Cunningham takes another step to glory on the Rocky road – Hen & Rocky – by Bogusboy

It is incredible that we have already reached Race 9 of the Hill and Dale series, sponsored by Up and Running.  This week’s organiser obviously forgot to read the leafy manual, lovingly prepared by ‘The Big Fella’ and discussed at length at the many preparation meetings held throughout the off season.  He turned up at the registration without an entry sheet and spot prizes ensuring that chaos reigned supreme.  To make matters worse there are still athletes who after completing 8 races were as yet unable to remember their two or three digit number (including Paul ‘I’m no sure what ma number is’ Watson). Despite the lambasting of teachers in last week’s article, Mr Rodgers led the registration posse stoically, ensuring that eventually everyone (well almost everyone!) got the correct number and the race went off on time as planned.  Well done to Podge, Big Alan and Jack for riding the pressure and manfully dealing with the self destruction, which was not of their making.
Permanent Vacation

To make matters worse, the organiser, ‘Permanent Vacation’ called yours truly to enquire if I would be available to write the usual diatribe of invective as he would be unsurprisingly on holiday again (Mon Dieu I hear the cunning linguists exclaim)!!!  This man is surely being bankrolled by Rockerfeller himself! Perhaps he was going into hiding after the debacle of the start.  Despite the pandemonium he remained cheerful throughout and even had the cheek to remark ‘well done fatty’ as I crossed the line in a season high placing. Congratulations to Barry Wells who aptly named him the ‘best race disorganiser’!!!  Mr Brannigan can rest easy this week as surely things could not be so bad two weeks in a row – though the jury is still out on this one!

This week’s race, the more politically correct Hen and Rocky, saw competitors tackle Hen mountain from the road (thanks to the spectator who put initial run up the path on Youtube and included a bit of spontaneous commentary!!).  Those who have watched the clip will notice how Dennis Rankin of BARF actually slowed down to a walk when he saw the camera, obviously looking for more coverage and extended air time.  The race then swings left on to the open mountain to the top, dropping down before the steep climb up Rocky.  From the top there was the long, steep descent home.  The weather was great and 165 runners took the line, of which 161 would complete the course, three would not finish and one would take his own route.  That one John Adgey took the now disgraced Race organisers words literally and came back the way he went.  Unfortunately this meant that he descended Rocky and climbed Hen again before dropping to the finish and was the only athlete to complete the Hen, Rocky, Hen race!
I thought I would approach this article personally and philosophically, so here goes. I used to be the sort of runner who would climb strongly (relatively speaking!), reach the summit feeling reasonably good and look over my shoulder in satisfaction at the long line of athletes trailing in my wake.  Nowadays I am the sort of runner who struggles to the top and looks ahead in admiration at the long line of runners that I am desperate to catch if only I could run a bit faster.  Reality then kicks in when Harry Teggarty comes steaming past and within moments is but a dot in the distance.  Matters are made worse when Barry Rankin, not a man renowned for his speedy descending goes past as well and my diminishing enthusiasm is finally extinguished and the remaining objective becomes to get to the finish. However I am determined to beat these boys before the season ends, but with 2 races to go time is not my friend.
However my ego did get a massage this week as for the first time in about 8 years I actually managed to pass someone on the way down.  My glory was short lived as he shouted out, ‘this is my first ever race and I have no idea where I am going.’  When I find out his name he will be ridiculed in a future report. Having said that the competition is as fierce for the minor placings and every runner is to be applauded for their determination, stamina and commitment to completing what are very demanding races.  Every place does count and I am conscious of every runner who passes me, working out if they will deprive me of an elusive top 100 place, while at the same time trying to keep my focus and concentration to avoid adding further embarrassment by falling on the rugged terrain.  However with refreshed clarity of vision and purpose, I see why so many turn up each and every week, withstand the torrent of abuse from the organisers (depending of course on who is taking the entries!) and run as if their life depended upon it and cross the line with a smile, irrespective of their time or placing.  As one of your number, I applaud your efforts.   
Spurred on

I also managed to see Cunningham, Woods et al during the race this week: admittedly they were almost at the bottom of Rocky and I was just starting the climb, but it was nevertheless good to bond with the lads.  I evidently scared Cunningham by shouting, ‘you better hurry up as I am coming to get you.’ Obviously this worked as the champion elect lengthened his stride and moved further away from his closest rival Woods to record his fifth victory of the series and virtually secure the title.  Woods kept his title hopes alive mathematically by running strongly to finish second, 34 seconds behind his clubmate.  Niblock made it a clean sweep on the podium for Mourne with a well deserved third place, having climbed well enough to hold of the challenge of Bailey who came down the mountain with much gusto. Remarkably a Mourne Runners athlete has won every race in the series to date.  Niblock’s brother Gary, arrived at the finish minus a tooth. Perhaps there had been a dispute on the course and someone had taken the title Rocky a little too seriously.
Whimpering

With Mourne dominating the Newcastle growl is rapidly becoming a whimper.  O’Flaherty was best placed in 9th, Audey McVeigh in 18th and Barry Wells in 26th giving them a team score 53 points, 47 behind their perennial rivals.  Mourne’s ‘second team’ scored 31 points!!!  One of the self proclaimed pre-season favourites Eugene McCann (no relation he wants me to point out!) has faltered recently, finishing 35th this week.  When asked where it went wrong he shrugged his shoulders and uttered a volley of expletives.  

A fine show of ladies

The ladies race was another personal triumph for Karen Alexander, who finished in an amazing 17th place, over two minutes ahead of second lady Alwynne Shannon, who came home in 28th overall. Shileen O’Kane was third lady and Diane Wilson and Anne Sandford also finished in the top 50 overall.  Well done ladies in showing many men, including myself, a clean pair of heels.  
Round up

A few performances are meritorious of a mention: Jim Brown, first V50 finished in 10th place, road star Paul Blaney made a rare appearance from North Belfast to finish 12th, Andrew Annett was first Junior in 13th, David Smyth was first unattached runner in 23rd - obviously the long conversations with Marty McVeigh in the pub each week are now paying dividends for David, Peter McGuckin who was first V55 in 48th place and Neville Watson finished 52nd as he returns after long term injury. Darren Herron proved that the ‘heavyweights’ are a tour de force finishing a mere 6 places behind his counterpart from Newcastle who is equally in need of the bacon slicer.
The penultimate race of the series is the Loughshanagh Horseshoe.  Registration begins at 6.15pm at Ott car park. Please car share where possible and follow the instructions of the marshals who will direct the traffic and parking.  The race will be anti-clockwise with Carn being the climb of the evening. Runners are reminded that the rules about body cover, compass and whistle are particularly important for this race, especially if the weather changes in the days ahead. 
