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ACHMAT HASSIEM

(BORN 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. Tarig 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!”
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Al WEIWE

(BORN 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
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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.
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ALAN L HART

(1890-1962)

When he was young, Alan was known as Lucille;
his parents named him that because they 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.
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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.
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STEPHEN HAWKING

(BORN 1942)

School bored Stephen, so he was thrilled when
it finished and he could move to university in Cambridge,
to learn about cosmology, the study of everything
to do with our universe.

Stephen had a lot of big questions.
How did the universe start? And why?
What came before it? And what exactly
are black holes?

He had a special mind and his work
quickly impressed everyone.

Then, when Stephen was twenty-one,
his friends and family started to notice
that he would trip over and sometimes
lose control of his words. They were
worried. They sent him to a doctor,
who diagnosed him with a disease
called ALS, which meant that Stephen’s
body was slowly shutting down. The
doctors said that he only had two more
years to live. Hearing that, Stephen
threw himself straight back into his
investigation of the cosmos.

More than fifty years later, he’s still
alive, and he is one of the most
important physicists in the world. Even
though he’s in a wheelchair, can’t move
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and needs a computer to speak,
Stephen hasn’t stopped searching for
a theory of everything: one single idea
that could explain the entire universe
and everything in it.

He also found time to write a famous
book called A Brief History of Time,
which, for a lot of people everywhere,
was their first glimpse into the grand
mysteries of time and space.

As his illness gets worse, Stephen
spends time with his children

and grandchildren, continues his
research, and travels to give lectures
on the cosmos.

‘However difficult life may seem, he
says, ‘there is always something you
can do and succeed at. It matters that
you don’t just give up.
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STEVE IRWIN

(1962-2006)

As well as two sisters, Steve grew up surrounded by
crocodiles, snakes, lizards, koalas and a whole host of other

animals. His parents ran a wildlife park. Luckily, Steve turned

out to love animals as deeply as they did. He was given a pet
python for his sixth birthday. By the time he was nine,
Steve was out catching crocodiles with his dad.

When he grew up, Steve carried on his
work trapping crocodiles that had
wandered too close to towns, bringing
them back to the park, where they
could live undisturbed.

He was so keen on them that, instead
of flying out to a peaceful beach on his
honeymoon, he went with his wife into
the wilderness instead. They spent
their days searching for animals and
filming their adventures. When a TV
channel saw their videos, they asked
Steve to make an entire series. They
called it The Crocodile Hunter.

In the show, Steve and his wife
introduced the Australian public to all
kinds of strange and deadly creatures,
from snakes to spiders, and birds

to beetles.

‘By crikey!” he would shout, staring
into the jaws of a giant alligator. ‘Look
at this beauty!’
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Every year, he put one million dollars
into a charity that bought areas of land
in Australia and tried to return them
to their natural state. His real passion
was conservation. Even though his
shows were entertaining, the point of
them was to draw people’s attention
to the animals.

He didn’t want people to think of
certain animals as scary or dangerous.
He wanted people to know they were
beautiful creatures that we have a
responsibility to look after, not just for
their sake, but for ours too.

Sadly, Steve died in 2006, while he was
out shooting a documentary about
stingrays.

His father said he wouldn’t have had it
any other way.
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