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Facing an
invisible illness

When her planned Bob Graham Round challenge had to be postponed,
Kate Applebee took her trial indoors to climb the equivalent of Mount Everest –
while dealing with the chronic pain of a debilitating disease
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utdoor enthusiast Kate
Applebee is a self-confessed
adventure addict. The
full-time civil servant from
Windermere maintains a
strong social media
presence, using her public platform to spread
positivity, advocating for body confidence,
mental health and LGBTQ+ rights and
representation, as well as raising awareness of
hidden illness and disability in the outdoors.  
Beaming radiantly in photographs and
often adorned in colourful clothing against a
backdrop of stunning scenery, Kate is in her
happy place amongst the mountains. Rock
climbing, wild swimming, paddle boarding and
hiking are just a few of her favourite things. An
outdoor girl at heart, she is the picture of
health and happiness, and that’s exactly the
point.
Kate lives with a long-term, debilitating
autoimmune disease known as lupus. The
condition affects multiple parts and systems in
the body and the severity of symptoms varies
and fluctuates amongst sufferers. Lupus
commonly causes chronic joint pain, extreme
fatigue, photosensitivity, circulatory problems
and painful skin sores – symptoms that Kate
deals with, and more, on an almost daily
basis.  
“I think with any hidden illness, there are a
few challenges,” she says. “There’s firstly the
fact that the world often sees you as a well
person and therefore treats you as a well
person. Trying to make exceptions for yourself
or get others to make exceptions for you when
there is no visible need for it in their eyes can
be really difficult. And the other thing that is
relevant for all illnesses is that people see you
on one day, whether that is on a good day, a
bad day or somewhere in the middle, and
they judge you to be that well as the standard
all of the time.”
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Presently there is no cure for lupus and
treatment involves alleviating the symptoms
as much as is possible in order to live as
‘normal’ and pain-free a life as possible. In
some people lupus can present as a rash
upon the face, but often there are no visible
signs of the illness in sufferers and as such it
can be easily misunderstood or overlooked.  
“If I’m ever working with a brand or doing
something as part of an organised activity or
course, people are really hesitant about how
well I might be and will understandably be
concerned about it from a safety perspective.
You have to fight really hard to be able to say:
‘I can do this, I just need your support in X, Y
or Z to facilitate me being able to do it’.”
In October 2021, Kate, 29, planned to
embark on a continuous hike of the famed
Lake District fell running challenge, the Bob
Graham Round, in under 36 hours. The aim
was to raise awareness of hidden disability
and chronic illness in the outdoors and
address issues surrounding accessibility, as
well as raising funds for charity Lupus UK
through a JustGiving page. The challenge was
to be documented in a short film by
adventure filmmakers Passionfruit Pictures.
Kate chose the challenge owing to its infamy
as one of the region’s toughest, and the
potential to adapt the round to accommodate
her illness.
“Being local, I know that the Bob Graham
is probably regionally one of the hardest
things you can do. I do fell run, but not hugely
well and I’d heard about other people doing it
in different ways. I felt that no matter how I
did it, it would always be an amazing
challenge that would really push me, but that
there were ways that I could make it slightly
more accessible, not easier, but more
accessible.
“Running for 24 hours would hurt my
joints to the point where I wouldn’t be able to
complete it, whereas hiking was something
that I could manage. Doing it this way meant it

would be just about doable for my illness.”
As the event drew closer, Cumbria was
subject to persistent torrential rain with
multiple flood warnings issued across the
county. Mountain Rescue teams strongly
discouraged anyone venturing onto the fells
and heartbreakingly, Kate was forced to
postpone the round.
“Postponing was absolutely horrendous, it
sounds stupid but it was. I’d spent six months
thinking of doing it and at least three or four
months fully committed to it and training. In
that time I’d kept using it not only as a
physical motivation for getting up and as my
mental motivation for keeping going. Every
time I’d have a bad day or bad week, through
those patches all I was doing was saying ‘No,
you can do this, I know you can because
you’re going to do the Bob Graham’.”       
A plan B was formulated when one of
Kate’s support team tentatively and semijokingly suggested that she attempt to climb
the equivalent elevation of a Bob Graham

Round (some 27,000ft) at her local climbing
wall in Kendal. With a dedicated support team
still determined to help, she galvanised the
group into action with the support of the staff
at Kendal Wall who extended their opening
hours to accommodate the ambitious
endeavour that was later to be named ‘Belay
the Bob’.
“I felt like I owed it to the people who had
already donated money, and to Lupus UK,”
says Kate. “I needed something to focus on so
badly that when the idea for ‘Belay the Bob’
was first mentioned, I thought: ‘That’s an idea.
This is going to work, I need to make it work.’.
It sort of came together over the space of 36
hours and the staff at Kendal Wall were just so
amazing and couldn’t have done more to
make sure it went ahead.”
The team were each allocated a shift
belaying (whereby a person on the ground
provides an anchor point to the rope that is
attached to the climber’s harness, counterbalancing the climber in the event of a fall) and
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over a period of two days, Kate climbed five
vertical miles and 914 individual climbs. Kate
had spent months training for the hike, but
climbing the equivalent elevation was to be an
entirely different challenge.
“I had prepared for an endurance test, yes,
but something that was going to use different
parts of my body and in a less consistent way.
With the Bob Graham I’d have had massive
periods of elevation, but there also would
have been periods of downhill and periods of
flat and I had rest breaks planned. In order to
get the challenge done at the centre and over
that weekend, it turned out I would have to do
a climb a minute, and if I needed to take a
break it would mean me climbing quicker on
the next few routes.”
Kate climbed through chronic pain, joint
instability and exhaustion. She endured sores
and blisters on her hands from the constant
contact with the climbing holds and was
unable to keep food down (a symptom of
lupus that she regularly suffers with), resorting
to glucose and caffeine tablets washed down
with orange juice just to keep going through
the challenge. At times, she climbed with a
TENS machine (a device that delivers mild
pain relief through an electrical current)
strapped to her shoulder to alleviate
muscle pain.
She says the only part of her preparation
and training that helped was her ability to
handle it and her mental strength. “It affected
my body completely differently to how I was
expecting and in many ways was harder than
the Bob Graham would have been in the first
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‘I always say that I exist
within my comfort zone,
but I thrive once I step
outside of it’
place,” she explains.
Kate successfully completed the climbs in
time, but the impact and aftereffects of the
challenge on her physical and mental state
were something that she didn’t anticipate.
Bedbound for almost a week afterwards, she
struggled to recover from the exertion and
found herself slipping into a state of low mood
as she was unable to take part in the activities
that keep her going from day to day.   
“It sounds cheesy but it was by far the
hardest thing I’ve done. I’ve done longdistance hikes in the desert and the
mountains, long-distance swimming and
paddle boarding but nothing compared to it
and I think that was because maybe I
underestimated the mental barrier I was going
to have to push through. A lot of the way I
deal with my stress and emotions surrounding
my illness is to push myself, to be active and
to exercise and I felt so low being in a
situation where I couldn’t have my comfort
blanket, what I knew would make me feel
better.”
Despite this, she maintains that ‘Belay the
Bob’ was an overwhelmingly positive
experience and, so far, her efforts have raised
over £2,800 via her JustGiving page and offline
donations, far surpassing her original target
of £100.

“A lot of people have asked me if I regret it,
but the money I’ve raised so far will pay for
two specialist rheumatology nurses to support
someone with lupus for about a month to six
weeks. Having been on the receiving end
before, just one day of that support can make
such a big difference. Even if I had only raised
£100, it was 100 per cent worth it.”
And it’s not all about the money, Kate’s
heroic efforts on the wall have opened up new
dialogues about hidden illness among her
followers and beyond. She hopes that by
talking candidly and publicly about lupus, she
can help others struggling with chronic and
hidden illnesses and inspire them to face up to
their own challenges.  
“I’ve had so many messages from people
who just didn’t know anything about hidden
illness before and it’s encouraged them to
look and learn, or from people in a similar
situation to me but have never felt safe or
confident to try these things and see what
they are capable of. The idea that it’s made
people think – that sick people are capable
and want to do this kind of thing and just
giving people that confidence, regardless of
whether they are sick or not, that our comfort
zones are made to be pushed.
“I always say that I exist within my comfort
zone, but I thrive once I step outside of it.”
• Kate’s fundraising page remains open
and she will continue to collect donations for
both Belay the Bob and the Bob Graham
Round, which she plans to do in 2022.
justgiving.com/fundraising/kate-applebee2
• lupusuk.org.uk

