
They said it wouldn’t last!
Hill and dale is back bigger and better than ever before. There have been a few changes in the off season. Brogues has hung up the shoes and Wingman has taken on the mantle. Registration has moved to online only and we have introduced scanning technology. The first race of the series was in Castlewellan Forest Park. 
The course was marked and a former Hill and Dale champion (who does not want to be named) asked could he take to the line at 4.15pm to give the markings/course his seal of approval. It has since transpired that Oggy Mawhirt is overseeing the Hen Kelly’s training and he wanted to check out the course to pass on all relevant tips to his runner.
The runners started to arrive from 5.45pm full of anticipation and nerves. The runners fall into two categories; Experienced runners who check out the quality of the field as they arrive, looking to see if their main rivals  are there.For the lesser mortals the achievement is to finish and not be last. However throughout the field there are races within the main race. The one common theme is that everyone comes over the finish line having given their all.
The new technology was tested to the full with 254 runners taking to the line. The race brief was carried out and the official starter Frank Morgan set them on their way.
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 respite 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.
The early pace was set by Paul Pruzina closely followed by Mourne’s Willie Mckee and Zak Hanna from Newcastle AC. Once the race hit the climbs Willie McKee showed his superiority and pulled away to win by the biggest margin seen at a Hill and Dale race for quite a few years.
The host club stacked well in the Top 10 with seven runners which included two new members Zak Hanna and Johnny Scott. 
The Hen Kelly put in a strong run to take 13th with a majestic finish following coach Mawhirt's directions to a tee, behind him events unfolded like a scene from the wizard of Oz.
They said it wouldn't last- this time last year Jack O'Hare and Joe McCann had just lost considerable weight. Some said it wouldn't last but alas I can report after a winter of tough training, which included McCann doing a spot of Boxercise, and even saw him hit the deck when out on a training run, the two men have kept their cadaverous figures. 
Jack had a great race with a 9th place finish and McCann watched events unfold while offering words of wisdom.
In the ladies race Shileen O’Kane had to battle hard for a close win in the ladies race from Ballymena’s  Gillian Wasson with Moire O'Sullivan in 3rd. 
There were strong performances from a few new female faces at their first Hill and Dale that shows good potential for representative running. Niamh Kellett had a great 79th place under the guidance of BVK training and Bethany Haugh had a good 88th 
For the record there were category wins for; Willie McKee Male open,Paul Pruzina Male junior, David Hicks Vet35, Jack O'Hare Vet 40,Hen Kelly Vet45, Dominic McInerney Vet50, Frank McKenna Vet 55, Stewart Cunningham Vet60 and  Fred Strickland Vet70. 
In the ladies race the category winners were Niamh Doyle Female junior,Mari Troeng Female open, Joanne Foster Vet35, Gillian Wasson Vet40, Shileen O'Kane Vet45, Aine McNeill Vet50, Jacinta Doyle Vet55,Mary Mackin Vet60.
Thanks to all the volunteers who helped with sign on, timekeeping and tidy up . Without these volunteers we would not have a series.
Thanks to Forest Service for the use of their premises. 
Post race ceremony was in Maginns in the Town. Thanks to Marty and Brendan and staff. A great spread was laid on. Thanks to the local taxi service that had an early morning drop off to Leitrim.
Next week is the Tollymore forest race, 5.5 miles with 900ft of climb.   
Remember to bring your Series Race Number!
Report by Evergreen.

