THE ULTIMATE FUN RUN
It’s 8.59 a.m. on Saturday the 10th October .  I am standing on a race start line in Portbalintrae just below Bushfoot Golf Club.  I am ripped and stripped, wired and fired, ramped and amped and ready for action.  I am going for a hat trick of three long distance events three weekends in a row.  Two weeks ago was the 100 mile time trial in 5 hrs. 34.  Last weekend was the Adventure Race, (The Roe Valley Rampage) and now I was about to commence the Causeway Coast Marathon organised by 26 Extreme.  

I had completed their sister marathon in the Mournes in June and this was part of their idea to take marathons away from pounding the tarmac and streets of a big city and back to nature.  The Mourne Marathon was spectacular and a whole lot of fun.  How would the North Coast compare?  

There were over 100 on the start line and also joining us later would be 250 for the half marathon and over 100 runners and walkers for the 10K.  The Half marathon started at our turning point i.e. Ballintoy Harbour and the 10K started 6 miles away from Portballintrae on a cliff top.   

I had bumped into Catherine Butcher, a member of Springwell Running Club and a good athlete – she has the right genes.  She is a cousin of Colin Loughry and Johnny Lowry.  If a young athlete ever asks me how to improve, I start by telling them to chose their parents wisely.  Catherine has endurance and a big heart, like her cousins, in spades but I warned her, that I wouldn’t be going out to hammer myself.  I wanted to enjoy some of the most spectacular scenery anywhere on this planet.  

One of the nicest things about an off road marathon is the fact that time doesn’t matter.  You are doing it for yourself, not for the benefit of the numbers on your digital watch.  There was a lot of bonhomie on the start line as we got underway in front of a healthy group of spectators.  We ran beside the River Bush, then over a wooden bridge, then some sand and grass – inside the first kilometre alone we had traversed four different surfaces!  The golfers looked at us as if we were aliens.  What about a marathon golf challenge I thought i.e. run 26.2 miles while hitting a wee white ball and keep everybody happy?  We enjoyed chatting leisurely to other runners around us, including a Californian scientist who had come all the way to Galway to study frogs (as you do).  Soon we were beside Runkerry House.  Then we started to climb and the vistas changed from merely wonderful to simply magnificent.  We climbed even more and soon we were on cliff tops.  It was just stunning. The weather was kind and we walked a bit on the steeper hills, sometimes with hands on knees.  Before we knew it, we were running down the hill towards the Giant’s Causeway past German and Italian tourists wondering how we would be able to run back up many hours later.  Then there was the Shepherd’s Path where we could gaze at faster runners snaking above us on their way to the top of the cliff, eventually we made it there to.  If I had know my geology from my geography, I would have known more about the different types of rocks and strata which lay beneath our feet which shortly afterwards sometimes slithered in the muck and mud.  After 1 hour 20 we made it to the first stop which featured a big orange 26 Extreme tent, where we were offered oranges, bananas and water but we had our own energy bars and drinks with us.  We were nearly last but it was just so much craic.  

Running is meant to be fun but I don’t see much fun in pounding on the tarmac around the by-pass and up and down beside busy roads.  If we could only bottle this scenery that we were on and sell it we would make a fortune for the Northern Ireland Tourist Board.  We were Steady Eddy as opposed to Fast Freddie,  but soon we passed Dunseverick, then we were on White Park Bay beach where the Youth Hostel must have one of the best views of a Youth Hostel anywhere.  We were running up the sand watching the surf pounding the shore.  We had just seen the leaders sprint past us on the way back.  They seemed to be taking things rather strenuously as opposed to our own leisurely method.  
At the far end of the beach there were runners in front of us, they seemed to be lost so we got lost with them too.  Catherine and I headed up a path which was obviously wrong through brambles and nettles to emerge through a field back onto the straight and narrow (or more accurately back onto the crooked and wide) then we saw a possee of runners beneath us and somehow we managed to rejoin the right trail but only after Catherine had fallen in a sheugh  - all part of the experience!  We saw one of Limavady finest runners, Fran McFadden going in the other direction and also Hannah Shields, the legendary North Pole and South Pole explorer and Everest conqueror. Hannah told me earlier, a bit of the background to the Antarctic trip of James Cracknell and Ben Fogle which had been one of the best documentaries on BBC2 earlier this year as she had been an adviser to the expedition.  

It made what we were doing look like wee buns, particularly when Hannah told us that she was only doing today as a warm up for a 50 miler in England this week end!

Soon we were at the halfway point in Ballintoy Harbour and we grabbed some fuel and set off knowing that every stride was taking us closer to the finish line.  I managed to get tangled in a barbed wire fence but soon extricated myself.  We took the right path this time and ended up in the sea rounding the bottom of a cliff – fantastic!  Then we were slipping over kelp and seaweed before hitting the beach again.  We climbed back up onto the main road where we had to put up with about one mile of normal tarmac – yuck!  It was great to see however Triangle Triathlon Club stalwarts Gary Kendall and Kay Hack out to cheer us on.  Doubtless we were all thinking of our club mate Anne Paul who was 7 hours away from starting the toughest race of her life in Hawaii, the Ironman.  All we had to do (as opposed to battling the 226 kilometres that Anne faced along with 30 degrees centigrade and 85% humidity) was to continue to put one foot in front of the other –  what could be easier? Then the sun come out, it just got even better.  
I soon however started to get itchy feet.  This was to be my last major challenge of the year and I wanted to beat my marathon time of 5 hrs. 50.  I thought that we were fairly comfortable  in that goal so then I wanted to break 5 hours – me, greedy?  Catherine sensed I was straining at the leash and she told me repeatedly just to go for it so eventually I did.  Do you ever get one of the those days when you feel you are just floating and could run forever?  Well, this just seemed effortless, I had done about 19 miles and it just felt like a stroll in the park thanks to our good pace judgement earlier.  I started to pass a lot of my fellow runners and we all had a quick word for each other.  There was no rivalry here - we were enjoying it all so much.  We followed a slightly different route on the way back, the organisers, thinking that the Shepherd’s Path was too dangerous to run down so we stuck to the high road and we were soon at the Giant’s Causeway Centre and then we could see Portballintrae getting a bit closer.  I also stopped to liberate a stone or two from my shoe and ploughed on.  I also stopped at a memorial to two New Zealand and  Australian airmen who had crashed in a plane in 1940 at that spot.  Sometimes it’s nice to get a reminder about things that actually matter. 

About 80 metres from the finish line I exchanged my sweaty hat for a fresh baseball cap, put on the sunglasses, rolled down the compression socks for a quick Mark Cavendish pose on the finish line – yes, I know dear reader, completeley shameless! 4 hours 37 after I had begun the fun was finally over.  
One of the organisers came over and asked me if I had enjoyed it.  I asked “Where do I sign it for next year?”  I know that I am not doing an Ironman next year but the Giant’s Causeway marathon and the Mourne marathon are on top of my “To do” list.  This was as much fun you could have and not be arrested.  This was endorphin releasing, adrenaline activating stuff.  Soon I was swapping tall tales on the finish line with other happy faces including my young wingman Anthony McKenna.  The goody bag was great and it contained a much coveted finisher’s tee shirt which would be worn with pride.  The finish line was like a reunion of the Triangle Triathlon Club and Springwell Running Club with heaps of familiar faces including Adam Wilson, (who had a fabulous run for third place in the Half Marathon); Johnny Goldie and Sarah Chestnutt (who had been out along the paths cheering and running.) The ladies winner of the marathon race was Taryn McCoy who the week before had starred in the Adventure Race – she had also completed the first ever nonstop tour of Ireland on a bike with her team mate in September, but this was not so much about comparing times or positions but more about the fun of taking part in a great race.  A decade ago there was a book and film entitled “A Perfect Storm”; well this was “A Perfect Race”.  

I just felt inspired all day and I glided as if on roller skates.  Nothing hurt on the finish line or even the next day.  My season however, of long distance competition had come to an end and I was as “high” as some of the cliffs I had just been running over.  I had had an up and down relationship all year with long distance events; the lows of London Marathon were more than wiped out by the highs of Ironman X and the Causeway Coast marathon.  

I have declared publicly that I’ll never do another Ironman, so did my relationship with long distance events end with a bang or a whimper? Did it end with crashing surf or merely the tide ebbing away?  Did it end with a volcanic eruption or merely with a trickle of lava running down the mountain side, like a tear down a cheek? And would I be able to rekindle the relationship next year after a winter of inactivity/discontent?
Who knows what the future holds?  All I do know however, is that the Causeway Coast Marathon is on the map to stay, it is going to be huge next year, so whether it’s the 10K, half or full marathon, you should give it a go.  My longest run for 9 weeks had been only1 hour, yet I was able to stagger round pain free because nature supplied the pain killers in the form of stunning views.  

On the 24th October,  the National Trust are having a similar event for walkers, including a 2, 6 and 11 mile version.  Check it out on www.agiantcause.com .  In the meantime I am going to have to find some substitute for all the fun that my long distance year has given me. 

I have completed three long distance races in three weeks without any trouble; however, that will be a mere bagatelle compared to this week’s more challenging assignment – helping to organise a triumverate celebration of 18th birthday parties for Hannah Jack, Richard McQueen and Rachel Henry at Limavady Rugby Club.  I am certainly going to need endurance for this expedition – can you pass me the pain killers now please?  
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