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Prologue

It’s a warm day, low black clouds, it’s going to rain but not on me, I’m 13 miles into the Chevy Chase and I’m well on my way back to the finish line.  The conditions under foot are sticky, any wetter and id run through the puddles with ease, any dryer Id bounce on the springy peat but today it’s a pull your shoes off your feet day; I’ve already lost both shoes once and had to lie on my front up to my elbows in mud to fish them out, but that was 10 mile ago and I’m now in the lead and running strong.

Two minutes ago I had my first negative thought, I’m leading but it’s a long way to go, I hope I haven’t gone off too fast, I hope I don’t get caught.  Then I thought, I’m feeling strong, running fast and someone is going to have to be flying to catch me now.  

I’ve been running, racing and training for 27 years now and its all come down to this, this is my moment, this is my Olympics, this is my day, my finest day, right here, right now!

Early years
Twenty five years ago I was a twelve year old boy standing at Langlee ford waiting for my dad to pass on his way back to Wooler, he was taking part in the Chevy Chase.  I didn’t know it at the time but this was going to be a day that would change me forever.

Just as we had the last two years we were picnicking at Langlee ford waiting for my Dad, I was playing in the stream with Colin Atkinson a work colleague of my Dads son.  We were making dams and throwing stones.  My Mam, Sister, Aunty, Uncle and cousins were all nearby, Colin turned to me and said “if your Dad is going to break the course record we’ll have to see him soon”  no sooner had he said that, my Uncle said “what colour t shirt is Rob wearing?”.  He had his binoculars out and could see him coming over the horizon.

We were all at action stations, getting ready for my Dads arrival.  When he arrived at the car he had a quick drink and a handful of sultanas.  He had run over the fells to Cheviot, dropped down to the valley bottom then the energy sapping, lactic acid inducing climb of Hedgehope and finally the decent to Langlee crags’ and on to us at Langlee ford.  Ahead of him was five mile of hilly road miles back to Wooler.

We all drove ahead and waited just before the big climbs.  My Aunty Joan jumped out of her car and ran the next mile with my Dad, we drove on to the finish.  As my Mam parked the car I ran on to Wooler youth hostel, the finish.  

I arrived at the finish to find the officials and time keepers all standing around talking and having coffee.  Being a young polite lad I didn’t want to be rude and interrupt but eventually realized I was going to have to butt in.  I said “excuse me, my Dads winning and he’s nearly here”.  Once again action stations and a mad panic to get ready in time.  My Dad Came home minutes later and in a new course record.  This was never broken as they changed the course a few years later.

Cutting my teeth

I ran competitive until I was 18, mainly on track, road and cross country but I was too young to do the Chevy Chase.  I had ten years of climbing, cycling and running for fun.  I then came back to running in my late twenties and five years on I decided to have a crack at the Chevy Chase for myself.  Since my Dad ran the Chevy chase there had been a couple of changes, firstly the course stayed higher for longer, then rather than coming back on the roads it follows the Carey burn to Hells path and on to Wooler common and the last downhill road section to the finish.  The other change was that anyone could now take part in the A race, rather than club runners only when my Dad took part.

My training for the race went ok, I popped up to Wooler a couple of times and ran sections of the course and got myself familiarized with the terrain Id be running on.  In my naivety I didn’t go round the entire route, I thought it’d be straight forward.  

I took the lead early on and felt good, I had a cheeky look over my shoulder as I took a carbohydrate gel on the way up Cheviot, I could see the guy in second, close but nothing to worry about.  I came off Cheviot still in the lead and headed off down the very steep west side of Cheviot.  The ground here is very rough, steep and is ankle breaking if you’re not careful, I came down as fast as I dared.  There’s a small stream to cross at the bottom of the valley, I quickly washed my face and had a quick drink before heading on up to the summit of Hedgehope.  I looked over my shoulder again; I had about a two minute lead.  

The descent of Hedgehope is on a fairly good, steep but rutted path by the time I got to the bottom my legs were trembling with fatigue.  The path leveled off and I was on my way home!  Still leading, leading the Chevy Chase, just like my Dad.  I don’t know if it was because I was naive, I hadn’t receed the route before or whether I was just giddy and not thinking straight but I went off course and started heading towards Langlee ford like my Dad did in his day.  I was well on my way when I realized I was going wrong, I looked up and saw the next check point, I was well off course.  It took a massive effort to get back up on route and still in the lead, my lead was a lot smaller now and it gave the guy in second place a new lease of life and hope.

Over the next 3 miles I kept hold of the lead, but I was getting tired.  As I approached the Carey burn I thought I heard my Mam shout my name, I nearly lost it, I was on the verge of crying,  I had to give myself a good talking too.  Following the Carey burn was tough; the ground is very rocky and awkward when your legs are tired.  I got to Hells path still leading, but second place was getting closer.  Hells path is unbelievably steep and I had to jog walk my way to the top.  I could now see Wooler common and the finish.

The last mile is on the road, surely I could hang on!  I was half a mile from the finish when I was passed.  The runner apologized as he went past, I gave everything I had to go with him but I was running on empty.  I struggled beaten to the finish, as I crossed the line my legs went from under me, luckily for me two friends of mine were at hand, they grabbed me and pinned me up against the wall until someone could get me a chair.

My first Chevy chase completed, some very big lessons were learnt, at the moment the last thing on my mind was another attempt but if I did, I’d know what to expect and I’d be ready.

Back to basics

The following year I couldn’t bring myself to do the Chevy Chase again, instead I went back to the roads, working on improving my 5k and 10k personal bests.  These are a true measure of how a good a runner you are, fast as you can from start to finish on a measured distance, no obstacles in the way, fastest man wins.  I improved my times quite a bit; my thinking was you can’t run faster over 20 miles unless you can run a faster mile, 5k or 10k.  I was now getting coached by Max Coleby, his philosophy is a long period of consistent training and hard work brings results. 

 As a young harrier taking part in local races, I’d go to races with my Dad and we’d watch the senior men tearing round the courses of the north east, we’d stand there at the edge of the curb spotting all the local heroes, Max was one of the top guys.  As a senior myself it always meant a lot to me to have Max helping me.  On the days when it’s wet and windy and I really don’t want to be there, Max is standing track side with a watch timing my efforts, this keeps me going, how could I possibly slack off when he’s there for me.

After a year of hard work with Max my pb’s had come down a lot, I was now doing core stability and medicine ball work outs as well as my normal training.  Perhaps this was a good time to have another crack at the Chevy.

Second attempt
Once again my training went well, I’d get out on the hills as much as I could, I spent a few weeks going back and forward to Wooler learning the route.  Each time I went up there I ran a section of the course, timed it, re ran it slightly different, re timed it and ran it again, I studied local maps and ran the route with Harry from Wooler running club, gaining knowledge from someone who’s run in the cheviots all his life.  This time round I wasn’t going to go the wrong way.

The weeks running up to the race we had some fantastic weather, really warm.  On one occasion I did the full course, at this point I had a very short hair cut, I had a number 2 grade shave all over my head, by the end of the run I felt as though id cooked my brain!  The sun had taken its toll, another lesson learnt.

On the day of the race it was another hot one so I decided to wear a cap to protect my head, a good decision.  The cap absorbed the sweat and kept it off my face, it also came into its own at river crossings, I’d take it off, soak it in the river then put it back on to keep my head cool.

This year there was a film crew there who were making a documentary about the race, they interviewed Wooler locals and members of the running club.  Before the race they were looking for athletes to interview, I kept a low profile and tried to stay focused.  During the race there were cameras dotted around the route and for long periods a helicopter with a camera would follow us.

This year we had a good field, a couple of previous winners, a guy from the borders who had beaten me quite convincingly on the hills a couple of years ago and David Kirkland.  David has been a rival for a while, I beat him quite comfortably for a few years, but recently he’d been concentrating on ultra marathons and fell running, he’d improved lots and was running much better than myself.  However he hadn’t run the Chevy Chase and wasn’t familiar with the route.  I’d have to use my knowledge to my advantage to beat him.

We set off steady up to Wooler common, one runner took off ahead, but I knew him from the local running scene and knew he’d come back to us so I let him go.  He took off sharp right as we hit the fells, a few guys were saying “where is he going?”  I knew what he was doing, I had receded that section and knew it was the best line, but I didn’t want anyone else to know, so I stayed with the group.

The Chevy Chase at this point had 3 races taking part, walkers, jog walkers and runners.  The walkers would set off 1st then the jog walkers then the runners.  Right from the start it was obvious that David didn’t know where he was going and was relying on following others to get around.  The two of us broke away from the rest and by Broadstruther we were starting to catch the back markers of the other two races.  As we approached the bottom of Cheviot I said to David “it’s easy from here, just follow the other runners and get yourself away”.  So off he went!  I had been pretending to be tired, but still felt strong so I picked up the pace too and kept him in my sights.

We passed the check point on the summit of Cheviot and started to drop down to the stream at the bottom of the valley and on to Hedgehope.  I saw David ahead; I picked a better line and closed right back on him, but made a point of keeping behind him.  David reached the summit 1st,   with me about 20 seconds behind.  From the summit you can see the route ahead; David could also see that there were now no more runners to follow.  He had a quick look at his map, then a look behind and saw me.  He waited and followed.  

The path ahead at this section is straight forward so I didn’t mind him following.  As we approached Langlee crags I hung back because I knew the best line off the crags.  David went ahead and took the obvious longer path, but didn’t completely commit to it.  I took my line, he looked over to where I was and cut across to join me, this happened on a couple of occasions. 

By now it was so obvious that he didn’t have a clue where we were going and he was relying on me, I was running hard but just holding a bit back in case it turned into a last mile burn up.  The sun was red hot, but at this point it didn’t feel like it was causing too much of a problem.  I had carbohydrate gels with me and I had taken a couple, but I was so wrapped up in the race I probably wasn’t taking as many as I’d have liked and defiantly not drinking enough.

Up ahead was a really good path, probably the 1st in the last 10 mile.  It heads off in the right direction and it is very tempting to stick on the path and go off route.  I had been here a couple of weeks previous and built a cairn to mark where I wanted to cut across the moors.  This was my best and possibly last chance to drop David.  

I hung back and let him go, it was working!!  He took off and I could see the relief for him to be on good path, I could see the cairn ahead, he went straight past and showed no sign of cutting across.  For the last 5 miles David was either following me or looking over his shoulder to see where I was.  As I took my line I knew that there was a blind spot coming up, if I could make it to there I would be safe for about 100m then I’d be visible for about 20 seconds again then I’d be in another blind spot and away.

I cut across to the blind spot, I made it! I was getting excited, all the hard work and recee was going to pay off!! 20 seconds in the open, if I could just get over that section, I’d be away.  I was partly looking at David and looking where I was going.  He spotted me!  What a blow!  I felt my heart sink, all I could hope for was that perhaps all this cutting across the fells to rejoin me had taken its toll and tired him out.

We went through Brans corner and started heading towards the Carey burn.  We were still going well, but I’d pretty much run out of ideas, I had one more trick up my sleeve, but that would be a last ditch effort, all or nothing.

As we ran along the Carey burn I started to play cat and mouse, I started to jog hoping he’d take off again, no chance, he stuck by my side.  I slowed even more, just the same, I stopped for a drink, and he waited.  Even pretending to fasten my laces didn’t work.  We were eventually caught by 3rd place, John Boyle, a previous winner.

We got to Hells path, the gradient increased and the heat was trapped in the narrow valley that the path climbed through, I bonked! Totally hit the wall and ran out of steam, I had nothing left.  I started to walk up the hill as the other two took off; as I reached the top of the climb they were out of sight.  I felt as though I was on my last legs.

The road ahead was straight and downhill, although I couldn’t see Wooler I could see the valley where it lay.  David and John were about 2 minutes ahead, time for my final attempt at getting back into the race.  Weeks ago Harry had shown me the line which the early leader had taken.  It started at a gate, cut across a field to a fence, then headed for the middle telegraph post of 3, over the brow of the hill, through some bracken and rejoins the recognized route at Wooler common.

I had hoped that if I could get there ahead of John and David, I might get away and they wouldn’t realize I was in the lead, I could sneak away unknown. As it happened, I arrived at Wooler common the same time as them.

We went through the gate at the common, I got a massive boost, my close friend and training partner Vaughan was there.  He’d traveled all the way from Whitley bay to watch me come in.  He made a fist and said “COME ON, YOU CAN WIN THIS!”  At this point David knew he couldn’t go wrong and took off.  I went after him but had nothing left, but I did have enough to drop john.  

Vaughan ran with me; shouting come on, keep pushing.  I tried, but there was no more to give.  Towards the end of the race every time a foot hit the ground my leg would go into cramp and then the next foot would hit the ground and id get cramp again.  Everything was hurting.  I turned off the road and took the cut to the finish.  David was there waiting for me, we shook hands and took a seat and waited for John.

As we were sitting in the shade I could feel myself getting hotter, I wasn’t sweating anymore, so I started drinking water, glass after glass of cold water, but the water wasn’t enough to cool me down.  My parents were there with Vaughan; I tried to talking to them but started to feel really ill.  I was still burning up, feeling nauseous and losing vision, so I headed for the showers.

I got into a cool shower hoping to get my temperature down.  As I stood there I started to feel light headed, worried that I was going to fall over, I lowered myself to the floor and sat on the cold tiles.  I started getting cramp and feeling like I was going to pass out so I thought; I’ve got to get out here.  I was dressing but really struggling, I couldn’t put my socks and shoes on!  I had to use my mobile to call my Mum in the next room to help me.

I went into the presentation room, everyone kept telling me to eat, so I went to get something but the sight of the food made me feel sick, I needed to get some fresh air, so I staggered outside and found a cool patch in the shade.  

Another tough race, I’d given everything, how could I have given anymore?  Tactically I felt as though I’d done everything right, physically I’d given my all.  What can I say? I was beaten by a better runner on the day.  Not how I’d have liked to win a race, but still that was his tactics and I had run mine.

Back in training
Once again, I couldn’t bring myself to race the Chevy again the following year, I’d put so much in the year before and took such a good beating I couldn’t bring myself to hurt like that again, but on the day of the race I was thinking about it all day.  Next year!!

My training was still going well during the summer and into the winter, as December and January came I tested myself over a couple of trail races in Hamsterly forest, two races two wins.  This year was going to be all about the Chevy Chase.

As the weeks and months went by I crept my mileage up and tried to get at least one long off road run in a week.  My plan was to tick over, get strong then when the clocks turned and the light nights came I would spend my evenings on the fells.  I was now working seven days a week and had to rely on the longer daylight hours to get on the hills.

My weeks training varied but roughly it would be,

 Sunday: longest run, at least 3hrs on the fells.

 Monday: am 6 mile, pm an hours run.

 Tuesday: am 10 mile, pm short and fast. 

 Wednesday: am 8 mile, pm Hamsterly forest 2hrs.

 Thursday: am 6 mile, pm swift 8 mile off road.

 Friday: am 10 mile, pm 5-7 quickish around Hamsterly forest

Saturday: am 4 mile, pm hill reps, steps and finished with a good fast 10 minutes all around Houghall woods, about an hour in all.

As I got closer to the Chevy Chase I started going up to Wooler, I probably went up there once every 3 weeks.  I still remembered the course, the best lines and only really needed to remind myself where I was going.  The bulk of my running was around Hamsterly forest, about a 45 minute drive from Durham.  So an average day would be 6am up and morning run, work for 8.30, finish at 5.30, 45 minute drive to Hamsterly forest, 6.30 running, finish by 8.30, then an hour drive home, tea at 9.30.  Bed at 10.30.  Some days I’d get my morning run in, work, run then meet a friend and run again.  I didn’t keep a diary at the time, I now wish I had, but thinking about it I must have been doing close to 100 mile a week for about 3 months, pretty much all of it off road.

Every minute of the day I was thinking about the Chevy Chase, every night I would dream of the race, it was all I could think of.  Every run I’d be going over the route in my head, I’d think about how David had beaten me, and how I was determined it wouldn’t happen again, this was my motivation.  I had some fantastic runs; I’d be up on the top of the fells, late evening, sun getting low and the fells to myself.  As the summer kicked in I’d be setting off with nothing on but a pair of fell shoes and shorts, this is what running is about to me, total freedom.

On one occasion I was running down off the top of the Ayhope skyline on the edge of Hamsterly forest, I was bare chested and running fast.  Two sheep saw me and got startled and dashed off, both running into a wet bog and got stuck.  I could see a dead sheep close by and realized that as the sheep’s wool got wet it would weigh them down and trap them in the bog until they died.  I ran at the sheep screaming at them, hoping that it would be enough to scare them enough to help them escape the bog.  One of them got free; the other struggled a little then gave up.  I stood there clapping, shouting and waving at the sheep, nothing it just stood there looking at me.  Only one thing for it, I jumped in after if and waded knee deep to where it stood.  What now? Drag it out by the horns?  I couldn’t bring myself to do that, so I stood side on to it reached over it grabbed hand full of wool on either side and heaved.  I picked it up and threw it out of the bog.

The sheep scarpered away and I waded out.  I felt dirty as the sheep had brushed against me as I lifted it, I thought of sheep ticks and all the crap hanging off its backside, I had to get a wash.  Luckily I knew of a river close by, I ran to it and jumped in and had a good wash.

I had some good runs in the Cheviots too, one time for all my knowledge of the area I got lost in low cloud, so lost I didn’t have a clue where I was.  I had my phone with me but no signal.  I had parked in a pretty remote spot and hadn’t told anyone where I was going, not the cleverest thing I’ve ever done, but I never thought I’d get lost in the Cheviots.  I dropped down off the hill and found a forest that I didn’t know existed.  As I ran I tried to paint a mental picture of where I’d been and land marks that I’d seen so I could try and explain where I was if I ever got a signal back on my phone.

I eventually spotted a telephone wire, this had to either lead to a house or a road.  Another 20 minutes I spotted a farm, I was going to knock on the door and ask for directions but as I approached the farm I saw a sign and realized where I was and headed back to Wooler.  My 2 hr run had turned into a 4hr 15 min run.  It was a really wet run; I got back to the car tired and soaked.

I had something to drop off at my friend Mary’s house, she lives in a beautiful barn conversion on the edge of Wooler, I knocked on her door and she answered.  Mary took one look at me and said “right! Shower now!” I was sent packing to the bathroom.  I had a great shower and put on some dry clothes, I walked through to the kitchen where she’d made me a fantastic roast pork sandwich on crusty bread, a large cup of tea and Banofee pie.  What a star!!

By now I was totally obsessed with the race and was lost in it, but I was loving being so focused.  I’ve never been good enough to go to the Olympics and never will be but I was treating this as if it was the race of my life

My training had gone perfect and I had one last long run out before the race, 2 weeks to go I did the full route.  I set off comfortable and just kept the effort going, I felt strong, really strong.  I ran the whole way up Cheviot without walking, good effort.  Still feeling fresh I set off towards Hedgehope, I jumped into the stream, quick splash on my face to freshen up and off to the summit of Hedgehope.  For the 1st time ever I ran the whole way without stopping, I found a great line through the peat bogs, the running was easy and it took no time to get to the summit ridge.  The rest of the run went well too, I finished in 3hrs and 4 seconds, a time that would have won the Chevy Chase most years.  I felt good and confident that I could take some time off that, but how much? 5 minutes? 10 minutes?  We’ll see on the day I guess.
Day of reckoning

On the day of the race I traveled up with my parents and we got there in plenty of time so I went straight to the check in and registered myself.  As soon that was done I left the hustle and bustle of the start and looked to find some quiet space to warm up by myself.  I spent this time thinking about the race, the route and how I was going to run.  I was thinking of tactics and thinking about how my competition was going to run their race.

With about 5 minutes to the start I headed for the start line.  Everyone was there waiting for the final instructions, I joined the rest of the runners and gave a nod to my main rivals. [image: image1.jpg]



The race started, we were off.  Phil Sanderson took off right from the gun. Phil has a reputation for starting fast and blowing up, but to be fair he’s now been fell running a couple of years and has done a lot of long fell races with some good results, I couldn’t afford to let him go, I went after him.  We went through the first mile about a minute faster than Id expected, best go with it.
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We were going well, it was pretty much just the two of us, David Kirkland was a few yards behind keeping an eye on us and waiting for us to blow up I guess.  Since the last time Id raced David over the Chevy Chase he’d won it again and was now looking for a third win.  In the last two years he’d been running marathons and ultra marathons with quite a lot of success so he must have been pretty confident that he would be able to pull us back in the later stages of the race.

I could tell that Sanderson had started too fast and was letting up on the pace, so at 2 miles I took the lead and kept the same pace going, in no time I was going through Broadstruther and feeling strong.  

On my way to Cheviot I was passing back markers and eating up the ground.  The conditions underfoot were quite good, not as good as it’d been a few weeks earlier.  The last time I ran around the ground was firm and fast, this time it was sticky underfoot, I was leaping over the boggy puddles, but one bog got the better of me.  I tried to leap over it, I almost made it but both feet landed in mid shin deep.  I climbed out leaving both shoes behind!  Only one option, I got down on my belly and reached in up to my elbows and fished out my shoes.  I couldn’t get them on as they were full of mud, so I put my hands in and scooped out the mud.  I couldn’t untie my laces as id fastened them really tight so I just kicked them on as hard as I could.  I now had them back on and was ready to go.  I had a quick look down the course and could see Sanderson and Kirkland right on my heels.

I ran up Cheviot really well and got to the top first; I managed to run to the summit without stopping or walking and extended my lead.  I dabbed my dabber at the check point and set off down to the valley bottom on my way to Hedgehope.  The descent is steep and tricky I took off without fear, without hesitation but not without a plan, I knew where I was going.  After weeks of training, I knew the best line to take over this rough ground and I was heading for a tree which over hung the stream in the valley bottom, I also knew once I got out the other side I was looking for a sheep track which would lead to the new line id found through the bog heaps.  I made a big mistake, I thought I’d seen a better line and went for it.

This wasn’t a total disaster but did cost me some time.  I was still running but it was rough underfoot, fortunately I knew the lay of the land well and still picked up my good line.  As I was heading for the summit ridge I past some of the leading walkers, I heard one of them say “bloody hell! I’ve never seen anyone run up here before!!”  I got to the summit and looked over my shoulder, no sign of Sanderson, but Kirkland was still there, about 2 minutes behind.

Coming down Hedgehope is one of the hardest parts of the race, it is really steep, but still fairly runnable, trouble is if you run down too fast it can trash your legs and spoil the rest of the race.  I went steady trying to save a little in the bank for later.

So here I was. It’s a warm day, low black clouds, it’s going to rain but not on me, I’m 13 miles into the Chevy Chase and I’m well on my way back to the finish line.  The conditions under foot are sticky, any wetter and id run through the puddles with ease, any dryer Id bounce on the springy peat but today it’s a pull your shoes off your feet day; I’ve already lost both shoes once and had to lie on my front up to my elbows in mud to fish them out, but that was 10 mile ago and I’m now in the lead and running strong.

The next checkpoint is at Langlee crags, I was focused and determined, as I was running I had a mantra going through my head, “your running strong, your running strong, no one is going to catch you“, I found that this helped to keep me focused.  I got to Langlee crags and surprised everyone, they weren’t ready for me.  The officials were still getting ready, I shouted “where’s the dabber? Where’s the checkpoint?  The official pulled it out of his bag and I checked myself in and set off again.
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The route from here isn’t so steep but is really hard going, fortunately I had run this section so many times that not only did I know the best line but familiarity seemed to shorten the route.  I hit the good section of path leading to Brands corner, I made the most of the good running and pushed hard, I was still feeling strong I saw my home made cairn and set off on my special line.  Another leg burning descent and accent; then a really good downhill section to the Brands Corner checkpoint.

By now all the checkpoints had been warned that I was on my way and were ready for me.  I knew the ladies at the checkpoint, they were friends from Wooler running club, I shouted as I approached “how close is he?”  They said “who?” I said “the guy in 2nd”, they said that they couldn’t see anyone.  I dabbed and set off again, next point I was heading for was the Carey burn.

As I approached the bridge at the Carey burn I chose to run through the burn and under the bridge rather than over the bridge.  My thinking was by going under the bridge I could quickly wash my face and freshen up, it’s amazing how good you feel after washing your face.

I jumped in the burn; it was up to my knees, cool and refreshing.  I waded to the bridge and under, a little deeper here; I quickly washed my face again and climbed out of the other side and set off, the finish was in my sights.
 The wash had done me the world of good; I came out feeling good and ready for the last part of the course.  I looked at my watch, I had to look again.  The last time I’d checked I was on the top of Hedgehope, I knew I was running well at that point but I couldn’t relate my time to how far I had left to run or to what sort of time I was on for.  I now realized that I was on for a super fast time, close to the course record even!  I pushed on with new vigor.

The path along the Carrey burn is narrow, rocky, undulating and exposed to a decent drop in places, on tired legs it takes all your concentration to stop your tired legs from buckling.  I was on for a good time I was pushing hard and was taking a few risks, seconds count.

I reached the foot of the Hells path, last time I hit the wall here, not this time I nailed it, I really attacked it hard.  This was the last climb and I knew if I could run up here strong this could be my last chance to make time on my rivals.  I remember my Dad telling me years ago that you could make more time on your rivals while climbing a hill rather than going down them.  All along the Hells path Wooler running club had posted signs designed to inspire runners, encouraging words to keep you going.  It helped!
As I went over the brow of the hill I past one of the ladies from the running club, she shouted me on and straight away got on her phone and phoned ahead to the finish to let them know that I was on my way.

I now reached the gate where last time I’d cut across the farmers field and rejoined the race leaders.  My choice now, stick to the good path and run fast and easy or take the shorter line and gamble that it makes good time.  The gamble paid off last time, but the last time the field had been cut and the running was good, this time the grass was knee high, I went for it.  I still think that I made the right choice, but it nearly went wrong, the grass was making it difficult, I was having to drag my feet through it.  The effort was taking its toll, my hamstrings were screaming and going into cramp, for the first time in the race I had to stop and walk a few steps.

Once I exited the field I climbed over the gate and once again headed for the middle telegraph post.  I crested the brow and started to cut through the bracken covered hillside.  I could see Wooler common and the road to Wooler, I then heard the most fantastic sound.  It was Vaughan, he had traveled up to watch me come in.  “COME ON TWADDLER, YOU CAN DO IT!!!!”  I got to the gate and hit the road.  Vaughan had his camera with him, his plan was to run ahead of me, take a photo, run ahead again and take another photo.  Only problem was that I was going a lot faster this time and he was struggling to keep up. [image: image4.jpg]



I asked Vaughan if he could see anyone behind me, he said that there was no one in sight and that I should slow down, I shouted “I’m not slowing down!”  He said “I can see miles back, there’s no one, slow down” “IM NOT SLOWING DOWN!! IM NOT GETTING CAUGHT AGAIN!!!”  Vaughan was only just running ahead of me with his camera over his shoulder, he was franticly taking pictures hoping that one would come out.
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I went through the last mile in 5minutes 30 seconds, by now I knew that the record was gone but I still wanted to run the fastest I possibly could, it was really hurting now. 

 Most of the race had felt effortless and pain free, I had cruised round on auto pilot, now all of the pain was kicking in, 20 miles of pain all now in the last mile.

200 meters to go I turned into the final section through the cut to the Youth Hostel.  My Mum was standing on the corner waiting for me, when she saw me she started jumping up and down on the spot screaming and crying.  When I saw her I almost started to cry myself, I held it back.  One more final push, I was really going for it.  I saw my Dad down on one knee ready to take a picture; he wasn’t expecting me to be running so fast and had the shutter speed on the wrong setting.

I took the tight corner and into the Youth Hostel drive, one last effort and crossed the line.  2Hrs 45min!  I missed the record by 5 minutes, but ran the second fastest time ever.
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I was greeted by Mary Logan from Wooler, she grabbed me and gave me a hug.  I only had to wait a few seconds before my Mum came running to the finish, she gave me a hug and I started crying, id wanted to win this race for almost as long as I could remember.  I managed to stop crying almost as soon as I’d started, but still felt every emotional.  A couple of minutes later my Dad turned up, shook my hand and gave me a hug too, I couldn’t speak, I was scared incase I lost it.

We waited and waited for the next runner to finish, 17 minutes later David Kirkland finished,  he came straight over and shook my hand and told me what a great run Id had.  What I didn’t tell him, was that he had been a massive part of my motivation.  On those long hard runs when the going was tough, on the early mornings when I was getting up to go for a run and on the late nights on the fells, as well as the enjoyable runs and the love of it, there was also the moments when it hurt, those were the times I thought of David and how he’d hurt me the time before, “he’s not beating me this time” had been my training mantra.
Summary
I had finally done it, won the Chevy Chase.  To most people it’s just another race, to Northumbrians it’s the toughest race in the county, people come from all over the country to run it, the list of winners has international runners and Olympians on it and now I was on there too and Id just run the second fastest time (not all on the same route).  What does the Chevy Chase mean to me?  Well firstly and most importantly, it’s the race my Dad won and held the B race course record on, but it’s kept me going for many years.  All my youth I trained and raced, but was too young to do the Chevy, then when I stopped racing, I spent the next 11 years climbing, walking and working out in the gym, but all along I kept going to the fells and getting the odd run in.  I had no intention of racing or making a come -back but I know at the back of my mind the whole time was the Chevy Chase.

Sitting in the Youth hostel waiting for the presentation my Dad asked me what had made the difference, how had I run 15 minutes quicker?  I wasn’t sure but thinking about it now, it wasn’t any one thing it was lots of little things that had made a difference.  Going back to basics, improving my speed, core and medicine ball training, higher mileage, more time spent in the hills, carbo depletion then carbo loading pre race, but I guess the biggest difference was the fact that I was so driven by the two previous losses and the absolute determination not to let it happen again.

Two years have now past and I still haven’t gone back to have another go, so why not?  Well since then I have gone back to running on the roads and I’m running really well and still setting pb’s.  I’m now 40 and still believe that I can run faster, as long as I’m still running like this I intend to concentrate my efforts on fast times, unfortunately this doesn’t go well with fell running.  What I’d like to do is get my 10k pb to sub 32 minutes and my half marathon down to 70min, I’m not far from those targets now and I’m sure that the right course on the right day they will come.  Since my Chevy chase, my running has been getting better and better, I’m still training with Max and he has done an excellent job of coaching me, as my rivals are slowing down now, I continue to improve.  When I came back to running a lot of my childhood rivals were still running and winning races, these guys were minutes ahead of me, I’m now back where I would have been, if id kept on running and I am now back mixing it with them.  The last two years I have managed to earn myself a couple England vests for cross country, this has been a great honor and something that I’ve wanted all my life, another great achievement.

Will I ever do the Chevy Chase again?  I intend to,  but it won’t be until I feel that I’m getting slower on the roads, when my speed starts to fade, then I’ll stop the killer sessions, stop pushing my body to the limits and get myself back on the fells.  I’d love to try and win the Chevy Chase again but I’ll have to see who’s around when I give it a go.  If I do try again I’m sure that with the right training I can run another sub 3 hours run, but do I think that I can break the course record?  Well I know it’s in me, if I hadn’t lost my shoes, if I had stuck to my original route up Hedgehope, if id realized that I was on for the record I’m sure I could have done it, but could I go through all that training again?  The last time I was really hungry for the win, I dedicated a big chunk of the year training for it, I was obsessed and I had nothing else to think about other than work and training, I put myself through a lot and had time for nothing else.  I’m not sure that I could do that again, and I’m not prepared to make those sorts of sacrifices again.  Was it worth it?  Hell yes!!
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