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Jim O’Connell once found himself sitting 
on a panel with Paul Farmer. They were 
both Harvard-trained doctors commit-
ted to wringing privilege out of their 
lives for the benefit of those who had 
none. But the similarities seemed to end 

there. Farmer had traveled the globe working 
to improve public health, from Haiti to Peru to 
Rwanda. He told the crowd that O’Connell was 
“this poor doctor who never got more than a mile 
from his medical school.”

Farmer quickly made his admiration for 
O’Connell clear, saying, “He’s seeing in Boston 
what we’re seeing in Haiti.” Still, it’s never easy 
to hear that the reach of your life’s work can best 
be measured in feet — especially when the person 
holding the measuring tape is famous on multi-
ple continents. O’Connell, who has spent four de-
cades providing medical care to homeless people 
in Boston, never felt close to being in Farmer’s 
league.

Pulitzer Prize-winning author Tracy Kidder 
and his legions of readers would disagree. Farm-
er, who died suddenly in 2022, was the subject of 
Kidder’s Mountains Beyond Mountains. Kidder 
went on to give O’Connell the same treatment, 
making him the focus of his book Rough Sleepers, 
which was released in January.

The toughest part of the past year for 
O’Connell has been all the attention the best-
selling book has thrust on him. Yet, the soft-
spoken 75-year-old says any discomfort has 
been worth it. He senses that it has reduced 
some of the nation’s indifference around home-
lessness and increased its reservoir of empa-
thy. “More people,” O’Connell says, “realize that 
many homeless people are just like us, with a 
little twist.”

In 1985, after finishing his residency at Massa-
chusetts General Hospital, O’Connell agreed to a 
one-year stint at the new Boston Health Care for 
the Homeless Program. He soon realized he was 
in over his head. Barbara McInnis, the nurse who 
trained him on how to care for homeless peo-
ple — starting by soaking their feet — told him he 
could do his best work in “blessed obscurity.”

O’Connell embraced that message, and never 
left. He and his team developed an approach that 
delivered both dignity and continuity of care. 
They put homeless people on their board of di-
rectors, started a mobile unit to meet people 

where they were, and created the nation’s first 
computerized medical records for a homeless 
program as well as the first medical respite unit 
(as a step-down for patients moving from the 
hospital to a shelter).

O’Connell’s devotion was all-consuming. He 
put off marriage and fatherhood until late in life. 
“In 2013, I turned 65 and got my Medicare card,” 
he says. “And six months later, I had a kid.” It was 
only after he got sick in 2019 that he learned how 
to balance work and family. Recovering at home 
in Jamaica Plain allowed him to spend more time 
with his wife, Jill, and their daughter, Gabriel-
la. His health has improved, but he now knows 
better than to surrender the gift of putting his 

daughter to bed each night.
With characteristic humility, O’Connell admits 

that the homeless crisis seems only more daunt-
ing to him today than it did 40 years go. But he 
offers sensible advice for how each of us might 
engage with the homeless individuals we encoun-
ter: Pick one or two people a day. Make eye con-
tact, treating them like the fellow human beings 
that they are. Consider handing them a Dunkin’ 
gift card for $5, so they can get a hot coffee and 
have access to a restroom.

It’s classic O’Connell, a man who has spent 
his life walking the walk, listening to people who 
sleep on pavement, rather than looking down on 
them — or just looking away. – Neil Swidey
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W hen Dr. Robert Goldstein 
went to give blood last Au-
gust, cameras clicked as he 
broke into a huge smile, 
needle in his arm. With him 
was his former mentor, Dr. 

Rochelle Walensky, also giving up her pint.
For these doctors, what might look like a rou-

tine event occasioned calling out the media, be-
cause it was the first time Goldstein had been 
allowed to donate blood. Until this summer, gay 
men such as him had been turned away.

Walensky, a former director of the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, and Goldstein, 

now the Massachusetts commissioner of public
health, had fought for eight years to change that 
rule, and were now celebrating their success at
the Red Cross Dedham Donation Center.

The ban on men who had sex with men was 
introduced early in the HIV epidemic, to protect 
the blood supply when the virus was not fully 
understood. But as the years went by, the policy 
lagged far behind the science and became a sore
point in the gay community.

Gay and bisexual men were turned away from 
blood centers, even as the rest of society became
more welcoming, says David Stacy, vice president
of government affairs at the Human Rights Cam-
paign, a national advocacy group that spent two 
decades battling the restriction. “It was a form
of discrimination they didn’t expect to happen to 
them,” he says. “It was a challenge to their sense 
of being full citizens.”

In 2016, Walensky and Goldstein published 
an article in The New England Journal of Medi-
cine laying out the scientific arguments for elimi-
nating the ban. With highly accurate testing of 
the blood supply, they wrote, the risk of HIV 
transmission through donation was vanishingly
small. And, the article argued, it made no sense 
to bar a gay man, who may be monogamous and 
HIV-negative, while allowing donations from a
straight man, who may have had unprotected sex 
with multiple women who might have HIV.

When Walensky was appointed CDC director, 
and Goldstein became her senior adviser, the pair
was able to work directly with the Food and Drug
Administration and others to push for change.
In May, the FDA revised the rules so that every 
donor is asked the same questions, and no group 
is automatically barred; in the ensuing months
blood centers nationwide began implementing 
the new policy.

Stacy says that leadership from people such as 
Walensky and Goldstein was a “critical compo-
nent” in this successful effort. When anyone who
can safely donate is welcome at blood centers, he 
says, “that benefits everybody.”  – Felice Freyer, 
with additional reporting from Kay Lazar
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In 2015, Joy Buolamwini saw our AI 
future and has made it her mission 
ever since to warn us about it. Then 
a graduate student at MIT, she rec-
ognized how powerful algorithms, 
encoded with unconscious bias and 

driven by artificial intelligence, could exacer-
bate discrimination in the real world. Buol-
amwini, who is Black, experienced this first-
hand when she noticed the facial-recognition 
software on her computer couldn’t detect her 
face unless she wore a white mask.

She knew she was onto something big: 
AI now plays an invisible role in everything 
from policing to corporate hiring. But her 
true superpower was having the foresight 
to know even then — given how quickly the 
technology is advancing — that she couldn’t 
wait for change. She couldn’t just publish re-
search in academic journals. She needed to 
take her message to the masses.

So Buolamwini gave a 2016 TED talk that 
now has close to 1.7 million views, launched 
the advocacy group Algorithmic Justice 
League to fight AI bias, starred in the Emmy-
nominated documentary Coded Bias, and 

created poetry and art exhibitions. “I abso-
lutely believe the scholarship is important,” 
she says, but, “How do we go out of the lab? 
How do we go from performance metrics to 
performance art?”

Today, Buolamwini has become one of the 
world’s leading voices on how to reduce the 
discriminatory harms of AI. From speak-
ing to the European Union to meeting with 
President Biden, as she did earlier this year, 
Buolamwini is a sought-after adviser on AI. 
With the October debut of her book, Un-
masking AI: My Mission to Protect What Is 
Human in a World of Machines, Buolamwini 
seems to be everywhere all at once.

Her work resonates because she is both 
a computer scientist, with a doctorate from 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technolo-
gy, and an artist. She calls herself a “poet of 
code” who creates art to illuminate the soci-
etal impact of AI.

Buolamwini, now 33, wants to improve 
the systems that have created algorith-
mic bias. She calls the problem the “cod-
ed gaze”— a reflection of the priorities and 
prejudices of those who shape technology. In 

the case of AI, who chooses the data sets that 
form the basis of machine-learning matters. 
As she explains in her book, “Data is destiny.”

Driving this point home, Buolamwini cre-
ated a spoken word poem titled “AI, Ain’t I a 
Woman?”— a reference to Sojourner Truth’s 
famous women’s rights speech — and pre-
sented it to the European Union’s Global 
Tech Panel in Belgium in 2018.

In her performance, Buolamwini flashes 
photos of famous Black women from Truth 
to Serena Williams to Oprah Winfrey. But 
algorithms, from companies such as Google 
and Microsoft, misidentify them as men. 
“Face by face the answers seem uncertain. 
Young and old, proud icons are dismissed,” 
she says. “Can machines ever see my queens 
as I view them?”

While Buolamwini is known as an AI 
critic, she is hopeful about the future. She 
is impressed by what Biden has done so far, 
issuing an executive order to establish stan-
dards for AI safety and security and craft-
ing the Blueprint for an AI Bill of Rights as 
a guide for designing consumer protections.

“I don’t really classify myself as either an 
AI optimist or AI pessimist,” she says. “My 
role is to show AI and emerging technologies 
in different angles, remind us of our human-
ity, remind us of what we have to lose if we 
allow these systems to take over humanity.”  
– Shirley Leung

Before the 2022-23 NHL season began, Patrice 
Bergeron decided he wasn’t ready to retire, and of-
fered a simple explanation for why he was excited to 
don his Bruins jersey for a 19th consecutive year.

“It’s an organization that means the world to me,” 
he said. “Boston is my home.”

When the sublime center decided at the conclusion of that 
campaign that it was finally time to hang up his skates, the Que-
bec native spoke again of the connection to his adopted city.

“I left everything out there and I’m humbled and honored it 
was representing this incredible city and for the Boston Bruins 
fans,” he said.

The hockey world feels a bit emptier without Bergeron in it, 
but his impact and imprint are indelible. And for all the accolades 
he earned on the ice — a 2011 Stanley Cup championship, an 
NHL record six Selke trophies as the forward with the best defen-
sive skills, two Olympic gold medals for Canada, to name a few —
his influence off it has been even greater.

Begin with the creation early in his career of “Patrice’s Pals,” 
a program that hosted children from charitable groups around 
Boston (including the Cam Neely Foundation, Boston Chil-
dren’s Hospital, Make-A-Wish Foundation, and many more) in 
a suite for every Bruins home game at TD Garden. More than 
10,000 kids got the chance to enjoy games as his guests.

From 2015 to 2018, Bergeron hosted the Cuts for a Cause 
charitable event with 98.5 The Sports Hub. He evolved that 
into the Pucks and Paddles Ping-Pong tournament in 2018. 
Combined, the events have raised almost half a million dollars 
for charity. Starting in 2010, he led the team’s annual holiday 
toy shopping events, delivering toys to young patients at Bos-
ton hospitals, many of whom he continued to visit. In 2020, in 
the wake of George Floyd’s murder, Bergeron donated $25,000 
each to the Boston chapter of the NAACP and the Centre Mul-
tiethnique de Quebec.

“The amazing people of New England welcomed a young 
French Canadian who didn’t speak great English and you 
treated me like one of your own,” he said. “I can’t imagine rep-
resenting a better community or more passionate fan base 
than the Boston Bruins.”

A recipient of the NHL Foundation Award, King Clancy Me-
morial Trophy, and the Bruins’ John P. Bucyk Award for his 
charitable and community work, Bergeron made Boston a bet-
ter place, both on and off the ice. – Tara Sullivan
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