70 not out and still arguing!

Hill and Dale Race 10 – The Meels by the Troll

In the penultimate week of campaigning, the Hill and Dale battle bus located itself in the picturesque and classically U shaped Happy Valley. This gave a strong indication that Race 10 of the 2016 Hill and Dale series was to be the Meel’s.

Proper Hill and Dale weather

The seemingly unbroken weeks of clement weather gave way to low cloud cover, obscuring even the low lying col, cool air temperature and at times light rain. This therefore necessitated that best practice kit was to be carried – Deon McNeilly was delighted that he could use the word ‘mandatory’ (pronounced man-date-tory!). Though we find ourselves at the end of the Hill and Dale season we continue to implore race goers to make themselves aware of, as well as to carry the best practice kit. What this meteorological situation did allow for was for those hardy all seasons runners to rub their hands with glee whilst proclaiming ‘that’s proper mountain running weather!’ Others just glanced nervously at the clouds and wondered why perhaps they hadn’t completed their six races earlier or formulated a more plausible excuse! Others observed that the farmers would be glad to see it!

Which way are we going?

The previous three years’ propaganda had stated that the race had ascended Meelmore first. This was contrary to the Hill and Dale race committee two-year alternation hill maintenance directive. This left race organisers in position of having to be critical of the facts as they were presented to ensure that the Meels were ascended in the correct order. Thankfully both the ‘Oracle McBurney’ and the ‘Connoisseur O’Hara’ had been contacted to confirm that the race was to be run Meelbeg first and so beginning a new two year cycle. In order to help those not overly familiar with the Mourne area, this was simplified again to an anti-clockwise direction from the race start and a big point to the right of Frank Morgan’s index finger, coupled with the words, ‘that way’. Invariably this caused more confusion. As a result a three line whip was initiated, close electoral management was imposed and in instruction of ‘ye go up thon one first’ was passed down to those still slightly bewildered.

A new winner!

The First Registration Officer conducted the task of striking off those casting their racing ballots in the battle bus. We thank those who performed this task and for their other wider civic duties. However, this was temporarily impeded by an impromptu ‘GAWA’ fan zone being set up in said battle bus. A loud roar erupted at the final whistle... (this is supposed to be a Hill and Dale not a Euro ‘16 report get back to the Meels!!, ed) Sorry, I digress.  In the end a total of 148 runners took to the start of the 2016 Meels race.

As neither Barry McConville nor Diane Wilson, last year’s winners of this race, were to start it would mean that the night would provide a different winner.

While the senior partner race organiser wished to start the race further up the hill, the ever young Frank Morgan used his own seniority rule to bring the start line to where he wished. This was 200 yards back down the track. From here he duly took over his starting duties.

So as it developed Zak Hanna built a lead on Meelbeg, took a conservative line along the wall from the col to the summit of Meelmore and then descended with ease to take his second win of the season and his first win on the Meels. In his maiden year of Hill and Dale, Zak has been developing his knowledge of individual race routes and gaining open hill experience. This bodes well for his potential to challenge for more honours over the coming seasons. Over two minutes separated Zak from second place finisher Timothy Johnston (Mourne Runners). This was Timothy’s best result of the series and was well deserved after a consistent season and strong running on the night. David Hicks took a wide angled line to the finish placing him ahead of Colum Murtagh (third and fourth respectively for Newcastle AC) with Sam Herron (Mourne Runners) returning to form to complete the top five. Good luck and Bon Voyage to Sam and those heading to the Alps this week. Make good use of your mugs for the French Coffee!

An ‘oul timer!

Shileen O’Kane (Lagan Valley) took a line to the summit of Meelmore from the col and proceeded from here to descend to the finish as first female. This repeated her previous triumph on the Meels of 2011. Mari Treong (Newcastle) came home in second with club mate Patricia McKibbin producing a fine run to finish behind her in third. Niamh Kellet (East Down AC) provided some close racing to complete the top four females.

These placings, while important, do not do due service to the races within the race and personal mini-battles being carried out throughout the evening. These were in evidence the whole way throughout the field. And while there where risks taken to go for a quicker line to make up that one place within yards of the finish line, the camaraderie and good sportsmanship shown throughout the field was uplifting to see and a credit to all those undertaking the event.

To scan or not to scan?

It had been decided that scanners were not to be used during this race. Controversially, and possibly surprisingly, Hen Kelly came off the fence and publicly led the campaign for scanners to Remain part of the Hill and Dale series. However, a position to Leave scanners from the summits, and thus remove a perceived level of bureaucracy from proceedings, is as equally a noble standpoint. Could a referendum be needed to further fudge the issue? 

As one who had a very minor part in the organisation (I only had to get the water, and I nearly messed this up!) of this race I am grateful to all those who competed, thankful for all those who helped and consider myself lucky to have such natural resources locally for which to enjoy our recreation!

Three score and ten and still cantankerous!

Finally, but by no mean least, a personal milestone this week was reached by Frank Morgan who has reached a current lifespan of three score and ten – it is difficult to believe he is that young!. Frank was duly presented with his cake and serenaded with ‘Happy Birthday’ by those assembled in Greenan’s pub post-race. As someone relatively new to the organisational side of the Hill and Dale series it is a great honour to come upon the opportunity to pass this on; Happy Birthday and Thank You Frank!

The end is in sight

Next week’s season finale is Drinahilly on FRIDAY the 24th June. Registration from 6:15pm in O’Hare’s. Hoodies for those who have completed 6 of the 11 races will be available for collection on the night upon production of a valid polling card and confirmation of identity signed by all 8 great grandparents!

The final race being scheduled on this day allows for protagonists, activists, spectators, journalists and commentators to dissect the result from the culmination of the previous 11 weeks of campaigning, as well as the wider ramifications of its outcomes in O’Hare’s Bar Newcastle. It also coincides with the last race of the Hill and Dale season, the accompanying prize giving and an evening’s craic. It would be great to see you all there!
