
hooked on     high life        
Medal-winning para-athlete Karen 
Darke sums up her philosophy for 
tackling brave challenges head on. 

premiere at Sheffield Adventure Film 
Festival (ShAFF). 

The film explores how other people, 
including explorer Ranulph Fiennes, 
Ironman champion Chrissie 
Wellington and founder of Climbers 
Against Cancer, John Ellison, have  
all managed to overcome difficult 
personal challenges.

Karen said: “Life is full of challenges 
in many different ways and my 
difficulties are clearly more visible 
than others. 

“A lot of people ask how I get my 
head around things and how I manage 
to fulfil the adventures.

“In honesty, the expeditions and 
events usually do seem intimidating 
and impossible at the outset.

“But then, somehow, I break them 
down in my mind and find a way to  
get there.

“I imagine the difficulties and think 
of the worst case scenarios, which in 
turn force me to confront all the issues 
up-front.

“Then, when I start to work through 
the difficulties and solve the problems 

cottish athlete  
and adventurer 
Karen Darke  
reveals she has  

a confession to make. 
She said: “I really love new challenges 

but I always think they will be 
impossible. At the start, I just can’t  
see how I will achieve them and I feel 
like giving up.” 

Yet Karen, 43, who is paralysed from  
the chest down, has skied across the 
Greenland ice cap and cycled over  
the Himalayas.

She has scaled the mighty El Capitan 
rock face in Yosemite National Park in 
America, completed a tough Ironman 
and in 2012 won a hand-cycling silver 
medal in the London Paralympics  
and gold in the ITU Paratriathlon 
World Championships.

Now the British cycling para-athlete 
is training for a place in the Rio 

Paralympics  
in 2016.  

Following that, 
she might attempt 

to set a record 
hand-skiing to  

the South Pole.
There is something 

that drives Karen to 
overcome obstacles 
that even most fully 

able-bodied people 
would shirk from.

She said: “I think 
even before the 

climbing fall that 
left me paralysed 

when I was 21, I 
was a determined kind of person.

“I don’t like to think that I can’t  
do things, rather I prefer to think,  
‘How can I overcome the hurdles to  
do things?’ 

“I look at the negatives and try to 
turn them into positives and in this 
way I learn more about how to cope  
in general and how to achieve big 
challenges.”

At the Edinburgh Mountain Film 
Festival next month, Karen, who lives 
in Inverness, will be a guest speaker 
and her subject will be that of 
overcoming obstacles.

Entitled Boundless, which is also  
the title of her latest book, she will  
give an insight into her mental 
determination to achieve seemingly 
physical impossibilities. 

And in March, a documentary 
project by Karen called Impossible will 

competitive  
 Karen won a 
hand-cycling  
silver medal  
at the London 
Paralympics  
in 2012

key. The staff went in search of a  
key and told me to pop downstairs to  
the changing rooms while I waited.  
I couldn’t pop anywhere.

“Of course, it would have been  
much easier just to give up and leave 
but I never give up.

“I stayed and waited for a lift 
downstairs and then went upstairs.”

Karen reveals that her most  
difficult physical challenge since 

I find I am more confident about how 
the adventure will go. It’s the same  
in my day-to-day life as it is for my 
big expeditions.” 

For example, Karen relates a story  
of going to an unfamiliar gym.

She said: “I was in London recently 
and I needed to do a gym-based 
workout. I arrived to be told that the 
gym was upstairs but the stairlift  
was locked and they didn’t have a  
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Karen scaled  
El Capitan  
rock face  
at Yosemite 
National Park  
in America

‘‘I look  
at the 
negatives 
and try  
to turn 
them into 
positives
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