Quadruple Bailey’s anyone?

Slieve Donard Preview by Bogusboy
The annual Slieve Donard race, race 7 of the Hill and Dale and the latest round of the NIMRA Championship will start at 2.00pm on Saturday 28 May at the Newcastle Centre, with the leaders returning to the Newcastle 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.  The course follows along the main street with free route choice to the summit and any route back to Newcastle Centre. A few will display the cuts and bruises to show that they have raced to the highest point in Northern Ireland and back. Never was this truer than in 2012 when the ‘Prophet’ returned with a hole in his hand.  Not to be worried by such a mere bagatelle he ran his hand under the tap and shored up the gaping wound with a bit of electrical tape – emergency first aid at its very best!  The next day when he peeled back the inch of flapping skin he found a compass, a whistle and a pound coin! The pound coin was deposited in the piggy bank where, four years later, it still remains a prisoner!
A brief history
The first race was held in 1945 and 35 different runners have added their name to the illustrious list of winners; Ian Bailey being the most recent when winning for the first time last year in a new course record of 53:45. Bailey was defending his 2014 title and was in sparkling form on the day, climbing like a Sherpa to reach the summit in 37 minutes dead, over a minute clear of Seamus Lynch, who on any other day would more than likely have won the race. Lynch would descend quicker than his rival, but the gap at the top of the mountain was too great and Bailey is no fool when it comes to getting of a mountain in speedy quick time.  Lynch would recover 16 seconds, but nowhere enough to eat in to the 72 second gap at the summit. William McKee was beginning to emerge a serious talent in the hills and his third place would be the platform for him to go on to greater things in late 2015 and early 2016. There is no doubt that he will go much faster this year and take quite a bit of his 57:11 recorded last year. While Bailey is the firm favourite, he has a long way to go to eclipse the achievements of Newcastle’s Deon McNeilly. With an amazing tally of 9 victories and numerous minor placings, he remains the most successful competitor in the race’s long history – no doubt he will be taking to the line once again, though the chances of a 10th title seem most unlikely as his last victory was as far back as 2007.

Looking back

For a number of years the course went via the Bloody Bridge with a 2 mile run along the road to finish. James McKenny recorded 6 consecutive victories on this course between 1953 and 1958. In the 1998 the decision was taken for safety reasons to revert to the original up and down route starting at the Newcastle Centre and back to Donard Park. However in 2002 a further route change took the finish back at Newcastle Centre to allow more spectators to witness the spectacle and savour the atmosphere of this wonderful test of strength, stamina and endurance. For many years Mike Short held the record with his 1977 run via the Bloody Bridge in 1 hour 4 min 14 seconds. The 2000 race was also a British Championship Race which was won by Ian Holmes in 50mins 10 seconds, the fastest ever up and down but the finish was in Donard Park. However adding a notional 2mins 30 seconds (the usual time taken by the elite runners like myself!) to Holmes’ time for the run from Donard Park to Newcastle Centre would give him a time of 53mins and the outright record, but only narrowly in light of the performances of local athletes in recent years. Since the route has been extended back to the Newcastle Centre, Scottish International runner John Brooks set an impressive record with 56 mins 34 seconds in 2004. Brooks’ record stood until 2008 when Woods shaved off an impressive 49 seconds on his way to his first win. Amazingly he went even better in 2009 and set a new standard by breaking the 55 minute barrier in an amazing 54:49. Amazing that was until Cunningham lowered the mark by a further 16 seconds in 2010 to set the current fastest time of 54:33. Bailey lowered the mark again to 53:45 and some would contend that he will go even quicker this year; however, much will depend on the conditions underfoot and the weather on the day. 
Who will win?

So what of the main northern contenders for the title this year?  If form is any barometer then William McKee, fresh from his outstanding performances in opening Hill and Dale races will be the man to beat.  However Ian Bailey made a timely return to racing at Loughshannagh and despite not competing much in recent times, is believed to be in training for this one and a fourth successive title is a realistic possibility.  On current form Seamus Lynch is capable of winning, but his recent penchant for flatter, more predictable surfaces may mean he is not ‘mountain race fit’. Jonny Steede is another with the ability to be in contention, though every time I mention him he fails to turn up! Allan Bogle always performs well in the mountains and Neil Carty never misses Donard. Young Zak Hanna is a good bet for the top 5 and other Newcastle contenders include Steele, Murtagh, Hicks and McConville. Damien Brannigan has declared that he might run. The great man has just returned to training, but is having some trouble with the start/stop button of his watch. Not wishing to purchase a replacement hastily and without due consideration of the various reviews of the range of models on offer, he has taken to carrying an I-phone to record his splits during sessions.  However, the battery life might not last the duration of the Donard race. At present, under the guidance of ‘Fun Bobby’, he is considering the merits of putting a PC in a rucksack to ensure that all splits are accurately recorded! If a suitable harness can be found, Brannigan will be at worst a possible maybe!
A challenge from IMRA?

The race has attracted a lot of interest from IMRA runners in recent times, with the event counting in the Irish Championships. In both 2015 and 2014. IMRA men have placed in the top 10, Jason Kehoe, Robert Cleary & Bernard Fortune in 2015 and the same three along with Stephen Cleary in 2014. Among these Brian Furey, the Irish champion in both 2010 and 2011 is the most serious contender, but there are other equally serious contenders in Ian Conroy, Tom Blackburn and Peter O’Farrell, all of whom have enjoyed considerable success recently.  It will be interesting to see the best of IMRA line up against the best of NIMRA to tackle the steep climb and sharp descent. Mourne’s Sam Herron has featured strongly in the last two years (5th and 3rd respectively) and he will undoubtedly give a good account of himself.
Four in a row for Wilson?

The ladies race in 2015 was a much closer affair than in recent years. Newcastle’s Shalene McMurray had a tremendous lead at the top of the mountain, but was reined in by the excellent descending ability of Diane Wilson. Wilson would win by 40 seconds, overturning a 3 minutes 23 seconds deficient at the summit.  East Down’s Catherine O’Connor had a very steady run up and down to secure third place. If all three run, it will be an interesting race to say the least, particularly in light of McMurray’s performance in winning the NI Senior Cross Country title earlier in the year. However, Wilson proved she is still the one to beat with a great run over Loughshannagh last Thursday and few would bet against her joining Bailey in making it four in a row as well.
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 from 1pm onwards.
The top 10 in 2015
	Position
	Finish
Time
	Name
	Category
	Club
	% Time of Winner
	Summit Time
	Summit Position
	Descent Time
	Descent Position

	1
	00:53:45
	Bailey, Ian
	MV35
	Newcastle AC*
	100.00%
	0:37:00
	1
	0:16:45
	2

	2
	00:54:41
	Lynch, Seamus
	MOpen
	Newcastle AC*
	101.74%
	0:38:12
	2
	0:16:29
	1

	3
	00:57:11
	McKee, William
	MOpen
	Mourne Runners*
	106.39%
	0:38:48
	3
	0:18:23
	4

	4
	00:57:17
	Kehoe, Jason
	MV35
	Crusaders A/C
	106.57%
	0:39:06
	5
	0:18:11
	3

	5
	00:57:18
	Herron, Sam
	MOpen
	Mourne Runners*
	106.60%
	0:38:48
	4
	0:18:30
	6

	6
	00:58:57
	Cleary, Robert
	MV35
	IMRA
	109.67%
	0:39:06
	6
	0:19:51
	15

	7
	00:59:45
	Steele, David
	MV35
	Newcastle AC*
	111.16%
	0:41:20
	7
	0:18:25
	5

	8
	01:00:00
	Murtagh, Colm
	MOpen
	Newcastle AC*
	111.63%
	0:41:28
	8
	0:18:32
	7

	9
	01:01:06
	Fortune, Bernard
	MV45
	Sliabh Buidhe Rovers
	113.67%
	0:42:22
	11
	0:18:44
	8

	10
	01:01:18
	Carty, Neil
	MV45
	North Belfast Harriers*
	114.05%
	0:41:37
	9
	0:19:41
	12


Top 10 in 2014
	Position
	Finish Time
	Name
	Category
	Club
	% Time of Winner
	Summit Time
	Summit Position
	Descent Time
	Descent Position

	1
	00:57:01
	Ian Bailey
	MV35
	Newcastle AC*
	100.00%
	0:38:42
	1
	0:18:19
	1

	2
	00:59:15
	David O'Flaherty
	MOpen
	Newcastle AC*
	103.92%
	0:40:38
	3
	0:18:37
	2

	3
	01:00:22
	Sam Herron
	MOpen
	Mourne Runners*
	105.88%
	0:41:37
	6
	0:18:45
	3

	4
	01:00:57
	William McKee
	MOpen
	Mourne Runners*
	106.90%
	0:41:27
	4
	0:19:30
	8

	5
	01:01:41
	Jason Kehoe
	MOpen
	Crusaders
	108.18%
	0:42:08
	8
	0:19:33
	9

	6
	01:01:46
	Bernard Fortune
	MV40
	Sliabh Buidhe Rovers
	108.33%
	0:42:25
	9
	0:19:21
	5

	7
	01:02:22
	Rob Clearey
	MOpen
	Unattached
	109.38%
	0:41:32
	5
	0:20:50
	17

	8
	01:02:53
	Colm Murtagh
	MOpen
	Newcastle AC*
	110.29%
	0:43:28
	11
	0:19:25
	7

	9
	01:03:08
	Barry McConville
	MOpen
	Not the Sunday Run
	110.73%
	0:43:30
	12
	0:19:38
	10

	10
	01:03:12
	Stephen Cleary
	MOpen
	Unattached
	110.84%
	0:43:27
	10
	0:19:45
	11


Top 3 Ladies in 2015

	Position
	Finish Time
	Name
	Category
	Club
	Summit Time
	Summit Position
	Descent Time
	Descent Position

	1
	01:09:49
	Wilson, Diane
	FV45
	Dromore AC*
	0:48:01
	36
	0:21:48
	33

	2
	01:10:29
	McMurray, Shalene
	FV35
	Newcastle AC*
	0:44:38
	22
	0:25:51
	68

	3
	01:12:44
	O'Connor, Catherine
	FOpen
	East Down AC*
	0:49:00
	44
	0:23:44
	51


Top 3 Ladies in 2014

	Position
	Finish Time
	Name
	Category
	Club
	Summit Time
	Overall Summit Position
	Descent Time
	Overall Descent Position

	1
	01:09:28
	Diane Wilson
	FV45
	Dromore AC*
	0:47:44
	35
	0:21:44
	22

	2
	01:14:34
	Catherine O'Connor
	FOpen
	East Down AC*
	0:50:30
	57
	0:24:04
	46

	3
	01:19:45
	Sinead Murtagh
	FOpen
	Unattached
	0:51:10
	65
	0:28:35
	106


