
 

Eulogies to Celia Brackenridge 

 

After Celia's diagnosis and during her treatment: 

Over the 26 years or so that I have known you, I have been inspired by your wisdom. I chose this 

card for you, Celia, because of the magnificent orchid known as The Queen of Sheba. This is a most 

appropriate image for someone who has contributed hugely to women’s sport and for someone who 

will fight for survival. Stay strong and continue to inspire us ! 

 

We hope that these flowers bring you some cheer. Their different colours spoke to us about the 

many different contributions you have made to life – how extraordinary ! – athlete, academic, 

builder, radical feminist and no doubt, more. You are a star, Celia. 

 

I remain totally inspired by the way you have coped with what has been thrown at you and what you 

have gone through. You have been a constant friend in my life and you have always been a source of 

admiration and inspiration for me. I work at so many sports events, and think of you and all the work 

you have done to ensure the protection of young men and women. I look at them competing and 

training with confidence, and think that little do they know that the guidelines you drafted for sports 

federations have protected them and ensured they can be safe and focus on what matters to 

them…. And then there is all that early work for the Women’s Sports Foundation that helped so 

much to raise the profile of women in sport at every level….And then there are all the students you 

guided and inspired to look to the key issues and areas that needed addressing, sending them out 

into the world to get on with the job. Your legacy goes on and on, and there is a huge debt of 

gratitude for everything you have achieved. You are totally unique and an inspirational role model to 

so many. 

 

It’s not often that we get (or take) the opportunity to tell people what we appreciate about them, so 

Celia, this is for you: You are, and always will be, a legend in sport, in women’s sport and in 

safeguarding children. You were a legendary figure when I went to Bedford [College of Physical 

Education] – one of the goddesses of previous cohorts and we talked about you in a star-struck way. 

It was then amazing to work with you later and discover you were human, but of course with some 

seriously fab qualities, and on top of it all had such a great sense of humour ! The impact that you 

have had, and will continue to have, on the lives of so many people (and it must surely be millions) is 

hard to imagine, and your tenacity, passion and commitment to making sport better for young 

people is just incredible, and an inspiration to so many people, to make them challenge the status 

quo and change the world. 

 

I will never forget our first meeting and your encouragement of my passion for the safety of 

athletes. With such little experience, you still made the time to talk and encourage me. For that I will 

be eternally grateful, as will generations of athletes and administrators you had to fight against, 

because of the sensitivity of the topic you chose to take on, for so many years and with such bravery. 

Your pioneering work is no longer ‘taboo’ to discuss. I always feel honoured to have known you, and 



 

you will always live on through all of us that you have touched. Celia – you are an amazing person, 

one who I love and feel very honoured to have touched my life. 

 

On the Lifetime Achievement Award: 

Huge congratulations in respect of the Lifetime Achievement Award, in recognition of your 

phenomenal work and massive contribution to the world in and through sport. What an inspirational 

force you have been and continue to be. 

 

I count you among a very small number of people who have really changed how we operate, and 

what we see as acceptable behavior. A truly inspirational and dear friend. 

 

Celia, you have been in our thoughts and prayers for a long time. […..] My experience of seeing you 

at conferences has always been that your warmth and joyful nature leave everyone feeling 

connected to you in some way. You have been in my heart and a part of my life on a regular basis. 

I’ve had so many occasions where my work has involved reading or re-reading your work or telling 

my graduate students about your brilliance, passion, and positive impact on so many athletes’ and 

professionals’ lives. 

 

Celia as a mentor: 

Celia, I met someone - a young PhD candidate in South Australia - who said we would not have 

embarked on her study into abuse in elite coaching relationships if it were not for you. 

 

I was only thinking of Celia a few weeks ago, as I was moving books out of my office for decorating 

and came across several of Celia’s research texts that have been so influential to my own career. 

Since way back when I started my academic career, Celia was so influential. Setting up the Women’s 

Sports Foundation was a huge inspiration to me as a fledgling feminist – and she continues, for all 

those who try to follow in her footsteps today. 

 

Your recent letter caused me to think on my formative ‘adult’ years in Sheffield and Celia’s influence 

on the sporting landscape in the UK. Over the last week I have been with various organisations from 

the sports world – academic and sports organisations, with staff of varying ages, all of whom know 

you, Celia. From staff at the universities and colleges where you have worked to former students 

now working in the world of sport, you have had a hand in shaping them and left influential 

impressions. When I reflect back on those days in Sheffield where I was naïve, yet hungry to learn, I 

am amazed at the professional opportunities and support you gave me, and the friendship you 

offered. I was not the most gifted academic and yet you helped me to believe in myself, and I 

relished the chance to work alongside you. When I think on some of the learning principles I use 

today, they are based around some of the ‘innovative’ teaching and assessment methods that you 

introduced back in those early days. I think a key reason that I am still involved in learning and 



 

development, am prepared to take on leadership roles and champion women’s initiatives, is because 

of your early influence. You gave me confidence to develop myself. So I really want to thank you for 

that, as I have a life which fulfils me. I hope you can feel a little glow of satisfaction for all those 

whose lives you have touched and left such a positive impact. 

 

After her death: 

She was such an impressive woman, and her work and commitment really made a difference. When 

she began her work on abuse by coaches even people in our field were reluctant to talk about the 

subject and, of course, sports governing bodies were in complete denial (some of them still are). So 

Celia had to plough a lonely furrow for a long time and I know this required great personal courage. I 

was amused to see you (Diana) quoted as saying that she did not suffer fools gladly. I was privileged 

to know her and am proud to think that she did not include me among ‘the fools’ ! Celia’s influence 

will live on, not only in her research work but through people like me on whom, through work and 

friendships, she has made an impact. I have a Celia-shaped imprint on my values and integrity for 

which I will always be grateful. 

 

Celia was a great mentor of many people, but predominantly women. She has left a lasting imprint in 

my mind and spirit as she showed me the required tenacity for integrity. She gave me opportunities 

that no other person in academia has ever come close to matching, both in intellectual endeavor 

and meaningful work. But it was her personal qualities that I loved the most, including the ability to 

stand up for her personal politics. Celia saw so much beauty in those she loved - and all of that done 

to a backdrop of fighting some of the ugliest truths tis world has to offer. 

 

Celia made a significant, lasting and very important impact in many areas of work and she will always 

be remembered with great respect, admiration and affection. Her life was a beacon of innovation, 

commitment and passion, and her legacy will most certainly enrich all who follow her. I am sure that 

I join very many people is saying from the bottom of my heart ‘Thank you, Celia, for all that you have 

done’. 

 

There would not have been a [child protection in sport unit, in the NSPCC] if it had not been for the 

pioneering work of Celia in the 1990s and maybe even before. I had the opportunity to read through 

her newspaper cuttings and letters in her lever arch folders some years ago, and it’s easy to forget 

how far she pushed sport to realise its moral responsibility over the years. In some of the 

correspondence to and forth from sporting organisations it is clear the hostility she faced in trying to 

raise issues of abuse and discrimination within sport. Celia would just not accept ‘no’ or ‘can’t do’ as 

a response, and just went back at organisations, pushing them to do the right thing. Celia will leave a 

huge legacy behind her in sport, and many young people and adults may never know just how much 

things have improved in their sporting experience, because of Celia’s determination. Celia is an 

inspiration to us all, and me in particular. Her articles and research papers put down the foundation 

for all we do now. ‘The woman who made sport safer for all’ should be on her headstone because 

that is how many will view Celia. I am sorry she may not see the final pieces of the jigsaw come 

together over the next few years with her international work. 


