  Swaledale Marathon 2009 

The Swaledale virgins had been admiring the views of the valley as the minibus drove into Grinton Lodge Youth Hostel, “that path over there is the first climb of the day” just a few words for them to sleep on. The delicious evening meal of pasta and sticky toffee pudding was perfect for the eager runners in the next mornings gruelling event (thanks to Karen and Reg.) A short walk in the evening to loosen our legs and belts was very welcome before retiring to our bunk beds. 
    After a night of many noises (some human, some squeaky bunk beds, some from local sheep outside our window and some others unidentifiable) reveille was called at 6-30 as we had to be leaving by 8-00am to have our kit checked and collect our numbers.  Porridge and toast with honey was just what we needed for the days efforts (thanks to Lyn our mornings food provider) The weather was looking bright but by 9 am had started to cloud over a little, if it stayed this way it would be perfect conditions, BUT one experienced lady Swaledale runner (no names) had inside info. from the youth hostel warden “it’s going to rain today as the local farmer got his hay in last night and he only gets it in if it’s going to rain”  We all got prepared for the worst, I for one put on an extra thick layer, I wasn’t going to get caught out. Did it RAIN , Did it ****** in fact it got hotter,  I think it was a ploy to make us all carry extra gear. NEVER listen to a LADY giving second hand info. from a knowall Swaledale farmer. 
    In the race car park the virgins were looking a bit on the pale side and full of nerves as from the valley bottom the climb out looked even steeper than last night. We met up with other club runners who had made their own way to the race, one impersonating a spaniel  with the head gear and another trying to tell us to go a different way into Gunnerside. Some people try all kind of tricks to confuse other runners. Lewis looked so relaxed you got the impression he had found a big short cut (with the time he finished with I think he HAD found one). 
   Off we went, the first hill is 1 1/4 miles long, our group were climbing steady when we got passed by last nights chef “I’m struggling” he said as he shot passed, hot on his heels was the lady who had given us the  reliable weather forecast. The sky was clearing and it was getting hotter the higher we climbed, I still held on to my extra layer as it was still early in the race and the weather can change quickly. 2 miles into the race we were informed “Lewis is in front” Great news. There are no level bits in this race, if you are not climbing, you are going downhill. Our group was slowed by a lady member who was obsessed with chatting to as many fit runners as possible (all colours, all ages, all sizes and all male). Another long and steep climb to get us onto the peat bogs, I’ve gone a different way almost every time I’ve done this race, down to the first feed station at 13 miles.  Tuna and jam sandwiches with fruit cake, very tasty picnic for the runners. Another climb in front as we approached the start of Gunnerside Gill, wonderful views across the valley on the way to Gunnerside and another food stop, the same food but this time we had cups of tea with it, (the best cup of tea in England ) Well done to the ladies in the kitchen. At the check point we got info on Lewis “A tall young lad from Clowne Roadrunners was leading by a good bit!!” (That ruled Roger and Reg out)  A 15 min. tea break and a change into dry socks worked wonders. The canteen was looking like a hospital ward as there were as many plasters as sandwiches as runners were treating their wounds and blisters.  From here on in is where you need to rally your muscles for there is a long steep drag out of Gunnerside, it goes on and on, but when you get to the top there is only one more ravine. The final narrow lane to the last self clip was just what we didn’t want, wet with loose stones tree roots and overgrown nettles, we took our time as we didn’t want to fall within sight of the finish.  Out onto the road and down the hill into Reeth to be met by the “elite” runners and cheer ladies of our party. A hot meal awaits you as you finish. We collected our pieces of local pottery, certificates and badges as we congratulated each other. It turned out we only had one invalid in our group, he got blisters at 7 miles, he will learn about the choice of shoe as he gets older!!  Great news as we were told Lewis had won by over 8 mins. Fantastic. 
     Back at the youth hostel for the evening meal and a post mortem on the race.  Thanks Lyn and your apprentice chefs for the next meal.  Another evening stroll to Reeth to get a bit of stiffness out of our legs and find Lewis to see where we went wrong. We called in at Richmond for coffee and lunch on our way home.                                                                    A big thanks to Tony for driving the mini bus all these years, Karen, Reg and Lyn for the food and organizing,  Roger and Carol, Chris and Lorraine, all of you for your great company over the years, I’ll miss the weekends in the Dales but this one was my last Swaledale, I’ve done 15 so I’ll find some other event but it will be hard.  I’m sure Louise, Richard and Andy enjoyed the baptism of fire, (the race) and the whole Swaledale experience.                                                     THANKS,  THE SNAIL.
