Lynch and Bailey are favourites for Slieve Donard
Preview by Bogusboy
 
The annual Slieve Donard race will start at 2.00pm on Saturday 16 May, with the leaders returning to the Newcastle Centre around 2.55pm. Amazingly within one hour the leading athletes will have climbed the 852 metres to the summit and returned to the point from whence they came; some of us at ground level will just have managed to go for a coffee (and maybe a sticky bun!!!)
 
A brief history
2015 will witness the 71st running of the race which starts and finishes at the Newcastle Centre.  The course follows along the main street with free route choice to the summit and any route back to Newcastle Centre.  The inaugural Donard race was held in 1945 and to date 34 different runners have added their name to the illustrious list of winners. Stephen Cunningham set the current record (beginning and ending at the Newcastle Centre) when winning the race in 2010 in 54:33.  In 2011 the in-form Des Woods was first home in 55:28, over a minute clear of Jonny Steede. Andrew Annett was the clear winner in 2012, comfortably seeing off the challenge of his club mate Stephen Cunningham. Ian Bailey has won the last two races, recording identical times in the process!

The Last 10 Champions
	Year
	Winner
	Club
	Time

	2006
	A McKibbin
	Newcastle AC
	57.33

	2007
	D McNeilly
	Newcastle AC
	57.48

	2008
	D Woods
	Mourne Runners
	56.05

	2009
	D Woods
	Mourne Runners
	54.49

	2010
	S Cunningham
	Mourne Runners
	54.33

	2011
	D Woods
	Mourne Runners
	55.28

	2012
	A Annett
	Mourne Runners
	55.37

	2013
	I Bailey
	Newcastle AC
	57.01

	2014
	I Bailey
	Newcastle AC
	57.01


 
What can we expect in 2015?
So what of the contenders for the title this year? If form is any barometer then Seamus Lynch, fresh from his recent victory at the Annalong Horseshoe is undoubtedly the man to beat; one way or another he will improve on his best finish of 7th in 2013. However, Ian Bailey, equally impressive is out climbing Annett on Binnian last week, is more than capable of upsetting his club mate and rival and a hat-trick of consecutive titles would surprise few – experience is everything and Bailey has proved that he knows how to win the race. Nonetheless, the pundits say that Bailey will need to run at least 2 minutes faster than he did in the previous two occasions to have a realistic chance – the same pundits also say that he is more than capable of doing that! In truth there is precious little to choose between them. This year could see the closest finish in many years and spectators should not rule out the possibility of a sprint finish along the promenade. 
Part of being a pundit is making the call and this scribe is never shy in doing just that.  However, for once, I can make a case for both men and whoever runs best on the day will win – it is as simple as that.  Annett, McNeilly, O’Flaherty and Steede have all declared their intention not to run and Bogle, like Brannigan is a maybe! If Bogle runs, he is a contender, especially if it is a cloudy day and navigation is needed – remember the British Championship race in 2013 – Deon McNeilly, David Steele, Pete Grant, Sam Herron and Dale Mathers to name but a few are all still trying to forget it! Of the other locals McKee, Herron, Steele, McConville and Murtagh all have the ability to go well and should be challenging for places in the top 10. Similarly, Carty is running as well as ever and remains capable of a high placed finish. Jason Kehoe and Brian Fortune from IMRA have competed recently and challenged (finishing 5th and 6th respectively in 2014) – only time will tell the quality of the challenge of the IMRA athletes.
The leading ladies
Shalene McMurray has made a long overdue return to Hill and Dale action and would be a strong favourite to be first woman home.  However in this longer format, with a very technical descent she could find herself under pressure from perennial achievers Shileen O’Kane and Diane Wilson (winner in both 2013 & 2014)
Come along and be part of the spectacle
The race is a tremendous spectacle with stunning views of the mountain (weather permitting!!) as the runners tackle the challenge. So bring you binoculars and come down to the Newcastle centre where there will be a lively atmosphere, a bit of music and no doubt plenty of live commentary!
