Hill & Dale Race 10

Loughshannagh Horse
Stevie Dominates Penultimate Race to take 2010 Hill & Dale Series
The Loughshannagh Horse is one of the most daunting and demanding races in the series due to the distance and number of summits to be climbed, with the potential to easily go astray even on a very clear night having been demonstrated with many a tale over the years. 

The weather for the penultimate in the 2010 Hill & Dale Race was perfect with only the odd cloud breaking the clear blue sky - fitting conditions for a new and very worthy Hill & Dale champion to be crowned.

No wonder then that given the perfect weather conditions there was a certain sense of relief and buoyancy among the 142 competitors.

The route this year was anti clockwise taking in the top of Carn before dropping down to skirt around the east side of Lough Shannagh, then summiting Doan followed by climbs to the top of Slieve Loughshannagh and Ott, before a fast and twisty descent to the finish just above the main road at Ott car park.
With the series delicately poised (as this report was going to be as its author did not wish to ‘ridicule’ or ‘offend’ anyone, even though he can sometimes be the target of such in the race reports and even when he hasn’t been present at the race) all the main contenders took to the line.  
From the start the pace was fast and cagey with the main leaders vying for position.  But a group soon began to break away, led by Stevie Cunningham followed by Gary Bailie, Andrew Niblock, Des Woods and Timothy Johnston. Knowing that a win would seal the Hill & Dale championship, Stevie upped the pace and opened a gap on his main rivals which he gradually increased as he raced over each summit in fine style.  His burst for victory was spiritedly chased by Gary Bailie and Andrew Niblock, who had opened a gap on Des Woods, but this was again to be Stevie’s night and he gracefully stormed home to his sixth win of the series.  Gary Bailie claimed an excellent 2nd as Mourne Runners took all the podium places with Andrew Niblock finishing a well deserved 3rd.  
Amazingly only two runners denied Mourne Runners from making a clean sweep of the top the ten places with big Jim Brown of BARF finishing 6th overall and first V-50 and Andrew Niblock’s brother Gary (running unattached – but not for too long with performances like this one) having a great run to take 8th spot.  
Whilst Jim Patterson’s highly impressive 20 year old record of 39 minutes 51 seconds set in 1990 was not threatened, Stevie, in taking his sixth race win of the Series, secured for the first time the title of Hill & Dale Champion, and if he maintains the form he has shown this year it is sure not to be his last and Jim’s record might just be broken.

Once again, the ladies showed they are a match for many of the men with the first lady home, Alwynne Shannon, finishing a magnificent 18th overall followed in 22nd place by Diane Wilson and less 30 seconds behind by Ciara Largey in 25th place overall. This result now ensures that the Female Overall result will now not be decided until the final night where Karen Alexander must beat Alwynne to lift the title for the first time.
There were also some other very fine and notable performances.  Timothy Johnston of Mourne Runners was first junior male in 5th place overall. With Newcastle AC’s regular top finishers not present, it was left to ‘Audrey’ McVeigh of Newcastle AC to keep the pressure on Mourne AC’s best and what a run he had finishing just outside the top ten in 11th place overall, a brilliant run and his best finish of the series.
The Hill & Dale Series is in some ways a mirror image of that other series, ‘Folks on the Hill’.  With its colourful array of characters and tales, its entertainment value is as good as the running performances witnessed at each race – and even some of these are a sketch.

It was no different last week, except the usual race reporters were for some vague reasons conveniently not available to report on the goings on ‘Up on the Hill’, and so you have a new scribe this week, who was initially apprehensive about undertaking the task as he did not wish to, as the usual writers do, ‘abuse’ their fellow runners.  Then I came to thinking, sure they do it to me on regular basis in this column so why not do onto others as has been done onto you (I can be as philosophical as McCann)!   Anyway, as one of your regular race reporters commented, “sure you will enjoy writing it”, and you know what, I sure did. 

Having not been able to get to Hen and Rocky the week before, the organiser of this week’s race was keen to speak with Pol og Mawhirt to find out how it all went so badly wrong and what lessons he could learn to avoid a similar debacle at Loughshannagh.  But there was no joy as cheeky chubby cheeks had gone into hiding and was not available to offer his expert insight and advice, which he is usually only to willing to impart on others.

It wasn’t too long before another tormentor of mine, Joe ‘oh how I do like the sound of mine own voice’ McCann, came forwarded to give advice, which typically sounded more like instructions.  He immediately imposed himself as the Entries – wait for it – Manager for Loughshannagh.  I should not have been surprised by this as Joe has been positioning himself (when that is, he can mange to squeeze his girth in) into a range of Hill & Dale roles having now also become at each race the deliverer of the pre-race talk and master of ceremonies at the post race presentation, duties that had always been that of the race organiser.  This however is in keeping with the delusion that he has been under since January of this year that he is now a VIP, only to be reminded from time to time by Pol og, in that fond and gentle way he has of doing so, that our Joey is only a VP and save us all if he ever becomes a P.
So Joe managed the entries and then snatched the microphone from the race organiser and preached to the assembled before he set them off.  Then a curious thing happened.  Several minutes after disappearing he returned to the start line to the amusement of spectators in a ripped leather motorbike suit.  This prompted one very amused finish line helper (Ian Brannigan denies it was him) to say that it looked on Joe more like a Michelin Man outfit but which he thought Joe seemed to fill quite well.  Given that it was such a fine, mild evening and the fact that he had been parading about in a T-shirt prior to this, there was much speculation about this quick change of attire.  Surely he wasn’t going to give chase on a scrambler to do a running commentary?  It then emerged that a heckler in the starting line up hard been heard to hurl some hurtful comment about Joe’s pot belly which Joe felt the leathers might help to contain and hide for the remainder of the evening.  The jury is still out on that one!
There is no doubt that Joe is certainly doing more exercise with his mouth than his legs these days, with wife Michelle now running more than him.  But, the strain of his musings is also beginning to show on her, and she has been seen taking her ipod, (whilst he accompanies her on a training run) to drown out his verbal diarrhoea.  If he could experience some real diarrhoea it might help him shift that belly which has now got so bad that it resembles a jelly when he does run.  
Sally, Joe’s mum, is a fine woman, she loves him dearly and she has done her best to bring him up to be a pillar of society, but Sally for goodness sake if you have seen him recently I would suggest you stop referring to him as ‘my wee Joe’ because your boy ain’t so wee anymore.

Due to a recurring ankle injury Paul ‘Big Engine’ Rodgers, also now known as ‘Podge’, has not been able to compete in this year’s Hill & Dale and has instead devoted time to helping out at the races and looking after his temple of a body in other ways.  Such is his pedigree as an athlete, I have always said that this man, a real heavy weight in running circles, would not look out of place gracing a boxing ring with Mike Tyson.
Given last week’s entries fiasco, which he was left to sort out by Pol og, he decided to take the night off from Hill & Dale duties to recover and was instead reported fine tuning his big engine with some of its favourite mixture of chocy bars from the biscuit barrel.  Such is Podge’s love of chocy bars that on a recent trip to Enniskillen for Robbie Bryson’s wedding he forgot to collect an overnight bag for Marty ‘The General’ McVeigh (who was cycling down) due to being distracted by the thoughts of what, but more importantly, how many chocy bars he might need for the journey.  Needless to say, not only did he not have a bag to hand over to the knackered Marty who had spent 9 hours in the saddle, he didn’t even have a chocy bar left with which to console poor Marty having devoured the lot.  As a result Marty ended up going to the wedding dressed like a tramp wearing an assortment of items including Mark Kendall’s running shoes and Podge’s spare pair trousers, which believe or not were a couple of sizes too big for Marty!!!

Having said all of the above, I never thought I would say “Thank God for Joe McCann”, but this is what I have to say for without him and the time and patience of all those other volunteers who helped out on the night it could have been a very long night out on the hills.  
You will recall that at the beginning of this report I mentioned that even on a good night this race is known for people going astray, well so it came to pass again.  Mark Kendall who had chosen to sit this one out and help by marshalling the summit of Slieve Loughshannagh covered more ground with fellow marshall Paddy McCartan than he would have done had he run the race.  
As the last runner eventually arrived safely at the finish (in Joe’s car) nearly an hour after the second last runner had finished and it was ascertained that their delay in getting back was due to trying, or more like pioneering, a new method of descending , which according to those who had the privilege of seeing it described as ‘bum shuffling’, my abiding memory of the evening was when the da of  the ‘The Big Fella’, Billy McNeilly, who had been manning the summit of Ott, was asked to confirm his present location at 9.30pm, he replied, “I’m still in the same ( insert bad word) place I was at the start of the bloody race! ”.  And with that he was stood down and another eventful evening ‘Up on the Hill’ was brought to a close.             

The Monument Race, the final race of the series, will be held in Tollymore Forest on Thursday 17th June and will be followed on the night by the annual presentation of awards in the Avoca Hotel.  Parking for the Tollymore race on Thursday 17th June will be in the main Tollymore car park, with entries being taken from 6.15pm until 7.15pm.
This week’s report was brought to you by another B – Boneyboy.
