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I Chose to Climb is the definitive account of Arunima Sinha, a woman who answered a life-shattering tragedy with one of the most remarkable feats of human resilience ever recorded. The narrative follows Arunima from her promising youth as a national-level volleyball player in India to the horrific night in 2011 when she was thrown from a moving train by robbers, an act of brutality that resulted in the amputation of her left leg.

But this is not a story of victimhood. It is a story of defiant choice. From her hospital bed, amidst excruciating pain and a storm of public doubt, Arunima made an audacious decision: she would climb Mount Everest. The book provides a gripping, immersive account of her journey from a shattered athlete to a formidable mountaineer under the mentorship of Bachendri Pal, the first Indian woman to conquer Everest. It details the agonizing process of learning to climb with a prosthetic limb, the constant bleeding and pain, and the unyielding spirit required to master her new body.

The narrative climaxes with a vivid reconstruction of her Everest expedition, a life-and-death struggle in the mountain’s Death Zone that culminated in her historic, triumphant stand on the world’s highest peak. Yet, Everest was only the beginning. The book then follows her on "Mission 7 Summits," a relentless, multi-year quest to conquer the highest mountains on every continent, from the volcanic slopes of Kilimanjaro to the frozen, isolated peak of Vinson in Antarctica.

Ultimately, I Chose to Climb chronicles Arunima's final and most important ascent: her journey to build a lasting legacy. It reveals how she transformed her global platform into a beacon of hope by founding a sports academy for underprivileged and disabled children, ensuring her personal victory was not an endpoint, but the foundation for empowering the next generation of champions. It is an unflinching and inspiring testament to the power of the human spirit to not just endure the unimaginable, but to choose its own summit.
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Introduction

There are moments that break a life in two. They are moments of such profound and violent disruption that time itself seems to fracture, leaving behind the indelible marker of a "before" and an "after." Before the accident. Before the diagnosis. Before the loss. For a young woman lying broken and bleeding on a set of railway tracks in the dark heart of the Indian countryside, the "before" had been a world of kinetic grace, of athletic ambition, of a future mapped out with the confident lines of a champion. The "after" was a hell of shattered bone, unimaginable pain, and the terrifying realization that she was utterly, devastatingly alone.

The world is full of stories of survival. They are vital tales that speak to the resilience of the human body and the instinct to cling to life against all odds. But this book is not merely a story of survival. It is a story of choice. Survival is what happens to you; choice is what you do with what is left. This is a story about what happens when a human being, pushed to the absolute extremity of suffering and loss, looks into the abyss and does not simply refuse to fall, but consciously chooses to climb.

This is the story of Arunima Sinha, but it begins where her first life ended. It begins with the aftermath of an act of senseless brutality that should have been the final, tragic chapter of her life. Instead, it became the brutal, bloody preface to an epic of willpower that defies belief. This book chronicles a journey that is almost mythological in its scope: a quest from a hospital bed to the summit of Mount Everest, and then to the highest point on every continent on Earth.

It is a narrative grounded in the unflinching reality of pain—the daily agony of a prosthetic limb, the phantom itches of a leg that no longer exists, the visceral struggle to remake a body into a tool for a purpose so audacious it borders on madness. But beyond the physical ordeal, it is an exploration of the power of a single, defiant decision. Arunima Sinha chose to reject the world’s pity. She chose to turn the whispers of doubt into the fuel for her ascent. She chose to define herself not by what was taken from her, but by what she was determined to build.

Her story forces us to ask fundamental questions of ourselves. Where does the will to live end and the will to conquer begin? How does one forge a new identity from the ashes of a former self? And what is the ultimate purpose of achieving the impossible? As you will see, the answer to that final question is the most surprising and profound part of her journey. Before you turn the page to Chapter One, understand this: you are not about to read the story of a victim. You are about to witness the creation of a mountaineer.
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Chapter 1: The Girl from Ambedkar Nagar
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The dust of Ambedkar Nagar is a fine, persistent powder. It is born from the sun-baked earth of Uttar Pradesh, stirred by the ceaseless motion of bicycles, auto-rickshaws, and the worn-out tires of state buses that groan their way along imperfect roads. It settles on everything—the vibrant awnings of the small shops that line the market, the glossy leaves of the mango trees that offer pockets of shade, and the skin of the children who chase each other through its narrow, winding lanes. In the late 1980s and 1990s, this was a place defined by a steady, predictable rhythm, a district carved out and named in honor of a great social reformer, yet still grappling with the ancient realities of caste, class, and the quiet, fierce ambitions of its people. It was a landscape of fertile plains fed by the Ghaghara and Tamsa rivers, a place where life was tied to the land, to modest government jobs, and to the dreams one dared to nurture against a backdrop of provincial limitations.

It was into this world, on the 20th of July, 1988, that Arunima Sinha was born. Known to her family as Sonu, she was the second of three children, nestled between an older sister and a younger brother. Their world was contained within a small home where the aspirations were as palpable as the scent of dal cooking over a flame. The family was anchored by two distinct pillars of Indian society: the military and the civil service. Her father was a soldier in the Indian Army, a man whose life was a testament to discipline and national duty, a presence that was foundational yet tragically fleeting. He passed away when Arunima was just three years old, leaving a void that could never be filled, but also a legacy of resilience that would unknowingly seep into the very marrow of his children.

Her mother, a supervisor in the local health department, became the family’s steadfast center of gravity. In a society where widowhood could often mean a retreat into the shadows, she stood firm. She carried the dual burden of being both nurturer and provider with a quiet, unyielding grace. She managed the household, tended to the emotional needs of her children, and navigated the bureaucratic and social complexities of her work. From her, Arunima and her siblings learned a different kind of strength—not the overt discipline of the army, but the enduring fortitude required to face life’s daily battles, to manage limited resources, and to insist on a better future for one’s children. The family’s financial situation was never dire, but it was perpetually managed. Luxuries were non-existent; necessities were planned for. This environment did not breed a sense of entitlement but rather a sharp, early understanding that anything one wanted in life had to be earned through relentless effort.

From a young age, it was clear that Arunima, or Sonu, was cut from a different cloth. While many girls in the neighborhood were steered towards domestic skills and quieter pastimes, she was a whirlwind of motion. Her energy could not be contained within the four walls of their home. She was drawn to the outdoors, to the open fields and dusty lots that served as impromptu arenas for every game imaginable. She possessed a natural athleticism, a fluid grace in her movements that stood out. She wasn't just playing; she was competing. Whether it was a game of tag, a local football match with the boys, or a sprint down the lane, a fierce, joyful competitiveness shone through. There was no concept of giving less than her all. This wasn't rebellion; it was simply the purest expression of her being.

Her brother-in-law, Om Prakash, saw this spark. He was more than just a relative by marriage; he became a mentor, a guiding hand who recognized that her raw physical talent needed direction. He saw in her not just a playful child, but a potential champion. He introduced her to the structured world of sport, encouraging her to channel her boundless energy. While she had a talent for football, it was another sport that would capture her soul: volleyball.

The volleyball court became her sanctuary and her battlefield. It was a place of controlled chaos, of explosive power and intricate strategy. It was a world of perfect geometries—the sharp lines of the court, the taut horizontal of the net, the perfect arc of a well-placed serve. For Arunima, it was love at first sight. The sport demanded everything she naturally possessed: agility, power, a quick mind, and an instinctive understanding of teamwork. More than that, it demanded a specific kind of courage—the courage to leap, to spike, to throw oneself at the floor to save a point.

The dust of the neighborhood lots was replaced by the packed earth of a proper court. Her life began to revolve around a new rhythm of practice, drills, and conditioning. Om Prakash was her first coach, teaching her the fundamentals, refining her technique, and instilling in her the discipline that separates a hobbyist from a serious athlete. She learned to read the game, to anticipate the opponent's moves, to communicate with her teammates in the silent, instantaneous language of sport. The stinging impact of the ball on her forearms became a familiar sensation, a mark of her dedication.

Her talent was undeniable. She rose quickly through the local and regional ranks. The girl who once played for fun in the lanes of Ambedkar Nagar was now representing her district, then her state. With each level, the competition grew fiercer, the training more demanding. But the increasing pressure only seemed to sharpen her focus. The court was where she felt most herself, a place where the complexities of life faded away, leaving only the simple, urgent goal of winning the next point.

Becoming a national-level volleyball player was the culmination of this single-minded pursuit. It was a title that carried significant weight. In a nation of over a billion people, to be recognized as one of the best in any field is a monumental achievement. It brought her a sense of pride and validation. Her name appeared in local newspapers. She was no longer just the daughter of a health department supervisor; she was Arunima Sinha, the volleyball star. For her family, it was a source of immense joy. Her success was a testament to their collective sacrifices and her mother’s unwavering support.

Yet, in the practical, unsentimental landscape of middle-class India, passion alone rarely pays the bills. A sporting career, especially in a non-cricket sport, was often a precarious path. Fame was fleeting and financial stability was never guaranteed. The path for many serious athletes, therefore, ran parallel to another ambition: a secure government job. This was the well-trodden route to stability, a way to build a life while continuing to pursue one's sport. The Indian government, through various departments and public-sector undertakings, has a long-standing tradition of a "sports quota." This system reserves a certain number of jobs for meritorious sportspersons, allowing them to earn a steady salary and benefits while also representing their department in national competitions.

For Arunima, this was the logical next step. The dream was not just to play for India, but to build a life that would allow her to do so without the constant worry of financial insecurity. She set her sights on joining one of the paramilitary forces, specifically the Central Industrial Security Force (CISF
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