Rossendale Harriers and A.C.

Derek Ratcliffe

Derek Ratcliffe was arguably one of Rossendale Harriers best ever runners and certainly our best ever navigator.Never a hard trainer and adopting a more “laid back” approach to his training and racing Derek had great success on the fells especially in the longer tougher races like Wasdale and Ennerdale and especially in the Karrimor Mountain Marathon. Together with partner Pete Irwin who also came to the club from school as a junior they won the KIMM 5 times in all in an era when the best runners and orienteers aspired to win this premier event. It is true to say that Derek had a natural ability for navigating his way around the mountains and his downhill running skills especially over rough terrain were peerless. Now living in the Lake District with wife Mandy who he met whilst competing in the Duddon race he still competes regularly in orienteering events although less so in fell races. Below Derek answers a questionnaire put to him on his running career.

Q 
 When did you start running and what was it that got you into running in the first place.

A
 I was always competitive throughout schooldays usually doing very well at track events but my favourite event was cross country, I signed up with Rossendale and competed in Mid-Lancs league then Red Rose league. For myself the Red Rose league was very disappointing, I didn’t find parkland running appealing, it didn’t suit my running style and I drifted away from competing. 

At 16 I started an apprenticeship with BT, I subsequently joined their football team that competed in a Sunday league, I couldn’t take having my legs hacked at and the general aggression associated with the sport, a timely letter from Eddie Roberts that suggested I have a go at fell running got me into the sport with my first event being Thievely Pike (1971). 

Q
What do you remember as your first early successes at fell racing.
A
I don’t recall any “wins” in the 1st 10 yrs!!  I finished 7th at Ennerdale in 1978 (3hr 47min) and realised then that I could have done even better, I considered that a successful run. 

Q
How would you describe your early approach to training and racing.
A
Initially my training was always at Marl Pits, road in the winter and hills when daylight permitted it, usually about 40 miles per week. Thursday evening runs were always a test of ones self control if you were trying to save yourself for an event at the weekend, too many of the club members were “peaking” on Tuesdays and Thursdays, they probably still are! I drifted away from training with the group whenever it was possible to run or cycle to and from work, I could goat my own pace and evenings could be free for other activities.

I always rested prior to a race and when actually racing I would sometimes use someone dependable as a pacemaker (without their knowledge of course) on occasions I would go with the leaders for as long as possible which generally wasn’t very long because my strengths were in downhill running and navigation.

Q
Who were your early influences?
A
All the Rossendale members in the “Lefty” age group had an influence over training, racing and socialising, Eddie Roberts was the influence for my orienteering and early on in my running days I realised I would never achieve the fitness levels of Harry Walker, Mike Short, Jeff Norman etc but if I could combine map reading with rough terrain then I would stand a chance of catching those guys.

Q
Which races would you say are your favourites?
A
Borrowdale would have to be my favourite Lakeland race, from Sca Fell Pike to Styhead  down the corridor route suits my style of running, I found it easy and always made up a lot of ground. The social events after the race are just as memorable! I had good results at Wasdale but it really is too tough to be enjoyable, its more of an achievement when you finish. Langdale was another favourite and an event where I would hang on for as long as possible, it is short enough to really race hard.

Q
You had great success in the Karrimor Mountain Marathons, what do you put this success down to.
A
It took 10 years of Karrimor running to achieve my first win!! A lot must be put down to experience, ie learning from mistakes, I learned to treat it with respect and prepared myself 

well, reduced alcohol intake and studied maps of the area prior to the event. 

Q
How many times did you win the elite class in the Kimm
A
5 times in total

Q
What was your first experience of the Kimm.
A
I competed in the A class with Lefty at Ennerdale in the early 70’s, we had to use the torch dropping down to the camp site at Black Sail, day 2 the cloud was down and we climbed Haystacks, turned left for Red Pike and ended upon Gable!! I thought I didn’t need a compass. We retired later that day but it was still a long way to the car park. 

Q
Which of the MM wins would you say was a) The toughest. b) The most satisfying. 

c) The most enjoyable. d) The closest margin of victory.

A
Howgills 1989 was the toughest, I had a bad patch on day one and actually got through it which has never happened since, we finished that day very strong and the time we gained was actually our overall winning margin. Experience played a major part, we cagged up before others but they suffered by trying to brave the storm with only a few miles to go, we pushed hard trying to extend our advantage. Day 2 was low cloud all day, we ran well and made no mistakes but whenever we had a spell below the cloud Tim Laney and ColinValentine were still the same distance behind! With only a mile to go both myself and Errol threw up after mixing our drinks (we’d change from green to orange staminade), Tim and Colin had thankfully made a navigational error and we plodded on to win. I was exhausted mentally as much as physically, a tough event.


Strathyre was our first win and that was the most satisfying, achieving an ambition.


The most enjoyable was Snowdonia in 87, beautiful weather throughout, glorious views and it was the only KIMM that we could enjoy the finish safe in the knowledge that no one was going to catch us. On the first day we ran hard for seven hours and made no navigational errors, both of us at peak fitness and appreciating it at the same time.


The closest margin was 2 seconds (after winning by 8 seconds the previous year), I felt so sorry for Ken Taylor who I managed to overhaul on the run in, Errol had been struggling all day but when he saw the finish he took off and I was the one who was left behind for a while.

Q
Why do you think that yourself and Pete Irwin made a winning partnership?
A
We knew each other very well and knew how to react when one of us was going through a bad patch, during the events I doubt if we got separated by more than 50 metres at any time, its no use demoralising your partner by pushing ahead too much. We both had ambitions to go on winning the event and both prepared for the event sometimes using races such as 3 Towers and Langdale as a warm up. Errol was always very well organised with the equipment and usually carried a heavier pack than myself and he usually had to cater for me at the overnight camp, he was always the one to refill the water container, he never grumbled, one year he even donated his fleece in the middle of the night when I was shivering.

Q
How difficult was it coping with a partner whose map reading skills were non-                                                          existent on such a demanding event where navigation was at a premium.
A
90% of the time it was to our advantage, no consultation was necessary, I could change my mind without explanation and we kept moving, Errol looked after punching the card and he generally got water for the two of us at river crossings. At Strathyre I was in a bad way towards the end and having difficulty locating the final control, that is a time when I could definitely done with some assistance. 

Q
Why did you retire from/stop competing in mountain marathons?
A
The last few events that I did each turned into an ordeal with myself being sick and then unable to recover, it was probably due to lack of fitness as much as anything but family commitments have prevented me from preparing as I would have liked, there have been times when I’ve been quite fit but haven’t dared enter.

Q
You had success in other long distance fell races, what would you say were your best results.
A
I won the Mourne Mountain marathon 6 times and the KLETS class of the Saunders mountain marathon 3 times, I was 2nd and 3rd in the Lake District Mountain Trial on a number of occasions, I was 2nd at Borrowdale and 3rd at Wasdale and won the Duddon a couple of times. I was at my fittest doing the Arrochar Alps in ’87 when I was keeping up with Billy Bland on the climbs but he always got a better route off, finishing 2nd to him there was perhaps my best result.

Q
Do you think that if you had concentrated more on orienteering that you would have made the national squad. If so is this something which you regret.
A
I didn’t have the capability to be serious for sustained periods of time that being a “squaddie” required, I treated the KIMM seriously but generally social life wasn’t hampered by trying to be at peak fitness all the time. When orienteering I read the contours and use the marked marshes and line features as a means of navigation, most orienteers are taught to pace count and rely upon compass for direction, this may be useful in thick forest or in the clouds but I only use compass when vision is impaired. I would never have been good enough for  competitions held in dense forest and I didn’t enjoy competing in such places, I always chose the events that I wanted to compete in (as I did in fell races) and these events were generally held in open countryside. No regrets.

Q
We all have our fell running heroes or rivals we admire or respect who would you say your heroes are/were.
A
Those who turn up for races because they want to be there doing that race have my admiration, those who have talent to collect points but choose to compete in a preferable event closer to home. Names?? Billy Bland, Jim Smith, Errol to name a few.

A
Looking back at your career as a successful fell runner what would you say your most memorable moment would be.

A
On the run in at the Snowdonia KIMM Errol and I caught up with our wives who won the ladies C class, I had only been married one month, I had resigned from work and was about to embark on a travelling adventure that was to last 18 months, Brasher made a report of the two pairs of Ratcliffe/Irwin in the Observer, we drank champagne and made the most of the occasion (until I spoilt it by collapsing in a ditch on the way back to the car).

