August Bank Holiday Challenge
Over the August bank holiday there are lots of fell races and this year I set myself the personal challenge of running 5 races in a row and 6 races in 8 days.  Given that I am over 50 and not fantastically fit this was quite a challenge so I kept quiet about it, in case I wasn’t successful.

Race 1 – Reeth Show

Reeth is in Swaledale and the race is part of the local agricultural show.  I turned up early with David and Sarah expecting a 1pm start with seniors running first.  At registration we were told that this had changed and that we would run at 1530.  Races actually started after 1600 which meant we were all very hungry not having eaten since mid morning.

The race goes straight up the hill at the back of the show field and is a mix of running and walking.  The weather was nice and I enjoyed the descent with just the right amount of grip.  I finished back in the main show ring with lots of spectators.  Sarah had a good run and just beat the tractors into the ring; slower runners had to compete with them which wasn’t ideal.

A good, albeit long, day out was finished off with fish and chips in Hawes having driven over Buttertubs pass between Swaledale and Wensleydale.

Race 2 – Malhamdale Show

Malham has been on the bank holiday weekend calendar for many years, initially to show sheep and latterly for fell races.  Unfortunately the weather was appalling for the junior races with everyone cold and wet.  For the U17s and seniors the weather improved and the sun tried to come out.
We ran down the road and then crossed a ford.  After a couple of fields there was a steep climb (walk).  The actual top is further away than you think with some up and down.  The descent was slippy due to the limestone but I managed to run up the last climb on the way back when others were walking.  We finished back in the show ring but due to the weather there were very few spectators left.

Race 3 – Grasmere Sports

This was my first visit to Grasmere never having fancied a day stuck in Lake District bank holiday traffic.  As it was we left early and didn’t get stuck.  The weather was cool and very windy.

We spent the morning watching Cumberland wrestling and the hound trails.  Races started in the afternoon with the Senior Guides race being the last event.  Difficult to judge what to eat and drink again.

David had a fantastic race beating people he normally doesn’t.  Some of the kids went hope with significant sums of money and looked extremely happy.

The senior race went across the road and then straight up the hill with an almost immediate walk for me.  It was very hot and still until the top when we were buffeted by the wind.  On the way down a group of our kids were pointing out the best route, but this proved to be very churned up and I took an early fall being passed by a number of people on the alternative “path”.

The police were stopping the traffic on the main road and the finish was into the main arena with lots of spectators.  The journey home wasn’t too bad.

Race 4 – Hebden Sports

A complete contrast to Grasmere, Hebden is a small village near Grassington and the sports is in a farmers field with a couple of hundred people.  The kids love this event because the fell runners normally run off with most of the prizes in the sprint and obstacle races.

The U17s went just before the seniors which avoided another beating by David.  The senior race had a fast and furious start down the main road before a stream crossing and steep climb.  At the top there was a big stone wall to climb and an even bigger drop on the far side.  A very rough field slowed everyone down before yet another wall to climb.  The final descent is very fast and I gained a couple of places for a finish in front of an enthusiastic crowd complete with commentary.
Race 6 – Kilnsey Show

Along with Burnsall and Grasmere this is one of the most famous fell races.  The weather was fantastic and the day only spoilt by David having started college, Sarah and Thomas joined me.

On the recce Sarah froze on the steep descent of the chimney which is virtually a rock climb but managed to not let it put her off.  A number of other first time runners were equally daunted by the very short course which is dangerous in a couple of places and has seen some accidents.

The race itself with 70 runners was full well before entry closing time.  Unfortunately this meant that Dawn and Sam missed out.

There was a fast start from the main ring along with Roger Ingham commentary and thousands of spectators.  On the stream crossing I went slightly off line and benefited from missing the queue.  Not very fast to the top but gained a couple of places on the initial steep descent.

There was a queue at the chimney both top and bottom so no need to take any risks.  Started fast descent only to find people standing on the narrow path and had to take a detour onto the scree.  Great finish back in the main arena.

Sarah had Thomas in her sights and flew down the hill.  Unfortunately for her Thomas’ bloody mindedness got him across the line first.

Race 7 – Muker Show

With everyone back at college/work this was the first day out by myself.  The last two years this has been a wet event with the race being run over a wet weather route.  This time the sun shone all day which made it a bit hot for racing.

Legs were very stiff in the morning and the long drive didn’t help.  A short recce identified the best way across the river and through the farm yard but any hills were to be avoided.
The race started with a run through the crowds then down to the river.  Above the farm it was a walk all of the way to the top.  A fast run along the top around a marker and then a diagonal descent back to the farm.  Not really steep enough for me and couldn’t catch anyone.  The final run into the show field was agony and with someone just behind me I almost staggered across the line to be handed a £5 note.  Every finisher gets this but it did cost £5 to get into the Show!
Well I’d done it with no injuries.  Legs are stiff but in a better state than might have been expected.

I would really recommend all of these races but especially Grasmere and Kilnsey, the latter only if both adults and kids can cope with steep descents.  For the record Rob Hope won both Grasmere and Kilnsey so with an earlier win at Burnsall he had pulled off the famous hat trick of wins.
