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FlyingFlying
HighHigh
Sheffield’s Helen Goodrum is a 
professional acrobatic stilt walker.
Amazing, right? 

But she still hasn’t cured
her fear of heights...

A s Helen Goodrum drives over 
San Francisco’s Golden Gate 
Bridge, she can feel the wave of 
dread building inside her. At 

26-years-old, she knows that she should 
have conquered her vertigo by now, but tall 
buildings and bridges like this one still give 
her the heebie jeebies. 

Yet if Helen was swinging sky high in 
the air from the Golden Gate’s arches or 
teetering on stilts across the bridge, then 
there wouldn’t be a problem. As a profes-
sional acrobatic stilt walker, Helen spends 
half of her life suspended from a trapeze, 
strapped into stilts and somersaulting 
through hoops.

So how is it possible that she still hates 
heights? “I know it sounds strange, but I 
feel in control when I’m holding onto my 
aerial equipment, or when I’m on stilts,” 
she explains. “But I definitely don’t feel safe 
when I’m climbing tall buildings or cross-
ing bridges.”

Aerial acrobatics have catapulted Helen 
around the world. She’s cartwheeled her 
way through Berlin, into Denmark, where 
she worked with renowned physical theatre 
company Odin Teatret, and then to Italy, 
where she taught in a theatre in a tradi-
tional village in the mountains of Umbria. 
Helen has even started learning Colombian 
after she lived in Carmen de Viboral for 
two months, training and rehearsing with 
the Colombian stilters Nemcatacoa Teatro. 

What’s the perfect way to celebrate 
Chinese New Year? If you’re an aerial 
acrobat then it’s performing on stilts at 
Hong Kong’s International Night Parade in 
front of 1.3 billion people, and that’s exactly 
what Helen did. “Being a part of this huge 
celebration was awe-inspiring,” Helen re-
calls, “I felt so blessed to have been in Hong 
Kong during this time.”

Sheffield-born Helen’s alternative career 
began just aged three, when her parents 
took her to dance and gymnastics classes. 
Dance soon became her passion and she 
moved to London to study it at Norton 
College and from there to Roehampton 
University. 

Helen’s childhood dream of becoming a 
dancer became a reality when she moved 
to Canada after she graduated in 2008, 
to work with the Crimson Coast Dance 
Company. Canada provided the setting for 
a chance meeting with Jay Ruby, director of 
The Carpetbag Brigade, a physical theatre 
company based in San Francisco. 

Six months later, Helen’s life changed 
dramatically when she returned to Shef-
field and got a job at Meadowhead School 
as a performing arts teacher. But meeting 
Jay Ruby inspired her to start training at 
Greentop Circus School in Sheffield, and 

luckily she had a natural talent for physical 
theatre. 

You can’t help but be jealous of Helen’s 
ability to turn her hand to anything: “Hav-
ing already been a gymnast, a dancer and a 
trampolinist, the move into aerial acro-
batics wasn’t too hard,” she admits, “It all 
started with a beginners trapeze class, but 

before long I found myself to be an aerial 
silks, hoops and trapeze artist!” 

With her dancing days well and truly 
behind her, Helen’s first aerial performance 
was in Leeds with the Urban Angels Circus. 
“I was relatively calm and enjoying the 
atmosphere. I walked onto the stage, got 
into my starting position and waited for my 
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“I was invited to join 
a theatre company. 

I handed in my 
notice and headed 
off  for adventure”

music cue,” Helen remembers, “But there 
were technical problems and the music 
never came! So I performed in silence. It 
was magical, everyone’s attention was on 
me, listening to my breathing and my body 
floating amongst the tissue silk.”  

In 2009, Helen was back in Canada and 
attended a two-week workshop with The 

Carpetbag Brigade. “I impressed them so 
much that they invited me to join them 
during the holidays.”  In April 2011, when 
Jay Ruby invited Helen to perform in their 
newest stilt piece, ‘Callings’,  she knew it 
was too good an opportunity to miss. “I 
resigned from my job, became a full time 
freelance performer and headed off for a 
sixth month adventure.” 

Since then, Helen has spent half of her 
year touring with the Carpetbag Brigade 
internationally, and the other half in the 
UK as an individual freelance performer. “I 
still miss Sheffield when I’m away,” Helen 
says fondly, “I love to go for walks in the 
Peak District and the theatres in Sheffield 
are fantastic as well. But most of all I miss 
our culture’s quirky way of life. Actually I’m 
often misunderstood because of my dialect 
and my very British humour.” 

But who wouldn’t be slightly jealous of 
Helen’s whirlwind tour of the world? “Stilts 
have allowed me to travel and I love see-
ing new places,” she says, “I’m really lucky 
because I get to experience the country not 
as a tourist, but living life as a local. I often 
find myself in small, off the map towns, 
sometimes in places where the local people 
rarely see blonde hair, eyes “of the sky” and 
skin “like milk”, so I’m classed as exotic!”

In the last two years, Helen has spent 
a lot of time in Colombia, experienc-
ing the luscious green mountain ranges 
and washed out roads. Even the guarded 
check points and a letter of interrogation, 
telling her that she had to leave or suffer 
the consequences, hasn’t put Helen off. 
“Colombia was one of my most memorable 
trips abroad. I met so many people and 
performed in world renowned festivals.” 

Her trip to Mexico, however, was a very 
different experience. “When I arrived, the 
front page of the newspaper featured five 
women found hung from a bridge,” Helen 
recalls, “It was one of the toughest places I 
have visited. I was staying in a hotel, but it 
was unsafe to leave after nightfall.” 

It was also an interesting cultural experi-
ence. Helen was working with local artists 
Pura Vibra, who don’t normally allow 
women to perform with them because they 
are seen as too distracting. “It was a new 
experience for them to have two of the 
strongest female stilters amongst the col-
laboration,” Helen says proudly. 

As a professional acrobatic stilt walker, 
Helen’s daily routine consists of double 
and solo cartwheels, backward walkovers, 
pirouettes, candlestick balances, back 
handsprings and shoulder stands. She is 
currently training in trampoline stilts, re-
hearsing trampoline moves with stilts on.

“Acrobatic stilt walking is quite hard 
to describe,” says Helen, “It’s pushing the 

boundaries of both acrobatics and tradi-
tional stilt walking and fusing the genres 
together to create one form: acrobatic 
stilts. It works well as a group performance, 
allowing the stilter to roll to the ground 
and in one sweeping motion hop back to 
standing up, and then roll up the torso of a 
second stilter, as if defying gravity, to end 
towering above the lifter, supported only by 
their shoulder in a balance.” 

What’s Helen’s biggest fear apart from 
heights? “Injury scares me,” she confesses, 
“I’ve been very lucky and so far I’ve only 
had minor bruises, although on one occa-
sion there were a few days where I couldn’t 
sit down!” Another challenge is the ever 
changing shape of her body. “My shape 
now is completely different to the dancer’s 
body I had before. In aerial acrobatics you 
have to build muscles, particularly your 
upper torso and arms.”

But Helen’s passion for aerial acrobat-
ics is still burning strong. “I still get a buzz 
from executing a new move for the first 
time,” she says, “I train every day and it 
can become monotonous, but the pleasure 
and excitement I get when I accomplish 
something new and then perform it for the 
first time makes it all worthwhile.” 

Helen qualified for the Extraordinary 
Abiliy in the Arts Visa in February, and is 
about to embark on a seven month tour 
around America, visiting Arizona, San 
Francisco, New York and Texas, calling 
into the famous Burning Man festival in 
Nevada’s Black Rock Desert on the way.

“I have a US visa to perform with The 
Carpetbag Brigade for the next three 
years,” says Helen, but who knows where 
she will be after her tour. The 26-year-old 
has no plans to stop aerial acrobatics any-
time soon. “I will have to see where my 
performance takes me,” says Helen, enig-
matically. 
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