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LOSE your eyes and
imagine you’re on top of a
ski slope in the Austrian
Alps. Now push yourself
off and begin skiing down

the mountain, but here’s the thing –
you’re not allowed to open your
eyes.
Essentially, that’s what Paralympic
skier Kelly Gallagher does, and
she’s one of the best in the world.
Gallagher isn’t completely blind,
but, as she explains, “I have
Oculocutaneous Albinism, which is
an inherited condition that affects
the pigment in my skin, hair and
eyes.
“I’ve had poor eyesight from birth
and have been registered blind
since a child. The poor vision
results from abnormal development
of the retina and abnormal patterns
of nerve connections between the
eye and the brain.”
It was while on a family holiday
when she was 17 that she
persuaded her father to take a
detour to Andorra so she could
have a go on the slopes for the first
time.
“We rocked up for a lesson and I
instantly adored it,” she
remembers.
“Then, when I went to uni, I worked
two part-time jobs to pay for more
skiing trips with friends, who joked
that, since I was so nifty on the skis,
I should try racing.
“After I graduated, I tried out for the
team and wasn’t accepted but was
given advice on where to train and,
so, the next year, in 2008, I was
accepted onto the GB development
squad.”
Gallagher added: “All of my annual
leave from NISRA was taken up with
ski training until I finally took a

career break in November 2009 to
train full-time to compete in
Vancouver 2010 [Winter
Paralympics].”
So why, with only partial sight, did
Kelly decide to take up a sport like
skiing and all the dangers it
presents?
“I’m not sure why, it has a good
ratio of effort to enjoyment,” she
answered.
“I doubt you’d find me hiking up the
hill or competing in cross-country!
And I suppose, with not being able
to drive or cycle on my own, it’s
probably the fastest sport I’d be
able to do.”
She added: “Also, when I was little,
the first Barbie I ever got was Ski
Barbie.”
In Paralympic skiing, there are the
same five disciplines as in
able-bodied alpine skiing – slalom,
giant slalom, super-G, downhill and
super-combined.
Kelly has excelled in the technical
disciplines. She was one of seven
skiers for Great Britain at the 2010
Winter Paralympics in Vancouver
and became the first athlete from
Northern Ireland to compete in the
Winter Paralympics.
At the Games, she contested the
giant slalom and slalom events,

finishing sixth in the slalom, but
achieved the British team’s highest
finish, missing out on a medal by a
single place and 3.36 seconds in the
giant slalom.
In order to do what she does, Kelly
needs a partner to guide her down
the mountain. Up until 2010, it was
Claire Robb, but to work with her
through to the 2014 Winter
Paralympics in Sochi, she selected
19-year-old Charlotte Evans from
Medway. Evans had been out of the
sport after she snapped a cruciate
ligament in 2009, but took up the
role having become a qualified
coach.

I
N JANUARY this year, Gallagher
became the first British athlete to
win a medal at the IPC World

Championships.
Competing with Evans, the pair won
the silver medal in the slalom and
bronze in the giant slalom at the
event held in Sestriere, only five
weeks after they started working
together. The pair also won a gold
medal in threeslalom at the 2011
Europa Cup finals.
“Charlotte’s an ex-racer herself,”
said Gallagher.
“She has great race experience, is
competitive and has a very caring

nature, so we work well together. I
trust that she’s not going to draw
me out down the slope quicker than
I can manage and that she’s going to
guide me fast enough so that we are
skiing as fast as possible.”
It’s a relationship where trust is the
biggest component.
“Charlotte guides me down the
mountain through the gates,
typically a racer will be looking two
to three gates ahead of themselves
to set up their turns, much like rally,
so Charlotte and I use a blue-tooth
communication system to speak to
each other.
“She races in front of me in a
fluorescent orange bib and will
warn me of undulations, steep
pitches, bumps and anticipate
where I should make my turn.”
With no major championships in
2012, Gallagher is going to give
downhill racing a go ahead of the
push for the 2014 Winter
Paralympics.
“Coming fourth in Vancouver was so
great and, so, in Sochi, I want to

improve,” she said.
“We’ve medalled at World
Championships this year in both GS
and Slalom, so I’d love to improve
on that in Sochi.
“My main goals are about feelings
though. In Vancouver, I skied the
best I could at the time and I was
happy; if I can ski my best at Sochi,
I’ll be delighted.”
Helping Gallagher achieve her
ambitions are the staff at the Sports
Institute of Northern Ireland, who
offer her a range of services.
“SINI is a central part of my support
system. I can honestly say I
wouldn’t have been in a position to
race so well in World
Championships this year if it
weren’t for all the support I get from
SINI,” Gallagher said.
“I’d broken my foot in October 2010
and the physio rehab and strength
and conditioning training during the
build up to the World
Championships was super.
“I love training there and it’s great
training alongside really successful
athletes.
“It’s like having a personal team
around you and, because I’m at
home for most of the year, I can get
strength and conditioning and
physio most days, and get great
advice and input from the
nutritionist, physiologists and
mental skills coach.”
Gallagher added: “When I’m away
racing and training, the mental skills
coach works with me through Skype
and I can communicate with the
staff via email and phone about my
programme.
“There is also a great deal of
communication between the
national coaches and SINI to make
my programme more ski specific.”

Skiing down mountain slopes is an
intimidating thought for many people, but
Kelly Gallagher is excelling at the
demanding sport despite being partially
sighted. Nigel Ringland writes...
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■ NO TIME TO LOSE: Kelly Gallagher slaloms her way down the slopes. Since the age of 17, Gallagher has been devoted to skiing, participating in the 2010 Winter Paralympics, and is
eagerly preparing for the 2014 Winter Paralympics in Sochi, Russia
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