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Introduction


Growing up, most of the boys I knew either wanted to be footballers, wrestlers, or incredibly rich businessmen. I don’t think it was always because they loved those things, but because those were the things they thought they ought to love.


Having very little interest in kicking balls or punching other people, I found myself at a loss. What should I aim for? Who are the people I can look up to? What should I want to be? I liked books and often felt nervous around people, and this didn’t seem to fit with how any of the men I knew behaved, or any of the heroes I read about in stories. There were no sticker books of poets, or shirts with Beethoven spelled out across the back. There were no films with skinny, quiet heroes. There were no PlayStation games where scientists played any role other than inadvertently unleashing a zombie virus.


It felt like there were only a few ways to be a man, and none of them came naturally to me.


I wish I had known then that the great poet Shelley was bullied at school, or that the artist Grayson Perry had spent his teenage years wandering alone through graveyards, wearing a dress. I wish I had known that the rapper Stormzy had spent holidays hiding out in a library, feeling low. Or that Neil deGrasse Tyson had whiled away his teenage nights staring through a telescope, wondering about the universe that lay beyond.


These are people who would have excited me, inspired me, and given me the courage to pursue my own passions. These are the stories that say: school and childhood aren’t the way it will always be; there is an entire planet out there, and a place for you in it.


Writing this book meant I had a chance seek out the quiet ones, the kind ones, and the strange ones, who have changed the world for the better by finding the courage to be different. Society can make it difficult to be who you are, but the people in these pages are proof that it doesn’t have to win.


There is always a risk in going against what is expected of you, but the bigger risk lies in never trying, never pushing, and never knowing what you’re capable of. Every revolutionary, every great inventor, every legendary filmmaker and philanthropist and paradigm-shifting scientist, was once a kid playing around in their bedroom, trying to figure out what it was they wanted to do with their lives. Every single one of them felt doubt, fear, and loneliness, and everyone single one of them lit up the lives of those around them in one way or another. Every one of them proves that there is nothing more valuable you can give the world than yourself.


Thank you, and good luck,


Ben




[image: Aaron Fotheringham, a determined young man in a wheelchair and helmet, grabs a large ramp in mid-air at a skate park.]










Aaron Fotheringham

1991

Aaron was born with a condition called spina bifida, which meant his spine hadn’t developed properly. He was adopted at the age of two months. His adoptive parents were worried he would struggle with his physical condition.

Very quickly, they realized that wasn’t an obstacle for him. They’d catch Aaron sliding headfirst down staircases or bounding along corridors on his crutches, wearing a cape. He even wrote a comic about a superhero called Crutch Boy.

As it became clear that Aaron’s arms and legs wouldn’t be able to support his body, he switched from using crutches to manipulating a wheelchair.

Aaron had an older brother who would spend long afternoons at a skate park and he’d often go along to watch. After a while, some of the skaters suggested he have a go at dropping in to a ramp – in his wheelchair.

Aaron fell out and hit the ground. But it was so exhilarating that he got back up and did it again. And again. And again.

The wheelchair wasn’t built to be thrashed around a skate park. It broke almost immediately. His friends raised enough money to have a custom sports wheelchair built that could withstand all the spins, grinds, and aerials Aaron had planned to do.

On 13 July 2006, Aaron landed the world’s first ever wheelchair backflip. Video footage of the achievement went viral. Four years later, he successfully completed the first ever double backflip.

Aaron’s proved that his wheelchair doesn’t get in the way of life; it helps him to do things he’d never otherwise have dreamed of. He says he’s not ‘in’ a wheelchair, but ‘on’ it. The same way a surfer’s on a surfboard or a skater’s on a skateboard.

Aaron’s flipped off fifty-foot mega ramps and launched himself across huge gaps. He’s also turned his passion into a sport: WCMX, or wheelchair motocross, which continues to transform the lives of young people everywhere by showing them what they can do rather than pointing out what they can’t.







Achmat Hassiem


1982


One quiet Sunday morning in Cape Town, Achmat and his brother, Tariq, were at the beach practising with friends for their life-saving exams. In the exam, some people would pretend to be drowning while the others launched a boat to save them. Tariq swam out and floated, while Achmat stayed nearer the shore, both waiting to be rescued.


That was when Achmat saw a huge, dark shape barrelling towards his brother. He wasn’t sure what it was until a black fin broke the water. The shape was a great white shark.


Trying to distract it, Achmat madly splashed and shouted. His tactic worked. The shark turned and headed for him instead, letting the lifeboat pull Tariq to safety.


But there was no time for the boat to reach Achmat. The shark reared up, its jaw locked open, showing rows and rows of bloody jagged teeth. Achmat tried to get away. He couldn’t move. Looking down, he realized the shark had his entire leg in its mouth.


At the last moment, his brother’s hand appeared from above, dragging him aboard the boat.


When he woke up in the hospital, Achmat fell into a depression. His leg was gone. He’d always loved sports and swimming, and now he was worried he wouldn’t be able to do either.


Then he got a visit from an athlete called Natalie du Toit. She’d lost her leg when she was seventeen and become a Paralympic swimmer, winning medals at three different Paralympics. She told him he should try it. He did, and he ended up winning in the Paralympics, too.


As he walked out for the final race, the audience chanted, ‘Shark boy! Shark boy! Shark boy!’




[image: Achmat Hassiem, a man with a prosthetic leg, smiles in front of a shark in a tank while wearing a shirt saying 'Shark Attack Survivor'.]
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Ai Weiwei


1957


Imagine yourself in a blank grey room as big as a cathedral. And imagine that the room contains one hundred million sunflower seeds. Now imagine that, instead of sprouting from sunflowers, each of those seeds had to be handmade and painted by an actual person.


What you’ve just pictured in your mind is one of Ai Weiwei’s most famous pieces of art. To him, it’s one piece of art made of one hundred million pieces of art, the same way China is one country made of 1.3 billion citizens, and we’re one species of seven billion people.


Ai says that the purpose of art is to fight for freedom. In China, where he’s from, people often aren’t granted the freedoms people in other countries are used to. For example, when Ai started criticizing the government on his blog, it was shut down, and they started spying on him by listening in to his phone calls and following him through the streets.


Ai spoke out through art when an earthquake killed thousands of children in China. To save money, the government had built the schools so badly that they came crashing down as the ground shook, trapping the children inside.


Then, when police beat him up for letting everyone know, he made art from the scans the hospital had to take of his brain.


Ai wasn’t allowed to leave his house, his art studio was burned down and he was even imprisoned for eighty-one days. To show how furious he was at the government, he filmed himself smashing an 800-year-old Chinese pot worth one million dollars!


‘I speak out for people around me who are afraid,’ said Ai.


Why?




Because we’re all tiny sunflower seeds,


but we’re all part of something bigger too.












Akrit Jaswal


1993


One day, in India, a young girl suffered an accident that left her hand severely burned. Over the following five years, her fingers became fused together. Her parents didn’t know what to do; they lived in the middle of the countryside and had no money. The only hope they had was a seven-year-old boy named Akrit, who lived in a nearby village.


People said Akrit was a genius. They said he’d been speaking from the age of one, and reading Shakespeare plays and medical textbooks from the age of five. Rumour had it that he’d spent most of his childhood observing surgeons in the local hospital.


So the parents took their little girl to see Akrit. Though the prospect of accidentally hurting the girl was terrifying, there was no other option. As young as he was, Akrit successfully performed surgery on the girl, separating her fingers and saving the use of her hand. Videos of the operation spread across the internet.


Akrit was admitted to medical school when he was twelve. He quickly turned his attention to finding a cure for cancer.


Some people are concerned that having so much attention heaped on a young person can be damaging. Akrit’s talent hasn’t come without a cost. After years spent struggling for his son to get recognition and opportunities, Akrit’s father became exhausted and ended up leaving the family. Having such a precocious child can put a great deal of pressure on parents. What’s the best way to help them flourish? Send them to university, where they’ll be years younger than anyone else? Or keep them in regular school, where they’re likely to be bored and unchallenged? Being so different can make it hard to find a place to fit in.


But Akrit finally has. He’s in his mid-twenties now and studying bioengineering in the city of Kanpur. He’s still aiming to find a cure for cancer, which he thinks might be possible using something called oral gene therapy. He is not going to let go of the dream he’s had since boyhood.




[image: Akrit Jaswal, a young boy, stands on a box in surgical scrubs to operate on a patient in bed.]
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Alan L. Hart


1890 – 1962


When he was born, Alan’s parents thought he was a girl. But Alan didn’t feel comfortable in his own body. He didn’t feel comfortable because he felt as if he was trapped in the body of a girl.


‘Can I cut my hair and be a boy?’ he’d ask his mum.


She wouldn’t listen.


When he had to go to school, Alan was forced to wear girls’ clothes. He struggled throughout his years there, and, to cope with his problem, he lost himself in his studies, especially science. That hard work earned him a place at university, where he met and fell in love with a woman. But when Alan wore the boys’ clothes he preferred, she left him.


Struggling, Alan went to visit a psychiatrist called Dr Gilbert. After a lot of tests and questions, Dr Gilbert diagnosed Alan as being transgender. It meant that the body he was in didn’t match how he felt inside. For Dr Gilbert, Alan had been born a boy in a girl’s body. Dr Gilbert firmly believed that the opposite could be true, too, where girls were born in the bodies of boys.


Alan just wanted to be accepted for the man he was, and to be allowed to study and practise medicine, so Dr Gilbert performed an operation on him. Alan became one of the first ever transgender people to have their body changed to match how they felt inside.


As well as studying medicine, Alan channelled all of his experiences into novels that became bestsellers. He fell in love with a woman, married her, and they lived together happily for thirty-seven years. During that time, he conducted groundbreaking work on a disease called tuberculosis and saved a lot of lives.


Society made life difficult for people like Alan, but that never stopped Alan doing everything he could for society.









Alan Turing


1912 – 1954


During the Second World War, countries would speak to each other using codes, to prevent their enemies from understanding their messages. The most important and difficult code was used by the Germans. It was called ‘Enigma’.


Britain desperately needed to crack it. If they could, they’d know all of their enemy’s secrets, including their next moves. But it was almost impossible. There was only one person they could think of who might be able to help: Alan Turing.


Alan had loved numbers ever since he was a child. He wasn’t encouraged at school, but when he got to university, Alan flourished. He was studying pure mathematics, then his unusual way of thinking led him to look for practical ways of using maths. He wanted to change the way people lived in a useful manner. He published a paper that turned out to signal the beginning of modern computers.


Once they’d brought him in, Alan helped the government break the Enigma code by building a machine called the ‘Bombe’. Some people think that, by cracking the code, Alan shortened the war by four years, which would mean he saved millions of lives.


In 1952, police heard rumours that he was gay. At the time, being gay was still a crime, and he was arrested.


Alan was found guilty. Even after what he’d done for the country, he was given the choice of jail or taking drugs that would supposedly change him. He chose the drugs and they made him sick. It hurt so much that he poisoned himself and died.


But he was never forgotten. In 2013, Alan was granted a posthumous royal pardon and in 2017 Turing’s Law was passed, pardoning all men who had ever been convicted for being gay. In 2021, he became the first openly gay man to appear on a banknote. His great niece, Rachel Barnes, thinks it’s tremendous, but wants people to remember that Alan was a lot more than just his sexuality. He was an incredibly intelligent, devoted and forward-thinking person, who helped save the lives of countless others.




[image: A portrait of a young Alan Turing in a tweed jacket holding a book, with World War II era planes in the background.]
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Amrou Al-Kadhi


1990


Amrou prefers not to be called ‘he’ or ‘him’. At first, it can be slightly confusing for those who aren’t used to it, but avoiding these pronouns can help people who don’t feel comfortable being gender-defined.


Amrou prefers ‘them’ and ‘their’. ‘It feels like a warm bath,’ they say. ‘It makes me feel like I’m being heard and that someone sees me, not for being a “man”, but for being Amrou.’


And Amrou often didn’t feel seen. Growing up, their parents would tell them that their walk wasn’t like a proper man’s and that their voice wasn’t how a man’s should be. Amrou’s parents’ religion made them fear their child’s difference. They banned Amrou from anything remotely bright or exciting, and became furious if they caught them looking at anything related to being gay.


Amrou found escape in two different places. The first was on the stage, where they could bury themselves in a role and become someone else. The second was with their face pressed up to an aquarium, where they could glimpse another world of fantastical, beautiful creatures who seemed somehow both alien and wise. Amrou worked as hard as possible to get a scholarship which meant they could leave home and finally have some freedom. That was when they started performing in drag, under the name of Glamrou and also as part of a troupe called Denim. Drag meant dressing up in flowing wigs, extravagant make-up and flamboyant outfits. It also meant being able to take control of how you’re seen and break free from traditional ideas of gender. Soon, Amrou was throwing drag balls for hundreds of university students.


After university, Amrou would go on to perform sell-out shows, star in and write films and TV shows, and publish a book about their life, titled Unicorn.


Sometimes, while performing in drag, Amrou thinks of themselves as an aquarium. Though they’re separated from the rest of the room, they offer a window into a sparkling new world, one which Amrou hopes can offer courage to those who haven’t yet discovered who they are.









Andre Agassi


1970


Andre’s father was an ex-Olympic boxer who was dead set on making his son a world tennis champion. For Andre, this meant hour after hour of gruelling practice. He was shouted at, made to practise drills over and over and regularly missed school because of it.


It worked. Andre turned professional at the age of sixteen. By twenty-five, he was ranked number one in the world.


But Andre was struggling with being himself. He felt he was living a life that he hadn’t chosen. He felt it was all pointless. Only two years later, he sank to the rank of the 141st tennis star in the world.


Andre knew that he needed more to motivate him than the possibility of winning a tennis match. The idea of eventually becoming so successful that he could provide education for underprivileged kids became the driving force behind his game. He wanted to give a choice to children who might otherwise be denied one, the same way he had.


He rose back through the ranks to number one. For a total of 101 weeks, Andre was the best tennis player in the world.


In 2006, at the age of thirty-six, Andre played what would turn out to be his last ever match. It had been a difficult tournament: his ankle had given up and his back was threatening to surrender. After his opponent, Benjamin Becker, served an ace down the middle of the court, Andre sat and wept. The audience cheered, clapped and cried tears of their own.


Andre stood and spoke to them.


‘The scoreboard said I lost today,’ he said. ‘But what the scoreboard doesn’t say is what I have found.’


In the years since then, he’s focused on developing schools for children. He’s helped to build 122 schools, educating 59,149 kids along the way. He once said that he might not have chosen his life, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to own it.




[image: A young Andre Agassi plays tennis, with the faint, larger image of the adult Andre Agassi behind him.]
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Antoine de Saint-Exupéry


1900 – 1944


A pilot crash lands in the middle of the Sahara Desert. His plane is destroyed and he only has enough water to last eight days. Then he meets a little Prince whose home is an asteroid called B 612. Together they talk of life, friendship and the sadness of losing things you love.


This is the story of The Little Prince, a book written by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry in 1943.


Antoine himself was a fighter pilot. He’d been obsessed with planes ever since he was a boy, when he’d fasten wings built of sheets and sticks to his bike and pedal madly, trying his best to climb into the air.


In order to pilot a real plane, Antoine joined the French military. He had many accidents as he flew back and forth between the Andes Mountains and the Sahara Desert, delivering post.


Despite being in constant pain, he wrote The Little Prince, inspired by incidents like the time he’d crashed in a desert and wandered around for days with nothing but a flask of coffee and a bar of chocolate.


Antoine went on to fly a fighter plane in the war against Germany. He would often read and write at the same time as he was flying his plane. Once, he even circled the airport for an hour just to finish the book he was reading.


One year after The Little Prince was first published Antoine’s plane disappeared over the ocean. The wreckage was found in the year 2000, though his body never was. What happened to Antoine remains a mystery.


The Little Prince has since been translated into 250 languages and sells two million copies every year. In the book, the prince tells the pilot to one day look up at the night sky and remember him, for he’ll be out there living in a star. An asteroid has now been named after the little prince’s home, B 612, and another has been named after Antoine de Saint-Exupéry.









Āpirana Ngata


1874 – 1950


When white European settlers began colonizing New Zealand in the nineteenth century, the Māori people had already been living there for over 800 years. The new arrivals brought foreign diseases and fought with the native people over the land.


As more European settlers arrived, the Māori population started to shrink. It seemed as though their language and way of life might be in danger of disappearing. Āpirana was set on changing that.


He was born one of fifteen children in the small town of Kawakawa. He received a traditional Māori education and spoke the language, but his father, a tribal leader, believed that in order for their people to flourish they would have to learn to coexist with the more recent arrivals. Āpirana was the first Māori to complete a degree at a New Zealand university.


Āpirana became a respected leader and was looked to for guidance when it became clear the white settlers were breaking the terms of a treaty they had signed many years before.


In government, he spoke out against the government’s attempts to sell Māori land. He also called for support of traditional Māori arts.


But Āpirana also clashed with tradition sometimes. He supported a government bill which would replace traditional healers with modern medical doctors.


On the one-hundred-year anniversary of the treaty signed between the Māori and the white settlers, Āpirana stood and gave a speech. He said, ‘Lands gone, the power of chiefs humbled in the dust, Māori culture scattered and broken. What remained of all the fine things said one hundred years ago?’


He would never stop fighting for the survival of his people, and for this Āpirana has been hailed by many as the greatest Māori ever.


Thanks to the fearless work of people like Āpirana, the New Zealand government has taken steps toward compensating Māori people and creating projects and schemes to preserve and encourage their language and culture.




[image: A portrait of Āpirana Ngata in a suit, with Māori warriors in the background.]
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Arthur Rimbaud


1854 – 1891


In 1871, the streets of Paris were buzzing with talk of a dazzling young poet called Arthur Rimbaud. He was only seventeen years old and had appeared from nowhere, writing beautiful, funny and sometimes disgusting poems about anger, sadness and the hardships of growing up.


A few years later, most people thought Arthur was dead.


He wasn’t, he’d just stopped writing poetry. After being homeless, shot by his boyfriend, and so poor he couldn’t pay for the books he’d had printed, Arthur wanted to raise money and help his family out of poverty. Instead of writing poetry, he left France in search of work.


He joined the army, then deserted while in South-East Asia, running away into the dark and dangerous heart of the jungle. He made his way to the dry slopes of Cyprus, where he worked mining stone under a sweltering sun. From there, he travelled on to the wild plains of Africa, to earn money by selling coffee and guns. All of the money he made was sent back home.


Finally, he returned to France to see his mum when his knee started hurting so much that he couldn’t ignore it anymore. Doctors cut the leg off, but it was too late. Cancer had spread through his body. A few weeks later, Arthur Rimbaud died.


After his death, Arthur’s poems were discovered by people all over the world. They started a whole new movement in poetry and inspired huge numbers of painters, musicians and writers to express themselves freely and deeply. He put his pain into words and those words are still read today.









Aryan Pasha


1991


Aryan was born in India and first given a girl’s name. Although he was born in the body of a girl, he knew it didn’t fit with how he felt inside. Aryan was six when he first told his parents that he wasn’t going to school unless he got to wear the boys’ uniform. They accepted it, and soon he was known as a boy by his friends in school.


Still, things were difficult. Aryan loved ice skating but he had to compete alongside girls, which made him feel out of place. He also preferred to use the boys’ toilets, but had to be careful in case anyone questioned him. He was bullied and threatened at school.


As he was growing up, Aryan’s stepmother, who had studied psychology, noticed him becoming angry, depressed and lonely. She told him about transgender people: about how sometimes people could be born with heads and hearts that didn’t match the gender of their bodies. Aryan was relieved to have some understanding of his situation and to know it wasn’t something that only he was going through.


But things didn’t improve at school, and he soon dropped out. At eighteen, he went through serious surgeries which changed his body from female to male. The changes left him far happier than he’d ever been before. Finally, he had a body that matched how he felt inside. He changed his name to Aryan.


Aryan qualified as a lawyer and went on to work for an organization that fights for the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) people in India. In 2014, a law was passed in India, giving transgender people the same rights as everyone else. Part of Aryan’s work is to make sure that that law is enforced.


These days, Aryan spends a lot of his time bodybuilding. It gives him confidence and helps him to feel at home in his own skin. Soon, he’s going to open his own chain of gyms, so he can help other people feel the same way.




[image: Aryan Pasha, a muscular, bearded man with a tattoo of the scales of justice flexes his arms.]







[image: Auguste Escoffier, a chef with a large mustache and chef's hat tastes a dish from a small spoon.]












Auguste Escoffier


1846 – 1935


Auguste was born in Villeneuve-Loubet, a warm, sleepy village wedged between a medieval castle in the south of France and the Mediterranean Sea. At thirteen, he was sent to work in his uncle’s restaurant in Nice.


Auguste was thrilled by the joys of cooking, but upset by conditions in the kitchen. The heat was stifling, the pace was relentless and the chefs would relentlessly bully staff. Despite the pressure, Auguste excelled and showed himself to be a natural at balancing flavours in new and delicious ways.


His career was put on hold when war broke out. Auguste was drafted into the army and spent four years warming up tinned food for officers. Once the war ended, he travelled to America.


But it was in Monte Carlo that Auguste met César Ritz, and the two of them were invited to work together at the Savoy Hotel in London. They turned it into a name that was known everywhere for being one of the world’s finest restaurants.


Auguste would go on to cook for King Edward VII, Kaiser Wilhelm II and an opera singer named Nellie Melba. It was for her that he created one of the dishes he’s still remembered for today: the peach Melba, a dessert made of poached peaches, raspberry sauce and vanilla ice cream.


Once Auguste was running his own kitchen, he made sure life for the staff was different to the way it had been when he was a boy. He forbade beer, banned shouting and put a stop to bullying behaviour.


At a time when chefs across the world were garnishing their food with pointless decorations and serving course after course of weird and fancy creations, Auguste offered simple, filling, beautifully cooked food. He wrote numerous books that are still consulted by chefs around the world and established a number of charitable projects to feed the poor.


Auguste made modern cooking what it is today. He brought joy into the lives of everyone who encountered his food.









Banksy


1974


Some people think he’s a famous musician. Some people think he’s a group of seven artists working together. Most people think he’s a boy from a small town near Bristol. But no one knows for sure.


All we really know is that Banksy’s artworks began appearing on the walls of buildings in Bristol during the 1990s. They were surprising, strange images that were anti-war and anti-establishment. In one, a young girl watched her heart-shaped balloon drift away. In another, a rioter hurled a bouquet of flowers.


At London Zoo, Banksy found a way to climb into the penguin enclosure and spray-painted ‘We’re Bored of Fish’ on the rocks inside it. On the wall separating Israel and Palestine, he painted a beautiful view of a tropical island and two kids playing with buckets and spades.


In the dead of night and in total secrecy, Banksy roamed through cities, leaving behind beautiful murals and unexpected images.


After a huge painting of a man hanging from a window appeared on a doctor’s office in Bristol, a vote was held about whether or not to keep it: ninety-seven per cent of residents voted for it to stay.


His work went from being seen as vandalism to being seen as valuable art. People were buying prints of his work for thousands of pounds. Banksy used this to help others. When a school in Bristol named one of its houses after him, they woke up to find an original Banksy on their wall. When a youth club in Bristol was on the brink of closing down, Banksy sprayed a piece onto it and they sold it for £400,000, more than enough to keep them going for years.
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