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				Introduction

			

		

		
			
				What does it mean to be a survivor? The survivors in this book are all people who overcame great obstacles during a time of danger, disaster or personal peril. Their stories are surprising, scary, inspiring and sometimes upsetting. 

				Some survivors lived through ship, aeroplane and spacecraft wrecks, only to find the true struggle to survive had just begun. Some of the survivors found themselves stranded at sea, in the jungle or in the Sahara desert. Some walked for days on broken legs with maggot-infested wounds or drank urine and bat’s blood to stay alive. 

				Perhaps the most inspirational survivors are those who did not spare a second thought for themselves, but instead put the lives of others first. They are the heroes who plunged through fire and floodwater to rescue those around them.

				What would you do to survive? Some of the survivors in this book had to hit rock bottom before they found out. Lost, alone and with no help in sight, they summoned a new strength from somewhere deep inside in order to carry on. They fought to stay alive – even when they lost limbs in the process.

				This is why reading the stories of survivors is so interesting. We immediately wonder what we would do in the same situation. Would we fight back or would we give up? Perhaps it is impossible to know until we too are faced with great adversity. However, we can take heart from the survivors in the following pages. The thing that unites them is that, in the end, their desire to live outweighed all else. This book is about our ability to overcome seemingly impossible obstacles when the odds are stacked against us. It is a celebration of the human spirit.
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				The sea was clear and reasonably calm, but the surfers did not see a 4.5-metre-long tiger shark prowling below them. All were experienced surfers: 13-year-old Bethany had been surfing since she was four and had been sponsored from the age of nine. 

				Bethany suddenly felt a violent jolt as the tiger shark grabbed her shoulder and started jerking her from side to side. It felt, Bethany said, like “how you eat a piece of steak”. Sharks commonly bite something to test whether it is worth eating. They also shake their prey to tear off chunks of flesh to eat. 

				Bethany held fast to her board with the other arm as she noticed the water around her turning red. Then, as suddenly as it had started, the attack stopped. The shark was gone, but so was Bethany’s arm, shorn cleanly off from her shoulder. 

				The attack had been so fast that her friends had not even noticed. Bethany called out calmly: “I’ve been attacked by a shark.” For a minute her friends thought she was joking. 

				One of Bethany’s friends helped get her to shore as quickly as possible. On the beach, they used a surfboard leash as a tourniquet, tying it around her shoulder stump to slow the bleeding. But by the time help arrived, Bethany had lost almost 60 per cent of her blood and was going into shock. The race was on to save her life.

			

		

		
			
				On Halloween morning in 2003, Bethany Hamilton and three friends paddled out for a surf at Tunnels Beach in Kauai, Hawaii. Bethany lay face down on her surfboard about 180 metres from shore, her right arm dangling in the water. Then, without warning, disaster struck. 
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				TIGER SHARKS

				Tiger sharks are often called the trash cans of the sea because they eat almost anything. Objects found in their stomachs include a porcupine, a drum and a car licence plate.

			

		

		
			
				“I had this one pretty funny thought: ‘I wonder if I’m going to lose my sponsor.’”

					One of Bethany’s first 

					reactions to the shark attack
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				When Bethany arrived at nearby Wilcox Memorial Hospital she was raced into surgery. By strange coincidence, hers was the operating room that her father was already waiting in to have knee surgery, scheduled for that same day. Luckily, a surgeon was staying at a nearby hotel and he sped to Bethany’s rescue. Her life was saved.

				The whole attack had been so fast that nobody was sure how to react. That is, however, except for Bethany. The only thing on her mind was how soon she could get back into the water. She was determined not to let the loss of her arm prevent her dream of becoming a professional surfer. Meanwhile, fishermen near Tunnels Beach reported catching a 4.5-metre tiger shark with pieces of surfboard lodged in its teeth. A police investigation showed the bite mark on Bethany’s board was the same size as the caught shark’s mouth. The threat was over.

				Bethany was back in the sea surfing only 26 days after the shark attack. She had to adapt her style by paddling more with her feet and using a thicker board with a handle. But the results were astounding. Two years after losing her arm, Bethany won a surfing competition in Australia. The next year she won two further competitions in the United States. At 18 years old, Bethany turned professional.

				The attack made Bethany into something of a celebrity shark survivor. This was a title she didn’t like as she felt it detracted from her status as a surfer. However, after appearing on numerous television talk shows to tell her story, Bethany found a way to give something back using her fame. This she did by starting a “Friends of Bethany” charity, which helps children and young people who have had limbs amputated. Bethany has also written a book and is the subject of a documentary, Bethany Hamilton: Unstoppable, which was released in 2019. 
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