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On the morning of Valentines 2016 a number of North Down AC athletes got an early rise and made their way to Newry for the 4th annual Newry to Dundalk Dune Marathon.
Upon arrival at the Quays shopping center they were greeted by the smiles of the organizers to collect race packs and register on the day.
There was already a sense of excitement and anticipation in the atmosphere.
Pack collection done it was just over an hour until the start of the race.
Being a Sunday there wasn't too many places open, so a last minute cup of coffee was the order.
We made our way to the nearest coffee shop and the only people on the streets of Newry at this time were runners.

Upon our return back at the Quays more runners had turned and the discussions changed to T-Shirt and vest or just vest.
A short time later all the North down runners had arrived and the warm-ups began.
The race was due to start at 10am, however the announcer kept asking for runners to gather for the safety briefing.
The pacer squad were eventually brought out for the runners to see who they were and what they were wearing.
The pacers had balloons attached filled with helium, and in keeping with the valentines theme the balloons had hearts on them.
Eventually the briefing was dismissed and the runners were asked to make their way to the start, a further 800 meters down the road.
Along the way a few last minute toilet breaks were taken.
At the starting point we were turned round and facing back the way we came.
The marshals announced we would be starting and at 10:18am the horn was blown and we were off.
At one point I was in the top 10, only because I was in the wrong place for the starting line.
Paddy Hamilton was out in front and looking like he was trying to overtake the pace car.

We made our way back down towards the Quays and towards the spectators who had now lined the streets.
We turned the corner up towards "The Hill".
Very early in the race the running community was already coming out.
Two runners had just passed me and one of them told me to come up and run along side them and we would form a small group, encouraging each other along.
The hill never seemed to go end, as we approached the summit one of the runners pulled away and the remaining runner told me "it's ok we will get him on the flat".
Conversation on the uphill was mostly one-way, from him to me.
He got me up to the top of the hill and on to the plateau.
At this point the 1:30 pacer came up and passed us by, my new running friend pointed out the pacer was going to fast.
Shortly after we parted company and my running companion made his way on.

Also during the run Philip was running in a group, he had an opportunity to share his pocketful of Jelly babies with the other runners.
To be thanked afterwards by the words "thanks North down".

As we made our way along the route the spectators greeted us with smiles, clapping and much cheering.
It was very tough run, but  with pleasant views.
The hill at the start was hard going, but the hill at mile 6 was just as tough, it was a steady climb, but rewarded with a water station for those needing it.
At this stage we had crossed the border and now running in the South of Ireland.
Another hill presented itself at mile 8, not as steep but windy, with a limited view ahead it was now a case of thinking over half way time to keep going.
At this stage the route was away from the main roads and most traffic.

As the race moved on we started to come back into roads being used by cars, we went across a bike path and were greeted with a sprayed on message "Go nerds!!"
We made our way into Dundalk more cars were present and they were not runner friendly.
I passed mile 10 and l thought it's only a parkrun to the finish, the watch time was looking good and no-one was  behind me.
The route was well marshaled for the most part, towards the end of the run the other road users didn't seem to care they were present in their high vis jackets and bibs.
As we entered the town center it was a case of dodge the parked cars avoid the moving cars, maintain the running pace and make our way to the finish line.
Finally the finish line was present I could hear the music and the announcer.
Then I seen the timer clock, I crossed the line, was greeted with my medal and had a seat.
I looked around to locate the tent for the banana's, water and bag collection.
I was the 1st North Downer across the line.
I was able to greet my fellow team mates as they to crossed the line.
North down had a great run at 2016 dune Marathon, a number of PB's and all men achieved Top 100 finish and only the one woman running in the event.
After the run the sun was shining, although it was cold.
The organizers had arranged with Eoins bar to cater and provide free soup for the runners.
A free bus service was also being provided to take the runners back to Newry.
Overall a great event, good running conditions and excellent company.
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