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Name: Steve Irwin
Age: Life cut short at 44
Nationality: Australian
Claim to fame: The wildlife lover who made deadly predators seem adorable

It is saddening to realize that the exuberant, khaki-clad, loud-talking Crocodile Hunter is no more. Possessing an almost violent enthusiasm for nature, Steve Irwin, the wildlife stalker, died doing what he loved best — close to a deadly animal.

The maverick broadcaster, famous for his provocative stunts with wild animals, was fatally struck in the heart by a stingray’s barb while shooting an underwater documentary titled Ocean’s Deadliest on the Great Barrier Reef. The cameraman, who was in front of the stingray while Steve was above it, caught the death on scene and saw Steve remove the animal’s barb from his chest before becoming unconscious. It was only after seeing him bleed that the cameraman realized what had happened and stopped filming, but Steve died instantly. It is reported that Steve had one clear instruction for his film crews: “When something grabs me, keep rolling.” Sadly, that’s what happened.

In Steve’s death, wildlife has lost a friend and the world is deprived of a person who was committed to educating people about wildlife. He had an unconventional approach, which some believed was irresponsible, as he would often put himself at great risk, confronting crocodiles, venomous reptiles and other dangerous beasts in their own environment. He was totally different from the traditional documentary makers who observed animals quietly. Steve was larger-than-life, interacting with dangerous predators and exhibiting such enthusiasm while emphasising the need to protect them and their habitat that the viewers found themselves becoming less wary of them. Television viewers tuned into the Crocodile Hunter rather than programmes unconcerned with protecting wildlife.

A natural showman as well as a conservationist and zoo owner, Irwin won global fame with his televised death-defying crocodile stunts in the series The Crocodile Hunter. He got his television breakthrough after meeting producer John Stainton at his family wildlife park in Queensland. The following year, Irwin took over the running of the park when his parents retired, and renamed it Australia Zoo. There he met and married an American visitor, Terri Raines, and their crocodile trapping trip, which was also their honeymoon, was filmed to become the first episodes of The Crocodile Hunter. Thus began a television career featuring oversize khaki shorts, ankle-length boots, an enthusiastically thick Australian accent and an ability to shout “Crickey” when he and the film crew had hauled some deadly wild animal. By the late 1990s he was one of Australia’s biggest media celebrities with television shows like The Crocodile Hunter, The Crocodile Hunter’s Croc Files (1999) and The Crocodile Hunter Diaries (2002) reaching millions of viewers worldwide.

As word of Irwin’s death spread, fans flocked to Australia Zoo, where Irwin lived with his wife and children, leaving thousands of flowers, and written messages at the gates. Australia’s Prime Minister, John Howard, described him as “one of Australia’s great conservation icons,” and when President George W Bush was in Canberra in 2003, Steve was personally invited by the PM to a barbecue there.

Steve Irwin was the ultimate wildlife warrior. He will be missed greatly. — Mustafa Saeed 

