
Eileen Goff, hip’s beloved Founding President/CEO passed 
away unexpectedly on Saturday, August 3rd. 
Eileen was a visionary, a tireless advocate for people with disabilities 
and a Champion of Independent Living. Without any desire to draw 
attention to herself, she quietly worked to make the lives of so many 
so much better. Eileen embraced life and all it has to offer and was a 
positive role model and mentor to a countless number of individuals 
who were inspired by her vitality. A woman of remarkable warmth, 
generosity, dignity, and accomplishment, Eileen is remembered with 
profound love, respect and affection by the community she dedicated 
her life to. _____________________
“My name is Lynda Monahan and Eileen Goff was my friend. She was an 
earthbound Angel. Unless you had the fortune to really know her you would 
never know she always hid her wings. For me, she made things happen for my 
autistic son that I could never financially subject him to, things such as karate, 
fishing, parties, people in all walks of life. She helped me when we needed 
help in acquiring special items when I had breast cancer and surgery for my 
spine. She took my son and I and made us a part of her family. I needed to feel 
welcomed so many times in other places and never felt that. However, when we 
were around her there was not one moment of uncomfortableness. Eileen saw 
the heart and soul of a human being. Sometimes she would take those wings 
and protect us from harm. She made sure she knew the great, kind people who 
would make holidays special. She always asked for a list of wishes and surely 
enough those wishes came true. I was fortunate to see those wings while she 
was earthbound. They were massive because she never left anyone behind. They 
were given to her so she could fulfill her life’s wishes to make people happy and 
to establish places so that when she left, there would be people behind to carry 
on all our wishes. She couldn’t hold those wings in anymore. She needed to 
expand them and leave the physical realm. Eileen was her earth given name, but 
her real name was Angel. Thank you all for sharing her with me. She helped me 
continue when I really wanted to give up.” 

“Eileen Goff – A leader in her field. Not afraid of unchartered 
waters or new challenges. Treasured her friendships. Loved 
new and exciting ventures. Family first and foremost. 
Known by many. Missed by all.”

Betty Fetzer, hip Board of Trustees 

“Back in the 1980’s there was a movement that originated 
in California called Independent Living. This concept brings 
all the known resources in one’s area to individuals with 
disabilities. Eileen Goff brought this concept to New 
Jersey as the Founding Executive Director of Heightened 
Independence and Progress in Bergen and Hudson Counties. 
I was a Founding Board Member and Past-President of DIAL, 
a similar agency for Passaic County residents with disabilities. 
I later became a member of hip and Eileen gave me a special 
name, “Trouble.” I have no idea why I got that name.”

Austin Epstein

“Such a strong force in advocating for people with disabilities. 
Her impact was monumental.”

Gilda O. Escobar
NJ Division of Vocational Rehabilitation Services

“I met Eileen Goff in 1994 when I started volunteering at 
Hudson hip. A year later, in February 1995, I was asked if I 
wanted to work part time and I became a “hipster.” I liked 
Eileen but I fell in love with her when my son announced that he 
was getting married in March, in Hawaii, and he wanted me 
to go. I asked Eileen for the time off and without hesitation, 
she told me to go. Through the years, I came to know her 
better. She had a wicked sense of humor, was kind, generous 
and caring. When my grandson was born three months 
premature, again she showed how much she cared, always 
asking how he was doing and if I needed anything. Eileen 
always used to tease me about my poor sense of direction 
(left from right) when I tried to guide her, and she always 
made me laugh. I will always remember her kindness, her 
sense of humor and her sense of style. I love you Eileen.”

Maria Smith 

“Eileen was assertive and outspoken, but she had an inimitable 
way of getting her point across. She’s a trailblazer in the history 
of the field of blindness and visual impairment here in New 
Jersey because from her initial desire just to pull together a 
group of blind people, she built an empire by effectively taking 
her place at the forefront of several movements, including 
blindness awareness and advocacy, athletics and recreational 
activities for people who are differently-abled, peer support, 
adjustment to vision loss, independent living centers and 
alternate media transcription services.”

Pamela Gaston 
NJ Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired

“Eileen Goff was a hero. She encouraged people to advocate 
for issues that affected their ability to lead independent lives. 
I was proud to honor Eileen with certificates from key state 
legislators when she retired. May the Lord rest her soul in peace.”

Ryan Roy 

“Eileen Goff lit up any room with her presence and charisma 
like a firefly lights the darkness of night. There wasn’t an 
obstacle she couldn’t overcome and if there was, she always 
found a way. Adventurous was her middle name as she was 
constantly looking for that next, big adventure to participate 
in no matter how scary it could be. People as unique and 
extraordinary as Eileen only come by once in a while, and I 
was extremely fortunate to have met such a lovely soul as hers.”

Diomayra Ramos

“The trouble with growing old is losing not only family but 
friends. But when the death of a friend seems like a family 
member, there is greater sadness. Such was the case with 
Eileen Goff. She was my employer but so much more. She 
was one of my mentors. Eileen taught me that a person can 
achieve in spite of limitation. She encouraged me to write 
and allowed me to put my words in hipnews. In short, 
she gave me a career I never thought possible. Eileen Goff 
opened the path to freedom for people with disabilities. In 
her memory, we must continue on the road.”

Marianne Valls

“I write this tribute with flooded emotions that are still raw 
and fresh in my heart. For this is a tribute letter to a hero who 
transformed the very course of my life, Eileen Goff. Upon 
meeting Eileen my Mom and I felt for the first time that there 
was a place for me where I indeed felt welcomed and could 
grow into the person that I am today. As the years rolled by, 
Eileen was always the cheerleader and always was proud of my 
accomplishments. She always had me sing “White Christmas” 
at the end of the hip Holiday Party. There are so many 
memories that I can recall, but one that stands out to me was 
in 2009 when I ran for the NJ State Assembly for the 37th 
legislative district and won 15% of the vote in the county. A 
few days later, Eileen held a surprise victory party for me and 
the staff joined. It was a touching sight with the cake and 
all the decorations. There was also a personal touch to 
Eileen’s heart. It was as vast as the universe itself, her selfless 
personality and her selfless love for all which I could go on 
and on for, but I cannot because the tears still flow in my 
eyes. The last time I saw Eileen Goff was at our hip Gala, 
the theme was “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” and for me it 
was the greatest honor to give Ms. Goff the most noblest 
of honors and an introduction that was fitting for a woman 
who did so much for people with special needs. I sit here 
today, thinking about all the wonderful things that I have 
done to make this world a better place, and I owe a great 
deal of my growth not just to my mom, but to the one who 
cheered me on from the sidelines, Eileen Goff.”

Christopher Gagliardi  

Eileen Goff
Champion  of  Independent  Living
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“Eileen was an incredible person and a role model. She 
never let her disability stop her. Eileen was a tireless advocate 
for people with disabilities and a leader in the community. 
Through her efforts hip was established and administers two 
premier Centers for Independent Living in New Jersey. The 
Board is deeply saddened by her loss and we will continue 
the work Eileen began as hip is truly her legacy.”

Anna Navatta, Esq., Chair, hip Board of Trustees

“One of my fondest memories of Eileen Goff is: Many years 
ago, I introduced her to my mother, who was also sight 
impaired. My mother had started a group in California called 
Shining Lights which helped empower people who lost their 
sight. She and Eileen hit it off immediately because they both 
had the same core mission of service. These two women, one 
on the east coast and one on the west coast, each served a 
population that was often overlooked and needed a voice. I 
often look back on that memory as one of my favorites.”

Loretta Weinberg, Senator, District 37
NJ Senate Majority Leader

“I am proud to say that Eileen Goff was my friend. I always 
admired her stamina, humor, abilities to organize – to be able to 
create a legacy. I will miss her. I pray that her work continues.”

Judy Liebman 

“Fate landed us in the hip office where we met Eileen Goff. 
Words cannot express our gratitude for all that she did for 
us. We remember our first Christmas and how Eileen stood 
by us when Yemi died. We are honored to be part of the 
family she started and to call her Grandma.”

Abby and Junior

“I am deeply saddened to hear of Eileen’s passing. She was a 
wonderful mentor, colleague and friend to me for so many 
years and contributed so much to the Independent Living 
(IL) movement in NJ in so many ways. I was very fortunate 
to work with her on much of the substance of IL in NJ and 
important ADA-related advocacy and litigation we were so 
successful with here in NJ. She was a truly remarkable woman 
with a lighthearted sense of humor and life perspective which 
transcended so many of our mundane daily concerns. I will 
always remember Eileen for the very kind generous person 
and friend that she was to so many of us.”

John Petix, Jr., Executive Director of DIAL, Inc. 
Center for Independent Living 

“I have known Eileen Goff since almost the beginning of 
time. We go all the way back to when I was a member of the 
Shining Lights. Eileen was my friend, my mentor, someone 
I could always call and talk to who had the right answers to 
what I needed to know. We were “joined at the hip.” Eileen 
was my shining star, my shining light.”

Darrell Bethea

“When thinking about Eileen, I keep remembering the 
poem by Linda Ellis “The Dash.” The importance of how 
the line is filled between the birth date and death date. 
Eileen filled that line like no one else I have ever met. She 
was an advocate for people with disabilities. Always there 
to help people get to the next level of independence. She 
believed in people living independently and moving on 
with their lives. She believed in this so much that she built 
an agency to be able to advocate and help people even 
when she is no longer steering the ship. I have enjoyed my 
friendship with Eileen, and it has been an honor being 
on her Board. She will be missed by so many people she 
touched including family, consumers, volunteers and friends. 
May her memory be eternal.”

 Karen Canellos, hip Board of Trustees

“Eileen was a warm, compassionate, giving person with an 
easy smile. I was fortunate to work with her for 25 years, 
where day after day, she demonstrated her commitment to 
hip’s mission. Her love and concern for hip’s consumers were 
always at the heart of all that she did. She was fun-loving 
and had an incredible zest for life which she summed up in 
her personal motto, “WHY NOT!” and we enjoyed many 
good times together. Eileen was not only my mentor and 
my friend – we were family and I will miss her dearly.”

Trish Carney

“Eileen Goff was a true influence in my life. She taught 
me many helpful things that will remain with me forever. I 
loved that smile on Eileen’s face. When I came into the hip 
office, I always used to say to Eileen “this is not a boring 
office – it’s a fun place!” She made you feel like you really 
were “one of the gang.” I loved working with Eileen and 
spending more than half of my life with her. Eileen should 
have written a book on her life to inspire others and tell 
them what they could do even if they had a disability!”

Stephanie Thomas 

“Eileen was unmatched in her devotion to the disability 
community in New Jersey. She did it with knowledge, 
humor, and sincerity and will be greatly missed.”

Lottie Esteban, hip Board of Trustees

“I had the pleasure of knowing Eileen Goff for over 2 
decades. Throughout the years, not only did she become 
my mentor and my friend but also my family. Always 
taking the time to show how much she cared for all those 
around her. She was an inspiration to me and my daughter, 
not only as a woman but as a mother. Her love, kindhearted 
ways and that incredible spark will never be forgotten. I am 
honored to have been able to share so many life moments 
with her and call her my family. I will always miss you.”

Love, Marily Gonzalez
Hudson hip Executive Director

“To know Eileen Goff is to love her…My fondest memory 
of Eileen was when I first started to work as a Bergen County 
Freeholder Aide in the late 1990’s. I received a call from 
then Assemblywoman Loretta Weinberg who told me that 
if I was going to do constituent work for the Bergen County 
Freeholders, the first person I needed to meet was Eileen 
Goff of Heightened Independence and Progress. Loretta 
set up a meeting for us to meet in her office and we spoke 
for hours. I felt like I had known Eileen all my life. Her 
charisma and passion are what made her so special. I miss 
her dearly and I will never forget the first time we met.”

Debbie Francica, Chief of Staff
to Senator Loretta Weinberg

“Eileen Goff was an intricate part in the puzzle of humanity. 
She had the greatest love of life and people and was beloved 
by everyone who knew her. Eileen was not one to set limits 
on herself or anyone else. People felt renewed talking and 
being with Eileen. The programs she developed were key to 
reaching your highest potential and abilities.”

Barbara Brave

“Eileen Goff was my angel on earth. Her compassion and 
generosity were so great, and her outlook on life always so 
positive. She brought sunshine into the world. My son Joe 
knew her for 30 years, I met her 20 years ago. I remember 
my many conversations with her. Whenever I was in a 
stressful situation and was lost at what to do, the phone 
would ring and Eileen was there for support and advice. 
She never told you what to do, just offered suggestions. We 
had a special connection. From the many talks, the visits 
to my home, the best memory was when she came to Joe’s 
50th birthday party. To see the look on his face and the joy 
she brought us is one of the best memories. The world is 
missing a real treasure, but she will always remain in our 
thoughts and hearts. She was truly loved.”

Jane and Joe Valenti

“Eileen and I have been friends for over 35 years. She 
was smart, intelligent, caring and spunky. She was a people 
person and I miss her.”

Rhea Hess, hip Volunteer 

“As a friend and colleague, I genuinely miss Eileen. She 
was a good person who did good, important work. And it 
wasn’t just what she did; it was also how she did it – with 
compassion, integrity, grace, energy, wit and always with a 
smile and a special kindness.”

Paul Aronsohn
NJ Ombudsman for Individuals with Intellectual 

or Developmental Disabilities and Their Families, 
former member hip Board of Trustees


