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The Slieve Donard Classic Race has been held every year since 1945 and while that was before my time I have long had the ambition to take part in it.  No particular reason really other than that I am drawn to events which have a bit of history abut them and perhaps I just felt I would be unable to call myself a proper fell runner until I had a “completed” Slieve Donard on my running CV. (This is different to the 2 CV which was popular in mountainous terrains a few years ago).  So like “Keep Breathing” and “All My Thinking Outside the Box” it was on my list of “Things I Must Do Before I Die”.  For several years recently, while my intentions had been good, something always contrived to prevent my participation but having talked myself out of it again this year in the course of Wednesday’s Lisburn Half Marathon I duly arrived at the registration point in the Newcastle Centre on Friday evening – No, it doesn’t make sense to me either!

The high spot of the night was intended to be, quite literally, the checkpoint at the Cairn atop Slieve Donard but in fact turned out to be the appearance of  little Chloe Brannigan courtesy of Martina and Damian who demonstrated her father’s side of her nature by sleeping peacefully throughout proceedings- and what a beauty she is. Isn’t there something about a sleeping infant that makes everyone feel good?

Anyway after seeking advice about the best way to go and being told that the alternatives were up the Black Stairs or via the Saddle and the choice was mine, the race got under way. Everything went well until we reached the trees beyond Donard Park when there seemed to be free for all about what way to go – but I stuck with the guy who’s nearest me and who I hoped knew where he’s going. We climb through the trees by the river until we exit the wood and then it’s decision time- turn left up the Black Stairs or straight on to the Saddle.  When the Stairs were originally mentioned to me their name suggested that if they weren’t exactly carpeted, then they might at least have some sort of handrail to assist novices. I was wrong on both counts as it turned out and when the field to a man swung left towards the river I followed suit.  By this time the front runners were at the head of a line stretching for what seemed like a mile above me and their was no turning back.  The trick to getting round in fell running is to stay as close as possible to the person in front and while not recommending nose to tail familiarity, close enough to see the crack is OK.  

The going was incredibly steep and I bemoan my total non-participation in the Hill and Dale Series as my legs scream for mercy and I start to think Big Brother mightn’t be so bad after all (but it is). There is no sign of my erstwhile advisers from Registration who obviously ignored their own advice and didn’t take either route.  I scramble over rocks and haul myself upwards by grabbing handfuls of heather as the summit disappears beneath the clouds.  I stop momentarily to glance below but discover that the breathtaking view is also balance taking so resolve not to do that again.  I’m in the clouds now to and the wind is plucking at my back as it drives the cold air into my aching limbs.  I have decided that there is no way I am coming down this route again – nothing to do with cunning strategy, just s- - t scared – when several bodies including Eamonn McCrickard and Tish McCann hurtle past on the way down.  Now these people had all seemed perfectly normal at sea level earlier but here they were with staring eyes and flailing arms literally throwing themselves off the mountain with neither parachute nor Banjo Bannon in sight! I felt like taking my hat off to them but I just pulled it tighter over my ears and pressed on.  The going was easier here but I’m concentrating on keeping sight f my lifeline, the guy in front, as suddenly out of the mist looms the Cairn – destination and salvation!  

There is a challenge as part of the overall fun of the race to reach the top in minutes equivalent to your age years i.e. age 55 has 55 minutes to do it.  I made it in 56 minutes, which was inside my target so Mission Impossible, Part I accomplished.

 Now there were at least 3 men up there at the checkpoint and who had been there God knows how long before and for how long after I got there. No praise is high enough for these brave souls who endure cold and wind for ages just to enable people like me to enjoy the challenges that this particular branch of our sport presents and they all deserve knighthoods. But I award myself the OBE (Old Buck Eejit) instead and head for the Saddle.  The route is steep, but “stepped”, and I was more confident of my ability to get down safely this way as I meet 2 other competitors going up.  One of my toenails was by now having an argument trying to get out the front end of my shoe but luckily it only hurt when my right foot hit the ground.  I make good progress, watching every step I take though there’s not apparently another soul anywhere in the world – until I meet former race winner, the redoubtable Jim Patterson who encourages me by shouting “Trust you to take the easy way down” followed by “You’re going to let this wee girl catch you” Has my luck changed? I’m being pursued by a female? But she didn’t catch me – she simply sped past as we emerged onto the upper section of trail and proceeded to show me a dirty pair of heels. 

And then it was out of the trees and onto the promenade and along the street to the finish to my heartfelt cries of “Never, ever again”. What a great feeling of elation and relief.  It had taken me almost as long coming down as going up but the time was irrelevant, doing it was what mattered – and it was still daylight too.

No-one will talk me into doing it ever again – but I might just do it voluntarily next year – and maybe, just maybe I’ll come down the Stairs?

Anyway though my muscles still ache from the effort my thanks to all concerned with staging what is rightly dubbed a “Classic.   
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