The Epsom Downs it’s not

Race 2
By The Big Fella's Fella
A monumental turnout for the second race in our series, the Tollymore, Monument Race. Two hundred and seventy one runners stepped up to start the race, although there would be much more stepping to be done before the night was out!
Unlike last weeks traditional route in the McVeigh Classic, this weeks event was re-routed at the start encompassing a loop of the monument, which enhanced the race for spectators and also alleviated congestion as the run headed onto narrowing forest paths.

It felt and sounded like the horses racing on Derby Day with the ground shuddering as the horses gallop along the Epsom Downs all chasing the early pace setter, Ian Bailey of Newcastle A.C over the first few furlongs along the river.

The colts and stallions 


This was the strongest field assembled in both the "Stallion" and "Mares" races for a Hill and Dale in many years. Seamus Lynch would be the A.P Mc Coy and start as favourite having already won the first two NIMRA races. William McKee the winner of last weeks race would also be short odds, alongside David Steele and Don Travers, fresh from winning a race in Castleward last week. We also had a few past champions joining us, Ian Bailey, last years winner and Andrew Annett running for North Belfast, back stronger than ever. Also evergreen Deon McNeilly, he like William McKee was back after breaking bones, Deon having just recovered from the effects of acting the young fella on his bicycle.

The Fillies and mares


The Mares race was also laced with talent including multiple champion Shileen O'Kane again fresh from her NIMRA triumph. Shileen went off as the bookies favourite, However equally fancied was Shalene Mc Murray who last time out had a storming win in the "race Over the Glens" at Christmas, was also making her return back after a few years out rearing her own young foals. Sinead Murtagh another one certainly worth an each way bet.

What goes down!!! 


As the name Hill and Dales would suggest however, there is always a hill or two, to be climbed and this week’s one is affectionately known as "The Chute". It is a steep fast track up through the trees which runners use to get to the highest point of Tollymore park and the kamikaze cyclists use to travel in the opposite direction. It was at this point that Seamus lynch moved to the front with Andrew Annett tracking behind and making his move into second, Andrew has been training a lot on the flat and may have been caught out by the relentless climb to the first summit. Seamus however piled on the pressure as he summited the second climb out onto the White plains. At this point he had built a decent lead and one he would increase as he galloped back down the hills all the way to the line. Andrew held second with the early pace setter Ian Bailey coming home in a very respectable third.

The Mares race was almost a repeat of the colts race, with Shalene Mc Murray setting a blistering early pace to open a big gap over the mountain (known as the mountain with no name) Shalene's early pace may have took its toll on her later in the race with the fast finishing Shileen O'Kane making up ground in 2nd place and almost gave her a target to catch late on. Shalene however kicked on as she completed her race up the famous steep grass bank and was greeted with the smiling face of Marty, Frank and the others members of the finishing team. 

Not recommended

Brian Hamilton was another finisher greeted at the line by the smiling, reassuring face of Marty when it appeared he was approaching the finish with no number visible, (Big mistake). However, no one quite knows what happened with Brian's number as although he had pinned it to the front of his chest at the start of the race it had mysteriously moved around to his back over the course of the race. It took some quick reflexes from Brian to correct this mystery in time to have his result recorded and all was well at the end. 

Starting prices


Completing the podium in the ladies was our eachway bet Sinead Murtagh. A note of how competitive the fillies race turned out to be, was reflected in the fact we had five ladies separated by only nine places, Patricia Mc Kibben 120th overall, Samantha Mc Neilly (who of course is by the famous sire known as "the Big Fella") in 123rd, Hazel Mc Laughlin 124th, Sinead Mc Kibben 126th and Anne Sandford 129th proving just how close all these ladies are.
Newcastle AC has had great success this season in all disciplines such as Mountain races,  cross countries, road and track racing, but perhaps some of this success is the result of the training methods from the legendary Joe "Aidan O'Brien" Mc Cann's tough speed sessions over the winter months on the all weather gallops round Marguerite Park.

New course record


Seamus Lynch's time at the finish is obviously a new record giving that it's a new course, but when distance had been adjusted, his time would have also beaten the previous course record. Other notables from the night was young Ewan Findlay, of Ballydrain in 30th place overall even though still only being a junior. Also Stewart Cunningham the V60 winner in 111th place overall, who only until recently had a severe ankle injury but still managed to race through the pain barrier with sheer will and desire to get himself into a winning position.

There were reports of the famous sire, Barry "saddlers" Wells having to dodge an obstacle early in the race, however after a stewards enquiry his result stood and no action was required as he had in fact, through no fault of his own, got caught up in the race marshalls unsecured starting tape.

A legend of the turf


A welcome return to the 2015 Hill and Dale series was Joe Quinn, the East Down V65. Some reports had suggested that Joe had been retired to grass years ago; others said he had become corn beef!! but with a very impressive fifty minute finishing time proving the enduring love of the sport and age has no boundaries for this true great.
Something also to remember for this years series is Newcastle AC are offering £20 to the winner of the men’s and ladies races each week. However this will only be awarded if the winner attends the prize giving at the chosen pub after the race. This week’s male winner Seamus Lynch received his prize in the Anchor bar. We would like to thank the Anchor for their continued support and very tasty morsels and hospitality shown on the night.

It gets better with age


Also in the pub, spot prizes are given out of the cherished Hill and Dale commemorative mugs. These mugs are very much sought after, and people go to all sorts of lengths to get their hands on them. They are handed out to people for different reasons and also to those running their first Hill and Dale race traditionally referred to as virgins. A hill and dale stalwart and a member of the “blaney rockets”, Francis Nugent received his mug along with a rendition of Happy Birthday, it’s only a pity Damian Brannigan hadn’t called up as we could have had a double birthday celebration on the night. 

The trip to the farrier
The farrier was needed to be called for a member of the organising team as apparently she damaged her nails at registration; I hope he does a good French manicure, as there was a wedding to attend the next day. It is hoped that this disaster didn't cause too much upset and that the celebrations all went according to plan? 


Unlike at Aintree we had only one faller and so we send our best to young James Millar, a junior who we hope will be soon back in the saddle and taking on the hill and dale challenge again. 

A massive thanks to our whole team this week, at registration, finish line, marshalls, water boys and girls, to Mark Kendal and Dean on the computer. We also had the extra work with organising the successful Junior Hill and Dale races. So another big thank you to Pauline Mc Auley and Catherine Mc Intosh for assisting with this. We had over 60 children in the primary and post primary races, running in separate races. Without the help and skills of all these people the series could not happen and so we all very much appreciate the efforts of all those who helped out in anyway on the night. 


We hope all our local runners have a great race pounding the streets in the London Marathon and that they achieve their targeted times and we wish each and everyone the very best of luck. 

Next week the series moves to Kilbroney Park, in Rostrevor for The Slieve Martin race. As this is the first real open mountain race of this years series, all runners are advised that as per the rules of this years races, full body cover (water proof tops & leggings) will be compulsory for this race and all other open mountain races of the 2015 Hill & Dale series.  
