
INTERVIEW DANIELLE WOODWARD

Ade Adepitan
The Paralympic basketball player, TV presenter and author shares  

the inspiration behind his new children’s book and talks about 
determination, ambition and nurturing good mental health

I wanted to write a book that spoke to today’s children and 
told them it’s OK to be different, to be an outsider, because you 
can still be successful and do cool things. The stories are based on 
my life experience; there aren’t many children’s books where the 
main protagonist is black and disabled, and there was nothing 
like that when I was growing up, so I hope it will help kids relate 
to what I went through and encourage them to start conversations. 

It took me a long time to feel comfortable with who I was.  
I didn’t like looking at myself in the mirror when I was young; you 
have all sorts of hang-ups about your appearance when you’re 
growing up anyway, then if you add in a disability, being one of the 
few black kids in school, and a strong African accent (which I had 
when we first moved to Britain from Nigeria), it’s a lot to deal with. 

It has become part of my psyche to always be determined 
and encourage myself; my father said to me, ‘You’re black  
and disabled, you have to work twice as hard to succeed.’ From  
the moment people saw me, they had negative assumptions and  
I learned I had to dispel these as quickly as possible. I had to prove 
to my schoolmates that I was as fit as them, so I took up sport.  
It meant independence; I didn’t have to rely on people, I could 
choose what I wanted to do because of my strength and fitness.

I was constantly told that it was impossible to do what I 
was doing, because no one had done it before; there were 
many times when I wondered, am I crazy to keep pursuing my 
dream of playing professional basketball? Someone has to be 
first, but it’s scary. The fact that I can now be that person that 
others can follow, not just disabled people but anyone who 
wants to achieve their dreams, is amazing. 

When you have a disability, you go through various stages  
of emotion about it; I was angry when I was younger, then as I got 
older, I became more comfortable with who I was and developed 
methods to deal with people’s reactions. I try to do the things 

that will have the biggest impact, rather than being constantly 
angry, which is not productive, or good for my mental health. 

My mum had a nervous breakdown when I was young and it 
does make me think about my mental health. When I feel out 
of shape physically, I have the tools to improve things, but I’m 
still working out how to cope with feeling unbalanced mentally. 
My partner also has a pressurised career and we talk about how 
we deal with stress, which is important, as there are indicators  
if there is a problem. As a society, I think we need to be more 
comfortable talking about it and doing things to help deal with it. 

I’m the sort of person who’s always pushing myself to the 
limit. A significant moment in my life was when I decided to get 
out of my wheelchair to climb a live volcano in Nicaragua, for the 
BBC series Beyond Boundaries. I felt so vulnerable; the chair gave 
me dignity, mobility and independence, so what was I thinking 
getting out of it and crawling with millions watching? It was a 
bare-all moment and so tough but, at the end, I felt empowered. 

I think I’ve done more things with my disability than most 
able-bodied people would dream of doing. I’ve challenged 
myself in every area – physically, I’m playing basketball and  
when I’m preparing for a live TV show, I’m using a wide range  
of skills; I’m interviewing people, learning about new subjects 
and using every asset of myself, and that really excites me. Not 
many people have the opportunity to stretch themselves physically 
and mentally every day and I do, which makes me happy. 

My core values are empathy, loyalty and fairness – I feel 
everyone should have the chance to be the best they can be. 
It’s frustrating when I see talented people who don’t have the 
opportunity to maximise their skills. We are all superheroes  
– it just takes time and courage to find our inner super strengths. 

‘Ade’s Amazing Ade-ventures: Battle Of The Cyborg Cat’ by Ade Adepitan  
(Studio Press, £5.99) is published on 17 May

shared values
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