Stephen, Hat trick Maker and Breaker

Stephen Cunningham carried on from where he left off in the Hill and Dale Series, when he became the 32nd winner of the Sl Donard Mountain Race. Having previously lost out when he was caught in the last 400 metres of the race by Deon Mc Neilly. This year there was no danger, as he had no one in sight when re crossed the finish line. His time of 54.33 is a new course record and is the hat trick of records set in the last 3 years. It also melted the hat-trick quest of the winner of the previous 2 years, Des Woods, as he had to settle for second place. Stephen also picked up the fastest descent award with a new record time of 16.42., yes dear readers, that is from the top of Sl Donard to the Newcastle Centre, without the help of any mechanical aids. In doing so Stephen created a hat trick of new record times for the descent, as this was the 3rd year in a row that a new record was posted. This time it was fellow club mate Gary Bailey, winner in 08 and 09 that was denied his hopes of a hat trick of wins.

In the ladies event, it was the veteran section that took the top 3 places. Anne Sandford and Diane Wilson exchanged places a number of times on the climb, but it was Alwynne Shannon that lead from start to finish claiming the top spot in 68.54. Again Alwynne also had the luxury of an uncontested run up the promenade, to the cheers of the large crowd that had turned out for the event. In 2nd place it was Diane and in 3rd place Anne.

The 110 runners that toed the line were rightly concern as the sunny street level conditions were being overseen by the misty conditions on the top of the mountain. The early banter on the run down the main street quickly gave way to the serious business of the day, as they reached the start of their climb, in Donard Forest. Another “in race” competition, is the “beat your age to the top” and as the runners reach the lesser cairn near the top, watches are checked and thoughts go to, if only I was a bit quicker on the earlier part of the climb or a couple of years older! For 1? of the runners, they were able to claim some bragging right at the post race event. Others were promising to make the list next year, looking at the gap that they have to make up; their only real option is to change their birth certificate. Those that succeeded are shown in bold type in the main results; by the way, those in red are category winners.

While there were 18 different clubs with runners on show, it was Mourne Runners that took the award with 3rd place Andrew Niblock joining Des and Stephen. This was Stephens hat-trick of team wins for his current club having previously had a hat-trick of wins with Newcastle AC. The team award has been going since 1973 during which time Newcastle have won it on 18 occasions and completed a number of hat tricks. The first winners were Ballydrain, who also claim a hat trick of wins in the first 3 years of the team event. One of their team, in 1973 being Fred Strickland, who won the Vet 60 category this year and also beat his age to the top.

The runners do this for the challenge and not for any material reward, but thanks have to go to the local Hill Trekker shop for providing a pair of shoes for the 1st male/female and to Up and Running for the runner up spots and the category winners prizes. So dear runners when you’re looking for your next pair of shoes why not support those that support our events. Thanks also to O’Hare’s Bars for the post race food and use of their facilities.

Thoughts have now turned to next year and it is hoped to have the race as part of a weekend festival, keep an eye on the Mourne Observer for details.
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