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Welcome to the summer edition of the Dark Peak newsletter. In this 
edition we are delighted to feature club welfare officer Helen Elmore, 
who talks about her beginnings in the sport, her time as womenȗs cap-
tain and completing the Big Three rounds. We also interview Majka 
Kunicka, finding out about her upbringing in Poland and her journey 
through both fell running and life. Plus, we hear from successful Bob 
Graham contenders Felix Watts and Aritri Mandal, who you might 
have seen out training on Win Hill on last editionȗs front cover. 

Among the weird and wonderful submissions received are the highly 
entertaining Dark Peak coach trip to Paris (yes, Paris) in the late 90s, 
not one but two anonymously written haikus, a father-son team tack-
ling the SLMM and a Dark Peak song! 

Thank you to everyone who submitted the all-important content that 
forms a large part of this newsletter and as always a big thanks my 
double-barrelled workhorses Emily Cowper-Coles and Sam Williams-
Duncan for interviewing our athletes!  

Adam Samuel 
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A quick mention goes out to 
Finlay Grant, who won Whittle 
Pike fell race to be crowned 
joint English Fell Running 
champion (alongside former 
Dark Peaker Ben Rothery). Fin 
finished second overall last 
year and has managed to go 
one better this time round. It 
was such a close series that it 
seemed inevitable and perhaps 
right that they shared the 
championship. 



I first noticed Helenȗs name in race results when I started compet-
ing on the fells in 2013. Her name particularly stood out as she was 
repeatedly winning local races. Since then, we had made each oth-
erȗs acquaintance on a few occasions, but I had yet to learn more 
about a runner whose performances had so impressed me in my 
formative fell racing years. 

 Helen serves as the club welfare officer, a role she took on after 
the reformation of DP Juniors which necessitated the position, ȖMy 
friend Lewis took on the much more onerous role of junior coordi-
nator and he quickly realised you canȗt have a junior section without 
a welfare officer.ȗ Having previously served as womenȗs captain for 
the club she told me she was Ȗquite happy to get back on the com-
mittee. Itȗs a really interesting group of people. Iȗm pleased to say 
itȗs gradually getting less male-dominated and the average age is go-
ing down, which I think really reflects how Dark Peak has changed 
post-Covid.ȗ She went on to outline the importance of the role: ȖIȗm 
really there as a first point of contact if anyone has concerns. Lucki-
ly, the issues I have dealt with are fairly minor, but I want all club 
members to know there are mechanisms in place if anyone feels un-
happy about their experience of being a club member. That could 
include bullying, harassment, or any other unwanted behaviour. Not 
everything can be resolved but I am here to listen and there is fur-
ther support from England Athletics in the case of more serious in-
cidents.ȗ 

 Helen grew up in the Peak District and, in her own words natu-
rally drifted to climbing. Her dad being a keen climber, early high-
lights included swapping leads on Amphitheatre Buttress.  She ad-
mits that she wasnȗt really aware of fell running in her childhood, 
but did represent Derbyshire at cross country on one occasion, 
though Ȗrunning seemed like hard work compared to the more so-
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ciable and școolȚ sport of climbing.ȗ A sponsored 5k with friends in 
her mid-20s led her to realise she had some natural running ability: ȖI 
finished in about 22 minutes and a few people told me that was 
pretty decent for a non-runner!ȗ After having her second child, Ed-
die, she began fell running competitively, Ȗfinding it impossible to get 
a decent amount of climbing in. The weather, my own and my 
friendsȗ childcare commitments meant I was getting a good climbing 
session in once in a blue moon. So I just started running more, main-
ly in places I went climbing so I didnȗt get too lost and started just 
absolutely loving it and a new obsession was born.ȗ After doing her 
first race, Tigger Tor (for which she bought a compass that she jokes 
ȖI still canȗt really use!ȗ) she joined Totley AC. ȖI was doing an interval 
session with them and I was really surprised I was a fair bit quicker 
than the other women and quite a few of the blokes. I was com-
pletely hooked and started looking at how to train and entered as 
many fell races as I could fit around looking after two toddlers!ȗ  

Competing in races such as 
Edale Skyline and Tankyȗs Trog 
(the precursor to the Trigger), 
Helen became interested in long
-distance challenges, completing 
the Welsh 3000s and then the 
Bob Graham with Dark Peak in 
2009. On the Bob Graham she 
tells me that she Ȗhad a fairly 
miserable time, the weather was 
bad, I got really cold (saved by 
Steve Matthewȗs Buffalo jacket), 
my knees hurt for about 10 
hours. I was pleased with the 
achievement and the reflected 
glory, but said at the Moot Hall 
that I would never run more 
than 10 miles again.ȗ After that, 
she joined Dark Peak and fo-
cussed on championship races, crediting Wednesday night winter 
road runs as a significant factor in dramatically improving her running 



times. ȖItȗs a shame that it only seems the fast boys do these now. 
It brought my running on no end trying to keep up with the likes 
of Gavin and Kev up Lodge Lane!ȗ Ladȗs Leap in 2012 was her first 
champs race, in which she came 7th and first V40. The same year 
she went on to win the V40 English Champs and was 4th overall. ȖI 
would list that as my best fell running achievement, alongside win-
ning the Hodgson Relays with the Dark Peak team and completing 
the Paddy Buckley in under 24 hours.ȗ 

Helen was Dark Peak womenȗs captain from 2014 to 2018. 
She lists highlights such as winning the Hodgsons in 2016 (she 
thinks!) and winning the V40 fell relays every year she was captain. 
ȖPairing people is really interesting and it feels as good as winning a 
race yourself when you get it right.ȗ The role was not, however, 
without its stresses: ȖI had someone drop out the senior team on 
the morning of the relays. We were already up in Scotland! I signed 
up a friend, Claire Oliffe, who was a mountain biker who had just 
come away for a social. She had never done a fell race before, but 
she stepped up, joined DPFR with half an hour to go, and had a 
lovely run with the sweepers ȓ but it meant we got both womenȗs 
teams round after everyone had travelled so far. I donȗt think she 
has ever done another fell race!ȗ 

I ask Helen where she is at with running at present. ȖI am just 
enjoying my running, I have a border collie so I try to run most 
days. I have really lost interest in doing long races and challenges at 
the moment.ȗ She does still Ȗlove local races or a medium in the 
Lakes. I had a good run at Coniston this year and was really 
pleased with my time and position at Edale Show (probably my fa-
vourite race). I donȗt feel the need to suffer on any more long-
distance challenges, but I do love supporting and will keep going to 
the club BG as long as I can keep up.ȗ She gives some sage advice 
to long distance aspirants: ȖMy favourite running tip for long rounds 
is, even if you feel like shit, pretend you feel great ȓ your support-
ers relax a bit and then you actually start to feel better!ȗ She cred-
its learning so much from Nicky who had, in turn, learnt from the 
likes of Tom Westgate and Bob Berzins and states that ȖI think the 
key to doing rounds is having lots of friends who do rounds.ȗ She 
notes the importance of doing the Peris race in the build-up to her 



own Paddy. ȖBeing race fit on the Paddy is so important as the pace 
is so much faster than the BG and being able to dig in over a 4-
hour race really helps with the preparation.ȗ Her approach to rest-
ing and refuelling on big rounds is also notable: ȖI donȗt do well 
with the sitting down and eating approach to changeovers. I only 
use changeovers for something you really canȗt do on the hill, such 
as sorting your feet out, then I eat some hot food on the way out. 
I avoided any massive energy crashes by not sitting down and try-
ing to scoff a big plate of pasta and gained a few minutes here and 
there.ȗ As well as 
the Paddy and 
the Bob, Helen 
has also complet-
ed a Ramsay 
Round, which 
she says is 
Ȗharder to sup-
port than it is to 
run ȓ no road 
crossings and 
with heavy bags 
to carry.ȗ Her fa-
vourite long-
distance chal-
lenge is, however, Ȗprobably the Joss Naylor Challenge. No faff, no 
shit bits, roads etc., no night leg. You can get a whole team up 
there in one car and finish feeling pretty together in time for a de-
cent pub session. For anyone over 50, I canȗt recommend it 
enough. I was probably one of the latter runners to be greeted by 
Joss at the end.ȗ 

We talked about the build-up to the Ramsay which she de-
scribed as Ȗa bit more haphazardȗ. Very sadly, Helenȗs mum passed 
away in 2020. The loss of her mum and then the arrival of Covid 
meant that her attempt was put on the back burner. She again 
credits Nicky with being an excellent training partner through the 
complexities of lockdowns: ȖShe was training for the Barkley and 
devised some really tough loops over Bleaklow with lots of ascent 



and very rough running.ȗ We talked some more about her mum, 
whose own running story I found inspirational. ȖShe didnȗt start run-
ning until her late 60s, although she had always been a keen hill 
walker. A cheeky 8-year-old Mia [Helenȗs daughter, now 21] said she 
couldnȗt do Parkrun and she proved her wrong. My mum was a 
founder of Millhouses Parkrun and a key member of Smiley Paces, 
going on to do a half marathon and Round Sheffield Run. I still catch 
up with her friends at races and Parkrun which is always really spe-
cial.ȗ 

Outside of DPFR and running, Helen boulders most weeks, 
ȖOften more of a social at the Climbing Works. My son is really into 
bouldering now - I can only keep up with him by doing something 
slabby and technical on the grit!ȗ She also tells me that she has been 
enjoying sampling the other side of the Peak with her partner, who 
lives in New Mills, Ȗor the best side of the Peak, as he calls it ȓ 
bloody Pennine runner!ȗ Her kids - now young adults aged 21, Mia, 
and 19, Eddie ȓ do not run at the moment, though as a junior Eddie 
Ȗwon a few local races and competed in the FRA champs. I suspect 
he might come back to it at some point.ȗ Eddie enjoys climbing and 
Mia prefers swimming: ȖThey both love the outdoors and are confi-
dent about finding their way, even if itȗs for a free party or a bit of 
wild swimming rather than a run!ȗ At this point, I joke that some 
nav skills were vital in my own formative years finding my way to 
and from Cornish free parties in the early 2000s, however compro-
mised they might have been come 10am the morning afterȟ 

I could easily have kept chatting to Helen for even longer still 
and I am very grateful to her for giving such detailed answers. It is 
fair to say that with her generous, supportive and community-
minded approach she epitomises what fell running and the club are 
about. It is down to people like her, who volunteer for roles at the 
club and pass on their knowledge to others, that Dark Peak is the 
club it is. 



Blackden 

 

 

 

 

 

Came back via Bobõs rock 

Scrambling into the dusk 

Midsummer running! 
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You canȗt trust a race organiser, especially their checkpoint de-
scriptions. To illustrate this point, take the recent Crookstone 
Crashout as an example. The RO, who shall remain anonymous, 
but was in fact Tom Saville, decided to use a new checkpoint in a 
location that had not been used by DPFR before. He even pub-
lished a route map showing the exact location of a small insignifi-
cant knoll as checkpoint 3. He must have been ashamed of its sig-
nificance because he embellished it with a trig point on the map. 
Now I am very gullible so even though I had no knowledge of this 
trig I decided to check my own maps, of which I have several. 
Sure enough there was no other map showing this trig. By chance 
I was going to be out on a walk with Marilyn to look for a swim-
ming hole in Alport River a few days later so we approached from 
Birchin Clough via said knoll. Suffice it to say we found 1 knoll but 
0 trigs. It is however a 
very nice knoll so well 
done to Tom for finding it. 

 An email exchange 
with Tom evinced the ad-
mission that the trig might 
be transient. This was 
very good news to all 
Dark Peakers who have a 
circuit of the Fifteen Trigs 
to their name, including 
myself and Hugh Cotton 
(of whom more later). We 
completed the Fifteen 
Trigs back in the nineties 
with only a few minutes 
to spare on the 12 hour 
target time. Definitely not 
enough spare to have in-
cluded this 16th trig.   

 I did suspect what was 
to happen so was looking 
forward to the race a 
great deal. These days I 

Roy approaching the last of the 
26 trigs 



have to start races very early to stand a chance of completing be-
fore everyone else has gone home. I duly set off at 8:30am, ahead 
of the early starter at 9:00am and the whippets at 9:30am. It is a 
great route and on paper looks shorter and faster than it turned 
out to be. The summit of Alport Castle is memorable for being 
very slippery in slightly damp conditions. If I am the only person 
to stand on the very top rock at the summit then I am also both 
the first and last finisher of the race. 

 

The forest climb out 
of Alport is one of the 
main features of the 
Alport Castles race so 
will be known to many 
of you as a complete 
balls ache and rest as-
sured it is worse than 
ever. The line over 
Cowms moor is fairly 
short to the edge that 
overlooks Tomȗs knoll. 
Once in sight, the lit-
tle knoll was sporting 
a pristine white trig 
point with DPFR col-
oured stripes round 
itȗs middle. George 
Yates was just passing 
me and reached the 
trig in time to take 
the photo you will find 
on the results page. 
This might have been 
a first visit for some 
but I had visited it a 
few times before. 

 In the pub afterwards questions about the origin of the trig 
were raised and Tom told us that he found in flatpack form in the 
club hut and had the idea to use as described above. 

 I had to describe how it came into being originally, which I re-
produce here for a wider audience. 

How are we going to get it 
up there? 



 The year is 1998 when some of us were in our prime. The 
above mentioned Hugh Cotton is due to turn fifty in October and 
being the supreme master of all things celebratory decides to re-
cruit about 50 mates for a coach trip to Paris. Myself, Maurice 

Musson and Jim Fulton 
were his closest Dark 
Peak friends and so got 
the call. I canȗt recall 
now how the idea came 
to me but I think I just 
wanted something of 
the peak to remind him 
of home. A few bits of 
hardboard and dollops 
of paint and I had a pas-
sible albeit slightly small 
flatpack trig point. It is 
not full size because I 
had to get it out of a 
standard sheet and 
smuggle it onto the 
coach as luggage. 

 Everything went to 
plan and we had a good 
night out in Paris, but 
not so good that I 
could not re-assemble 
said trig point outside 
Hughȗs bedroom door 
after he was in bed. 
Quelle surprise  

 Hugh was suitably surprised next morning and we incorpo-
rated the trig into our planned coach trip round the sights of Paris 
including a photo shoot in front of the Eiffel Tower. The following 
morning after a very heavy night four of us DPs ran a surprisingly 
steep fell race up to the top of Montmartre and back. So that is 
the story of the vanishing trig. It has been used on other races in-
cluding a Boxing Day Bogtrot and a Burbage Nuts race but I had 
not seen it for years and forgotten where it was so well done to 
Tom for rescuing it. 

Roy Small  

Hugh and Roy on 
which hill? 



Send in your hilarious captions to: 
newsletter@dpfr.org.uk   
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șTrust me, I'm an 
orienteer, this is the 
way to Kinder Low!Ț 

Winner of last issueȗs 
caption competition 
is Will Boothman. 
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For this editionȗs special feature on injury I chat to Majka Kunicka 
about her fascinating childhood growing up in Poland and how her 
love of the outdoors began at a very early age. 
 
Majka welcomes me where she is relaxing in the garden with her 
middle child, Anthony, bouncing him on the trampoline. She offers 
me a beer which I politely, but regretfully, decline and fetches instead 
a delicious jug of water with fresh mint. She pours an inviting looking 
beer for herself. Iȗve procured a list of rather structured, to the point 
kind of questions, however somehow our conversation naturally 
morphs into Majkaȗs journey from her frugal roots as a child in Po-
land to her life now as a consultant psychiatrist in the NHS, busy 
mother to three children and still an avid adventurer. 
 
Majka was born and raised in a high-rise block of flats in the Polish 
city of Gdansk which at that time was still heavily influenced by the 
communist regime. There, she lived with her mum and dad as an only 
child and recalls how lonely this was. Her mum worked incredibly 
hard as an anaesthetist and her dad was an artist and extremely tal-
ented musician; being heavily under the communist regime however, 
her fatherȗs talents were not welcome. She recalls how her free time 
was spent running wild with her friends in the streets and play-
grounds surrounding the flats until a holler from high above brought 
them all back inside for tea. Majka filled every spare moment running 
around and, when she reached high school, had grown into a strong 
sportswoman across a range of disciplines. In the 1980s, Poland ex-
perienced the Solidarity movement and with a chuckle, Majka de-
scribes how when she was nine, Coca-Cola became all the rage as a 
result of the Fall of Communism and the resultant influx of Western 
culture. Majka unfortunately couldnȗt pursue sport properly growing 
up due to the fact Poland was involved in mass state-sponsored dop-
ing, particularly in female Olympic gymnasts which her parents want-
ed to protect her from. 
 
Instead, she studied for a medical degree in Poland for six years, but 
when the opportunity came to move to Edinburgh for the summer 



she jumped ship and loved it so much that she ended up completing 
her FY1 and FY2 in Inverness and Aberdeen respectively. She spent an 
amazingly wild and free year in Edinburgh, going mad for climbing and 
hiking in the local hills. She and her mates lived on the fly, working 
whatever jobs were available such as in nursing homes, earning just 
enough money to live off and spending any free time they had climb-
ing. She befriended a GP who helped her to continue her medical 
studies in Scotland as opposed to going back to Poland. 
It was then, as she was studying her FY1 in 2006 that she met her cur-
rent partner, Pez with whom she continued her love of climbing, run-
ning and hiking. With a laugh, she admits her first child, Tadek, was 
conceived after an all night party. Pez was working as a translator in 
court at the time and was mad on Boxercise and spinning (I shall tease 
him about this when I next see him for our hardcore interval sessions 
in Wortley). 

They had hoped to stay in Scotland, but unfortunately no universities 
seemed interested in her applications to study and so they moved to 
Sheffield where the rocks of the Peak District lured them in. With a 
child on the way there was a need for stability, so they first rented 
next to the University of Sheffield, then Malin Bridge, Grenoside and 
lastly Thurgoland. Majka finally graduated in 2015 with a specialism in 
psychiatry during which time she had had two more children, Anthony 
and Vita, the former being born with an incredibly rare genetic condi-
tion called non-ketotic hyperglycinemia (NKH). During these years 



the couple faced multiple challenges including finding a house, coping 
with unemployment and the trauma of Anthonyȗs condition ȓ both 
for themselves but also his older brother Tadek who was two-and-a-
half at the time. The whole family have coped and adapted incredibly 
well; a tribute to their resilience and determination to not let any-
thing hold them back being an active, wholesome family. Majka attrib-
utes this resilience to the tough upbringing she had in a communist 
Poland and the inspiration her family provided her. 

 
Majka doesnȗt regret any of her life choices and says that her children 
are the best thing that have happened to her and that her eldest child 
Tadek is her best friend; they can read each other like a book. You 
will often see Pez, Majka and Tadek out training on a Saturday morn-
ing or at a local evening race, depending on the availability of Antho-
nyȗs extremely dedicated and wonderful carer. 
 
I dragged myself away from this fascinating conversation and moved 
onto her sporting ventures since moving to Sheffield. 



 
Can you tell us about your history as a runner/adventurer?  
Iȗve always done it; we ran around as kids in the areas in between 
our block of flats. I went to a primary sports school so I was always 
fit and in secondary I was always selected for the Ȗenduranceȗ race 
which in those days was 1500m. My dad taught me to swim when I 
was three. 
 
And how did you find Dark Peak/get into fell running? 
I joined Penistone Footpath Runners first and then I think Pez joined 
Dark Peak. I was doing a lot of stuff and running with men such as 
Ian Chatsworth and Steve Saunders who were my heroes. It was 
Nicky Spinks that persuaded me to join Dark Peak, I did a lot of 
training with her and ran the High Peak Marathon. 
 
What have been your favourite/toughest achievements to 
date? 
I prefer long endurance challenges and long Lakeland Classics as op-
posed to fast, shorter racing. Stuff like Borrowdale, all the AL races, 
the Rigby Round, Trofeo Kima and Monte Rosa SkyMarathon (both 
Italy), Jura fell race and the Etive Round (Scotland), Glencoe Skyline. 
All that kinda stuff. She throws me a recommendation for Glencoe Sky-
lineȞ IȖll put it on my wish list. 
 
What has been your proudest achievement? 
Raising three children. 
 
You were really getting into all this long stuff and becoming a 
very strong runner before your injury occurred. Can you tell us 
a bit more about it?  
I was skiing in Austria, I love skiing. I was wearing leashes which I 
donȗt normally do and I wouldnȗt do it again. It was the last day of 
the ski tour and I was messing around in the snow and fell. The skis 
pulled as they were attached. I was in agonising pain, but I got down 
somehow skiing on one leg for 15km. We went to the local A&E as 
it had swelled up so much. We didnȗt know what Iȗd done and I had 
to cancel my flight home. I was on crutches for a month or more 
maybe and couldnȗt do anything with Anthony. (Anthony needs 24/7 
care, feeding through his stomach, washing and lifting). This hap-
pened on 17th March 2023. The risk of having surgery is that it can 
take at least a year to rehab because of all the ligaments and fascia 
having to re-organise themselves. I managed to get myself going again 
and was biking, swimming and jogging within six months and in De-
cember 2023 I had surgery. I had an amazingly clever surgeon who 
reconstructed my ACL with the use of a left hamstring graft and te-



nodesis (part of the IT band attached to the bone). Iȗve had a long, ar-
duous and trying road to recovery and get lots of niggles so I have to 
do lots of mobility. Then, in May 2024, I had a bad bike crash on the 
crossroads above Oxspring. A car blocked my way when I was pedal-
ling down the main road at speed. All I was thinking during that mo-
ment was, land on my right side, please, I need to land on my right 
side otherwise all of the surgery would have been for nothing. I expe-
rienced a lot of pain all down my right side because of that crash, I 
had to pull out of Helvellyn Triathlon because of the damage to my 
right shoulder. 
 
I met Majka for the first time on a very snowy run at Langsett in No-
vember 2024 and she was still in a lot of pain then. Now sheȖs training 
with gusto again during our hill sessions in Wortley and most other days 
of the week despite my 
best efforts to restrain her. 
ȕEver heard of rest days 
Majka?Ȗ I joke. She retorts 
that I grill myself just as 
much, ȖWhatȗs the point 
in a rest day Emily?!ȗ She 
always brushes this reason-
ing away with scorn and a 
fiery determination, I have 
quite given up trying! 
 
So Majka, what are 
your goals going for-
ward? 
Be injury-free, get fitter, I 
train to train at the mo-
ment. Iȗm not racing, Iȗm 
just really enjoying my 
training. 
 
Me and Tadek have got 
big plans, Heȗs the best 
thing that happened to 
me; weȗve got a secret 
agenda Iȗm not telling you 
what it isȟ Having the 
ACL injury has taught me 
to not be obsessed with 



one way of training i.e. to only do running. Iȗve learnt so much on 
all my journeys in life so far. 
 
I remember the second time I met Majka; I was working shifts at 
the time so could meet her on a bleak, windy and cold Thursday morn-
ing along with James, a lean bean cycling machine. I naively mounted 
my sturdy aluminium steed Matilda, who has a fantastic Raleigh frame 
and is made up of about three different bikes: I thought she was quite 
the bike. I smashed them all on the hills but was somewhat dropped on 
the windy flats. When we pulled up at a T-junction Majka bluntly told 
me IȖd actually be a pretty good cyclist if I didnȖt have such a crap 
bikeȞ Luckily, weȖve been friends ever since. 
 
MajkaȖs steely minded determination and resilience is an inspiration; she 
reminds me of how tough her grandmother and indeed all her family 
had it in Poland and that they never complained and nearly always had 
a smile on their faces. She is an example to us all of resilience and de-
termination. My words of remembering to be kind to her body too and 
have a rest day fall on deaf earsȞ ȖTraining is for training Emily!!ȗ, she 
says with a wry smile. 



Alport 

 

 

 

 

Alport race tonight 

Fast running under dark 

skies 

Steady groups out too 
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