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The World Transplant Games are 
coming to Málaga this month, along 

with 2,500 competitors who’ve been 
powered by the kindness of others. 
Ahead of the event, we meet some 

of those who’ve been given a second 
sporting chance
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E
mma Hilton is about as successful an 
amateur athlete as you’re likely to meet. 
The steely 27-year-old from north-west 
London has been collecting medals since 

winning her fi rst national event at 13. In 2015, she 
took home a dream triple world gold in the 100m, 
200m and 4x100m relay in Argentina, where she 
also broke a record for her age group in the process.

There’s one thing that makes her records even 
more remarkable: they were all achieved with 
someone else’s heart beating inside her. 

“I was so poorly, I had the last rites,” Hilton 
says of the sudden heart failure she suff ered that 
necessitated a transplant at the age of 12. “A police-
escorted ambulance took me to Great Ormond Street 
[hospital in London] where I was put on life support. 
They hoped my heart would recover, and then after 
nine days they decided it wasn’t going to, so they put 
me on the list and I got my heart the same day.” 

After such a trauma, she would have been more 
than entitled to a few decades of no-risk couch 
potato-ing, but Hilton is determined to prove 
nothing can hold her back. “I think I’m a good role 
model to show that even though you’ve been ill, you 
can do anything: anything is possible.” »
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THE RECORD BREAKER

Emma Hilton, 27, is a teaching assistant from London 

Heart recipient

Following her transplant 15 years ago, Hilton has 

amassed an impressive haul of WTG medals, starting 

in Thailand in 2007 and culminating in 2015, when 

she took triple sprint gold and set a 100m record in 

Mar del Plata, Argentina. But it has been far from 

an easy run. In 2011 she was diagnosed with non-

Hodgkin lymphoma – a potential side effect of the 

drugs she takes every day to stop her body rejecting 

her donor heart – and complications meant she had 

to be fed through her neck for 11 months. Then, after 

recovering to compete in the 2013 Durban WTG, 

she suffered a broken arm dipping on the line in the 

100m. Despite the pain, Hilton battled on to help 

Britain to gold in the 4x100m. “I don’t like letting 

my team down,” she says, adding that she loves the 

camaraderie of the games. “They’re the only people 

who truly understand what you’ve been through.”

“I don’t like letting my team 
down. They’re the only 

ones who understand what 
you’ve been through”
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It’s a message that visitors to Málaga will receive 
loud and clear this month, as Hilton and some 
2,499 other athletes from around 55 countries 
descend on the Spanish city to take part in the 
World Transplant Games (WTG). From 25 June to 
2 July, athletes who were once at death’s door will 
line up under the Mediterranean sun to compete 
in 17 diff erent disciplines. Track and fi eld will take 
over the city’s athletics stadium; cycling pelotons 
will patrol the revamped port area; and ping-pong 
tables will pop up opposite the regional hospital – 
a leading transplant centre. 

A good contender for the biggest sporting event 
you’ve never heard of, the WTG takes place every two 
years, uniting people aged four to 80, who are only 
alive and well thanks to an organ transplant. The idea 
is that anyone who wants to can take part and show 
the world how well their transplants are working. 

But be under no illusion: competition is still 
fi erce. The 100m record stands at a not-too-shabby 
11.16 seconds, the long-jump best is an impressive 
6.95m and, just like the pros, some teams study » 

THE DEBUTANTE

Ashleigh Mounger, 30, is a gymnastics coach 

and mum from Charleston, USA

Liver recipient

It was Ashleigh Mounger’s younger 

sister, Marisa, who stepped up in June 

2015 to give Ashleigh the life-saving 

liver donation she needed as a result 

of Wilson’s Disease – a rare genetic 

condition that affects the body’s 

ability to metabolise copper. The pair 

helped spur each other to recovery, 

completing a 5K charity run/walk 

together just three weeks after surgery. 

Although Ashleigh will be travelling to 

Málaga alone to compete in the 100m, 

200m, 4x100m relay and volleyball, 

little sis will be supporting from afar 

alongside Ashleigh’s three-year-old 

daughter, Emma: her “motivation to 

keep fi ghting”. A former gymnast who 

competed at regional and national 

level, Mounger now trains youngsters in 

tumbling and is about to open her own 

gym. “I want to challenge myself every 

single day to be the best me I can be.”
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videos of their rivals to analyse their weaknesses. 
It goes to show that, despite all the check-ups, 
precautions and pills of living post-transplant – the 
GB Transplant Cycling team boasts of being “on 
more drugs than Lance can shake a stick at” – there 
are no limits to what recipients can achieve. 

“They can do an Iron Man, they can climb to the 
top of Mount Kilimanjaro,” says World Transplant 
Games Federation (WTGF) president Chris Thomas, 
who’s hoping the cosmopolitan Costa del Sol public 
will turn out to show their support for the games. 
It will be the fi rst in which donors’ families and 
living donors will be able to participate, a refl ection 
of the attitude of inclusivity that the games imbue.  
“This generation of recipients owes it to the next 
generation to do all that it can to promote donation, 
and their health and wellbeing.”

This summer will be the 21st staging of the 
event, which has been growing steadily since 

THE SPOKESMAN

Erlend Gjerde, 40, is a telecoms engineer 

from Oslo

Liver recipient

Gjerde takes his cycling seriously: 

training 20 hours a week, he’s won 

numerous WTG golds since his fi rst 

games in 2005 and come close to 

winning a few regular competitions in 

his native Norway. He got the cycling 

bug after entering a race after his 

January 2004 transplant – the result 

of a rare liver disease – and found he 

was overtaking people who hadn’t just 

had life-saving surgery. His main reason 

for taking part in the WTG is to honour 

his donor. “When I’m out training and I 

see beautiful scenery, I stop and I send 

a silent thank you to the person from 

whom I got my liver. It’s not as symbolic 

as a heart, but it’s just as important.”

surgeon Dr Maurice Slapak brought together 99 
athletes from fi ve nations for the fi rst games in 
1978 in Portsmouth, southern England. This year 
is set to be even more special as it’s both the 50th 
anniversary of the fi rst heart transplant, and also 
the fi rst time the games have taken place in Spain, 
which – little-known fact – has been the world 
leader in organ donation for the past 25 years.

“The atmosphere and the area are going to be 
incredible, and they’re going to be a very exciting 
and emotional games for many people,” says 
Spanish former WTG gold medallist and kidney 
recipient Fran Sanz, who’s just one of around 
500,000 people to have benefi ted from Spain’s 
internationally renowned organ donation model. 

Centred on the National Transplant Organisation 
(ONT), the system has a fi nely tuned network of 
transplant coordinators based in every hospital 
accredited for organ donation, normally in  » 
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THE OLD TIMER

Ron Grainger, 67, is a retired consultant 

urologist from Dublin

Kidney recipient

After undergoing a transplant in 2003 

because of an inherited condition, 

Grainger started running for the fi rst 

time in 48 years. He entered the 100m, 

200m, long jump, golf and a throwing 

event at last year’s European Transplant 

Games in Finland, and came home 

with four golds and a bronze in his age 

category: “All told it was a reasonable 

fi rst outing for an old guy,” he says. 

He’s looking forward to his fi rst WTG 

in Spain, and his wife, children and 

grandchildren will be there to cheer him 

on. “If I come away from Málaga with 

nothing, so what? Being there, being 

able to compete is just what it’s about.” 

 “When I’m 
out training 

and I see 
beautiful 
scenery, 

I stop and I  
send a silent 
thank you”
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intensive care units. The coordinators are specially 
trained in handling the diffi  cult conversations that 
will hopefully convince recently bereaved families 
to give up their loved ones’ organs in time to save 
other lives. “We should all be donors,” the ONT 
reminds us, “because any one of us might need a 
transplant at any time.”

Their eff orts, coupled with the ONT’s vital 
coordination work – distributing organs, organising 
their transport, managing waiting lists and more 
– enabled Spain last year to carry out close to 
5,000 transplants, more than 100 for every million 
inhabitants. “It’s a fi gure no other country has 
been able to attain to date,” says the ONT’s 
Matilde Duque. 

Spain may be able to stay on top of its waiting 
lists for now, but demand for organs is increasing 
everywhere and many thousands around the world 
are still awaiting a transplant. Every donated organ 
is a precious commodity and so recipients have a 
duty to look after their new organ. 

One of the WTG’s goals is to show how sport can 
help do this. “Physical activity helps optimise the » 

THE IRON MAN

Fran Sanz, 28, is a personal trainer from Madrid

Kidney recipient

After a routine doctor’s visit when he 

was 17 uncovered chronic kidney failure, 

Sanz spent three years on dialysis before 

receiving his transplant in 2008. It was 

during that wait he fi rst dreamed of 

tackling an Iron Man-distance triathlon 

– a 3.86km swim, 180.25km bike ride 

and marathon. Two years ago he did just 

that: the youngest transplant recipient 

to achieve that feat. How did it feel? 

“Above all, you say thank you for being 

able to cross the line as a result of 

having a little bit of the life of someone 

else,” he says. Having won six medals at 

his fi rst WTG in Durban in 2013, nothing 

is going to stop him from getting to 

Málaga – not even getting knocked off 

his bike by a car. The March accident 

left him with bruising, neck damage and 

a fractured coccyx, putting his training 

behind schedule. “I’m a little bit worried 

about whether I’ll get there at 100 per 

cent,” he says. “But I’ll be there, that’s 

for sure.”
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