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Text

To the Power of One 
She was America’s teenage surfing sensation – at just 13. Then she lost her arm in a shark
attack. Now Bethany Hamilton is surfing again – and America loves her for it. Duncan
Campbell examines the burgeoning Bethany industry and meets the teenager who became
an accidental heroine.

Sunday 8 February, 2004
The Observer 

On the morning of 31 October 2003, Bethany Hamilton was surfing off the coast of her
home island of Kauai in Hawaii. The 13-year-old surfing prodigy was with her friend, Alana,
at the area known as Tunnels when, dangling her arms in the water, she was grabbed by a
14-foot tiger shark. She was juggled briefly back and forth before her left arm was torn off.

As Bethany started paddling in with one arm, her companions initially thought she was
messing around. Then they saw what had happened and whipped into action. Alana’s father
Holt and brother Byron came to her rescue, kept her talking and got her to shore, where Holt
used his surf leash as a tourniquet. Bethany had passed out by the time she reached hospital
and before local lifeguards and surfers had set off in a forlorn hunt for the severed arm.

In the immediate aftermath of the attack, Bethany’s first thoughts were: I need to get to
shore to be safe – and will I lose my sponsors? She did indeed make it to the shore and was
back surfing within a week of having her stitches removed. She has made light of the loss of
her limb, declaring that God must have had a purpose for her, and she made it back into the
finals of a major surfing competition on 10 January, finishing fifth.

As for her second concern – well, the sponsors and the entertainment industry have come
sailing in: there are grocery stores and clothes manufacturers seeking to have their names
associated with her fresh-faced pluck. There are surfboard manufacturers and resorts who
want to talk to her. Already there is a website and a CD extolling her virtues. She has
opened the state legislature in Honolulu and thrown the first pitch in a baseball game for
the Oakland Athletics. There have been appearances on the big American talk shows of
Oprah Winfrey and Ellen de Generes. There have been interviews with Entertainment
Tonight and on CNN. She posed for a fashion shoot in Glamour magazine, styled ‘Love Your
Body’. Soon there will be a film and a book. From there will follow the tours of Europe and
Australia and the world.

*********************

This evening Bethany Hamilton is sitting on the roof of the Four Seasons hotel in Beverly Hills,
the hotel where stars dutifully come to be interviewed and where many of the Hollywood
junkets take place. She has her parents, Tom and Cherie, with her and her friends, Chantilly and
Tiffany, and their dad, Roy Hofstetter, who is overseeing this whole extraordinary operation.

Bethany’s parents came to Hawaii from Ocean City, New Jersey, in 1965, not least for the
magical waves. Her father, Tom, had surfed in wet suits on the New Jersey coast and is an
accomplished longboard surfer. Bethany, who has two older brothers, Noah and Timothy,
started surfing as a small child and was so good that by the time she was nine, friends told
the Hamiltons that they should consider the possibility that she could make it as a
competitive surfer. For the past few years, and with the sponsorship of Rip Curl, the surfing
and sports goods manufacturers, she has been aiming at that goal.



4 Secondary National Strategy | Assessing pupils’ progress in © Crown copyright 2006
English at Key Stage 3 DfES 1789-2005 CDO-EN 

Text (continued)

Her family have supported her as best they can, one brother taking still shots of her, while
the other makes videos of her career. In the past, they scraped together the money necessary
to fly Bethany to competitions, where they would often stay together, in the same room, in
cramped motels. All of this was to enable Bethany to continue to stretch herself, to strive to
be the best.

Bethany Hamilton, who, at 13, finished second in the US national under-18 championship,
was a celebrated figure in the often macho world of surfing long before the attack. She was
accepted even by the boys, amazed as they were at the abilities of one so young. She won 
a reputation in competition for choosing the last possible wave to ride and for winning
competitions open to girls four or five years older than her. Then, on Kauai’s North Shore,
came the attack, the extraordinary media interest in her story and the call-up for Hofstetter.

With the long, sun-bleached hair and tan of the committed surfer, Bethany is in many ways
the typical teenager. She jokes about her missing arm, enthuses at the possibility of a stay-
over with her friends, says how much she hates country and rap music. Asked what she
might do for a career if surfing does not work out, she mentions photography but adds: 
“I am only 13 ...”
Bethany was never happier than when surfing and was unconcerned about whether or not
she was becoming a famous surfer. “I was more trying to do good than be in the public
eye,” she says. Yes, she had thought of the risk of sharks occasionally. “Every surfer thinks
about it once in a while but not, like, every moment of their surfing hours”.

While Bethany is adamant that she wants to surf competitively at the highest level, she 
is also aware of the obstacles that she faces. “The main difficulties are standing up and
paddling,” she says, adding that balance has not been a problem for her and that she has
adapted quickly to her condition. Her main problem, she says, is paddling out from shore
and then paddling to catch a wave.

Her parents are just grateful that the attack was not worse. “Thankfully, it didn’t take her
out totally,” says Cherie.

Hofstetter says that the event has changed his life, too. “It’s got a real, nice purpose to 
it now, because I love the family. But behind the scenes it’s an unbelievable amount of
strategic timing”.

The next few months will be crucial for The Bethany Hamilton Story. “Acts six and seven 
of the movie depend on what happens in the next six months,” says Hofstetter. “She has a
competition per month leading up to the national championships in June in San Clemente”.

It’s clear that the only possible last act would be for her to triumph at those championships,
which take place in the shadow of a nuclear plant because that’s where the big waves
happen to be. Yet, perhaps, for once, the result won’t matter too much. After all, this is 
a story about the waves and about a girl who turned out not to be drowning but waving.

Guardian Unlimited © Guardian Newspapers Limited 2004 
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True/false statements

Which of the following details from the first four paragraphs are true and which 
are false?

Details True or false?

The shark attack happened in the afternoon on
31 October 2003 

It happened in the sea off the coast of an island 
in Hawaii 

Bethany was alone when it happened 

Her friend’s father and brother helped to save her life 

She never surfed again until the following January 

She was 13 years old at the time of the attack 

She was attacked by a 14-foot basking shark 

She has appeared on TV since the shark attack 

She has lost all of her sponsors since the shark attack 
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Sequence the events in time order

Order in which
we are told
about them 
in the article

Events
Order in which 
they happened 
in real time

Bethany is attacked by a shark

A film is written about 
Bethany’s story

Bethany becomes famous and
appears on TV

Bethany’s parents move 
to Hawaii

Bethany begins surfing 
in competitions

Bethany returns to surfing


