker

Our Guest Speaker

Congratulations & Best Wishes

Verna DuBerry Ademu-John

“A gracious woman attains honor”
Proverbs 11:16 (KJV)

From

Arnold & Claredine      Mensah & Florette      Clarence & Hazel
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By shavana aBruzzo

V
ictoria Mitchell noticed her 
co-workers took six weeks to 
prepare a financial report, 
painstakingly documenting 

the information on index cards, when 
she was hired in the early 1970s as a sec-
retary for the North American affiliate of 
World ORT, a Jewish humanitarian orga-
nization.

The rookie employee, who was taking 
night classes in internet technology, took 
matters into her own hands.

“I went to the executive director and 
said, ‘I want this place computerized,’ ” 
says Mitchell, who swiftly installed a 
software program and completed the 
next fiscal report within a week.

Word spread of Mitchell’s resource-
fulness, and she was asked to run as a 
union shop steward — a notion she re-
buffed initially. 

“I knew nothing about unions,” says 
Mitchell, who changed her mind after 
hearing a union president speak at a 
meeting of Local 107, an amalgam of the 
American Federation of State, County 
and Municipal Employees representing 
fund-raising workers for the State of Is-
rael, the fight against anti-Semitism, and 
groups such as the National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored People 
Legal Defense Fund.

“She was a real woman of substance, 
I thought I could learn a lot from her,” 
says Mitchell, who ran and was elected 
unanimously, winning one of her first 
cases on behalf of a co-worker who once 
balked at giving Mitchell — a Jamaican 
American — Passover off because she 
wasn’t Jewish, but now faced discrimi-
nation herself for being banned from an 
ORT convention in California.

“She told me she never thought I would 
speak out for her, considering how she 
had treated me,” says Mitchell, 52.

Today, the Woman of Distinction is 
president of the union, a vice president 
of the presiding District Council 1707 
that has lauded her service, and the de-
velopment administration manager at 
ORT America, where her award-winning 
efforts have helped to provide educa-
tional and job-training opportunities 
for students here and overseas — all of 

it funded by big-hearted ORT members, 
whose donations include a quarter en-
closed in an envelope and a check for $10 
million.

The solidarity fascinates and impels 
her.

“You need a community to build some-
thing, and Jews help each other,” says 
Mitchell, who has traveled to Israel to 
visit child bomb victims in ORT-funded 
hospitals. “What they can’t do with their 
money, they do with their time.”

She has fund-raised to create a pair of 
Bramson ORT colleges in Brooklyn and 
Queens and a science and technology 
school in Brazil, while bringing high-
tech classrooms to Israel and vocational 

job training for orphaned youngsters in 
Namibia, among other philanthropic 
acts.

The Woman of Distinction is as much 
of a humanitarian in her off hours. She 
is founder of the Vickie Event Planning 
and Production company, and spends 
her profits cooking, baking, and arrang-
ing parties — even weddings — free of 
charge for neighbors in need. 

She is a board member of Children of 
Jamaica Outreach where she has raised 
money for the Alpha Boys’ Home, and 
the Marigold Child Care Center, in addi-
tion to providing wheelchairs for physi-
cally handicapped youth and complet-
ing a children’s library.

The honoree and other group mem-
bers went to Jamaica last year to pres-
ent $16,000 worth of scholarships, four 
computers, new clothing, and kitchen 
appliances to parishes and orphanages 
in Kingston — the visit captured by a 
besotted TV cameraman who requested 
the gig because he had grown up an or-
phan.

Mitchell was overwhelmed by the pos-
itive response.

“Everybody had given up on these 
kids, but they were so happy so see us,” 
she says. “At times, I had to leave the 
room because I was in tears.”

Organization founder and president 
Gary Williams says Mitchell is a team 
player whose knowledge, experience, 
and selflessness make his annual galas 
quality benefits — down to the flyers, 
decorations, and goody bags she pre-
pares lovingly, and the ORT members 
she rallies for support.

“Vickie jumps in to galvanize people 
and get them involved, and she’s the first 
to say, ‘Let me do this,’ ” says Williams. 

“We need people who are reliable, 
dependable, and who we can trust, and 
Vickie is all of those things.”

Victoria Mitchell readily uses the word 
“substance” to describe others, but her 
work to make the world a better place — 
one person at a time — is a juggernaut as 
substantial.

ViCtoria mitChell
A charity worker with a global reach

Bio file

occupation: Development 
administration manager 

company: ort America

claim to fame: “Helping 
to reduce the suffering of 
children.” 

favorite place: “my home in 
Jamaica.”

person i aDmire: “Author and 
poet maya Angelou because she 
is a woman of substance.”

motto: “the best way to find 
oneself is to lose yourself in the 
service of others.” — mohandas 
karamchand Gandhi
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Mirelle’sMirelle’s
Wishes all the 2014 honorees
Continued health, happiness and success!

To our unbelieveably talented  
family ladies;  
Ruth Arberman & Jamee Schleifer 
each, not only incredible educators 
but each a superbly gifted person. 
Our deep respect and love, 
Jeff & Ethan A. - Micheal & Gabriel S.  
& Mom

CONGRATULATIONS TO 

Annette Fisher
Mom & Dad, Linda Wilkins, Allison Fisher,

Joseph Seconi, Brigitte De Vreese,
Connie & Paul Bajohr, Gloria Esposito

 We Love You

Saluting all the 
honorees
 Best wishes from

Par-T-Gear

Saluting all the 
honorees
 Best wishes from

Par-T-Gear

YOU GO, 
GIRLS!!

CHEERS, GAIL KEARNEY

Compliments of

All Our Best Wishes
And Hearty Congratulations

Feluccio Restaurant
FrOm

To The Love of my Life
Dr. Melinda Keller

Love Always,
Mom
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By shavana aBruzzo

N
ews of the grisly slaying 
spread across Brooklyn 
like wildfire on Halloween 
morning in 2002.

Muggers had gunned down ex-Soviet 
Army officer Oleg Bosenko on Voorhies 
Avenue and E. 18th Street at around 
1:30 am, as the strapping 6-foot-6 elec-
trician walked his wife Larysa home 
from the Sheepshead Bay train station, 
and fled with her purse containing 
$10.

“Today was the saddest day of my 
life,” the couple’s 11-year-old daugh-
ter, Inna, said after the murder, which 
made international headlines and 
sank Brooklynites into mourning — 
among them, Olga Novikova.

The horror-struck co-owner of the 
wholesale food company Desly In-
ternational rushed to her Sunset Park 
warehouse and began cramming box-
es with canned food, cookies, pickled 
herring, chocolates, and beverages for 
the devastated family.

“It was like a nightmare,” she says. 
“I heard they had nothing, so I packed 
everything I could think of that would 
help them at least survive for some 
time.”

Novikova took the parcels to the 
Bosenko home and rang the doorbell, 
lost for words.

“The wife was in total shock, so I 
gave her my condolences, and left the 
food and my phone number in case 
she needed anything,” says the Belar-
usian American, who is known in the 
neighborhood for rising to the aid of 
people in need.

The Manhattan Beach resident mo-
bilized help for a woman she heard 
was handing out fliers on Brighton 
Beach Avenue, requesting blood do-
nors for her 4-year-old niece who had 
leukemia. 

Touched by the tot’s ordeal, Noviko-
va contacted everyone on her mailing 
list, including customers, relatives, 
and friends, to put the word out for a 
possible bone marrow match.

“The first thing was to help the little 
girl, no matter what,” says Novikova, 
who teamed up with the Be Proud 

Foundation to organize a press con-
ference at National Restaurant in 
Brighton Beach, attended by Russian 
TV and police brass from the 60th and 
61st precincts.

The outpouring of support helped to 
secure a successful transplant for the 
girl, whose recovery was celebrated 
with a community party at Tzar res-
taurant in Sheepshead Bay, attended 
by clowns from Ringling Bros. and 
Barnum & Bailey Circus, which do-
nated circus tickets to the family.

“It was a real community effort, and 
I was just happy that we were able to 
be involved in this little girl’s life,” 

says Novikova, 41, a true-blue patriot 
who has sent care parcels to American 
troops here and overseas. 

She loaded Alex Presman’s van with 
complimentary, gift-boxed Russian 
candies when the Marine, who helped 
to liberate Baghdad and lost a leg to a 
land mine, paid a Christmas visit to 
his fellow wounded service members 
at the National Naval Medical Center 
in Bethesda, Md.

“A lot of them came from all over the 
country and didn’t have family around 
them, so they were overwhelmed and 
happy to receive the sweets,” says the 
Purple Heart recipient. “I appreciated 

Olga’s concern — she is a great and 
sincere person, and a proud Ameri-
can.”

Novikova also remains mindful of 
the motherland she left behind, do-
nating food and cash to the Wakefield 
Central Baptist Church in New Jersey 
when it hosted 20 children of the 1986 
Chernobyl disaster seven years ago to 
help ease the grief and traumas sus-
tained after the catastrophic nuclear 
accident claimed 31 lives, caused can-
cers and deformities in others, and 
induced wide-scale physical and psy-
chological damage in successive gen-
erations throughout the former Soviet 
Union.

“It was my small way of helping 
the kids enjoy their time here,” says 
the Woman of Distinction, who rou-
tinely participates in the Marine 
Corps Reserve’s Toys for Tots drives, 
while sweetening lives with Desly’s 
famous confections, which she freely 
hands out like candy at neighborhood 
events, including the “Your Highness 
Grandmother” pageants in Brighton 
Beach and the area’s annual Night 
Out Against Crime.

Yet there is nothing candy coated 
about Olga Novikova’s desire to im-
prove solidarity and kinship in the 
place where she lives and works.

“I feel if you are in a community, 
you can’t just be there, you have to do 
something in return,” she says. “It’s 
like a payback.”

olga noViKoVa
Philanthropy is ‘community payback’ for this good Samaritan

Bio file

occupation: co-owner

company: Desly international

claim to fame: “i help to 
make people’s lives happier and 
sweeter.”

favorite place: Home

person i aDmire: “my father 
marat novikov because he is the 
greatest man on earth.”

motto: “think of people the 
way you want them to think 
about you.”
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Our Congratulations & Best Wishes 
To Wendy Goldstein & The 2014 

Brooklyn’s Women Of Distinction

Dr. Shahrokh Abiri & the Staff of BRMI know the importance 
of the Women in our Society. BRMI has always been a leader 
in championing women’s causes. We are pleased to be able to 
offercomplete Women’s Imaging Services at our multiple locations 
including Screening Mammogaphy, Breast Biopsies, Ultrasound, 
and Bone Density (DEXA) studies. Our staff includes female 
Radiologists fellowship trained in Breast/Women’s Imaging. 

BRMI cares is a program at Bay Ridge Medical 
Imaging that offers caring solutions to address 
community needs and help improve population 
health. This includes reduced cost diagnostic 
imaging services for those in need. 

Bay Ridge Medical Imaging
brmi.org
BAYRIDGE MEDICAL IMAGING, P.C.
7601 4th Avenue, Brooklyn, NY 11209 
718-238-7000 • fax 718-238-7005

BRMI AT NARROWS
9920 4th Avenue, Brooklyn, NY 11209 
718-921-0333 • fax 718-921-0490

BRMI AT DYKER HEIGHTS
7117 13th Avenue, Brooklyn, NY 11228 
718-880-3060 • fax 718-232-5796

BRMI AT MIDWOOD
1220 Avenue P, Brooklyn, NY 11229 
718-375-1300• fax 718-375-1334

BRMI AT BORO PARK
3802 14th Avenue, Brooklyn,NY 11218 
718-854-5400 • fax 347.533.4042

For additional information  
please visit our website at  
BRMI.org or one of our 5 
conveniently located offices:

Congratulations 

From all of us at Fortis Property Group

Tiffany Raspberry



   Brooklyn’s Women of Distinction 2014   49

B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

P
resident John F. Kennedy 
praised them as “expert tech-
nicians capable of examining 
complex and difficult subjects,” 

poet Walt Whitman mocked them as 
“lousy combings and born freedom sell-
ers of the earth,” and Brooklyn political 
consultant Tiffany Raspberry claims 
our democracy would be doomed with-
out them.

“Lobbyists are part of our consti-
tutional right because everybody de-
serves to have their issue heard,” says 
Raspberry, a registered city and state 
lobbyist, and founding president of 
YorkGroup Associates, a government 
affairs consulting firm providing strate-
gic advice and expertise to Fortune 500 
companies, educational institutions, 
real estate developers, and other busi-
nesses and groups on matters of public 
policy — no small feat for a Woman of 
Distinction just 36 years old. 

Like them or not, lobbyists — people 
who try to influence legislation on be-
half of a special interest — have been 
around since the dawn of civilization.

Ancient lobbyists frequented the fo-
rums of Greece and Rome seeking le-
verage with senators, courtiers wooed 
kings and princes as lobbyists of their 
day, British democracy might have 
dwindled if the barons had not lobbied 
King John to sign the Magna Carta, and 
American lobbyists have swayed our 
politics since the nation’s founding, at 
times boldly. 

Gunmaker Samuel Colt passed out 
pistols as gifts to lawmakers when he 
sought to extend a patent in the 1850s, 
and “King of the Lobby” Sam Ward tes-
tified to Congress in 1875, after admit-
ting to bribery: “I do not say I am proud 
— but I am not ashamed — of the oc-
cupation.”

Moreover, the perception that lob-
byists are corrupt forces for dishonest 
governance is a myth, states Brooklyn 
Law School professor Nicholas W. Al-
lard: “Lobbyists are adaptive, forward-
thinking expert advocates who are vital 
to a healthy, self-correcting, represen-
tative democracy,” he writes in the 2014 
edition of the Election Journal. 

They are also crucial catalysts in ad-
vancing and legalizing the civil rights 
we take for granted today, including 
gay marriage, public smoking bans, 
and proper labeling of food products, 
claims Raspberry.

“Behind every major legislative issue 
there is a lobbying campaign,” says the 
Bedford-Stuyvesant resident who has 
been involved with politics since she 
was 16 years old, tuning the city’s former 
Board of Education to student concerns, 
such as metal detectors, condoms, and 
gun violence, as a former member of its 
student advisory committee.

“Lobbying is necessary and I’ve rep-
resented issues that impact the day-to-
day lives of everyday New Yorkers,” says 
Raspberry, who helped City University 
of New York expand its campuses and 
fund its programs, advocated for a 

Walmart in Brooklyn, and led efforts to 
preserve free after-school tutoring pro-
grams.

She represented the Lutheran and 
NYU Langone medical centers and the 
Fortis Property Group in their efforts to 
win request for proposals in the Long 
Island College Hospital bidding war, 
and is currently representing a gaming 
interest hoping to compete for a casino-
operating license in New York.

Raspberry’s tender age belies her 
vast experience in public affairs: She 
is an ex-policy analyst for the New York 
City Council, a former partner at the 
Parkside Group public affairs and one-
time vice president at Wolf Block Public 
Strategies, and she has worked on state-
wide political campaigns, in addition to 
coauthoring an article in the New York 
Law Journal about the risk of using in-

dependent contractors.
Her swift ascent was a matter of time, 

claims one of her former bosses.
“It comes as no surprise that Tif-

fany has experienced early success in 
life,” said Rep. Joe Crowley (D-Queens-
Bronx), who hired her as a legislative 
aide on Capitol Hill. “She always carried 
out her work with incredible passion 
and determination, and I am proud of 
everything she has accomplished.”

The American Dream may be Rasp-
berry’s toughest client, yet.

The Woman of Distinction works 18-
hour days shuttling between her com-
pany offices in Manhattan, Albany, and 
Washington, D.C. to meet with lawmak-
ers and network with other lobbyists to 
advance the people’s agenda through 
efforts that are activism on steroids.

“There is a fine line between lobbying 
and advocacy,” says the honoree, whom 
City Hall applauded with its Top 40 Un-
der 40 Award, and the Brooklyn Anti-Vi-
olence Coalition hailed as its Women of 
Courage Trailblazer. “Lobbying is just a 
more organized level of advocacy.”

Consider the adrenaline rush an oc-
cupational asset, she claims.

“On any given day, my work is straight 
from the headlines,” says Tiffany Rasp-
berry. “That is very exciting.” 

tiFFany raspBerry
Lobbyist advances the people’s agenda — and our democracy

Bio file

occupation: lobbyist, 
political consultant

company: yorkGroup 
Associates

claim to fame: “my 
perseverance — i never give 
up and i never accept ‘no’ as 
an answer or the notion that 
something is impossible.”

favorite place: “i like to 
travel abroad to relax.”

person i aDmire: “first lady 
michelle obama for establishing 
a new normal for black women 
in America.” 

motto: “if you can dream it, 
you can achieve it.”
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Women of Distinction
2014 Brooklyn

congratulates the

ExcEllEncE… DEDication… commitmEnt...
These special words are reserved for these women who have devoted their time, 

energy and hearts to improve the lives of others throughout Brooklyn.

Congratulations to our beloved daughter & sister

Verna DuBerry Ademu-John
on being a 2014 Brooklyn Woman of Distinction

You have been a shining light of goodness and graciousness.
We are very proud of you.

May God continually strengthen and keep you!

With love,
Your mom Margaret  ✦  Fahhad & RoseClair  ✦  Jacqueline

Ronnie & Minal  ✦  Shawn & Carolyn
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By shavana aBruzzo

T
he Brighton Ballet Theater’s 
dazzling dancers, opulent cos-
tumes, and spectacular scen-
ery thrill audiences at Carnegie 

Hall and Madison Square Garden, but 
the backstage allegro is as superb.

Founder and executive director Irina 
Roizin oversees every last detail of her 
lavish productions, rallying young tal-
ent from her 27-year-old dance orga-
nization in classical pieces and eclec-
tic performances of jazz and theater, 
their ethereal power moving viewers 
to a hush while student dancers, some 
as young as 4 years old, command the 
stage.

Her management style is strictly 
hands-on.

“First I control how everybody gets 
dressed, then the order of the produc-
tion, the backstage sound system, the 
lights, I am the stage manager and the 
wardrobe supervisor, and then I make 
sure the parents pick up their children,” 
says the former folk, ballet, and charac-
ter dancer, whose students call her “Ms. 
Irina,” and who trained with a circus 
school and a choreographer from the 
world-famous Bolshoi Theater in her 
native Ukraine, before headlining as 
an acclaimed soloist for national folk 
dance companies.

Her greatest triumph, however, 
is helping her dancers soar to new 
heights.

“It was always my dream to teach,” 
claims Roizin, who created ballets for 
her dolls as a child, dressing them in 
costumes she made from cloth scraps.

Those skills proved priceless when 
she opened the Brighton Ballet Theater 
in 1987 as a teaching and performance 
company, operating in rented spaces, 
and working to make it the city’s pre-
mier Russian ballet and folk dance 
group, with a current student enroll-
ment of around 350, and additional 
programs for teens and adults

The enthusiasm of Americans for the 
dance form that originated in the Ital-
ian Renaissance courts of the 15th and 
16th centuries surprised her.

“Where I came from everybody want-
ed their children in ballet so that they 

could travel, but in the U.S, I didn’t know 
it was going to be so tremendously pop-
ular,” says Roizin, 55, who presented her 
first show — a Russian folk dance spec-
tacle, with glittering blue-and-white 
costumes she made herself — at the Bay 
Academy in Sheepshead Bay.

Since then, the Woman of Distinction 
has written, designed, and presented 
more than 20 productions, her dancers 
— many of whom train with her for 10 
or more years — have performed at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Ja-
cob K. Javits Convention Center, among 
other acclaimed venues, and she has in-
stituted a scholarship program for stu-
dents from low-income households.

Her nurturing environment has given 
hope to distressed families.

One boy being raised by his grand-
parents was in danger of becoming a 
delinquent, until his grandfather came 
to Roizin for help.

“He said, ‘I don’t want to create a pro-
fessional dancer, I just want him to stay 
off the streets,’ ” she says, adding the 
boy ended up becoming a soloist with 
the Joffrey Ballet School.

Another boy, who enrolled after men-
ingitis left him with weakened muscles, 
is now a dance student on a full scholar-
ship at the French Academie of Ballet in 
Manhattan.

“He could not coordinate his right 
or left sides when he first came,” says 
Roizin, who has brought the arts to in-
ner-city youth through her popular resi-
dency workshops, at times using reverse 

psychology to temper resistant children.
One rapscallion at PS 173 in East New 

York, where she led a ballroom dancing 
series, rose to her expectations after she 
placed him in the spotlight.

“I told him that he was the class cap-
tain, who needed to make sure every-
body listened, and that it was a very 
important position,” says Roizin, who 
danced with joy when the boy and his 
classmates wowed visitors with their 
fancy footwork on ballroom night.

Her efforts to champion Brooklyn’s 
diversity are as potent.

Crown Heights resident Christal 
Barzey, 13, has been Roizin’s student for 
seven years, and says she was accepted 
into Mark Twain School for the Gifted 
and Talented because of her instruc-
tor’s loving preparation.

“I consider Ms. Irina like a member 
of my family because she looks out for 
me in every way,” says Christal, who 
performed a jazz solo last year at the 
troupe’s renowned winter showcase 
at the Millennium Theater in Brighton 
Beach. 

Irina Roizin’s contributions have en-
riched Brooklyn’s cultural landscape, 
and she hopes they will live on.

“I have a dream that in a 100 years, 
when I’m not around, this school will 
still continue,” she says, laying the foun-
dation for Brooklyn’s aspiring dancers 
to take splendid steps in the right direc-
tion.

irina roiZin
Ballet teacher helps dancers soar to new heights

Bio file

occupation: founder and 
executive director

company: Brighton Ballet 
theater

claim to fame: “implementing 
dance to change people’s lives.”

favorite place: Home

person i aDmire: “Ballet 
legend maya Plisetskaya 
because she is a strong woman 
who danced until she was 70.”

motto: “tomorrow will be 
better than today.”
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

“A
ll the world’s a stage, and 
all the men and women 
merely players,” William 
Shakespeare famously 

penned in 1599, but there is nothing 
“mere” about the role of “players” such 
as Park Slope resident Dorothy Ryan 
in bringing his timeless works to au-
diences around the globe, centuries 
later.

The managing director has no bit 
part as the nuts and bolts of the inter-
nationally-renowned Theatre for a New 
Audience, whose lavish productions of 
the bard’s plays, classic drama, and dis-
tinguished contemporary works have 
been directed by the likes of Academy 
Award-nominated director Julie Tay-
mor, performed by Hollywood heavy-
weights such as Oscar-winner F. Mur-
ray Abraham and John Turturro, and 
regaled bard snobs in Shakespeare’s 
hometown of Stratford-upon-Avon in 
Warwickshire, England.

“Shakespeare belongs to the world, 
and I create the support that allows the 
artistic work to happen,” says the lead 
fund-raiser and strategic planner for 
the award-winning troupe that artis-
tic director Jeffrey Horowitz formed in 
1979, and which remained an itinerant 
company for more than three decades 
before opening its first home last year 
in the Downtown Brooklyn Cultural 
District. 

The scene-stealing Polonsky Shake-
speare Center is a $69.1 million, 299-
seat, Hugh Hardy-designed showpiece, 
styled after an Elizabethan courtyard 
playhouse and inspired by the Cottesloe 
Theatre of Britain’s Royal National The-
atre company. Its multi-use design al-
lows the seats and stage to be reconfig-
ured, and it is the first theater built in the 
city for Shakespeare and classic drama 
since the Vivian Beaumont at Lincoln 
Center in the 1960s. 

Ryan, a former fund-raiser for the 
Brooklyn Museum and the 92nd Street 
Y, works behind the scenes with donors, 
contractors, and grassroots groups — 
troubleshooting problems, finalizing 
details, and forging community bonds 
— to ensure the company is fiscally and 

structurally sound, while setting the 
stage for the borough’s second act as a 
top-notch entertainment mecca from a 
resplendent launching pad.

“We now have a spectacular home in 
a very vibrant, cultural community that 
was at one time a great theater district,” 
says the Woman of Distinction, 52, who 
wants to return the heyday of the early 
1900s that drew theater lovers to such 
acclaimed entertainment venues as the 
Majestic Theatre, a 1,708-seat venue on 
Fulton Street — today, the BAM Harvey 
Theater — and the Orpheum, consid-
ered the most magnificent theater built 
in Brooklyn when it opened on New 
Year’s Eve in 1900, quickly becoming a 
nationally reputed vaudeville hall with 
acts such as Adjie and the Lions, and 
Helen May Butler and her Ladies Brass 
Band.

Ryan is advancing the vision as a 
member of the Downtown Brooklyn 

Arts Alliance’s steering committee. 
Her work to organize the arts com-

munity and her study on its collec-
tive economic impact is aiding our 
long-term arts and cultural successes, 
claims Tucker Reed, president of the 
Downtown Brooklyn Partnership.

“Dorothy deserves a standing ova-
tion for her contribution to making 
Downtown Brooklyn a world-class des-
tination for the arts,” says Reed. “She 
immerses herself in the community, 
working closely with development or-
ganizations like ours to help ensure the 
overall cultural district has a unique 
identity that benefits its residents and 
visitors.” 

New beneficiaries are eagerly waiting 
in the wings. 

The company’s humanities pro-
grams for adults and audiences of all 
backgrounds aim to deepen audience 
engagement with Shakespeare’s classic 

works, while its in-school residencies 
strive to foster a youth appreciation for 
them.

Students at PS 235 and the Lenox 
Academy in Canarsie were sufficient-
ly inspired after studying Much Ado 
About Nothing with a Theatre teach-
ing artist last year to create their own 
Shakespeare expo. 

Their acceptance of the author wide-
ly regarded as the greatest writer in 
the English language is no surprise to 
Ryan.

“There is a reason that Shakespeare’s 
plays have stayed alive for hundreds of 
years,” she says. “You see in them the 
same issues and human struggles that 
we look at in our political and social 
structures today.”

Yet the bard’s evocative works might 
have extinguished in the annals of  
time, if not for backstage industry 
veterans such as Dorothy Ryan, and 
companies such as Theatre for a New 
Audience, whose collective command 
performance is keeping the spotlight 
on our cherished classics — and emerg-
ing standards — for centuries to come.

Dorothy ryan
Theater manager takes center stage behind the scenes

Bio file

occupation: managing 
director

company: theatre for a new 
Audience

claim to fame: “Being a 
stable force in the theater’s 
evolution to opening its first 
home.”

favorite place: “the lobby 
of Polonsky shakespeare 
center.” 

person i aDmire: “master 
teacher cicely Berry of the 
royal shakespeare company 
because of her command of the 
power of voice, language, and 
communication.”

motto: “character consists 
of what you do on the third 
and fourth tries.” — James A. 
michener
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

A 
hip hop artist may seem like 
an odd second-career choice 
for a Jewish retiree from Man-
hattan Beach — but Jamee 

Schleifer is no fossil.
The self-proclaimed “first public 

school hip hop dance teacher in Brook-
lyn” is a supple spark plug stomping 
age and cultural barriers, as a member 
of Momz-N-Da Hood — America’s first 
breakdance group of mothers in their 
mid-50s, redefining cool between car-
pools, with close to 8,000 Twitter group-
ies.

“Hip hop is exciting and fun, it’s a 
culture that appreciates the effort and 
dedication of the person,” says Schle-
ifer, who has charmed crowds at hip 
hop showcases around the country, 
including at a street dance contest in 
Bushwick and an international face-off 
in Sin City, alongside her fellow Momz 
— the doctor, the infant specialist, the 
teacher, and the masseuse — who per-
form their sinuous grooves and electri-
fying stunts like human rubber bands.

The Woman of Distinction grew up in 
a theatrical family, listening to classi-
cal music and show tunes in 1970s Ca-
narsie — a world away from the gritty 
South Bronx, where the first stirrings 
of hip hop were making the rounds 
around the same time after a deejay 
began extending or “scratching” the in-
strumental beats on the turntable at a 
block party to let revelers dance longer.

“Up until the seventh grade, I was lis-
tening to Fiddler on the Roof, Guys and 
Dolls, and The Carpenters,” says Schle-
ifer, who trained and taught dance 
with internationally renowned dancer 
Jacques d’Amboise, before embarking 
on a 27-year career as a dance teacher at 
Hudde Junior High School in Flatbush 
and PS 253 in Brighton Beach.

Her lessons in tap, ballet, and theat-
rical dance were too stale for Hudde’s 
slick students.

“They weren’t having it, I felt like I was 
fitting a square peg into a round hole,” 
says Schleifer, 55, who noticed that 
youngsters dispersed into corners dur-
ing class to breakdance or do the wave.

She quickly realized this was the lan-

guage of the youth, and began letting 
them express themselves, while explor-
ing for herself the infectious appeal of 
hip hop that would spawn a culture and 
change how people thought about art, 
language, fashion, politics, and race. 

“I would run home and catch the lat-
est move on Video Music Box or MTV be-
cause if it wasn’t fresh or today, the kids 
would say, ‘I’m not doing that,’ ” says 
Schleifer, who devoured hip hop maga-
zines, brought old tap dancing videos 
of the Nicholas Brothers to school as an 
educational tool, and developed a Self 
Esteem and Awareness Through Dance 
curriculum that turned her classes and 

annual shows — once schmaltzy pop 
productions — into widely attended hip 
hop spectacles, with students clamber-
ing through windows into the packed 
auditorium. 

“I wanted to make it fun for them be-
cause dance is supposed to be a joy,” says 
the instructor, who was as pro-active at 
PS 253, where her students were mostly 
recent arrivals to the country, spoke 62 
languages collectively, and didn’t know 
hip hop from a clog dance.

Schleifer reverted to ancient drum-
ming and clapping techniques to stir 
their creative juices.

“In dance there is nothing new un-

der the sun, it’s how you present it,” she 
says.

The wise approach tapped hidden tal-
ents when she finally introduced them 
to hip hop, igniting a dance awakening 
in a Pakistani-American girl who didn’t 
let her burka stop her from breakdanc-
ing.

“It made it solid for her that there are 
all generations and ethnicities doing 
hip hop,” says Schleifer, whose pioneer-
ing spirit spoke volumes with industry 
players.

Ana “Rokafella” Garcia, cofounder of 
the hip hop collective Full Circle Pro-
ductions, was fascinated enough to in-
vite Schleifer on her board of directors 
to help create hip hop curriculums for 
public school students to build self es-
teem and character through art.

“Jamee is a woman who is confident 
in her skills, and this is rare since so 
many women in hip-hop are insecure 
and dependent on someone else to 
validate them,” says the dance entre-
preneur. “When she dances or teaches, 
you can see it comes from a real place of 
struggle and triumph.” 

Jamee Schleifer’s rap on the knuckles 
of convention has blazed new trails and 
turned barriers into golden opportuni-
ties, while inspiring a new generation to 
follow in her footsteps.

“I want to be like her when I grow up,” 
says Rokafella in arguably the ultimate 
expression of admiration.

Jamee sChleiFer
Hip hop artist breakdances across barriers

Bio file

occupation: Dancer

company: momz-n-Da Hood

claim to fame: “i am the first 
public school hip hop dance 
teacher in Brooklyn.”

favorite place: coney island

person i aDmire: “my 
mother Joyce Arberman 
because she showed me by 
example how the arts have 
the power to change people’s 
lives.”

motto: “forever a student.”
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B r o o k ly n ’ s  Wo m e n  o f  D i s t i n c t i o n

By shavana aBruzzo

C
hristine Buckley Strehle was 
displaced from her home af-
ter Hurricane Sandy, but that 
didn’t stop the co-owner of 

Buckley’s Restaurant and Caterers in 
Marine Park — a wife and mother of 
six — from helping other victims of the 
storm of the century.

She turned her family-run establish-
ment on Nostrand Avenue and Avenue 
S into a command post for the recovery 
effort, collecting water, clothing, toilet-
ries, baby items, and other essentials 
for hard-hit people across the borough, 
and the Rockaways where she lives.

“The ocean was fierce, it had knocked 
homes onto the beach like doll houses, 
and nobody had anywhere to go,” says 
Strehle, 45, who transported hot meals 
to her devastated neighbors, and con-
tacted a realtor friend in Brooklyn 
to arrange shelter for people whose 
homes were washed away.

The restaurant, which her parents 
Jimmy and Kathleen Buckley opened 
in 1972, became a point of assembly 
and relief for Sandy survivors from 
Belle Harbor and Breezy Point, many 
of whom were patrons.

“It served as a meeting place for peo-
ple who felt familiar enough and com-
fortable enough to come and find out 
what each other needed, and how they 
were all doing,” claims Strehle, whose 
community outreach follows in the 
footsteps of her late father, who quietly 
paid the rent for people out of work and 
created the Buckley’s to Kennedy’s 5K 
Charity Run for HeartShare Human 
Services of New York, a group for peo-
ple with developmental disabilities.

Today, the corner of Buckley’s is 
called “Jim Buckley Way,” and Heart-
Share named one of its residences and 
its annual golf outing after the beloved 
philanthropist who passed away in 
2010. 

The run — Buckley’s signature fund-
raiser now in its 34th year — remains as 
popular as ever, thanks to Strehle, who 
networks with neighborhood groups, 
volunteers, and precincts to coordi-
nate the widely anticipated jaunt that 
draws thousands of participants on 

the Sunday after Mother’s Day, raises 
upwards of $100,000 a year, and cul-
minates with a family-style picnic at 
Kennedy’s Restaurant, Buckley’s sister 
establishment in Breezy Point.

“It’s a complete community event,” 
says Strehle, a HeartShare board 
member, who finds time in between 
six loads of laundry a day and 10-hour 
shifts at Buckley’s — where she can 
be seen serving dinners and mopping 
floors — to fete disadvantaged young-
sters at annual Christmas parties she 

organizes at the restaurant, complete 
with food, gifts, and a merry mingle 
with Kris Kringle.

The revel last Christmas, attended 
by 82 HeartShare kids and clients from 
the Young Adult Institute, was a joyous 
one to be sure.

“They were dancing up a storm,” 
says Strehle, who went to HeartShare’s 
Howard Beach school after Sandy to 
present gift bags and Buckley’s cer-
tificates to teachers uprooted by the 
nor’easter.

HeartShare president and chief ex-
ecutive officer Bill Guarinello says 
Strehle, like her father, performs her 
numerous works of charity without 
fanfare.

“If we’re having a silent auction, 
Christine will fill the room with items, 
without being asked, and never want 
thanks for it,” says Guarinello. “If she 
knows there’s a need, she fills it.”

Strehle has contributed funds to lo-
cal sports programs, including one at 
Good Shepherd School in Marine Park, 
and helped out at St. Francis de Sales 
Parish in Rockaway, where she per-
sonally delivers meals and good cheer 
throughout the year to home-bound 
seniors, some of whom look forward 
to her lively St. Patrick’s Day visits — 
complete with delicious corned beef 
and cabbage dinners cooked in Buck-
ley’s kitchen.

Their appreciation is her sweet re-
ward.

“One pair of sisters I deliver to invite 
me in for a cup of tea, and we watch the 
parade on TV,” says Christine Buckley 
Strehle — an all-arounder Brooklyn 
can be proud of, insist her supporters.

“Christine fits the bill for a Woman of 
Distinction,” says Guarinello. “She is a 
real good parent, and she still finds the 
time for other people, as well as for her 
business.”

Christine BuCKley strehle
Charitable restaurateur serves care to her community

Bio file

occupation: co-owner 

company: Buckley’s restaurant 
and catering

claim to fame: “Being a mom 
to six children, managing the 
daily operations at Buckley’s, and 
giving back to the community.”

favorite place: “our house in 
the Hamptons.”

Woman i aDmire: “my sister, 
kathy Ann murray, for her 
strength, intellect, and loving 
ways.”

motto: “Actions speak louder 
than words.”
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Congratulations to 

SuSan Eaton
on a truly well deserved honor 

The work you do on behalf of young  
children with MHE is truly amazing and  

you are changing the lives of these children 
one MHE patient at a time.

You inspire all of us with your love, 
compassion, kindness and dedication in  

all that you do.

We love you very much.
Craig, Christopher, Danielle & Vincent

 www.mheresearchfoundation.org
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We proudly support the women  
who do so much for our community.

Congratulations to all of this year’s Women of Distinction.

Visit us online at www.nationalgrid.com and connect with us on 
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