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All heroes put themselves to the test, shrug and say anyone would do the same. 

All heroes take slaps on the backs and compliments for a job well done. 

But not all heroes can tell their story with gleaming eyes and a pinch of braggadocio. 

Ask Travis Kania. To this day, July 2 does not sit easy on his mind. 

That day, the stockbroker with Fidelity Investments swam 20 feet into the Saco River in Fryeburg, Maine, to rescue a drowning boy. 

When he got to the 7-year-old, all the boy said was ''My Mom's dead.'' 

''That's kind of frightening,'' Kania said in an interview last night. ''He looked me right in the eye. He knew.'' 

Kania was one of 25 heroes recognized last night at The Union Leader-New Hampshire Sunday News Hero Awards Dinner. 

Also recognized were three organizations: the New Hampshire Civil Air Patrol, Manchester Fire Department Rescue Unit One and Manchester Fire Department Engine 3. 

Held at the Chateau Restaurant, the dinner honored those who put their lives at risk in 1996 to help save others. 

It was attended by Gov. Jeanne Shaheen and Manchester Mayor Raymond Wieczorek. 

''There's a certain tremendous strength within the body, soul and heart of everyone on this Earth,'' said Nackey Loeb, president and publisher of The Union Leader-New Hampshire Sunday News. 

''Once in awhile, it flames into sight... It comes into sight in the lives of people we honor here tonight.'' 

Some of the heroes honored last night were on the front lines of last year's biggest news stories. 

The civil air patrol flew more than 1,100 hours in difficult winter weather to search unsuccessfully for a plane that went down on Christmas Eve. 

John H. Young Sr. rescued a truck driver whose rig was stuck in a sink hole when the Alton dam collapsed last March. 

Others did less noticeable but just as much heroic work: pulling people from burning cars and rescuing those stuck in raging rivers. 

Many of those heroes dined last night with friends and family. Some met those they rescued. The congratulations flowed, and the mood was light. 

Only one spoke when receiving his Courage medal. 

Kania's story is particularly poignant. The 7-year-old, Eric Chase, had locked onto his mother's body and would not let go. 

Kania grasped the 60-pound boy from behind and under his arm pits. But the waterlogged body of Ruth Chase, 37, drew Chase and Kania under. 

Kania promised Eric that if he let go, Kania would return for the boy's mother. 

Close to shore, Wendy Laranjo, Kania's co-worker and girlfriend, took the boy. Kania kept his promise and guided the woman's body to the opposite shore. 

There, he performed cardiopulmonary resuscitation for 90 minutes. ''It was tough because I knew she was pretty much gone,'' he said. 

Eric's father - William Chase Sr., 46 - also drowned that day. 

Eric now lives with his older brother and sister in Kingston. 

He has sent Kania a thank-you card. He drew a picture of a boy floundering in water. ''Thank you for saving me from the undertow,'' the card reads. 

Last night was the first time Eric saw Kania since his parents' funeral. 

''Look at what the kid - Travis - did,'' said Eric's guardian, Bill Chase Jr. ''That's why we're here.'' When Kania - a strapping 24-year-old with all-American-boy looks - received his medal, he took the microphone. 

''Sometimes, I wish I could have done more,'' Kania said as his lips quivered and his voice cracked. 

''I also want to show off a hero of mine, someone that's very courageous and very strong - Eric Chase.'' 

To applause, the boy joined his hero at the podium. 

''He saved you,'' Mrs. Loeb said to Eric, ''and now you've got to take care of him.'' ---- 

THE HEROES 

* Bedford Fire Lt. Mark Shatney 

Tired after working during a campaign visit by President Clinton, Shatney donned diving equipment on Feb. 2 to search the freezing waters of Twin Brook. A car had gone out of control on Route 101 and driver Kristine L. Nickerson was somewhere in the water. Although found, she did not survive. 

* Alton resident John H. Young Sr. 

When the Alton dam broke March 13, Young threw a rope to Larry Sinclair, whose tractor-trailer was stuck in a sink hole as water roared over Route 140. Sinclair, whose wife died in the flood, tied the rope around his waist and was pulled to safety by Young and his wife. * Deering resident Gilbert Misiaszek Sr. 

A snowplow driver, Misiaszek rescued Lauren Greene, who on April 10 found herself in the Contoocook River after her pickup truck slid off Longwoods Road. Misiaszek waded and swam out to an island, where Greene was stranded, and coaxed her ashore. Misiaszek died March 8, 1997. 

* Manchester resident Victor Goulet and firefighters Normand Paradis and Lt. Mark Piotrowski 

Goulet led a blind woman to safety from a burning Manchester home on April 17. He injured himself trying to climb through a window and rescue an 86-year-old woman. The firefighters fought intense heat and flames to find the unconscious woman and bring her to safety. * Epping resident Denis Curtis 

Curtis pulled a woman from a burning car after she lost control and struck a tree on May 10. 

* Manchester firefighter Lt. Steve L'Heureux, Safety Officer Gary Simpson, Rescue Unit 1 and Engine 3. 

The firefighters risked being crushed to death to free a woman on May 16. Tiffani Chapman, 18, was trapped in a car after an 18-wheel tractor-trailer with a 100,000 pound load of sand rolled over on Interstate 93. Chapman's mother died in the accident. * Newmarket resident Greg Cote and Alton Bay resident Ray Penn 

Workers for Public Service Company of New Hampshire, the two jumped into a boat and raced down the Piscataqua River on June 30 to rescue two men being swept out to sea. Although the men, who were cleaning an oil slick, wore life preservers, currents and whirlpools were dragging them out and under. 

* Salem resident Travis Kania While canoeing on July 2, Kania pulled 7-year-old Eric Chase from the Saco River in Fryeburg, Maine. Chase's parents drowned trying to save him. * Auburn resident Frank DiDonato 

DiDonato carried two children from the top of a smoke-filled, third-floor stairway at the Derry Green Apartments on July 2. He returned to the building to rescue two pets, but they had already exited. * Salem resident Eddie LeBrasseur 

On a camping trip on July 6, LeBrasseur plucked a 5-year-old through the window of a pick-up truck just before it sank beneath the surface of a 12-foot-deep pond in Maine. The child's mother rescued a 3-year-old in the cab; the two had been playing in the truck and disengaged the gear shift. 

* Berlin resident Jose Pequeno 

On July 10, Pequeno jumped into 52-degree water and found a 17-month-old girl who had been dropped into the ''Lemon Squeeze,'' a tight crevice in the Lost River caves in Woodstock. He used cardiopulmonary resuscitation to revive the tot, who was not breathing. * Berlin resident Mark Vallieres 

Fire alarms weren't working and residents of a three-story apartment house were asleep July 19 when Vallieres saw the building aflame. Vallieres entered the building, pounded on doors and helped bring the children to safety. * Manchester resident Jennifer O'Keefe. 

O'Keefe fought with a despondent woman on July 27 who was attempting to climb the fencing on the Notre Dame bridge in Manchester and jump off. Authorities eventually came to O'Keefe's aid. * Weare resident Roger Tower and Manchester resident Bill Fudge 

The two friends rescued Bertrand Brouillard, 68, and Kevin Drown from a house fire in Weare on Oct. 10. They found a mattress for Brouillard, who was on the second floor, to jump onto. They roused Drown from his sleep. 

* Sandown Police Chief J. Scott Currier 

Floodwaters gave Currier a ''wild ride'' through a drainage culvert on Oct. 21, after he ventured into rushing waters to grab a 17-year-old. The teenager was clinging to the concrete rim of the drainage culvert and rescuers were trying to hold his head above water. * Rochester residents Chad Evans and Marie Altobelli 

Both suffered smoke inhalation and burns when freeing two people from a burning car on Route 125 on Nov. 1. 

* Concord resident Doug Roy, West Franklin resident Jim Caravona and Hillsborough resident Gary Harvey 

The three employees of Grappone VW/Mazda emptied seven fire extinguishers on Nov. 16 to rescue a fellow worker. Disoriented from the smoke, Bruce Dimond was stuck on the second floor, and flames were shooting up both sides of the staircase. * Exeter police detective Kimberly Roberts and Lt. Richard Kane 

The two rescued a 46-year-old Newmarket woman from the chilly waters of the Squamscott River on Dec. 3. The woman's truck hit a patch of ice and ended up in the river. Kane swam out, pulled Rosemary Croteau into the water and began swimming to shore with her. Roberts also ventured into the river to help. * The New Hampshire wing of the Civil Air Patrol 

The crews flew numerous low-altitude search missions in hazardous conditions in search of a Lear jet that disappeared while trying to land in Lebanon on Dec. 24.

