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The McVeigh Classic was back in good ' Norn Iron' style on the controversial traditional route much to the delight of the overseeing McVeigh. 
278 runners - a new record. Some new faces, some old faces and some old faces in new kit! 
New clubs ,old clubs and expanding clubs. Mourne Runners recruitment policy has changed since Master Barton has taken a back seat. The recruitment area has extended beyond Bloody Bridge to Belfast and even Poyntzpass. However after a few indifferent signings they have seemed to hit the jackpot with the latest Poyntzpass recruits.
Newcastle AC have also a few new runners for the 2015 series. In life there are leaders and followers. Mark King has brought his band of followers from Murlough AC, Phil and Stevie have both been great acquisitions as helpers.
Runners were welcomed into Castlewellan Forest Park. This is a park with 450 hectares of natural beauty enhanced by diverse woodland and a variety of attractive man made features.  At £5 a car is well worth the visit.
The start line is perfectly positioned in front of the picturesque Lake and with the castle in front this makes for one of the best settings for any start line.
The host club were missing some of its leading athletes with Lynch, Steele and McCann all seen at Slimming Worlds weigh in. Let's hope for a second Slimmer of the Month award.
On the dot of 7.30pm the whistle blew and official race starter/timekeeper Frank Morgan got the runners underway. 278 athletes, a new record for this race, took off towards the Castle. It’s about 100 yards up-hill to the right turn and important to pace yourself and not get carried away by the atmosphere as there is still 5.2miles and 1080ft of climbing ahead of you and is important to keep a bit in the tank for the 3 major climbs still to come.
Off they sprinted, luckily for many there is a bit of rest-bite as they descend down into the Spring Gardens. Unfortunately, what goes down must go up, and runners began the start of the first of three climbs in the race. The field settled down and the race was on.
Out front by the Winter garden David McNeilly led, closely followed by Neil Weir with Willie McKee taking a steadier approach but keeping in touch. Mourne runners McKees confidence was high after a winter of speed sessions round the streets of Newcastle he made his move on the 2nd climb the Ridge walk and by the time he reached Slievenaslat the highest point on the course he had about a 20 sec gap from the rest of the field. This lead was extended to a comfortable 38 sec by the time the Mourne Man eased across the line. Neil Weir was 2nd from Willowfield with Paul Pruzina just holding off David McNeilly to claim 3rd.
A little further down the field Shileen O’Kane had a convincing win in the ladies race after her competition 2014 Series winner Diane Wilson and 2nd place Catherine O'Connor did not toe the line due to injury. Shileen won in a time of 40.04 in 43rd overall, her nearest challenger being 3min and 47 secs off the pace.  Will Shileen have  the series sewn up before the aforementioned pair return? Taryn McCoy had a strong race to claim a comfortable 2nd place overall and 1st V35. Denise Mathers ran well to come in 3rd lady.
Other great performances throughout the field were recorded by category wins for; 2nd overall and 1st V35 Neil Weir, 1st V40 Clive Bailey 9th overall, Dale Mathers 1st V50 and 13th overall,John Kelly 18th overall 1st V45 and 1st athlete home that never bothered to pre- register. Ewan Findlay 40th overall and first Male Junior,Paul McCullagh 1st V55 and 61st overall.Stewart Cunningham was 1st V60 and 102 overall.Brian Hamilton was 1st V65 and 147th overall. A special mention must go to Banbridge ACs Thomas Fee who appears to be the oldest competitor at 70+. Mari Troeng was 1st FO and 122 overall. FV40 was won by Sinead McKibbin in 126th overall. Anne Sandford won FV50 and 153rd overall Patricia Dornan won FV55.
The post race ceremony was in Maginns in the Town. Thanks to Marty and Brendan and staff. A great spread was laid on and they have set the standard high for the other establishments to follow. I can confirm that Jack O'Hare although he was seen abstaining from all the post race nibbles it was purely down to his diet regime and running out of Slimmerworld points. How long will this last?
All night McVeigh was surveying as only he knows how. The rookie race directors daren't catch his eye. Was he happy? Some would say is he ever happy! Who knows? 
Thanks to all the volunteers who have given up their own time to help put on the greatest race series in the country. Without their commitment Thursday nights would not be so eagerly anticipated.
Thanks to Forest Service for the use of their premises. A great race in a great place.
Next week is the Tollymore Forest race, 5.5 miles with 900ft of climb.  
Anyone not Registered who wants to run needs to Pre Register through Newcastle ACs  website. 
**** Due to the large number of on the day entries at the last race the entry fee will be £15 for those who have not registered online. We do not want the extra money but we do not need the extra work. ****
Well done to all involved.
Report by Evergreen 

