
I
STARTED wheelchair racing 

in 2007, but my love of sports 

began as a teenager when I 

was introduced to wheelchair 

basketball, at 13 years old. After 

that, I got involved in various 

disabled sports teams at school 

and eventually began my journey 

into athletics.

At the age of 15, I had my first 

taste of competition representing 

Yorkshire at the Sainsbury’s UK 

School Games, where I won a 

silver medal in the seated discus 

and was invited to a UK Athletics 

Talent ID day. There, I met Dr Ian 

Thompson, who introduced me 

to wheelchair racing.

I was hooked. It gave me 

a sense of freedom and 

independence I never had before. 

He would then go on to coach 

me for the first year of my 

athletics career.

I was invited to join Team GB 

after they returned from Beijing, 

and for three years, I sat on 

the team and received funding 

but never made a senior team 

or a senior debut. I didn’t even 

have a junior debut, I didn’t get 

any personal bests; I just kept 

training under the watchful eye of 

some of the best coaches in the 

world. Then, in 2011, I got called 

up for the IPC World Athletics 

Championships. I was 18 years 

old and they were being held in 

New Zealand, so it was a pretty 

exciting trip. I went out with 

the idea of gaining a little bit of 

experience, seeing what I could 

do on an international stage, but 

ended up returning with two gold 

medals which was a complete 

shock to everyone, including 

myself.

And that is where my Olympic 

journey began. 

With London 2012 only one 

year away and the sudden 

possibility of me achieving a 

medal, everyone started rushing 

around. Chantal Petitclerc was 

assigned as my Games coach. 

She had won 14 Paralympic gold 

medals and is my sporting hero. 

For someone who isn’t usually 

lost for words, the first time I met 

her, I was speechless. I didn’t 

really know what to say. I was all 

shy – she is pretty amazing.

The year leading up to my first 

Olympics was immense. I got 

put on a strength programme 

and started training differently, 

focusing mainly on sprints. But 

all the hard work paid off after 

I won two gold medals – it was 

absolutely incredible. 

After a month’s rest, minus a 

few appearances and events here 

and there, preparations for Rio 

2016 began; this was completely 

different from the build-up 

to London 2012 as suddenly 

there was all this pressure and 

expectation. Before London, 

people didn’t know who I was, 

but now they did and everything 

changed.

The road to Rio wasn’t as 

smooth sailing or as easy as the 

build-up to London 2012. There 

was much more competition, so 

many new names and so many 

more challenges, including the 

change of events. In London, I 

was a sprinter, and I did the 100 

and 200m, but for Rio, I had to 

learn how to race the 100, 400 

and 800m. For a sprinter, 800m 

is a long way. The race strategy 

is very different as it is not raced 

in lanes and therefore is very 

tactical. 

It was going to be a massive 

challenge, but challenges are 

what I thrive on.

Again, I got a new coach – 

leaving home for the first time 

and moving to Coventry to be 

closer to them – and changed my 

training plan. Luckily, it all paid 

off. I held onto my title and came 

home with three gold medals. 

Next on the agenda is the 

World Championships. I have 

never been defeated in an 

international competition or on 

a major stage, so the pressure is 

definitely on, and to do it in front 

of a home crowd is absolutely 

fantastic. In the lead-up to any 

competition, we never really 

know who is going to come – a 

new face, a new challenge – there 

are a lot of question marks and 

the rest of the world is always 

getting a bit quicker.

There is always a big crowd, 

and we show everyone that they 

need to catch up with us, which 

is why competing in London is so 

brilliant. 

I always feel an added 

motivation to go out and have 

a good race – I want to impress 

people and show what I can do. 

I love it when they announce my 

name and I wave at the crowd – I 

love the attention – but when I 
race, I think the only thing to do 
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is ignore everything around me. I 

kind of forget the crowd is there 

and just focus on the race. 

I remember how the crowds in 

Rio really got behind the athletes, 

and during my 800m, in the 

last 200m, the crowd started 

chanting my name. At that point, 

it completely distracted me. I 

wanted to sit up and wave at 

everyone, but instead, I had to 

really focus and concentrate on 

the race. 

I love a crowd: they mean a lot, 

but there is no better one than a 

British crowd. 

With the championships not 

far away, I can’t wait. Not just as 

it is staged at home but for the 

progression of Paralympic sport. 

After London 2012, Britain really 

embraced the Paralympic Games 

and an understanding of the 

sport and who we are. There is 

still a long way to go for it to equal 

the likes of the Olympics and the 

recognition and sponsorship of 

their athletes, but we have moved 

a long way, and the Paralympic 

team is stronger than ever.

I really think the perception 

of Paralympic sport and the 

athletes has changed, especially 

with programmes like The Last 

Leg making it OK for people not 

to laugh at us, but treat us as 

normal people. It seemed that, 

at first, people didn’t feel like 

they could watch normally: they 

had to watch us and be amazed, 

but now they watch as normal 

human beings, and if we do 

something stupid, they know it’s 

OK to laugh with us and it’s okay 

to cry with us, and treat us like 

they would anyone else. 

After the World 

Championships, Tokyo 2020 

will soon be knocking on the 

door. When it comes to the 2024 

Olympics, I would like it to go to 

Los Angeles as it would really 

help the Paralympic movement. 

Paris would be really good, 

especially having a European 

audience, and Europe has really 

embraced the Paralympics, but 

America is still quite far behind. 

The Paralympics don’t get a lot of 

coverage there and their athletes 

are not very well known, but by 

taking it to LA, it would force 

them to give the athletes more 

coverage and more attention, 

bringing them up to a level 

that is parallel to the rest of the 

Paralympians. 

Being a Paralympian is 

undoubtedly hard, and that is 

why it’s important to get the 

coverage and recognition like any 

other athlete and feel like you 

can celebrate your victories with 

the nation. Constant training can 

take its toll, but when you get 

the chance to get up every day 

and do something that you love, 

it just makes life so much more 

worth living. I think that everyone 

deserves to have that. 

I have mornings I get up and 

it’s horrible weather or I am tired 

and I don’t want to go training.

At times, I question why do 

I this, not just the training but 

the travelling, appearances and 

events, but then I get in my chair 

and enjoy racing and everything 

else I get used to.

I train on Christmas Day but 

it makes me feel good because I 

get up, I open some presents, I go 

and train while dinner is cooking 

and then I can eat whatever the 

hell I want guilt-free, because I 

have already burnt it off.

I have always loved what I 

have done and taken every 

opportunity I have demanded.

This fighting spirit is one that 

has been a recurring theme in 

my life – showing the world that 

nothing is going to hold me back. 

And as long as my family are 

behind me and supporting me, 

I will always be determined to 

achieve great things.
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