It’s all uphill from here! A preview of the Mill Hill Mile by Joe McCann
Since its inaugural running in 1987 the Mill Hill Mile has been a popular and specular fixture in the Northern Ireland running calendar.  The 25th running of the event will take place on Monday 3rd September at 7pm.
Some great performances
The format of the race is simple.  Get from the big tree in Annsborough to just past the market house before anyone else; something that Deon McNeilly has managed on six different occasions, Alan McKibbin six times in a row, Robbie Bryson four times and East Down’s Liam Venney on the last two occasions.  In all there have been 10 different winners of the 24 editions of the race to date.  Will Venney be able to make it a hat-trick or will Brendan Teer, fresh from a superb run in the very successful Kilcoo 5 (congratulations to our man John Kelly and his colleagues on dipping their toe in the waters of race organisation) spoil the party for his team mate? The first winner was Mark Kirk, the Irish Mile record holder at that time (just to avoid confusion an Irish mile is the same distance as any other mile!)  Kirk set a fairly challenging record of 5:29, a time which remains the fourth fastest winning time, behind McNeilly’s course record of 5 minutes dead, set in 1994, when the top three were all under 5:30, the 5:22 set by Bryson in 1988 and McNeilly’s millennium time of 5:24.  Times have been more modest in recent years, but the determination needed to win the race will remain constant.  
History: it’s all in the past
My trawls of the Mill Hill annals, recently compiled with due diligence by Darragh McCrickard made interesting reading.  1994 was obviously a vintage year as, incredulous as it may seem, the results show Marty McVeigh one place ahead of Eamon McCrickard – something the Big Fella’s Fella will probably have thrown at him in the coming week.  The next year was equally interesting with Damien Brannigan and Charlie McAlinden finishing second and third respectively, both impressively dipping under the 6 minute mark.  Perhaps more impressively Brannigan will be wearing the same shorts in 2012! In the Noughties the race was less well attended, but this did not detract from the quality of the performances by the leading athletes and around 5:40 became the norm to secure a win.  Last year saw Kerry Harty set a new female best time with an outstanding 6:20.  I believe she will be competing in Newcastle colours and is confident of improving her existing record and thus add to the veritable plethora of national records already established in the last 18 months.
Where are the locals?
Ironically no Annsborians (not sure if that is the right term) have ever competed in the race and a disappointing number of ‘Townies’ have toed the line. Donal Ward has assured me that there will be a high quality team of Castlewellan GACAC athletes on parade, challenging for top honours.  He has promised to use the party whip to ensure his colleagues are fighting fit and doing justice to the black and green/pink vests.  I was heartened to hear of the strong ladies team from the town that has been named.  They will have stiff challenges from the many locals from the hotels and country clubs who have been training flat out.  If my sources are correct all the local fitness instructors and personal trainers have been talking of nothing else with their members for weeks and as ever the proof will be evident on the night.  Team ‘Graham’ has been trail-blazing in terms of their training on the hill and leaving nothing to chance.  Team ‘Mighty Mitty’ is reportedly using a different technique, but are confident of causing a few surprises.  Who will triumph, all will be revealed next week.
Some confirmed athletes

Audey McVeigh, much to the disappointment of his hoards of adoring fans has confirmed he will not be running, citing the reason ‘mind your own business!’ to explain his decision.  Dominic ‘Ouccchhh’ McGreevy will also be in abstentia following an inability to keep his black feet on terra firma.  More positively both McKibbin’s are definites, McCrickard is a probable, Rodgers a possible and Brannigan a maybe – that’s as good as it gets from Newcastle AC.  The Leitrim men will be out in force and Brown is confident in his ability to see off Quail and ‘the Prophet’.
The nuts and bolts
Registration will be outside the Market House in Castlewellan from 6:15pm onwards.  Entries will close at 6.45 sharp to allow athletes to warm up by running down to the start and the race will begin at 7pm sharp.  Children are welcome to take part, but all under 9’s must be accompanied by an adult throughout the race.  There is no set entry fee, but athletes are asked to make a donation to support the work of the Neo-Natal Unit of the Royal Victoria Hospital Belfast and race directors McVeigh and McNeilly are hoping to match the extremely generous £300 donated in 2011.  The race itself always attracts a huge turn-out of supporters and your voices will undoubtedly motivate the runners as they do battle with the hill.  Please come along and support your favourites.  In a novel addition to the event this year the race on foot will be followed by a race on wheels.   Cyclists will compete in a time trial over the same course, with many Newcastle members competing in both.  The challenge now is for the Shimna Wheelers to bring their gutties and have a run up the hill before testing their pedal power.  Lavelle, Tony and Eugene have already led by example and are ‘certs’ to do both.  Full report and pictures in next week’s MO.
