The Rossendale Fells Race Sunday August 23rd 1981
Sunday 23rd August 1981 was a day my life changed. It was the day I did my first fell race. Three weeks earlier a colleague, Tony Aspin, was sat at his work bench flicking through the A5 size Athletics Weekly and said “you should do this” pointing to a small race advertisement at the bottom of one page. Tony had recently retired from amateur football and had started running but up to that time he’d only done one race, the Hambledon Hill Race, he went on to run for many years and joined Clayton Harriers. I wasn’t a runner at the time. I only remember ever doing three races at school, but I was into outdoor activities mainly potholing and had started tramping the moors with my cousin, originally looking for old mines to explore.
The race Tony pointed out was the Rossendale Fells Race. In 1981 the course started from Marl Pits went across to the new Alder Grange school site, crossed Burnley Road, up Cribden, down past the ski slope, through the subway in Rawtenstall town centre, (that’s the part everyone remembers), up Hall Carr where there were always kids giving out drinks, over Cowpe Lowe, down to Waterfoot, up to Newchurch, over Seat Naze and back down to Marl Pits. At the time I’d no idea where the route went but I sent off my entry and in the intervening three weeks started running over the moors where I’d previously walked. It was funny that Tony Aspin didn’t enter though.
The race day was beautiful, hot and sunny. The race though was quite a shock to the system, it must be about 9 miles with 3000 feet of climbing and although at the time I was fit I certainly wasn’t race fit. Looking back at the results what strikes is the calibre of the athletes, and the runners who I had yet to meet but who were to become life long friends.

Two fine athletes battled for the top spot.

John Wild of Cumberland Fell Runners won, 61.05. John a sergeant in the RAF had recently burst on to the fell running scene, the Free Press reports he’d broken course records in seven of his ten races. John went on to become British Fell Running Champion in 1981 and 1982.
Dave Lewis, Rossendale’s own, was second, 61.35. He’d given John a very hard race, with John only getting away coming down from Seat Naze, being a better descender. David was only 19 at the time and just recovering from anaemia. Outstanding as a junior, he was to become our most successful athlete, brilliant on the track and road, superb on the country. National Cross Country Champion in 1985, 1989 and 1994.
David still runs with same enthusiasm despite managing a chronic knee problem, and is affectingly modest about his achievements.
Third was Jon Broxap, Keswick, 63.08. Jon had just got back from doing the classic alpine race the Seirre Zinal, he was in fine form and was a little surprised at the quality of the field. Jon holds the 24 hour Munro record, an incredibly 29, (Munros are Scottish mountains above 3000 foot), the fact that the record still stands from 1988 speaks volumes about the achievement. John still runs, taking part in our Mary Townly Loop relay earlier this year.
Bob Ashworth, Rossendale, 5th 63.08. Bob was to hold the Rossendale Fells Race record for the Cowpe, Top of Leach, Knowl Hill, Whittle, course for many years. An international on the fells, one of the founder members of the club, he has been one of our finest runners.

Harry Walker, Blackburn, 6th 63.53, British Fell Running Champion 1973.

Bob Whitfield, Kendal, 7th 64.58, English Fell Running Champion 1987.

Pete Irwin 11th 65.51 and Derek Ratcliffe 29th 69.37 Rossendale. Pete and Derek came to dominate mountain marathons in the 1980’s, winning the Elite KIMM on five occasions in 1983,1984,1986,1987 and 1989, as well as being second in 1982 and 1985. The Elite course of the KIMM is probably the most arduous mainstream mountain event anywhere. As well as the KIMM they had multiple wins in other mountain marathon events, the Mourne Mountain Marathon, the Klets and the Saunders. Derek was the navigator of the pair and still competes in orienteering events, especially in the Lakes where he now lives.
Sean Livesey, Clayton, 14th 66.24 English Fell Running Champion 1988 and some time member of Rossendale.

Jimmy Eaton, Rossendale,15th 66.37 Red Rose Cross Country Champion, charity fund raiser extraordinaire, postman and politician.

The ladies had a very select field, at the time as Jean Lochhead passed me on the way up Seat Naze I didn’t appreciate what a pioneer fell runner Jean was. There weren’t many women fell runners back then, of the 210 finishes only 5 were ladies. Things have moved on, the last race I did the Cow Hill Race had 20 women from a total of 50, a massive 40% of the field.
Jean Lochhead , ASVAC, 1st lady, 96th 76.56.
Pauline Haworth, Keswick, 2nd lady, 136th 81.46  British Fell Running Champion 1980, 1984 and 1985

Yvonne McGregor, ASVAC, 5th lady, 191st 94.31  I suspect that this is the international fell running Yvonne McGregor who went on to change sports and win a medal in cycling at the Sydney Olympic Games.
The list of winners and champions could go on but our sport isn’t just about the people at sharp end, as my friend said as he trailed in, “it’s only us buggers at the back that make you buggers at the front look any good” . Kev Shand, long time fell runner and race organiser of the Turnslack and the Blackstone Edge put it better in one of his race reports, “congratulations to all the winners, that’s everyone that ran, because we are all winners in this sport”, he was right. 
So who else was there? Here’s just a few.
Gerard Navan, Rossendale, 206th 102.31, semi professional guitarist. This must have been one of Gerard’s first races. He’s now retired, still going strong and competing and winning in his age group, rock on Gerard.
Steve Bateson, Rossendale, 195th 95.26, now well known as a sporting photographer, with his work widely published. Steve joined the club in 1969 aged 12, originally a track runner he soon graduated to the fells originally because track running caused him to have shin splints. Steve went on to organise the Rossendale Fells Race for a while and has helped out at numerous events.
John Cooper, Rossendale, 189th 92.37, another very early member, John had done a marathon and the Three Peaks Fell Race which made him a hero in the very early days of the club, now a dedicated scout master.

Adrian Watts, Rossendale, 175th 88.55, Adrian was a very early member of the club and served as the treasurer for several years, injury has curtailed his running but he is now a keen cyclist.

Ken Talbot, Rossendale, 127th 80.56, didn’t start running until in his forties but had climbed since a teenager with new routes in the Yorkshire dales, one of the first people to climb the massive overhang at Kilnsey. Ken also climbed with the great mountaineer Don Whillens. Ken celebrated his semi retirement by walking the French GR5 last year.
Paul Sanderson, Telford, 37th, 70.47. Paul, another founder member of Rossendale was the only person to have completed all the twelve previous Rossendale Fells Races. Paul carried on with his annual visit to the race through to the last race in 2002, an incredible 34 years. When Paul moved to Telford he helped form their athletic club and is a very active member, he inaugurated and organised the Wrekin Fell Race. 
There are so many people who were there that are still involved, not necessarily still competing but still getting so much out of the whole out door experience, and putting so much back, the unsung heroes, the organisers, the helpers. The man who devised the original Rossendale Fells course was Eddie Roberts. Eddie Roberts was then a teacher at Fearns School, he had been approached to help organise an athletic club in Rossendale. Several of those first members such as Graham Wright and Bob Ashworth were pupils at Fearns who Eddie took cross country running. Eddie was a fell runner and a founding member of the Fell Runners Association and it was through him that the club in the early years had such an interest in fell running. The first Rossendale Fells race was held in 1969 and continued on the original course until 1982 when it became unmanageable due to the road crossings. The new course was first run in 1983, from Marl Pitts it took in the hills of Cowpe Lowe, Top of Leach, Knowl Hill, Whittle Pike, back over Cowpe Lowe to finish at Marl Pits. Later the Owd Betts check point was added and the circuit was run in the opposite direction on alternate years. The race sadly ended in 2002 due to declining numbers.
I still remember who took my entry on that day in 1981, it was Graham Wright. Graham has been a member from the very start and remembers going checking out the route with Eddie Roberts. It must be in the hundreds the number of fell races that Graham has organised and the number of hours spent doesn’t bear thinking about. Anyone who has raced in or for Rossendale on the fells is probably in his debt. I suspect that the hills, the Lakes, the Highlands and the friendships and camaraderie we find in them are ample compensation. It shouldn’t be forgotten that as well as organising Graham has competed for many years in the toughest events, amongst others all the classic Lake District long races. He competed in the Karrimor Elite for about 15 years, his best result was in 1981 running with Pete Howarth when they were 11th. Graham has completed all the Munros.
I actually remember very little about the race it self, I didn’t know anyone to measure my performance against. That was to change. I joined Rossendale in the autumn of 1981 after Eric Richardson got me a lift back from the Rombolds Moor fell race in Skipton. I’m there in the results though, albeit as a misprint.
N. Keys unattached 113th 79.46
I slowly improved after that day. I finally won the Rossendale Fells Race in 1997 and then again in 2000. It certainly started something that August day in 1981, I haven’t stopped running since.
Post script: 

I have just run the original race route again, (the first time for twenty five years), with Judith Wood on lovely hot August Sunday morning. It was good, and I can safely say it’s as tough as it ever was.

